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      For Doreen and Jamey

       

      They've helped me more than they know.

    

  


  CHAPTER 1


  Edgar Vagrant looked up when Malachai opened the office door. “Did you fix it?” Edgar asked.


  Malachai sighed. “I’m still trying to find out what’s broken.”


  Edgar gave his son the hairy eyeball. “You know what’s broken. That filtration unit is kicking crap into the station’s air that it’s supposed to be filtering out.”


  “Yes, Father.” Malachai gave Edgar a long-suffering sigh. “I do know that. What I don’t know—and I can’t seem to find anybody who does know—is why. The specs are all correct. The filtration medium is correct and functioning properly. The ducts are all sealed, so it’s not picking it up from the ducts.”


  Edgar glanced at the financial report on his desk and scowled. “Do I have to do everything myself?” he asked, pitching his voice to a warning growl.


  Malachai shook his head. “No, Father. I’ll handle it.”


  “Then why are you here?”


  “The dock master caught me in the passageway. He’s got a full can of ore already and half of another.”


  “He couldn’t just send me a message?” Edgar asked.


  “Apparently he has. He’s running out of empty cans.”


  “Idiot,” Edgar said, more to himself than Malachai. He sighed and flipped his console over to comms, where he found the messages from the dock master buried under a dozen air quality warnings from the Environmental section. “What’s the next ship due in?” Edgar asked.


  “Last time I looked it was the Matanushka Thunder out of Halpern.”


  “That’s not going to help us, fool. They’re a mixed-freight hauler. When’s the next can due?”


  “I have no idea,” Malachai said. “I’ve been screwing around with these mechanics for the last four days.”


  Edgar pursed his lips and stared at his son. “Ya know, boy. This is all going to be yours someday. You can’t be half-assing it for the rest of your life, or this place will fall apart around you. Where’s your brother?”


  “Zachary?”


  “Do you have another?” Edgar asked, letting more of his anger out in his voice.


  “I haven’t seen him.”


  “Find him, for Maude’s sake. Put him on the filtration problem since you can’t seem to handle it. Find me a can, or find me a way to store the five barge-loads of ore due back here in the next three weeks.”


  Malachai nodded. “I’ll get right on it. The weasel is probably hiding in hydroponics again.”


  Edgar frowned. “What does he do down there all the time?”


  Malachai snorted. “Far as I know, spends his time eating.”


  “Go. Get. Him.”


  “On it,” Malachai said, turning on his heel and striding out of the office.


  Edgar sighed and shook his head. Boy couldn’t work out the solution to salt in water with a hundred-gallon tank. He’d learn. One way or another. Edgar turned back to his financials, smiling at the bottom line and wondering how much it would cost him to line up another can.


  He flipped over to the shipping schedule. He hadn’t sent out a can in a while. With one ready to go, he needed to get the Barbell’s crew together for a run to Siren. The station never seemed to lack for volunteers. He grinned. The extra pay and rations didn’t hurt. What he needed was more incoming cans, but to get that he needed outgoing products.


  Shaking his head, he dug into the Annex manifests. Maybe he could get a deal going with Saltzmann or Carstairs to use one of their ships to run a triangle trade—ore to metal to food and back. He sighed. It was going to be a long night made even longer if that idiot son couldn’t figure out how to fix a simple problem.


  * * *


  Zachary Vagrant slid out from under the tank and nodded at Paul Burdon. “That do it?”


  Paul turned to his tablet and tapped a couple of spots on the screen, then looked up at the pumping station. The pumps whirred to life, siphoning the enriched water out of the tank and spraying the plants with a hyperfine mist. He pushed another button and the chain train jerked into motion.


  Zachary clambered to his feet and looked over the station supervisor’s shoulder. “Looks good, Paul.”


  Paul nodded, his gaze switching back and forth between the tablet and the plants rattling by on the suspension train.


  “Is this really the best way to do this?” Zachary asked.


  Paul sighed. “I have my doubts.” He tapped his screen off and stepped back from the pump assembly. “I thought that white paper on hydroponics and aquaculture made a lot of sense.”


  “He shot it down, didn’t he?” Zachary asked.


  “Oh, yeah. Big time.” Paul said. “‘I’m not eating anything grown in fish shit.’”


  Paul’s impersonation of Edgar Vagrant made Zachary laugh.


  “Sounds about right,” he said. “Can we do it anyway?”


  Paul grimaced and looked around at the shabby, crowded space. “I’d like to run a trial. I know roughly what we can get across a variety of crops now. We’re going to need to either expand or start kicking people off the station soon.”


  “Not pretty?” Zachary asked.


  “The opposite of pretty,” the supervisor said with a shrug. “We’re only covering about eighty percent of the calorie needs now and the spread across food types is—frankly—dangerously narrow.” He glanced at Zachary. “I don’t suppose you can talk to him?”


  Zachary laughed again, but not because it was funny. “I can talk until I’m blue, but as long as Mal’s the prince, I’m just another pauper.”


  “Speak of the devil,” Paul said, looking over Zachary’s shoulder.


  Zachary turned just in time to see Malachai storm into the hydroponics station. “There you are. You don’t answer your comm?”


  Zachary pulled his tablet out of its holster and looked at it. The urgent message icons blinked their silent judgment at him. “Sorry. I was tied up.”


  “Yeah, well, break time is over, chump. Filtration Nine still has a problem. Go fix it.”


  “I thought you were doing that,” Zachary said, nodding his farewell to Paul and following Malachai back out into the central commons for the section.


  “I have to go find an empty can. We’ve got five barges coming in loaded and no place to put the ore.”


  Zachary snorted. “Shoulda taken the Barbell out last month.”


  Malachai nodded, losing a bit of his attitude for the moment. “I told him that, too.”


  They looked at each other and said, “He never listens,” in unison.


  “We’d have still been short,” Malachai said.


  “Where are you going to find a can?” Zachary asked.


  “I have to go see the dock master. He’s probably got one that hasn’t been unloaded out in the marshaling yard.” He shook his head. “I hope so, anyway.”


  Zachary nodded and split off at the next junction. Filtration Nine lay halfway across the station in the opposite direction. He had a long way to go.


  * * *


  When Zachary got to the filtration station, he met the crew leaving. He stopped the supervisor. “You get it fixed, Ella?”


  She shook her head. “We’re going to lunch. Your—” She cut herself off and swallowed whatever else she was going to say. “Your brother told us to wait for him to get back. Two stans ago.”


  Zachary grimaced. “Sorry, that was probably my fault. Got a minute to show me the problem before you go eat?”


  She glanced at her team waiting in the passageway, sour expressions on every one of them. “Go ahead. I’ll be there in a minute.”


  “Ella,” one of the crew said, scowling at Zachary. “We’re already an hour late.”


  “I know,” she said. “Go save me a seat.”


  The crewman laughed and shook his head before continuing down the passage.


  “I won’t keep you,” Zachary said. “Just the highlights.”


  She waved him into the station and pointed at the air filtration unit. “This is supposed to pull all the particulates out of the air. Dirty air in this end. Clean air out the other. From here it goes upstairs to mixing where it gets adjusted for the correct ratios of O2 and nitrogen.”


  Zachary nodded. “It’s not cleaning?”


  She sighed. Zachary heard the frustration in it. “It’s passing just one stinking size.”


  “How is that possible?” he asked.


  “That’s the hell of it,” she said. “It shouldn’t be. It’s just the five-micron size. It’s doing the job on everything else but when it gets upstairs, they clog the gas sensors within seconds.”


  “What section of the station?” Zachary asked, suspecting he knew since his own quarters weren’t far away.


  “Two-Baker.”


  Zachary snorted. “Figured.”


  “How common are five-micron particles?”


  “Relatively.”


  “You know how many are coming in the intake?”


  Ella’s lips parted as if she was going to say something but she stopped, pausing for a moment before speaking. “Not exactly. Historically, it’s a small number on average. You think somebody’s overloading the filter?”


  He shrugged. “Just trying to diagnose the problem. How many have to be hitting the gas mixer for them to clog the sensors?”


  “You’d have to ask the crew in mixing,” she said. “Outside my area of expertise.”


  Zachary nodded. “Go get lunch. Your crew will be cursing me already. I’ll go talk upstairs and see.”


  She grinned. “Thanks, Zach.”


  “Just trying to help,” he said, following her out and heading for the stairwell at the end of the passage. He trotted up the stairs and shouldered open the door at the top. As he popped into the gas mixing unit, the day shift supervisor looked up from his console. “Afternoon, Wendel.” Zachary stuck out a hand.


  Wendel stood and gave it a good solid shake.. “Zach. Come to unravel your brother’s handiwork?” he asked, a sour smile on his lips.


  Zachary chuckled. “Just following the bread crumbs. Ella says you’re getting enough junk in the stream to clog your sensors?”


  “Yeah, and I don’t understand it.”


  “Neither does anybody else. Tell me.”


  “Started about a week ago.” He nodded at the console. “Look here.” He pulled up a screen showing a saw-toothed plot. “If I go back a month ...” The scale changed and the saw teeth narrowed, with more of them on the timeline. “We have to clean the sensors regularly.” He pointed to the older peaks. “This is the normal. We have a weekly task to pull them out and clean them. Routine. Always happens. You can see we hardly ever get below seventy percent efficiency on them.”


  Zachary nodded.


  Wendel tapped a few keys and the timeline zoomed in. “Starting about a week ago, we started getting this junk. First couple of times, we thought it was just a fluke. They used to happen sometimes, but now they keep happening. We clean the sensors, put them back in. Within a day they’re completely blocked again.”


  “Blocked how?” Zachary asked.


  “Micro-ports in the sensor housing. We siphon a few cubic centimeters of gas and test it for ratios. We adjust the ratios by adding where we need to. The intake ports are quite small—about two microns—but there are a lot of them.”


  “How do you clean them?”


  “Back flush. Blow the particles out.”


  Zachary nodded and stared at the screen, letting the information percolate in his gray matter for a moment. “So, you know five-micron particles cause these peaks?”


  Wendel shrugged. “Not completely, no. They get gunked up normally with a variety of particle sizes. The air coming upstairs isn’t ever perfectly clean. That would be hideously expensive for what we need.”


  “Understood,” Zachary said.


  “But these time frames.” Wendel held his thumb and index finger open to show the gap at the base of the spike. “From clean to a hundred percent blocked? That’s just a little more than a day. There’s a blizzard of crap coming up from below.”


  Zachary nodded. “And before, you’d normally go a week?”


  “Yes.” Wendel flipped a screen and showed another graph with a series of colored lines. “We test the back flush for particulates. This purple line is the five-micron size.” Wendel pointed out the time scale. “We’ve been doing the back flushes every other day for a week. Usually we get some variation in the sizes.” He changed the vertical scale and zoomed in on the line to show various colored squiggles. “These are parts-per-million measurements in the normal back flush gas.” He highlighted a different section of the line showing the base of one of the spikes. “This is what we have now. Five-microns are off the chart at this scale.”


  “Can you go back to normal?” Zachary asked, leaning down to get a closer look.


  Wendel tapped a couple of keys, and the lines shifted.


  “So, the usual back flush has a relatively stable proportion of the various sized particles that collect on the sensors every week. Right?”


  “Yeah,” Wendel said. “It’s not perfectly identical, but the differences are small. I don’t know if the numbers are actually different, or if the variations are within the normal margin of error for the tests.”


  Zachary straightened up and nodded. “Understood.” He scrubbed his mouth with the palm of his hand and stared at the screen. “The obvious answer is that the filtration unit is failing on the five-micron particles.”


  “That’s my take, yeah,” Wendel said, nodding.


  “What’s the less obvious answer?” Zachary asked. “What’s a less probable cause?”


  Wendel shook his head. “I don’t know. Like, there’s a source of those particles in the transport ducts between the floors?”


  Zachary pushed his eyebrows up in a silent question.


  The supervisor shook his head again. “I can’t imagine how that could happen. It’s a closed system. I don’t know if there’s even an access port. If there is, it’s down below. Our gear is bolted directly to the deck.” Wendel pointed to a large, blocky unit off to the side.


  “I’ll ask Ella. There has to be a way to clean it.”


  Wendel frowned. “You’re right. I never considered that. Too focused on my own gear. Over time the transport duct must be picking up particles on the walls.”


  “What else?” Zachary asked. “If it’s not between here and there, is it possible that there’s a flurry of those particles coming in the intake stream and overwhelming the filtration unit?”


  “You’d have to ask Ella that. I don’t know enough about how that unit works.”


  “Fair enough,” Zachary said. “What’s the damage from having all these particles getting blown into that section?”


  Wendel shrugged. “Depends on what they are. Particles that size can get into the lungs, even into the bloodstream. It’s why we filter them out as part of our air quality maintenance. The problem is that they’re everywhere so we have to keep on top of them to keep the air from getting too much crap in it.”


  “People living in Two-Baker?” Zachary asked. “Would they notice?”


  “I don’t know. The usual risks are for people with compromised lungs. Asthmatics in particular.” He shook his head. “You’d need to find somebody in medical.”


  “Could this be masking something else?” Zachary asked.


  “Like what?”


  “I don’t know. Some kind of toxic mold spore or a virus?”


  Wendel’s brow wrinkled. He pursed his lips, staring down at the floor. “Possible, but they should be inert—dead—by the time they get out of the filtration unit. Check with Ella on that, but I thought they had a sterilization step before they run the filtration.”


  “So they kill the bugs and filter out the corpses?” Zachary asked.


  “Basically,” Wendel said. “Otherwise we’d be just recirculating the colds and molds all the time.”


  Zachary held out a hand. “Thanks, Wendel.”


  Wendel shook it. “Good luck tracking this down. Ella and I have been trying to figure it out for a week.”


  Zachary headed down the stairs and back to filtration. The crew wasn’t back, but he took the opportunity to prowl around, tracing the air ducts and the flow from the intake manifold through the cylindrical filter canisters to the outflow duct that took the air up to the mixing unit. He poked about, trying to see how somebody might put a dirt source between the two processes, but had to admit he lacked the expertise.


  The door opened and Ella came in with her two assistants. “Ah, you’re still here.”


  “Yeah. I talked to Wendel upstairs and understand the problem better from his end. What’s the problem look like from down here?”


  One of her assistants rolled his eyes and the other snorted.


  Ella gave them the stink-eye.


  “My brother’s been helping?” Zachary asked.


  Ella shrugged but didn’t meet his eye.


  “Walk me through it? I’m sorry to ask you to do it again because I’m sure Malachai has been pestering you.”


  “Not much to walk through,” she said. “Air comes in, we split it into streams and funnel each stream into one of these filter units. Air goes in, dust drops to the bottom, filter medium catches particles between two and a half and twenty microns. Cleaned air goes up there and off to Wendel.” She pointed to the ductwork above.


  “How does it do that?” Zachary asked. “Layers? Catches the biggest stuff first?”


  “Yeah. Finer and finer media until the last one passes anything smaller than about two microns.”


  Zachary nodded. “You’ve probably done all the things I could think of. What haven’t I thought of?”


  She laughed and even her crew looked a little more relaxed. “What have you thought of?” she asked.


  “A particle source in the ductwork between here and there,” he said, pointing at the outflow.


  She narrowed her eyes and looked up at it. “Why do you say that?”


  “Well, I’m assuming—which might be a mistake—that you’ve checked the actual filtration units for faulty media.” He paused and looked at her.


  She nodded. “A few times.”


  “So if the air is cleaned when it leaves here, it has to be picking up particles somewhere between here and there. That’s the only place it goes, right?”


  She frowned and nodded again. “It’s not airtight,” she said, almost as an aside. “It’s just ductwork. Cheap aluminum.”


  Zachary nodded. “Still, it’s worked fine up to now. According to Wendel, it’s only been a problem for the last week or so?”


  “Yeah. That’s about when he told me about it.”


  “What’s changed in a week?” Zachary asked.


  “Nothing in here that I can think of,” Ella said.


  Zachary pursed his lips and looked at the setup, letting the problem percolate through his brain. “Is the medium getting overwhelmed and failing at the five-micron level?”


  Ella stared at the nearest filtration unit as if she could see through the shell. “You’re thinking that it’s getting too many from the intake and crapping out?”


  He nodded. “What would that look like?”


  “Wendel would be seeing more smaller particles, too,” she said.


  “Would he? Or would the overabundance of fives mask the results?”


  She frowned and her head traced a kind of figure-eight in the air, not quite a nod, not quite a shake. “I don’t know.”


  “They test on back-flushed particles,” one of her crew said. “That’s not the most reliable because the smaller particles could be getting jammed together.”


  “Begs the question, where are the new particles coming from?” Zachary said.


  “That’s a lot of particles,” Ella said.


  “What’s broken lately?” Zachary asked.


  “Broken?” Ella asked. “In here?”


  He shook his head and pointed to the commons outside. “Out there. I assume—possibly incorrectly—that you’re pulling the air in from the commons area.”


  “No,” Ella said. “Well, indirectly, yes, but the ductwork pulls from all the various compartments in Two-Baker and brings it here eventually.”


  “A steam pipe ruptured under the main corridor about ten days ago,” Zachary said. “It’s still not all put back together yet.”


  “I heard about that. Nobody hurt, was there?” Ella asked.


  Zachary shook his head. “Burned the fire watch but he’ll be all right.”


  “Still wouldn’t account for the particles. Steam is water and it condenses out before we get it. It would have been absorbed by now anyway.”


  “The water, yeah,” Zachary said. “What about the insulation? That rupture ripped up a couple dozen meters of piping and the insulation around it.”


  “That seems ...” She paused and pursed her lips. “I don’t know. The problem didn’t start until three or four days later.”


  “Can you sample the incoming air? Get a particle count on it?” Zachary asked.


  “Yeah, but we don’t normally sample incoming.”


  Zachary snapped his fingers. “So no baseline.”


  She nodded.


  He pointed to the outflow. “Can you measure what’s coming out of the filter?”


  “Isolated from the actual ductwork?” Ella asked, looking up. “Possibly. What will that tell us?”


  “As I see it, and correct me if I’m wrong, the problem is one of three places. In the units themselves, between the filtration and mixing, or coming in from outside.”


  Ella nodded. “That’s sound.”


  “We’re pretty sure the units are operating the way they’ve always done,” Zachary said.


  “Yes,” Ella said.


  “No,” one of the techs said, standing up straight from where he’d been leaning on a bulkhead.


  “What?” Ella asked, as all heads snapped around to look at him.


  He held up his hands, palm out. “It didn’t hit me until just this second. A week ago.”


  “What about it?” Ella asked.


  “We used up the last of the media from Archer, remember?”


  She nodded. “Sure, but the Heslarton media is rated the same.”


  The tech, scrunched his lips together and glanced at Zachary. “Then why did we switch vendors?”


  She snorted. “Probably cheaper.” She froze in place, her eyes widening. “That son of a bitch.”


  Zachary sighed and looked at the overhead. “Let me guess how this plays,” he said. “It’s better if I say it than you do.”


  Ella nodded.


  “The media you’ve always used has performed correctly. Once you started using a different brand, the performance degraded to the point where we’re spewing potentially harmful particles back into the station.”


  Ella nodded again.


  “So in spite of having the same rating on the media, one might reasonably assume that the cost saving comes not as much from more efficient production as much as providing substandard materials. Do I have that right?”


  “Yeah. I think that sums it up,” Ella said. “The Archer media handled the extra load, but this Heslarton crap can’t.”


  Zachary sighed. “Can you get some of that other media? The Archer stuff you used to use?”


  “Archer? Sure,” she said. “I think Bennie still has a few cases of it in the chandlery. They used these same filters on the mining barges. We’d have to requisition it.”


  “Do the requisition. I’ll go see Bennie and get it expedited.” Zachary headed for the door as the filtration team turned to their tasks. Once in the passageway he sighed. It wouldn’t be the first time somebody took the cheap response over the safe one, and it probably wouldn’t be the last.


  * * *


  Zachary stepped back from the filtration unit and let the tech finish the installation.


  Ella grinned at him and handed him a clean rag. “You’ve got a streak of dirt here,” she said, touching her own left cheek.


  He swiped his cheek with the rag, then turned to display his efforts to her. “Did I get it?”


  She nodded. “Close enough.”


  “I’ll need a shower after this anyway,” Zachary said.


  The last tech stepped back.


  “We ready?” Ella asked, looking around the room.


  The techs nodded and she tapped the controls to bring the big filters back online. They started with a series of heavy thumps and the sound of fans whining up to speed. “Now we wait,” she said.


  “Lemme go see Wendel,” Zachary said. “See what he says.”


  Ella nodded. “Thanks, Zach. Appreciate the help.”


  He nodded and trotted upstairs, catching Wendel at the shift change.


  He and the second-shift supervisor, Miriam Jarvis, both looked at him as he came in. “Hey, Zach. What’s the news from down below?”


  “We think it was the filtration media itself,” Zach said. “Hi, Miriam.”


  She nodded. “Zach.”


  “How clogged are the heads right now?” Zachary asked.


  “We just did a back flush,” Wendel said, glancing at the clock. “Maybe half a stan. They were getting pretty gunked up and I didn’t want to leave Miriam with a mess to clean up.”


  “If our theory holds up, you should start seeing an improvement in the filtered air coming up.”


  “The medium?” Wendel asked.


  Zachary nodded. “They changed brands about the same time this started happening.”


  Miriam’s eyebrows went up. “And they’re just thinking of it now?”


  Zachary shrugged. “It’s easy to get tunnel vision when you’ve been looking at a problem too closely for too long. We think it was a combination of an increase in particles being released in the section and the new media being unable to handle the influx.” He didn’t float the idea that it didn’t handle the smaller particles at all. He knew Ella believed that, but had carefully not said it. They didn’t have any evidence, after all was said and done.


  He left the mixing station and made his way home to get a shower and some clean clothes. Between his crawling around on the deck in the hydroponics section and grubbing about in the filters, his clothes had started sticking to his sweaty body and he knew he looked like he’d been rolling in dirt. Probably because he had been.


  * * *


  Malachai stared at the dock master. “You mean to tell me you’ve got nothing in the marshaling yard, Compton?”


  The old man waved a hand at his screen. “Look for yourself. That’s the complete inventory of cans. We’ve got more than enough for the Matanushka. I can give you all the fifteen-kiloton tractor cans you want. We’re too small to attract the big haulers. I’ve told your father that a hundred times.”


  Malachai growled at the man. “We’ve got a hundred and fifty metric kilotons of ore coming in the next week and a half. You have enough tractor cans for that?” He glared at the incompetent old fool. “Do you have any idea how long that would take to load?”


  Compton clicked a few keys and the screen resorted. “I’ve been doing this job longer than you’ve been alive, kid. I know exactly how long it would take.” He flipped windows back and forth a couple of times and grunted.


  “What are you doing?” Malachai asked.


  “Shut up,” Compton said. “I’m looking to see if I have ten free tractor cans.”


  Malachai drew back his hand to cuff the man but froze when Compton glared up at him from his seat at the console. “You want to go there?” He glanced at the surveillance camera in the corner and back at Malachai. “I don’t care if you’re the old man’s kid or not. You’re old enough to know better, and I’m just about maxed out on giving a shit about some jumped-up punk who thinks he knows more than me. Get out of my office. Tell your old man I’ll find a place to stash his ore. Go crying to him that you couldn’t browbeat me into pulling a Barbell can out of my ass to save him from his own stupidity, if you like. Maybe he’ll fire me and give you this thankless job.”


  Malachai felt his anger break over him like a wave, the bubble of heat in his chest bursting and the pressure releasing all at once. He lowered his arm and clamped his jaw tight. “You’ll regret talking to me like that, old man.”


  Compton snorted and pointed his chin at the door. “Don’t let it hit ya in the ass.” He turned back to his screen.


  Malachai had to force his jaw to relax. He spun away before he did something rash and strode for the door, leaving Compton to savor his victory. For now. The old fool would live to regret it. Malachai left the office and headed down toward the docks. A couple of guys owed him a favor. Time to call it in.


  CHAPTER 2


  Verkol Kondur checked the navigation plot for the hundredth time in the week since they started back to dock.


  “We’re not going to get there any sooner, Skipper,” the helmsman said, looking up at him from her seat with a grin.


  He chuckled, and patted her shoulder. “I know, Silvie. It’ll just be good to get off the boat for a bit.”


  “Aw, Skip. Don’t ya love us anymore?” The woman gave him a pouting smile.


  He shook his head and turned away, grinning. “You’re as anxious to stretch your legs as I am.”


  Silvie laughed. “That what you kids are calling it these days? ‘Stretch your legs?’”


  He flipped her a bird and dropped down the ladder, her cackling following him all the way to his quarters.


  It would be good to get back, but his concern wasn’t about being cooped up on the boat with his dusty half dozen. It was the level of fuel left in the tank. They’d topped off before they’d left the station, but six weeks in the belt took a larger toll. He looked at the engineer’s report for the hundredth time and shook his head. There should have been enough fuel, but one of the main thrusters had started losing power on the trip out, meaning they had to burn more fuel to get the same velocity.


  His stomach clenched every single time something like this happened; it happened more often now than it ever had before. All he could do was hold on and hope. They had one more big burn to pull their velocity down. In theory, they had enough fuel. In theory. They’d be on fumes by the time they got there and they didn’t really have enough in the ore bunkers to get the ship back up to snuff and resupply for the next trip.


  He heard the footsteps outside his door and turned in time to see Vern Herridan raise a hand to knock on his door frame. “Sorry to bother you, Skipper?”


  “Come in,” Kondur said. “What’s on your mind?”


  The younger man stepped over the threshold and braced his shoulders against the bulkhead, hands thrust into the pockets of his shipsuit. He worked his jaw a few times before he found the lever on his tongue. “My last trip, Skipper.”


  “I wish I could say I’m surprised,” Kondur said.


  Vern looked down at the deck by his boots. “I just can’t do this anymore. I can do better working on the station.”


  Kondur knew that Vern had more problems than the credits. He still lived at home and his parents had been struggling. “How’re your folks?”


  Vern shrugged a shoulder. “Dad’s not getting any younger. Mom’s ...” He swallowed. “Mom’s probably not got much longer.”


  “Auto-doc not helping?”


  “Auto-doc can only do so much. It can’t replace her kidney, and her whole immune system’s been compromised for as long as I can remember.”


  Kondur sighed. He knew the kid’s mother could get another kidney. The technology existed in the High Line. He suspected she could probably get treated over at Mel’s Place. Any of the larger stations in the Toe-Holds had the capability. He pushed back the idea that she could probably get treated on Vagrant if she had the credits—or if Edgar Vagrant wasn’t hoarding the technology for himself. He shook his head. “Sorry to see you go, Vern, but I understand.”


  Vern nodded. “Thanks, Skip.”


  “Any idea what you’ll do?”


  Vern shook his head. “Chandlery’s always looking for help. Vagrant’s going to have to send the Barbell out again soon. Ore was already backing up before we left. With five of us coming in over a couple of days, that’s gonna be another can’s worth and they haven’t cleared the last one. Maybe I can luck into a slot there.”


  “Good point.” Kondur paused. “Anything else?”


  Vern shook his head, letting it hang forward, and his shoulders slumped.. “That’s it. Sorry, Skip.”


  Kondur shook his head. “Nothing to be sorry for. Get some sleep. Once we get back you probably won’t be getting much.”


  Vern nodded and turned for the door. “Thanks, Skipper.”


  Kondur sighed and turned back to his screen, pulling up the navigational repeater on the console. “You’re welcome,” he said.


  * * *


  The station’s warm, moist air felt good on Kondur’s face after the dry, dusty interior of the barge.


  Olivia Sterling waited for him, wearing her station jumpsuit and a frown. She looked at her tablet and raised an eyebrow in his direction. “You’re a bit overdrawn, aren’t you?”


  Kondur shrugged. “Just dumped a whole load of mid-grade ore at the ore dock. That should cover us.”


  She flipped a screen with her finger and sighed. “Gonna be close.”


  “Gonna be worse than that if I can’t get that number three thruster repaired,” he said.


  She looked up at that. “What’s the matter with it?”


  “Other than it uses twice as much fuel as it’s supposed to? Nothing.”


  Her face went slack for a moment. “That’s a lot of fuel.”


  “Nearly drained us dry on the way back.”


  “Cut it a little fine, did you?” she asked.


  “It wasn’t that bad going out. We anchored on one of the big nickel-iron rocks and filled up the holds. When we started back, I wasn’t sure we’d have enough fuel. I cut the burn time on that thruster to save some for the others. We got it slowed down in time by not using that one and starting the other two early.” He shook his head. “Was still closer than I like.”


  “Any idea what’s causing it?”


  “Besides piss-poor maintenance and substandard parts?” He looked at the overhead and made a show of considering. “Might be gremlins, I suppose.”


  “Asshole,” she said, but laughed.


  “Seriously, Livy. What’s up with this gear? We went through auger bits like they were plastic instead of diamond.”


  “Nickel-iron chews them up. You know that,” she said, not looking at him.


  He waited, arms crossed, staring at her.


  “What?” she said, glancing up at him while pretending to make notes on her screen.


  “Is the station in that bad a shape?” Kondur asked.


  She looked up at him then, a frown painted on her face. “What do you mean?”


  Kondur gave her an exaggerated shrug. “Gosh. I don’t know. The only product we produce is ore. Ore that comes from these barges. Barges that belong to the station, meaning Vagrant, along with everything else except the clothes on our backs.”


  “Where are you going with this, Verkol.”


  “We need to sell ore to get everything else we need here. Gases, water, food, parts, everything. No ore. No station.”


  “Yeah, and ...?”


  “And if Vagrant can’t keep his barges cutting up rocks, he has no ore. If he’s down to nickel-and-diming us, shorting us on maintenance and spares? How long before he loses one of these suckers?”


  She swallowed and shook her head, looking back down at her tablet. “It won’t come to that.”


  “It almost came to it on this trip. We’re supposed to trade ore for fuel and consumables. If we use up the consumables too fast because he’s stocking cheap-ass parts, that comes out of our hides and you know it.”


  She squared off on him, dropping the tablet to her side. “What am I supposed to do about it? Huh? You think I get to pick anything? I just do what I’m told with what I’ve got. Just like everybody else in this hole.”


  Kondur dropped his arms, shaking out the tension, and looked at the overhead again. “Sorry, Livy. Not your fault. I know that.” He paced in a tight circle, one hand on his hip and the other locked behind his neck. Trying to hold himself together. “All I’m sayin’ is that this is gram smart and kilogram stupid,” he said at last.


  “I’m not arguing,” Sterling said. “Just. There’s nothing I can do about it.”


  Kondur blew a sigh out of his lungs that felt like it came from his legs. “We need to figure out who can before somebody gets hurt.”


  She nodded. “I know.” She shrugged and glanced back up the docking gallery. “Ernie’s docking now. I have to get back to work. File the trip report. I’ll see what I can do.”


  Kondur nodded. “Thanks, Livy.”


  She started up the gallery toward the next airlock, but stopped to look back at him. “Dinner tonight?”


  “You buying?” he asked.


  She looked at her tablet. “I must be. You can’t afford it.” She grinned at him.


  “Now who’s the asshole?” he asked, with a laugh.


  “I’ll pick you up at 1900,” she said.


  He turned back to the lock and keyed it open. “You know where to find me,” he said, then stepped back aboard.


  Say what you might about the quarters. Cramped. A little stale-smelling most of the time. At least they were his. Mostly. He shook his head as he settled onto his bunk and stretched out his bones. A hundred things tried to be important all at the same time, but first he needed a nap.


  * * *


  Kondur blinked awake from a nightmare about being crushed between two asteroids. No matter how much power they fed the engines, the rocks just kept closing in on them. He woke just before they crushed the ship. Blinking the grit from his eyes he swallowed the bile, swung his legs over the side of his bunk and sat up. He leaned his elbows on his knees and sat there for a tick to yawn and give the nightmare a chance to dissipate. He kept having it in various forms. He’d lost count how many. “Don’t need a shrink to tell me what it means,” he said, staring at the deck.


  He sighed and stood, stretching his arms to the side and then pressing his palms against the overhead, trying to wake up. The chrono clicked over, the flickering numbers—1839—grabbing his attention. Twenty ticks to get cleaned up and into something that didn’t look or smell like he’d slept in it for a week. He rummaged in his locker for some clothes, coming up with his last clean pair of skivvies, a wrinkled pair of pants that he hadn’t worn since the last time they’d been docked, and a shirt that smelled all right.


  He grabbed his spit kit and headed for the showers. The shore ties would keep the water tanks filled and he wouldn’t need to rely on the ultrasonics to get the sour sleep sweat off his skin.


  At 1900 he stepped out into the docking gallery and spotted Olivia heading in his direction. She’d replaced her work clothes with a nice pullover tunic that fell to the top of her thighs and a pair of skin-tight leggings. The bright yellow top over the black pants gave her a cheery look, and the smile on her face cheered him even more.


  She strutted up to him and gave him an appraising look. “Hi, sailor. New in town?”


  He laughed and stepped up to give her a kiss on the cheek. “Not exactly. Where we going?”


  “There’s a new noodle joint off the plaza at Charlie-Ten.”


  His stomach rumbled loud enough for her to hear it.


  “Is that a yes?” she asked.


  He nodded and they struck off down the gallery. “Now that we’re off the clock, how are things on station?”


  She sighed and shrugged, glancing around. “Not good. The old man seems hell bent on keeping everybody and everything under his thumb.”


  “That’s not going to change,” Kondur said. “Once a king, always a king.”


  She snickered.


  “Any juicy rumors?” Kondur asked.


  “They’re going to send the freighter out. Trying to collect crew for it now.” She glanced at him. “You should apply.”


  Kondur glanced at her. “That’s a long trip. Who’ll run the barge?”


  She shook her head and looked away from him. “Maybe nobody.”


  “What’d you hear?” he asked.


  She shook her head again and glanced at a pair of spacers coming from the opposite direction. She pursed her lips and looked at where she put her feet until they passed.


  “They’re out of storage for ore. You rock-wranglers are bringing it in faster than he can ship it out.” She glanced at him.


  Kondur put the pieces together in his head. “So, he’ll scavenge parts from some to fix the rest, leaving crews to do what?” He forced himself to relax his shoulders.


  She sighed. “Take the Barbell out and get rid of some of the ore, bring back supplies.”


  “How soon before somebody starts blowing holes in the station again?” Kondur asked.


  “Can we just try to have a nice quiet evening, Verkol?”


  He turned to her, his frustration at nearly critical mass, but the pleading look on her face defused the bomb in his gut. He sighed, seeing the fear and pain in her eyes. “Sorry, Livy. Yeah. Let’s go get some noodles.”


  He gave her his arm and they started walking again. She felt good pressed up against him. It was cold in the Deep Dark. Her warmth reminded him that the glowing fusion furnaces scattered in the night weren’t the only sources of heat, even if they were the hottest and brightest. He gave her arm a squeeze, half in apology for his outburst and half just because it made him feel good.


  She squeezed back and rested her head on his shoulder for a moment before they left the gallery and entered the station proper.


  “Where is everybody?” he asked.


  She looked around. “What do you mean?”


  “Place seems kinda quiet.”


  She shrugged. “You rock jockeys aren’t the only ones struggling.”


  Kondur shook his head and kept his mouth shut. He noted the broken benches and barely concealed graffiti on the bulkheads, the covering paint slopped on the surface leaving hardened streaks and covering almost nothing. One of the patterns repeated itself several times down the length of the passageway: a horizontal line with a stylized sunrise done in black. Each one same size and identical. About the size of his hand. Some looked fresh and pristine, while others bled through the slapdash attempts to cover them up.


  She shook his arm. “We’re almost there.” She led him along to the plaza at Charlie-Ten and they meandered through the sparse crowd until she cut into one of the alleys. “Just down here.”


  The passageway wasn’t wide enough for the electric carts that the station used to move goods around but was more than ample for the few people moving through it. He recognized it as being one of the alleys that connected Charlie-Ten to Charlie-Twelve. “I didn’t think there was anything down here,” he said.


  She grinned. “There wasn’t when you left.”


  He spotted several more of the sunrise stencils as she pulled him along. Fewer of these had been covered. The alley’s bulkheads had been liberally covered with graffiti so perhaps this space didn’t get the same kind of attention as the main passageways.


  “Here.” Stirling drew him into a rough-cut hole in the bulkhead with a slatted plastic curtain hanging in the opening.


  Inside a long counter ran ten meters down, parallel with the alley they’d just stepped out of, with simple metal stools lined up at it. The humidity hit him in the face like a damp wash rag, thick with aromas that made his mouth answer with water of its own. Onions, meat, fish, spices. He looked at Olivia and then over his shoulder at the curtain and the hole in the bulkhead.


  “What the hell?”


  She shook her head. “Food first. Talk later.” She grinned and gave him a hooded glance. “After.”


  She pulled him down the length of the shallow room. Vats of broth simmered on burners on the other side of the counter and a couple of kids scrambled around, seeming to almost dance around each other behind the counter. A large, older man sat on a tall chair back there, overseeing the kids as they took the orders, filled fresh bowls, and cleared away the dirty. The place only had a few stools and they were almost all covered with somebody’s backside. At the end of the counter, she found two stools together, mounting one while pushing Verkol onto the other.


  One of the kids popped up almost immediately. “Livy,” he said. “Usual?”


  Sterling nodded. “He’s with me.”


  “Know what you want?” The kid—who looked a lot older than his slender, almost androgynous frame would indicate—raised his eyebrows at Kondur.


  “No.”


  The kid frowned and glared at Sterling.


  “Same as me,” she said. She nudged Kondur with her elbow.


  “Yeah,” he said. “I’ll have what she’s having.”


  The kid nodded, swiped the counter in front of them with a rag and disappeared.


  “What is this place?” he asked, leaning over to her.


  The ambient noise wasn’t loud but between the people coming and going, the bubbling vats, and the quiet conversations among the diners, it made for a comfortable background buzz.


  “Hole in the Wall,” she said.


  “I got that part but what is it?”


  “That’s the name,” she said. “Old man Atwater up there started it.” She nodded at the large man on the chair.


  The old guy grinned at her and nodded back, the darkened skin stretched across his cheekbones wrinkling a little around his eyes. He raised a hand in greeting and Stirling waved back.


  “Come here often?” Kondur asked.


  She leaned over to him. “Yeah. Every day.”


  The kid came back with two bowls, each the size of Kondur’s cupped hands, filled with noodles and broth. He slapped a pair of chopsticks wrapped in a brownish, recycled-paper napkin beside each bowl and his colleague—another androgyne of indeterminate age—back-stopped him with a pair of mugs before they both disappeared down the counter again.


  Stirling nudged him. “Eat up. People want that seat.”


  Kondur saw a line beginning to form at the bulkhead inching down the long room as new people stepped through the curtain and joined the end of the line. He shook his head and pulled the sticks out, wrapping his fingers around them and addressing the bowl of ramen.


  “I’m surprised,” Stirling said, hovering over her bowl and glancing at his hand. “You know how to use them.”


  “Grew up with them,” he said. “Don’t judge me by my good looks and dashing smile.”


  She laughed and pincered a piece of carrot out of the broth, popping it into her mouth.


  Kondur turned to his own bowl and soon had it mostly cleared of noodles and veg, pleased to find a bit of chicken and some nicely seasoned tofu in it as well. Following the local custom, he lifted the bowl and drank the broth, savoring the rich mix of seasonings and flavors.


  Stirling nodded her approval and tossed some credit chits onto the narrow counter.


  One of the servers scooped them up almost before they stopped rattling, collecting the dirties and disposing of them like magic.


  Stirling pushed off her stool and nodded at another hole in the bulkhead opposite where they’d entered. Kondur followed her out.


  The air outside felt almost cool against his face when Kondur stepped out of the hole. He took a minute to look at the edges. “Plasma cutter?” he asked, looking at Stirling.


  “I think so,” she said nodding toward Charlie-Twelve. “Keep moving. We’re blocking traffic.”


  Kondur looked up and down the nearly empty alley and laughed. He took her hand and she pulled him along. “What is that place? I can’t believe it’s authorized.”


  She shook her head. “I don’t think it is, no.”


  “What’s-his-name just decided to cut a hole and open a noodle shop?”


  She shrugged and pulled him along until they broke out of the alley into the plaza at Charlie-Twelve. “Come on.”


  She seemed in something of a hurry, but Kondur couldn’t figure out what she was doing.


  She pulled him to a bench in the center of Charlie-Twelve and they sat. Kondur noticed one of the black sunrise stencils on the seat.


  “What the hell?” he asked, taking a seat beside her.


  She turned to him and put an arm around him, pulling him down for a very public display of affection. She pulled back and smiled into his face. “Very quiet. Keep facing me,” she said, the expression on her face something that didn’t jibe with her words. “Things have changed since you’ve been away,” she said, so quietly he could barely hear her. “I’ve missed you,” she said, much louder. She gave his lip a nip.


  He smiled at her, happy to be close to her even if his puzzled-bucket overflowed. “We just ate in a clandestine restaurant and you’re worried about surveillance?” he asked, nuzzling her cheek.


  “Paranoia runs deep these days,” she said. “You’re not the only one unhappy with the conditions.”


  He leaned back a fraction to gaze into her eyes. “What are you implying?”


  “Maybe it’s time we got married,” she said.


  “Married?” Kondur took her shoulders and pushed her back to arm’s length. “Uh. Really?”


  Stirling beamed at him. “Of course, darling.” She pulled him for a hug and nibbled his earlobe. “Or some other m-word that could be actionable,” she said, whispering in his ear.


  Kondur stiffened. Mutiny. She was talking about mutiny.


  She ran a hand over the back of his head. “I think you’re getting the picture now,” she said and pulled back to gaze up at him. “Aren’t you?”


  He took a tick to get control of his breathing. “Seriously? Are we ready for such a big step?”


  She shrugged and climbed onto him, straddling his lap and twining her arms around his neck. “I don’t think immediately, dearest, but it’s something we should be thinking about. The way things are going between us? Don’t you think we should at least consider it?”


  Kondur stared into her eyes for long moments, the warmth of her body making it difficult to concentrate. “Your place or mine?” he asked.


  “Mine. You’ve got grit in your bed and it’s too narrow for what I have in mind,” she said, with a giggle.


  He stood up with her still wrapped around his torso, leaning forward to get the angle and making her whoop as he stood.


  She held on for a few moments and then unwound her legs from his waist.


  “You’re on dangerous ground,” he said.


  The light in her eyes faded a notch. She nodded. “I know.” She let go of his neck, sliding under his shoulder, an arm around his waist. “Come on. The clock’s ticking and I’m not getting any younger.”


  He chuckled and slipped his arm across her shoulders, hugging her to his side. They strolled into the passage that led to Charlie-Eight and her quarters. His brain turned their conversation over and over, but he couldn’t imagine how she thought it would all turn out. Mutiny on a station wasn’t as simple as aboard ship, as if that were a simple matter by itself, but the consequences of a mutiny on a station could be just as deadly.


  The dark sun stencil pattern caught his eye again as they left the passageway. Right under the big yellow C-8 sign on the bulkhead.


  “What’s with the dark sun?” he said, nuzzling her ear.


  “Dark night,” she said, turning her face up to him to whisper against his lips before taking a quick kiss.


  “Aren’t they all?” he asked.


  She shrugged under his arm. “Some are darker than others.” She pulled him along without saying more.


  Kondur went along with her and hugged her closer for a moment, a cold ball of fear wrapped itself around the warm noodles in his stomach. This would not end well.


  * * *


  When Edgar Vagrant got to the cargo dock, things had already gotten out of hand. Two lines of security had a team of cargo handlers bracketed in the middle of the gallery. “All right, Paisley. What’s going on?”


  The burly station security chief looked over his shoulder and nodded. “These guys and gals think they’re being abused, Mr. Vagrant. Want more pay for less work.”


  Vagrant stepped up beside the chief and scanned the crowd. “All right. I’m here. What do you want?”


  A skinny weed of a man stepped forward—or was pushed by the crowd. Half his head was shaved and the other half should have been. The jerk’s face screwed itself into an uglier grimace. “We only want what we need to survive.” A bunch of muttered affirmatives and grumbles followed from the idiots behind him.


  “What would that be?” Vagrant asked, already impatient to get back to his desk.


  The man looked over his shoulder as if checking to see if any of the others had his tongue or his brain. 


  “Spit it out. Unlike some, I’ve got work to do. I would have thought you did, too, but perhaps I’m mistaken?”


  The weed stiffened his spine and took half a step forward. “You can’t work us to death and expect us to just go along.”


  “Who’s being worked to death?” Vagrant asked. “You all seem full of piss and vinegar to me.” He raked the crowd with his gaze. “You think life is something you’re owed? You don’t like it here, find another station to freeload on.”


  Vagrant gave the guy a modicum of credit. He didn’t back down. “Some of us have families to feed. Between the slave wages you pay us and the company prices at the store, that’s damn near impossible.” The crowd grumbled and nodded behind him.


  Vagrant shook his head. “You think any of us have it easy here? We’re running on a shoestring as it is. Ore is the only thing keeping this station in air and we’re not moving enough of it to grow. You want what? More pay?” He scanned the crowd again.


  The spokesman nodded. “Yes, sir. Ten percent raise.”


  “All right,” Vagrant said. “Now back to work.”


  The crowd went silent leaving only the quiet whoosh of the blowers.


  “What?” Vagrant asked. “That’s what you wanted, wasn’t it? More pay?”


  The spokesman nodded and the rest of the mob nodded along with him.


  “All right. You got it. Get back to work.” Vagrant pulled out his tablet and turned away.


  Paisley dismissed his squad and fell into step with Vagrant. “You sure that was wise, boss?” he asked, glancing back at the gaggle of geese sorting themselves out in the passageway.


  Vagrant sighed and shook his head. “No. I should have just dropped him out an airlock.” He punched a few keys on his handheld and pressed enter. “We’ll see how the rest of the station likes having prices go up twenty percent because of a few assholes who don’t know their place, eh?” He smiled at the chief. “Maybe next time they’ll think twice about what they ask for.”


  Paisley swallowed. “Twenty percent?”


  Vagrant put his tablet away and nodded. “We need to get the money from somewhere if we’re going to pay them more, don’t we?”


  Paisley looked back at the workers and nodded. “I suppose so, sir.” After a couple of steps he asked, “For everybody?”


  “Yes, Paisley. Everybody,” Vagrant said letting a little steel creep into his voice. He stared at the man. “Next time, maybe station security will think twice before letting something like this get out of hand, eh?”


  Paisley’s face flattened into an appropriate mask. He nodded. “Message received, sir.”


  Vagrant smiled. “I knew you were smarter than average, Paisley.” He glanced back to where the workers had sorted themselves out and the security guards had moved on with their duties. He nodded, relatively satisfied that the interruption had been worthwhile. “Some of us have work to do, Paisley.”


  The man nodded, face blank. “Yes, sir.” He turned on his heel and strode back down the gallery.


  Vagrant let his smile show as he made his way back to the office. He still had the problem of getting the Barbell out to Siren and back, but the little side-trip had given him a chance to stretch his legs.


  The added income wouldn’t hurt, either.


  * * *


  Malachai punched the bulkhead and swore. The company ledger on his screen seemed to mock him. He’d been tracking the station’s progress for three stanyers; what had been a small but steady growth had flat-lined in the last few months. He paced his quarters, up and down, up and down. Letting his pique burn itself out in the rapid steps from one wall to the other. Every time he passed his console, the numbers seemed to mock him, inflaming him even more.


  He swore again and left his room, striding through the Vagrant compound and out into the passageways in Baker-Two. He stuck his hands in his pockets and strode along, taking the shortcut to Delta. Somebody would take a shot at him there, and he could bleed off some of his anger on the idiot.


  As he made his way along the periphery of Baker and crossed into the corner of Charlie, he could already see how the animals living there had destroyed it. Dirt built up along the edges of the passageways. Litter from meal packs and beverage containers lay in drifts in the corners where the cleaners didn’t bother to scrape it out. They’d even defaced the bulkheads with their graffiti and tags. He let the damage fuel his rage. Crossing over to Delta, he saw the bulkheads completely covered with catalogs worth of colors, some in recognizable shapes but almost always wrong in some way. Green faces. Eyes too big. Trees and lakes from somewhere that didn’t look at all like trees or water. Fifty-foot flowers. It wasn’t right and that wrongness stoked him.


  He welcomed it.


  He found his boots grinding on the gritty decks, the skid-grip coating wearing away even faster here because of the dirt. Who’d live there? The drifts of litter spread from the corners into the passages. Here and there he saw a bundle of rags against a bulkhead and shook his head. Half the light strips had died and a third of those left flickered, giving a weird strobe effect as he passed under them. A derelict lay somewhere in those bundles. Somebody too lazy to work and keep a proper compartment. By the time he reached Delta-Six, his anger burned with a white-hot flame. He could practically feel the heat of it radiating off him, illuminating the dim passages with its incandescence.


  He saw the thug but pretended not to notice. He kept his head down and kept walking. Two others waited across the passage, their shuffling feet on the grimy deck giving them away even over the whine of the air blowers. He smiled and could almost see the next few seconds before they happened.


  When a meaty hand caught him around the mouth from behind, he spun toward it, momentarily surprised by the silent man who’d managed to sneak up behind him. His left fist caught the bastard right under the ribcage, driving up into his diaphragm and resulting in a quiet oof as the air exited his lungs. Malachai’s knee drove into his crotch, hammering the guy’s jewel case up into his pelvis. The creep dropped like a wet towel and Malachai turned to punch the first of the three decoys in the throat before taking the second’s knee out with a side kick. Both went down almost silently. The third tried to stop, backpedaling as hard as he could and already turning to flee when Malachai caught the back of his overalls, yanking him back and spinning him into the bulkhead head first. The kid hit with a crunch and dropped to the deck, the smell of his piss barely noticeable over the ambient stench.


  The whole thing hadn’t taken more than a few seconds, but Malachai felt much better. He glanced at the three goons on the deck. The first one writhed, his hands clutching at his crotch, his breaths rasping. The second lay still where he’d dropped. The guy with the broken knee had dragged himself away a few meters, his eyes wide and his jaw clamped tight. The flickering overhead gave the scene a macabre ambiance that soothed Malachai’s anger.


  He nodded to himself and stepped over the body he’d dropped by the bulkhead. With a sigh, he tugged his suit into place, brushing down the front, and continued back to his quarters, his mind made up.


  He needed to get off the station before his father destroyed it. He just didn’t know how yet.


  * * *


  Verkol Kondur slid out from under Olivia’s arm and leg, reaching for the floor with his foot and trying not to disturb her.


  She opened her eyes as he moved, giving him a languid smile and a small moan. “Missed you.”


  He leaned over and gave her a kiss on the forehead. “Missed you, too. Go back to sleep.”


  “Time’s it?”


  “Just past 0200.”


  She nodded and snuggled down into the nest of covers. Her eyes drifted closed again.


  He found his clothing, donning the various pieces and stopping at the head to relieve himself before slipping out of her quarters.


  The cooler air outside in the plaza cleared a bit of the sleepy-sex fog from his brain and he hunched against the onslaught of memories. His feet took him on a random course through Charlie-Eight and around to Charlie-One, the vendor district where people moved in small clusters even in the middle of the night. Most of the bars and many of the shops had business. This far from the docks, he didn’t see many spacers. Most of the people wore outfits that pieced together parts of the station livery and some basic civvies. He got a few odd glances, his company shipsuit marking him as a miner but mostly people kept their heads down and minded their own business.


  He spotted the dark sun logo here and there around the area. Tucked into corners. Down near the deck. The idea of taking the station away from Vagrant and his family—to say nothing of the army of station security—made his head hurt. They couldn’t be serious.


  Could they?


  He stopped at a coffee stand and bought a cup of the mud everybody pretended was coffee. He’d had real coffee at Port Newmar. He sighed and sipped the sludge as his feet carried him where they wanted. He only drank half of it before dropping the rest into a recycling chute, wishing for something to wash the acid out of his mouth.


  “Kondur.” The voice made him stop and turn. “I thought that was you.” A stubby old man wearing a shipsuit and a grin stepped out of a clot of stationers.


  “Walter?” Kondur said, offering a hand to his old friend. “What are you doing prowling around this time of night?”


  “Looking for crew. What else?” Walter said, taking Kondur’s hand and pulling him in for a one-armed hug. “Damn, man. It’s good to see you.”


  Kondur felt himself grinning back as the credit registered. “Vagrant’s got you in the hot seat again?”


  “No ice in your shade, is there?” Walter pulled him toward the nearest bar. “Come on. We’ve got plans to make.”


  “I’ve got a berth already,” Kondur said, recognizing it to be a half-assed excuse and letting himself be drawn along.


  Walter pushed into the dimly lit pub and commandeered a pair of stools at the bar.


  The bartender offered a nod and a raised eyebrow. “What’ll it be, gents?”


  “Couple of pilsners,” Walter said.


  Bartender nodded. “Comin’ up.”


  Walter swung around on his stool to face Kondur. “Where have you been hiding the last stanyer?”


  “Out in the belt,” Kondur said. “Where else?”


  The bartender slid a pair of glasses onto the bar. “Twelve,” he said. “Unless you wanna start a tab?”


  Walter held up his thumb. The bartender pulled a tablet out of his apron and held it out. Walter gave it a quick glance, keyed a tip, and thumbed it. The bartender nodded and wandered down the bar to refill the glass of a woman who looked to have had at least one too many already.


  Walter picked up his glass and held it toward Kondur. “To crews gone by.”


  Kondur nodded and clinked his glass on Walter’s before taking a pull. The beer wasn’t bad. Wasn’t particularly good, but didn’t taste watered down. “So what? You want me for the Barbell run?”


  Walter nodded. “I need you for the Barbell run.”


  “I told you. I got a berth.”


  “What? Babysitting a barge out to the belt and back?”


  Kondur nodded and took another sip of beer.


  Walter grimaced and leaned closer, lowering his voice. “How’s that workin’ out? I’m hearing a lot of noise about the condition of the barges. None of it good.”


  Kondur shook his head. “Maintenance is all but nonexistent beyond what we can do ourselves. I’ve got a rocket motor that’s pissing fuel, and the drill heads suck.”


  “So Vagrant sends you out in death traps with substandard gear and expects you to bring in all the ores?” Walter asked. “How long you think that’s going to last?”


  “At some point he’s going to have to face the music and realize that the cost of barges is more than what he can get for the ore,” Kondur said.


  Walter dipped into his beer, then licked the foam off his upper lip. “Not necessarily.”


  “What do you mean?” Kondur asked.


  “He’s buying ore with your blood, isn’t he?” Walter tilted his head to the side. “You think he cares about the barges or the crews?”


  Kondur turned back to the bar, leaning forward over his elbows and staring down at the polished acrylic surface. “What are you saying?” he asked.


  Walter scooted his stool closer and leaned over. “I’m sayin’ that Vagrant’s gettin’ rich off this ore. You’re getting a fraction of what it’s worth and he’s not reinvesting in the proceeds to make sure the ore keeps flowing.” He leaned down to look into Kondur’s face. “You knew that, didn’t you.”


  Kondur sighed but nodded, picking up his glass to take another sip. “Yeah. I figured that was probably the case. He’s shafting us on the price per ton, overcharging us for consumables, and skipping most of the maintenance.”


  The old skipper leaned even closer. “How do you think that’s going to end, eh?”


  “Not good.” Kondur sighed and looked over at Walter. “What are you thinking?”


  “Your first mate ticket still good?”


  “Should be,” Kondur said. “Haven’t checked in a while.”


  “We can fudge the rest, but I don’t need a cargo master to tell me Vagrant’s got two cans that need to get delivered now and he’ll have a third by the time that happens. That’ll give us a stanyer or so on the Barbell.”


  “How will that help the station?” Kondur asked, looking down into his beer again. “We go walk-about for a stanyer and come back to worse?”


  Walter didn’t answer.


  Kondur looked over to see the old man staring at him, a grimace on his lips.


  Walter gave a pointed glance at something over Kondur’s shoulder.


  He knew what he’d see when he turned but he looked anyway. Somebody had painted one of the dark sun logos on the bulkhead in the corner. He looked back at his beer. “You’re thinking that’s going to help?” he asked.


  Walter snorted. “I think it’s getting worse faster.” He turned to lean over his beer and sighed. “I, for one, would just as soon be somewhere in the Deep Dark when this boils over.”


  The old guy made some sense. Anybody on station when the feces took wing ran the risk of getting splattered. “Lemme think about it.”


  “You think you’re going to be safe in the belts?” Walter asked.


  Kondur shook his head. “I think it’s going to be the belts that drive it, to be honest.”


  “How so?”


  Kondur looked around the bar. Nobody seemed to be paying them any mind. “I’ve been out in the rock for six weeks. This place has turned into a powder keg in that short a time.”


  Walter nodded. “Been coming a long time.”


  “Yeah. That’s the part that makes me think all it will take is having one of the barges get misplaced out in the belt to touch the spark.”


  “Misplaced?” Walter said.


  “You don’t think Vagrant’s going to admit it, do you?”


  “Kinda hard to hide something like that, isn’t it?” Walter asked.


  “You know that. I know that. Does Vagrant?” Kondur asked, picking up his glass and draining it.


  Walter sighed and finished his beer as well.


  Kondur stood up. “Can I have a day or two to think about it?”


  “I’m hoping to get out of here as soon as I have a crew. Probably next week. I’d like to get aboard with a skeleton and make sure the ship’s not going to come apart as soon as we undock,” Walter said.


  Kondur nodded. “Where are you staying?”


  “Transient quarters for now. You can reach me there.”


  “I’ll give you a yes or no by tomorrow,” Kondur said. “Lemme sleep on it.”


  Walter held out his hand. “You bet. I’ve got a few more arms to twist.” He grinned.


  Kondur shook it and led the way out of the bar. “Keep your head down, old man,” he said as they parted ways in the plaza.


  “Back at ya,” Walter said.


  Kondur didn’t need more to worry about, but it didn’t stop him from letting the problems chase themselves around in his head all the way back to the barge docks.


  CHAPTER 3


  Zachary swung by the filtration station on his way back to hydroponics. Ella looked up when he pushed through the door. “Good morning, Zachary.”


  “Ella. How’s the filtration going?”


  “Did you check upstairs yet?” she asked.


  “Next stop.”


  “Well,” she said, drawing the word out. “I’ve had no complaints from them since we changed over yesterday. That’s a good sign, but come look at this.” She waved him over to a work table covered in grimy fabric.


  “That the filtration media?” he asked.


  “Yeah.” She picked up a chunk about the size of her palm and a few centimeters thick. “This is the Archer media.” She turned it on edge, showing the strata. “Air blows through from this side. Bigger particles get caught. Smaller particles pass through.”


  “Doesn’t that block the airflow when the big particles clog the mesh?”


  “Yeah. That’s why we monitor it and change the media periodically.” She gave him a wry grin.


  He chuckled and shook his head. “Sorry. Of course.”


  She picked up another chunk, blue instead of gray. “This is the Heslarton.” She held them up side by side, edge on. “Notice anything?”


  Zachary stared at them for a moment. “Why don’t they have the same number of layers?”


  “That’s the question, all right,” Ella said. “We were close when we thought the smaller two layers got overwhelmed. Sorta.” She handed the Heslarton sample to him. “That’s a chunk of new medium. Never been installed.”


  Zachary held it up and stared at the side. “What you’re saying is that it wasn’t overwhelmed. It was never there to begin with.”


  She nodded. “It ain’t exactly what’s on the label.”


  “But we’re paying for it as if it were,” Zachary said.


  “That’s the hell of it. We’re not,” she said. “We’re paying for it as if it were the cheap shit. We just think we’re getting a deal.”


  “Where’s this coming from?” he asked, holding up the slab.


  “Station stores. We just requisition it from central stores. We had to get the Archer from the chandlery because Cobb over in stores didn’t have it.”


  Zachary rocked back on his heels and pursed his lips. “So, everybody’s getting this crappy filtration?”


  Ella shrugged. “I’d suspect so, why?”


  “Because Wendel’s the only one complaining about it. Wouldn’t all the mixers have the same problem?”


  She shrugged again. “You’d think.”


  “I would,” he said. “Can I keep this?” He held up the piece of medium.


  “I got plenty,” Ella said.


  “Got a marker?” he asked. “Can you put the stock number on this?”


  “Sure,” she said, rummaging in a drawer. She pulled out a black marker and tapped a few keys on her console, then copied the number onto the medium before handing it back to Zachary. “You going to see Cobb?”


  He shook his head. “Not yet. I think I need to visit a few filtration units first.”


  Ella’s eyebrows notched up a couple of spots. “Interesting. I wouldn’t have thought of it. You thinking they’re still getting the Archer?”


  “It’s a possibility,” he said. “You said Cobb doesn’t stock it anymore.”


  She nodded.


  “Do all the filtration units order from central stores?”


  “I would assume so,” she said.


  “I would, too, but I think I’d like to find out for sure.”


  Ella frowned at him for a few long moments before nodding. “Lemme know what you find out?”


  “I’ll do that.”


  * * *


  When Zachary entered the mixing unit, the place looked deserted. “Wendel?”


  A voice came from behind a rack of equipment. “He’s off shift. Can I help you?” A guy in station coveralls came out from behind the rack, wiping his hands on a rag.


  Zachary nodded. “How’re the sensors doing?” he asked.


  The man looked around the room as if looking for an answer on the walls or something. “Sensors?”


  “Gas sensors?” Zachary said. “You’ve been having trouble with them?”


  “Oh, those sensors. Yeah. Problem seems to have cleared up. Not sure why.” He shrugged.


  “Just one of those things, huh?” Zachary asked, the hairs on the back of his neck twitching. “Can you show me?”


  “Sure.” The tech went to the console and pulled up the display. “Normal buildup.” He shrugged.


  “When’s Wendel due back on shift?” Zachary asked.


  The tech shrugged. “When he gets back from vacation, I think.”


  “Vacation,” Zachary said.


  “Yeah. I think he’s going to visit his mother.” The tech shrugged.


  “And who are you?” Zachary asked.


  “Who are you to be asking?”


  “Zachary Vagrant. My father sent me to look into the problem here.”


  “Ah.” He nodded and pulled out his ID. “Allen Silver.”


  Zachary looked at the ID; the name matched. Like most of the station IDs, it showed his place of residence, his pay grade, a skill code, and a picture. The ID looked brand new, lacking the normal scratches and scuffing most of them picked up in the normal course of events. He held the picture up to see the man’s face next to the image.


  “It’s me,” the guy said with a grin.


  Zachary nodded. The image on the ID matched the grinning face, right down to the cow-lick sticking out over his left ear and the zit on his chin. He handed the ID back. “No question. Thank you, Mr. Silver.”


  “Always happy to help the family.” He leaned in. “You can tell your father there’ll be no more problems here.” He gave a little nod.


  “Good to hear. Thanks.” Zachary nodded and left, a chill rolling down his back. He dropped down the ladder to filtration and stuck his head in.


  “I thought you were going on tour,” Ella said, looking up with a smile.


  “Gotta minute?” he asked, glancing at the other filtration tech on duty.


  She nodded and followed him out into the plaza. “What’s up?”


  “Where’s Wendel’s mother live? Do you know?”


  She frowned. “His mother? She passed away a couple of years ago. Why?”


  “You know a mixing tech named Allen Silver?”


  Her eyes unfocused for a moment before she shook her head. “Doesn’t sound familiar.” She frowned at him. “Where’s this going?”


  “Silver appears to be the new supervisor upstairs.”


  “Really? Where’s Wendel?”


  “According to Silver, he’s on vacation,” Zachary said.


  “Vacation? What the hell?”


  “Visiting his mother,” Zachary said.


  Ella’s face blanched and her jaw hung open.


  “Head down. Mouth shut,” Zachary said, “got me?”


  She closed her mouth and swallowed. “You’re not going to sweep this under the skid coat, are you?”


  “I’m going to try to get to the bottom of it,” he said. “I can’t guarantee that it’s not actually gone wrong at the top.”


  Ella sighed and nodded. “Head down. Mouth shut,” she said, closing her eyes.


  He patted her on the shoulder and left her standing in the plaza. He had a few more people to visit.


  * * *


  Malachai stared across the console at his father. “You want me to what?”


  The old man stared back with his sanctimonious, long-suffering look. “I want you to go on the ship. Is there some part of that you don’t understand?”


  “You want me to ride out to Siren and back with a can of ore,” Malachai said.


  The old man sighed. “No, idiot child. I want you to keep an eye on what happens, and the only way you can do that is if you’re aboard. Larkin is trying to put a crew together now. You need to be in it. Is that clear enough?”


  “Walter Larkin is a fool,” Malachai said.


  “Walter Larkin is a licensed ship captain in the High Line and he’s the only one we have at the moment,” Edgar said. “Do I have to remind you—again—that if you’re going to take over this station when I’m gone, you’re going to have to do some of the damn work around here? That means doing jobs you don’t like with people you don’t like, whether you like it or not.” He rose behind the console, trying for intimidation, no doubt. “Now, if that’s too much to ask, then maybe I can get your brother to do it instead.”


  “He’d be a better fit in that crew of losers,” Malachai said.


  “I wasn’t talking about the ship, boy.”


  Malachai ran the odds in his head. Zachary didn’t have the mettle to take over the station. The old man just used him as a whip and the whole idea had soured. “All right. What do you want me do?”


  “Find Larkin. He’ll be over in Charlie somewhere, if he’s not out on the docks. Tell him you want in on this crew.” Edgar lowered himself into his chair again. “He’ll hire you.”


  “What makes you so sure?” Malachai asked.


  “Because I told him to,” Edgar said. “If you’re going to run the family business, you need to know the family business. It’s time you broadened your horizons, boy.” He raised his eyebrows in a challenge. “Is that plain enough for you to wrap your brain around?”


  Malachai swallowed the retort and nodded. “Got it,” he said and turned to leave.


  “Malachai?” his father said, stopping him at the door. “Don’t screw this up.”


  Malachai shook his head and sighed, just barely containing himself enough not to slam the door on the way out.


  By the time he got to Charlie-One, he’d reached a decision. There was no way he’d take that crap from the old man any more. Go here. Do this. Some scut work or other that any of his lackeys could do. He cruised the plaza in Charlie-One, not seeing Larkin anywhere. He shook his head and pulled out his tablet, planning to send the old fart a message, but Donnie Dimm popped him in the arm.


  “Hey, Mal. What brings you down among the common people?”


  Malachai shook his head. “Screw you, Dimm. I’m looking for Larkin. Seen him?”


  “What? You goin’ on the ore run?” Donnie smirked. “Your ole man cut off your allowance?”


  Malachai managed to keep from slapping the smirk off the idiot’s face. “No, he hasn’t cut off my allowance.” He blew out a sigh and a curse. “I’m supposed to go along and make sure nobody does anything funny, all right?”


  Donnie’s smirk grew a little. “What? He afraid somebody’s gonna steal the can or something?”


  “I don’t know. All right? I’m just supposed to go see how it’s done.” He shrugged. “Maybe he’s grooming me to be the next captain. Did you think about that?”


  Donnie barked a laugh. “That’s rich. You’re not licensed in the High Line. Won’t be, either, unless you get your ass to their fancy academy. Why do you think he puts up with the old fart? He needs him to stay off TIC’s radar.”


  “What do you know, Dimm? High Line’s not the only market and I don’t need any pansy-ass license out here.”


  “I know more than you,” Donnie said, a grin stretching his skinny lips.


  “Yeah? Like what?”


  “Like Larkin’s in Jenny’s place right now.”


  “I thought you didn’t know where he was,” Malachai said.


  “No, smart ass. That’s what you said.”


  Malachai frowned. “What’s he doing in Jenny’s place?”


  “Havin’ lunch, last I saw of him,” Donnie said.


  “Not what I meant, but good enough,” Malachai said. “I’d have expected him to be hiring out here in the plaza.”


  “He was. Got a good crowd too. Think he’s got almost everybody he needs.”


  “Shit,” Malachai said and headed for Jenny’s. “Thanks, Dimm.”


  “Yeah, stuff it, Mal.” He cackled that high-pitched laugh of his and slipped off into the mid-day crowd.


  Malachai got to Jenny’s just as Larkin stepped out of the joint brushing his hand down the front of his shipsuit, his head swiveling like he was trying to make up his mind which way to go. Malachai walked up to him. “Excuse me, Mr. Larkin?”


  Larkin gave him an up and down look. “Yeah?”


  “I hear you’re looking for crew.”


  Larkin worked his tongue around in his mouth like he was freeing up something stuck in his teeth while he stared at Malachai. “And?”


  “I’d like to go,” Malachai said.


  His bushy gray eyebrows crawled up his forehead. “Do tell.”


  Malachai blinked. “Tell what?”


  “Why I should take you,” Larkin said.


  “What?” Malachai asked, taken aback by the audacity of the old fool.


  Larkin sighed. “Look around, kid. There’s probably ten people within five meters who are more qualified. Why should I take you?”


  Malachai drew himself up and shook his head, clamping his jaw shut to keep from spitting on him. “Maybe I didn’t make myself clear—”


  Larkin cut him off. “Oh, you’re clear enough. Now answer the question. Why should I take you? You got any skills? Ratings?”


  “Do you know who my father is?” Malachai asked.


  The man had the gall to laugh. “I’m pretty sure it’s not me, kid.”


  “I’m Malachai V—”


  “I know who you are,” Larkin said.


  “Then you know I’m coming with you,” Malachai said.


  “I know your father asked me to take you.” He paused. “I’m under no obligation to do it. Now, if you can’t answer the question, go try to bully somebody else.”


  Malachai felt the heat rising in his neck, his ears burning on the side of his head as the lookie-loos hanging out in front of Jenny’s place snickered. He gave the old man his best glare. “Perhaps you’d prefer I went back to my father and tell him you won’t take me.”


  “I would, actually,” Larkin said. “Thanks for suggesting it. Come tell me what he says after you pick your sorry ass off the deck.” Larkin pushed past Malachai and strode off into the crowd toward the docks.


  Malachai stood there for a long moment before he realized the snickering had picked up. He turned to glare at them, staring at each of them in turn. “What are you looking at, Smullet?”


  Smullet held up his hand, warding off Malachai. “Sorry, Mal. You just got owned.” He turned to look at his buddies. “You don’t know him very well, do you?”


  “Oh, yeah? You know so much, why aren’t you going?”


  Smullet shrugged. “Who said I’m not?”


  The response stopped Malachai’s brain for a heartbeat. “What?”


  “Me and Frankie and Eloise. We’re already on the crew,” he said, glancing around at the gang behind him. “Robbie wanted to go, but he’s gotta take care of the store because his father’s going this trip.” He looked back at Malachai, folding his arms. “Your ole man making you go?”


  “None of your business,” Malachai said.


  Smullet shrugged. “Whatever. Good luck with it.” He turned back to his little group. They sauntered off toward Charlie-Nine, leaving Malachai feeling the steam rising out of his collar.


  A man with a big duffle bag over his shoulder bumped into Malachai on his way by. “Hey, watch it,” he snapped, shoving the bag and upsetting the man’s balance.


  “Sorry, kid,” he said and walked on, shaking his head.


  Malachai ran a hand over the back of his neck and stared at the deck.


  “You screwed that up, good and proper.” The voice came from behind him. He turned and saw one of the station security guys leaning against the front of Jenny’s place, his arms folded over his chest.


  “You talking to me?” Malachai asked.


  The guy nodded. “Yeah. I know who you are. Didn’t your old man tell you how to read the audience?”


  “Why don’t you spell it out for me, you know so much.”


  “Larkin is a Maude-damned starship captain. They don’t give those chits out as raffle prizes.”


  “All that means is somebody hired him,” Malachai said.


  “Out here, maybe,” the guy said with a shrug. “High Line? He spent two decades getting that license. At least. If you want to sail up there in anything bigger than a scull, you need that ticket.”


  “What’s your point?” Malachai said. “I assume you have one.”


  “You don’t just walk up to them and demand to be on their crew. He gave you a lot of slack and you just wrapped it around your own neck and hung yourself out to dry.”


  “A lot of slack? What are you talking about?”


  “You walked up and told him you were some privileged asshole who was going to join his crew because your daddy told him to let you go.”


  “My daddy owns that damn ship,” Malachai said.


  “And he gets to say what happens to it when it’s here. He gets to tell the captain where he wants it to go and what he wants done there.”


  “That’s exactly my point,” Malachai said.


  “What he doesn’t get to do is say what happens when that ship is underway.”


  “That’s bullshit,” Malachai said.


  “That’s truth,” the guy said, shaking his head. “Underway, captain’s the law. You piss him off, he spaces you? You’re still dead and he’s still in charge.”


  “Just like Edgar Vagrant is the captain here,” Malachai said.


  “You’re missing one important piece of your puzzle. Once that ship leaves the dock, you’re not on the station anymore. You’re on his ship and his word is the one that matters. Just like every other ship captain on this station. They’ll follow the station rules, but there’s no rule that says your father or anybody’s father gets to tell them what to do when they get underway out here. High Line may be a little different, but out here, you buck that, and you’re trying to breathe vacuum real damn fast.”


  Malachai sighed. He hated to admit it but the guy made sense.


  “You want some advice?” the guy asked.


  Malachai shrugged. “All right.”


  “Get the chip off your shoulder and your head out of your ass. Go find him. Address him with respect. You don’t like it when somebody calls you ‘kid’ and he doesn’t like some smart mouth kid telling him what he’s going to do with the ship he’s responsible for. Call him ‘Captain Larkin’ and ‘sir.’ Tell him you’ll do whatever job he needs doing and when he offers you the shit job, you say ‘thank you, sir.’”


  Malachai felt his anger working up his chest like heartburn. “Why would I do that?”


  The station security guy shrugged. “If you don’t, you’re going to have to go back to your father and tell him Larkin refused. When your father asks Larkin, Larkin is going to tell him that you mouthed off to him and tried to tell him how to do his job.” He paused. “Think about how your old man is going to take that. If I’d done something like that, my old man woulda kicked my ass twice around the station. I think the captain had it right about having to pick yourself up off the deck.”


  Malachai couldn’t argue. “What’s it to you?”


  The man shrugged. “One of these days you’re probably going to be sitting in the old man’s hot seat. We’ll all be better off if you knew what you were doing when that day comes.”


  Malachai stared at the guy, Jenkins if his name ribbon meant anything. He had balls. Malachai gave him that much but wasn’t sure he bought the man’s motivation.


  The guy pushed off the wall and shrugged. “Your call. Good luck.” He strolled away through the crowd.


  Malachai watched him go until he’d disappeared into the afternoon crowd before making up his mind to give it a try. He had nothing to lose and everything to gain, including getting the last laugh on the captain. He could be patient for a good enough payout. Making the captain pay for making him look foolish would be worth the wait.


  * * *


  It took Zachary the rest of the day to visit the remaining filtration and mixing stations. “You’re sure you haven’t seen any degradation on the incoming airflow,” he asked a tech named Palmer.


  Palmer nodded and pulled up a display. “See for yourself.”


  Zachary leaned in to show a familiar saw-tooth pattern. “This only goes back a few days. You don’t have any historical data?”


  She shook her head. “That’s all we have. Older data goes to archive somewhere, I suppose.” She shrugged.


  Zachary stood straight and looked at her. She seemed to believe the story. It had the advantage of being consistent. None of the other mixing techs had been willing to show the older data either. “You’re back flushing every day and that’s normal?”


  “Is for me,” she said.


  “But you’ve only been on the job a few days, right?”


  “Yeah.” Palmer shrugged. “Seemed an easy job. Just making sure the equipment kept running.”


  “What’d you do before this?”


  “Worked a barge.”


  “That seems like a bit of a jump,” Zachary said.


  She shrugged again. “Barge wasn’t making any money for me and the hours suck.”


  “What happened to your predecessor?”


  “No idea. He was gone before I got here and nobody’s sayin’ much about it. I’m guessing he got canned but nobody wants to admit it.”


  Zachary nodded. She was probably right but didn’t realize that the previous worker could have been literally shoved into a can. “Thanks.”


  “No problem.”


  Zachary went down the ladder to the filtration unit to close the loop. He’d bet credits to crullers that they’d switched over from Archer to Heslarton.


  The tech’s badge said “Miller” and he loomed over Zachary when he stood up from his console. “Can I help you?”


  “I’m Zachary Vagrant. I’m tracking a problem for my father. Got a tick?”


  “Zat so?” The big man took a step forward. “What kind o’ problem?”


  “Supply issue.”


  “What ya want to know?”


  “You still using Archer media in these filters?”


  The question appeared to catch the gorilla off balance. He frowned. “Archer?” He shook his head. “Halstonson or something like that.”


  “Heslarton?” Zachary asked.


  “That’s probably it,” the tech said. “What’s it to you?”


  “Recent changeover, I take it?”


  Miller shrugged. “I’ve only been here a couple of weeks.”


  “Where’d the last guy go?”


  Miller shrugged. “Dunno. He was gone when I got here.”


  “Who trained you?”


  “They brought me over from the docks. Not much different here.” He shrugged. “Step up in pay and moved to days.”


  “You were supervisor on the docks?”


  “Graveyard,” Miller said. “Why?”


  “Not sure,” Zachary said. “Just seems like a lot of new faces in these chairs all at the same time. What’s different here?”


  “What?” Miller asked.


  “You said not much different here.”


  “Oh, yeah. It’s pretty much the same. We used a different model filter on the docks. They’re a lot bigger and get a ton of crap in the air there.” He shrugged and nodded at the units lined up on the bulkhead. “Smaller, a little more compact, but basically the same controls. Media is easier to change because it’s not so bulky.”


  Zachary nodded looking around the filtration station. It looked identical to the dozen others he’d seen. “How often you change them?”


  “What? The media?” Miller asked.


  “Yeah.”


  “Haven’t had to change it yet.”


  “In two weeks?” Zachary asked.


  “They’re not picking up much by way of junk,” Miller said. “Look.” He pulled up a display on his console. “That’s the baseline pressure differential between intake and outflow. When the filter gets clogged and that differential gets up to the threshold, I get an alarm and we change out the media on the unit that needs it. They cascade so you never see them all go at once. Usually it’s the first one in the chain.” He pointed to the first filter unit against the bulkhead.


  Zachary let that new piece of information settle. “But it’ll walk down the line, right? Over time?”


  “Oh, yeah.”


  “Who moved you?” Zachary asked.


  “I got a personnel reassignment notice,” Miller said. “I don’t know who triggered it.”


  “You weren’t looking for a change?”


  “No. I’m happy to take it, but I wasn’t looking.”


  “Who took your place on the docks?”


  “No idea.”


  “You know who was here before you?”


  “Oh, yeah.” Miller went back to his console and flipped a couple of screens “An Arlen Brock signed off on the logs.”


  “Thanks, Miller.”


  “No problem,” Miller said. He paused and looked hard at Zachary. “Is there?”


  Zachary shrugged. “Not sure yet.”


  “What’s this all about?” Miller asked, narrowing his eyes.


  “There’s some kind of mix-up with the media,” he said. “I’m just trying to trace it back.”


  Miller snorted and shook his head. “Yeah. I’ll believe that for a while. Will you tell me when it gets sorted out?”


  “If it gets sorted out, you mean?”


  Miller nodded. “Sounds messy.”


  “It could be.” Zachary left Miller standing at his console and headed for the main environmental office in Alpha. Somebody had some explaining to do.


  * * *


  Kondur keyed the lock and entered the barge. The helmsman, Silvie Murdock, looked up from her seat in the tiny galley as he walked by, and he froze at the expression on her face.


  “We’ve been beached,” she said. Tear tracks marred her cheeks and her reddened eyes peered out under scowling brows.


  “Beached? What?”


  “Checked your messages lately?” she asked.


  He pulled his tablet out, spotted the pending message queue, and flipped it open. “Son of a ...” He bit back the profanity and pressed his lips together as he scanned the incoming messages.


  “They just pulled the plug,” Silvie said. “We need to be off the boat in two days. I don’t know if I can even find a place to live in that amount of time.”


  Kondur chewed his bottom lip and shrugged. “You know Larkin?”


  “Walter Larkin? Sure.”


  “He’s looking for crew. The Barbell’s going out as soon as he can get a crew together.”


  She blinked. “Would he take me?”


  “You have a profile in the High Line?” Kondur asked, still flipping through the bad news messages.


  “Maybe?” she said.


  He looked up at her. “All right. That’s easily fixed for helm. We can set it up there if need be.” He listened. “You the only one aboard?”


  “Far as I know. Vern left as soon as we docked. Hasn’t been back.”


  “Seen Anton?”


  “You thinking Larkin will need an engineer?” she asked.


  “Yeah. Let’s go find out, shall we?”


  “What now?” she asked, eyes widening. “I’m a mess.”


  “Un-mess yourself and let’s go find him.” He checked the chrono. “He’s probably at the ship and if he’s not, they’ll know where to find him.”


  * * *


  Kondur pressed the lock call on the Barbell’s docking ring. Nothing happened.


  “Suppose nobody’s home?” Silvie asked.


  Kondur shrugged. “I’d have thought they’d have at least laid on a fire watch.”


  Just as Kondur reached to press the key again, the lock gave a growl and a lurch, opening up to a sleepy looking guy in a shipsuit that looked like it doubled as pajamas. “Yeah?” he asked, blinking his eyes and stretching his face.


  “I’m looking for Captain Larkin,” Kondur said. “He aboard?”


  The guy stared at Kondur for a moment before shaking his head. “No. Nobody aboard but me.”


  “You the fire watch?” Kondur asked.


  The guy frowned. “Who’s askin’?”


  “The new first mate. Who are you?”


  The man’s eyes widened. “Yeah. I’m the fire watch. Sar.”


  “Were you planning on joining the crew?” Kondur asked.


  The guy swallowed hard and nodded. “I was. Yes, sar.”


  “What’s your name?”


  “Blundy. Emory Blundy.”


  “Rating, Mr. Blundy?”


  “Wiper, sar.”


  “Do you know where Captain Larkin is or when he might return?” Kondur asked.


  “He said he was going to run through Charlie and Delta before coming back. He didn’t say when, sar.”


  Kondur nodded. “Fair enough. Thank you, Mr. Blundy.” He turned and shrugged to Silvie as the lock hummed shut. “We can loiter here or try to meet him coming down from Delta.”


  Silvie’s eyes had gone very large and very round as she looked at him.


  “What?” Kondur asked, patting at his face and running his tongue around his teeth. “Have I got something on my face?”


  She shook her head. “Do I know you? Do I even know you?”


  “What?”


  “You just turned into somebody else there for a minute.” She shook her head. “First mate? Really?” Her voice almost squeaked.


  He shrugged. “Yeah. Not my first time. I’ve been your skipper for how long?”


  “Four stanyers.” She paused. “Do I have to call you sar?”


  “You’re not in my crew yet.” He pursed his lips. “Well, not in this crew anyway.” He jerked a thumb at the lock.


  “But you were never like, bossy or anything on the barge,” she said.


  “Why would I be?” Kondur asked, honestly flustered by the idea. “You all knew your jobs and did them well.” He shrugged.


  “But you didn’t take any shit off Blundy,” she said.


  “I never took any from any of you, either. The difference is you never tried to give me any.” He glanced at the closed lock. “He’s the fire watch on that freighter. Only person aboard and he was supposed to be awake. Portside fire watch is only eight to twelve stans. He’ll be relieved shortly and can go home to sleep.”


  She frowned. “Oh.” She nodded. “He didn’t know who you were.”


  “No, he didn’t but that’s irrelevant.”


  “You gonna boot him?” she asked.


  “What? Off the crew?” He shook his head. “No, not my problem.”


  “I don’t understand,” Silvie said.


  “I’m not his boss. I will be his boss. I’ve put him on notice, even though it wasn’t my place to do so. If he’s smart, he’ll take the opportunity to clean up his own act.”


  “You never did that with us, though.”


  “Who do you think needed it?” Verkol asked, a small bubble of mirth rising in his chest. “Was somebody not pulling their weight?”


  “No, but how many times did Vern crawl back aboard, drunk on his ass?”


  “I have no idea. Almost every time we got underway,” Verkol said.


  “You never called him on it, did you?”


  “Why would I? He did his job when it was time to do it, didn’t he? He wasn’t drunk then.” He peered at her. “Unless there was something going on that I didn’t know about.”


  Silvie shook her head. “No, but that was like ten days later by the time we got out to the rocks.”


  “That’s my point,” Verkol said. “Barge crew is barge crew. You all did your jobs. I never had to kick anybody’s ass, except that first time.” He shrugged. “Before your time, but barges don’t run on the same rules as Barbells. And where we’re going, there’s a lot of cold. You’ve made the trip before haven’t you?”


  She shook her head. “Nope. Been on Vagrant Station my whole life.”


  “If Larkin asks you, just tell him ‘a helm’s a helm, sar.’”


  She blinked at him. “Why would I tell him that? I’ve never taken the helm of anything bigger than a barge.”


  Kondur laughed. “Because it’s true. Controls are almost the same. On a barge you’re navigator as much as helm, half and half. On the Barbell, you just point the ship where you’re told and keep it there.”


  “That’s if he takes me,” she said.


  “Well, you’ll find out in a tick. Here he comes.” Kondur nodded toward a figure strolling along the gallery.


  She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and let the breath out through her nose, the sound of it audible even over the ambient noise in the docking gallery. “I’m ready.” She turned to face in the captain’s direction.


  Kondur managed to hold back the chuckle but couldn’t suppress the grin.


  Walter Larkin smiled as he approached. “Didn’t expect to see you so soon.” He shook Kondur’s hand and looked at Silvie. “Who do we have here?”


  Silvie stuck out her hand. “Silvie—Silvia Murdock. Sar.”


  Walter shook her hand and glanced at Kondur. “Walter Larkin, Ms. Murdock. Nice to meet you.” He looked at Kondur with a raised eyebrow. “Made up your mind, have you?”


  “Vagrant made it easy for me. He beached the whole barge crew.”


  Walter nodded. “From what you told me before, I can’t say I’m surprised.”


  “I should have seen it coming,” Kondur said. “I thought he’d repair it. I think he’s going to scrap it for parts instead.” He shrugged. “So where are you on crew? Need a helm?” He nodded at Silvie.


  “You’re a helmsman, Ms. Murdock?” Walter asked.


  “On barges, Captain. Verkol tells me they’re not that different from a Barbell.” She glanced at Kondur.


  A grin broke across Walter’s face. “He did, did he?” He glanced at Kondur.


  “Yes, Captain.”


  “You willing to do whatever job I need? Even if it’s not helm?”


  She shrugged. “I think so. I don’t really know much other than helm.”


  “Well, it’s really a glorified barge,” Walter said. “We have more people. They still have to eat and breathe and sleep. The departments are bigger and we don’t have the grinders, but we do have jump drives.”


  She nodded. “I can sweep and swab, Captain, if that’s what you need.”


  Walter nodded and looked at Kondur. “Got any more like her?”


  “Anton Vail. My engineer. A couple of the mining crew, maybe.”


  “Can he handle environmental?” Walter asked.


  “He kept us breathing in the belts. I never had any complaints.”


  Walter nodded. “I’d almost forgotten what eggshells those barges are.” He ran a forefinger over his lower lip, looking at the deck. “Yeah. That’ll work.” He looked at Silvie. “You don’t have a criminal record in the High Line, do you?”


  “Never been there, Captain.”


  “We’ll need to set up a profile for her,” Kondur said.


  Walter shrugged. “Not the only one. We’ll get them all lined up and do them as a batch.”


  “One thing,” Kondur said. “We need a place to sleep. Any chance we can move aboard?”


  “They’re kicking you off the barge already?”


  “Two days,” Kondur said.


  Walter looked at the lock, narrowing his eyes as if he could see through it to the ship beyond. “That’s probably not a bad idea. It’s been too long since the last trip. We should start taking inventory.” He nodded, apparently making up his mind. “That’ll make life easier for me if you’re aboard, too.”


  “You thinking you can get a full crew?” Kondur asked.


  “I can get enough warm bodies easily enough,” Walter said. “The right skills? That’s going to be harder.”


  “Always is,” Kondur said.


  Walter snorted. “Let’s get you both signed in so you can come and go.” He punched a code into the keypad and the lock levered open. “You met Blundy, I take it?”


  “I did. Told him I was the new first mate.”


  Walter chuckled. “Sorry I missed that.”


  “I think we came to an understanding,” Kondur said. “Who else you got lined up?”


  “Bunch of apprentices and ordinaries. We’ll be up to our butts in quarter shares.” Walter led the way into the ship and past the empty watchstander’s station. “Blundy’s coming, but the other fire watch people declined.” He chuckled. “I had one of Vagrant’s boys try to tell me to hire him.”


  “Which one?” Kondur asked.


  “The older one. Malachai? That his name?”


  “Interesting,” Kondur said. “Wonder why him. I thought he was the heir apparent.”


  “Seasoning, I’d guess.” Walter stopped at the mess deck and stuck his head in. “Blundy? I’m back.”


  Blundy looked up from his tablet. “Some guy was here ...”


  His voice petered out as Kondur peeked around the captain. “I’m still here, Mr. Blundy.”


  The wiper nodded. “So I see. Sar.”


  “This is Verkol Kondur, Blundy. He’ll be the first mate on this trip. You have a problem, you see him first. Clear?”


  “Clear, Captain.”


  Walter sighed and continued along the passageway, taking the ladder up a deck. “He’s young.”


  “Looked pretty old to me,” Silvie said. Her eyes popped open. “Sorry, Captain. I didn’t mean anything.”


  Walter grinned at her. “He’s got you by a decade on the calendar, Ms. Murdock. I suspect you’ve got him beat in experience. Helmsman on a rock knocker isn’t for the faint of heart.”


  “Or weak of mind,” Kondur said.


  Walter nodded. “Neither is jumping into the dark. Come on, Ms. Murdock. Let’s see if a helm’s a helm.” He grinned at Kondur. “You didn’t tell her?”


  “I did. She has a mind of her own.”


  Walter laughed. “And uses it. She must be a trial for you, Verkol.”


  The captain climbed the next ladder to the bridge. He took his seat at the watchstander’s console and grinned as Silvie stepped onto the bridge behind Kondur.


  Silvie’s jaw dropped and her head swiveled back and forth as she took it in. “This is amazing,” she said, barely breathing the words.


  “Can you find the helm?” Walter asked.


  Silvie glanced at Kondur. “I think so. It’s not a trick question is it?”


  Kondur shook his head.


  She walked to the helm put a hand on the console. “Is this it?”


  “Are you telling or asking?” Walter asked.


  She looked around the bridge, looking at each station in turn. “This has to be it,” she said.


  “Why do you say that?” Walter asked.


  She tilted her head a couple of degrees to port. “It’s the only one with the helm controls on it?” She shrugged. “It’s also where I’d put the helm if it was up to me.”


  “Both good answers, Ms. Murdock. It is the helm,” Walter said. “Have a seat. Fire it up.”


  She took the chair and buckled herself in, then looked over her shoulder at the captain. “I probably didn’t need to do that. Force of habit.”


  “It’s a good habit,” Walter said.


  Kondur leaned against the captain’s raised chair, his arms folded, and watched his protégée power up the helm station and run a set of routine diagnostics without blinking. When the startup finished, she did a quick survey of the various displays, stopping only to stare at the sail controls for a moment, nodding to herself. She rested her hands on the helm and looked out the forward armorglass panel. “Helm seems ready, Captain.”


  “You saw the sail controls?” Walter asked.


  “Yes, Captain.”


  “Do you know what to do with them? Ever sailed before?”


  “No, Captain, but I know the theory.”


  “Tell me,” Walter said.


  “Well, somebody in engineering starts the sail generator and whoever has the conn will tell helm how much sail. I assume this slider controls that?” She pointed to the sail control beside her right hand.


  “You assume correctly. What then?”


  “Well, then I follow the beam. It shows up here on the screen, I’d imagine.”


  “That’s the basics,” Walter said. “Thank you, Ms. Murdock. Secure the station if you would.”


  “Secure station, aye, Captain.”


  She flipped through the shutdown protocols and the console went back to sleep. She popped her seatbelt release and turned to look at Kondur with a smile.


  “Mr. Kondur, how would you rate Ms. Murdock?” the captain asked.


  “One of the best helmsmen I’ve worked with, Skipper. Barge helm doesn’t have to deal with sails, but Barbells don’t have to attach themselves to rolling rocks in the Deep Dark without smashing themselves to pieces.”


  “Would you support Spec-3/Helm, Mr. Kondur?”


  “I would, Captain, but I’d suggest Able Spacer for now.”


  Walter looked at him, eyes narrowing. “Rationale?”


  “An able spacer profile attracts less attention and if we promote her in the High Line, the rating bump will be in their records.”


  Walter pursed his lips and nodded. “Good thinking. Thank you, Mr. Kondur.” He turned to the console and fired it up. “Welcome aboard, Able Spacer Murdock. Come over here and let’s get you set up.”


  CHAPTER 4


  Zachary entered the personnel office and stopped at the counter. The man behind the counter looked up from his console. “Can I help you?”


  “I’d like to see Flora, please.”


  “Do you have an appointment?” the man asked.


  “No. I’ll only be a minute.”


  “Director Barclay is quite busy. You’ll need an appointment.”


  “How about you let her make up her mind? Tell her Zachary Vagrant wants to see her.”


  The guy blinked and may have blanched a little. The lighting in the office made it hard to tell. “One moment, Mr. Vagrant.”


  He tapped a few keys and hit Enter. He looked up. “The assistant director will see you, sir.”


  A door at the back of the room popped open and Zachary sighed. “Good afternoon, Zachary. How may we serve the Vagrants today?” Peter Brewer asked, crossing to stand behind the counter opposite Zachary.


  “I really need to speak with Flora,” Zachary said.


  “The director is in a meeting,” Peter said. “What’s this about?”


  Zachary pursed his lips, weighing the odds that Peter Brewer knew the answers and would tell him the truth. The odds of the latter came up a bit lacking, but he shrugged and raised his voice a little to make sure the clerk could hear him. “It’s about the staffing in filtration and mixing.”


  “Oh?” Peter asked, licking his lips. “Which? Filtration or Mixing. They’re two separate functions, you know.”


  “I do know, Peter. I’ve spent the last four days tracking through a problem and I’ve visited every single one of them on the station. Filtration and mixing.”


  “I see,” Peter said. “So what about them?”


  “Well, see, I inherited a problem from my brother. It seems the filtration station in Baker-Two was spewing dangerous particles into the atmosphere and they were clogging up the mixing vents.”


  Peter’s brow furrowed. “I don’t see how that’s a personnel problem.”


  “I didn’t either at first,” Zachary said. “But as soon as I discovered that the problem was not in the filtration units themselves but in the media they used for filtering, I started thinking I might want to talk to the units around the station. You’ll never guess what I found.”


  “Probably not. Why don’t you tell me?”


  “I found that every single person who knew about the change in media had been transferred out. I don’t know why so I came down to find out a couple of things.”


  “And what would those be?” Peter asked.


  “Where did they go and who ordered the transfers?”


  “Did you check with their supervisors?” Peter asked. “Personnel can’t just reassign people.”


  “I intend to, but first I want to know whose name is on the paperwork.”


  “I see,” Peter said. “Do you have a name? Somebody who was transferred?”


  “Wendel Walker. Transferred out of the Baker-Two mixing unit a couple of days ago.”


  The clerk’s head snapped up at the name, his eyes round.


  Peter pursed his lips and shook his head. “Dead-end passage there, Zachary. Walker wasn’t transferred. He died.”


  “Died?” Zachary felt his stomach sink. “How?”


  “Keeled over after his shift, what? Two days ago?” Peter looked at the clerk. “Bring up Walker’s record, please.”


  The clerk swallowed and nodded. He clicked a few keys and swiveled the monitor around.


  Peter leaned over, nodding. “Yes. I thought I remembered this. Cause of death, alcohol poisoning. It’s not that unusual among certain members of our community. Finding a last-minute replacement was a challenge. That’s why I remember him.”


  Zachary looked the clerk in the eye. “Can you pull up all the transfers from station mixing units?”


  Peter held up a hand and shook his head at the clerk. “You’re fishing, Vagrant.”


  “The station’s air quality is impaired, potentially dangerously, Peter. Every one of those filtration and mixing units is using a substandard media. The filters are passing particles they should be catching and the gas mixers aren’t reading the air correctly because those particles are jamming the sensors.”


  “I’m sure you’re overreacting,” Peter said. “How much damage could they be doing? A unit here or there?”


  Zachary felt the anger boiling up from his chest and he leaned over the counter. “It’s every single unit on the station. All of them. You’re breathing that crap right now.”


  “I’m sure you’re mistaken,” Peter said.


  “That’s why I want to talk to Flora,” Zachary said. He looked at the clerk. “You have that list?”


  Peter looked at the clerk. “Take a break. I’ll deal with this.”


  The guy wasted no time in abandoning his post and disappearing through a door in the back.


  Peter nodded and turned back to Zachary. “Now, unless you want me to call security—or your father—I suggest you back off and get on with whatever job you’re supposed to be doing instead of bothering station staff.”


  “Call security,” Zachary said. “Call my father if you like.” He settled back on his heels and folded his arms. “Or call Flora. I don’t care which at this point. You’re stonewalling for some reason, and I’m betting you don’t want my father or security or Flora to find out.”


  “Bullshit,” Peter said.


  “Then call them. I want to know who signed off on all those people and how many of them are still alive.”


  Peter blanched. “What do you mean?”


  “When did Wendel Walker die?” Zachary asked.


  “I just told you, two days ago.”


  “When did Alan Silver get assigned to that station?”


  “The same day,” Peter said. “I just told you.”


  “I heard you. What’s on the record?” Zachary nodded to the terminal. “Look it up.”


  Peter sighed but turned to the terminal. “What’s the name again?”


  “Alan Silver,” Zachary said.


  Peter punched a few keys and pulled up a record. He turned the terminal so Zachary could see. “It this him?”


  The picture matched and Zachary nodded. “When was he transferred?”


  “I told you, the same day.” Peter pointed at the field on the screen.


  “When was he released from his previous post?” Zachary asked.


  “I don’t know what you’re asking,” Peter said. “This is the date he got the new job.”


  “What was the date he lost the previous one?” Zachary asked, pressing Peter.


  Peter sighed and shook his head, flipping through screens. “It’s not going to tell you anything different.”


  “Humor me.”


  It took him a tick but he finally pulled up Silver’s work history record and highlighted the date. “See? His last shift was the day before. He left there and took the new slot the next day.”


  Zachary leaned over and looked at the record. It didn’t look right but he couldn’t put his finger on the problem. “So, this posting is permanent?” he asked.


  “Yes, of course.”


  “Then who told Silver that Walker had gone to visit his mother on vacation?”


  Peter shook his head and then shrugged. “No idea.”


  “I thought you transferred him.”


  “I did,” he said. “But I have duties here. I can’t be gallivanting all over the station getting people from one job to the next.”


  “How did you notify him?”


  Brewer threw his hands up in frustration. “Messaged him, just like everybody else who gets transferred around the station. You want to see that, too?”


  Zachary pulled back off the counter and shook his head. If Brewer was willing to show it to him, it was probably just what he’d said. “Don’t you find it just slightly unusual that every single mixing and filtration tech have been transferred in the last two weeks? Where’d you come up with so many replacements?” As soon as the words left his mouth, he knew it wasn’t true. “What about Ella Norris?”


  Brewer sighed and shook his head, returning to the console. “She was replaced yesterday.” He turned the terminal around to show Zachary.


  Zachary felt his eyeballs bulge as he stared at the screen. “Damn.” He turned and sprinted for the door.


  “What about—” Peter said, but the slamming door cut him off.


  He raced down the passageway, heading for Baker-Two. His heart pounded in his chest and he gasped for breath, ignoring the angry shouts in his wake. He burst into the plaza and all but yanked the door to filtration off its hinges. “Ella.”


  Ella looked up from her console, eyes heavy-lidded. “Zach,” she said before resting her head against the surface.


  He crossed to her and pulled her up by an arm before realizing she wasn’t standing on her own. He looped her arm over his neck and scooped her up.


  “Wait,” she said, voice breathy. “What are you ... ow.”


  Zachary found he had trouble catching his breath and pushed forward through the door back into the plaza. The cool air felt better immediately. He looked up at a couple of station crew gawking at him, jaws wide as their eyes. “Call a medic. Get security.”


  The pair stood frozen. “Call. Now.”


  They each pulled their tablets out and started keying as Zachary rested on a bench, Ella’s limp form across his lap. He pressed his cheek to her face. She was still breathing, and her eyes flickered open. She stared up at him, looking almost startled before her torso heaved to the side and she threw up on the deck, falling to her hands and knees, only barely catching herself from falling in her own mess.


  A medical team rushed into the plaza and took over from Zachary just a few moments before a pair of security guards took him by the arms and man-handled him up and away from where the medics worked to stretch Ella out on a gurney.


  “Wait,” Zachary said, pulling himself free. “I need you to check the filtration station. She was almost killed.”


  One guard—a wiry guy with a buzzcut and a tattoo—glanced at his buddy. “Easy, pal,” he said, putting a hand on Zachary’s chest. “What the hell’s going on?”


  “That’s what I want to know,” Zachary said, leaning aside to look between them at the medics working on the deck. “Either of you have a carbon monoxide tester on you?”


  The security guards shook their heads. “The station is riddled with them. Why would we carry them?”


  Zachary ground his teeth to keep from yelling at the man. “Because sometimes they fail and the carbon monoxide pools in low places.”


  One of the medics looked over at them. “You found her?”


  “Yes. In the filtration station.” He pointed.


  The medic pulled a probe from his satchel and crossed to the door while his partner held an oxygen mask to Ella’s face. He held it open a crack and stuck the probe in. It flashed red in his hand and he pulled his arm out, slamming the door behind him. “Yeah.” He pulled out a tablet and started typing on it. He pulled out a radio and started speaking into it.


  “Now,” Zachary said. “You two need to stop playing games and find out who and how.” He eyed the two security men.


  “Who are you?” the wiry guy asked.


  “Zachary Vagrant,” he said, pulling his ID out.


  The guy swallowed, looking a lot less sure of himself all of a sudden, but took note on his tablet after flashing a digital of Zachary’s face and ID. “You found her where?”


  “In there. That’s her work station.”


  “What’s her name, do you know?”


  “Ella Norris.”


  He punched the name into his tablet and looked up at Zachary. “Says here she’s unemployed.” He turned his tablet so Zachary could see. “Got fired yesterday. What was she doing in there?”


  Zachary shook his head. “I don’t know. She didn’t know she’d been fired.”


  “How do you know that?” he asked.


  “I talked to her in that station not two stans ago.”


  A burly man wearing an orbital security uniform with gold piping at the wrists, strode into the plaza. A huge man, he towered over everybody. His presence drew almost every eye. He glanced down at the deck where Ella had begun to look a little more lively, her color looking better even from across the plaza. He crossed to Zachary and the two officers.


  “Chief,” the wiry guy said.


  The chief nodded. “Tyler, you and Valdez here are needed on the dock. There’s nothing here for you. Get back on patrol.”


  If they had any questions for the chief, they didn’t ask them. “Roger, Chief,” Tyler said, flipping his tablet into its holster and leading his buddy away almost before Zachary could get a word out.


  “Zachary,” the chief said. “You shouldn’t have been here.”


  “But she almost died.”


  The chief cast a look in Ella’s direction. “She didn’t,” he said. “Come on. We need to talk.”


  Zachary stared at the chief for several long moments.


  The chief just stared back at him.


  “Where we going?” Zachary asked.


  “See your father.” The chief turned and stalked away.


  * * *


  Malachai Vagrant watched Larkin meet up with a couple of people before entering the ship. He cursed his luck and marched the length of the large ship gallery and back a couple of times, waiting for the other people to come out. Last thing he wanted was a witness. Or two.


  He finally gave up pacing and took up station, leaning against the bulkhead across from the lock. The pressure of needing to get hired before Larkin filled the crew roster fought with his unwillingness to be seen groveling. He figured he had a lot of groveling to do.


  Just as he was about to give up, the lock levered open and the pair came out with Larkin right behind them.


  Malachai ducked his head and shambled down the gallery, hunching his shoulders and shuffling his feet, hoping Larkin wouldn’t notice him. He got halfway along before the pair wandered off, leaving Larkin standing outside the ship and looking in Malachai’s direction. Malachai made a quick turn and strode back toward the old man, straightening up as he went.


  “Thought that was you,” Larkin said before Malachai even got to him. “Something on your mind?”


  “Sorry, Captain. My earlier behavior. I’m sorry.”


  Larkin nodded. “Apology accepted.”


  Malachai sighed. “My father sent me to join the Barbell crew, Captain. Do you still have room?”


  Larkin chewed the side of his mouth and narrowed his eyes at Malachai. “You have a spontaneous brain growth or did somebody talk some sense into you?”


  “Somebody talked some sense into me, Captain.”


  Larkin’s eyebrows rose a fraction. “And you listened. That’s unexpected.” He eyed Malachai up and down. “Any experience?”


  “No, Captain.”


  “So, you’re going to start at the bottom, you know?”


  Malachai tried to swallow the sour taste in his mouth but it wouldn’t go away. “I know, Captain.”


  Larkin sniffed and shifted his weight. “Just what did your old man tell you about joining the crew?”


  “Something about needing to know the business that I’ll be running someday.”


  “You agree with him?” Larkin asked.


  Malachai frowned, torn between telling the truth and telling the old geezer what he wanted to hear. “I don’t really see the point of it.”


  “That might be what he wants you to find out. Ever think of that?”


  Malachai shook he head. “No, Captain. I never thought of it that way.”


  “Tell me why you don’t think there’s a point to having you on the crew for this run.”


  “Well, when the time comes to take over from him, I’ll be busy running the station and won’t be sailing off into the Deep Dark.”


  “You know this ship belongs to the station, right? That we need it to keep the credits coming in?”


  “Sure, everybody knows that,” he said.


  “Then isn’t knowing what goes into getting the ship out and back something that’ll be important for you to know? Even if you’re not the one doing it?”


  The question caught Malachai’s attention. “I don’t follow that reasoning, Captain.”


  Larkin shrugged and looked away down the gallery for a moment, seeming lost in thought. “What do you know how to do, son?”


  “Captain?”


  “You must know how to do something really well. Some skill. What is it?”


  “Troubleshoot?” Malachai said, being careful to not mention fighting.


  “Interesting, but not where I was going.” The captain paused again, staring down the gallery. “Here’s the thing. When you’re at the top of the command chain, you have to know what you’re doing, right?”


  “Of course.”


  “You also have to know what everybody under you is doing, right?”


  “Yes, Captain.”


  “You also need to know how to do it.”


  The statement shocked a laugh out of Malachai.


  “You think that’s funny?” the captain asked.


  “Not funny-funny. No, but how is it even possible? Do you know how to do everything on the ship?” Malachai frowned, fascinated by the idea in spite of himself.


  “Yes, of course,” Larkin said. “How else could I be captain?”


  “But how can that be possible? There must be hundreds of jobs.”


  The captain shrugged. “Hundreds of tasks, certainly. Perhaps thousands, given some of the specialized engineering jobs. But jobs? We carry a crew of about forty and many of the jobs have multiple people to do them because of the watch rotation.”


  “And you know how to do all those jobs,” Malachai asked, still struggling with the concept.


  “Yes, but don’t confuse knowing how with having the experience and knowledge to do them efficiently. Some of them, certainly. I can plot a course, update the astrogation databases. Every job on the bridge. That’s where the majority of my expertise lies. Engineering?” He shrugged. “I know how to do everything, in theory. Knowing where to find the nuts and bolts on the specific equipment on the ship? It would take me a while to do most of the jobs, but I know that you can’t fix a Burleson drive by changing the scrubber filters. Two key skills in leadership.” Larkin held up a fist, index finger raised. “Understand the problem well enough to know if the person doing the job is trying to bullshit you.” He raised a second finger. “Know when to get out of their way so they can do their job. Master those for any position you’re in, and you’re halfway home.”


  Malachai let that notion settle. “So my father thinks I need to know how to run a clipper?”


  “He thinks you need to know enough about what happens when this ship leaves the dock that you’re not expecting it to be back with the credits or cargo the next day. Probably how many people it needs to function. What those people do.”


  “We’ve already waited too long to send the ship,” Malachai said, watching the captain’s face for his reaction.


  Larkin shrugged. “I don’t know all the factors, but judging from the piles of ore stacking up around the station, I suspect you’re right. We’re also the source of new credits coming in. Expansion costs credits. Whether we’re paying somebody to build it or buying the parts and equipment.”


  Malachai nodded. “I can see that.”


  “You still want to join the crew?” Larkin asked.


  Malachai considered the notion. He hadn’t really wanted to join the crew to begin with. His father made him do it. In spite of that, he discovered that he did want to take the trip. “Yes, Captain.”


  “All right then. Wiper. That’s basically an Engineering Division laborer.”


  “Thank you, Captain.”


  “It’s going to be a long two or three months,” Larkin said, a warning note in his voice.


  Malachai snorted. “That much I figured out on my own.”


  Larkin tilted his head and nodded. “All right then. Get your kit from the chandlery. Tell them you’re going to be a wiper. They’ll give you what you need. Come back tomorrow. See Mr. Kondur, the first mate. He’ll get you set up. You can move aboard as soon as you want. I’m hoping to get out of here in four days.”


  “Yes, Captain.”


  The captain shrugged and went back into the ship. The lock closed, leaving Malachai pondering what the captain had said for a few moments. The old fart might be crazy, but he made a lot of sense. Malachai shook his head and started back toward his quarters. He’d stop at his father’s and let him know he’d succeeded. That was one thing he’d managed to accomplish. Little as it was.


  * * *


  The security chief walked into Edgar’s office like he owned the place, Zachary feeling drawn along in his wake. Martha Foster, his father’s receptionist-slash-door-dragon looked up from her console, took one look at the chief’s face and buzzed the door open. “Go right in, Chief.”


  “Thank you, Martha.” The chief pushed through into Edgar’s inner sanctum.


  Zachary followed, noting the look of surprise on his father’s face.


  “Gideon?” Edgar asked, glancing at Zachary. “What’s he done now?”


  The chief shook his head. “He’s been getting a little too nosy.”


  Edgar looked at Zachary. “I thought you were looking into the problems with the filtration stations.”


  “I was,” Zachary said. “I did.”


  “And?”


  “And I found the cause of the problem.”


  The look on his father’s face didn’t make Zachary feel all that comfortable. “What did you find?” his father asked.


  “The filtration medium is flawed.”


  “Flawed how?”


  “The filters are rated down to two and a half microns but they only actually filter to ten. Everything smaller just blows through.”


  “So the problem is the rating?” Edgar asked.


  “The problem is that the filters aren’t up to standard.”


  “We set the standards, Zachary.”


  “But we’re paying for filtration media down to two and half microns and we’re only getting ten.”


  “Are we paying for two and a half or are we paying for ten?” his father asked.


  Ella’s words echoed in Zachary’s mind. “Less than two and a half,” he said. “I don’t know if it’s ten.”


  “Then what’s the problem?” His father folded his hands on the surface of his console.


  “The problem is the level of smaller particulates.”


  “Explain.”


  “They’re dangerous. Cause lung problems. They clog up the gas mixture sensors, making the atmosphere mix off.”


  “And you know this how exactly?” His father tilted his head to the side. “Have you been getting medical training? Some physician complaining about the level of particles?”


  Zachary felt a wash of cold down his back as he realized that his father knew. Was probably behind it. “Cost saving,” Zachary said, the words like ash on his tongue.


  The old man gave a barely perceptible shrug. “We’re balanced on a knife’s edge. A few credits one way or the other can make all the difference.”


  “If you knew, why did you have Malachai and then me looking into it?”


  “Thank you, Gideon,” his father said, looking at the chief.


  “”Welcome, sir.” The chief turned and left, the door latching behind him with a solid click.


  “Sit,” his father said, nodding at the visitor’s chair by his desk.


  Zachary contemplated defiance for a few heartbeats but realized it would be pointless. He took the indicated seat and waited.


  “My boy, you’ve a lot to learn about running a station. You can’t get too attached to the people. They’ll screw you every chance they get. The only thing you can count on is their self-interest. If you can align your goals with theirs, they’ll do what you need doing. You can’t rely on friendship.”


  “How is this helping? This filtration thing?”


  “You have no idea how many credits this station costs every stan. You have any idea how many thousands of people we pay every day?”


  “No. Not really.” Zachary shrugged. “I’m sure Malachai knows.”


  He failed to keep the bitterness out of his voice. His father’s lips tightened but he nodded. “An oversight on my part. One I intend to remedy. Your brother has the mettle to take over the station but I can’t count on him being here.”


  The bald statement had Zachary’s eyebrows rising in surprise. “Where would he be?”


  “This is the Deep Dark. Life here is dangerous and uncertain, even for Vagrants.” His lips twisted into a moue. “Perhaps especially for Vagrants.”


  Zachary let those words percolate through his gray matter for a few heartbeats. “If you knew about the filtration media, why have you had us chasing our tails?”


  “Miscalculation on my part. I thought Malachai would deal with the problem before it boiled over into something bigger.”


  “So you had him pull me out of hydroponics?”


  His father’s face hardened, the wrinkles on his forehead and eyes deepening. “I needed somebody to go convince the dock master to free up some cans. Something you’re not capable of.”


  “So why not let the filtration issue die?”


  “Because the fools in Baker-Two wouldn’t let it go.”


  “You thought I’d give up?” Zachary asked.


  “Honestly, I didn’t think you’d find the answer.”


  “You had all those people transferred, didn’t you,” Zachary said.


  “Of course. I should have acted sooner. The only problem was the label on the media.”


  “You could have said that you were changing the standard,” Zachary said.


  “I did,” his father said. “We changed from Archer to Heslarton.”


  “Knowing it was going to cause problems with the gas mixers,” Zachary said.


  His father nodded. “We got them cheap. We’re not even paying for ten. Heslarton thought they could sell the media to the visiting ships and make a killing.”


  “What happened?”


  “Ships complained. A couple found the missing layers, which I assume you did as well?”


  Zachary nodded.


  “So none of them would buy the Heslarton products. The station picked up the entire inventory for a pittance.”


  Zachary frowned. The story didn’t add up all the way. “Don’t you own everything on the station?”


  “No, that’s a myth. I have pieces of everything but minority shares in most.”


  “Heslarton?” Zachary asked.


  “I own a slender majority there.”


  The chain of actions fell into perspective but Zachary clamped his lips over his teeth. “What’s Heslarton doing now?” he asked.


  “Retooling. They’ll be making scrubber cartridges and drill heads for the barges.”


  “What about the air quality on the station?”


  “What about it?”


  “It’s going to get worse.”


  His father wrinkled his nose and shrugged the complaint off. “Not significantly. The auto-doc will take care of any medical issues. The extra particles won’t hurt the station.”


  “Why do ships have a higher standard then?”


  “Much smaller volume? Limited scale compared to us? More reliance on electronics? Paranoia? Take your pick.”


  Zachary wanted to ask about Wendel and Ella but something inside him kept him from confronting his father on the death and apparent attempted murder. Staring at his father’s dead eyes, he knew the answer without asking. “I see,” he said.


  His father’s eyebrows jerked up. “Do you?”


  “It’s just business,” Zachary said.


  “You don’t really believe that, though,” the old man said.


  “No, I do,” Zachary said. He did believe it. He knew without a shadow of a doubt that his father would put credits before anything. People. The station. Even Zachary himself.


  “Speaking of your brother. He’s going with the Barbell this trip.”


  Zachary’s brain took a left turn. “He is?”


  “Yes. He needs to know more about the way things work out there if he’s going to be any use here.” The old man stared into Zachary’s eyes as if daring him to object.


  “I see,” Zachary said again.


  His father gave a couple of small nods. “Yes, I think you do. You’ll be my right hand while he’s gone. It wouldn’t hurt you to be a little more grounded in the operations around here outside of hydroponics.”


  “What do you want me to do about the filtration issue?”


  “It’s been handled,” his father said. “There’ll be some other problem soon enough so pay attention to your tablet.” He stared at Zachary for a tick before unfolding his hands and returning to his console.


  Zachary stood and left. He needed to check on Ella—and he wondered how many of the other transferees still lived.


  * * *


  Kondur caught up with Anton at the barge. “You heard?” Kondur asked, sticking his head into the engineer’s compartment.


  Anton looked up from his packing and nodded. “I expected it. Didn’t you?”


  “I expected we’d be furloughed while they repaired the ship.”


  Anton shook his head. “She’s too far gone. Her value now is spare parts.”


  Kondur frowned at that. “Why do you say that?”


  “We haven’t had a new barge built here in over a decade,” Anton said, stuffing a rolled-up shipsuit into the bag. “These birds are rugged but they eventually wear out. Strip it down to the frame, melt that for the metal, and make a new one. That’s what I’d do.”


  “You think that’s what will happen?” Kondur asked.


  “No,” Anton bit the word off. “He may have founded this place, but Edgar Vagrant is an idiot when it comes to management.”


  “He’s done all right so far,” Kondur said. “Station’s still here.”


  Anton laughed. “I’ll grant you that but simple survival is a pretty low bar.” He glanced at Kondur while he picked up a pile of boxers and dropped them into a storage crate. “He’s been slowly eating the station away, pulling every credit he can out of it and dropping them into his personal bank account. You know that.”


  Kondur did. The evidence over the last decade made it perfectly clear.


  “He’s nickel-and-diming us now,” Anton said. “Eating the seed corn. The station won’t survive another decade of his management.”


  Kondur frowned. “That’s dangerous talk.”


  Anton shrugged and kept packing.


  “There’s a berth for you on the Barbell,” Kondur said. “If you want it.”


  “You going?” Anton asked without looking up.


  “First mate,” Kondur said.


  “Sounds good. He’s going to have to make a couple of trips back to back?” Anton asked. “There’s a lot of ore out there.”


  “That would be my guess, but I haven’t heard.”


  Anton glanced at him, then zipped up his bag. “You don’t look too far ahead, do you.”


  Kondur snickered. “Probably not far enough. Why? Is there a problem with getting underway for a few months?”


  “No. Just the opposite. This place is going to tear itself apart sooner rather than later.”


  Kondur felt his eyebrows rise. “Something I should know about?”


  Anton shrugged. “You probably already know. There’s a long dark night coming.” He looked at Kondur, an eyebrow raised.


  A chill ran down Kondur’s back. “I heard,” he said. “You don’t want to stay for it?”


  “Not on your life. I understand what’s driving it,” Anton said. “I was thinking I’d catch a ride to Mel’s or something, because this place is not going to survive.”


  Kondur leaned against the door jamb. “That bad?”


  Anton shrugged and started dumping the contents of his storage drawers onto his bunk. “The infrastructure isn’t sound. Food supplies are short and Vagrant’s controlling the prices to keep everybody just a few calories short of starvation. The balance of trade is filling his pockets and starving the station. From what I’ve seen, there’s plenty of power to drive a smelter, but we’re still exporting raw ore. As old as this station is, it hasn’t developed the industry it needs. They import too much, export too little, and haven’t capitalized on the system’s resources.” Anton shrugged again. “What’s the old saying about rotting fish?”


  “Fish rots from the head?” Kondur asked.


  “That’s the one.”


  “You know that’s not true, right?” Kondur asked.


  “Literally, you mean?” Anton asked. “Sure. I suspect the mass of organs and waste materials in the body cavity are more likely to rot first.”


  “There’s another problem with it,” Kondur said. “Most living things don’t rot until they’re dead.”


  Anton raised his eye brows and shrugged. “What’s your point, Skipper?”


  Kondur thought of the dark sun stencils all through Charlie sections, the ramen joint tucked between the bulkheads. “I don’t think it’s dead yet.”


  “Maybe not,” Anton said, sorting through the miscellaneous clothing and keepsakes strewn over his mattress. “The question is whether or not it’s too far gone to be saved.”


  Kondur let that idea rattle around in his head, pondering what he knew of the station and its management. “You know the Vagrants?” he asked.


  “Not personally,” Anton said. “I see what they’re doing. What he’s doing. The old man’s driving this. Wouldn’t surprise me to find out he’s drained the station coffers and taken off for parts unknown some night.” He scraped a double handful of clothing off the mattress, tossing it into a box. “What happens after that?”


  Kondur shook his head. “Guess it depends on who takes over after him.”


  “You’re missing the point. How does somebody take over a station? Ships have registered owners, registered crews. Mutiny on a ship is nigh on impossible because the ship won’t recognize orders from people it doesn’t recognize. Stations must have the same safeguards, don’t you think?”


  “No,” Kondur said. “I don’t think.” He paused, giving his brain a chance to follow the chain of logic. “But I don’t know.”


  Anton finished stripping down his tiny compartment, tossing the last of the stuff from his bunk into a trash can. “You don’t think so?”


  Kondur shook his head. “A ship’s systems get built around the centralized control that rests with the captain. They’re built that way from the keel up.”


  “You’re thinking that stations aren’t built that way?”


  Kondor shook his head again. “No. Orbitals up in the High Line? Yeah. Those probably have horrifyingly draconian fail-safes to prevent mutiny or hijacking because they’re built by people who are willing to kill a station rather than lose control of it.”


  Anton’s eyes went wide. “And here I thought I was a pessimist. That’s dark.”


  “Stations out here? They’re not built that way. They’re not designed. They grow. They start with a single module and expand. You ever see a new station?” Kondur asked.


  Anton shook his head, frowning. “Can’t say that I have.”


  “Think about it,” Kondur said. “Somebody—maybe a couple of somebodys—decide that a system is worth stealing. Or maybe has a ‘not viable’ flag so they claim it from the Confederation.”


  “I’m with you so far.”


  “How do they start setting up shop?” Kondur asked. “If they’ve got the capital, they can buy a few pieces but only the biggest players can buy a turnkey station.”


  “High Tortuga,” Anton said.


  Kondur snorted. “They’re probably as bad as the Confederation in terms of paranoia, but I’m talking somebody like Vagrant. You think this place started as pre-fab? Alpha section maybe, but after that?”


  Anton shook his head. “No. You’re right, there. I’m pretty sure most of Delta is just cargo cans welded together.”


  “If you control power, you control the station, and power isn’t just one fusactor. They’re scattered around.”


  “That’s at least a sensible arrangement,” Anton said. “All the utilities are the same way. Distributed systems.”


  “So, how much sophistication would be required to wire those all to a single command node?” Kondur asked. “You’re the engineer.”


  Anton sat on his bunk, frowning at the deck. “Not a great deal, but you’d have to be thinking about it. It creates another problem.”


  “What’s that?” Kondur asked.


  “If it’s coupled too tightly, the command node itself becomes the single point of failure and the positive redundancy factor gets negated.”


  “So it boils down to whether Vagrant’s so paranoid about losing control of the station that he’s wired it,” Kondur said.


  “And dumb enough to actually follow through,” Anton said. “Do we know?”


  “I don’t,” Kondur said. “You were born here.”


  Anton nodded. “And I’ve seen the station expand just like you said.”


  “How would you take it over?” Kondur asked. “Take the Vagrants out of the equation.”


  “What? All of them?”


  “Yeah. What if the old man scarpers with the goods and the boys go with him?”


  Anton shrugged. “Rename the station, set up new bank accounts, and make sure we had access to power and environmental.”


  Kondur nodded. “That’s my thinking as well. He’s going to have the station accounts wrapped in his grubby fist. If he bails, he’ll take the credits with him so you wouldn’t need to have access to the empty account.”


  “If you can get power, you can get everything else as long as the station stays intact and environmental functions.” Anton frowned and shook his head. “It could be really ugly, but it depends on the circumstance.”


  “All the more reason to get onto the Barbell,” Kondur said.


  “You had me at ‘There’s a berth for you,’” Anton said. “Chief engineering officer?”


  Kondur shrugged. “You have a profile for that?”


  Anton shook his head. “Probably best I could pass for would be Spec-1/Propulsion.”


  “Nothing wrong with that. What about environmental?”


  Anton nodded and sighed. “Yeah. That would work. We should probably get it nailed down. Larkin’s going to skipper it?”


  “Yeah. I can pass for first mate with a few judicious tweaks from our friends at High Tortuga, but a master’s license is hard to fake.”


  Anton stood. “Then let’s get going. He’ll be inundated with people wanting to get the trip bonuses.”


  Kondur nodded and led the way off the barge.


  “You haven’t packed yet?” Anton asked.


  “I’ll do that tomorrow. I’ve got time.” Kondur glanced at Anton as they headed down the docking gallery. “What about your folks?”


  “What about them?” Anton asked.


  “You worried about them staying on station? Given, you know.”


  “Where do you think I heard about it? Pop is in the thick of it and Mam is packing the lunches.” He shrugged and a grin stretched his lips. “Not much I can do for them except get out of the way.”


  They walked past one of the stenciled dark suns on the bulkhead of the docking gallery.


  “That wasn’t there earlier, was it?” Kondur asked.


  Anton shrugged. “Don’t remember. Look, I need to go check in with them now you mention it. I’ll meet you there.”


  Kondur shook his head and stared at the deck as he left the gallery and made his way over to the large ship docks. Anton had given him a lot to think about. None of it good.


  CHAPTER 5


  Zachary found Ella in the medical station in Baker-Seven. The medics showed him to a curtained alcove where she rested on a gurney, an oxygen feed tube under her nose. “How are you feeling?” he asked.


  She shrugged. “Headachy. Still feel like I need to sleep but I think it’s passing.”


  “Carbon monoxide,” Zachary said.


  “That’s what they said,” Ella said. “Makes no sense. Did they find the source?”


  “I don’t know,” Zachary said. “I’ve been occupied. Haven’t had a chance to look into it.”


  “Not my problem, I guess,” Ella said. “They said I’d been fired.”


  “That’s why I came looking. Your records showed you’d been replaced yesterday but I knew you were still working. You weren’t notified?”


  She shook her head. “I’ve checked my messages. Nothing there.” She scowled. “What the very hell is going on, Zach?” she asked, her voice low.


  “I don’t know but I don’t like any of it.”


  “It’s your father, isn’t it?” Ella asked.


  Zachary shrugged. “I don’t know for sure, but I wouldn’t put it past him at this point.” He stared at the bulkhead because he couldn’t look her in the eye.


  “You don’t know but you think maybe?” she asked.


  He shrugged. “I’m not exactly the favorite son.” He nodded at the oxygen tube. “How long before you can get out of here?”


  “Another few stans depending on my oxygen levels.”


  “What are you going to do now?” he asked.


  She sighed. “Find a new job, I guess.”


  “The Barbell’s looking for crew,” he said. “I think you should try for a slot.”


  Her eyes widened. “That serious?”


  He shrugged. “Not like you’ll have a lot of choices on station for a while. If you can make the crew, it’ll pay better than anything you could find here.”


  She nodded. “Yeah. I can see that.” Her lips tightened into a line. “And I should probably lay low for a while?”


  He nodded. “Probably a good idea.”


  She shook her head and looked at the bulkhead. “I can’t believe it’s come to this.”


  “I wouldn’t have thought so either,” Zachary said. “I should have known better.”


  “How?” she asked.


  He sighed. “I don’t know. I just don’t know. Willful ignorance I guess.”


  “You found out who ordered the change?” she asked.


  “Yes.” He bit the word off. “I found out.”


  “Archer’s media is imported,” Ella said. “I just found that out. It’s one of the reasons it’s more expensive. Heslarton’s made here.”


  “I knew about the Heslarton,” Zachary said. “I would have guessed about the Archer.”


  “Do you know why?” she asked.


  “Credits,” Zachary said. “What else?”


  “I don’t get it. We got the Heslarton for less than the price of actual ten-micron media. I’m not finding the scam here.”


  “It was supposed to go to the ships at full price but their environmental departments balked,” Zachary said. “So, the station bought up the stock to clear the way for them to shift to scrubber cartridges and mining heads. We knew what we were buying.”


  “By ‘we’ you mean your father,” she said. “And he owns Heslarton so he didn’t want them to go broke on a failed scam?”


  “Something like that,” he said. “He just moved credits from one account to another to keep them viable until they could retool, I suspect.”


  Ella shuddered. “Squeaky wheel,” she said. “You think I have a shot at getting on the ship?”


  “I do. I don’t know if I have any pull with Captain Larkin, but at least he knows I’m a Vagrant. Maybe that will carry some weight if he thinks it’s coming from my father.”


  “What do I need to take with me?” Ella said, her face settling into a determined mask.


  “I don’t know,” Zachary said. “You can ask when you get there.”


  She nodded and raised her voice. “Arnie?”


  A medic pushed through the curtain. “Yeah?”


  “How much longer for this?” She waved a hand at the tubing.


  Arnie looked at the monitor and punched a couple of buttons. “You in a hurry?” he asked, glancing at Zachary.


  “Kinda,” Ella said.


  Arnie shrugged. “I’d really like you to stay on the oxygen for at least another couple of stans.”


  “But ...?” she asked.


  “But if you take it easy for the next day or so and don’t get into any more bad air, you’ll be all right,” Arnie said.


  Ella looked at Zachary. “Yeah?”


  “Yeah,” Zachary said. “There shouldn’t have been any carbon monoxide in that space.”


  Her face paled a little more. “If you’d unhook me, Arnie?”


  Arnie pulled the cannula from around her neck and secured a valve on the bulkhead before switching off the monitor. Reaching into a pocket in his lab coat, he pulled out a tablet. He flipped through a couple of pages and held it out to her. “Thumb this. It says you asked to be released and I approved it.”


  She scanned the screen then pressed her thumb on the indicated spot.


  The tablet beeped and the screen blanked.


  Arnie nodded and pocketed the device. “Free to go,” he said. “Good luck.” He glanced at Zachary, gave him a nod, and left.


  “Come on,” Zachary said. “I think we can catch up with Captain Larkin at the dock.”


  “You’re scaring me a little with this, Zachary.”


  He shrugged. “I’m scared for you. Sooner we get you on that ship, the better I’ll like it.”


  * * *


  “What’s the status on crew?” Larkin asked, settling back in the chair behind his console in the cabin.


  “How many people did you recruit?” Kondur asked.


  “Maybe ten, twelve. Any of them reported aboard?”


  “Three yesterday. Two this morning.” Kondur shook his head. “Any way for me to tell who’s legit and who’s just riding on somebody else’s coattails?”


  Larkin shook his head. “No. Sorry. I figured I’d be checking them aboard myself. Didn’t realize how fast you’d agree to take on the job.” He gave Kondur a crooked grin. “Thanks for that.”


  “You have any ideas for the other mates?” Kondur asked.


  “You’re probably plugged in to that better than I am,” Larkin said. “Any barge people looking for a job?”


  “I’ll ask around. You’re planning to get underway soon?”


  Larkin shrugged. “Soon as I have enough crew to stand the watches.”


  “Thanks for approving Anton,” Kondur said.


  “I did it on your say-so. Any idea what his profile looks like?”


  “No. We’ll have to check with our friends and make sure the records are all correct. I thought I’d gather the roster and submit them all at once.”


  Larkin nodded. “Fair enough.”


  “I’m still going to run the department heads past you, you know,” Kondur said.


  Larkin shrugged. “I can handle that. I’ll trust you on the rest of the ratings.” He pursed his lips. “I didn’t tell you. We’ve got one surprise. Potentially a problem.”


  “Do tell.”


  “Yesterday after you and Ms. Murdock left, I had a visitor on the dock. One of the Vagrant boys.”


  “Zachary?”


  “The older one. Malachai.”


  “What did he want?” Kondur asked.


  “He wanted second chance at the berth.”


  “You don’t look surprised,” Kondur said.


  “I wasn’t. I expected it. Edgar braced me about it when he told me to take the ship out again. ‘Seasoning,’ he called it.” Larkin laced his fingers together over his chest.


  “You believe him?” Kondur asked.


  The captain gave a tiny shrug. “No reason to disbelieve him. Kid damn near killed his chances earlier in the day. He caught me up on Charlie and tried to browbeat me into taking him.”


  “I’m sure that went over well. What happened?”


  “Not sure, but somebody obviously smacked him with a clue-wrench. He came hat in hand with apology and all.”


  Kondur frowned. “That’s not typical behavior. You let him off the hook?”


  “Yeah. Edgar asked nicely and once the kid straightened out a little, I didn’t see any reason to beat him up any more.”


  “What job did you give him?”


  “Wiper.”


  Kondur nodded. “Think he’s on the up and up?”


  “Who? Edgar or the kid?”


  “Either. Both.”


  Larkin shrugged. “Edgar has some kind of plan. Guy usually makes a corkscrew look like a ten-centimeter bolt. Straight and narrow until you notice the grooves.”


  “You don’t sound convinced.”


  “Setting my bias aside, it’s probably what I’d do in his place,” Larkin said. Blowing out a breath. “The kid is the heir apparent if I’m reading the signs right.”


  “And he has a stick up his ass,” Kondur said. “What little I’ve seen of him, he’s been a perfect little shit to anybody he thinks is beneath him—and everybody’s beneath him.”


  Larkin nodded. “That’s how he looked to me, too. Then he came back with something like humility.”


  “So, what? You’re thinking his old man wants us to knock some sense into his head?”


  “More or less. You have any problems with it?” Larkin asked.


  Kondur shook his head. “He can’t do much damage as a wiper, can he?”


  “No more than a spacer apprentice. I wouldn’t trust him on the mess deck.”


  “Fair enough,” Kondur said, just as his tablet bipped. He checked it and snorted. “Speak of the devil. Vagrant and friend at the lock.”


  Larkin frowned. “I didn’t expect him back so soon.”


  “I didn’t know he had any friends,” Kondur said, rising and heading for the door.


  “I’ll come with you,” Larkin said. “I want to see what this is about.”


  Kondur led the way to the lock and the watchstander nodded to a pair standing on the apron just outside the lock.


  “That’s not Malachai,” Larkin said.


  Kondur shrugged. “You wanna handle it?”


  “No, I’ll just eavesdrop.”


  Kondur stepped out. “Good morning. Can I help you, Mr. Vagrant? I’m Verkol Kondur, first mate.”


  “Mr. Kondur, this is Ella Norris. Until yesterday she was the head of the atmospheric filtration station at Baker-Two. Does the ship need some help in the environmental department?” Zachary asked.


  Kondur looked at Ella. “What’s your background, Ms. Norris?”


  “Worked up from station water to air filtration over the last twelve stanyers. Took over the lead filtration at Baker-Two almost three stanyers ago.”


  “What happened yesterday?” Kondur asked.


  “Apparently I was fired.”


  “You don’t know?”


  She shook her head. “No, sir. If Zachary hadn’t told me this morning, I would still be at work.”


  “If I hadn’t told you this morning, you’d be dead,” Zachary said, a scowl on his face.


  Kondur looked back and forth between them and then glanced around the docking gallery. “Maybe we should take this conversation onto the ship.” He walked back up the ramp. “Skipper? You might want to join us in the wardroom.”


  “What’s going on?” Larkin asked, glancing over Kondur’s shoulder.


  “I don’t know yet, but I suspect we’ve just found our first environmental watchstander.”


  Larkin fell into step and they swung past the mess deck and into the wardroom.


  Kondur waved Ella and Zachary into seats at the foot of the table while he and Larkin took their customary places at the head. “Now. For the captain’s benefit, Ms. Norris, was it?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “It’s ‘sar’ on board,” Kondur said. “You’ll get used to it.”


  “Yes, sar.”


  “You’ve been working in the station environmental section for ...?” Kondur asked, prompting her for the story.


  “I’ve worked in most of the departments from water to air,” she said. “I worked up to lead in the Baker-Two district filtration station a couple of stans ago. Apparently I was fired yesterday, but nobody notified me.”


  “That seems a bit shortsighted of management. Who’s on your boss?” Larkin asked.


  “I report to the Deputy Director of Air Quality at the main environmental office,” she said.


  “So, he should have told you?” Larkin asked.


  “I would have thought so,” she said.


  “How did you find out?”


  “Zachary told me after he pulled me out of the filtration lab this morning.”


  Kondur nodded to Zachary. “What’s this about being dead?”


  “I’ve been tracking down an issue with station air quality. Too many small particulates in the outflow from filtration that were clogging the gas mixture sensors. We finally figured it out, but in the process I discovered that all the technicians who’d known about the issue had been transferred and replaced with people who didn’t recognize the problem as an issue,” Zachary said.


  “Wait, what?” Ella asked.


  “Yes, can you elaborate, Mr. Vagrant?” the captain asked.


  “The problem was that the media used in the air filters wasn’t actually rated for the filtration level needed, even though it had been labeled as if it were,” Zachary said. “She actually discovered it.”


  “Ms. Norris?” Larkin asked.


  “The filter media was supposed to be good down to two and a half microns. All the labeling and documentation on it claimed it, but what we found was that the last two filtration layers, the ones for two and half and five microns, didn’t exist.” She shrugged. “Those particulates just passed through and clogged up the gas sensors in the mixing manifold upstairs. When Wendel noticed it, he notified me. We’ve been chasing the problem for a week or more.”


  “Have you reported this?” the captain asked.


  “I was waiting for Zachary to check the other stations,” she said.


  “Mr. Vagrant, what’s this about being dead?” Kondur asked.


  “Long story short, every filtration and mixing tech had been replaced in the last two weeks. Except her, and I went to personnel to find out who asked for that. They told me Ella here had been fired the day before but I’d just seen her at work so I ran back and pulled her out of the unit before she succumbed to carbon monoxide.”


  Larkin frowned. “Did you have some reason to believe she was in danger?”


  Zachary glanced at Ella. “When I visited the new gas tech upstairs, he said that the old tech—a Wendel Walker—had gone on vacation to visit his mother.”


  Ella gasped. “His mother? She died last year.”


  “So I found out, but when I asked personnel where Wendel was, they told me he’d died the day before.”


  Ella turned even paler and she turned wide eyes on Zachary. “He’s dead?”


  “That’s what they said.”


  Her face crumpled and she hugged herself. “I can’t believe it. How?”


  “They said alcohol poisoning,” Zachary said.


  “And you just pulled her out of an office filled with carbon monoxide?” Larkin asked, his frown pulling his hairline down almost to his eyebrows.


  “She’s been in medical for a couple of stans, but yes. They cleared her for release early.”


  “You ever work on a clipper before, Ms. Norris?” Larkin asked.


  “No, Captain.” Her voice held together but only barely.


  “Do you want to join the crew?”


  She looked at Zachary and shuddered. “They tried to kill me?”


  Zachary shrugged. “I don’t know. I have no idea how that much carbon monoxide could have been in that one space by accident.”


  She shook her head. “We have sensors for that. They should have gone off.”


  “They didn’t, and there was enough in there that it almost knocked me out just getting in and out. A few breaths at most.”


  “Have you been treated, Mr. Vagrant?” Larkin asked.


  “No, Captain. I’m fine.”


  “These are serious accusations, Mr. Vagrant.”


  “I know, Captain, and the flimsiest of evidence, but Ms. Norris here is out of a job, I suspect you’ll need environmental people, and getting her away from the station until this whole mess blows over seems like a wise precaution.”


  “Ms. Norris?” the captain asked. “What do you want?”


  She pulled in a quivery breath and blew it out in a whoosh. “I want to get away from here and never come back.”


  “We can help you with the first,” Larkin said. “The second, I can’t promise.”


  She nodded and pulled a handkerchief from her pocket, blowing her nose and wiping at her eyes. “I’ll take what I can get, Captain. If you have a place for me in the crew, I’ll gladly take it.”


  “You’re hired. See Mr. Kondur here to get you settled. Spacer Apprentice for now, Verkol.”


  Kondur nodded. “Aye, aye, Captain.”


  Larkin ran his tongue around his teeth for a moment. “Did you figure out what happened with the medium, Mr. Vagrant? Who ordered the change?”


  “My father,” Zachary said. “He did it to bail out Heslarton until they could retool for new products.”


  Larkin shook his head. “Something doesn’t add up.”


  “Lots of things,” Zachary said. “But maybe I can figure it out before you get back.”


  “You think there was something beyond an altruistic motive behind your father’s choice of media supplier?” Larkin asked.


  Zachary shrugged. “I’m not exactly kept in the loop on these things.”


  Larkin nodded. “I understand. You know your brother is coming with us this trip?”


  “I do. Just learned today.”


  “Anything you want to tell us about him?” Kondur asked.


  Zachary shook his head. “He doesn’t play well with others, but I suspect you know that already.”


  “Everybody on the station knows that, Zachary,” Ella said.


  Zachary shrugged, then nodded.


  “Any questions, Ms. Norris?” Kondur asked.


  She stiffened her spine and sat up straighter, blinking several times. “What do I need to bring and how soon can I move aboard?”


  “Stop by the chandlery and pick up a kit. Spacer apprentice starter. They know,” Larkin said. “You’re allowed ten kilograms of personal mass beyond that, but your storage space is limited. That’s in addition to the kit.”


  She nodded.


  “When you have that, come back. Mr. Kondur here will get you settled.”


  She nodded again.


  “Anything else?” Larkin asked.


  “No, Captain.”


  “Dismissed,” Larkin said. “Mr. Kondur, would you show them out?”


  “Of course, Captain.” Kondur stood and took them down the passageway to the lock. “Don’t linger, Ms. Norris.”


  “Thank you, sar? Did I say that right?”


  “You did, Ms. Norris. Don’t give it too much thought. It’ll come in time.” He looked at Zachary. “A word, Mr. Vagrant?”


  “Why don’t you head for the chandlery, Ella. I’ll catch up in a tick.”


  Ella nodded and left the ship, turning toward the chandlery and disappearing up the docking gallery.


  “You think somebody tried to kill her?” Kondur asked.


  “I do. I don’t know why, although I suspect it has to do with the Heslarton media that they were using.”


  “That level of particulate is dangerous,” Kondur said.


  “I thought as much, but my father’s behind the deal and it’s his station.”


  “What about this Walker guy? He’s dead?”


  “That’s what they told me. Alcohol poisoning.”


  “You know him?” Kondur asked. “Well enough to know if that’s reasonable?”


  Zachary shook his head. “No. I know him, but not that well. Passing acquaintance. Knew him better because he had his finger on the particulate counts. None of the replacements seem to think that having the sensors blocked up for more than half the day is a problem.”


  “You do,” Kondur said.


  “Of course.”


  “You’re right.” Kondur debated saying more but finally convinced himself to do it. “Get her back here as soon as you can.”


  “You think she’s in danger?”


  “I don’t know, but carbon monoxide poisoning shouldn’t be possible anywhere on the station, let alone in an air filtration station.”


  “That was my thought,” Zachary said.


  “You better go. She’ll be wandering loose on the station.”


  “Thanks for this, Mr. Kondur.”


  Kondur shook his head. “You’re welcome. You find any other strays, send them our way.”


  Zachary trotted down the ramp to the gallery and followed in Norris’s wake.


  Kondur keyed the lock closed and went back to the wardroom where the captain waited, chewing the corner of his bottom lip.


  “What ya think?” the captain asked.


  “I don’t know what to think,” Kondur said. “Norris will be safer with us than here, I suspect.”


  “You think Vagrant is killing his own people?”


  Kondur shrugged and took his seat. “That’s what makes me most curious. Is he sending Malachai for some other reason than seasoning?”


  “What about Zachary?” the captain asked.


  “I can’t get a read on him. He seemed hell bent on getting her on board.”


  “That was my take, too,” the captain said. “The question is why?”


  “Want me to sniff around Baker-Two?” Kondur asked.


  Larkin shook his head. “We’re getting underway soon, I need you here filling the crew roster, and this stinks. We can’t afford to get you mired down in it.”


  “How soon do you want to leave?” Kondur asked.


  “I’d leave right now if we had the crew,” Larkin said.


  “There must be a few more filtration and gas mixers loose, if what young Vagrant says is true,” Kondur said.


  “If they’re alive,” Larkin said, standing up. “I’ll go make a recruiting round and see if I can sniff anything out.”


  Kondur rose with the captain and followed him out of the wardroom. “We’re short on able spacers and officers.”


  “I thought we had your man Anton to be Engineering First.”


  “He doesn’t have the chops. He’d be good in environmental, but he hasn’t come aboard since I’ve been here,” Kondur said. “I all but marched him down here. You got somebody else in mind?”


  Larkin shook his head. “We need a second and third mate as well.”


  “I’ll poke around and see who shakes loose. If Vagrant has started beaching barge crews, there’ll be more to draw from.”


  “I don’t know if that’s a good or a bad thing,” Larkin said.


  Kondur shook his head, remembering the dark sun decals. “The place is primed for catastrophe.”


  Larkin nodded. “One more reason to get underway sooner rather than later.” He headed for the wardroom door. “Lemme see if I can shake anything loose by way of crew. Don’t burn the place down while I’m gone.” He ducked out of the wardroom, leaving Kondur to ponder his next move.


  * * *


  Malachai went to the chandlery to get his kit. Larkin hadn’t been very specific, but the counter man seemed polite enough. “I’m going on the Barbell. Wiper. They told me to just ask for my kit.”


  “Yes, sir. Through that door.” He pointed to a side door. “Charity will get you set up. Safe voyage.”


  Malachai went through the indicated door and a gray-haired lady in a chandlery jumpsuit with “Gates” stenciled above the breast pocket looked up at him from her tablet. “Barbell crew?” she asked.


  “Yes,” he said.


  She nodded and stood. “Come on. Let’s get you set up.” She pointed to a square of paint on the deck, much scuffed and worn so badly the metal showed through. “Stand there. Look here.” She pointed to a black circle on the bulkhead behind her. After a half a tick, a console lit up under the circle and she stepped over to it. “Last name?”


  “Vagrant,” he said.


  She scowled at him. “Your own last name.”


  “I’m Malachai Vagrant. Wanna check?” He held up a thumb.


  She held out her tablet, her scowl not receding one iota. He thumbed it and saw the screen pull up his record before she pulled it back. “Huh.” Her scowl relaxed and she shrugged. “You have no idea how often some idiot tries to play that game.” She turned back to the console. “What rating?”


  “Rating?”


  She glanced at him out of the corners of her eyes. “What job?”


  “Cleaner?”


  She turned back to him, the scowl gathering on her forehead and lightning in her eyes. “You may be one of the Vagrants but don’t play the fool. Did Larkin hire you or not?”


  “He did,” Malachai said, feeling the familiar burn of anger on the back of his neck.


  “What job did he give you? What position?”


  Malachai shook his head. “I thought it was cleaner. I figured I’d be swabbing the decks or something.”


  The scowl receded a little and she tilted her head to the side. “You forgot what he said?”


  “He just said to come here and get my kit and tell you I was a wiper.”


  She blinked a couple of times and sighed. “Better him than me,” she said, turning to her console. “You have no idea what job you got, do you.”


  “It’s not swabbing the decks?”


  She shook her head and tapped a few keys. “You’ll do that, too, but wiper is the rating. Quarter share, engineering. If there’s some crappy job in the engine room or environmental, you’ll get a chance to get into it up to your hips.” She glanced back at him again. “It’ll be quite an experience for you, I suspect.” She ran her finger over the screen and nodded before pressing one final key and turning back to Malachai. “Come on. That’ll be done by the time we get the rest of your gear.”


  Malachai followed her through a maze of shelving.


  “Duffel bag,” she said, pointing to a pile of gray canvas bags on a pallet. “Take one.”


  He picked it up, surprised by its lightness.


  She looked at her tablet and took him down a row, pointing to a box with a flap cut out of it on one of the shelves. “Boxers. Take five.”


  He frowned but stuck his hand through the flap and grabbed a handful of fabric, pulling it out.


  “Five.” She sighed. “Put five in the duffel.”


  Malachai put the duffel down and counted three pairs of boxers, reaching back into the box to pull out two more. He pulled the top of the bag open and thrust the underwear in.


  She nodded and went down the line to the next set of racks. At another box she pointed. “Five.”


  He pulled out undershirts, counting them as he went and stuffing them into the bag.


  She led him around, pointing and telling him how many to take at each stop.


  When they got back to the entry, Charity had him stand at the counter while she went into an alcove in the back. She pulled out a stack of clothing and snagged a pair of boots, slapping them down on the counter. “Shipsuits,” she said. “That’s what you wear when you’re on the ship, hence the name. Ship boots. Same. All this stuff is your uniform.” She lifted a sleeve and pointed to what looked like a gear on the upper sleeve with one stripe under it. “That’s your rating. If you stay with it, you can work up and add more stripes. Every wiper will have this on their sleeve.” She pushed the pile of fabric at him. “Five of them. You can get more if you wear these out or lose them, but you’ll have to pay for them yourself. Put them in your bag.”


  He nodded and began stuffing them into the duffel, topping the pile off with the boots.


  She went back to the alcove and returned with a small box, about the size of three of his fingers pressed together. She flipped the top open, pulling out a flattened object by its handle and turning to show Malachai the face. “This is your ID stamp. Self-inking. Use it on all your clothing. It’ll keep your stuff from getting mixed with other people’s. Do it in the same place on every piece and it’ll be easier to sort out if it gets mixed up.” She snapped the stamp back into the box, closed the lid, and handed it to him.


  He took the box, added it to the top of his bag, and then folded the top closed before looping the long strap over his shoulder. With a sigh he headed for the door.


  “You’re welcome,” she said and went back to reading on her tablet.


  Malachai just kept going, nearly knocking over a couple of guys coming in. He gave them a scowl. “Watch where you’re going,” he said, pushing past them and heading back to his quarters. He’d need to get aboard, but he wanted a chance to go through all the new clothes and do the stamping before he got tangled up in shipboard duties.


  * * *


  Zachary helped Ella pack up her small apartment in the Charlie section.


  “You don’t have to do this, you know,” she said, dropping her duffel bag on the floor.


  “Do you have anybody else to help?”


  She shook her head. “I don’t even know where my crew is any more.” She sighed and stood in the middle of her two-room apartment. “You’re sure I was fired?”


  “You can check your record,” he said.


  “Things are moving so fast.” She pulled out her tablet and started punching keys. After a few moments, she flipped the device off and stuck it in her pocket. “Yep. Yesterday. Nobody told me. I’ve got no messages.”


  “Is that common?” Zachary asked.


  “Not unusual,” she said, looking around as if weighing the contents of her place. “What am I going to do with this stuff?”


  “Is it all yours?” he asked.


  “Some is. Some isn’t.”


  “Can you afford to just keep it here until you get back?”


  “I don’t even know how much I’ll get paid. I’ll have to pay in advance for the time we’ll be gone.”


  “I’ll sublet it from you for a couple of months,” Zachary said. “Let’s clear away your gear.”


  “Don’t you have quarters of your own?” she asked.


  “Yeah, I do, but I don’t pay rent on them and it’s probably time I stopped living with my father.”


  “Why’s that?”


  Zachary shook his head. “Just a feeling.” He hadn’t actually considered it until the very moment the words came out of his mouth. As soon as they did, he knew them to be true. It would make it easier to keep an eye on her place in case anybody came calling after she shipped out.


  “You sure?” she asked. “You’ve already saved my life once today.”


  He laughed. “Least I can do.”


  “All right. Rent’s two hundred a week, paid a month in advance on the first of the month.”


  “I can figure it out. I know the station owner.” He grinned at her. “Not as well as I thought, maybe, but I know him.”


  She waved a hand at the living room/kitchenette. “You’re welcome to anything in the cupboards and fridge.” She headed for the bedroom. “I’ll just pick up in here. I’m going to need some storage bins for clothes and such.”


  He nodded. “We also need to get your clothing stamped and your bag packed for the ship. I’ll feel a lot better if you sleep there tonight. If you ask Kondur, he’ll probably let you have time off tomorrow to finish packing up here.”


  She stopped at the doorway. “What are you going to do with this place?”


  “I’m going to see if I like it,” Zachary said. “It’ll give me a chance to live outside of the cocoon.”


  “You gonna be a butterfly?” she asked, a smile teasing the corners of her eyes.


  “Moth, maybe.”


  She laughed and disappeared into the other room.


  Zachary took stock of the small galley kitchen with its two-burner cooktop and microwave oven. A mini fridge hunkered under one of the counters: some condiments, a couple of water bottles, and three bottles of a decent beer. The freezer section held one tiny tray of ice cubes. He opened the cupboards, taking stock of the dishes and glassware. His survey took only a few ticks. Even counting the pantry and the three cooking pans, she didn’t have more than fifty kilos of stuff in her kitchen. He shook his head. “What do you do for food?” he asked, raising his voice so it might carry into the next room.


  “I eat out,” she said, sticking her head out of the bedroom. “Never was much of a cook and I’d just as soon let somebody else clean up the mess.”


  “Isn’t it expensive?” he asked.


  She shrugged. “Compared to what? I don’t have to deal with marketing or cooking or cleaning. I pay a bit more for the food because it’s factoring in the labor but the places I eat buy in bulk and make good food, and my support lets them keep doing it. Why? You cook?”


  “No,” he said with a shrug. He suddenly felt foolish. “You’ll have to point out some of these places.”


  She laughed. “Fair deal.”


  He surveyed the living area—both chairs and a viewing screen on the bulkhead. A dinged-up cargo crate served as a side table between the two chairs and held the remote for the screen. He picked up a dirty mug from the table and took it to the kitchen, rinsed it out in the sink, and stacked it in the drainer. He leaned back against the counter, folding his arms across his chest and letting his gaze sweep across the room. The whole place was about the size of the head attached to his quarters. She had some digitals on the bulkhead. A picture of a family group drew him over. There, a younger Ella stood between two older adults. The man had her eyes and smile, while the woman’s nose and chin were echoed in Ella’s. They stood in an open plaza that he didn’t recognize.


  “That’s my parents,” she said.


  He looked over at her standing at the doorway. “Where is this?”


  “They live over on Mel’s Place. That was when I left home for the University of Beahar in Ciroda.”


  “You see them often?” Zachary asked.


  She shook her head. “It’s been a decade since I’ve been able to get enough scraped together to go to Mel’s.” She sighed. “We better get these clothes stamped and get back to the ship if I’m going to stay aboard tonight.” She upended the bag into one of the living-room chairs and began sorting out the underwear from the rest.


  CHAPTER 6


  Malachai dumped the bag onto the floor of his quarters and surveyed the pile, a growing sense of anger coiling in his gut. He’d seen shipsuits before but never expected to have to wear one. Clamping his jaw shut, he started sorting. He only needed to wear them on the ship. He could live with that; he wouldn’t need to like it. The boots and shipsuits went back into the bag and he sorted the whites into tees, boxers, and socks. He found the name stamp under an easy chair where it had skittered when he dumped the contents and set about stamping every one of the white articles with his name. It didn’t take as long as he’d feared and the ink set quickly enough that he only smeared one sock so much that he had to stamp it again. He considered stamping each article several times, perhaps in some abstract pattern, but rejected the idea as being too time consuming and a possible means of attracting unwanted attention.


  “Minimum effort,” he said. “Minimum impact.” He shook his head. The trip would suck enough without getting unwanted attention from the crew, most of whom would be laughing at him to begin with.


  He shook his head and started stuffing the clothes back into the bag. Even with everything in the bag, he had room for a few personal items—like some clothes that fit and a set of exercise clothes. Surely the ship had a gym—or at least a workout room—where he could run through some of his katas.


  Work completed, he set the bag by the door and grabbed a beer from the cooler. He threw himself into a chair and cracked the top off the beer, taking a long pull and looking around at his quarters. He’d miss the place, but it wasn’t like he’d be gone forever. At least not yet.


  The anger coiling inside him awoke. Perhaps this trip might bear more fruit than he originally thought. Sure, the old man thought he needed the experience, but what he really needed was a way to get out from under the bastard’s thumb. As long as he stayed on Vagrant Station, his father would pull his strings like some demented puppeteer. The ship could carry him out of his father’s reach. It opened a door to possibilities that didn’t exist where his father ruled.


  He smiled and began planning. He wouldn’t need to tip the old man off by draining his accounts, at least not yet. That would wait until he got to the High Line. Once in Confederated Planets space, he’d be out of Edgar Vagrant’s reach with nothing but the ineffectual Trade Investigation Commission between him and unlimited wealth. He’d have to be careful at first, but he’d already have an advantage over the cattle. He knew the Toe-Holds existed, and he knew how to disappear into them should the need arise.


  He raised his bottle in a mocking toast to his father. “Thanks, Pop,” he said, then tilted the beer up, draining it in one go.


  He glanced at the chrono above the door and considered his next few hours. He’d have time for another stroll through Delta before reporting aboard. It would be fun to get in one last hunt before leaving the station, but he needed to wait a little for the shift change to complete. He threw his empty into the trash and pulled another from the cooler.


  Time enough for a couple of more beers. Malachai had a lot to think about before he closed the door on Vagrant Station.


  * * *


  Kondur ran up the roster on his tablet and shook his head. “It’s not good, Skipper.”


  “Where are we?” Larkin asked.


  “No cook. No chief engineer, unless Anton shows up—and even that’s likely to be a stretch. I don’t know if he has any Burleson drive expertise.”


  “Do you?” Larkin asked.


  “Only from the bridge side,” Kondur said. “We can probably fill in the second and third mates from the barge crews. You never said who you talked to.”


  Larkin shook his head. “Iffy at best. None of them wanted to give up their barges and yours is the only one on the beached list at the moment.”


  “If we wait long enough, there’ll be more. Mine wasn’t the only one having problems.”


  “Who’s coming in behind you?” Larkin asked.


  “Rock-a-Bye, Star Stuff, and Millicent,” Kondur said. “I thought there was somebody else inbound behind them.”


  Larkin nodded. “You want me to rattle a cage?”


  Kondur shook his head. “Lemme go check with the mining docks.” He felt a pang of guilt over the way he’d left Olivia. She still expected him to join the dark sun thing. He saw no way that would end up other than badly, but he had to agree that things on the station had spiraled downward in just the few weeks he’d been in the belt last time. “You know any decent cooks?”


  Larkin shrugged. “Cooks, yes. Cooks who can feed twenty-five crew for a few months? That’ll be harder.”


  “Who’d you take last time?”


  The sour expression on Larkin’s face told the story.


  “That bad?” Kondur asked.


  “Yeah. Not somebody I’m taking again.”


  Kondur nodded and looked down at the roster again. “On the plus side, we’ve got a lot of the deck and engineer ratings filled. Not all of them have the experience I’d like, but a few have the skills to do the jobs they’re rated for.”


  “Well, yeah,” Larkin said, “but quarter shares don’t count.”


  “Wanna bet we can’t get some of them up to at least half by the time we hit Siren?”


  Larkin shook his head. “Half of them could probably pass the exam with a couple of days’ worth of study.”


  “We’ll get them going on that,” Kondur said. “We have the coursework on the ship net, don’t we?”


  Larkin shrugged. “I never know from trip to trip. Probably.”


  “You put a want ad on the station net?” Kondur asked.


  “Yeah, but only for hands. Not for officers.”


  “Couldn’t hurt. Mind if I throw a few up there?”


  “If you think it would help. I think we know every potential officer on station now,” Larkin said.


  “Never know,” Kondur said. “We could luck out.”


  “Do it,” Larkin said.


  Kondur stood and headed for the cabin’s door. “Lemme go see what’s what on the barge front and I’ll file a help-wanted bulletin with the station network. There’s got to be somebody we can wrestle through the lock before we undock. If only a figurehead second or third.”


  “We can’t get too far into the weeds there,” Larkin said. “We have to have a roster who can pass in the High Line.”


  Kondur nodded. “There’s pass and there’s pass. If we give them the right names, they won’t look too closely.” He winked at the captain and closed the door behind himself on the way out. He blew out a breath and sighed as he dropped down the ladder, heading for the barge docks. He’d have to do some fancy footwork but maybe he could avoid Olivia. He didn’t really want to, but it would probably be for the best.


  * * *


  Malachai reached for the lock buzzer just as the lock started levering open. He stepped back as a squat man wearing a shipsuit with an insignia on the collar walked out.


  The guy gave him the once-over and asked, “Can I help you?”


  Malachai hefted his duffel bag. “I was told to report aboard as soon as I could.”


  “You are?”.


  “Malachai Vagrant.”


  “Ah. Welcome aboard, Mr. Vagrant. I’m Verkol Kondur. First mate. Come on.” He beckoned with a hand and went back into the ship.


  Malachai followed and Kondur stepped behind the watchstander’s desk, tapping a few keys.


  “Stand over there,” Kondur said, pointing to a painted rectangle on the deck.


  Malachai took the three steps needed to get inside the box and stood there.


  Kondur typed a few more keys. “Can you spell ‘Malachai’ for me please, Mr. Vagrant?” Malachai did and Kondur nodded. “Thank you. Now just put your bag down outside the square.”


  Malachai placed the bag on the deck and stepped back into the box.


  Kondur tapped a couple of keys and nodded. “All right. You’re registered. We’ll get you a ship’s tablet from the office and then get you settled.”


  “Am I the first one aboard?” Malachai asked.


  “No, but nobody else knows how to do this part either, so you’ll have to bear with us until we get somebody trained. We’ll be doing an orientation for the crew aboard at 1600. It should take less than a stan, and then we’ll be setting up fire watch rotations.” Kondur led him into the ship and stopped at what looked like a closet with a built-in desk. He pulled out a tablet and swiped the label on the back over a reader on the desk. After typing something on the screen, he handed the tablet to Malachai. “Just type whatever password you want. Your user name will be ‘mvagrant’—all lower case, all one word.”


  Malachai filled the password in, then had to do it again to confirm it.


  The system at the desk beeped once and Kondur nodded. “You ever work a Barbell before?” he asked.


  “I’m Edgar Vagrant’s son,” Malachai said.


  “I know who you are, kid. I just needed to know how much hand-holding you needed before I get on with my job.”


  “Sorry,” Malachai said, although he didn’t really like this guy much. He certainly wasn’t sorry.


  “Yeah, yeah. Rules. Say ‘sar’ when you speak to an officer.”


  “Sar?” he asked. “You mean ‘sir?’”


  “If I’d meant ‘sir,’ I’d have said ‘sir,’” Kondur said. “Sar. Say it.”


  “Sar.” 


  “Good. Now, the only people you say ‘sar’ to are officers. We all have these little tabs on our collars so you don’t need to worry about who we are. Understood?”


  “Yes,” Malachai said.


  “That should be ‘yes, sar,’” Kondur said. “It’s tedious at first but you’ll get used to it.”


  “Yes. Sar.” Malachai rolled his eyes and twisted his mouth into a grimace.


  Kondur snickered. “Wiper, right?”


  “Yes.”


  Kondur stared at him, one eyebrow raised.


  “Sar.”


  “Better. Keep practicing, you’ll get it. You’re aboard the ship now. You’re not the heir apparent to Vagrant Station anymore. If you’re expecting to get any slack, any consideration for your father’s name, you need to get it out of your head right now. We won’t hold it against you, but it’s not going to cut any decking aboard. Am I clear on that point, Mr. Vagrant?”


  Malachai pulled in a breath and shook his head before he let it out. “You screw with me and you’ll live to regret it. Sar.” He tagged the last word on the end and dared the asshole to do something about it.


  Kondur’s left palm caught him on the cheek before he even saw it move. The blow drove his head backward into the bulkhead, leaving him dazed and shocked. “Am I clear on that point, Mr. Vagrant?” Kondur asked.


  The man’s tone never changed. It was like the whole exchange never happened except the right side of Malachai’s face felt like it might melt. “Clear, sar.” The words came out of Malachai’s mouth but he marked Kondur for later. Nobody hit Malachai Vagrant and got away with it.


  “For reference, Mr. Vagrant, threatening a superior officer while underway is considered mutiny and subjects you to summary judgment. We’re docked and you have no idea what you’re doing so I’ll give you a little slack for now. I’ll suggest you keep your mouth from writing checks your ass can’t cash.” He paused.


  Malachai glared at him.


  Kondur had the gall to smile. “All right then. Let’s get you settled.”


  The first mate led the way deeper into the ship and down one level before ducking into a long room with bunks in alcoves. Upright lockers stood at the foot of each bunk and opened into the wide hallway. “This is Engineering Berthing. It will be your home while you’re aboard. Pick a bunk, pick a locker. Head is in there. Settle in. You’ll have company soon enough.”


  “Am I free to come and go?” Malachai asked.


  “What? To the station?” Kondur asked.


  “Yeah.”


  Kondur nodded. “For the next two days. After that you’ll have a watch to stand, but you’ll still have liberty.”


  “I have to work in port?”


  “Yeah. Sucks, but you’re getting paid. You may not have run into it in the past, but when you get paid, the people paying you figure you owe them something in return. In your case, Mr. Vagrant, it’s your time because you lack the skills to do more than the simplest tasks.”


  Malachai clenched his jaw to keep from saying anything.


  Kondur nodded and headed for the door. Halfway there he stopped. “If you want to get paid more and begin developing your skills, check up on the training. It’s on your tablet. Might be a good idea to look at it anyway, since wipers have specific duties. You’ll save us all a lot of time and frustration if you know what they are.”


  “I’m guessing they’re mostly the scut work?” The words left a sour taste in Malachai’s mouth.


  “You guess correctly. Most scut work needs little by way of knowledge or skill. Since you have neither, you’re the perfect fit.” Kondur shrugged. “Change one or both of those—lose the attitude—and you’ll find new opportunities open for you.”


  “What about food?” Malachai asked.


  Kondur frowned. “You’ll have to go ashore to eat. We’re still rounding up a cook. As the roster fills up, things will get easier. Any other questions?”


  Malachai shook his head.


  “Good. Work on the ‘sar’ thing. It’ll come in handy when you’re reporting to the chief engineer.” Kondur stepped through the door, leaving Malachai alone in the berthing area.


  “Well, this is going to be fun,” Malachai said, looking around at the alcoves and lockers. He picked the alcove as far from the door as he could get and a lower bunk against the hull and threw his bag on the bare mattress. He pulled out his ship’s tablet and started exploring. There had to be a way to get linens. If he could figure that out, he could make some points with the next clueless engineer. “Knowledge is power,” he said, following the breadcrumbs through the various screens.


  * * *


  When Kondur got to the barge docking gallery, the place was abuzz with clumps of spacers all frowning and hunched over in groups. He spotted Olivia with her head down in one of the clusters. She nodded several times and stepped back from them, turning toward him. He raised a hand in greeting and saw the look on her face. “What’s wrong?”


  “It’s the Millicent. She lost power.”


  “Lost power? What? How?”


  “On her way back in from the belt,” Olivia said. “She’s on radar but not responding to hails. Even her transponder has stopped broadcasting. She should have flipped to slow down a few stans ago, but she didn’t.”


  “Do we have a tug going out for her?”


  Olivia sighed. “I don’t know what’s going on. Nothing I’ve heard yet.”


  Kondur sighed. “They’re loaded, too. That’s a lot of momentum to kill.”


  “Yeah, and the other crews are understandably upset.”


  Kondur glanced over Olivia’s shoulder at the clots of miners in the docking gallery. “Why are they all here? I’d have thought they’d be in a bar somewhere.”


  “Solidarity, I think,” she said. “There’s talk of sending a barge out if Vagrant doesn’t send a tug.”


  “He’ll need to send it soon,” Kondur said. He shook his head. “I’m not sure a barge could stop them. They’re not exactly set up to grapple another ship.”


  “That was my take,” Olivia said. “The idea of just watching the crew drift off into the Dark isn’t sitting well.”


  Kondur envisioned life aboard without power. “How long have they been dark?”


  “Nobody’s sure. At least four stans. Maybe as much as eight. Star Stuff was on final approach when they noticed and alerted system traffic control.”


  “Anybody coming in behind them?”


  Olivia shook her head. “The next boat would be Rob Konnicki’s Alibi, but she’s still got another whole day in the rock. Konnicki couldn’t catch them now and have fuel left to do more than sail into the dark with ’em.”


  Kondur sighed. “If power’s out, so’s life support,” he said, keeping his voice low.


  “Yeah. That’s what everybody’s concerned with. Even if we had a tug on the way now, it’ll be a couple of days before they could even grab the barge, let alone slow it down enough to bring it in.”


  “I wish I could say I’m surprised,” Kondur said, blowing out a breath. “Anybody else concerned about the safety of their barge?”


  Olivia snorted and glanced over her shoulder. “You weren’t the only one with mechanical and systems issues. Almost every barge in the fleet has some kind of problem. They’ve all filed outage reports.”


  “More than normal?” Kondur asked.


  “No, but the Millicent complained about the fusactor’s output the last time they came in. The yard gave them a clean bill of health.”


  Kondur sighed. “That’s typical. Probably patched it up enough to get it underway without dealing with the underlying cause.”


  A shout echoed down the gallery. “They’re gone!” One of the miners stood outside a lock about halfway down the gallery. “They just dropped off radar.”


  The low-level conversations died out as the implication of that news sank home. The only sound was the hum of the blowers.


  Olivia squeezed her eyes shut.


  “Better fast than slow, I suppose,” he said with a sigh. He looked past Olivia at the groups of miners. Where they’d had the slumped shoulders and saggy posture of worry, they now stood straighter, fists clenched, and leaning forward. “This isn’t good.”


  She looked at the crowd and nodded. “I need to get back to work. Was there something you needed?”


  “I was coming to see if any of the other barges had been beached,” he said. “We’re still short on crew for the Barbell.”


  Olivia pursed her lips, her gaze seeming to sweep the length of the gallery. “I suspect you’ll have less trouble now.”


  “That’s going to play hell with the economy,” Kondur said.


  She nodded. “Vagrant’s been building toward this for months.” She sighed. “I don’t think he realizes just what a problem he has. It’ll help you out, I suspect.”


  “People willing to walk away from the barges and take the Barbell instead?” he asked.


  “Yeah. I wouldn’t want to take one of them out now.”


  “Me, either,” Kondur said. “I couldn’t have taken mine out again without getting that rocket nozzle repaired.”


  The clusters of spacers started breaking up and reforming, many of them shaking their heads as they walked away down the gallery.


  “What’ll you do now?” Olivia asked.


  “I’ll put ads on the station network. I was going to do that anyway, but every one of these people I can pull off the station is one less who’s able to cause trouble here.”


  “You’re not worried about them causing trouble for you?”


  Kondur shook his head. “My big concern will be the number who jump ship in the High Line.”


  “Think they will?”


  “Some will. Probably would have anyway, but after this?” He sighed. “I’d be tempted myself.”


  “I better get back to work,” Olivia said. “See you around.”


  Kondur nodded and pulled out his tablet. He crafted a new “all-hands” ad and followed up with specific ads for second and third mates along with an engineering chief officer. He didn’t have much hope for getting an engineering chief from the barge crews, but maybe he’d get lucky. One thing seemed certain.


  They wouldn’t be getting underway without one.


  * * *


  Zachary escorted Ella back to the Barbell’s lock and waited for the watchstander to open it up.


  The young woman who came to the opening nodded. “Hi. You look like you’re lost.”


  Ella grinned. “Not exactly, but it’s my first time.”


  “I’m Silvie Murdock,” the woman said, thrusting out a hand. “Welcome aboard. You’ve already got your gear?”


  Ella shook Silvie’s hand. “Ella Norris. I’m as ready as I can be, I think.” She held up her duffel bag.


  “Well, come on. We’ll get you settled.” Silvie glanced at Zachary. “He with you?”


  Ella looked at Zachary and shrugged. “He’s been helping me get ready.”


  “Well, say goodbye and we’ll get going.” Silvie strolled back into the ship.


  “Look,” Zachary said. “I’ve got the keys and I’ll pay your rent while you’re gone. Is there any last-minute thing you can think of?”


  Ella shook her head. “I can message you, if I need something?”


  He shrugged. “I guess. Don’t go anywhere alone. At least until you get back and this all blows over.”


  She nodded and surprised him with a hug before walking up the ramp into the ship. “Thanks, Zack.”


  The lock closed behind her and Zachary shook his head. The last day had gone quickly. Had it only been that morning he’d pulled her out of the filtration station? He sighed and headed back to her— his, now—apartment in Charlie.


  When he got there, he keyed the door and entered, debating with himself over what he might do with the place. She’d be gone a few weeks, and he did want to get out from under his father’s shadow. With Malachai going with the ship, that meant he’d be in for a lot more of the tasks that Malachai normally took care of. He shrugged and pulled one of the beers from the cooler. He’d stock up tomorrow, but for now he’d just hunker down and see if anybody came knocking on Ella’s door.


  He took a swig of his beer and settled back in one of the chairs, keying the screen on with the remote. Video entertainment wasn’t one of his go-to activities, but it would fill in well enough until he could move a few of his own things into the place. The chrono on the screen ticked over to 2200 and a program about asteroids and the belts came on. It was an old piece. He remembered watching it as a boy. With a shrug, he put his feet up on the crate-cum-coffee table. Judging from the scars in the paint, his feet weren’t the first on it.


  He cradled the beer on his chest and let the narrator bore him about the various kinds of rocks found in a typical asteroid belt.


  * * *


  Malachai managed to find bedding and get his bunk made. He stretched out on it, just to try it out, and woke up with a start. The light level seemed lower than he remembered and he checked his new tablet. Nearly midnight. A growl in his gut reminded him that he hadn’t eaten since lunch. He rolled out of the bed, brushing his head on the upper bunk before he realized how close it was. He sat there for a moment, getting his bearings and listening. He didn’t hear anybody else in the room and assumed he was alone.


  He wandered back the way he’d come and out to the lock at the bow. A young woman wearing one of the shipsuits sat at the watchstander’s station. She looked up as he came down the passageway.


  “Leaving so soon?” she asked, a bright smile on her lips.


  “You the door guard?” Malachai asked.


  “Brow watch, but yeah. In a manner of speaking. Silvie Murdock.”


  “Can I leave?” Malachai asked.


  “All right by me. Why?”


  Malachai shrugged. “First trip. That Kondur guy seemed a little keen on following rules.”


  “He’s all right. He was the skipper on our barge before it got beached.”


  “You know him, then? From before?”


  “Oh, yeah.” Silvie nodded. “Known him for stanyers. He helped me get this job.”


  “You sound pretty happy about it.”


  “Why wouldn’t I be?” She shrugged. “Place to live. Decent pay. Get a new skill on my record? And I don’t have to pay for it? Good deal in my book.”


  Malachai shrugged. “I suppose.” He looked at the lock. “How do I open and close this?”


  Silvie came out from behind the desk and pointed to the key. “Getting out is easy. Press this toggle.” She did and the lock opened with a hiss of hydraulics. She led him outside and pointed to the keypad. “It’ll close on its own after a tick unless you lock it, but you can close it by pressing this key.” She pointed to a large red-tinted key at the bottom of the pad. “Open it by keying your number.”


  “What’s my number?”


  “You got a tablet?” Silvie asked.


  He nodded.


  “It’s on your ident screen.”


  He fumbled the tablet out of its holster and flipped to the screen. “This?” he pointed to a four-digit number.


  “Yeah. That’s it. Key those digits on the key pad and it’ll open for you.” She pressed the red button to close the lock. “Try it.”


  He pushed the four buttons and the lock opened again.


  She smiled at him. “See? Easy.”


  “What if I lose my tablet?”


  “Once we get up to speed with crew, there’ll always be a brow watch. You can press the call button and the watchstander will open it for you.” She shrugged. “You’ll probably have to pay for the next one and you’ll need to turn that one in when you leave the ship for good.”


  Malachai nodded. “See ya later.”


  He turned to leave but she said, “Wait. Who are you? I need to mark you down.”


  He blinked, surprised that she didn’t recognize him. “I’m Malachai Vagrant.”


  She nodded. “Vagrant, just like the station. That’s handy.” She went back into the ship, disappearing as the lock closed behind her.


  Malachai shook his head. “Yeah,” he said. “Just like the station. Imagine that.” He sighed and checked the time, just past midnight. He headed for his favorite bar. If he was going to be cooped up in that can for the next few weeks, he had some steam to blow off and there was bound to be somebody there to blow it into. He chuckled and picked up his pace.


  * * *


  Kondur’s tablet showed fifty new messages when he blinked himself awake. The first mate’s stateroom wasn’t much bigger than the captain’s cubby on the barge, but it had a door that closed and an adjacent head. The Barbells had nice amenities for the officers, he had to grant them that. He rolled out of his bunk and used the head before pulling on a shipsuit. With any luck, some of the messages would be from people he could hire.


  He settled at the console built into the bulkhead and started screening. He recognized some of the names, a few of them barge captains. After the Millicent explosion, any skipper who had any doubts about the spaceworthiness of their boat was going to be looking for work. The memory brought a sour taste to his mouth that had nothing to do with morning breath. One name brought a smile to his lips even if he didn’t recognize it. He nodded and secured his console to go looking for the captain.


  He knocked on the cabin door and entered when he heard the captain say, “Yeah?”


  “Had breakfast yet, Skipper?”


  Larkin sat behind his console, frowning at the screen. “No. We need to get a mess deck attendant, at the very least.” He stood up from the desk, stretching like he’d been there too long. “Any luck with the ads?”


  “You heard about the Millicent?” Kondur asked.


  Larkin nodded. “Bad business, that. We’ll never know why, I suppose.”


  “Probably not,” Kondur said. “Unless the debris cloud hits the station, I don’t know how we’d even find enough pieces to guess. Maybe fuel, but ...” He shrugged. “Just a guess.”


  The captain followed Kondur down the ladder toward the brow. “I suppose we got a lot of barge crew more interested in making the trip?” the captain asked.


  “Some. A lot of names I don’t recognize in this sweep,” Kondur said. “One of them is a chief engineering officer.”


  They stopped at the brow where Ella Norris sat behind the desk.


  She stood when they came out of the passageway. “Captain. Mr. Kondur.” She gave them each a tentative nod. “Am I supposed to salute or something, sar?”


  The captain grinned. “Not necessary. You’ve been on board less than a day and you’re already on watch?”


  “Yes, Captain. I’m not sure I’m doing it right, but Silvie—Ms. Murdock—showed me how to open and close the lock and record who comes and goes.” She swallowed, then added, “Sar.”


  “You’ll pick it up quickly. Only thing is don’t let anybody on board who’s not crew unless one of the officers is present,” Kondur said. “For the moment, that’ll be me or Captain Larkin. You can page us.” He pointed to the console. “You can also send us messages directly through your tablet.”


  She looked down at the screen and nodded. “I’ll figure it out, sar.”


  “Right now, we’re going for breakfast. Have you eaten?” Larkin asked.


  “I had a chance to grab a bite before I took over from Ms. Murdock.”


  “We’ll get some stewards aboard today and see about getting the mess deck going, I hope,” Larkin said. “Thanks for putting up with the half-assed-ness.”


  “Thanks for letting me stay aboard,” she said. “Weird, but I feel a lot safer here than in my own bed.”


  “Glad to have you,” Larkin said. “If you’d mark the captain and first mate ashore? We’ll be back in about a stan.”


  She sat down and made the notation on her screen. “Done, sar.”


  “Thank you, Ms. Norris,” the captain said.


  Kondur keyed the lock open and they went down the ramp into the station. “Betty’s?” he asked.


  Larkin nodded. “That would be my choice.”


  They kept to the inboard side of the docking gallery, making their way through the scattered early-morning foot traffic, most of it heading in the opposite direction. “Tell me about this engineering chief,” Larkin said.


  “Don’t know much. Name’s Margaret Stevens. Full CPJCT file.”


  Larkin frowned. “I know that name. Where do I know it from?” He stared at the deck as they walked along. “Full jacket? Why is she out here?”


  “No idea. Just a ‘for your consideration’ note with her jacket.”


  “Anything flagged in it?”


  “Nope. Nothing bad. A few recommendations but nothing major.”


  “Could you see her fitness reviews?”


  “Not in her public jacket, but you could probably pull them as captain,” Kondur said.


  Larkin nodded. He pulled out his tablet. “Forward it to me?”


  Kondur stepped to the side of the gallery and pulled up the message queue on his tablet, forwarding the one in question. “There you go.”


  Larkin’s tablet bipped and he nodded. “Got it.”


  They resumed their walk, the faint aroma of fresh coffee wafting in their direction drawing them to the diner.


  Betty’s Diner held the key location right at the end of the big ship docking gallery. Kondur held the door open for Larkin. The morning crowd of dock workers and spacers huddled over their breakfasts, while a small tribe of servers circulated among the booths and tables. A youngish man in a white shipsuit met them at the door. He smiled. “Mornin’, Captain.”


  “Good morning, Benji. You know Verkol Kondur?”


  Benji offered a hand. “I’ve seen you in here, before Mr. Kondur. Never knew your name.”


  Kondur shook the man’s hand. “Nice to meet you.”


  “Breakfast?” Benji asked.


  “Yes, please,” Larkin said.


  Benji took them to a booth away from the door and settled them in. “I’ll be right back with coffee.”


  Larkin took out his tablet and started flipping screens. “Margaret Stevens,” he said, staring at the screen. “I know her. She’s the real deal.”


  “Know her or know of her?” Kondur asked.


  “Met her a couple of times. Maggie. Yeah. If she’ll sign on, we can put the engineering section in her hands.”


  “If?” Kondur asked, sitting back so Benji could deliver mugs and coffee to the table.


  “Sorry to interrupt, but are you ready to order?” Benji asked.


  “Full breakfast,” Larkin said.


  “The usual then,” Benji said with a grin. “Mr. Kondur?”


  “Yeah. Same but hold the pancakes.”


  “Coming up,” Benji said and sailed off toward the kitchen.


  “If?” Kondur asked again.


  “She’s a bit of a free spirit,” Larkin said. “She has a habit of coming and going. Doesn’t usually stay on one ship very long. Not exactly sure what she’s doing here.” He flipped a screen and turned the tablet to show Kondur. “Those are the ships she’s been on.”


  Kondur took the captain’s tablet and stared. “She’s only been chief a little more than two stanyers?”


  Larkin nodded. “Two berths as chief. The rest coming up through the ranks.”


  Kondur scrolled down. “These legit?”


  Larkin shrugged. “I met her when she was on the—” He stopped, staring into space over Kondur’s head. “Artemis?”


  Kondur scanned the list. “Artemisia?”


  “That’s it. Saltzmann mixed-freight hauler?”


  Kondur followed a link and nodded. “It was retired about five stanyers ago, but yeah. Says she was engineering second there.”


  “That’s her.”


  “Twenty stanyers later and you remember her?” Kondur asked.


  Larkin grinned. “Yeah. Once you meet her, you’ll never forget her.” He stared into his mug.


  “There’s a story there,” Kondur said.


  “You won’t hear it from me,” Larkin said as Benji slid two loaded plates onto the table.


  “Want me to invite her in?” Kondur asked, picking up his fork and slicing through the eggs.


  The captain nodded, paying careful attention to his breakfast. “You placed the ad.”


  Kondur felt his eyebrows rise a little at that but nodded. He stuck a forkful of eggy potato into his mouth and picked up his own tablet, keying a short query onto the ad’s reply and sending it off. “Done.”


  “Any cooks reply?” Larkin asked, sopping a bit of toast in the yolk on his plate.


  “I didn’t get that far. The engineering officer kinda took my attention,” Kondur said.


  “I can see why,” the captain said. “If we can get the galley running, even at half staff, the rest of this will go much smoother.”


  “Norris and Murdock seem to be working well together,” Kondur said.


  “You brought Murdock in,” Larkin said. “She’s got the right attitude.”


  “Always did. Helm on a mining barge isn’t the most glamorous of jobs, but she never flinched from it. Even took a turn on the grinders once in a while.”


  “She always sunny?”


  “Pretty much. Don’t know her story, but give her a warm place to sleep and feed her, she’s happy.”


  “How’d she take being beached?” Larkin asked.


  Kondur scraped the last of the potato off his plate and shrugged. “Wasn’t taking it well, but I don’t think it really got a hook in her before I brought her over to the ship.”


  “Think she’ll be able to pick up the sails?”


  “Oh, yeah. When it comes down to it, the only thing the helm needs to deal with is the strain-gauge. I’ll be the watchstander who makes the call on raising and lowering them.”


  “Fair point,” Larkin said, grabbing some syrup and pouring it on the short stack of pancakes.


  Kondur’s tablet bipped for an incoming message. He put down his cutlery to open it. “Chief Stevens says she’d be pleased to meet with us as soon as we finish breakfast.”


  Larkin looked up at him. “What?”


  Kondur shrugged. “That’s what it says. ‘I’d be pleased to meet with you as soon as you’ve finished your breakfast.’” He turned the tablet around to show the captain.


  Larkin leaned in and frowned as he read it. “What the—?” He cut himself off and straightened up, looking around the diner.


  Kondur spotted her first, sitting on a stool at the counter and grinning in their direction. Bald as an egg but unmistakably the same face he’d seen on her jacket.


  Larkin laughed and waved her over.


  She slid off the stool and brought her coffee cup with her.


  Kondur started to stand but she waved him down before sliding in beside him. “Maggie Stevens,” she said, holding out a hand to him.


  He slid his place setting over to make room for her before shaking her hand. “Verkol Kondur. Nice to meet you, Chief.”


  She looked across the table at the captain. “How’s life in semi-retirement, Walter?”


  “Can’t complain, Maggie. What are you doing on Vagrant?”


  “Looking for a way out of here before it all goes pear-shaped,” she said, leaning forward on the table with her elbows. “You got a slot for me on that Barbell?”


  “Yeah. You willing to go along for the ride?” the captain asked.


  “Wouldn’t have applied if I wasn’t,” she said. “How bad is it?”


  “The ship?” Walter asked. “Been docked for over a stanyer.”


  The chief winced. “Any crew yet?”


  “Some. A few already aboard but more ready to. Mostly half and quarter shares.”


  She sipped her coffee and nodded. “So, the usual pickup crew?”


  Walter shrugged a shoulder. “About what I’d expect. Vagrant only wants to pay the crew when they’re running ore.”


  “What about you?” the chief asked, looking at Kondur.


  “What about me?” he asked.


  “You made this run before?”


  “Couple of times. Timing’s not always right, but they beached my barge so nothing keeping me here.”


  “I heard about the Millicent,” she said. “Bad business.”


  Larkin finished his pancakes and pushed the used dishes into a pile in the middle of the table. “So? What do you mean pear-shaped?” he asked, leaning forward and lowering his voice.


  The chief snorted. “This place isn’t safe. You probably know that better than I do.”


  “We’re in space on a cobbled-together platform made of cargo containers and scrap metal,” Larkin said. “Safe wasn’t ever a given.”


  She shook her head. “Not what I mean.” She glanced at Kondur. “You’ve seen the dark suns around, haven’t you?”


  Kondur nodded. “The Millicent’s not going to help that situation.”


  “Should get you some crew,” she said. “Are any of the barges actually spaceworthy?”


  Kondur shrugged. “I thought ours was. Right up to the point where it wasn’t. I suspect a lot of them are the same way.”


  “Slapdash repairs and baling wire won’t cut it on them.” She sipped her coffee. “Air quality on the station is going down fast, but the mood is dropping faster. Either of you got family here?”


  Larkin shook his head. “I don’t. Outlived most of them. The few that are left aren’t here.”


  She looked at Kondur.


  “No. Closest thing to family I have here is my barge crew and I’m trying to get them on the Barbell.” Olivia Sterling’s face flashed through his mind with an accompanying pang of regret.


  “Smart.” She tilted her cup up and slid the empty onto the table. “So it’s livable? The ship?”


  “We’re both there along with a few crew,” Larkin said. “You’re welcome to join us.”


  She nodded. “I’ll collect my gear. Need to wrap up a couple of loose ends, but I’ll be over later this morning, if that works for you?”


  Larkin thrust his hand over the table. “Welcome aboard.”


  She stood and shook his hand. “See you soon, Captain.” She winked at Kondur before weaving her way through the tables for the door.


  “Two decades?” Kondur asked.


  “What about them?”


  “You seemed kinda chummy with somebody you haven’t seen in twenty stanyers.”


  Larkin grinned and looked down at the table. “She’s like that.”


  “There’s a story there,” Kondor said, finishing the coffee in his mug.


  “Another time,” Larkin said. “We should see about getting as many of the crew aboard as we can by end of day tomorrow.”


  “We don’t have a cook,” Kondur said. “How you planning on feeding the crew?”


  “Run through that list of people you got overnight. Push comes to shove, I’ll cook.”


  “You?” Kondur laughed. “Captain isn’t enough?”


  Larkin flexed a thumb in Benji’s direction before grinning. “Couple of meals with me in the galley and we’ll have people volunteering to take over.”


  Kondur laughed. “That’s one way to do it.”


  “I’d rather have a decent steward. Somebody with an existing jacket would be best, but nobody’s going to be looking too closely at the crew unless the officers have flags on them.”


  “I was clean the last time I looked,” Kondur said.


  “I’m clean. The chief is squeaky. I’m surprised to find her here. She’s usually up in the High Line.”


  “She never answered your question,” Kondur said.


  “About why she’s here?” The captain nodded. “I noticed that.”


  Benji brought the tab and Larkin thumbed it. “Thanks, Captain. See you again.”


  They slipped out of the booth and made their way back to the ship, Kondur checking the lineup on his tablet as they walked.


  “Anybody interesting?” Larkin asked.


  “A lot of people who want to be department heads.”


  “They got the skills?”


  Kondur snorted. “Most of them can’t spell the name of the department correctly.”


  “We going to get underway with a crew of quarter shares?” Larkin asked.


  Kondur stuck his tablet into its holster and shrugged. “We could do worse, probably, but we need a few more decent hands to build out the skeleton of a crew.”


  “Maggie will handle engineering,” Larkin said. “We need to get her a few good people and she’ll have the rest trained by the time we get to Siren.”


  “That where we’re going?”


  “Yeah. We’ll make the first stop at Mo’s and then head for the orbital there.”


  Kondur nodded. “Same as last time?”


  “Pretty much. Not sure what we’re bringing back yet, but there’ll be a can waiting.”


  “Time to get some of the crew with official jackets?”


  “I’m hoping to. If we have a better handle on certified crew, we could probably keep the ship moving between ore runs,” Larkin said.


  “You want to be a full-time captain again?” Kondur asked as they stepped up to the lock.


  Larkin shrugged. “Not really, but it would probably be easier than this on-again-off-again crap. We’ll need to make two runs back to back to clear the ore that’s piled up as it is.”


  “That’s going to be the last of it for a while,” Kondur said. “After the Millicent? That’s only going to get worse.”


  “I’m afraid you’re right.” Larkin keyed the lock and they went aboard.


  CHAPTER 7


  Zachary woke in a strange bed, his tablet bleating him out of a sound sleep. It took him a moment to remember where he was. Ella’s apartment. He grabbed the tablet, silencing it and swinging his legs over the side of the narrow bed before checking messages.


  The thing blatted in his hand and he answered. “Good morning, Father.”


  “Where are you?” The old man’s voice sounded loud and sharp on the tinny speaker.


  “In bed but I’m getting ready to take a leak.” Zachary sighed. “What do you need?”


  “Are you alone?”


  “Yes. Why?” Zachary shook his head. Not like it was the first time he hadn’t been home all night.


  “Your brother’s moved aboard the Barbell. I have some tasks for you to do today. Get some breakfast in you and get over here.”


  “Do they know who tried to kill Ella?” Zachary asked, the question jumping out of his mouth before he could think about it.


  The old man didn’t answer for so long that Zachary looked at the tablet to see if the call had been disconnected. “Not your concern,” his father said. “Be here in a stan ready to go to work.”


  “I’ll be—” The line dropped. “There.”


  Zachary sighed and used the bathroom, washing his face in the sink and swishing his mouth out with some water. He’d have to swing by his quarters and get some fresh clothes before meeting with the old man. He blinked a few more times, stretching his face out, trying to wake up. He had no idea what his father wanted so early, but he had very little idea what Malachai did for him on a regular basis.


  He sighed and pulled on his clothing. Apparently, he was about to find out—but he really wasn’t looking forward to it.


  * * *


  Kondur finished reviewing the applications from the overnight ad and sighed. He’d scheduled interviews through the afternoon, but even if he took everyone, he had significant holes in the ship’s roster. Some of the applicants would be fine in the half share roles. They had some grounding by virtue of their stated backgrounds, but most of them were untrained, unskilled workers. Without a mid-level management cadre, the ship would be hard pressed to navigate safely and the Trade Investigation Commission would bitch—probably hold them in port as soon as they docked.


  That was the kind of interest the ship couldn’t withstand.


  He went next door to the cabin. The door stood open and the captain looked up from his console. “Not good, I take it?”


  “Not good,” Kondur said, taking a seat across the console from the skipper. “A couple of maybes. A lot of quarter shares, but we’ll never slide that mess past TIC.”


  “Can you find your engineer? Anton, was it?”


  “Anton Vail, yeah.”


  “I struck out yesterday,” Larkin said. “Why don’t you cruise the miner hangouts and see if you can get any of them to come over?”


  “I can do that,” Kondur said. “Things are going to start getting crowded down there pretty soon.”


  Larkin frowned. “Crowded, how?”


  “Docking. They don’t have enough rings for all the barges. If the ones docked now don’t get turned around, the next ones coming in will fill the last of the open rings.”


  Larkin nodded. “That’s not our problem at the moment.”


  “It might get to be our problem if Vagrant discovers we’re poaching the barge crews. Those boats can’t operate with dock workers aboard.”


  “Vagrant can’t exactly force them out at gunpoint,” Larkin said.


  Kondur sighed.


  “What? You think he’ll try?” Larkin asked.


  “How well d’you know Edgar Vagrant?”


  “I’ve met him a few times.”


  “You’ve lived on this station for almost a decade, though, right?”


  “Yeah. Been doing this run for most of it, where are you going with this?”


  “Has he ever struck you as a good manager?”


  “Vagrant?” Larkin shrugged. “Never thought about it really.”


  “Think about it.” Kondur stretched his legs out in front of him and folded his hands on his chest. “Would you fly with him, if he was captain?”


  Larkin opened his mouth as if to answer but closed it again, a frown building on his brow. “I don’t know.”


  “Why? Why don’t you know?”


  “I’ve never seen him work,” Larkin said. “Only his underlings.”


  “Like young Malachai?” Kondur asked.


  Larkin shook his head. “I was thinking more of the security people.”


  “They impress you with their professional manner and competence?”


  “They seem like good soldiers. Doing their jobs in trying circumstances,” Larkin said. The frown tightened down. “Why?”


  “Good soldiers,” Kondur said. “Good description. Just following orders.”


  “It’s what I’d expect,” Larkin said. “I’m not with you.”


  “Do you trust them? The station security force as a whole?”


  “Well, there are always bad actors. Even in the High Line.”


  Kondur shook his head. “That’s not what I mean. Do you trust them to do what’s right?”


  “Of course,” Larkin said.


  “Even if Vagrant tells them to drop somebody out an airlock?”


  Larkin’s rising eyebrows ran into the frown and he sat back. “Vagrant is the owner. His position is just like a captain.”


  Kondur nodded. “We’re in agreement on that. Would you expect me to toss somebody out an airlock if you told me to do it?”


  “Of course, but I wouldn’t ask you do that.”


  “Why not?” Kondur asked.


  Larkin sighed and nodded. “Because it’s the captain’s job. I may need you to help me get them into the airlock, but I’d be the one to push the button.”


  “Why?” Kondur asked.


  “It’s not a job I’d delegate.”


  “Would you expect me to fight you on it? Any of the crew for that matter?”


  “I wouldn’t, no,” Larkin said. “Would you fight me?”


  Kondur shook his head. “Probably not, but I trust you. I’ve made this trip with you—what? Twice before?”


  Larkin nodded.


  “Spacing somebody is a last resort for you. You’ve never done it as far as I know. Even that idiot Humbert. You waited until we docked before kicking his sorry ass off the ship.”


  Larkin nodded again. “We turned him over to TIC, as I remember.”


  “We did, but they let him go because we couldn’t stay to testify in his hearing.”


  “What’s your point?”


  “My point, Skipper, is that you have an awareness of the rules. You’d never grab somebody and space them just because they looked at you funny or called your dog ugly.”


  “Of course not,” Larkin said.


  “Can you say the same about Edgar Vagrant? Would he be at the lock pressing the button? Or would he send a goon squad to do the dirty deed?”


  Larkin settled back farther into his seat and stared into the middle distance. “I want to say Vagrant would never do such a thing.” He shook his head. “I can’t.”


  “That’s my point. If you can’t believe he wouldn’t space somebody for something trivial, why would you believe he wouldn’t force those miners back out?”


  “That’s dark,” Larkin said.


  “That’s what’s behind that dark sun thing,” Kondur said.


  “The stencil? Dark night?” Larkin asked.


  Kondur nodded. “You and I both know that if somebody has nothing left to lose, they’re more than willing to take you down with them.”


  “Especially if they think you’re to blame,” Larkin said.


  “Even Chief Stevens thinks the station’s about go to under,” Kondur said. “She doesn’t strike me as an alarmist.”


  Larkin shook his head. “She’s not.”


  “Speaking as somebody who’s been out there in the belts getting squeezed between the rocks and a dark place, I say Vagrant gives every indication of being a greedy, self-centered opportunist. He’ll squeeze every ounce out of his people and then toss them away. He’s not investing in the station’s future. He’s just sucking whatever he can get out of it.”


  “There’s no end game there,” Larkin said. “Why would he do that?”


  “This is his endgame,” Kondur said. “I don’t think he has another decade in him, so he’s just stacking up as many credits as he can.”


  “Just for the sake of having more credits?” Larkin asked.


  “Yes,” Kondur said. “That and the power it gives him over the peons.”


  “So what’s that mean for us?” Larkin asked.


  Kondur shook his head. “I don’t know. We need to get underway but we need some officers and department heads before we can jump into the High Line.”


  Larkin shrugged. “I’m not arguing. What do you suggest?”


  “What if we went to Mel’s?”


  Larkin tilted his head to the side and frowned. “Mel’s?”


  “Yeah. Or Ice Rock. Someplace with a smelter.”


  “You’re thinking we could skate in and dump the can without having TIC looking over our shoulders?”


  “That and it’s a shorter trip. Fewer chances for something to go wrong.”


  Larkin nodded. “That’s not our remit. Vagrant’s looking for that outbound can from Siren.”


  “You know what’s in it?”


  “No. I’m not even sure the outbound one is filled with ore. The manifest says ore, but I haven’t seen the manifest from Mo’s or the orbital yet. Won’t see it until we latch on.”


  “Crap.” Kondur’s brain felt like it was spinning in his skull.


  Larkin sat forward again. “Try to find Vail. With Maggie Stevens as chief, he’d be invaluable as one of the department heads.”


  “Yeah, I can see that.”


  “If you can pick up one or two more of the barge skippers, we can slot them in as mates.”


  “We still need a cook.”


  Larkin shrugged. “That’s less important. Yeah, we need somebody to run the galley. Ideally, somebody with restaurant experience if not actual shipboard.”


  “You don’t know anybody on station?”


  “Anybody I’d know already has a restaurant,” Larkin said.


  Kondur sighed and stood. “All right. I’ll ping Anton again and check out the Grinder. If anybody’s going to be available, they’ll know there.”


  “The Grinder?”


  “Miner bar in Delta.”


  Larkin’s eyes widened. “I didn’t know there was one.”


  “You’re not a miner,” Kondur said.


  Larkin laughed. “Fair enough.”


  Kondur sent another message to Anton and struck out across the station. The Grinder wasn’t the snazziest bar on the station, but it was the most likely place to find grumpy miners.


  Given the events of the previous few days, he knew that every miner on the station would be—at the very least—grumpy.


  * * *


  Malachai staggered to his feet, leaving the woman snoring in the bed. His head felt about three sizes too big, and the room still swam if he turned too quickly. He squinted, trying to see through the headache flashes. That was the trouble with mixing drugs and alcohol. Everything was great until you woke up. Still, she’d been worth it. His stomach telegraphed its disagreement and he stumbled to the tiny bathroom, hurling the remains of last night into the bowl. He flushed it and felt a little better. The headache had moved to the back of his skull, which helped his focus, if not necessarily his balance.


  The shower stall beckoned him. His entire body felt sticky with sweat and sex and welcomed the short sluice. Her soap smelled of flowers or fruit or something but he used it anyway. Not like anybody would notice on the ship.


  “Crap,” he said. The ship. He had no idea how that was going to work out. He took some solace in knowing that Zachary would be dealing with the dirty jobs the old man usually foisted off on him. He chuckled as he sluiced off the last of the perfumed soap. He found a towel and got most of the water off before padding naked into the bedroom. The woman—Susan? Sally?—had rolled over onto her side and her snoring had subsided. One nicely formed leg stuck out of the covers. He considered crawling back in for a morning quickie, but shook the idea off and started rounding up his clothes.


  He found most of them. One sock had apparently disappeared. It might be buried in the covers, but he wasn’t about to go digging for it. He’d be wearing the ship’s clothes soon enough. He slid his shoes on without socks, tossing the odd one onto the floor.


  Dressed again, he still had the hangover but the bobble-headed feeling had mostly faded so he didn’t see tracks when he moved too quickly. He dug in his pocket for credit chips and tossed fifty onto the night-stand.


  She’d been worth it. Something to remember until he got into the crew.


  He left the flat and headed for his own quarters by habit before adjusting his path to head for the docks. The old man wanted him on the ship. There wasn’t anything he needed in his quarters; avoiding them meant one less chance for the old man to change his mind and drag him into something before the ship got underway.


  * * *


  Martha looked up when Zachary entered. “Good morning, Zachary. He’s expecting you.”


  “Good morning, Martha. Thank you.” The door buzzed and he pushed through.


  “Where were you last night?” his father asked.


  “Apartment in Charlie.”


  “Why? What’s the matter with your quarters?”


  “Nothing. Just helping a friend. Apartment sitting.”


  The old man’s eyebrows rose at that and his lips pressed together in a line. “I need you to take care of something for me.”


  Zachary nodded. “Figured as much.”


  “You smart-mouthing me?”


  “No, Father. It’s just with Malachai on the Barbell, I figured you’d call on me in his place.” He managed to keep his tone under control and forced himself to take slow, deep breaths.


  “There’s an illegal restaurant in Charlie. Shut it down.”


  Zachary frowned, trying to put the words together. “Illegal restaurant? Charlie’s a big sector.”


  “It’s in one of the passages between Charlie-Ten and -Twelve. Man named Atwater runs it.”


  “What’s the problem with it?” Zachary asked.


  His father’s eyes widened. “It’s operating illegally. I just told you.”


  Zachary nodded. “I got that part, Father. What part of it is illegal?”


  “The bastard cut holes in the bulkhead and he’s running a noodle kitchen in the damn passageway. That’s illegal.” The old man’s voice rose until he nearly shouted that last. He took a deep breath and settled back in his chair. “There’s a security team waiting for you outside. Take them. Shut that place down. Make an example of Atwater. We can’t have people just doing what they want with the station.”


  “Make an example?” Zachary asked.


  The old man’s eyes narrowed. “Just tell the security team. They’ll handle him.”


  Zachary paused to see if his father would say anything else before nodding. “I’ll take care of it. You need the holes patched?”


  “Holes?” the old man asked.


  “The holes Atwater cut in the bulkhead?” Zachary asked.


  “Oh, yeah. That. Patch them up.”


  “All right.” Zachary turned to leave but his father stopped him.


  “Handle this one right,” he said. “No screwups.”


  “I’ll deal with it, Father.” Zachary passed through the outer office, nodding to Martha. “There’s a security detail somewhere?”


  “Right outside,” she said, a few furrows on her forehead.


  “Anything wrong, Ms. Foster?” he asked.


  She shook her head a little too quickly. “No. Nothing, Zachary.” She turned to her console and gave every appearance of tending to her business.


  Zachary left the office and found four station security agents lounging outside. He glanced at them, each in turn. “Who’s in charge?”


  One of them stepped forward. “You are, but I’m the team lead. Grant Fisher.” He stood half a head taller than Zachary and looked the part of orbital security. The other three looked to have been picked for their intimidation factor as well.


  “You know where we’re going?” Zachary asked.


  Fisher nodded.


  “Let’s go.” Zachary led the way out of the office complex and into the passageway that led to Charlie.


  Fisher fell into step beside Zachary. “How do you want to handle this?” he asked.


  “Handle it?” Zachary asked.


  “Yeah. I get close it down, but the old man said to make an example of Atwater.”


  Zachary glanced up at Fisher. “That mean something specific to you, does it?”


  Fisher shrugged. “Depends. Broken leg, usually. Arm sometimes. Depends on the infraction.”


  “What’s this guy’s infraction?”


  Fisher shook his head. “You don’t know?”


  “All I got was illegal restaurant.”


  “Oh, well. Probably no permit or not paying his rent.”


  “Rent? He cut a hole in the bulkhead. Who’d he pay rent to?”


  Fisher looked at Zachary like he might be a bit light in the brain pan. “Your father? Everybody pays rent to the station.”


  Zachary nodded. “So, basically, Atwater’s crime is not kissing my father’s ass with credits?”


  Fisher’s frown deepened. “There are rules, kid. Your brother knew that. Break the rules at your peril.”


  “Got it,” Zachary said. “And the old man said jump and you’re just here for the ribbit.”


  Fisher nodded, but his frown didn’t go away. “So are you, kid. You remember that.”


  Zachary sighed. “Got it.”


  By the time they got to the place, Zachary still had no idea how to handle it. He eyed the rough-cut opening as he stepped through, blocking the entrance with his body. Fisher bumped into him from behind, but he stood his ground in the opening.


  The few patrons lined up on stools seemed more interested in their food than in Zachary. A big man sat on a raised chair on the far side of the counter. He was saying something to the kids working behind the counter but glanced up and looked at Zachary standing in the door. He stared for a few heartbeats and then smiled.


  Fisher jabbed Zachary in the back. “What are you doing, kid? Get out of my way.”


  Zachary looked over his shoulder at Fisher. “Put one of your men on the other door. Let them leave. Nobody comes in.”


  Fisher passed the word and one of the men went to the other door, sticking his head in.


  One after another the patrons looked at Zachary, the farthest ones leaning back to see past the people in front.


  “Perhaps you might all find someplace else to be?” Zachary asked, raising his voice a bit in a silence broken only by the sound of a bubbling pot somewhere behind the counter.


  Fisher shoved Zachary out of the way. “Leave this to the professionals, kid,” he said as he stepped into the room. “This is an illegal establishment and it is now closed. Order of Vagrant Station Security,” Fisher said, his voice ringing in the small space.


  The diners slid off their stools and headed for the far door. The security guard at the far end started to hold them up but a wave from Fisher made the guard step out of the way.


  “Zachary, isn’t it?” the big guy behind the counter asked.


  “You Mr. Atwater?” Zachary asked.


  The man nodded. “Wondered how long you’d take.” He stood up from his chair and held his hands out, palms forward. “Give us a tick to shut this down and we’ll come along quietly.”


  Zachary nodded. “Your helpers?”


  “Niece and nephew,” Atwater said. “They bear no responsibility other than helping me.”


  Zachary nodded and the two younger people—he couldn’t really call them kids—jumped to shut off the various burners and faucets.


  Atwater supervised the operation and nodded his satisfaction before leading them out to the waiting officers.


  Fisher stuck out his chest and walked up to the big man, seeming unimpressed that Atwater had him by at least five centimeters and ten kilos. “Arnold Atwater, you’re under arrest—”


  Atwater nodded and waved Fisher off, interrupting him in mid-statement. “Yes, yes. I know the drill. Which of my limbs will you choose to break this time? Arm? Leg? Perhaps you’d like to try for something less strenuous? Finger? Toe?”


  “Enough,” Zachary said.


  Fisher looked over his shoulder at him. “Kid—”


  “I said enough. Bring them.” He turned to one of the officers still standing in the makeshift door. “Get a welder down here to repair these holes and some maintenance people to clean all this out. I want to talk with them before they start.”


  The officer looked at Fisher, who scowled but swallowed any objection and nodded.


  “Come on then,” Zachary said, pushing out of the place and into the corridor. “Bring them.”


  “What about the kids?” Atwater asked as they lined up outside.


  Zachary looked at the young man. “Name?”


  The kid looked at Atwater who nodded. “Oscar Atwater.”


  “How old are you, Oscar?”


  “Twenty.”


  Zachary took in his slight frame and height, and stared him in the face. “Really?”


  “Twenty-two,” Oscar said, revising his age in a direction Zachary didn’t expect.


  Atwater nodded.


  Zachary looked at the girl, equally small. “You?”


  “Phoebe Atwater.”


  “Age?”


  “Nineteen.”


  Zachary looked at Atwater, who nodded.


  “You could have just looked them up,” Fisher said, stepping into Zachary’s line of sight and too close to him to be anything but an attempt at intimidation.


  “Yes,” Zachary said. He stared into the officer’s face, refusing to stand down. “Come on.” He turned and walked away down the passageway. “Bring them.”


  Fisher organized the parade, bracketing the Atwaters in a phalanx of officers before stepping up beside Zachary. “Where are we going, kid? This isn’t on the agenda.”


  Zachary looked up at the taller man. “It’s not on your agenda, but you’re not in charge here.”


  “Look, kid, we’re not playing games with this. Where do you think you’re going?”


  “You’ll see when we get there,” Zachary said.


  They crossed Charlie-Eight’s plaza and took the path toward the chandlery. The parade attracted a lot of attention and a few added participants who fell in behind, following at a distance that fell short of discreet but still gave the officers in the back a wide berth.


  Fisher glanced back at the tag-a-longs and hissed. “You trying to start a riot, kid?”


  “What? You’re worried about what they’ll think of orbital security doing their jobs?” Zachary asked.


  “We were supposed to make an example of him, not parade him through the damned station.”


  “An example has a lot less effect if nobody knows about it, doesn’t it?” Zachary asked. “What’s the point of doing it without an audience?” He glanced back. The followers outnumbered the guards. “You scared?”


  Fisher puffed up and shook his head. “Of them? No.”


  “Of my father?” Zachary asked. “You’d be smart to be.”


  Fisher glanced back at the crowd and shook his head. “Your funeral, kid.”


  Zachary nodded. “Now that you’ve finally realized that, maybe we can get this over with?”


  “At least tell me where we’re going so I can arrange some extra security,” Fisher said. “This could get ugly.”


  “Could?” Zachary laughed. “It’s been ugly from the time I got the job.”


  “Where are we going?” Fisher asked, the words grinding out from between his molars.


  “Big ship dock,” Zachary said.


  Fisher’s eyes widened. “What are you going to do with them there?”


  Zachary grinned. “You know of any bigger airlocks nearby?”


  Fisher glanced back at Atwater, his hands cuffed behind him. “Your father’s idea?”


  “Oh, no. This is all on me. You wanted an example? I’ll give you an example.” Zachary looked back at Atwater and nodded. “I know exactly what I’m doing.”


  “I hope so, kid.” Fisher stepped out of line and pulled out his tablet. “I’m calling for backup.”


  “Good choice,” Zachary said, holding back his laughter behind a forced scowl.


  * * *


  Kondur pushed through the door of the Grinder and every head in the place turned in his direction. He stopped short, scanning the room. “Hi, gang. Am I late to the party?”


  A couple of people chuckled and they returned to their various conversations, the silence disappearing under the low murmurs. He crossed to the bar and leaned his elbows on the metal slab, nodding at the bartender, a wiry guy wearing an apron with a couple of stylized grinding heads printed on it. “Alan.”


  “Verkol. What brings you here this morning? Can I get you something?”


  “I’ll take a coffee.” He looked around at the groups of miners. Most of them leaned over their respective tables, heads together. Some seemed engaged in conversations but more just sat there, staring at the table or their drinks.


  Alan slid a mug of coffee in front of him. “Fresh pot,” he said, lounging back on the cabinets behind him. “I heard you signed on as first mate.”


  Kondur took a sip of the coffee, the hot liquid almost scalding his tongue so he barely tasted the bitter brew. He pulled the cup away and sucked cool air into his mouth.


  “Told ya it was a fresh pot,” Alan said.


  Kondur snorted. “Yeah. When they beached us, I had to find something to do. I’ve sailed with Larkin before.”


  “So, what brings you down here in the middle of the morning, as if I couldn’t guess.”


  “Looking for more crew.”


  Alan nodded. “Figured. What you need?”


  “Engineers, second and third mates. Basically anybody who could take over a department and handle a bunch of quarter share station mice.”


  “Not surprised you’ve got a lot of those,” Alan said. “I’m not saying the place is going downhill fast, but I’m pretty sure these wicker walls mean hell’s not far away.”


  Kondur nodded and took another more careful sip. “What’s the mood?” He kept is voice low.


  Alan shrugged and looked around the room. “’Bout what you’d expect. Everybody’s pissed and worried.”


  “Those usually go together.” Kondur sipped. “Anybody else get beached yet?”


  “Nothing official that I’ve heard.” Alan shrugged. “Pete Barnes was in here last night making noises about not taking the Wrangler back out until he can get Vagrant to fix the fuel injectors.”


  “Think he’ll make it stick?”


  Alan shrugged again. “Only until his rent’s due, I suspect. None of us has much of a cushion, do we?”


  Kondur shook his head and looked into his mug. “Anybody who did’s probably seeing it shrinking.” He took a sip. “Seen Anton lately?”


  “Vail?” Alan paused and looked at the overhead for a moment. “No. Not for a couple of days. Why?”


  “I’ve been trying to reach him. I thought he was going with me on the Barbell, but he never showed up and he’s not answering comms.”


  “You check the barge?”


  “No,” Kondur said. “We were kicked off as of yesterday, I think.”


  “Might just swing by the docking gallery and check,” Alan said.


  Kondur looked up at him. “Any particular reason?”


  “Being kicked off and being locked out are two different things. Any of those clowns in orbital security strike you as being able to see anything beyond their beer?”


  Kondur snorted a laugh. “You think he’s snuck back aboard?”


  Alan shrugged and moved down the bar where a couple of spacers pointed to their empty glasses.


  Kondur took another sip of the engine oil masquerading as coffee and let the viscous, bitter brew coat his tongue. “Fresh pot, my ass,” he said, tossing a few credit chips onto the counter before turning to face the room. “Yo,” he said, raising his voice. “Anybody need a job?”


  A woman in a clean, if heavily patched, shipsuit swung around in her chair. “You poaching crews now, Verkol?” The grin on her face made Kondur grin back.


  “Not my intention, Tilly. Just trying to fill a roster. Understand there’s a lot of that going around.”


  She nodded. “What d’you need?”


  “Anybody who can run an airlock and has at least seen a bridge. Environmental, engineering. We’re short second and third mates.” He shrugged. “Cook and mess mates.”


  She laughed. “Shoulda asked who ya had. It woulda been a shorter list.”


  Chuckles popped up around the room.


  “I’ve got a raft of quarter shares to train up, but need somebody who can do the training underway,” Kondur said. “Good chance to get a High Line profile built for somebody.”


  Tilly shrugged and looked around the room. “Might know a few.”


  “Anybody wants in, stop by the Barbell and we’ll see what we can do,” Kondur said.


  The groups all went back to whatever they’d been doing, this time with a few more glances in his direction.


  “That went well,” Alan said behind him, scraping the chips off the bar. “You going to finish this?”


  Kondur turned and shook his head. “There’s a machinist mate somewhere looking to fill his oilcan.”


  Alan flipped him a rude hand gesture and a grin. “Don’t like it, don’t drink here.” He glanced around the room. “Did you expect that would work?”


  “Not right away, no.” He surveyed the room again. “Planted the seed. Don’t know if it’ll take root, but we need to get underway soon.”


  “While you still can, you mean?” Alan asked.


  “That, too.”


  “You seen the stencils?” Alan asked, leaning forward on the bar and lowering his voice.


  “Dark sun?” Kondur asked. “Yeah.”


  “What you think?”


  Kondur sighed. “I think a lot of people are going to get hurt.”


  “Lotta people already hurt,” Alan said. “Being out in the belts, you’re not seeing it.”


  Kondur forced himself to stop chewing on his lower lip. “Yeah. Suspect that’s true.”


  Alan pressed a hand on the bar and leaned closer. “Believe it,” he said. “This place is an overheated reactor and there’s no eject button.”


  “People leaving?”


  Alan shook his head. “Not many can afford to. Those that could already left.”


  Margaret Stevens came to Kondur’s mind and made him wonder, again. Why’d she want to leave? That made sense. What brought her here to begin with? He shook his head. “I better get back to the ship,” he said.


  Alan nodded. “Good luck out there.” He held his hand out over the bar.


  Kondur looked at the offered hand and up into Alan’s face before shaking. “Keep your head down,” Kondur said.


  “Doin’ the best I can,” Alan said. “There’s not going to be a lot of neutral ground if this pot boils over.”


  Kondur looked around the room and nodded. “Try to stay out of the water.”


  * * *


  Zachary led his parade into the big ship docking gallery. As much as he wanted to look over his shoulder, he kept facing front, assuming that the security people would follow along while keeping the onlookers at bay.


  Fisher stepped up beside Zachary and leaned down. “Look, kid. I don’t know what you’re planning, but are you sure you want to do it with all these witnesses?” He glanced back over his shoulder.


  “You said you needed to make an example, didn’t you?” Zachary asked.


  “I did, kid, and I don’t have any problem with tossing a few people out the airlock now and again, but this?” He glanced back again. “In broad daylight?”


  Zachary looked at Fisher, reading the truth in the man’s eyes. “So you’re all right spacing people on my father’s say-so, but only as long as you’re not caught?”


  “Well, yeah.” Fisher looked at him like he was crazy. “That’s not something you do in public. What would people think?”


  Zachary nodded and sighed. “I see what you mean. If you’re scared, you can leave.”


  Fisher swallowed hard. “Your old man is gonna shit bricks and then beat you to death with ’em if you go through with this in front of all these witnesses.”


  Zachary laughed, the crude comment surprising him with the innate truth. “Yeah. He probably will.” He looked at Fisher. “At least I’ll know what’s coming if you show up at my door in the middle of the night, won’t I?”


  Fisher licked his lips and took a step away. “I tried. Good luck, kid.”


  “Your well wishes make me feel so much better about what I’m about to do, Fisher.” He walked up to the nearest lock and pressed the call button.


  “Wait,” Fisher said. “There’s a ship there.”


  “I know,” Zachary said. “I’ve been here before.”


  The lock levered open and Ella Norris stepped down the ramp. “Zachary?”


  “Hey, Ella. Is Mr. Kondur around?”


  She cast a wide-eyed stare at the party surrounding the lock. “Um. He’s ashore at the moment. I’m expecting him back shortly.”


  “How about Captain Larkin?” Zachary asked.


  She nodded. “Yeah. Can I tell him what this is about?” She kept giving the security guys little glances.


  “Tell him I’ve solved one of his crew problems.”


  She nodded. “All right. Wait here, yeah?”


  Zachary nodded. “We’re not going anywhere.”


  She walked backward into the lock and disappeared into the ship.


  Zachary turned to Fisher, glancing back at the crowd formed around them.


  “What are you doing, kid?” Fisher asked, his eyes narrowing as he looked back and forth between Zachary and the open lock.


  “I’m making an example of these criminals. Isn’t that what you wanted?” He looked at Atwater. “You’ve broken the rules, Mr. Atwater. I hope you understand that it’s nothing personal.”


  Atwater grinned all the way to his eyes. “Oh, I understand perfectly, Mr. Vagrant. Please don’t make us go there.”


  “Well, I’m sorry, but it’s not really my choice,” Zachary said.


  Captain Larkin strode out of the ship, his head on a swivel as he looked around at the crowd. “Zachary? What’s going on here?”


  Zachary gave a dramatic sigh. “Well, Captain, it seems Mr. Atwater has been operating an illegal dining establishment on the station. He’s failed to properly obtain the necessary licenses and permits. I’ve been tasked with shutting down his operation and—as Officer Fisher here says—making an example of him.”


  Larkin frowned, looking at Fisher, then Atwater, and back to Zachary. “Keep going.”


  “I’ve been led to believe this is not his first offense.” Zachary turned to Fisher. “Is that correct?”


  Fisher nodded. “Third time.”


  “Fifth,” Atwater said.


  Zachary turned to look at him. “Fifth?”


  Atwater nodded. “Yeah. Fisher here busted me three times but your brother’s bullyboys got their licks in twice.”


  “I see.” Zachary turned to the captain. “So you see, Captain. This man, a confessed repeat offender showing no remorse, must be punished.”


  The captain seemed to be exploring the inside of his cheek with his tongue as a frown narrowed his eyes. “And what do you expect me to do about it?”


  “I was hoping I could count on you to take them off the station, Captain.”


  “I see.” The captain looked over at Atwater. “You ran an illegal restaurant?”


  “Yes, Captain.”


  “Who are these other people?” Larkin asked, waving a hand at the young folk in cuffs.


  “My niece and nephew. They’ve been helping me.”


  Larkin looked at Zachary. “So, the three of them?”


  Zachary nodded. “Repeat offenders, the lot of them.”


  “So? This is what? Exile?”


  Zachary shrugged. “Exile. Banishment. Call it what you like. They’re not allowed on the station for the next two months.”


  Larkin rubbed a hand over his lips and frowned. “You just yanked them out without anything but the clothes on their backs?”


  “We apprehended them in the act, Captain, yes.”


  “Well, Mr. Vagrant, yes, I’ll take them away on one condition.”


  “What?” Zachary asked.


  “They get one day to settle their affairs here. I don’t want innocent people to suffer because they got yanked away without paying their bills or collecting debts.”


  Zachary pursed his lips and made a show of indecision, looking first at Atwater and each of his kin, then at Fisher. Fisher’s face had a mottled red hue and his ears looked red enough to be spurting steam, but he kept his mouth clamped shut. “I take your point, Captain. Take them aboard. Get them settled. I understand they’ll need to get kitted out at the chandlery?”


  Larkin nodded.


  “Half a day. Twelve stans station time. No more,” Zachary said. He looked at Atwater. “Can you deal with settling your affairs in that amount of time, Mr. Atwater?”


  Atwater heaved a great sigh. “If that’s the time I have, that’s the time I’ll need.”


  “Captain?” Zachary asked.


  Larkin nodded. “Very well. Get those shackles off them and get them aboard.”


  “You heard the man,” Zachary said, waving a hand at Fisher. “Get your handcuffs .”


  Fisher nodded but his eyes shot daggers at Zachary and his lips pressed together in a thin, white line.


  “Mr. Atwater?” Zachary said, raising his voice.


  “Yeah?” Atwater said, rubbing his wrists where the handcuffs had chafed them.


  “You and your crew are hereby banished from Vagrant Station for a period of no less than two months.” He glanced at Larkin who gave him a short nod. “You have half a day to settle your accounts and will leave with Captain Larkin. Is that clear?” Zachary’s voice carried along the docking gallery. He saw the audience in the back putting their heads together and glancing at Zachary and the captain.


  “Very clear,” Atwater said, glancing at his helpers. “You two understand?”


  Both of them stood with wide eyes and closed mouths. Each nodded.


  Zachary stepped out of the way and nodded to Larkin. “They’re all yours, Captain.”


  Larkin beckoned with an open palm, waving toward the open lock. “Time’s tickin’, Atwater. Get your brood aboard. We’ll sort out the rest after you’ve been logged in.”


  A stoic-looking Atwater put a hand on each of his helpers and they marched aboard the ship.


  Zachary offered his hand to Larkin. “Thank you, Captain.”


  Larkin shook the hand and nodded. “Always happy to help. Now, if you’ll excuse me? I’ve got some business to deal with.”


  Zachary stepped back as the skipper walked aboard, the lock swinging shut behind him.


  Fisher pushed into Zachary’s face. “What the hell was that?” he said, his words hissing between his teeth.


  “You wanted an example. You got an example.” Zachary looked at the people surrounding them. “You and your team should disperse the crowd.”


  Fisher glared at him but nodded to his team. “Move them on,” he said. He leaned into Zachary’s face, sour breath warm on his cheeks. “This isn’t over.”


  “Take it up with my boss,” Zachary said, knowing perfectly well that his father would hear about it before the stan was up.


  “Don’t think I won’t,” Fisher said. He stomped off, waving his arms and shouting at the crowd to break it up.


  Zachary thrust his hands into his pockets and strolled along the gallery, heading for Betty’s. He hadn’t had much of a breakfast and needed a cup of coffee before he got summoned to the lion’s den.


  CHAPTER 8


  Kondur checked back aboard and followed the earthy aroma of coffee to the mess deck. The galley door stood open and a pair of youngsters, both in civvies, who looked to be in their late teens worked swabs on the mess deck. They each nodded to him but didn’t stop their work. A rack of clean mugs stood next to the gleaming coffee pot. He crossed to the galley and stuck his head in.


  A large, familiar-looking man wearing civvies stood leaning on one of the prep tables, staring at a tablet. He looked up at Kondur and grinned. “Mr. Kondur, I presume?”


  Kondur nodded. “First mate.”


  “Captain Larkin said you’d be checking in soon, sar. I’m Leon Atwater.”


  “You the new cook?”


  “So it would seem. Spec 2/chef.”


  “You done this work before, Mr. Atwater?”


  “Oh, yes, sar. Not my first time in a galley.” He looked around. “Not even the biggest crew.”


  “These two?” Kondur nodded out toward the mess deck.


  “Niece, Phoebe. Nephew, Oscar. Both Atwaters, sar.”


  Kondur chuckled. “The coffee’s ready?”


  “Yes, sar. Captain Larkin got the first cup.” Atwater grinned.


  Kondur nodded. “Welcome aboard, Mr. Atwater.”


  “Thank you, sar.”


  Kondur grabbed a mug of coffee before leaving the Atwaters to their work. He climbed the ladder to officer country and knocked on the open door to the cabin.


  Larkin looked up and nodded. “Come in, Verkol. Have a seat. I see you’ve met Atwater and company?”


  Kondur sat in one of the guest chairs and nodded. “Made myself known to them. You seem to have been busy while I was gone.”


  Larkin picked up his mug and took an exaggerated sip followed by a sigh. “Zachary Vagrant brought me a gift. Well, brought us a gift.”


  “The Atwaters?”


  “Apparently the old man ran an illegal restaurant.”


  The credit dropped. “I knew I recognized him,” Kondur said. “Ramen place between bulkheads?”


  The captain shrugged. “Didn’t get the full details. Young Vagrant marched them up in handcuffs with a security team. Declared them banished for a couple of months.”


  Kondur sipped, letting the warm brew slide across his tongue and down his gullet. “Banished?”


  “Yeah. Kicked them off the station for the repeat offense of not filing the forms.” Larkin grinned. “That security team looked like they might be ready to space Vagrant.”


  “Space Zachary?”


  “Oh, yeah. Not exactly sure why but I’m pretty sure Vagrant knew.”


  “So, we have a steward division? Atwater said Spec2/Chef?”


  “It seems that Mr. Atwater has a legit profile in the High Line. Spent a decade on one of the Saltzmann ships before cashing out at Mel’s. Not sure how he got here, but he’s been a burr under Vagrant the Elder’s saddle for a while, just based on the looks on security’s faces.”


  “I remember the kids from the restaurant. I think that’s the same pair. They’re a hell of a team.”


  “I brought them in at quarter share stewards,” Larkin said. “I need to give them twelve stans to get their kits and settle their affairs here before we get underway.”


  “That explains the civvies, but why didn’t you send them up first thing?”


  Larkin shook his head. “I don’t trust station security not to jump them when they’re off the ship. I wanted to wait until I could send an escort with them.” He raised an eyebrow.


  Kondur snorted and took a pull from his cup. “I’ll take them as soon as I finish this.”


  “I’ve asked Mr. Atwater to place a replenishment order with the chandlery and plan on portside meals starting tomorrow morning.”


  “I’ll put out a call to the crew to report by noon tomorrow. That should give us time to sort them out. Did Chief Stevens come aboard while I was gone?”


  “Yeah, and she’s running a parts and spares inventory now with the other Vagrant.”


  Kondur stifled a laugh. “He the only engineman we have?”


  “Only one aboard,” Larkin said. “He spent the night off the ship but came back with a smug look this morning.”


  “Gotta wonder what he’s going to be like by the time we get back,” Kondur said.


  The skipper snorted. “He’s going to be the same rich, self-centered, entitled asshole he is now. He may develop a veneer, but that kid is a chip off the old rock.”


  “Is he going to be trouble?” Kondur asked.


  “Oh, yeah. I have no idea how much trouble yet, but I’d bet you ten to one that he’ll be up on at least one mast before we get back.”


  “You think the chief would put him up?”


  “Rather than deal with it in house?” Larkin shrugged. “She’ll handle anything that doesn’t officially reach the cabin, but with him? Yeah. He’ll be up on charges that I can’t ignore sooner rather than later.”


  Kondur shook his head and took another mouthful of coffee. “On that cheery note ...” He stood and headed for the door. “I’ll just get Atwater and company moving toward the chandlery.”


  “Thanks, Verkol. No word from Anton?”


  Kondur shook his head again. “No, and I’m getting worried. Not like him not to answer a comm.”


  Larkin sighed. “Keep me in the loop.”


  Kondur nodded and went to collect his charges.


  * * *


  Malachai stood up from the hard deck, his knees screaming at him from being bent so long. “Last one.”


  Chief Stevens made a notation on her tablet. “Next one, Mr. Vagrant.”


  He blinked, gazing at the wall of storage containers. “That was the last one.”


  “Sar,” the chief said, for perhaps the hundredth time.


  Malachai sighed. “That was the last one, sar.”


  “Not quite, Mr. Vagrant.”


  Her completely unflappable calm had already worked through his skin. The only thing that kept him from decking her was the sure knowledge that he’d get kicked off the ship and have to face his father. He sighed and hung his head forward. “What am I supposed to say?” he asked, tagging a belated “sar” on the end.


  “Oh, no, that was correctly done, Mr. Vagrant. I meant that’s not the last one.”


  He turned to her wondering if she could feel the hate in his gaze. “We’ve been at this for five stans. Sar. Not the last one?”


  She shrugged and led the way out of the caged-in room. After he cleared the door, she closed it and moved down to the next one. “We’ll start here after lunch. Why don’t you go up to Betty’s and grab something to eat. Rest a bit. I’ll see you back at 1300.” She turned her back on him and started up the ladder to the upper deck, leaving him awash in sweat and feeling filthy from crawling around opening drawers and counting parts.


  He savored the image of grabbing her by the back of her shipsuit and pulling her backward down the stairs—ladder, whatever they called it—and bashing her head into the deck. He sighed and shook it off, but added a tick mark against her name. She’d already racked up a few and they hadn’t even gotten the rest of the crew aboard.


  She stopped at the landing above and nodded at the big chronograph on the wall. “Time, Mr. Vagrant. It passes whether you move or not.”


  He ground his teeth together to keep from screaming at her. He took a deep breath and let it out before following her up the ladder and striding down the long-ass hallway to the front of the ship. He let his anger fuel him, every twinge from his knees and thighs reminding him of how much he hated this whole idea. He stormed down the stairs and out past the chirpy chippy at the desk. “Lunch.”


  She made a note on her screen and nodded. “See you later, Mal.”


  He slapped the open key and turned on her, marching up to the desk. “It’s Malachai. Not Mal. Not Malcolm. Mal-ah-chai. Three syllables. It’s my name. Got it?”


  The silly cow blinked at him a couple of times and nodded. “Malachai,” she said, emphasizing every syllable. “Got it.”


  “Good,” he said and stamped off the ramp and into the familiar smells of the station. He might be a quarter share, but he was still a Vagrant.


  They’d learn.


  * * *


  To be fair, the old man didn’t look angry. Anybody who didn’t know him as well as Zachary did would have overlooked the twitching index finger on his left hand. The one that went tap-tap-tap-tap, tap-tap-tap-tap on the console’s surface. They would probably think the bland, half-smile meant all was well and that the old man might be glad to see them if puzzled as to why they were there.


  “What were you thinking, Zachary?” he asked, voice calm, measured tones.


  “I got rid of a repeat offender. Fisher said you wanted to make an example of him.” Zachary shrugged, resigned to the avalanche that would soon descend on his head. “As far as I know, we’ve not banished anyone for over a decade.”


  The old man drew a noisy breath in through his nose and sighed it out. “Do you know why we haven’t kicked anyone off the station for over a decade, Zachary?”


  Zachary shook his head. “I didn’t know there was a particular reason, no.”


  His father shook his head. “Because we need every single pair of hands we can get here just to keep the station going.” He started out reasonably enough but roared the final words. “You just sent three people off and probably reminded the rest that staying here might not be in their best interests after all.”


  “Well, if Fisher had had his way, you’d still be down one until Atwater healed up.”


  “A matter of days. The auto-doc can heal him in a matter of days, Zachary. You’ve just sent him away for—what two months?”


  Zachary swallowed a heated response about saving the man from a long walk out an open airlock. “Something like that.”


  “And what about the holes in the bulkhead?”


  “Security was supposed to contact maintenance to clear out the place and weld some patches over the holes,” Zachary said.


  “Did you check on them?” his father asked, tilting his head. “Did you follow up on this the way you should?”


  “Not yet, Father. I got your summons while I was on my way to do that.” Zachary shrugged. “Here I am.”


  The old man let out a groan. “As if. Get out of my sight. Go finish the task I gave you and come back. I may have more work.”


  “Very well,” Zachary said, turning on his heel and strolling out of the office. He nodded to Martha on the way out. She gave him a weak smile as he passed.


  Outside the office, he wiped his palms on the sides of his pants. Not as bad as he’d feared, but he couldn’t help think that it wasn’t over yet.


  He checked the time and headed for Betty’s. He still wanted breakfast, but it was almost time for lunch. A small detour would let him check the progress on the patch job on the way.


  * * *


  Kondur spent the early afternoon in the chandlery with the Atwaters, watching Charity Gates work her magic with the scanners and suit printers. “How long you been doing this, Ms. Gates?” he asked as the new spacers finished stuffing their duffel bags with shipsuits.


  The gray-haired lady grinned at him. “Not polite to comment on a lady’s age, Verkol. Nobody ever tell you that?”


  “No offense intended. I simply marveled at your skills and abilities.”


  “Yeah, right.” She waved him off and turned to the largest of the Atwaters. “We’ll miss ya, Leon.”


  Atwater shrugged. “Won’t be forever. Maybe things will have turned the corner by the time we get back.”


  Gates glanced at Kondur before shrugging. “Not counting on it, are ya?”


  Atwater folded the top down on his bag and shook his head. “No. Not really. Just wishful thinking.”


  “How long you be gone?” she asked.


  Atwater looked to Kondur. “What? A couple of months?”


  “Probably closer to three. Depending on how the jumps go,” Kondur said.


  “I heard you got banished for two,” the woman said.


  Atwater nodded. “I should be legal again by the time we get back.”


  “Think that Vagrant kid knew when he did it?” she asked.


  Atwater nodded again. “Pretty sure of it. Security wasn’t pleased. He’s going to have to watch his back.”


  Gates made a rude noise. “Vagrant. He’ll be safe enough. Not even security’ll take on a Vagrant while the old man’s in charge.”


  Atwater glanced at the bulkhead beside the exit. Kondur noticed the dark sun stencil, barely recognizable against the dark bulkhead. “Still think he needs to watch his back. He’s not Malachai,” Atwater said.


  Kondur stiffened at the reference and Gates grinned at him.


  “You don’t know?” she asked, looking to Atwater.


  “Know what?” he asked.


  “You’re taking Malachai with you,” she said. “I got him kitted out yesterday.”


  Atwater looked at Kondur who nodded. Atwater sighed and rubbed his nose. “That explains why Zachary shut me down this time instead of his brother.”


  “Well, whatever. You lot are done here. I need to get back to my nap. Scoot.” Gates waved her hands in a shooing motion.


  Kondur held the door for Atwater to lead his brood out of the back room. “Thanks, Char.”


  She waved him off. “Just doin’ my job, Verkol.” She frowned at him. “But you watch that Vagrant kid. He’ll pull some shit. It’s what he lives for.”


  Kondur nodded. “I’ve no doubt of that. Thanks for the heads up.”


  She nodded, planted herself on a tall chair behind the counter, and pulled out a tablet. “Safe voyage.”


  Kondur caught up with Atwater at the entrance to the chandlery.


  “I didn’t know he was going with us,” Atwater said.


  “That going to be a problem?” Kondur asked as they strolled back down the docking gallery toward the ship.


  “He’s always going to be a problem.” The big man sighed. “Not much I can do about it but keep an eye open for when he starts acting up.”


  “He’s working as a wiper in engineering,” Kondur said. “Any trouble with him, the chief and the skipper need to know about it.”


  “When he breaks, everybody on the ship’ll know it,” Atwater said. “I’d give him about three days underway before he goes off like a bomb.”


  Kondur sighed. “I don’t know him that well, but I’ll take your word for it.”


  * * *


  Malachai’s back and neck screamed at him. His kneecaps ground into the deck-coat, sending flashes of pain up his legs. “Thirty-seven.”


  The chief made a note on her tablet and nodded. “That’s it, Mr. Vagrant.” She looked at him. “You need a hand up?”


  Malachai scowled at her and used the front of the shelving to pull himself upright. “No, sar.”


  “You did well today. Thank you for your assistance,” she said.


  “Are we done? Sar?”


  The old biddy gave him a pitying glance. “Yes, Mr. Vagrant. I heard that the rest of the crew will be reporting tonight and tomorrow. You’ll have a respite. Take tonight and get it out of your system. We’ll be underway by this time tomorrow and the real work begins.”


  “Finally,” he said.


  “You anxious to get into space, Mr. Vagrant?” she asked, stepping out of the caged parts closet and holding the door for him.


  His knees didn’t want to work properly, making him shuffle like a sick old man. He gritted his teeth and followed her out. “I’m ready for this farce to be over so I can get back,” he said.


  She chuckled. “That how you see it?”


  “Yes. Sar. That’s how I see it.” He gave her a glare, daring her to contradict him.


  She shrugged and pocketed her tablet before closing the cage with a rattle of the wire and a clang. She flipped the lock closed and smiled at him. “You’re in for a long trip,” she said. “You’re going to have a very rough time dealing with the reality that there is nothing farcical about taking a big ship out into the Deep Dark and getting home again alive.” She raised her eyebrows. “Get yourself cleaned up. Put on some civvies. Go get drunk or laid or both or whatever you do to unwind. When you come back tomorrow, playtime is over.” Her voice seemed to harden in the air. “Your pouting and sulking, your sighs and glares will end. You will become a member of the crew. You will pull your weight. You will swallow whatever gets thrown at you and you will say ‘sar’ or you’ll be on your knees scrubbing this engine room with a rag and a bucket. You’re a wiper. You’re not in charge. You’re not anybody’s boss. You’re not even your own boss. You’re the mule that’s going to help pull this barge out into the Dark and back again. You can figure out how to deal with that sooner or later, but you will figure it out one way or another. Do I make myself clear, Mr. Vagrant?”


  Malachai clamped his jaw so tight he heard his molars creaking over the sound of the blowers. “My father—”


  “Your father sent you on this trip, Mr. Vagrant,” she said, cutting him off. “Your father is the reason this ship is going where it’s going. Your father, poor benighted individual that he is, has no say where we’re going and he certainly has no say over me when we get back. You can cling to that notion that you’ll be able to come back and cry to Daddy, or you can man up for a change. Your call.”


  Malachai’s whole head felt like he was standing under a broiler, he was so angry. “How dare you?”


  “How dare I what, Mr. Vagrant? Call you on the truth? Offer you a vision of a reality you’re doing everything in your power to ignore?” She shook her head. “I dare because you’re in my crew and I will not have this kind of behavior in my crew. When the rest of the crew arrives, you will not be the rotten apple that spoils the barrel. Do I make myself clear, Mr. Vagrant?”


  “Then kick me off the ship,” he said. “There’s no way you’re going to keep pulling this crap on me just because I’m a Vagrant.”


  She had the nerve to smile. “Oh, no, Mr. Vagrant. You’re not getting off the hook that easily. You can desert your post. Run back to Daddy if you want. You’ve got plenty of opportunity this evening.” She paused and shook her head. “Go ahead. Run away, but I’m not going to make it easy on you. I’m not pulling any crap on you because you’re a Vagrant. I’m telling you what I’d tell any spoiled brat crewman who tried to join my engineering section. Shape up. There’s no ‘or else’ here. You will shape up.”


  The anger building in his head made him feel like his ears might be blowing steam. “How dare you talk to me that way?” The words spit from his lips with all the vitriol he could force into them, willing them to splash like acid on her face.


  “You want to take a swing at me, don’t you,” she said, eyeing him up and down. “I can see it in your eyes.”


  “You have no idea how much,” he said.


  She shrugged and smiled. “Go for it.” She looked around the engine room. “No witnesses. Nobody to call you on it. Your word against mine. You know you want to.” She flicked her eyebrows at him, taunting him, daring him to take a shot.


  Malachai shook his head, feeling the mechanical tension in his spine. “No. Sar. Not happening.”


  She snickered and shrugged. “Figures.” She turned her back and started up the ladder. “Cowards never want to take a straight on shot. Rather wait in the dark—”


  Malachai didn’t hear whatever else she might have said. He dove at her back, ready to pull her down from the ladder, drag her off that high horse.


  The next thing he knew, he lay flat on his back on the deck with the chief’s knee on his chest and his head ringing from being slapped—slapped—with her open palm. She shook her head and sighed. “You should have taken the shot I offered.”


  The whole side of his face burned from her slap. “So, what now? Gonna go back on your word and haul me up on charges?”


  She laughed in his face. “Oh, dear, dear child. You have no idea what the next few weeks have in store for you, do you.”


  “We’re still docked,” he said, silently counting the ways he’d make her pay.


  “I know,” she said. “Your last chance to run like the little coward you are. Run back to Daddy.”


  He clamped his jaw shut.


  “Or you can straighten up and fly right. I don’t put up with idiots or fools. Which are you? I’d rather know now than when we’re a light-year out in the Dark.” She stood up and offered him a hand up.


  He pushed up onto his elbows and weighed his options. She’d blindsided him and then slapped him. He couldn’t let that go. It just wasn’t right. He also couldn’t go back to the station. His father would pillory him. “Both,” he said. It’s what she wanted to hear and cost him nothing to give it to her. He sighed and took her hand.


  She practically lifted him off the deck, her strength making him blink. How could that old woman be so strong?


  “Very well, Mr. Vagrant,” she said. “Let’s see if you know the meaning of either of those words. Go get cleaned up. I’d restrict you to the ship, but the mess deck isn’t serving until tomorrow. Be back aboard by 2100.”


  “Restrict me to the ship? Why?” The words practically flew out of his mouth.


  She shrugged. “Insubordination? Assault on a senior officer? Those are just the legal reasons. My somewhat irrational need to make certain you understand your position in the pecking order before you kill somebody because you think you’re better than anybody else on the ship? Take your pick.”


  Malachai worked to keep his breathing regular when he wanted to knock that smug smile off the old girl’s face.


  She nodded. “You seem to believe that I’m some old biddy who doesn’t know her place. Know this, Mr. Vagrant. I’ve been an officer longer than you’ve been alive. You cannot take me down. I have no need to prove myself to anybody, let alone you. No brag. Just fact. I can and will teach you to do your job and even help you rise through the ranks, if you’re willing to do the work. You will not pull any of that crap on me—or any other person—again. Am I clear?”


  “Yes, sar.”


  “Go,” she said.


  Malachai tugged on his shipsuit to straighten it and walked away, climbing the ladder and marching down the long hallway toward his locker. He schooled his features and fisted his hands to keep them from touching the inflamed burn on his cheek. She’d slapped him like a dog. She’d pay for that. He calmed his breathing and consciously relaxed his face muscles into a mask of indifference. He had time to plan an appropriately cold dish to serve to her.


  * * *


  Zachary went back to check on the cleanup at the restaurant. The three-person team lead and the security guard stood toe-to-toe when he came around the corner and both looked at him like the answer to a prayer.


  “Mr. Vagrant, she says she’s supposed to close up the doors,” the guard said.


  “Yeah, and ...?” Zachary asked.


  “Nobody in or out without the chief’s say-so,” the officer said, as if the answer should be obvious.


  Zachary sighed and nodded to the team lead. “Lavinia. Drew the short straw again?”


  Lavinia shrugged. “Beat the alternative. They need more hull patching in Epsilon and I didn’t feel like pissing around in a hard suit today.”


  “What happened in Epsilon?”


  Her face clouded. “Debris strike. Punched a hole in the hull.”


  Zachary winced. “That’s insult to injury.”


  “What’s the plan for this?” she asked, nodding at the door.


  “It needs to be cleaned out. Recycle the scrap. Weld some patches over the holes,” Zachary said.


  Lavinia made to go in but the guard stood in her way.


  She looked at Zachary. “See?”


  Zachary looked at the guard’s name ribbon. “Massey, is it?”


  The guard nodded. “Yes, sir.”


  “Well, Massey, you were here with me when we took the Atwaters out, right?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Then you know I outrank Fisher, right?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Then if I tell you this woman and her crew are not only authorized but required to enter this place, can you stand down?”


  “No, sir.”


  Lavinia snickered.


  “Why?” Zachary asked.


  “Because you don’t outrank the chief, Mr. Vagrant. Only your father outranks him.”


  “The chief told you nobody goes in?”


  “Yes, sir. After you left with Fisher and the Atwaters.”


  “Did he say why?”


  “No, but it’s not my concern.” Massey shrugged. “He’s the chief.”


  “Can’t fault him there,” Lavinia said, folding her arms and leaning against the bulkhead.


  Zachary nodded. “Can she at least measure the holes for the patches?”


  The guard nodded. “Long as she doesn’t go in.”


  “All right, Lavinia?”


  “It’s a start,” she said.


  “I’ll go track down the chief.” He looked at Massey. “You don’t know where he is, do you?”


  “Said he was going to see your father.”


  “Fair enough. Lavinia? You’re going to need a couple more people and some grav pallets to move the scrap to recycling. There’s stuff behind the counter that you can’t see from here.”


  She nodded. “I figured. I can pull another team as soon as I have something for them to do.” She shot a sour look at Massey.


  “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” Zachary said.


  It didn’t take him long to follow the now-familiar path back to his father’s office but Martha stopped him in the reception area.


  “He’s in a meeting, Zachary. Have a seat.”


  He shook his head and blew out a breath before taking a seat in one of the flimsy chairs. He pulled up his tablet and started reviewing the shipping notes. The Barbell didn’t show on the reports yet. He wasn’t sure it would, but the incoming freighters all looked like mixed-freight haulers and tankers. He sighed, wondering if he could get back down to hydroponics any time before Malachai came back.


  The door buzzed, interrupting his quiet reverie and Gideon Rawlins, the security chief, stepped out. He shot a pitying glance at Zachary and started for the door.


  “Chief?” Zachary said, standing. “Is there some reason you don’t want that place secured?”


  Rawlins jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “He’ll fill you in.” He pushed through the outer door.


  Martha nodded. “He’ll see you now.” The door lock snapped and buzzed.


  A cold coil of dread settled into his gut while the heat of frustration burned up the back of his neck until his ears felt hot. “Thank you, Martha.”


  His father stood behind his console, glaring at Zachary as he stepped into the office. “What were you thinking?”


  “Perhaps you might narrow that down a bit, Father. I was thinking I’d like some lunch just now.”


  The old man seethed a little, his lips pressing together and his nostrils flaring. “Don’t get smart with me. Why did you let Atwater get away?”


  Zachary shook his head. “He didn’t ‘get away.’ He’s been banished from the station. He’s not even gone yet. We went over all that before.”


  “You made me look the fool, boy. Security was supposed to make an example of him. You let him go.”


  “It was quite an audience.”


  “You’re missing the point.” He sat back in his chair with a thump. “One thing people respect. Pain. If you’re not willing to hurt them, they’ll never respect you.”


  “So, I was supposed to let Fisher do what? Break his arm again? His leg? Perhaps kneecap him?”


  “Yes.” The old man spat the word at him. “That’s exactly what you were supposed to do.”


  “Then why didn’t you tell me that?” Zachary asked. “You told me to go shut down the restaurant. You didn’t tell me to break skulls.”


  “Fisher told you, didn’t he? That Atwater needed to be made an example of?”


  “Yes,” Zachary said. “And I made an example of him.”


  “You. Let. Him. Go.” The old man practically frothed at the mouth.


  “I saved your ass,” Zachary said. “You’re welcome.”


  His father blinked. “What the hell are you talking about?”


  “You need that Barbell out of here, like yesterday.” Zachary stepped up to the old man’s console and leaned his hands on it. “If you don’t get that ship moving, we don’t have income and we have no place to put more ore without an empty can.”


  “What has that got to do with Atwater?”


  “They didn’t have a cook. The ship can’t leave without a cook. They can’t even get the crew aboard to get ready to leave without a cook. Atwater is now their cook. He’s off the station. He’s out of your hair. He’ll be back in a couple of months when the ship comes back, but who knows what will happen by then. I made an example of him by kicking him off the station front of witnesses, and I saved your ass by making it possible for that ship to leave. It’ll probably be gone tomorrow or the next day now.” Zachary took a breath and stood up straight. “What was I supposed to do? How many times have you shut Atwater down? How many different bones have you had somebody break? Does it look like he respects you?”


  The old man’s face paled. He stood up, rising from his chair and leaning across the console to get in Zachary’s face. “You’re an idiot,” he said. “You’re not a Vagrant. You’re some piss-ant with my name. You realize he’s the brains behind this Dark Night movement, don’t you?”


  Zachary blinked. “What? All those stencils going up everywhere?”


  “Yes, all those stencils. You think that’s just a couple of hoodlums running around with spray cans and cardboard?”


  “What are you saying?”


  His father threw his hands up in the air and appealed to the overhead. “What am I saying? What am I saying?” He pressed his knuckles down on the desk with a bang. “Mutiny, idiot. Mutiny.” His words hissed out. “These people are planning mutiny right under our noses and you’re not even aware of it, are you?”


  Zachary took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Well, I’m pretty sure nobody’s trying to recruit me, so how would I know? This is the first I’ve heard of it, just now from you.”


  “You live with your face in the damn roots down in hydroponics,” his father said. “If you’d come up for air once in a while and pay attention, you might learn something.”


  The words surprised a laugh out of Zachary. “I can’t argue that. Look at how much I’ve learned in just the last few days.”


  “You mocking me, boy?” The old man leaned closer to him.


  “Not at all.” Zachary felt a chill in his belly but realized that the real danger lay in his father’s paranoia more than any mutiny. “I’ve learned a lot.” He shrugged, hoping the old man wouldn’t press him on exactly what he’d learned.


  His father settled back on his heels, his color returning to something like normal. “So what are you doing here, anyway?”


  “Well, I came to find the chief so I could finish the job you gave me.”


  His father sat in his chair, almost falling into it. “Explain.”


  “I can’t get the place shut down because the chief ordered the security officer to keep everybody out. Including the maintenance crew.”


  “He’s got good reason,” his father said. “He’ll be going through that place with a fine-toothed comb to figure out who’s left now that Atwater’s out of the way.”


  Zachary almost laughed but managed to suppress his incredulity. “You think that you’ll find evidence in the ... restaurant.” He almost said noodles, but stopped himself just in time.


  “Where else would he hide it?”


  “Hide what, exactly?” Zachary asked.


  “Well, plans. Rosters. Contact information.” His father shook his head. “You don’t think he’s acting alone, do you?”


  Zachary shrugged. “I just found out about it when you told me, so I haven’t really thought about it at all.”


  The old man shook his head. “Leave it to Gideon. He’ll tear that place apart and find the answers we need.”


  “So, should I tell the maintenance crew to stand down until we call them?” Zachary asked.


  “Not like they haven’t got other things to do.”


  “Yeah. I heard Epsilon took some debris hits,” Zachary said.


  “Who told you that?” The old man’s eyes narrowed again.


  “The crew who was going to have to fix it,” Zachary said.


  His father sighed and shook his head. “Spies. Every one of them. That Millicent thing, that’s not my fault. Shoddy maintenance and lax oversight.”


  Zachary swallowed a sigh. “Is there anything else you need from me right now, Father? I need to go deal with the maintenance crew.”


  “No,” his father said, nodding his head. “Go deal with that crew and keep your ears open, boy. Somebody knows something. See if you can be worth your salt and suss it out.”


  CHAPTER 9


  The captain looked around the wardroom table. “Where are we, Chief?”


  She shrugged. “Tanks are topped off. The fusactor looks all right as nearly as I can tell. The logs don’t show any problems with it.”


  “You’ve a concern?” Larkin asked.


  “Not really. I’ll feel better about it once I’ve seen it working under load for a while. The ship’s been docked for a long time.”


  Larkin nodded. “Understood. How’s the crew back there?”


  The chief grimaced. “It’ll be rough for a few days, I suspect.” He nodded to Verkol. “Thanks for Anton Vail. He may not have Burleson experience but he knows his way around an engine room which is more than I can say for most of them.”


  “He’s a good man,” Kondur said. “Sailed with me for a couple of stanyers on the barge.”


  “What about Vagrant?” Larkin asked. “He gonna be a problem?”


  The chief laughed. “He thinks he is.” She sobered after a moment and shrugged. “Yes. Probably. He’s stupid and ruthless. A very bad combination.”


  “Should we boot him?” the captain asked.


  “Probably,” she said. “I think he can be useful. Wipers don’t have that much access. Can’t do too much damage. He’s focused on me as the big meanie. That should save some of his mates unwanted attention in the berthing area.”


  The captain snorted. “Does he have any redeeming qualities? We can find another wiper.”


  The chief stared at her coffee mug, spinning around with her fingertips. “I think we’re better off with him than without him. He’s got grit and he can focus when he wants to. If we can get him to focus on something other than himself, I think we’ll be all right.” She looked over at Larkin. “Besides, Edgar would blow a gasket if you kicked him off.”


  “Yeah. There’s that.” He sighed and looked to Verkol. “Billets?”


  “The Atwaters have the steward division under control. Leon’s used to feeding crews and his helpers are used to working with him. We picked up a bunch of the barge mining specialists to fill in the quarter shares and a few of the half shares.” Kondur looked at the chief. “You have enough people to cover environmental?”


  “Ella Norris should be able to handle it,” the chief said. “I poached her from Deck. She’s got a couple of the other displaced gas and filtration workers to join her. They’re shaping up nicely even after just a couple of days.”


  “What about engineering watchstanders?” the captain asked.


  “I don’t expect to get much sleep on the trip out,” she said. “Give me a few days and I can train them up enough to know what they’re looking at.” She glanced at Verkol. “I’m more concerned about bridge crew.”


  Verkol nodded. “So am I. Silvie will be fine. I can train up some more helmsmen, but we’re still short a second and third mate.”


  “None of the other barges got beached?” Larkin asked.


  “No,” Verkol said. “That bothers me because I know damn well that Lucky Star should not be heading back out to the belt until they get their grinder transmission rebuilt. Dirt Devil’s number two engine gave them trouble going out the last time and it didn’t get any better coming back. Those are just two I know about.”


  “Vagrant’s got what? Twenty barges?” Larkin asked.


  “More like fifteen now that the Millicent’s gone,” Kondur said.


  “Who’s docked up at the moment?” the chief asked.


  “Rock-a-Bye. I think Star Stuff.”


  “You know the skippers?” She sipped her coffee.


  “Prescott on Rock-a-Bye. Yeah. We’ve raised a few.”


  “Could he handle second mate?” Larkin asked.


  Kondur thought about it for a moment. “Yeah. He’d do. Lettie Bachelor from Star Stuff would be my choice for second if we could get her. I’d feel better about Earle Prescott as third.”


  “What would it take?” Larkin asked.


  “I don’t know. They both seemed more interested in getting their boats back out when I talked to them a few days ago.”


  “Before or after the Millicent blew up?” Larkin asked.


  Kondur nodded. “I’ll talk to them again.”


  “Can we take their whole crews?” the chief asked. “I wouldn’t say no to two more engineers like Vail. If their helms are as good as you say Murdock is, that would solve your helm problem.”


  Kondur pulled up his roster and scrolled through it. “The wild cards are the grinders. I don’t know how many they’ve got between them.”


  “I can always use wipers,” the chief said. “I suspect between us we could take as many as a half dozen extra hands and just use them to bring the ship up to snuff.”


  “Day workers?” Larkin asked.


  Maggie nodded. “There’s a ton of cleaning and painting to do. When we get boarded, having the brightwork polished would be a mark in our favor.”


  “When?” Larkin asked.


  “Oh, yeah. We’re going to get boarded.” She shrugged.


  “You know something I don’t?”


  She grinned. “Well, yeah, but not about that. Just a hunch. Ship hasn’t been seen in the High Line in what? Two stanyers? Suddenly shows up with a load of ore for Mo’s?”


  Larkin’s eyebrows lifted. “I see your point.” He shrugged. “It’ll dilute the shares but might be worth it.”


  “Share’s aren’t going to be squat on this run anyway,” Kondur said. “Lemme see if I can find Earle or Lette. See what they say.”


  Larkin nodded. “Check with Atwater. See where we are on supplies?”


  “Aye, aye, Skipper.”


  Larkin gave him a crooked grin and waved him off.


  Kondur took a last swig of coffee and headed for the brow.


  * * *


  Zachary stuck his head through the opening. The small space had been trashed. It looked like anything that could have been broken had been. A layer of crushed crockery and wooden splinters covered the deck. Even some of the cookware looked like somebody had taken hammers to it, bending it out of shape so badly, he’d have been hard pressed to recognize it out of context.


  “Any idea who did this?” he asked the security guard.


  “Oh, yeah. The chief had a team in there most of the afternoon and into the early morning.”


  “Is he done?”


  The guard shrugged. “He said you can have it.”


  Zachary looked at the wreck. “Damned nice of him.”


  The guard snickered.


  Zachary looked at Lavinia. “You just lucky?”


  “Sleeping with the scheduler.” She shrugged.


  He stepped into the room, shuffling his feet to push the loose crap ahead of him. “What do you think?”


  She blew out a long breath while she surveyed the room. “Scoops and brooms until we can get enough of the trash out to cut the fittings off.”


  “Need a hand?” he asked.


  “Naw. Space is too small for too many people. They’ll just put somebody’s eye out with a broom handle.” She nodded to him. “Thanks, though.”


  “I’ll get out of your way. Call if you need anything or run into trouble.” He cast a meaningful glance at the security guard at the door.


  She snorted. “Will do.”


  Zachary stepped back out into the passageway as Lavinia started barking orders and the crew with her started jumping. He looked at the guard. “What’re your orders?”


  “Stay here until the holes are closed.” He shrugged.


  Zachary looked at the wreckage one last time and shook his head. He walked down the passage toward Charlie-Ten and wondered. Atwater might have been the ringleader, but the man appeared way too clever to leave incriminating evidence clasped in the hand that was flipping a bird at the station, at Vagrant. Where would he keep it? And if he wasn’t the leader? Who was?


  He paused in the plaza and looked around, trying to see it for the first time. He picked out a number of the stencils on the surrounding bulkheads nearest him. He’d been noticing them more and more as he walked around. Dark sun. Dark night. Whatever they were.


  He sneezed a couple of times. The itching in his nose reminded him of the increasing particulate count in the atmosphere. He sighed. The particulates might pass in the short term, but if they didn’t start clearing them away soon, more and more people would develop breathing problems. Clearly something had to change on the station.


  What’s the difference between a mutiny and a revolution?


  * * *


  Malachai woke to the sounds of voices in the berthing area. He blinked awake, checking the time on his tablet. Barely 0700.


  Somebody stepped into the gap at the end of the quad, a body blocking the light and no more. “We got a live one.” A man’s voice that skewered Malachai’s ears like needles.


  “Hey,” he croaked. “I’m tryin’ to sleep here.”


  Several more people crowded into the tiny space, nothing but shadows and shapes until somebody found the berthing area lighting and turned the overheads up.


  Malachai flinched and covered his eyes with his forearm.


  “Up and at ’em, sleeping beauty.” The same voice as before. Somebody kicked the side of Malachai’s bunk. “Work detail at 0800.”


  The hangover made Malachai’s head pound. He probably shouldn’t have had that last pint. “Bugger off,” he said, rolling over and pulling the covers over his head.


  “Jake? Get a bucket of water for me, would you?” the voice said. “We’ve got a recalcitrant wiper.”


  Malachai lay there for several moments as the chuckling and mutterings mixed with the scuffing of shoes on the deck. The meaning of the guy’s words filtered through his head ache. He rolled back and jerked upright, smacking his head on the bunk above. “What the hell?”


  A sandy-haired guy sat on the lower bunk across from him and what looked like dozens of faces peered into the narrow quad. “Good morning. Sleep well?” The bugger grinned at him. “Sorry to disturb your much needed beauty rest, old son, but the day’s wastin’. You Vagrant?”


  Malachai closed his eyes hard and looked down at the deck. “Yeah. What of it?”


  “Well, I’m your section chief, at least for now. You can call me Enoch. Or whatever other name you like. I’ve been called all of them.”


  “Enoch? That like eunuch with a vowel problem?” Malachai asked.


  Enoch laughed. “Nice to see a man who can joke with a hangover. Cheer up, buddy. Where we’re going you won’t need to worry about hangovers for the next few months.”


  Malachai looked up at the man, feeling every centimeter of pain in his body. “You know who I am?”


  “If my roster is correct, you’re Malachai Vagrant. Does that help you out, buddy? Sound familiar to ya?”


  The crowd chuckled but Malachai lacked the will to look at them. “Yeah. Helps a lot. You know who my father is?”


  “I’m pretty sure it wasn’t me, why? Don’t you know?”


  Malachai nodded. “Yeah. Edgar. Edgar Vagrant.” He blinked a few times and swallowed some of the dried yuck that kept trying to clog his mouth. “Sound familiar?”


  Enoch pressed a hand to his chin and looked up at the overhead. “Edgar. Edgar. That sounds surprisingly like the guy who owns the station.” He looked at the crowd. “That right, boys and girls? Edgar Vagrant?”


  He got several affirmative answers scattered among the chuckles.


  Enoch leaned back down to get close to Malachai’s face. “See, here’s the thing, Malachai, old son. We’re here. He’s there. There, he’s your father. Here? Not so much.”


  “You’re going to have to go back eventually,” Malachai said.


  “Ah, true.” Enoch sat up straighter. “Eventually, we probably will have to go back. In the meantime, we’re here. You’re here. It’s up to you, old son. As section chief, I’m your boss now and I can—and will enjoy—making your life a living hell.”


  Malachai stared at him, not quite processing the words.


  “Or, you can do your stinking job. You can do what you’re supposed to when you’re supposed to, and if you can do it without stepping on your own dick in the process, so much the better.” He cocked his head to the side. “Am I getting through to you, old son? Talking too fast? Too loud?”


  “I hear ya,” Malachai said.


  “It’s a start,” Enoch said with a grin. “Now, you’ve probably missed brekkie on the mess deck but you might be able to grab some coffee and some analgesics before you report to the engine room at 0800.” He leaned forward and gave an audible sniff-sniff. “You might grab a fast shower. You’ll need another by day’s end, but at least you won’t have to smell yourself all day and neither will we.” Enoch stood and parted the pile of people blocking the opening with a wave of his hands. “Look alive, people. Find a bunk. Make it. Stow your gear. He’s not the only one due aft by 0800.”


  The next few ticks of chatter and laughter, punctuated by slamming locker doors, drove Malachai to more or less vertical in order to escape to the head. He felt a little better after drinking some water and sluicing some of the drunk-sweat off. At least the noise in the head, while echoing against the hard surfaces, tended to be less percussive. He got into fresh clothing and left the noisy berthing area, only vaguely aware of the rest of the crew. His head still pounded but the aroma of coffee drew him to the mess deck by his nostrils. He grabbed a mug and found a seat in the corner where he could watch the door and put his back to a wall. The last thing he needed was some idiot deciding that grab-assing would be a fun thing to do. He took a solid swallow of the coffee, letting it slide down his throat as he put his head back against the bulkhead and closed his eyes against the too-bright lights. He pondered his future and potential retributions.


  * * *


  Kondur found Lette Bachelor by the simple expedient of pressing the lock call on the Star Stuff’s dock. When the lock opened, Lette stepped out.


  “Verkol? I thought you’d be halfway to Siren by now.”


  “Yeah. Well, got a tick or two?” Kondur nodded down the docking gallery. “Buy ya coffee?”


  She shrugged. “Throw in breakfast and you’ve got a deal.” She keyed the lock closed and fell into step with Kondur, shambling along at his side like she had the weight of worlds on her shoulders. “What’s this about?”


  Kondur glanced over at her and shrugged. She looked like hell, with dark bags under her eyes and a tightness to her mouth that looked foreign on the smiling Lette he’d known in the past. “How bad is it?” he asked.


  She shot him a glance and shrugged. “Been better.”


  “How’s the boat?”


  She shook her head. “She’s sound enough overall.”


  “But?” Kondur asked.


  “But these tissue-paper grinding heads are pointless. We’re gonna spend more time swapping heads than grinding rock. They cost too much and aren’t worth the paper they’re made of.”


  “We had the same problem,” Kondur said. “Took twice as long to fill the hold.”


  Lette sighed. “Price of fuel and food went up, too.”


  Kondur felt his eyebrows rise at that. “Really?”


  She nodded. “I should have stocked up as soon as we docked.”


  “Can you make a profit?”


  “I don’t know,” she said, glancing at him again. “Net after paying off the crew? I don’t know if we’d have enough left to restock.”


  They came to the Grinder and Kondur held the door. The smell of coffee and beer mixed with bacon and toast gusted out as they walked in. They took a table in a corner. The place wasn’t exactly busy, so they had their pick. Kondur took in the slumped shoulders and frowning faces. He recognized most of them and nodded as they passed.


  Mikey came over to the table and slapped down a pair of mugs and a thermal carafe. “Verkol. Lette. What can I get ya?”


  “Load an omelet, potatoes. Toast,” Lette said.


  Kondur nodded. “Same.”


  Mikey nodded and headed back to the kitchen.


  Kondur did the honors with the carafe and slid a mug to Lette.


  “I can’t leave the barge,” she said, lifting the cup and taking a slurping sip of the hot liquid.


  Kondur nodded. “Can’t leave the barge or can’t leave the crew?” He lifted his cup and watched her while he burned the crap out of his tongue on the bitter brew again. He sucked some cool air into his mouth to try to cool the burn.


  She chuckled. “Hot, huh?”


  Kondur grinned but didn’t say anything.


  Lette hunched over staring into her cup, elbows on the table. “Is there a difference?”


  “I think so,” Kondur said.


  Mikey came back with their food and some utensils, doling it all out with practiced efficiency. “Need anything else?”


  They both shook their heads and Mikey wandered on to the next table.


  Lette didn’t look up as she dug into the eggs, chopping up the omelet and mixing it with the potato before forking a load into her mouth.


  Kondur let her eat for a while and addressed his own plate. He got about halfway through before she spoke.


  “What’s the pitch?” she asked, finally looking up from her plate. She ripped a chunk off a slice of toast with her teeth and washed it down with a slug of coffee.


  “I need a second mate. I want you to do it. We need engineering department heads, and still need crew.”


  Her jaw slowed and finally stopped as she peered across the table at him. “Huh.”


  He took a couple more bites of his breakfast and sat back, coffee mug in hand.


  Lette looked around the room, her fingers drummed the table and her brow furrowed. After a few long moments, she used the last of her toast to corral the scraps on her plate and shovel them into her mouth without looking up at him.


  He reached over and pulled her mug toward him, topping both of them off with the last of the coffee in the carafe. He slid hers back and finished clearing his plate while she chewed over the deal.


  She popped the last bite of toast into her mouth and pushed the cleared plate toward the middle of the table. She looked up at him and leaned back in her chair, pursing her lips. “The whole crew? Grinders and all?”


  He shrugged. “Many as want to come.”


  She ran her tongue around her teeth, working her jaw, perhaps searching for words among the bits of breakfast. “Short term, I can see it. What’s gonna happen when we come back?”


  Kondur shrugged and looked down, unable to look into her eyes. “I don’t know.”


  “We stiff the old man like that and we’ll never work on this station again,” she said.


  He grinned at her. “That’s not exactly a strong argument given that you might not survive another trip to the belts.”


  She snorted and toasted him with her mug. “Can’t argue that.”


  “Besides,” he said. “We’ll be gone a couple of months. Who knows what we’re going to come back to?”


  Kondur watched as her gaze flipped over to the stencil on the bulkhead above their table, the semigloss black paint obvious against the flat bulkhead.


  “How many you got?” Kondur asked.


  She looked at him with a frown. “How many what?”


  “Crew.”


  She chuckled a little. “That obvious?”


  “Took me a bit,” Kondur said.


  “Me, Martin, Rankin Morse. You know him?”


  “Morse?” Kondur shook his head. “Doesn’t ring a bell.”


  “You’d probably recognize him if you saw him. Old guy. Gray hair. Keeps a trimmed beard. Bit of a paunch.”


  “That narrows it down to about a hundred people. What is he? Grinder?”


  “Helm.”


  “None of your grinders?” he asked.


  “Nope. It was iffy when we started getting those damned heads. When the Millicent ...” She shook her head. “Lotta people came to the same conclusion.”


  “Not worth the risk?” Kondur asked.


  “Yeah.”


  “What’s Earle doing?”


  “Prescott?” She shrugged. “He’s fighting for yard time right now. He’s got a transmission problem in the grinding arms. It’s gonna need rebuilding, I think. Yard’s fighting him on it.”


  “Them, too?” Kondur asked. “I knew the Lucky had a transmission problem.”


  “Lubrication broke down on both of them,” she said. “You check yours before they kicked you off?”


  He shook his head. “Didn’t really have a chance.” He sighed. “Won’t do them much good to go out to the belts if they can’t grind rocks.”


  She shrugged again. “You thinking of bringing him in?”


  “I need a third mate.”


  She pursed her lips and stared into the middle distance. “Worth asking. If he gets stubborn, you could check with Tim.”


  “I thought the Lucky got underway,” he said.


  “I did, too, but I noticed they were still tied up last night.”


  “Who’d you rather work with?” Kondur asked.


  “Between Tim McCoy or Earle Prescott?” she asked. “Tossup, really. They both know their way around the deck.”


  “Good to know.” He flexed his thumb in Mikey’s direction.


  Mikey brought the tab for Kondur to thumb and cleared the dishes. “You want some coffee to go?” he asked.


  “Yeah, I’ll take one,” Lette said, but Kondur shook his head.


  “Be right back,” Mikey said and took the dirty plates and cups to the kitchen.


  “When do you need to know?” she asked, turning sideways in her chair.


  “Sooner rather than later,” Kondur said. “How long you need?”


  She pursed her lips and frowned at the deck, tapping her toe. “I’ll go talk to them now. Probably have a decision this afternoon. I’ll need some time to get aboard.”


  He nodded. “If we can get you and one of the others by tomorrow, we could probably get underway the day after.”


  “That soon?”


  “Sooner is better. We’ll need some time to break in the crew.”


  She looked over at him. “That rough?”


  “Lotta quarter shares,” he said.


  She winced.


  Mikey came back with a paper cup and put it on the table. “Thanks for comin’ in,” he said.


  “Thanks for breakfast, Mikey,” Kondur said.


  He nodded and went back behind the counter.


  Lette led the way out, coffee cup in hand. She didn’t say anything most of the way back to the ship. She stopped at a lock and nodded at it. “Lucky Star’s still here.”


  “I know Earle better,” Kondur said. “I’d like to see him first. I can give you until this afternoon.”


  “You thinking I’ll say no?” she asked, resuming her stroll down the gallery.


  He shook his head. “No, I think you’ll say yes, but I’m willing to give you the time you need to make the decision.”


  “You’ll give one of them second if I don’t take it?”


  He shrugged. “Rather have you, but needs must. Assuming either of them will go.”


  She shrugged and stopped at her lock, keying it open. “Lemme talk to the boys. See what they say.”


  “Sure thing,” he said and headed back toward the big ship docks.


  “Thanks for breakfast, Verkol.”


  He waved a hand and kept walking. He felt pretty sure she’d go along with it. Every dark sun stencil he passed boosted his confidence another notch. For them to be as common as they were, the station had to be almost ready to blow. He did not want to be there when somebody touched a spark.


  * * *


  Malachai added Renshaw Parks to his list of people to kill. He couldn’t decide whether to kill him before or after Enoch Smart-ass. Perhaps before, as an appetizer.


  They shared a swab bucket on the long, long hallway—passageway—whatever-way. The spine. They had to swab the whole way from front to back, and every damn time that idiot rinsed his mop, it splashed Malachai’s legs with filthy water.


  The first time might have been an accident. The next time, maybe. The twelfth time? No. The kid had a smirk that just needed a bulkhead to meet it head-on. It grew every time he plunged the mop into the bucket and sent a cascade of now-cold water onto Malachai’s legs and down into his boots. Every step became a squelching hell.


  Malachai measured him out of the corners of his eyes, running the mop endlessly from the mid-line to the bulkhead. He had to admit that the path behind them looked better than the path ahead, but the grimy dirt went into the bucket until Parks splashed it out again.


  Then he started snickering.


  “What’s so funny?” Malachai asked, pushing the anger down into his chest where it felt like a rock on his soul.


  “Nothin’,” the kid said.


  “Then why’re you laughing?”


  Parks straightened up and plunged his mop into the bucket, but Malachai saw it coming and stepped out of the way in time.


  Parks was a big kid. Bullet head, no neck. Probably had Malachai by twenty kilos and ten centimeters. Looked like an albino gorilla with his pale skin, cropped hair, and freckled face. “No particular reason,” the kid said. “Just never thought I’d see the day a Vagrant swabbed a deck alongside a peon like me.” He snickered again and returned to his side of the passageway.


  Malachai splashed water out onto the kid’s side before wringing his mop and picking up the water that the kid had slopped over. He bit his lower lip and flipped the soggy mop through the air, spraying Parks with cold, dirty water before slamming the mop head into the wringer.


  Parks glanced at him and snickered. “How’s it feel?” he asked. “Getting to see how the other half lives? Huh?”


  Malachai levered the wringer closed, imagining he had Parks’s head in there, squeezing until his skull cracked and his eyes popped from their sockets. He pulled the mop out and made another pass over the waterlogged deck. He glanced back toward the engineering section and then forward again. They’d been at it for what felt like hours and still weren’t halfway. “Laugh now,” Malachai said, his voice low. “You’re going to back on the station soon enough.”


  “Belay that.”


  The quiet voice startled Malachai and he swept around brandishing the mop head. The chief stood there with folded arms and a scowl on her face. She eyed the mop head and then looked at Malachai. “Play nice or I’ll find something worse for you to do.”


  Parks snickered.


  “Both of you,” she said, the words snapping through the air like whips. “We’re all on the same boat. You can’t work together, you’ll be walking home from the Burleson limit. Am I clear?”


  “Aren’t we still docked?” Parks asked, straightening up and leaning on his mop. He had a crooked grin on his lips.


  The chief’s frown transformed into bemusement. “Yeah,” she said after a moment. “That’s why I’m warning you now. We’ll be at the limit sooner than you think. Unless you’d like to leave now, Mr. Parks?” She raised her eyebrows.


  Parks looked at Malachai for a long moment before shrugging. “I’m good,” he said, the amusement gone from his face.


  “Sar,” the chief said.


  “What?” Parks asked, tilting his head.


  “I’m good, sar,” the chief said. “Try it.”


  “I’m good, sar?” Parks said.


  “Better.” She looked at Malachai. “Vagrant?”


  “You’re clear, sar,” he said, leaning just a bit on the last word.


  “Good.” She gave each of them the stink-eye for a bit before stepping around them and continuing on toward the bow.


  Parks stared after her for a moment before resuming his swabbing. “Something, ain’t she?”


  Malachai looked over his shoulder toward the back of the ship. He saw the footprints in the wet deck behind him but couldn’t understand how she’d gotten the drop on him so fast. “Yeah,” he said. “She’s something.” He looked at her receding back and dunked the mop before continuing to swab. His brain kept spinning on the problem of how to get back at her. He let it spin while he dragged the mop back and forth, back and forth, across the deck.


  * * *


  Kondur stopped at the cabin and stuck his head in. “I think we’ve got Bachelor and her crew.”


  Larkin looked up from the screen on his desk. “Whole crew?”


  “Such as it is. Lette, her helm, and engineer.”


  “That’s her whole crew?” Larkin asked, his eyes widening.


  “Yeah. The grinders all bailed. I don’t know what she’s thinking about but she asked for some time.”


  “Ask me for anything but time,” Larkin said, almost to himself.


  “Yeah. I’m hoping she’ll jump sooner rather than later. I’ll brace Prescott this afternoon. See what his situation is. The Lucky Star is still tied up with mechanical issues, so there’s a possibility there.”


  “We’re topping off on quarter shares,” Larkin said.


  “I know, but I’d rather have too many ratings than not enough officers. We can bring Lette in as second mate. Martin Bagley can back up the chief as a department head beside Anton. Rankin Morse can be her helm. I don’t know him but if she’s happy bringing him in, I’ll take her word for it. Bring them in at full share ranks to shore up middle management.”


  Larkin shrugged. “Can’t fault that logic. What about the Lucky Star?”


  “Tim McCoy’s a solid skipper. Don’t know which way he’d jump. Don’t know if he’d want to bring the whole crew or not.”


  Larkin sighed. “We’re getting close then. Think we can push back within a couple of days?”


  Kondur sighed and leaned a shoulder against the door jamb, running the roster through his mind. “Lette and her helm. Me and Silvie. Earle or Tim assuming they bring a helmsman. We got more than enough quarter shares for messengers. Two more full shares for the chief?”


  “Did I hear my name?” she said, stepping around Kondur and sticking her head into the cabin. “Staff meeting and I didn’t get an invite?”


  Larkin waved them in. “Come in. Close the door.”


  Kondur stepped out of the door frame and the chief followed him into the cabin, latching the door behind her. They took the seats in front of the console.


  “How’s Vagrant?” Larkin asked.


  The chief snorted. “Other than a chip on his shoulder the size of a planet, an overinflated sense of his own worth, and the interpersonal skills of a rock worm? He’s actually doing pretty well.”


  Larkin frowned. “You had to straighten him out yet?”


  She shrugged. “We had some words.”


  “Was he standing at the time?” Larkin asked.


  She shook her head. “No. Not as such, but I’m pretty sure I had his attention.”


  “He’s a snake,” Kondur said.


  She nodded. “Yeah. Pretty much chip off the old rock. His father’s son. His father’s not a stupid man. Venal. Paranoid. Vicious. But not stupid. I figure young Vagrant takes after him in the paranoid and vicious department.”


  “His brother seemed a decent sort,” Larkin said.


  “Zachary?” The chief shrugged. “Yeah. Second-son syndrome. He hasn’t had his father riding his ass until now. Without Malachai as a buffer, that kid’s in for a rough time.”


  “Second-son syndrome? What? Like spare heir?” Larkin asked.


  “More like, your brother will inherit the company. Good luck on your own.” She shrugged. “He’s got a nose for hydroponics.”


  “Really?” Kondur asked.


  “Yeah. I wouldn’t mind having him in environmental myself. He’s got a good future if he can keep from being shivved some night because he’s a Vagrant.”


  “Can we trade them?” Larkin asked, his eyes wide and a grin on his lips.


  The chief laughed.


  “Where are you on staffing?” the captain asked. “Verkol thinks we may have the last two mates.”


  “You had some luck with the barge crews?” she asked.


  “I think Lette Bachelor is leaning our way, especially if she can bring what’s left of her crew.”


  “What’s that look like?” she asked.


  “A helm and engineer.”


  “If they’re as good as Anton, I’ll take them. That still leaves you short a third mate?”


  “Unless I can get Earle Prescott or Tim McCoy. Both their barges are down with mechanical problems. I’ll hit up Earle this afternoon and sound him out.”


  “What kind of mechanical problems?” she asked.


  “Transmissions in their grinding rigs.”


  “Both of them?” She frowned. “That’s unexpected.”


  “They take a lot of abuse on the rocks.”


  “They’re built for it,” she said, staring into the middle distance. “You want me to look into it?”


  “Not my ship. Not my crew,” Larkin said.


  She shrugged and blinked back into the conversation. “Fair enough.”


  “Can we get out of here by day after tomorrow, Chief?” Larkin asked.


  “Ship’s ready. If we have the crew, I don’t see why not. I do have a suggestion though.”


  “Hit me,” Larkin said.


  “We can jump pretty fast after we undock from here.”


  Larkin nodded.


  “Sail out for a week or so,” she said.


  Larkin pursed his lips and narrowed his eyes. “You’re thinking break them in easy?”


  “Well, easy’s a relative term,” she said. “Give us at least a few days to get the rhythm down. If we can get some of them going on the training and boost them up to half and full shares, even without spec ratings, before we go into the Dark?” She glanced at each of them. “I assume we’ve got profiles on them in the system?”


  Larkin nodded again. “Quarter shares are easy.”


  “Anybody check the High Line calendar?” she asked.


  Larkin frowned but Kondur’s eyes widened. “That’s brilliant.”


  The chief grinned. “I have my moments.”


  Larkin leaned forward onto his console. “Somebody want to let the captain in on the secret here?”


  “We’ve got a load of green crew, some of whom aren’t all that green,” Kondur said. “We created records from them as quarter shares which requires zero in terms of checking on the part of CPJCT.”


  “Yeah. What’s—?” Larkin’s eyes widened as the credit registered.


  “Yeah,” the chief said. “We can get some of these people up as high as Spec-3 with what they know already. Some may go as high as Spec-1.” She looked at Kondur. “Anton may need help with the math, but he should be there by the time the next training period hits in about four weeks.”


  “That doesn’t help us with the mates,” Larkin said.


  The chief shrugged. “The only one that really matters is captain.” She looked up at the master’s certificate on the bulkhead above the console. “I’ve got mine.” She looked at Kondur.


  He nodded. “Got mine too.”


  “So, we’ve got some work to do to bolster whoever comes in as second and third mate, but nobody’s going to be looking too closely. We’re going to get boarded, but if we present a good face, they’ll wink at discrepancies in the crew as long as there aren’t too many of them.”


  “For a ship that hasn’t docked in a couple of stanyers?” Larkin nodded. “Still say it’s foolish to only take this ship out when we’ve got a load of ore.”


  “I agree,” the chief said.


  “Why does he do it?” Kondur asked. “Anybody know?”


  Larkin made a sour face. “Crew. He can’t keep it crewed between voyages.”


  Kondur settled back in his chair pondering that for a few moments before he noticed the chief grinning at him. “What?”


  She shrugged. “Oh, nothing.”


  The twisted grin on her face belied the statement but he didn’t get a chance to question it before his tablet bipped. He opened the incoming message. “Lette and her crew will be here tomorrow morning. They’re just settling up affairs now.”


  “One more,” Larkin said.


  Kondur pushed himself up out of the chair. “Time to go see what Earle Prescott’s got going.”


  CHAPTER 10


  Ginger Wheeler answered the lock call at the Rock-a-Bye. She looked like she hadn’t slept in a month. “And what can I do for Verkol Kondur this afternoon?”


  “I’m looking for an engineer and a third mate. Maybe a helm,” he said. “Know anybody looking for a job?”


  “You just going lock-to-lock?” she asked, frowning but not kicking him out.


  “I was hoping to talk to Earle. Find out how things were here.”


  “Come on in.” She stepped back from the lock. “Earle’s in the galley. At least coffee maker still works most of the time.”


  Kondur followed her into the ship. “Anybody else aboard?”


  She shook her head. “Me and Earle. Stephan’s gone to visit his folks, and who knows where the grind crew is.” She glanced back over her shoulder. “Working for you already, I suspect.”


  “Stephan’s your helm?” he asked.


  “Yeah.” She turned a corner and stepped into the cramped compartment that served as mess deck and galley on the barges. “Got company, Skipper.”


  Prescott looked up from his mug and nodded. He didn’t look any better than Keeler. “Verkol. Figured you might be along. Have a seat.”


  “Coffee?” Wheeler asked, holding up a carafe.


  Kondur nodded at her and took the seat opposite Prescott at the narrow table. “Not going well, I take it?”


  Prescott snorted and picked up his mug. “Oh, just terrific. The transmission train is slagged. Even if we could get out to a rock”—he looked at Kondur from under a frown—“which I doubt, given the state of the rocket motors, we can’t spin the heads or bring in the ore.”


  Wheeler slid a mug of coffee in front of Kondur and took a seat at the table with her own. “You want something in that?” she asked.


  “Black is good,” Kondur said. “Kinda funny you and Tim both have transmission trouble at the same time.” He took a sip.


  Prescott snorted again. “Ain’t it, though. Both of us got serviced at the same time with the same substandard goop and now?” He shrugged. “Who would have expected us both to have the exact same malfunction?” He scowled into his cup.


  “What’s it looking like? You gonna try to get back out there?” Kondur asked.


  Prescott sighed. “You got room for me and Ginger over there?”


  “That bad?” Kondur asked.


  “They’re blaming it on me,” Wheeler said. “Failing to properly service transmission lubrication according to posted schedule.” She rattled it off like a quote.


  “That’s bullshit,” Kondur said.


  “Same line they’re giving Tim,” Prescott said. “Won’t matter. They’re charging the ship for repairs but we don’t have the reserves to cover it. We’re basically dead here and unless somebody comes up with the credits to pay Vagrant, we’re gonna stay dead. We were just trying to figure out what to do.”


  “Repairs are supposed to come from the company,” Kondur said.


  Prescott shrugged and stared into his coffee. “We’re just the choir. It’s Vagrant you gotta convince.”


  “Well, you wanna walk away, I’ve got openings.”


  “I was hoping this wasn’t just a social call,” Prescott said. “What you got?”


  “How many people you got?” Kondur asked.


  “Ginger, me, Stephan, and maybe Rob Gifford.”


  “Gifford?” Kondur asked.


  “Grinder. You’d probably recognize him if you saw him. Skinny guy, looks like his arms are too long and his neck’s too short?”


  “Sandy hair, keeps it buzzed?” Kondur asked.


  “That’s him,” Wheeler said.


  “We can take all of you. I need a third mate. Chief Stevens needs department heads for engineering. Bringing another helm aboard would mean one less person to train.”


  “Gifford?” Prescott asked.


  “If he wants to come. We’re up to our armpits in quarter shares but hoping to get some of them boosted by the time we hit the High Line. I think we still have space in the berthing areas.”


  Wheeler and Prescott shared a look, and Wheeler gave a single nod.


  Prescott held out a hand across the table. “When you need us to report?”


  Kondur shook it firmly. “Wanna leave day after tomorrow. Lette’s bringing what’s left of her crew over tomorrow morning.”


  Prescott nodded. “Sounds good. Better than sitting here racking up consumables costs.”


  They sat there silent for a few moments before Wheeler started chuckling.


  Prescott gave her a side eye.


  “Just thinking of Vagrant when he finds out the boats have been turned back to him.”


  Prescott shrugged. “I don’t think he really thought it through. He wanted to maintain ownership of the barges by hiring us as contractors.” He looked up at the overhead. “Well, he owns it now. I doubt this thing is worth enough to repair at this point.”


  “Shortsighted,” Wheeler said. “Always been his problem.”


  Kondur nodded and took a last sip of his coffee. “I better get back and get the captain up to speed.”


  Prescott stood up with him and they walked back to the lock. “Thanks, Verkol,” Prescott said as he keyed the lock open.


  “Welcome. Sucks that it’s under these circumstances,” Kondur said.


  Prescott looked around and shrugged. “We did our best. Can’t really say I’m sorry to leave it.” He looked at Kondur. “You must be glad to get off. Didn’t take you long to jump over to the Barbell.”


  “Yeah. Well, we were kicked off, so when Larkin asked me I had nothing keeping me.”


  Prescott nodded and offered his hand again. “Still. Thanks.”


  Kondur shook and grinned. “You can buy me a drink in Siren.”


  Prescott grinned. “Now I get it.” He nodded. “Fair enough.”


  “See ya tomorrow,” Kondur said and headed back to the ship. He needed to inform Larkin and make a final headcount tally to make sure he hadn’t hired more people than the ship had beds.


  * * *


  A snap that shouldn’t have happened woke Zachary. He lay in the narrow bunk blinking against the dark, still unused to the new shadows in Ella’s apartment. A scrape came from the other room, like a shoe on the deck followed by the sound of a chair being bumped before a light came on, shining through under the flimsy door that separated the bedroom from the main part of the apartment.


  He rolled out of the bunk, looking around for a weapon. He still felt muzzy from sleep but his heart beat a rough tattoo in his chest, the adrenaline trying to pump him awake. The darkness seemed blacker against the moving light coming under the door. He groped for his clothes, slipping on a pair of pants and the pullover he’d dropped beside the bed. The only thing he could find to swing as a weapon was a boot, but he left it on the deck.


  He padded to the door and had barely put his hand on the latch to pull it back when it moved as the light went out. He took half a step back, watching the door edge open, a paler gray stripe against the blackness. As the crack widened, he saw the shadow of somebody sliding the door to the side with a quiet rumble of the cheap rollers at the top. The door stopped moving with only a ten-centimeter gap, showing a dark shape moving into it.


  Zachary flexed his fingers, staring wide-eyed into the darkness trying to make sense of the blobs of dark and shadow until a paler gray showed, a face peering into the room. One arm was held out slightly, a flashlight in that hand. Zachary put one hand on the side of the door and reached forward, ready to grab through the crack. He took a breath and lunged, pushing the door open and driving his other hand into the intruder’s throat, pushing them backward. They tripped and fell, landing heavily with Zachary on top, the flashlight trapped between their bodies for a moment before the intruder pulled it out and bashed Zachary in the side of the head with it.


  Dazed, he lost his grip and the intruder rolled him off, scrabbling across the floor toward the door. Zachary stumbled to his feet, hand to his head and watched the intruder disappear into the dim passage outside.


  “What the—?” He took a few staggering steps to the open doorway and peeked around the corner in time to see somebody in a security jumpsuit running down the passageway, only to turn at the next junction. He looked up at the light outside the door. Somebody had broken it. He sighed and closed the door, noting that the deadbolt had been broken.


  Shaking his head, he turned on the overhead in the apartment. Nothing appeared disturbed. Something glittered under the table. He crouched down to see a knife and swallowed hard. If the guy had had that in his hand instead of the torch, the encounter might have gone a different way.


  He went back into the bedroom and grabbed his tablet to call security. He stopped before connecting and canceled the call.


  It wouldn’t do any good to call security if they already knew.


  * * *


  Kondur slipped into the wardroom on the captain’s heels. The space that had always felt so roomy now felt full. He nodded at the faces, most of whom he knew. The one he didn’t—a clean-shaven, younger man with a crew cut, wearing an academy ring on his right hand and cargo master insignia on his collar tabs—smiled and raised his coffee cup in greeting.


  Kondur nodded back on his way to the coffee urn on the sideboard.


  “Settle, people,” Larkin said, heading for the buffet. “We have places to be.”


  It only took a few ticks for them to grab food and take their seats. Larkin took the head of the table with Kondur on his right and Chief Stevens on his left. The new face sat beside her, leaving an empty seat for Atwater if he joined them. The mates lined up on Kondur.


  “First time for all of us together,” Larkin said. “I don’t stand much on ceremony. We’re a pickup crew and we’re going to need to adapt to each other pretty fast.” He looked down Kondur’s side of the table. “I know you all have been sitting at the head of the table for a while and I appreciate your help. You have any problems in your sections, I’ll back you. If I have any problems with you, you’ll know it.” He looked at the other side of the table. “Chief Margaret Stevens and Cargo Master Thomas Carstairs, if you don’t know them already, this is Verkol Kondur, Lette Bachelor, and Earle Prescott. They’ve each brought a helmsman and engineer from their mining barges, so they’re used to working together.”


  The chief smiled and nodded as the skipper called each of the names while Carstairs lifted a cup.


  “Chief Stevens joined us a few days ago and has been getting the ship ready to push back. I feel fortunate to have met Mr. Carstairs yesterday. He won’t have much to do since the cargoes are lined up on both ends, but he fills the billet we need for the High Line quite admirably. Thanks for coming along for the ride, Thomas.”


  “Always happy to do nothing for my pay, Skipper.” From another man, those words might have sounded off, even antagonistic. Carstairs made them into a joke and chuckles came from around the table.


  “I’m planning to push back right after lunch mess,” Larkin said, turning to the chief. “How’s engineering?”


  “We’re ready,” Chief Stevens said. “I’ve got some good section leaders, thanks to all the engineers our mates have brought with them.” She smiled across the table. “The tanks are filled and I’ve run diagnostics on all the running gear. “Ship and engineering crew’s as ready as I can make them, Captain.”


  “Mr. Carstairs?”


  “Can’s tied on. Solid lock. Should be ready to go, Captain.”


  “Mr. Kondur?”


  “Billets are filled. Three full watch sections plus a few day workers. Mr. Atwater tells me we have food and water for the journey, Captain.”


  Larkin nodded. “Anyone know of any reason we shouldn’t leave this afternoon?” He looked around the table. “Hearing none, we’ll call navigation stations at 1330 for a 1400 pull. Mr. Kondur, arrange the tug?”


  “Aye, Cap.”


  “For those who don’t know, we’ll be the Solar Clipper Fortune out of Impromptu on a trading run through CPJCT space, ultimately bound for Ciroda. My plan is to shake down the ship and crew for a week before our first jump. It’s longer than we really need but gives us some time to make sure everything and everybody works. We’ll be in the Dark when the CPJCT test window opens so Mr. Prescott, I’d like you to set up a schedule for testing.”


  Prescott’s eyebrows rose at that. “Testing, Skipper?”


  “Yes. I want you as training officer to get some of our quarter shares up to half or full, if possible. We’ll plan our jumps so that we’ll be able to drop into Albert a day or two after testing on our way to Siren. That will give our newly minted crew a chance to get registered properly in the databases.”


  Prescott looked around the table. “Can I get a hand with that?”


  Kondor leaned over and nodded. “I can help you, Earle.”


  “I can, too,” Carstairs said. “I’ve got little enough to do this trip but you’ll have to certify it as training officer.”


  “Wait,” the chief said. “Captain, there’s no regulation that says the third mate has to be training officer.”


  Larkin nodded. “Inertia,” he said with a grimace. “Belay that, Mr. Prescott. I’ll assign training to Mr. Carstairs, with my thanks.”


  “Thanks, Carstairs,” Prescott said.


  Carstairs shrugged and smiled. “Gimme something to do, but you’ll need to lean on your people to do the studying. I’m not any one’s chain of command so I can’t order them to. Not that I’d want to.”


  “Anything else?” Larkin asked.


  Everybody shook their head.


  “Very well,” he said. “Something comes up, see me. The shares aren’t going to be much to crow about but getting back in one piece seems a worthy goal. Let’s see what we can all do to make that happen, eh?”


  * * *


  Zachary spent almost the whole morning in hydroponics before getting the ping from his father. He sighed and rinsed his hands off before starting the long trek back to Alpha and his father’s office from Fox. He had a smudge of white lubricant on his sleeve and his head still hurt from being bashed by the intruder.


  “He’s expecting you,” Martha said when he stepped into the office. She gave him a smile and pressed the button to release the door latch.


  Zachary didn’t put too much stock in that smile. He wasn’t sure if it was sympathy, warning, or just a reflex action she gave to everybody entering the lion’s den.


  His father looked up and scowled. “About time. What have you learned?”


  Zachary blinked. “About what?”


  “About this damned mutiny.” His father glared at him, lips pressed into a line. “What else?”


  Zachary shook his head. “Nothing. I wasn’t aware I was supposed to be looking into it. I thought that’s what you had Rawlins working on.”


  “Dammit, boy. Do I have to do all your thinking for you?”


  “You never said anything about it. How was I supposed to know?”


  “Get out there and find out what you can, idiot. If they win, you think you’re going to be spared?”


  Zachary shook his head. “I wouldn’t know the first place to start.”


  “Look into this Olivia Sterling woman,” he said. “She seems to be up to her pretty ass in it.”


  “Isn’t Rawlins already working it?”


  “Gideon’s a good man. Loyal man. He’s not a Vagrant, boy. He’s an outsider. I don’t trust him. You look into Sterling. Works the mining docks. While you’re there, find out why those lazy-ass miners are still tied up. They need to be out grinding ore. Life blood, ore. They’re cutting us off.”


  “Olivia Sterling,” Zachary said, pulling out his tablet to look up the name.


  “Yes,” the old man said. “Now get out there and turn up some dirt.” He gave a curt wave and returned to his console.


  Zachary sighed and left the office, nodding to Martha as he passed through the outer office. On a hunch, he stopped and looked at her. “Martha, does he seem to be getting worse?”


  She looked up, eyes wide. “Worse?” She licked her lips and gave a short shake of her head. “I don’t know what you mean.”


  “He seems a little more paranoid, a little harsher, every time I see him. Surely you’ve noticed. You see him every day.”


  She lifted her chin and shook her head. “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mr. Vagrant. If you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.” She burrowed into her console as if she thought staring intently into it hard enough would make her disappear.


  Zachary shook his head and continued on his way toward the barge docks. At least he could nose around there a bit. If the barges weren’t getting back out, they’d soon have a bigger problem than too much ore.


  * * *


  Malachai hadn’t really come to grips with sharing a bedroom with twenty-plus other people. Seemed like there was always somebody in the berthing area and often more than five, all nattering away like it was some kind of pub instead of a place to change clothes and sleep. He could barely hear himself think for the noise. He pulled a fresh set of clothes from his locker and headed for the refresher. At least in there, he’d have a bit of privacy and some quiet, even if they only gave him about two ticks of running water.


  He pushed through a clot of engineers outside the door and had to wait for one of the stalls to open. He leaned against the bulkhead and pulled out his tablet. The word had come down that he’d be able to take a test to move up in rank in just a few days if he could pass. It seemed like a lot of work for just one trip, but if he was going to get the drop on that Stevens woman, he needed some protective coloration. Looking like he was trying to better himself, to fit in—as if that was going to happen—could give him an edge.


  He didn’t have anything better to do.


  One of the doors opened and a woman stepped out, still rubbing a towel over her scalp. She nodded at Malachai as she passed.


  He turned his head to watch her pass. The little tease had left her shipsuit unzipped a bit in the front and her butt filled out the back nicely. Watching her go, he felt the familiar hunger low in his belly.


  “Don’t even think it.” Enoch stood right behind Malachai, arms folded and a frown on his face.


  Malachai glared at him. “Man can look.”


  “Man can mind his own business,” Enoch said.


  “Then why don’t you?” Malachai asked.


  “Look,” Enoch said, squaring up to Malachai. “In case it’s escaped your attention, we’re all gonna be stuck in this can for the next few weeks. No getting off at the next stop, because the next stop is a long way away. No getting away from each other, because this is going to be the only breathable air for a billion klicks. You start shit here, we’re all going to be stepping in it. The more people step in it, the worse your life is going to be. I get that you’re pissed. You don’t want to be here. I can’t help you. You signed up. You’re here. In a couple of stans, we’re going to pull the plugs and sail away. If you can’t keep your dick in your pants and your head on straight, then I’d suggest you get to the lock and go through it now rather than after we undock.”


  “Or what?” Malachai asked.


  The big man shook his head and sighed. “Your neck, buddy.” He nodded at the refresher. “You gonna use that or just hold up traffic?”


  Malachai pushed off the bulkhead and strolled into the cubicle, closing the door behind him and throwing the latch. He pondered whether he should put Enoch ahead of or behind Parks while he stowed his clean clothes and got clean himself.


  * * *


  Zachary pulled up the barge reports on his tablet, but they didn’t show much. He shifted to ore handling. The most recent ore transaction was a week old. He scanned down through them and that seemed about right. Most of them were at least a few days apart. He couldn’t see how much loose ore the station owned, but it was more than a Barbell can’s worth.


  He tried again, pulling up the system traffic reports. That helped some. Three barges headed in from the belts. Their arrival times varied by about three or four days. He looked around for the outbound ships, but didn’t find any in the report. He switched over to the commercial side and saw incoming and outgoing vessels. The big mixed-freight hauler would be docking in the next couple of days and a tractor had left two days ago, bound for The Ranch, if he could believe the note.


  He looked up and down the gallery. It seemed pretty dead, so he walked up to the gallery supervisor’s office at the far end, checking the locks on the way. Four of the eight had ships on them. He chewed on that fact and knocked on the supervisor’s door before entering. He found a slender man pushed back in his chair, feet on the console, and a cap pulled low over his eyes.


  “You the super?” Zachary asked.


  “Yep.”


  “Busy day?”


  “Nope.”


  “Why don’t I see any barges outbound on this display?” Zachary asked, holding up his tablet.


  “None going out,” the man said.


  “Why not?”


  The man sighed and pushed his cap back on his head as he pulled his feet off the console and placed them on the floor. “Because one of them’s been beached. Another two got so badly damaged they can’t mine and they’ve been turned back in by their crews. Fourth one just got here. They’ll be heading out in a few days unless they’re as banged up as the rest.”


  “Beached?”


  “Yeah. Repairs cost more than the barge. Vagrant ordered it tied up and let the crew go. We’ll get it melted down for scrap as soon as we can find somebody to tow it out to the recycler and cut it into pieces.”


  “Where’s the crew?” Zachary asked.


  “Heading out on that Barbell, I believe.” He gave a sideways grin. “Along with the crews of those other barges and pretty much anybody with any kind of spacer experience, along with a bunch of people with none.”


  “What’s the matter with the others?”


  “Mechanical failure. Used the wrong lubricant in the grinders. Cost to repair was more than they can earn, so the crew turned the barges back to Vagrant.” The guy grinned.


  “What’ll happen to them?” Zachary asked.


  “The crews or the barges?” the supervisor asked.


  “I was thinking of the barges but both, I guess.”


  “Eventually Vagrant will send somebody down to find out what’s going on and they’ll have to deal with the barges. The crews? Whatever they want. Probably never get back on the barges but that’s a crap job among crap jobs.” The guy raised his eyebrows. “Who are you, anyway?”


  Zachary sighed. “Apparently I’m the guy Vagrant sent down.”


  The supervisor snorted. “Good luck with that one, bud. I sure as hell wouldn’t want to be the guy sharing that bad news with him.”


  “Yeah, well. You know Olivia Sterling?”


  “Course. One of the gallery managers. Usually covers evening shift. Why?” He narrowed his eyes. “Who are you, anyway?”


  “Zachary,” he said. “Zachary Vagrant.”


  The man paled, stiffening in his chair. “Oh, uh. Listen, I didn’t mean—”


  Zachary waved a hand. “You’re right. I don’t wanna be the guy to tell him either.” He shook his head. “Why the wrong lubricant?”


  “What?”


  “You said they used the wrong lubricant.”


  “Oh. The chandlery sent it down. Said they were out of the regular lube but this was supposed to be just as good.”


  “But it wasn’t,” Zachary said.


  “Nope. Not sure what the issue was, but it screwed up those barges big time.” He shrugged. “Ruddy Mudder’s due in a couple of days. Same problem. You can ask them.”


  Zachary nodded. “Thanks. I’ll do that.” He turned to leave.


  “Uh, about your father?” the supervisor said.


  “What about him?” Zachary asked, looking back at the man.


  “I didn’t mean nothing.”


  Zachary shook his head. “I didn’t hear anything. Thanks for your help.”


  The man swallowed hard but still looked pale. “You need to get onto them? The broke-down barges?”


  The thought hadn’t occurred to him but he nodded. “Yeah. I might. Why?”


  The supervisor nodded. “Thought you might like to have a look at the damage yourself? Something you can report, you know?”


  “Good idea.”


  “They’re Vagrant’s barges now. Lock will open with the override code. Code’s the lock number six times.”


  “That open any lock?”


  The guy shook his head. “Only on unclaimed barges.”


  “So anybody with the override can go aboard?”


  “Yeah. They can’t undock or anything, but yeah. It’s so we can send in cleaning crews and such.”


  “Anybody been on board since the crews left?”


  The man turned to his console and tapped a few keys. “Nope. Last log entry is the ship being released back to Vagrant.”


  “Can you change the override?”


  “I can’t, no. That’s going to be somebody in security, I’d think.”


  Zachary nodded. “Thanks again.


  The supervisor nodded. “Anything you need. Just come see me.” He swallowed hard.


  “What about those dark sun stencils?” Zachary asked, a hand on the doorknob.


  The guy started shaking his head. Slowly at first but picking up speed. “No. Crazy bastards. No idea who’s behind it. I see kids with the stencils and spray cans once in a while, but they’re just screwing around.”


  “So there’s no Dark Night movement?”


  “Not that I know of. No.”


  Zachary looked at the guy for a long moment.


  “No,” he repeated, a little stronger. “Not that I know of.”


  “Just kids with stencils?”


  “Far as I know.”


  “Where’d they get the stencils?” Zachary asked.


  The guy shrugged.


  “Any particular kids?”


  “Hell if I know. Kids are kids.”


  Zachary nodded and left, pulling the office door behind him closed with a snick of the latch.


  He strolled back down the gallery, stopping at each lock to look at the keypad. In theory, anybody could go into those ships. He didn’t know what that meant exactly, but it made his curiosity bump itch. He wasn’t sure he trusted the idea that it only worked on returned ships. What little he knew of his father’s operation, security had their own overrides. The thought sent a cold chill down his back, remembering the late-night caller and the knife now hidden in his own quarters in Baker.


  He could go in and look, but he needed somebody who knew what they were looking at to explain it to him. Why did the one ship get beached while the others, too badly damaged to be economically repaired, weren’t? There had to be a reason. He just needed to figure it out—and he couldn’t do that without help.


  He headed for the big ship docks and hoped that he could get Kondur to talk to him.


  * * *


  Kondur stepped out of the lock and nodded. “Zachary. We’re getting ready to pull out.”


  “I figured as much. I need to know who to talk to about the barges.”


  “What about them?”


  “Two with bunged-up transmissions because of a bad lubricant?” Zachary said. “Same time. Same lubricant?”


  Kondur shrugged. “It was marked right, but it wasn’t actually rated for work in a vacuum.”


  “Did you use it, too?” Zachary asked, remembering the air filter media.


  “We still had enough of the old stuff, but it was in our stores. Another couple of days and we’d probably have killed the mining transmission. Why?”


  “I’m just wondering what to do with this barge,” he said. “And the ones coming in from the belts. If they’re not crippled now, they will be if they use that crap. Right?”


  “That would be my guess. You’d need to get it tested, I suspect. Just because it says it’s rated on the bucket, doesn’t mean what’s in the bucket really is.”


  Zachary swallowed the sour taste in his mouth, already sure he knew where the problem came from. “Any idea how to find out?”


  “Here?” Kondur shook his head. “Maybe send a sample to a lab over at Mel’s Place.”


  “That’s going to take time.”


  “Tell the chandlery to stop selling it to the barges and send word to the belts that it’s tainted or something,” Kondur said. “Get them back before they slag the barges.”


  “That cuts off the supply of ore,” Zachary said.


  Kondur just raised an eyebrow. “Like crippling the fleet will help that?”


  “Without proof?” Zachary asked.


  Kondur shook his head. “They’re your father’s boats. He’s going to have to be the one to do it.”


  “He’ll crucify me,” Zachary said.


  “Get a can of the junk off a barge and a good can from the chandlery. Take a sample from each and put it in an airlock,” Kondur said. “Not a perfect test but if the crappy fluid is as bad as I’m hearing, it should give you something to go on.”


  “Mr. Kondur? The captain’s waiting,” one of the spacers said, standing in the open lock.


  “Thank you.” Kondur turned back to Zachary. “Look, you’ve got two dead barges now. Every barge that uses that fluid will join the pile of scrap. If you can’t convince your old man with that, this whole place is screwed.”


  Zachary nodded. “Thanks. I think.”


  Kondur shrugged. “Sorry. Best I can do. Check with any of the skippers that are left. I’m pretty sure they’re as desperate as you are. Maybe more so because they’re the ones having to go out and mine.” He turned and strode back up the ramp. The lock closed behind him, cutting off his view of the younger Vagrant standing there staring at the deck and chewing his lower lip.


  “Problem, sar?” the watchstander asked.


  “Not for us,” Kondur said. “Not anymore.”


  CHAPTER 11


  Zachary spent the last half of the afternoon puttering around in hydroponics, helping the crew there by taking the daily fluid samples and running a visual inspection of the soybean crops.


  “You here again?”


  Zachary turned to see Abe Gunn, the hydroponics section lead, standing in the doorway. He grinned. “It’s peaceful here.”


  Abe nodded. “You angling for a job? As much time as you spend down here, I could probably slot you in.”


  “No. With Malachai gone, I’m getting a lot of his assignments.”


  “You’re hiding here so your old man doesn’t tag you with more work? That it?” Abe grinned.


  Zachary screwed the cap down on the lubrication tank and shook his head. “As if. No place he can’t reach me on the station.”


  “What’s on your mind today?” Abe asked. “Besides being saddled with Malachai’s chores?”


  “Mining barges,” Malachai said.


  Abe’s eyebrows rose. “That’s not exactly your specialty area.”


  “Malachai’s either,” Zachary said. “I just ran across the problem while looking into something my father wants.”


  “What’s the problem? Anything I can do?” Abe asked, leaning against the bulkhead and folding his arms.


  “Transmission fluid problem. The mining heads run off a transmission. The chandlery’s been issuing a fluid that says it’s rated for vacuum, but two of the barges that used it have apparently slagged their transmissions. They’re out of commission and their crews can’t make enough to repair them.”


  Abe frowned. “I thought the company owned the barges.”


  Zachary nodded. “They do. The crews lease the barges. The company’s supposed to buy the ore. That money goes to pay the crew and cover expenses for running the barges—like maintenance. If they don’t bring in enough ore, they can’t cover their expenses.”


  “That seems like a pretty rough life for the crews. The company holds all the cards,” Abe said.


  Zachary nodded again. “That’s the problem. I understand the rationale. If we just sent the crews out and gave them the barges, there’d be no incentive for them to work productively.”


  “You mean like here where we just get paid a pittance for keeping everybody else fed?” Abe asked, his mouth twisted into a grimace that might have been a smile.


  “Yeah. I suppose,” Zachary said, noting the tightness around Abe’s eyes. Something in the man’s stance made Zachary uneasy. “What’s going on, Abe?”


  Abe bumped his head back against the bulkhead behind him, gazing up at the overhead. “You’ve got no idea, do you,” he said.


  “About what?”


  Abe brought his head forward and stared at Zachary for long moments. “Your father is sucking the life out of this station.”


  Zachary looked down at his hands, suddenly not sure what to do with them.


  Abe stiffened and pushed off the bulkhead. “You know?”


  Zachary shook his head. “No. At least not the way you mean. I’ve got my suspicions.”


  “What do you mean?” Abe asked, taking a step forward. “How can you not know?”


  “I never noticed.” Zachary shrugged. “My entire relationship with him revolved around how I was never going to amount to much and that Malachai would take over the station when the time came.”


  Abe frowned. “That’s why you came down here?”


  Zachary shrugged again. “It’s peaceful.”


  “Huh. I thought you were ... I don’t know what. You don’t have a regular job, do you?”


  “No. Malachai got the assignments. I’d get the crap work that Malachai wouldn’t do or couldn’t do because he was too busy doing something more important.” He paused and looked up at Abe. “So I came down here to help out. Not like you people needed it, but because it was something productive and kept me away from my father.”


  “What changed?” Abe asked.


  “Remember last week? I got tagged to take over one of Malachai’s jobs?”


  Abe nodded.


  “Seems there’s an air filtration problem. I figured it out, finally. The filter media the station used was substandard. Caused problems in the air mixture manifolds.”


  “And your old man was behind it all the time, right?” Abe said.


  “Yeah.”


  “And the barges?”


  “Yeah,” Zachary said. “I don’t know for sure. Haven’t got far enough down the rat hole.”


  “Assuming he’s behind it, what do you do?”


  Zachary shook his head. “That’s the problem. I have no idea. I’m not even supposed to be working on that. It just came up. Without the ore, the company doesn’t have the credits it needs to invest in growth, but every day it seems like there’s some other problem with the barges.”


  “The Millicent was no accident,” Abe said, his voice low.


  “What are you saying?” Zachary asked.


  “The barges have been running on a prayer and luck for stanyers, Zachary.” He jerked his chin at the soybean crop. “Same as here. Every stanyer prices go up a little, but wages never move. We’re barely keeping this station in basics. We’re one crop failure away from starvation. We need to be expanding, upgrading our equipment. No funds for it. The equipment we do replace isn’t getting upgraded, it’s getting downgraded. It’s been happening for stanyers.”


  Zachary felt almost dizzy.


  “I’m almost sure nobody set out to kill the Millicent’s crew on purpose, but sending them out in crap ships with substandard equipment? Systems patched together with spit and a prayer? That’s not an accident.” Abe shook his head. “And those ruined barges? Who do you think is behind using the wrong lubricant?”


  Zachary sighed. “The company is going to have to repair them. At least two of the crews have terminated their lease contracts.”


  “What are you supposed to be working on?” Abe asked.


  “Those stencils,” he said.


  Abe frowned. “The Dark Night stencils?”


  “Yeah. My father’s convinced there’s a mutiny brewing and he wants to know who’s behind it.”


  Abe shook his head. “Far as I know that’s just a bunch of kids running around the station.”


  Zachary thought about it for a moment. “You’re the second person to say that.”


  “You know how kids are,” Abe said. “One does it and they all do it.”


  Zachary nodded, a chill sliding down his back. “True enough, I suppose.” His tablet bipped with a message from his father. “Speak of the devil,” he said. “I’ve been summoned.”


  Abe stepped out of the doorway and patted Zachary’s shoulder on the way by. “Good luck. Bad as my lot is here, I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes.”


  * * *


  His father scowled at him as Zachary came through the door. “What have you learned about this mutiny?”


  “Well, except for you, everybody seems to think it’s a bunch of punk kids with stencils.”


  “And you believe them?” the old man asked.


  “At the moment? I don’t have anything else to go on.” Zachary forced himself to slow his breathing. Getting mad at his father wouldn’t help anybody.


  “What about that Sterling woman? She’s up to her ass in this.”


  “I haven’t contacted her yet. She comes on the evening shift and I’ll go visit with her then.”


  “What the hell were you doing back in the hydroponics section?” The old man’s scowl deepened, leaving his eyes as glittery orbs in the shadow of his brow.


  “Thinking,” Zachary said. “Trying to figure out why so many of the barges broke down.”


  “Bah,” the old man said, pounding a fist on his desk with a fleshy thump. “Idiots didn’t do their maintenance and look where it got ’em.”


  “We’ve got three of the five barge locks tied up now with disabled barges and no crews for them,” Zachary said.


  “What are you going to do about that?” the old man asked.


  “Me?” Zachary shook his head. “Don’t lay this one on me. I don’t know anything about barges. Story going around the docks is that it’s the crappy lubricant on the grinders that caused the whole drive train to lock up.”


  One of the old man’s eyebrows rose. “For somebody who doesn’t know anything about barges, you seem to have developed quite a fondness for their fairy tales.”


  “What I know about barges is that without them, this place is dead. No ore, no product to sell. No product to sell, no credits to buy what we need to survive. We don’t make anything except food, water, and sewage without the ore. We only barely make enough food to feed ourselves and I don’t know if we actually get enough water to make up the losses if we don’t have ice coming in from the belts. That’s what I know.” Zachary swallowed, shocked by his own outburst.


  The old man settled back in his chair, his lips twisted into a wry grin. “Welcome to today’s dose of reality, kid. Now since you can’t seem to get anywhere with the Dark Night people, how about you figure out a way to get that ore flowing again before we all die?”


  “Are you just going to screw them over some more?” Zachary asked. “Because I can’t fix it if you’re constantly yanking the rug out.”


  His father leaned forward. “Listen to me, boy. The only screwing-over happening is with those lazy bastards breaking the equipment, running out of supplies, and whining because the price of ore is too low. Well, boo-hoo. They either figure it out or I’ll figure them out an airlock and find somebody who can. Am I clear?”


  * * *


  Zachary found Olivia Sterling by the simple expedient of being at the shift change on the barge docks. “Ms. Sterling?” he asked, stepping into the supervisor’s office.


  She looked up from her console and gave him a once-over. “Yeah?”


  “I’m Zachary Vagrant,” he said.


  “I know who you are.” She frowned and pursed her lips. “What can I do for you?”


  “How are things going here?” Zachary asked, feeling foolish for not having a better handle on what he was supposed to do with this woman.


  Her eyebrows rose. “Here? Where? In the docking gallery? Or on the station? Perhaps the Western Annex?”


  Zachary shrugged and leaned back against the bulkhead just inside the door. “I’m open.”


  She shook her head. “Everything’s fine here. How’s life among the rich and powerful?” She bit her lip and glanced away.


  “Well, there’s a shortage of children to eat and we’re running out of masses to exploit. I think there’s a plan to annex another station to make up the deficit but I’m not included in those discussions.”


  Her head snapped back around and she stared at him with wide eyes, her mouth slightly open.


  He shrugged.


  Her mouth closed with a click and her eyes narrowed. “What is it you want, Vagrant?”


  “What can you tell me about the disabled barges?” he asked. His father wouldn’t be happy with that question but it seemed more important.


  “What about them?” she asked. “The one was down-checked for replacement. Oldest barge in the fleet and beyond end of life. Two others have reverted to the company because of catastrophic failures in their mechanical systems. The crew has abandoned them.”


  “Is that what they’re saying? Abandoned?” Zachary asked.


  She shrugged. “The crews have reverted the ships to the company and terminated their contracts for operation. Better?”


  “Their reasons?”


  “I told you. Catastrophic—”


  “Yeah. I heard that.” Zachary cut her off. “Any idea why two barges would fail at the same time with the same problem?”


  She pursed her lips and frowned. “I know what they’re saying, if that’s what you’re asking.”


  “You know who’s putting up all those stencils around the station?” he asked. “Dark suns?”


  She stiffened and seemed to pale but Zachary couldn’t be sure in the office’s low light. “No. I’ve seen them around but never saw who did them.”


  “Your boss seems to think they’re done by a bunch of kids with too much time on their hands.”


  She shrugged. “Could be. It’s gotta be a messy process. Maybe look for kids with paint under their fingernails?”


  “My father thinks it’s a mutiny,” he said.


  She turned her chair to face him. “What do you think?”


  “I don’t know,” he said. “Just seems like there’s a lot of stuff that’s not quite right on the station.”


  “Why are you asking me?” She narrowed her eyes. “I’m just the night supervisor.”


  “You’re not the only one I’m talking to, but you’ve got a good view of the gallery in the evening.”


  “Not as good as the security cams,” she said. “You look through those?”


  He shook his head, kicking himself for not thinking of it. “Not yet. Why? You think I should?”


  She shrugged. “Might tell you who’s putting up the stencils.”


  “Possible,” he said. “What about the barges?”


  “What about them?”


  “Any truth to the lubricant being substandard?” he asked.


  She shrugged again. “Not my job. I believe the skippers, if that’s what you’re asking.”


  “How soon before these docking ports get cleared? We’ve got ships coming in that’ll need them.”


  “Yeah. One’s going out in the morning. That’ll free up two ports for the incoming. I assume the station will act on the remaining three before we get a traffic jam.”


  “Not your job,” Zachary said.


  “Not my job. They’ve been reported to security and traffic control.”


  “Mind if I go aboard?”


  “Knock yourself out,” she said.


  He nodded. “Thanks. It’s been fun. We’ll have to do it again sometime.”


  She frowned at him, still staring as he pulled the door closed on his way out.


  He wandered down the gallery and glanced up at the seeming ubiquitous security cameras. Nobody thought about them. Everybody knew they existed, but nobody gave them any mind. He wondered how many of them there were.


  Zachary stopped at the first lock and punched six 1’s into the keypad. The lock opened and he stepped in, a wave of cool, slightly funky air flowing over him. He followed the passageway in but stopped at the first intersection. He had no idea which way to go or what he might be looking for. Sighing, he turned and left the ship. He pressed the close button and waited for the lock to latch down.


  He glanced up to see Olivia Sterling peering out at him from the gallery supervisor’s office. He gave her a jaunty salute and headed for Ella’s apartment. He had a lot to think about and needed to try to get some sleep.


  * * *


  Malachai hunkered down on the mess deck with his tablet and worked through the training to move up to engineman—the next step on the ladder. The basics of the ship systems already seemed less mysterious after a few days of crawling around in and among them. He’d learned a lot about cleaning various kinds of dirt. A crack in one of his fingernails reminded him to be wary around some of the equipment, so he focused. If the idiots he worked beside could climb the ratings ladder, then he should have no problem.


  Halfway through a lesson on routine grav plate maintenance, the lights in the mess deck dropped to night-time levels. Still light enough to see by but also telling the crew to keep the noise down. As a day worker, he never worried about trying to sleep through the day so it never rose to a level of concern.


  Still, he finished the short lesson and packed up, putting his mug in the dirty dish box and tucking his tablet into its holster.


  Morning would come early and he sighed, wondering what crappy job he’d get stuck with next.


  And who’d he add to the already long list of people he planned to kill.


  * * *


  Kondur strolled down the long spine and stopped at Chief Stevens’s office. “Morning, Chief.”


  She looked up from her console. “Verkol. What brings you all the way down here?”


  He stepped in and leaned against the bulkhead beside the door. “How’re they shaping up?”


  She sat back in her chair and looked up at the ceiling. “Well,” she said with a sigh. “Most of them are just going through the motions.” She shrugged and looked at him. “Somebody in particular you’re worried about?”


  “Vagrant,” he said.


  She nodded. “Not surprising.”


  “He causing any problems?”


  “I’ve got him on day work. Cleaning and polishing.” She shrugged. “He doesn’t play well with others but I can keep him isolated. He does a half-assed job most of the time but it’s better than not doing it at all.”


  “No problems with him?”


  She grinned. “I didn’t say that. Just nothing I want to call to the attention of the captain.”


  He nodded.


  “You have a concern?” she asked.


  “He’s got a reputation on the station. Violence is usually his first choice, but he’s his father’s son.”


  “What? Paranoid?” the chief asked. “Sly?”


  “Self-absorbed. Sociopathic,” Kondur said.


  “Well, some of the best skippers are high-functioning sociopaths,” she said. “I suspect some chiefs and first mates are, too.”


  Kondur chuckled. “I can’t argue that.” He paused and crossed his arms. “How well do you know Vagrant Station?”


  She frowned and leaned forward onto her desk with her elbows. “It didn’t look healthy the short time I was there.”


  “Edgar Vagrant isn’t running the kind of station that succeeds.”


  “He’s been at it a couple of decades now, hasn’t he?” the chief asked.


  “Yeah, but once he had the basics down—some cash flow and some people—he stopped expanding.”


  “That’s not a bad thing in and of itself,” the chief said, looking up at Kondur. “Why does it look like it’s falling apart?”


  Kondur shrugged. “My opinion, and I could be off base, is that the old man is siphoning off all the revenues and not reinvesting in maintaining the infrastructure.”


  “You’ve got a bit of a chip on your shoulder over that,” she said, one eye brow rising.


  “Yeah, well. I was fighting them to get my barge repaired for over a stanyer. They kept giving me the run around. ‘One more trip’ and ‘We’ll save a slot for you next time.’ It never happened.”


  “What about the Millicent?” she asked. “They have a history of malfunction?”


  “Normal stuff. She was one of the newer boats in the fleet. Mine was one of the oldest.” He looked at the deck and shook his head. “That coulda been us.”


  “What would you have done different?” she asked.


  “About what?”


  “Anything. What do you think Vagrant should be doing now?”


  Kondur sighed. “If he doesn’t get the barges working again, he’s not going to have a station.”


  “Spell it out for me,” she said.


  “Ore is the only thing they sell off station. It’s the only thing that adds credits to the pool.”


  “Why can’t he just keep recycling the credits that are already there?” she asked.


  “Because they don’t have a deep enough pool. They import everything from atmosphere to food. They don’t even make their own steel. They’re selling the raw ore, when just a single decent-sized smelter would double the value of the ore when it goes to market.”


  “He’s also squeezing the workers between wages and prices, both of which he fixes,” she said.


  Her comment surprised him. “That’s pretty observant for somebody who hasn’t been there very long.”


  “I have my moments. What about young Vagrant?”


  “Chip off the old rock. Completely ruthless. Not somebody you’d want to meet alone in a dark passageway.”


  She grinned and winked at him. “His skills don’t back up his reputation.”


  He laughed in surprise. “But nothing you want to call to the attention of the captain.”


  “Yeah. Sometimes you just need to show them who’s boss once and they settle down. Like riding a horse.” She tilted her head. “You ever ride?”


  He shook his head. “But I get the reference.”


  “Anything else you need?” she asked. “I need to get back to my work.”


  He shook his head. “Just making the rounds. Checking on training.”


  “Ah. Well, speaking of young Vagrant, he’s working on getting up to engineman. A few of them are trying to jump to machinist. Anton’s got his whole environmental section working on Spec-3 while he works on Spec-1.”


  “Can he do it?” Kondur asked.


  “Anton? Yeah. The principles are the same on the barge as they are here. The materials focus on larger vessels, but there’s nothing there that he hasn’t had to deal with.”


  “Vagrant?”


  “He could probably hack the machinist test but he won’t risk it.”


  “Why not?” Kondur asked.


  “Because failure is not an option. He’ll take the safe route, always. He’d rather succeed at something he’s sure of than take a flier on something that might show him up as a loser.”


  Kondur felt his eyebrows climbing. “You think?”


  “I’m pretty sure. He’s sneaky, sly, overly confident in himself, and ultimately a jerk.”


  “So basically a young male,” Kondur said.


  She laughed. “That too, but he’s a bully. Bullies don’t like being shown up so they pick easy targets.”


  Kondur snorted. “Never mug a marine.”


  Her eyebrows shot up. “Where’d you hear that?”


  “Port Newmar. Physical training instructor.”


  She laughed. “I should have figured.”


  He shrugged, pushing off the bulkhead with his shoulders. “We all have skeletons, Chief. Thanks for the chat.”


  “Any time,” she said and turned back to her console.


  Kondur wandered back up the spine, taking note of the deck and fittings as he went. She’d given him something to think about and he still worried about Malachai Vagrant. You don’t cuddle up to a viper and expect it won’t bite just because you feed it. Something about the man made Kondur believe he was—at heart—a viper. Kondur worried about where, and when, he might strike.


  * * *


  Zachary’s tablet woke him at 0630. The bipping sound seemed louder somehow. He pried an eye open and picked the device off the side table and tried to focus. He had to run a hand over his eyes and pry the gunk out of the corners before he could blink them clear enough to read.


  He read the summons from his father and sighed before crawling out of the bed and padding to the bathroom to relieve his bladder and splash some water on his face. He peered at his bloodshot eyes in the mirror and asked himself aloud, “Is this what Malachai had to deal with every day?” He shook his head and wandered back to put on some clothes.


  The tablet bipped again but he just flipped it a rude hand gesture and stuffed it into its holster before leaving the apartment in search of coffee—and perhaps food. The nearest coffee shop was Betty’s, at the big ship docks. Yeah, it would be out of his way, but his father could wait that long. As he walked out to the diner through the various passageways, he looked for the security cameras. He spotted several that seemed to be aimed at bulkheads sporting the dark sun stencils on them. Why aren’t those kids being rounded up? It looked like security should have plenty of evidence.


  He smelled the coffee before he got to the diner and pressed through the main door. The place wasn’t exactly packed and he had no trouble getting a stool. “Can I get a coffee to go and one of those pastries?” he asked, pointing to the glass-fronted cabinet behind the counter.


  The server nodded. “You wanted the pastry heated up?”


  Zachary shook his head. “Just put it on a napkin. I’m late for a meeting.”


  The server nodded and gave him a sympathetic grin. “Comin’ up.” It didn’t take more than two ticks before Zachary left the diner with a cup of coffee in one hand and a pastry in the other. He took a shortcut down the length of the docking gallery, eating the pastry as he walked, washing it down with the coffee.


  He kept eyeing the cameras. The sheer number of them became problematic. He stopped halfway down the gallery and counted ten. He continued toward his father’s office, intent on finishing the pastry and most of the coffee before he arrived, but he kept counting cameras. By the time he reached the Alpha sector, he’d counted over a hundred.


  Who kept track of all that video?


  He popped the last bite of breakfast into his mouth and washed it down with a swallow of coffee before wiping his fingers on the napkin and stuffing it in his pocket before entering the office. Martha wasn’t at her post, but the inner door stood ajar so he pushed on through.


  His father looked up. “About damn time. Where have you been? I’ve been paging you for a stan and a half.”


  “Sorry. I didn’t realize it was a rush job.” He took a sip of his coffee. “I’m still waking up.”


  “What did you learn from that Sterling woman?”


  “Nothing,” Zachary said. “She says she doesn’t know who’s behind the stencils.”


  “You believe her?” his father asked, a sneer on his lips.


  Zachary shrugged. “Not necessarily. I don’t have any reason to disbelieve her at the moment. What makes you think there’s a mutiny afoot? Do you have any evidence that there’s something beyond a bunch of punks with spray paint out there terrorizing the station?”


  “What else would it be?” his father asked. “That kind of activity isn’t just random.”


  “Any reason to believe the workers are looking to overthrow you?”


  His father looked at him like he’d grown a second head. “Of course they want to overthrow me. Love o’ mercy, you idiot. What’s in that cup?”


  “Then what?” Zachary asked.


  “Then what what?”


  “Well, say they succeed? Then what will they do?”


  His father exploded to his feet and started screaming at him. “Who knows? We don’t even know who they are, let alone what they might want or do. That’s why this is so damned important. We need to stop this before it gets any more out of hand and you’re standing there with pastry on your shirt asking ‘then what?’”


  Zachary swallowed a sigh along with another sip of coffee. “Assuming you find the fifty or a hundred people? What will you do with them?”


  “Space them, idiot. What do you think?”


  “You think that’ll help?” Zachary asked, afraid of the answer but needing to hear it anyway.


  “Well, it’ll get rid of the troublemakers, won’t it?” The old man settled back into his seat without taking his gaze off Zachary. “Send a message to the rest, won’t it? Don’t screw with Vagrant.”


  Zachary nodded and let out a long breath. “Yeah. It’ll certainly send a message.”


  “Glad you’re finally coming around. Your brother wouldn’t be asking these stupid questions. He’d be out there banging heads until he found the answers.” He rocked forward in his chair, leaned his elbows on his desk. “Now get your ass out there and start finding out who’s behind this.”


  Zachary raised his cup in salute. “I’ll get right on that.” He left the office and headed for security. Maybe Chief Rawlins would have some insight into all the cameras and why none of them seemed to have captured kids with stencils and paint.


  * * *


  The officer on duty stood from his console and stepped up to the counter when Zachary walked in. “Yeah?”


  “I’m Zachary Vagrant and I’d like to see Chief Rawlins.”


  “The chief is out. Would you like to leave a message?”


  Zachary glanced at the chrono on the bulkhead. Still too early. “When does he usually come in?”


  The officer shook his head. “His hours are irregular. Your best bet is leave him a message.”


  Zachary nodded. “All right. Tell him Zachary Vagrant wants to see him.”


  “About what?” the officer asked, sitting back at his console.


  Zachary had a funny feeling about the security cameras and thought twice about mentioning them until he had the chief in front of him. “About the stencils.”


  “The stencils?” the officer asked.


  “The black rising sun stencils that are showing up all over the station?” Zachary asked. “You’ve seen them?”


  “Oh, those.” He nodded. “You want to talk to the section head for those.”


  “Who’s that?”


  “Grace Locke. She’s in charge of that.”


  “Is she in?”


  “Not at the moment. She’s out with a team doing cleanup now.”


  “Where can I find her?” Zachary asked.


  “I’m not at liberty to say,” the officer said.


  “Maybe I wasn’t clear. I’m here because my father—Edgar Vagrant—asked me to look into this. Perhaps you’d like to explain to him why I’m not allowed to know?”


  The office swallowed. “The corridor between Charlie-Ten and -Twelve.”


  “I know it,” Zachary said. “Thanks.”


  “You still want to talk to the chief?”


  Zachary shook his head. “Let me see what Officer Locke has to say.”


  “Lieutenant Locke,” the officer said, putting a little emphasis on the title.


  “Thanks,” Zachary said again.


  * * *


  Zachary tracked back through the station, paying close attention to the cameras and the locations of the dark suns on the bulkheads. He found a few on the deck and noticed one in the middle of a bench seat in Charlie-Ten’s plaza.


  He ducked into the passage where he’d closed down Leon Atwater’s restaurant just a few days before. The patches where maintenance had welded the doors closed showed as ugly scars on the otherwise smooth bulkhead. A young woman wearing a station security jumpsuit stood in the middle of the passage, hands on her hips and a frown on her face.


  “Lieutenant Locke?” Zachary asked.


  She turned to him. “Yeah?”


  “I’m Zachary Vagrant. Got a tick?”


  Her frown deepened but she shrugged. “Until the maintenance crew gets here.”


  “I wanted to know about these stencils. They’re everywhere.”


  She grimaced and sighed. “Fast as we take them down, the little bastards put them back up.”


  “You know who’s doing it?”


  She shook her head. “No, and the chief rides my ass about it every damn day.”


  “You have any idea why they’re doing it?” he asked.


  “Some bullshit about dark night rising and taking back the station.” She shook her head and sighed. “Buncha kids. Nobody seems to know which kids or where they get the stencils, to say nothing of the paint.”


  “Something special about the paint?”


  She nodded and waved him over. “Look.” She stood right beside the bulkhead and pointed to the nearest stencil. “It’s a heavy paint. Vacuum rated and glossy instead of the matte we normally use. We can’t paint over them. The paint just doesn’t stick to them. We have to scrape them off—or grind them off—before we can repaint the bulkheads.”


  “That strike you as odd?” Zachary asked.


  She gave him a squinty-eyed glare. “You live under a rock? Yes, it’s odd. It’s damned odd. That paint’s expensive.”


  “So, nothing a kid would have?”


  She frowned and bit her lower lip. “No, and that’s the other thing. We don’t know where it’s coming from.”


  “What do you mean? Had to come from the chandlery, didn’t it?”


  “They don’t sell this paint,” she said. “Black paint, vacuum rated, glossy? Yeah. This particular paint, no.”


  Zachary frowned as the impossibility of it sank into his brain. “Then where ...?”


  “If you can answer that, you’re doing better than I am,” the lieutenant said. “I have no idea.”


  “How much are we talking?” Zachary asked. “Seems like there are a lot of these around the station.”


  She shook her head. “Maybe as much as a hundred liters.” She shook her head again. “Hell, maybe twice that much. Every one of these covers at least thirty square centimeters. Plus the waste that must be on the stencils.”


  “You sure they’re stencils?” Zachary asked.


  “What else would they be?”


  He shrugged. “Must be a way to paint a pattern without the stencil. We print air filters and such. What if it’s a portable printer that’s set up to just spray this pattern?”


  She opened her mouth as if to say something but closed it again. “I’ve never heard of such a thing,” she said after a long moment’s thought as she stared at the shiny patch on the bulkhead. “Stencil would be cheaper but they’re messy. Where would they get it?”


  “Which?” Zachary asked.


  “Either,” she said.


  Zachary shrugged. “Same place they got the paint, I suspect.” He glanced up at the overhead. “Why don’t you have these on video? It would answer how they’re doing it.”


  Locke sighed and glanced up at the nearest camera. “Need to know,” she said.


  Zachary lifted an eyebrow in her direction. “Meaning, I don’t?”


  She nodded and looked away.


  “How many cams are there? Or is that need to know, too?” he asked.


  “Across the whole station?” Locke shrugged. “No idea. Hundreds.”


  “And none of them show a kid with a stencil?”


  She shook her head. “That’s what they’re telling me.”


  Zachary frowned, looking back and forth between the cam and the dark sun, letting the information stew a little in his brain before opening his mouth to speak. “That seem logical to you, Lieutenant?”


  She barked a short laugh. “None of it seems logical.”


  “Who’d you piss off to get this job?” he asked.


  “Not sure,” she said. “Rawlins got his ass in a sling over it and I happened to be in the office. It just rolled downhill to me.”


  “What do you know about Fisher?” Zachary asked.


  “Oh, yeah. You had a run-in with Fisher, didn’t you?”


  Zachary nodded.


  She glanced around, a smile tugging at the corners of her lips. “He was pissed. Major peeved. You took his fun away.”


  “What’s his beat? Code enforcement?”


  She snorted. “Head breaking, mostly. Corpse retrieval on the off days.”


  Zachary shook his head. “What retrieval?”


  She gave him a wry grin. “Corpse. Deaders. You know?”


  “I know what a corpse is. Where does he retrieve them from?”


  She shrugged. “All over. Dark alleys, mostly, I think.”


  “That’s a regular thing?”


  She snorted again and shook her head. “Ask your brother. Malachai, isn’t it?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Ask him where the corpses come from. Seems like he’s involved in at least half of them, one way or another.”


  “He’s on the Barbell,” Zachary said.


  “Oh, is he?” She nodded. “Makes sense. Murders are down. Hope there’s nobody on that ship you like very much.”


  Zachary forced his slacking jaw closed.


  “Don’t look so surprised,” she said. “You’re a Vagrant. You didn’t know?”


  “Know what?” he asked, a roaring sound building in his ears.


  “Vagrants get away with murder.” She gave him a sour look. “You really didn’t know?”


  He shook his head.


  “At least your brother gives them a fighting chance, little as it is. Your father sends Fisher or somebody like him.”


  “The Millicent?” he asked.


  “Good question,” she said. “That was a bit out there but nobody in security was surprised by it. Very handy that any evidence is scattered somewhere between there and the Deep Dark at this point.”


  A maintenance team showed up dragging a grav pallet with gear on it.


  “Good luck, Mr. Vagrant. If you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to get this cleaned up.”


  Zachary nodded, feeling a bit nauseated by the conversation and just slightly dizzy. “Thanks, Lieutenant.”


  She took a step toward the crew setting up the power washer in the middle of the passageway before turning back. “The cams?” She nodded at the one overhead.


  “Yeah?”


  “Take a close look at one sometime.”


  He felt his eyebrows rising.


  She winked and started directing the crew.


  CHAPTER 12


  Kondur settled into the watch with Silvie at the helm. “How you holding up?” he asked as Earle Prescott dropped down off the bridge.


  She looked over at him. “Compared to going to and from the belts? This isn’t so hard.”


  “How’s life in the berthing area?”


  “First couple of days were weird. Just the few of us aboard. Once the crew came in and we got underway, it’s been all right. Boring a lot of the time. I think everybody’s studying for something.”


  “Any scuttlebutt going around?”


  She shook her head and made an adjustment to the course. “Deck berthing is cool. The Atwaters are funny. They’ve got one of the quads for the three of them. Right near the door.”


  “Any troublemakers?” he asked.


  She glanced over at him. “You looking for me to rat ’em out?”


  He shrugged and made a production of scrolling through the logs. “Just asking.”


  She faced front and shook her head. After a few ticks she said, “Deck berthing is cool. No missing steps that we know of yet. Engineering? Not sure about them.”


  “Just because they’re engineering?” he asked, grinning at her.


  She shook her head. “They’ve got a couple of people over there that just don’t smell right.”


  “Literally smell?” he asked.


  She shook her head again. “Don’t be an ass. They’ve got a couple of people over there that just don’t like to play well with others.”


  “Vagrant?” he asked.


  “Well, nobody trusts Vagrant. He’s the easy one. He always has a chip on his shoulder and a sneer for anybody who’s not a Vagrant.”


  “Who’re the others?” Kondur asked.


  She shrugged. “Depends on who ya ask, I think. I’m not crazy about any of the station people.”


  “There aren’t that many ex-belters, are there?” Kondur asked.


  “No, but we tend to travel together.” She shrugged. “Everybody’s studying, keeping their heads down.”


  Kondur pondered that news as he ran through the standing orders again to see if any had changed. Compared to running a barge, the Barbell felt too easy. They had another day before the first jump into the dark, the first test of the crew. They probably needed to start some drills. Perhaps that would help with crew cohesion.


  He still felt uneasy.


  * * *


  Larkin shook his head. “Give them time, Verkol. Right now everybody’s just sniffing everybody else. Seeing who’s who and what’s what. You’re just used to a smaller crew.” He paused. “You have any concerns about jumping tomorrow?”


  “Nothing I can put my finger on,” Kondur said. “I just can’t help worrying, I guess.”


  “How’re your people coming on the training?”


  “Murdock, Argyle, and Morse should all make Spec-3/Helm. I think a few of the apprentices will get to able but most are just going for ordinary.”


  “Any problem children I need to be aware of?” Larkin asked.


  “None in my division. The Atwaters seem to be working out well.”


  “Have you checked with them on ratings?” Larkin asked.


  “No.” Kondur kicked himself. “I should have thought of that.”


  “Atwater doesn’t strike me as the kind of person who’d rest on his laurels,” Larkin said.


  “Still,” Kondur said, pushing himself out of his chair. “Lemme go do that while it’s fresh in my mind.”


  “Verkol,” Larkin said, stopping him at the cabin’s door.


  “Yeah?”


  “You hear anything from engineering berthing?”


  “Nothing to bring to the captain’s attention,” Kondur said. “That’s the chief’s job.”


  Larkin nodded. “You have any doubts about her?”


  “Stevens?” Kondur shook his head. “None.”


  Larkin made a sour face and shook his head, leaning forward on his console.


  Kondur pushed the cabin door closed. “What’s on your mind, Skipper?”


  “Too good to be true. Too pat. Too handy.” Larkin shook his head again. “We never did find out why she happened to be on Vagrant.”


  “She checked out, didn’t she?” Kondur asked.


  “Oh, yeah. She’s the same woman I met on the Artemisia. The real deal.” Larkin blew out a breath. “That’s the hell of it. She did. Top marks. Spotless record.”


  “Then what?” Kondur asked.


  Larkin raised his eyebrows. “So do we. Most of us anyway.”


  “You think it’s faked?” Kondur asked.


  “I can’t rule it out, but she knows her way around engineering.”


  “And she can handle young Vagrant,” Kondur said.


  Larkin raised an eyebrow. “Something I should know about?”


  “Nothing she wanted passed up the chain of command.”


  “Well, you’re not on her chain,” Larkin said.


  “Apparently she had a run-in with him and put him in his place. She didn’t share incriminating details.”


  Larkin sighed. “Somehow that doesn’t make me feel much better about her.”


  Kondur looked at the deck for a moment. “I don’t get any kind of problem feeling from her.”


  “Me, either, but I’m just paranoid enough to wonder if I would.”


  “You been working with Vagrant too long? Everybody’s after you?” Kondur asked.


  “It’s not funny,” Larkin said, frowning at him.


  “I wasn’t joking,” Kondur said.


  Larkin looked down at his console, appearing to examine his hands pressed against the surface. He blew out a sigh and gave a quick tap-a-tap-tap with his fingers. “Maybe,” he said. He looked up at Kondur. “Thanks.”


  Kondur dropped down the ladder and headed for the galley. He needed another cup of coffee, and he could check with Atwater at the same time.


  * * *


  Zachary kept going back to the security cams. Everywhere he went on the station he looked around until he spotted them. He wasn’t convinced there weren’t cams in the apartment he’d taken over from Ella. He couldn’t find them, but he’d looked.


  He’d even climbed up on a handy crate in hydroponics to see if he could spot anything interesting about the devices. They just looked like wireless cams. He climbed back down to find Paul Burdon leaning on the bulkhead with a wry smile on his lips. “Lose something?” Paul asked


  “My mind, I think,” Zachary said.


  Paul looked up at the cam. “You think you’d find it up there?”


  “No.” Zachary shook his head. “You ever think about them?”


  “The cameras? No, why?”


  “How many are there?” Zachary asked.


  Paul shrugged. “Hundreds? Maybe thousands?”


  “Yeah. So? Who’s watching them?”


  “Nobody, obviously,” Paul said. “We don’t have enough people on the station.”


  “Agreed,” Zachary said. “But how much data is that?”


  “Storage is cheap,” Paul said.


  “Cheap isn’t free,” Zachary said. “That’s a lot of data. A thousand cameras round the clock?”


  “Not so much,” Paul said. “Motion sensors to turn on the recording. Only record when somebody’s moving in the frame?” He shook his head. “Most of the cams probably don’t record more than once a week. Even then, it’s something like a cleaning robot sweeping down a passageway.”


  Zachary pondered that. “Why doesn’t security have cam footage of somebody putting one of those dark sun stencils on a bulkhead?”


  “They’re not looking?” Paul asked, then shrugged. “What could they do about it anyway? It’s just kids, isn’t it?”


  Remembering his father’s fulminating anger over a potential mutiny, Zachary wasn’t sure he wanted to know which kids might be doing it. If it was kids.


  “You ask security?” Paul asked.


  “On my way there now,” Zachary said.


  Paul looked up at the crate. “Odd path.”


  Zachary shrugged and left the hydroponics section.


  * * *


  The officer behind the desk just shook his head. “Sorry. That’s need to know and you don’t.”


  “I’d like to speak to Chief Rawlins,” Zachary said.


  “He’s out.”


  “Where?” Zachary asked.


  “Not my place to know. Certainly not to tell you.” He scowled at Zachary. “Now are you going to leave or do I have to lock you up?”


  “You’re going to lock me up?” Zachary asked. “For what?”


  “For being a pain in my ass. Do I need another reason?”


  “All right,” Zachary said and took a step back from the counter.


  “All right, what?” the officer asked.


  “Lock me up,” Zachary said with a shrug. He held his arms forward. “Do you need to cuff me first?”


  “What are you? Some kind of wise guy?”


  “No. What I am is trying to find out where the records are for all these security cameras and who reviews them.”


  “And I told you, you don’t have a need to know,” the officer said, spitting the words out onto the counter between them.


  “My father disagrees and I’m not going back to him to tell him he’s wrong.”


  “I don’t care if he’s Edgar Vagrant himself, you’re not getting that information.”


  “He is. So who are you so I can tell him?”


  The officer blinked. “What?”


  “He is Edgar Vagrant himself. I’m Zachary Vagrant. His younger son. You probably never met me before but it’s true. Now who are you?”


  “Fer cryin’ out loud, Blake. Can’t I trust you to go ten minutes without stepping on your own tongue.” Gideon Rawlins came through the outer door to the security office, glaring at Blake and Zachary in equal measure. “And what are you doing here, Zachary?”


  “There’s a lot of cams. I wanted to know who’s reviewing them.”


  Rawlins first-class glare subsided to a second-class frown. “You’re wondering why we don’t have images of the kids?”


  “In a nutshell. Yeah.”


  Rawlins shook his head. “Come back.” He spared a moment for Officer Blake. “Next time you volunteer to cross Edgar Vagrant, let me know so I can step out of the blast zone.”


  Blake gulped and Zachary followed Rawlins back into this office.


  Rawlins threw himself into his chair and tossed his cap onto the desk before rubbing his nearly bald scalp with both hands. “Sit. We should have a little chat.”


  Zachary took one of the visitor’s chairs and settled into it.


  “I don’t have any images because we haven’t caught anybody on cam.”


  “How is that possible?” Zachary asked. “Some of those dark suns are right in front of the cameras.”


  Rawlins sighed. “Nothing leaves this office. Clear?”


  Zachary nodded.


  “Not even to your old man. I’m serious.”


  Zachary felt his eyebrows climbing his forehead as his eyes widened.


  “You can’t do that, I can’t talk to you.”


  “Then why talk to me at all?” Zachary asked.


  “I’m at the end of my tether,” Rawlins said. “Between Edgar on one side and this tribe of bullies and idiots I’m surrounded with.” He paused. “Unlike that pustule of a brother, you seem to have at least one thruster firing in the right direction.”


  “Thanks, I think.”


  “I have no idea how they’re getting the stencils up. They just appear.” He shrugged. “One tick the bulkhead’s empty. Next, there’s a dark sun on it.” He typed on his console for a few strokes and turned the screen around. “Watch the bulkhead on the right side of the screen.”


  A view from one of the cameras showed in a window on the screen. A series of number on the bottom showed what looked like date and time. Nothing seemed to be moving. A split second of dark and then the bulkhead had a dark sun on it.


  “What the—?” Zachary asked.


  “That’s the question,” Rawlins said. “That split second of black?” Rawlins craned his neck around to look at the screen and tapped a few keys. The cam footage backed up until the image went black except for the numbers along the bottom. “Those numbers are the date-time stamp that the frame registered at the storage farm.”


  “They’re not moving.”


  “They only register when the camera detects a change in the view. In this case, the camera registered an instant change to black. It recorded no other change,” Rawlins said. He tapped another few keys and the scene changed to show the bulkhead. “Again. Nothing’s moving so it registered the change from black but the software’s not smart enough to register the change from before.”


  “And this is what? Ten ticks later?”


  “Yeah. So somebody had ten ticks to do whatever they wanted in that passageway.”


  “Somebody have a stick or something to reach up and block the lens?” Zachary asked.


  “That’s the best we’ve been able to come up with,” Rawlins said, turning the screen back to its normal position. “It doesn’t seem right. It goes black instantly. We don’t know how.”


  “Any places where the cameras overlap coverage?”


  Rawlins nodded. “Both go out at the same time, but they’re not overlapping enough to see each other. It would still take a lot of coordination to do it at the same instant.”


  “Software?” Zachary asked. “Somebody killing the video feed at the source?”


  Rawlins shrugged. “I’d like to believe it. The time stamps come from the cams. So if they’re killing the video, they’re leaving the time stamps. Not like they’re blocking the whole signal. I can’t find anybody who knows enough about these damned things to tell me if that’s even possible.”


  “Can you run them full time?” Zachary asked.


  “What, the cameras?” Rawlins shook his head. “You have any idea how many there are?”


  “Several hundred, I think,” Zachary said.


  Rawlins frowned. “Yeah. Actually, closer to a thousand. That’s a lot of cameras to record round the clock.”


  Zachary sat back in his chair. “What if you only did a couple?”


  “Thought of that, but which ones?”


  “Someplace that doesn’t have the dark suns on them already,” Zachary said.


  Rawlins shook his head for a moment and then froze. “Or has had them scraped off?”


  Zachary shrugged. “If you can identify the cams in your network and can change them to run full time?”


  “That’s possible, I think,” Rawlins said. “It’s a start. Lemme check with the tech geeks and see what they say.” He tapped a few keys on his console and looked across at Zachary. “Was there something else?”


  “Fisher,” Zachary said.


  “What about him?”


  “I think he tried to kill me.”


  Rawlins pursed his lips. “You seem to be largely unscathed.”


  “Well, he may have been after somebody else. I’m staying in Ella Norris’s apartment while she’s away on the Barbell.”


  Rawlins shook his head. “Should I know Ella Norris?”


  “That’s the woman we pulled out of the filtration station.”


  “I thought it was familiar. Carbon monoxide?”


  “Yeah. Any luck finding where that came from?” Zachary asked.


  “I haven’t seen any reports on it.” Rawlins frowned. “You think Fisher did it?”


  Zachary shrugged. “He’s got a reputation for liking to kill people.”


  “So does your brother,” Rawlins said. “You sure it wasn’t him?”


  Zachary sighed and tried to replay the events in his head. “I think I’d have recognized Malachai even in the dark.”


  “I thought we were talking about the carbon monoxide thing.”


  “When I got her from medical, I took her to the Barbell and got her a job on the ship.”


  “Then you went to stay in her quarters? You got a fetish or something?” Rawlins asked.


  “Told her I’d look out for the place and I needed a little extra room between me and my father. Having him know where I am every second of the day is wearing a little thin.”


  “And you think Fisher ... what?”


  “Somebody broke into the quarters in the middle of the night. I surprised them and they ran. I saw just the back of a security uniform in the light before they were gone. Whoever it was had a heavy torch and a knife. I still have the knife.” Zachary shrugged. “Am I on some hit list?”


  “Hit list?” Rawlins said. “No. Your father handles his own wet work. He doesn’t do it through me.”


  “Who does your wet work?” Zachary asked.


  Rawlins shook his head. “That’s not how we operate.”


  “Leon Atwater?” Zachary asked.


  “What about him?” Rawlins asked.


  “Fisher was supposed to make an example of him.”


  “That didn’t come from me.”


  “How many people you got locked up?” Zachary asked.


  Rawlins snickered. “What? You think I’ve got a whole prison section back there somewhere? A few holding cells for drunks. We just fine them. Garnish pay if they don’t cough up.”


  “Atwater’s had his arms and legs broken for violating the rules.”


  “Fisher?” Rawlins asked.


  Zachary shrugged. “Both he and my father were righteously pissed that the example I made of Atwater and his two helpers was exile from the station.”


  Rawlins nodded. “I heard. That was well done.”


  “The Atwaters liked it. My father? Not as much.”


  “Atwater’s notorious for flouting the regulations,” Rawlins said. “Keeps popping up, running his soup kitchens until he gets busted.”


  “Why’s he do it?” Zachary asked. “He can’t expect to get away with it.”


  Rawlins shrugged. “Never asked. Were me, I’d turn a blind eye.”


  Zachary raised his eyebrows. “I thought you were in charge of enforcement.”


  Rawlins gave a half shrug and a wry smile. “My job is keeping the peace. Hungry people aren’t very peaceful. Atwater feeds them good food cheap. Whenever his little operations pop up, that section of the station calms down a little. Fewer fights. Less call for your father to send in Fisher or his pals—like your brother.”


  “Well, he’s out of the picture for the next couple of months,” Zachary said.


  “Just as well. Maybe this Dark Night thing will have passed by the time they get back, and your old man will calm down a little.”


  Zachary swallowed a retort.


  Rawlins chuckled. “Yeah, I don’t think so either. I can hope.”


  Zachary stood. “Thanks, Chief. I appreciate the time.”


  Rawlins stood and reached across to shake Zachary’s hand. “I’m not the enemy here. I’ll ping you when I get something.”


  Zachary nodded and left the office. Blake gave him a glare as he left.


  Rawlins might not be the enemy but that begged another question. Who was?


  The only answer Zachary could come up with was Edgar Vagrant, but he was damned if he could figure out what to do about it.


  * * *


  The overhead speakers clicked on. “Set navigation stations throughout the ship. Set navigation stations.”


  Malachai went to the coffee urn and filled his mug, starting a run on the big chrome vat as the assembled day workers followed his example. He took his cup, grabbed a cookie from the tray in the galley window, and returned to his seat.


  “Why do we have to sit here?” Parks asked.


  Atwater came out of the galley and took a seat near the galley door. “Because all hands not engaged in the effort need to stand by in case we’re needed.” He shrugged. “Won’t be long and then you can go back to work.”


  Malachai watched the clock on the bulkhead tick down. He tamped down the rock in his gut, sipping the hot coffee to wash down the cookie, and turned back to his studies. The engineman exam wasn’t that tough. He’d already tried a few of the sample tests and gotten good marks on them. It still felt like the tests were cheating by asking things that hadn’t been explained, but every wrong answer pointed to the passage that explained the right one. He couldn’t help but think the exam changed the content somehow to add it in after he’d already messed up the question.


  He couldn’t figure out why it would do that, but the alternative had to be that he’d just missed it in his studies. He shook his head and started another sample test.


  The speakers clicked on again. “Secure from navigation stations. Secure from navigation stations. Set normal watch throughout the ship.”


  Malachai looked up, surprised. “I thought we were going to jump.”


  Atwater glanced at him with a grin. “We did. First time?”


  Malachai shrugged and nodded. “Yeah.”


  “It’s almost always a nonevent for us passengers,” Atwater said. “That’s the kind of event you want out here.”


  “So we’re out in the Dark now?” Malachai asked.


  “Yeah. Probably. We’ll have to make at least two or three more before we get back into a gravity well somewhere.” Atwater took the two steps toward the galley, waving his assistants in to join him. “Let’s do it.”


  They scampered after him and closed the galley door.


  * * *


  Kondur handed the watch over to Lette Bachelor. “How’re you adjusting?”


  She shrugged. “It’s pretty boring.”


  He laughed. “I keep waiting for the other shoe to drop.”


  “Don’t say that,” she said. “I’ll take boring over terrifying any day.”


  “You hear any rumblings?” Kondur asked, pitching his voice low.


  “Crew problems?” she asked. “No. Lotta day workers but that just means the watch sections have less to do when they’re not on watch.”


  Kondur nodded. “That’s not necessarily a good thing.”


  She raised an eyebrow. “Idle hands?”


  He nodded again.


  “Exams are coming up in a week, then we’ll jump into—what is it? Arthur?”


  “Albert, but we won’t be stopping.”


  “Yeah. Still don’t understand it all, but you and the skipper seem to.”


  “It’s all a fig leaf. We’ll upload the crew data so it’s in place when we jump to Siren and we’ll be coming from a High Line system before we dock.”


  She shrugged. “You given any thought to what we’re going to do when we go back?”


  He sighed and glanced at Morse at the helm. “Lot of thoughts. None of them good.”


  “You know Vagrant’s going to kill that station,” she said, lowering her voice more. “You know about the Dark Night thing?”


  “Heard of it. Seen the graffiti.”


  “You been approached yet?” she asked.


  He glanced away but realized he’d waited too long to reply when he looked back and saw her smile in the dimness of the bridge.


  “I was, too. Don’t know what they expect.”


  “There’s not a lot they can do,” Kondur said. “Long as Vagrant’s in charge, he’s got the security apparatus under his control. Probably overrides on critical systems so he can’t be locked out.”


  Lette shrugged. “Maybe.”


  Kondur shook his head. “Have no idea what they’re thinking. Who’s behind it.”


  Lette grinned and turned to her console. “Me, either, but I bet those dark suns are driving old man Vagrant crazy.”


  * * *


  Zachary sighed, unable to stop himself as his father glared at him.


  “What do you mean, they don’t have any imaging?”


  “That’s all I know,” Zachary said, lying through his teeth. “Chief Rawlins must have told you that.”


  The old man nodded. “Yes, yes. A hundred times, but you’re not Rawlins.”


  “I don’t have access to the feeds, either,” Zachary said. “What do you expect me to do?”


  “I expect you to find out who’s behind this damned mutiny.”


  “How, exactly?” Zachary asked, his anger boiling up. “Nobody’s going to talk to me. I’m a Vagrant.”


  His father surged up out of his chair and for a moment, Zachary thought he might launch himself over the desk but he simply leaned forward to push his face into Zachary’s. “Then act like a Vagrant. Stop tip-toeing around out there and get some damned results. I don’t care what you have to do to get them. Take Fisher if you need him. I can’t have your lily-livered prissiness letting these people—whoever they are—get away with taking the station away from me. Do you understand?”


  “So? What am I supposed to do?” Zachary asked, leaning into his father instead of stepping back. “Grab a bunch of kids and start chucking them out airlocks until somebody confesses?”


  “If that’s the best you got, yes, damn it! Maybe you don’t realize that if I’m taken down, there’s nothing stopping them from taking you out next.”


  “You’re mad,” Zachary said. “Absolutely craz—”


  He never saw the blow coming. One second he was standing and the next he was on the floor, the side of his head on fire and his ears ringing. He father leaned over the desk. “Don’t ever use that tone on me, boy. I’m your father and I’m the commander of this station. You pull that shit again and—son or not—I will personally press the button to blow you out an airlock. You got that?”


  Zachary looked up at his father and pressed a hand to the side of his head. “Loud and clear.”


  “Heed me, boy. Now get your sorry ass off the deck and go find me those mutineers.”


  Zachary climbed to his feet as the old man lowered himself into his chair. A lot of retorts struggled to get out of his mouth, but his head still felt like he’d run into a bulkhead so he kept his teeth clenched against further comment. He turned on his heel and strode out of the office.


  Fisher and his crew lounged in the outer foyer. Fisher smirked as Zachary passed and the lot of them snickered when he left.


  Zachary stalked through the passageways, barely noticing the people stepping out of his path. His head cleared after a time, even if his face still stung and his jaw ached. He needed to find the leaders of this Dark Night group.


  So he could join them.


  * * *


  Malachai took his seat in front of the testing machine.


  Carstairs, the cargo master, asked, “You ready, Mr. Vagrant?”


  “Yes, sar.”


  “Press Enter and your test will begin. Go.”


  Malachai pressed the Enter key and began working through the exam. He felt relatively sure he’d pass. All the practice exams he’d done gave him passing grades. The actual test shouldn’t be harder. He worked his way through, guessing on a few of the answers. Some of the questions didn’t look familiar at all, but he shrugged and kept going. Eventually he came to the end and the screen blanked.


  Carstairs looked up from his console and nodded. “Very nice try, Mr. Vagrant.” He scrolled through his screen, nodding once in a while. “Yeah. You need to review the sections on suit drills and the various alarms.”


  “Wait, I didn’t pass?” Malachai asked.


  “Sorry, no. It was close, but you’re short five points. You needed eighty but only got seventy-five.”


  “How can that be? I passed all the practice exams.”


  “It’s not unusual. Taking the official exam, you run the risk of hitting a series of questions that you hadn’t seen in the random question pool. If you were consistently getting low eighties, and had only done a few of the practice tests, the odds are good that you didn’t get enough practice.”


  Malachai tamped down his rage. Blowing up at this buffoon wouldn’t help. “Now what?”


  “Now, you get back to work. You can take the exam again in three months, or when we get to Siren, if you think you can pass it by then. Do at least a dozen of the practice exams and study until you can get nineties on them consistently.” Carstairs shrugged. “It’s up to you whether or not you want to try.”


  Malachai stood and walked out of the ship’s office. The whole thing had been a colossal waste of time and they still had weeks before they’d dock at Siren, if the scuttlebutt could be believed.


  He dropped down the ladder to engineering berthing and had to push past that idiot Parks and his cronies.


  “Hey, Vagrant? How’d you do?” one of them asked.


  Malachai shot him a glare before ducking into his quad.


  Their laughter grated on his nerves. How could an idiot like Parks pass? He wondered how much longer he could go before killing one of them. Stevens still sat at the top of his list, but she’d require more finesse. The cargo master deserved to be on the list as well. It would have been nice to know that he needed better scores on the practice exams before he failed the real one, but nobody had seen fit to mention that little fact. Malachai mentally penciled in Carstairs. So many names. So little time.


  Parks, though. Parks could have an accident. Trip going down the ladder into the engine room. Perhaps slip on his way to the mess deck and bash his head in on the ladder railing.


  Yeah. Parks could have an accident.


  His tablet bipped him, calling him to engineering. He sighed and elbowed his way past the crowing crowd again. He probably should have thought of that when he picked his bunk and chosen one closer to the door.


  * * *


  Zachary went back to the passage between Charlie-Ten and -Twelve. The cleanup crew had gone, leaving a freshly painted bulkhead along the entire passageway. He wondered how long it would last as he tried to figure out the field of view for the cams. The long passage had paired cams, each looking in the opposite direction from its mate. Given that they focused more on the middle of the passage than the bulkhead, it seemed logical that the amount of actual bulkhead showing up might be minimal to begin with. He walked up and down, trying to gauge the angles. At one point he stopped in the middle of the passage and waved.


  He needed a way to record what happened without tying into the security network.


  He headed for the chandlery. They didn’t have the same kinds of stuff he could get from Mel’s Place, but ships needed security cameras. Maybe he’d get lucky.


  * * *


  The clerk behind the counter gave Zachary a frown. “You want what?”


  “I’m watching an apartment for a friend but I don’t want to be there all the time,” Zachary said.


  “A friend,” he said, eyebrow raised.


  “One of the crew on the Barbell. I told her I’d watch the place but I have my own quarters. I just want to know if anybody comes or goes while I’m not there.”


  “Grab the door access log?” the clerk asked.


  “Did that. I’m pretty sure she’s not going in and out.”


  “Just change the code.”


  Zachary sighed. “Look. Do you have a security cam or not?”


  “Not,” the clerk said. He shrugged.


  “When security’s cams get broken, how do they replace them?” Zachary asked.


  “Look,” the clerk said. “I don’t know. I know what we have in stock by way of video cameras, and that kind of hidden-camera spy crap isn’t something we have.”


  “What do you have?”


  The clerk gave him a sour look and brought up a display, then turned the screen so Zachary could see. “These here? Need a network to operate. Some of the restaurants and shops use them. These handheld units? You can put a chip in to record to. Popular with tourists.”


  “We get many tourists?”


  “Every time a ship docks,” the clerk said. “Spacers pick these up all the time because they’re cheap.”


  The idea made Zachary’s brain derail for a moment. “What do we have here they want to record?”


  “Probably can’t believe we live in such a pit and want to take pictures for their friends back home. I don’t know. I just sell ’em the stuff.”


  “What about these?” Zachary asked, pointing to some camera units at the bottom of the screen.


  “Child monitors. You got a baby? Put the kid down for a nap and leave the base unit in the room. Take the portable one with you. Kid wakes up, you know. Hardly sell any of those but we have them.”


  Zachary shook his head. “Thanks. I need to do some research, I guess.”


  The clerk shrugged. “Good luck with that.”


  Zachary turned to leave but the man in line behind him stuck out a hand to stop him.


  “You looking to do a little recording on the sly?”


  Zachary glanced over at him. Young guy, clean shaven. Cropped hair, clean civvies, and polished boots. Didn’t look much like a spacer. “What of it?”


  “Jeter’s down in Golf-Four. Tell ’emAxel sent you.”


  Zachary raised an eyebrow. “Not exactly main street.”


  The guy shrugged. “Not exactly the kind of thing most people wanna do, now, is it?”


  “You gonna buy or just chat, buddy?” the clerk asked. “You’re holdin’ up the line.”


  Zachary nodded. “Thanks.”


  The guy stepped up to the counter, turning his back on Zachary and addressing the clerk. “Sorry. I need some supplies for the ship?”


  * * *


  Kondur checked the navigation array and nodded. “We’re in Albert, Captain. Waiting on course corrections.”


  “Programming burn now, Captain,” Lette said from the astrogation station. “Rough numbers. About thirty stans to shift vector for Siren.”


  “Thank you, Ms. Bachelor,” Larkin said. “Run out the sail generators and keel if you would, Chief. Secure the Burlesons.”


  “Sails and keel, aye, Captain.” Chief Stevens tapped a few keys on her console. “Standing by for sails and keel, Captain. The Burlesons are secured.”


  “Thank you, Chief.”


  “We have a course and programmed burn, Captain,” Lette said.


  “Give the course to helm and initiate the burn program, Ms. Bachelor.”


  “Course to helm, aye, Captain,” Lette said, hitting a key on her console.


  “Helm has the course, Captain,” Silvie said.


  “Burn program initiated, Captain,” Lette said. “Estimated time to jump is twenty-nine stans.”


  “Thank you, Ms. Bachelor. Time to recharge capacitors, Chief.”


  “Full charge in ten stans, Captain.”


  The heavy kickers under the bow began pushing the ship’s orientation to point at its new course with a low rumble through the fabric of the ship, while the heavy main engines in the stern worked to change their vector in space.


  “Are we still clear of Albert’s Burleson limit, Ms. Bachelor?”


  “We are at the moment, Captain, but we’ll be cutting into the safety margin for a few hours in the middle of the burn.”


  “Understood,” the captain said. “Mr. Prescott, you’ll have time to get a comms dump from the buoy?”


  “Already shifting bits now, Captain.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Prescott.” The captain looked around the bridge and nodded. “Mr. Kondur, set appropriate sail and keel. Secure from navigation stations. Set normal watch.”


  “Aye, aye, Captain,” Kondur said. “Helm, set sail and keel.”


  “Sail and keel, aye, sar.” Silvie slid the appropriate controls up. “Sail and keel set, sar.”


  Kondur looked at the chief. “Chief?”


  “Generators are online and drawing power.”


  “Helm answers to control, sar,” Silvie said. “We’re on the beam.”


  “Thank you, Ms. Murdock.” Kondur picked up the mic from his station and made the announcement to secure from navigation stations.


  Prescott stood up from his station and crossed the bridge to tap Kondur on his shoulder. “I relieve you, Mr. Kondur.”


  “Logged and relieved, Mr. Prescott.”


  A few moments later Stephan Burgess topped the ladder and tapped Silvie. “You’re relieved.”


  The captain unbuckled his seat belt and stood. “Nicely done, people. Very nicely done.” He headed for the ladder.


  Chief Stevens stood from her console and grinned at Kondur, before heading for the ladder behind the skipper.


  “You’ve got the conn, Earle.” Kondur stepped back and Prescott slid into the seat. “Everything all right, Lette?”


  “Yeah. Just checking the incoming astrogation updates. Been a while.” She sighed and shook her head. “Nothing I need to deal with right now. I’ll get them when I come back to relieve Earle.”


  Kondur nodded and followed her down the ladder, leaving the bridge to the duty section. “Any problems I should know about, Lette?”


  She stopped at the bottom of the ladder. “I’m hearing rumbles about engineering berthing. Nothing more than warnings about not being caught alone when female.”


  Kondur frowned. “Should we talk to the chief?”


  Lette glanced down the spine toward engineering. The chief had almost reached the far end. “She’s got ears down there, same as us.”


  “That’s not what I asked. I haven’t heard of anything specific yet, have you?”


  She shook her head. “Nothing specific, although the name I’ve heard mentioned most isn’t Vagrant’s.”


  “No?”


  “Parks. Big guy. Classic bully. Apparently he and Vagrant had a run-in early,” she said.


  “I’ve seen him in the mess deck with a posse. They keeping each other in check?”


  She shrugged. “Scuttlebutt. Whispers. Nothing to take up the chain.”


  “Thanks, Lette.”


  She nodded and headed for her stateroom. “I’m on in a couple of stans. See you after my watch.”


  Kondur sighed and followed the chief down the spine.


  CHAPTER 13


  Verkol saw the chief leaving her office as he stepped off the end of the spine. “Chief?”


  She glanced back at him. “Mr. Kondur? Social or business?”


  “Business, I think.”


  She nodded. “Come with me. We can both see what’s happening.” He followed her down to environmental where they met a scowling Anton Vail and a scared-looking young man, who only glanced up at the newcomers before biting his lower lip and looking back down at the deck, tugging at his sleeves.


  “Mr. Vail? Mr. Symes?” the chief said. “Fill us in, please.”


  “We seem to have a problem, Chief,” Anton said. “Mr. Symes here has some bruising that he doesn’t want to talk about.”


  “Mr. Symes?” the chief said. “Would it be easier if we went to my office? I’m sure Mr. Vail can hold your station for you.”


  Symes shook his head. “No, sar.” He sniffed. “I’m sorry.”


  Anton’s eyebrows went up at that. “You’ve nothing to be sorry for, do you?”


  Symes shrugged but kept staring at the deck.


  “Anton?” the chief asked, raising an eyebrow.


  “Mr. Symes, would you roll up your sleeves, please?” Anton asked.


  Symes sighed but released the cuff on his sleeve and pulled the sleeve up to his elbow. A series of bruises went up the man’s arm, mostly on the outer edges and back of his forearm. He did the same on his other arm. Both of them had the same kinds of bruises.


  “You want to tell us how you got these bruises, Mr. Symes?” the chief asked.


  Symes shook his head. “No, sar.”


  The chief nodded. “Very well. Mr. Vail, would you take over the watch for Mr. Symes, please?”


  “Of course, Chief.”


  “Come with me, Mr. Symes.” The chief turned and went up the short ladder to the engineering main deck. She stopped at the top and looked back at Symes. “Come along, Mr. Symes.”


  Symes looked at Anton who nodded at the ladder.


  “Don’t keep the chief waiting, Mr. Symes.”


  Symes took a deep breath and started up the ladder.


  “I’ll be back, Anton,” Kondur said.


  Anton nodded and took the watchstander’s seat.


  By the time Kondur cleared the ladder from environmental, the chief had taken Symes up another level. He caught up to them as she led the way down the spine toward the bow. None of them spoke, even as they passed through officer country and down to the main deck. The chief popped the lock on the auto-doc bay and ushered Symes in.


  “Let’s get you checked out, Mr. Symes. Won’t take but a moment.”


  He gave her a wide-eyed glance but followed her orders and went into the small medical bay.


  The chief nodded for Kondur to follow before closing the three of them in.


  “It’s just a few bruises, sar,” Symes said.


  “It’s just a few bruises on your arms, Mr. Symes. Where else do you have them?”


  Symes swallowed. “All over, sar.”


  “You weren’t fighting. How did you get them?”


  “I fell,” he said.


  “I’m sure you did,” she said. She popped the latch on the auto-doc. “In.”


  Symes looked like he wanted to balk, but the chief stood firm, waiting for him to step into the pod.


  “Come, come, Mr. Symes. If it’s just a few bruises, you’ll be out in a tick and back on watch in two. In you go.”


  “Yes, sar,” Symes said.


  Symes stepped into the pod and the lower half closed over his legs.


  The chief punched a few buttons on the control interface and the pod started humming. She read something on the screen and shook her head. “Nighty-night, Mr. Symes.” She punched another button and the lid enveloped the man before he even had a chance to speak.


  “So, Verkol.” The chief crossed her arms and leaned against the bulkhead. “Your thoughts?”


  “Somebody beat the crap out him?” Kondur asked.


  “That’s what it looks like. Contusions up and down his forearms consistent with fending off blows. His wrists look like somebody tried to hold him down for at least part of it.”


  “What’s the auto-doc say?”


  “Cracked ribs. Internal bleeding,” the chief said. “He may have fallen, but that looks suspiciously like somebody kicked him while he was down—more than a few times.”


  Kondur nodded. “We didn’t see his torso but I’d bet it looks worse than his arms. What tipped you off?”


  “The way he was standing,” the chief said. “What was it you wanted to see me about?” She glanced down at the display. “We’ve got a few ticks.”


  “Parks,” Kondur said.


  “What about him?”


  “I’m getting whispers out of deck berthing. Don’t travel alone when Parks is about.”


  “Parks or his pals?” the chief asked.


  “He doesn’t seem to show up without them,” Kondur said.


  “All this time I’ve had my eye on Vagrant,” the chief said. She sighed. “I should have seen that coming.”


  “How do you want to handle it?” Kondur asked.


  She shook her head. “If Symes won’t turn—and I’m not sure I would if I were him—we got nothing to take to the skipper.”


  “We’ve got plenty of hands to take Symes’s place while he’s on light duty,” Kondur said.


  “I wonder how our Mr. Parks would handle watchstanding duties,” the chief said, a grin spreading over her lips.


  “He’s still on day work?” Kondur asked.


  “Yeah. We’ll have to see how Parks handles it. I’ve got some little birds in engineering berthing. I’ll look into it and see who chirps.”


  * * *


  Zachary had to look up the station map to find Golf-Four. He knew roughly where it was, but getting into the correct passages proved to be a little more challenging. The painted bulkheads were his first indicator. Where the parts of the station he knew best had standardized block lettering for passageway identifiers, Golf’s signage took a rainbow bend to the fanciful. He stepped into the passage between Fox-Nine and Golf-Four before he noticed the gold cobblestones painted on the deck. Stylized flowers and bushes adorned the bulkheads. Every so often he walked past a tree painted all the way up the bulkhead, its branches arching across the overhead.


  He stepped out of the passageway and into the plaza, still marveling at the amount of work that must have gone into making that one passageway only to discover that the entire plaza had taken the theme and run with it. Someone had painted the utilitarian benches in bright primary colors. The planters held riots of color, mostly plants he recognized as low-light greenery but also some blossoming flowers and even a few sizable bushy plants. Even the lighting seemed different. He glanced around to spot the normal light fixtures interspersed with some point lights shining onto the planters. The humidity went up the closer he got to the middle of the plaza, where a fountain splashed over a mound of rocks.


  “Vagrant.” Zachary turned at the voice, the single word floating in the air. A woman in black leggings under a baggy smock with spirals of color stood just off the path. If she hadn’t spoken, he might have walked right by. She stood so still, his eyes didn’t register her as a person.


  “Yeah?”


  “What do you want here?” she asked. She wore black lipstick and red contacts.


  “I’m looking for Jeter.”


  “Why?” she asked. Her voice remained carried no inflection beyond the question. No heat or judgment. Just the plain words. Almost robotic.


  “Axel sent me.”


  “That’s who, not why.”


  “I want to buy some electronics I can’t get at the chandlery,” Zachary said, looking around the plaza. He found it difficult to focus on anything. Everywhere he looked he saw flowers or stones or painted things, some common some strange. He blinked a couple of times trying to make sense of a large potted plant standing on a pair of jeans.


  “The Vagrants are not welcome here,” she said.


  “I understand,” he said, looking back at her.


  “Do you?” she asked, her eyes blinking rapidly a few times.


  Zachary shrugged. “No, probably not. I can imagine why we might not be welcome. My father has done little to endear himself to the residents.”


  “And what of you, Zachary Vagrant? Have you done anything to endear yourself to the us you see as them?”


  “I’ve mostly just worked in hydroponics.” He sighed. “Seeing this?” He swept a hand around. “We’re just mechanics there.”


  She weighed him with her gaze for as much as a tick before turning to look across the plaza. “There,” she said.


  Zachary looked and saw a small storefront tucked between two larger shops. The single word “Jeter’s” in an ornate script scrolled across the window. “Thank you.”


  She shrugged and focused on the fountain, seeming to ignore him.


  Zachary strolled through the plaza-turned-park catching whiffs of some flowers here and there. He caught the smell of soil when he walked by a small child playing in the dirt of a planter. He pushed the door open to Jeter’s and stepped into a closet. The door swung open, barely clearing the counter just inside that blocked the rest of the shop from the entry.


  A woman looked up from a workbench as he entered. She put down a soldering iron and lifted the binocular magnifiers to the top of her head. “I’ll be damned. Zachary Vagrant himself.”


  “Does everybody on this station know my face?” he asked, more to himself than to her.


  She shook her head and crossed to the counter, thrusting her hand over to shake. “Only those who care about the station. I’m Jeter. What do you need?”


  “Axel sent me,” Zachary said, shaking her hand and tamping down the sense of absurdity that had threatened him since he’d started down the passageway with the painted cobblestones.


  “I won’t hold that against you,” she said.


  “I’m looking for something so I can record who comes and goes in an apartment,” he said.


  She raised her eyebrows and shrugged. “So, nothing on the station network. Something small. Easily hidden.”


  Jeter nodded. “They cheating on ya? Or you just a perv looking for fresh jollies?”


  Zachary frowned. “Who’s cheating on me?”


  She shrugged. “Whoever you want to record without being caught.”


  “No, nothing like that. I want to know who comes into my place when I’m away.”


  Her eyes got round. “Your quarters? You think somebody’s sneaking in?”


  “Yeah,” he said, grabbing the story with both hands. “I surprised somebody who didn’t know I was home. Couldn’t see who it was or catch them before the left.”


  “So you want to see what else you’re missing,” she said.


  “Yeah,” Zachary said.


  She nodded. “You got chips?”


  “Credit chips?” he asked.


  “Potato chips won’t do me much good.” She grinned at him. “If you’ve got semiconductor chips, I’ll take them in trade.”


  “How many do I need?” Zachary asked. He had a few but suspected they wouldn’t pay for the paint on whatever device he needed.


  “What’s your budget?” she asked. “You can cheap out and curse me for your shortsightedness if you like.”


  “I need a small camera that can record video, low light, at distances over a meter.”


  “You want storage built in, or are you willing to offload it to a network?”


  “Which is better?”


  “Neither. Both,” she said. “If you can get a short-range network connection to handle the data storage, you can safeguard the imagery beyond the recorder itself. That way if somebody bashes or steals the camera, you’ll have the data stored. Built-in means you have to protect the camera and pick up the storage to see what got recorded.”


  “How does station security do it?” he asked. The extended silence cued him in. He looked up into a frown.


  “Stupidly, for the most part,” she said. “Why do you ask?”


  “I’m getting crap from my father about it. Sorry. Not something I need to worry about. How big are these cameras?”


  She blinked at him a couple of times and her brow slowly relaxed. “Depends. Some are pretty big. Others as small as your thumbnail. What’s he give you crap about security cams for? Wouldn’t that be Rawlins’s problem?”


  Zachary shrugged. “Malachai’s off on the Barbell. I’m getting his jobs.”


  “That was you,” she said, eyes widening. “You put Atwater on the Barbell.”


  “Yeah. Figured he and his helpers would be safe enough there for a couple of months, even if Malachai was going with them.”


  “I heard it was one of the Vagrant boys, but everybody assumed it was Malachai.”


  Zachary bit back his pique at being “one of the Vagrant boys.” He’d be fifty stanyers old before he lost that name. If then. “Yeah. We’re not exactly interchangeable parts.”


  “You also pulled that woman out of the carbon monoxide,” she said.


  “Guilty as charged. It’s her place I want to record. Somebody’s screwing around and I want to know who.”


  “Well, it’s not her. She went on the Barbell, didn’t she?” Jeter asked, one eyebrow raised.


  “I’ve sublet her quarters while she’s gone.”


  “Don’t you have your own?”


  “Yes,” Zachary said. “But this way she’s not out the rent and she doesn’t have to find a new place when she gets back.”


  Jeter nodded, looking down at something only she could see. “All right. You’ll need two hundred credits in chips.” She looked up at him. “You have that kind of ready credit?”


  Zachary shrugged. “Is there a terminal around here or do I have to go back to the docks?”


  She snickered but her eyes danced. “You don’t get out much, do you?”


  “Hydroponics,” Zachary said. “Don’t have much call for anything but my thumb.”


  “You know they can track every time you use that, right?”


  “My thumb? Yeah. Of course.”


  “Just checking,” Jeter said. “There’s a terminal in the plaza back in Fox-Nine. Pull four hundred if you can.”


  “I thought you said two.”


  ‘You’ll want some for the storage media and you want to have some slack in the records in case anybody looks. Fox-Nine isn’t one of your regular hangouts, is it?”


  Zachary chuckled. “No, not so much.”


  She shrugged. “Go get the chips. I’ll put a package together for you.”


  Zachary nodded.


  She stopped him when he had his hand on the door. “You’re just going to go out and do that?”


  Zachary looked back over his shoulder. “Yes.”


  “And come back here with a pocket full of chips.” Jeter raised an eyebrow.


  He shrugged and gave her a grin. “What? You’re going to roll me for a few chips?”


  “How do you know I won’t?”


  “I don’t,” he said. “But you don’t trust that I’m not here on some spy mission from my father to find out about this Dark Night thing either, do you?”


  She pressed her lips together and shook her head. “Not really, no.”


  “So, I’m going to trust you because I think we have a lot more in common than worrying about the Vagrant name and what may be going on under the surface.” He shrugged. “You could be going to roll me, but I think you’d have asked for more than four hundred credits.”


  She nodded. “Fair enough. Just don’t tell anybody you’re carrying that much in chips. Four hundred credits is a lot of temptation this far from Alpha-One.”


  Zachary nodded. “Fair enough. Thanks for the warning.” He left the shop and took a circuitous route back out of the plaza, taking in the environment. He stopped a few times to look at the planters or to study the abstract assemblages of metal and stone and—sometimes—wood.


  He nodded to the people he passed by. Some stared back at him. Others frowned at him, perhaps wondering what he was doing there. A few nodded back, and a handful even smiled. When he got back to the passageway to Fox-Nine, he noticed the drop in humidity. The air felt a little cooler; the light looked a little harsher.


  He shook his head and ambled out to Fox-Nine and the banking terminal in its little alcove. Nobody seemed to be paying too much attention to him as he pulled the credits from his account and loaded them onto an assortment of chips. He slipped the chips into a pocket and headed back to Golf-Four.


  Going back in, he felt a little overwhelmed by the plaza and worried that he’d spent so much time on the outward leg Jeter might have had second thoughts about selling to him. He opened the door and felt gratified by the grin she gave him. “Sorry, I took longer than I should have,” he said. “I’ve just never seen so much plant life in such a variety before.”


  She shrugged and waved him off. “Not on a timer. Come here and I’ll show you what I’ve got.”


  For the next half a stan she demonstrated the micro recorder, how to set it up, how to use his tablet to manage its settings, and even how to mirror the camera view on his tablet where it could be recorded if he stood close enough.


  The device itself was no bigger than his thumb, with the lens pointing out one end. A cap on the back unscrewed to change the battery and load or unload the storage media.


  “Your only challenge is to find a place to hide it that gives you the view you need,” Jeter said. “It’s got a fairly limited field of view and it looks straight ahead. Use your tablet to get it pointed where you want it. There isn’t anything like a view finder.”


  “Can I stick it to a bulkhead?” Zachary asked.


  “You can but remember it looks straight out. You’ll need something to tilt it and the more exposed it is, the more likely somebody will see it.” She shrugged. “Inside an apartment? I’d put it on a shelf or end table or something. Anything chest high.”


  He couldn’t think of how to use the camera to capture the passageway, but it was a step in the right direction. “All right,” he said. “Thanks.”


  “Two hundred credits,” she said, packing the camera into a small box with a spare battery and an extra data chip.


  He pulled a couple of chips out of his pocket and put them on the counter.


  She slid the box across the counter to him. “Good hunting.”


  He took the box and turned to the door when another thought rose up. “You said security did their surveillance stupidly. Care to explain that?”


  “Cheap cams on a public net. They’re everywhere but set for motion detection to cut down on the data captures.”


  “Why’s that stupid?” Zachary said. “I can talk about hydroponics, but networks?” He shook his head.


  “Cheap cams can be hacked. Public network means piggybacking off existing infrastructure, so it’s cheap, but they don’t even isolate them by channel. If you know how to look, anybody can see through any cam on the network. Motion detection only works if they can detect motion. Not that it matters, really, because being on the public net using cheap cams means anybody can hack them and substitute whatever image they want.”


  “Or no image?” Zachary asked.


  She smiled. “Or no image.”


  “How many people know how to do that? Besides you?” he asked.


  “Thousands, I suspect.”


  “On this station?” Zachary asked, surprise raising his voice an octave.


  She laughed. “No, probably only dozens on Vagrant. Anybody with any systems training can find them on the net easily enough. Reprogramming them? That’s a little harder.”


  “What would you do differently?” he asked.


  “Uh uh. I’m not going to help them make our lives worse,” she said. A small smile curled the side of her mouth but it didn’t reach her eyes.


  He considered that for a few moments before nodding. “Fair enough.” He stood there for a few moments to let the new information settle in his brain. If hackers could show anything, why did the cams go black?


  “Something else?” she asked.


  Zachary shook himself and shrugged. “No, sorry. Just thinking. It’s a lot to take in.”


  “Mess with your world view, did it?” she asked.


  “That’s been a constant since Malachai left,” he said. “I’m having trouble sorting it all out.”


  “Any time you need a dose of reality, come back.” She grinned at him. “I’m always happy to splash cold water on the rich and powerful.”


  He chuckled. “Thanks. I’ll remember that.”


  He left the shop and started across the plaza. At the entrance to the passageway back to Fox-Nine, he stopped and took some digitals. He couldn’t get over the look and feel of the place. They’d even run planters up into the air with draping vines dangling down. He had no idea who came up with the plan, if there was one, or how they pulled it off, but it amazed him. He couldn’t wait to show it to Paul in Hydroponics.


  * * *


  After Symes got out of the auto-doc, the chief sent him to his bunk with some anti-inflammatory analgesics to take the pressure off his various bruises. The auto-doc had started the fast-knit on his ribs and recommended light duty for at least three days.


  “Shall we go visit the skipper?” Chief Stevens asked.


  “Probably better,” Kondur said, following her up the ladder to the cabin.


  The chief knocked on the open door frame and the captain looked up with a frown. “Come in,” he said, tapping a couple of keystrokes on his console and leaning back in his chair. “What cha got?”


  The chief led the way and Kondur closed the door before taking the seat beside her.


  “Mr. Symes claims to have fallen,” the chief said. “I assume down a ladder but the auto-doc says cracked ribs, internal bleeding. He’d got contusions on his arms consistent with trying to protect himself from a beating.”


  The captain pursed his lips and looked at Kondur. “Where do you come in on this?”


  “I was heading to talk to the chief about some scuttlebutt going around in deck berthing about Mr. Parks and his cronies.”


  “Not Vagrant?” the skipper asked.


  “We’ve all been focused on him,” the chief said, her lips twisting into a wry smile. “Turns out he’s keeping his head down and his nose clean for the moment.”


  “What do we know about Parks?” Larkin asked. “I remember recruiting him. He brought his buddies with him.”


  “You know more than I do,” the chief said. “It didn’t occur to me that we’d hired a gang.”


  Larkin looked at Kondur. “You’re plugged in better than I am. Did we hire a gang?”


  Kondur shrugged. “I’ve been in the belts for the last three stanyers. I have no idea who’s who beyond a few key players. Gang activity isn’t on my radar.”


  “Who do we have who might know?” the captain asked.


  “Atwater?” the chief asked. “He’s got connections all over the station if he can pull off half the things he’s been accused of. The niece and nephew must have their ears to the ground, and Atwater strikes me as the type to keep them out of trouble.”


  “Which means he’d have to know about it,” Kondur said, nodding.


  “Assuming we’ve pulled a nest of snakes into the crew, what do we do about it?” Larkin asked.


  “Break them up,” the chief said. “If we can keep them separated and busy, it’ll help.”


  “We need to know who they are first,” Kondur said. “Then we need to split them up across the watch sections and divisions.”


  “They’re day workers now, which gives them all night to get into trouble together,” the chief said. She looked at the captain. “We were thinking of putting Parks in Symes’s watch in environmental. That’s one.”


  “I’ll approve any roster changes you need,” the captain said. He sighed. “I still don’t trust Vagrant.”


  “I don’t either,” the chief said. “He took and failed the engineman exam. Not badly, but he failed.”


  “Check with Carstairs?” the captain asked.


  “No. I just got the testing results. Most of my people bumped up one slot. All of Anton’s crew, including Symes, went up to Spec-3.”


  “What about Parks?” Larkin asked.


  “He squeaked up to engineman.”


  “See if you can find out who runs with him. Even if they didn’t come aboard together, bad apples tend to find each other,” the skipper said. “If it’s not too many, we should be able to break them up. Minimize the mischief they can get into together, at any rate.” He looked at the chief. “Is this something you want to bring to the captain’s attention?”


  She shook her head. “We got nothing on Parks at the moment. I don’t think bringing him up on charges now will help.”


  Larkin nodded. “I don’t like letting him get away with it, but without something more to go on?” He shrugged.


  “Lemme see what I can shake out of my people,” the chief said. “We may come back to Parks.”


  “And it might not have been Parks,” Kondur said. “Maybe Symes really did fall down a ladder.”


  Both the captain and Chief Stevens looked at him with raised eyebrows.


  “No, I don’t think so, either,” Kondur said with a chuckle. “But it still could be Vagrant. Just because he’s not overtly behaving badly doesn’t mean he’s not the guy who tripped Symes on his way to work and beat the tar out of him. It’d be a lot easier for somebody who didn’t look like a problem to actually be a problem.”


  The chief settled back in her seat and laced her fingers over her stomach. “You think it was Vagrant?”


  “I think it’s a possibility. We don’t know if Parks or one of his bullyboys did it, but how hard would it be for Vagrant to set Parks up to take the fall? We’re already halfway there.”


  She frowned into the middle distance for a long tick. “He’s cagey enough to do it,” she said.


  Captain Larkin leaned forward and leaned on his console. “What’s Symes’s status?”


  “Light duty for a couple of days,” the chief said. “Putting Parks on Symes’s watch breaks up the gang a little bit but still leaves the rest loose.”


  “How can we get better visibility on Vagrant?” the captain asked. “Can we put him in a watch section?”


  “We can but if he didn’t pass the exam, I’m loathe to put him in the place of somebody who did,” the chief said.


  The captain shrugged. “First things first. Verkol, would you check in with Atwater? See if he has any insights into Parks and his friends?”


  Kondur nodded. “Aye, Cap.”


  “I’ll check with my canaries in engineering. See what comes up,” the chief said. “We should know something by dinner.”


  The captain nodded. “Let’s revisit this then. See what we have.”


  Kondur followed Chief Stevens out of the cabin, leaving the door open.


  * * *


  Atwater shook his head. “Parks isn’t more than a blowhard with delusions of grandeur. The real gangs didn’t let him get out of line.”


  Zachary frowned. “We brought him and his posse with him. Could he have become the big man here?”


  “Without the others slapping him down?” Atwater asked, frowning.


  “Yeah.”


  Atwater pursed his lips and stared at Kondur for a few heartbeats. “Something happen?”


  “One of the environmental watchstanders got banged up,” Kondur said. “Claims he fell down.”


  Atwater nodded and called Phoebe in from wiping down the mess deck. “Who’re the troublemakers?”


  Phoebe looked at Atwater and glanced at Kondur.


  “You can tell him,” Atwater said.


  “Parks and his friends are the most obvious. The four horsemen.” She glanced at the open door. “There are a couple of wannabees, but Parks is the ringleader.”


  “Who are the other three?” Kondur asked.


  “Frazier, Scott, and Donaldson.” She shrugged. “They’re always sitting together during mess.”


  “Thank you, Ms. Atwater.”


  “Finish up and take your break, Phee,” Atwater said.


  She nodded and scooted out.


  “Anything else you can think of, Mr. Atwater?” Kondur asked.


  The big man shook his head. “Somebody always thinks they’re better. Parks probably thinks he can get his little buddies formed up and go back to stake out some turf.”


  “Rough, tough spacers?” Kondur asked.


  “Something like that.” Atwater shrugged.


  “Thank you, Mr. Atwater.” Kondur stopped by the coffee urn on his way off the mess deck.


  * * *


  Zachary took the camera back to Ella’s apartment and opened up the packaging. He really wanted to get it installed in the corridor but couldn’t think of a way to mount it where it wouldn’t be noticed and/or stolen. He set it up on the small table in the kitchen area and practiced looking at the room through his tablet. The view did seem restricted, but he found some settings that made the field of view a bit wider. In the small apartment, the view still felt narrow—but over the length of the corridor between Charlie-Ten and -Twelve?


  The question still boiled down to where to hide it.


  He slipped the cam into his pocket and left the apartment again. There had to be a way to back up the security cams. He just needed to find it before his father yanked on his chain again. He hadn’t heard from him for a while. That pressure built palpably with every tick that passed. Sooner or later the old man would want an update.


  He got to the passageway and eyed the cams installed near the overhead. He leaned against the bulkhead and stared up at one. They mounted through the overhead but close to the bulkhead in the corner. Simple tubes, not unlike the one in his pocket, they matched the ones he’d seen down in hydroponics. He shook his head and sighed, looking around at the people passing through the corridor. The light fixtures overhead couldn’t hide his camera and even if they did, he’d have to point it straight down.


  One of the light fixtures had a dead bulb. Maybe he could get maintenance to change the direction of the light when they came to fix it.


  The answer flashed into his brain, and he reached for his tablet to call the maintenance department. They’d need a ladder and a fresh bulb. It would take half a stan for them to get there, which gave Zachary a chance to head over to the chandlery to buy a roll of electrical tape.


  By the time he got back to the passageway, one of the maintenance crew had set up a stepladder and had the protective cover off the fixture. A grav pallet with light tubes waited on the deck.


  She looked down from her perch as Zachary stepped up to the foot of the ladder. “You the one that called it in?”


  He nodded.


  “Well, then give me a hand,” she said, handing him down one of the long tubes. “Put that on the pallet and give me a fresh one out of the box.”


  Zachary swapped the tubes, handing the fresh one up to her. She installed it and pulled the next one in line, handing it down.


  “You’re going to replace them all?”


  “Yeah. Saves coming back every couple of days doing them one at a time. We always swap out the whole rack. There’s a lot of lights and it saves time in the long run.” She grinned and handed him the warm tube. “Usually we don’t start until two have failed, but when Vagrant calls?” She shrugged and took the new tube, slotting it into place.


  The four tubes didn’t take much time. After the worker closed up the fixture, she started to secure the loose tubes on the pallet. “Thanks for the hand,” she said.


  “You’re welcome. If you’ve got a tick, can I use your ladder?”


  She shrugged. “What are you going to do with it?”


  “I need to look over that security cam fitting.” He pointed to the nearest one in the overhead. “Security keeps telling me it’s not connected. It looks like it is to me, but I can’t really see from down here.”


  She straightened up, glancing up at the camera. “And they’ve got Zachary Vagrant running errands for them?”


  He shrugged. “My father has me running errands. I’m trying not to get in the middle.”


  She gave him a wry grin. “You’re the Vagrant here. Help yourself.” She looked back and forth between him and the camera again before returning to her pallet, standing with her back to the cam.


  Zachary moved the ladder to the side and climbed up. Two cams shared a fitting. Cables came out of it and plugged into the back of the small units. They looked a lot bigger up close.


  He glanced down at the maintenance worker, who still had her back to him. He pulled the roll of tape out of one pocket and his portable cam from the other. It took less than a tick to tape the small camera to the mounted one. He switched the camera on and checked the field of view on his tablet before climbing down to the deck.


  The maintenance worker turned to him when his feet touched down. “All done?”


  “Yeah. Looks like everything is fine up there.”


  “Uh huh,” she said, releasing the latches and collapsing the ladder for transport. It slotted onto a pair of brackets on her grav pallet. “Anything else?”


  “Thanks. I’m good.”


  She shrugged. “Next time, maybe just requisition a ladder?” She glanced up at the cam. “And use gray tape to match the housing.”


  Zachary glanced up to see the black plastic tape wrapped around the cam. He wondered how he thought that was going to work.


  “Don’t sweat it,” she said. “People don’t look up.” She pulled out a tablet and consulted the screen before sliding the grav pallet down the passageway and disappearing into Charlie-Ten.


  “So much for stealth,” he said under his breath. He pulled out his tablet and opened the camera app. It showed him standing in the passageway looking down at his tablet. The recording indicator blinked in the corner of this tablet but when he looked up, nothing but the black tape showed. He secured the app and stuck the tablet back into its holster. He doubted the plan now that he’d already been busted, but letting the cam run for a while wasn’t going to hurt anything. Worst case, no new stencils would appear and it would have been for nothing.


  He shrugged and struck out across the station. He wanted to visit security again and see what Golf-Four looked like in their cams.


  CHAPTER 14


  Carstairs brought up the incident over the dinner mess. “I hear we’ve had our first scuffle.”


  The captain nodded and glanced at the chief.


  “Symes is on light duty for a few days. I’ll rotate him onto day work. In the meantime, I’ve assigned one of the day workers to take his watches,” she said.


  Carstairs nodded. “Parks?”


  She nodded. “Symes hasn’t fingered him, but he’s just a little too full of himself in any case.”


  “Symes did well on his testing,” Carstairs said. “Parks did, too.”


  “I’ll put Symes back in when he comes off light duty.” She glanced at Carstairs. “Parks is machinist, right?”


  “Yeah. I was surprised, too. Only a few people didn’t pass the test they were going for.”


  “Vagrant missed?” the chief asked.


  Carstairs finished chewing and swallowed before answering. “A few points. He seemed pretty upset about it but he got half a dozen questions related to each other and missed them all. I don’t remember which section offhand but I could look it up if you like.”


  The chief shook her head. “Not important. I’ve seen it enough with quarter shares doing the minimum to get by on the practice exams and getting smacked when it matters.”


  Carstairs nodded. “It’s a good lesson. Pickup crews like this are tough to get into shape.”


  “Speaking of,” the captain said, looking at Kondur. “What’s the word from Mr. Atwater?”


  “Parks didn’t have a gang as such. The real gangs stayed on the station.” He shrugged. “Atwater seemed to think Parks might be trying to build the gang here. His niece fingered Parks and three others as the problem children in engineering.”


  Chief Stevens sighed. “Donaldson, Frazier, and Scott?”


  “That’s the three,” Kondur said with a nod.


  The captain finished his dinner and pushed the plate back from the edge of the table. “This is too pat,” he said.


  “How so, Skipper?” Kondur asked.


  “Why Symes?” Larkin asked. “And why rough him up when there’s such a clear trail back to Parks and his pals?”


  “Maybe Parks doesn’t realize what a clear trail it is,” Carstairs said.


  Larkin shook his head. “How does deck know what’s going on in engineering?”


  “How could they not?” Kondur asked. “It’s a small ship. Only thing that travels faster than light is gossip.”


  “You’re thinking it’s Vagrant,” Carstairs said.


  Larkin nodded. “Has Symes fingered Parks?”


  “Mr. Symes is particularly close-lipped about it, Captain,” the chief said. “We can’t exactly force him to spill.”


  “Who’s close to Symes?” the captain asked. “He have a bunk bunny?”


  The chief frowned. “Lemme get back to you. It’s not something that rises to my attention.”


  “Verkol?” the skipper asked. “What’s the mood in deck?”


  “I think Atwater keeps things buttoned down there. Most of the crew seems to know of him from the station. Nothing but respect, as far as I can see.”


  “Feeding people good food at fair prices can buy you a lot of loyalty,” the chief said. “Especially on Vagrant Station.”


  Prescott sighed. “If I could be excused, Skipper? I’ve got the mid and need to get some sleep.”


  Larkin nodded. “Of course, Earle. Sorry, we’re running long.”


  Prescott shook his head. “Wish I could stay, Skipper. For what it’s worth, somebody had a reason for beating up Symes—but it might have been simply that he was available.” He stood from his seat and nodded to the table in general before leaving the wardroom.


  “You think that’s it?” Larkin asked, looking around the table.


  The chief took a last sip of coffee and frowned. “Target of opportunity would fit Vagrant better than Parks.”


  “Do we even know when this ‘fall’ happened?” Larkin asked.


  “Sometime between watches,” the chief said. “Symes had a short turnaround. He was fine when he went off. Anton noticed it when he came back a few stans later.”


  Larkin sighed. “If Symes won’t tell and we can’t find anybody who can close the loop here, we’re stymied for the moment.” He looked around the table. “Any other problems?” Nobody spoke up, so he stood. “In that case, I’ve got reports to do. We’ll be jumping into Siren tomorrow and making for Mo’s to unload this can.” He strode from the wardroom, followed by Carstairs.


  The chief kept her seat and regarded Kondur over the top of her coffee mug. “What’re you thinking?”


  “I’m thinking we’re missing something but I’m probably overthinking it,” Kondur said. He paused and looked at the wardroom door. “How much longer do you think Vagrant can hold that station together?”


  She snorted. “He’s not holding it together now.”


  Kondur looked at her. “Why do you say that?”


  “He’s at the mercy of his thugs. I don’t believe the security chief would back him in a coup. Rawlins is a good man who’s not happy with Vagrant’s goons wearing security uniforms.” She sipped. “With Malachai here, the old man is without his right hand. Zachary’s been isolated from the worst of it because Malachai always handled their father’s dirty work. If Vagrant leans on Zachary and shows him how the sausage is made, that’s going to cause a problem.”


  “Zachary brought us Ella Norris and the Atwaters,” Kondur said.


  “Norris made Spec-3,” the chief said. “She was in filtration?”


  “Yeah. Apparently somebody tried to kill her for discovering that station was using substandard media.”


  “Zachary brought her to the ship?” the chief asked. “I missed that piece. I knew about the Atwaters.”


  “Apparently Edgar had Malachai tracking down the errors from filtration and air mixing but when Malachai came to us, Zachary took it over.”


  “And Edgar’s the cause to begin with, isn’t he?” the chief asked.


  Kondur shrugged. “Edgar Vagrant has the ability to turn gold to lead. If there’s a way for him to hurt himself or the station while saving a credit, he’ll do it.”


  The chief snickered. “I can’t argue that.”


  “You think he’ll still be in charge when we get back?” Kondur asked.


  She shrugged. “You thinking the Dark Night people will wrest control from him?”


  He felt a shock of surprise run down his spine. “They seem to have come up suddenly.”


  She shook her head. “Not so sudden. They’ve gotten a lot more visible lately. Their little calling cards are everywhere.”


  “You buy the kids with stencils story?” Kondur asked.


  She finished her coffee and placed the cup back on the table. “No. I’m sure there are some kids with dirty hands running around, but I’m also pretty sure that the adults behind it are keeping an eye on things.”


  Kondur swallowed and put his own cup on the table, the cold coffee turning bitter on his tongue.


  “They tried to recruit you,” she said.


  He looked at the wardroom door again, knowing that leaving wouldn’t help. “Yeah. They did.”


  “You didn’t turn them down.”


  He shook his head. “I didn’t accept, either.”


  “You know,” she said, leaning her elbows on the table, her tone light. “That system is in a prime spot.”


  Kondur did know. He nodded. “I think that’s what irks me the most about the whole situation,” he said. He took a deep breath and blew it out, almost like a sigh. “Rich belts. Perfect spot for traffic into and out of Venitz. Mel’s Place only two jumps away. The Ranch in three. High Tortuga in two with a fast packet.”


  She nodded. “You’ve thought about it.”


  “Vagrant could supply the eastern half of the Annex with most of the refined metal they’d need,” Kondur said.


  “Not with what he has there now,” the chief said.


  “Wouldn’t take much to bring it up,” Kondur said.


  “Just the will to do it and the right people,” the chief said.


  “And credits,” Kondur said. “It would take some credits.”


  “He’s got the bootstrap in place,” she said. “What he doesn’t have is the vision.”


  “You think it could work?” Kondur asked.


  “It’s going to take somebody who can reverse the downward slide,” the chief said with a shrug. “The station infrastructure itself is a shambles, but there’s more industry there than meets the eye.”


  Verkol shook his head. “Nothing’s going to change as long as Edgar Vagrant’s in charge.”


  “Can’t argue that,” the chief said.


  Phoebe Atwater came in through the galley door. “Oh, sorry, sars. I didn’t realize anybody was still here.”


  “Come in, Ms. Atwater. We’re done here,” the chief said, standing up. She nodded to Kondur and left.


  “Are you through, sar?” Phoebe asked.


  Kondur nodded. “Yes, Ms. Atwater. Please, don’t let me get in your way.” He rose to his feet and headed for his stateroom. With Edgar Vagrant out of the way, the right person could make Vagrant Station into a very viable operation. What he’d seen of Zachary left him optimistic that at least one of the sons might be that person.


  * * *


  Zachary caught Chief Rawlins as he left Betty’s after lunch. “Got a tick, Chief?”


  Rawlins shrugged. “What is it this time? More security cams?”


  “Yeah, although not the Dark Night stuff.”


  The chief nodded and started down the passageway toward security. “What’s got your father upset now?”


  Zachary fell into step. “No, this isn’t the old man.”


  “Station business?” The chief cast a side-eyed glance at Zachary.


  “In a manner of speaking. I’d like to know what the cams see in Golf-Four Plaza.”


  The chief pursed his lips. “Any particular reason?”


  Zachary frowned and watched the deck as he walked. “Yeah, but it’s complicated.”


  Rawlins uttered a single bark of laughter. “What isn’t complicated when you Vagrants get involved?”


  Zachary grinned and shrugged. “I suppose that’s true.”


  They walked in silence the rest of the way, people scattering out of their path.


  The chief pushed through the door to security and waved at the duty officer. “I’m back. Anything on fire?”


  “Nothing at the moment, Chief.”


  Rawlins led the way into his office and threw himself into his chair. He tapped on the console a little and turned the display to show Zachary. “Golf-Four.”


  The screen showed a normal, somewhat bare, plaza. It flickered to life as a pair of men crossed the plaza from one side to the other then froze again when the movement stopped.


  “That’s not Golf-Four,” Zachary said.


  “Sure it is,” Rawlins said. “You think I don’t know how to run my own system?”


  Zachary took out his tablet and scrolled through the digitals until he found the wide shot of the plaza. He put it on the console in front of the chief. “That’s Golf-Four as of this morning.”


  Rawlins looked at the image and frowned. “Can’t be.”


  Zachary shrugged.


  The cam flickered into motion again as a woman entered the frame and walked to the banking terminal. She made some kind of transaction before walking back out of the frame. The image froze again.


  “There’s no terminal in Golf-Four. That looks like Fox-Nine.”


  Rawlins frowned at him. “You screwing with me?”


  “What does Fox-Nine look like?” Zachary asked.


  Rawlins tapped a couple of keys and the screen flickered only to put up the same image. Rawlins’s eyes widened and he leaned into the screen. “What the—?” He tapped more keys and a different view of the plaza came up. He pointed to the corner of the screen. “Says Fox-Nine.” He tapped again and the same angle came up again. “This says Golf-Four.”


  “They all look alike,” Zachary said. “Try Charlie-Five. It has a couple of planters in it.”


  Rawlins brought up the new cam. “All right. That looks like Charlie-Five to you?”


  Zachary nodded and pointed at the planters near the middle. “Residents installed those planters themselves.”


  Rawlins brought up another cam. It showed a regulation plaza with benches and walkways. The banking terminal’s blue HTHC sign clearly visible. “This is supposed to be Golf-Four.”


  “Somebody screwed up,” Zachary said.


  Rawlins nodded. “How the hell can you cross-wire two cams into the same feed?”


  “Well, I suspect that’s actually pretty easy,” Zachary said. “They screwed up by not picking a view of Fox-Nine that doesn’t show the terminal.”


  Rawlins looked up at Zachary. “What are you saying?”


  Zachary pointed to his tablet. “That’s what Golf-Four looks like.” He pointed to the screen. “That’s not Golf-Four even though your system says it is. Right now you have no view into Golf-Four.”


  Rawlins scowled. “Somebody’s jiggered the system. Dammit.”


  “It’s worse than that,” Zachary said.


  Rawlins shook his head. “We can’t trust what we’re seeing on the cams. How can it be worse?”


  “Bring up that footage you showed me the other day,” Zachary said. “The one where the black screen comes up for ten ticks.”


  Rawlins frowned at him for a few heartbeats before turning back to his console. He keyed it up and ran the sequence. “What does that show?”


  “It shows that somebody wanted you to see that black screen,” Zachary said. “Otherwise, they’d just have patched the camera into another passageway. What is that? Echo-Six-Eight?”


  Rawlins glanced at the screen. “Yeah.”


  “Look at Delta-Six-Eight.”


  Rawlins brought up the Delta-Six-Eight camera. It showed the same view down an identical passageway. “What’s your point?”


  “How do you know that’s the right passageway? It looks identical.”


  Rawlins leaned back in his chair. “I guess I don’t.”


  “If somebody can make your Golf-Four show Fox-Nine, why would they screw around with the black screen? All they need to do is swap the feeds.”


  “What’s going on in Golf-Four that nobody wants us to see?” Rawlins asked.


  Zachary sighed. “Maybe I’m off base but I think that’s the wrong question.”


  Rawlins raised an eyebrow. “We’re in the middle of a coup and you’re going to second-guess me?”


  “No,” Zachary said, fighting to keep his tone respectful. “I’m suggesting that you can’t trust anything you see on any of the cams. Somebody has broken into your system and hacked it together to show you what they want you to see.”


  “I got that. Whoever is behind this Dark Night foolishness.”


  “Possibly, but you’re overlooking the possibility that it’s not just one group or person. There could be more than one and—just going by what I’ve seen here—there are at least two.”


  Rawlins frowned. “Because Golf-Four looks like Fox-Nine.”


  “Yes. And whoever is behind Dark Night isn’t using the same technique.” Zachary shook his head. “What I don’t know is why.”


  “Why what? Why two different groups?”


  “No. Why two techniques? It’s like whoever is doing the Dark Night thing wants you to look at the cams because we know it’s possible to hack them in a way that’s not obvious.”


  Rawlins stared at his console for several moments. “Because all they’d need to do is point to the one passageway in the station where they didn’t paint a dark sun.”


  “Yeah. Or switch to it long enough to put up the paint and then switch back. That way it wouldn’t matter how long it took.”


  Rawlins nodded and flipped screens to bring up a comms panel. “I still want to know what’s going on in Golf-Four.”


  “I want to know who installed the cams,” Zachary said. “And who’s running them now?”


  “We’ve got a security team running them. Next door in dispatch,” Rawlins said, tapping on his keyboard.


  “Chief,” Zachary said.


  “One sec,” Rawlins said. “I’m calling in a team.”


  Zachary sighed. “Before you do anything rash, I’d like you to think about the filtration system.”


  Rawlins paused, his fingers still on the keyboard. “What about it?”


  “You know it’s compromised, right?”


  He frowned. “What do you mean, compromised?”


  “It’s not filtering out the smallest particulates. That’s why somebody tried to kill Ella Norris. I think it’s why they killed Wendel Walker.”


  “Who killed Wendel Walker? Who’s Wendel Walker?”


  “The air mixing tech?” Zachary asked.


  “I thought that was alcohol poisoning,” Rawlins said. “Got fired. Got drunk. Killed himself by drinking too much.”


  “Stop,” Zachary said. “Focus. My father bought a bunch of substandard air filtration media. It’s rated to be safe but it’s not. It’s been letting dangerous levels of particulates build up in the station.”


  “Why would he do that? He has to breathe the air, too.”


  “Because he can save a credit. You’ve seen him. What’s he doing with the mining barges? Substandard mining heads. Lubrication that’s not vacuum rated. Letting maintenance go until we have the Millicent blowing up on her way back and punching holes in the station itself. Why? Because he’s lost it. He’s only looking at his bottom line and he’s said to hell with the station.” Zachary paused to take a breath.


  Rawlins pushed back from his console, eyes wide. “You’re with them, aren’t you.”


  “With who?”


  “The Dark Night people.” Rawlins stood, putting his hand on the taser at his belt.


  Zachary held up his hands, palm out. “Whoa. No. Why would I be showing you all this camera stuff if I was with them?”


  “What’s all this crazy crap about the miners and the air? People being killed?”


  Zachary tilted his head to one side. “Weren’t you the one who said Fisher and Malachai are taking care of my father’s wet work? What do you think they’re doing? Just taking out the trash?”


  “Troublemakers,” Rawlins said. “We’ve always had people who didn’t want to follow the regs.”


  “Who decides?” Zachary asked. “Who says this person is a troublemaker and we should space them for the good of the order?”


  Rawlins blanched.


  “It’s not security, is it,” Zachary said. “You’re not ordering people spaced, are you?”


  Rawlins shook his head. “Your father’s the captain of this ship. It’s his call.”


  “This isn’t a ship,” Zachary said.


  “It may as well be,” Rawlins said. “What are you suggesting? That we ignore him? Go around him? Join the Dark Night people and have a mutiny? A coup?”


  Zachary shook his head. “What I’m saying is look around and see for yourself. My father is poisoning people. He’s killing his cash cows for the meat and eating his seed corn.”


  “You’ve had your head in hydroponics too long, Zach. You can’t run a station without busting a few heads.”


  Zachary shrugged. “All right. I tried.” He turned and headed for the door.


  “Where do you think you’re going?” Rawlins asked, pressing a button on his desk.


  The door lock snicked.


  “I was going to see if I could find a way off the station,” Zachary said. “What? Are you going to lock me up? Turn me over to Fisher? Break my arm?”


  Rawlins stared at Zachary, his eyes blinking. After a few moments he shook his head and pointed to a chair. “Sit.”


  Zachary shrugged and took a seat, crossing his arms over his chest. His heart hammered in his chest, but he didn’t think Rawlins would beat him or space him. He’d always been a fair, if somewhat volatile man.


  Rawlins pulled his taser out and placed it on the console before taking his own seat across from him.


  * * *


  Malachai picked up the morning’s work assignment from his tablet and reported to the gear locker to get the brushes and paint.


  Frazier, one of the newly minted engineers, stood behind the counter. “You hear about Symes?” he asked, putting the necessary equipment onto the counter and checking it off his inventory.


  “No, I don’t pay much attention to the watchstanders,” Malachai said. “What about him?”


  “Rumor is he fell down a ladder. Got banged up pretty bad.”


  Malachai nodded. “Have to be careful on the stairs. Trip at the top and you can get really hurt by the time you hit the bottom.”


  “Ladders. They’re called ladders. No wonder you flunked your test,” Frazier said with a snicker.


  Malachai picked up his gear and shrugged. “Ladders. Stairs. Whatever you call it. Fall at the top and you could break your neck when you land at the bottom.”


  Frazier frowned. “Yeah. Well. I suppose.”


  “Where’s Parks? Isn’t he supposed to be in the booth today?” Malachai asked.


  “Oh, he got tapped to take Symes’s watches while he’s on light duty.”


  Malachai nodded and turned away before allowing himself a small grin. “Sucks to be him,” I guess.


  Frazier laughed and Malachai glanced at the ladder from the main deck. Dangerous things in the dark. Who could tell what might be at the bottom? He nodded to himself and headed for the back corner of the engine room. He had to set up some gear before opening the paint. With any luck, he’d be tucked away in a corner, out of sight, on the task all day.


  He smiled.


  * * *


  When Kondur got to Chief Stevens’s office, Symes was already there, sitting in one of the two visitor’s chairs. Hunched over, he held his hands folded together between his knees.


  “Come in, Mr. Kondur,” the chief said. “Close the door, if you would?”


  Kondur swung the door closed and took a seat beside Symes.


  “Tell Mr. Kondur what you just told me, Mr. Symes,” she said.


  “I don’t know who did it,” Symes said. “I never saw them.” He didn’t look up.


  “From the beginning, if you would,” Chief Stevens said.


  “I was on my way off watch. Heading up the ladder to the spine. Right near the top somebody grabbed my ankle and pulled. I fell backward and rolled down to the deck. Before I knew what was happening, they were kicking the crap out of me. I tried to protect my head but they got in a couple of good kicks.” He shrugged. “I was so dazed. It happened so fast. Next thing I knew, I was alone. I didn’t see them go. Just one moment I’m getting kicked into next week and the next, gone.”


  “Male? Female?” the chief asked.


  “I don’t know, sar. Could have been a woman. Whoever it was wore a shipsuit. All I saw of them was their boots and the leg of their suit.” He shook his head.


  “Why didn’t you tell us that to begin with?” the chief asked. “Why the ‘fell down the ladder’ story?”


  He looked up at her. “What’s the difference, sar? I did fall down the ladder. It’s a wonder I didn’t break my neck there.” He looked down again with a sigh. “I can’t tell you any more about who did it or why. Why even bring it up?”


  “You haven’t pissed anybody off?” the chief asked.


  He hunched his shoulders in a shrug. “Not that I know of. I’ve been keeping my head down and doing my job.”


  “Who are the troublemakers in engineering?” she asked.


  He glanced up at her and shook his head. “I can’t answer that, Chief.”


  She looked at Kondur with a raised eyebrow.


  “Nobody else was around?” Kondur asked. “When you got pulled off the ladder?”


  “Just the two of us as far as I could tell, sar.”


  “Nobody? During watch change?”


  Symes shrugged again. “Ella—Ms. Norris—relieved me a couple of ticks late and I had a bunch of notes for her. It took me a while to do the handoff. By the time I got done, it was the nearly the top of the stan.”


  “What did you do after?” Kondur said.


  “I went to my bunk and crawled in.”


  “You might have had a concussion, Mr. Symes,” the chief said. “Why didn’t you seek medical assistance?”


  He looked up at her. “From who? It was 0400.”


  The chief frowned. “You could have awakened Mr. Vail. He was right there in the berthing area, wasn’t he?”


  Symes shrugged. “I didn’t want to disturb him, sar. What good would it have done?”


  “Well, for one thing, you’d have gotten into the auto-doc sooner. If you’d had a concussion, that could have made a huge difference in the outcome,” she said.


  He shrugged again. “I wasn’t thinking too clearly at the time, sar.”


  “How are you feeling now, Mr. Symes?” Kondur asked.


  Symes glanced at him. “Sore. Still hurts to take a deep breath but it’s not as bad.”


  “Mr. Symes, if you are ever injured again, use your tablet to call for help. Notify the bridge. Notify me. Don’t go crawling off to a corner to hide. Am I clear?”


  “Yes, sar.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Symes. You can go. Might I suggest you head to the mess deck, grab a cup of coffee, and study for Spec-2?”


  “Will there be another testing period before we get back, Chief?” Symes asked.


  “I doubt it, but if you get far enough along, you might be able to take the exam at Siren.” She shrugged. “That would give you another little bump in pay.”


  Symes nodded and stood. “Thank you, Sar.”


  “Close the door on your way out, Mr. Symes. I’d like to talk to Mr. Kondur for a while.”


  Symes cast a glance at Kondur and nodded. “Aye, aye, sar.” He slipped out and closed the door.


  The chief paused, looking down at her hands on the console for a few moments. “What do you think, Verkol?”


  Kondur shook his head and sat back in his chair. “Seems like it’s the little things that trip us up.”


  She looked up at him with raised eyebrows.


  “He didn’t know how to report an injury,” Kondur said.


  The chief snorted and nodded. “Yeah. That’s on me. I forgot we’re not dealing with spacers. We had almost zero indoctrination. It never occurred to me that somebody would get injured and hide.”


  “I know what you mean. I didn’t occur to me either. I thought he was trying to hide because he didn’t want to finger somebody.”


  “He may still be,” the chief said. “It’s a good story. Just enough detail to be believable. Not so much that he might get confused and let something slip.”


  “I think we need to work under the assumption that it might not be Parks or his band of hooligans,” Kondur said.


  “Who does that leave?” the chief asked.


  Kondur chuckled. “The rest of the ship, I suppose. Somebody in deck berthing with a score to settle with engineering? Somebody that one of Parks’s people hurt?”


  Stevens looked down at her hands again, her head nodding. “Possible, but why Symes? Ms. Atwater didn’t name him as part of the Parks gang.”


  “Guilt by association? Target of opportunity?” Kondur shook his head. “Whoever did it planned it out pretty well.”


  The chief pursed her lips. “Planned for Symes to be late getting off watch?”


  “Maybe planned for somebody to be late and just waited for the stars to align,” Kondur said.


  “Think this is going to be a one-off?” the chief asked.


  “Not really,” Kondur said. “But I can hope.”


  “Well, first things first, I suppose,” the chief said. “Wanna have the skipper send out an all-hands notice? What to do if you get injured?”


  “Yeah. We’ll probably have to follow up with department heads, too.” Kondur sighed. “I didn’t expect we’d have this kind of problem.”


  “I’ve swapped out Donaldson and Scott. They’re standing watch now, both in different sections. Frazier’s the only day worker left of that crew. It won’t completely isolate them. At any given time at least two of them could be available to cause mischief,” the chief said. “One of them will always be on watch and Frazier’s going to be in the equipment booth all day. Without something more concrete, it’s about all we can do.”


  “The more I think of it, the more I think we’re getting distracted from the real problem,” Kondur said.


  “Vagrant?” the chief asked.


  “Yeah. I don’t know him that well. Being on the barge kept me out of the loop on station for the most part.”


  “Well, there’s always a wild card. Some joker who’s been under the radar until now,” the chief said.


  “Speculation won’t get us too far,” Kondur said. “Anything else?”


  “You’re right, and no. Thanks for coming down to witness.”


  Kondur stood and nodded. “I’ll go see the skipper and keep him in the loop. Get him to put out a safety notice.”


  The chief nodded and turned to her console.


  Kondur headed up the spine toward the bow. They’d be in Siren space soon. He hoped things would sort themselves out by the time they needed to jump back into the Deep Dark. With a snort he shook his head. “Wishful thinking.” 


  * * *


  Rawlins sat without speaking, staring at Zachary with his mouth twisted into a grimace. “My job is to support the station management. To keep the people here safe. This Dark Night thing is threatening that.”


  Zachary shrugged. “I’m beginning to think that we need to start considering that those two goals are in conflict.”


  Rawlins scowled. “You think your father is a danger to the station?”


  “Yes.” Zachary sighed. “We’ve never been close. Malachai was always the heir apparent. You probably know that better than I do.”


  “Yeah,” Rawlins said with a quick shrug. “This is the first time I’ve heard of your father poisoning the station. You got any proof?”


  “You can check with the filtration stations. I think they’re all using Heslarton media now.”


  “Heslarton? That’s a local.”


  “Yeah, but their media is substandard. It’s rated to two and a half microns but it doesn’t even get to five. It passes all the small particulates through.”


  Rawlins frowned. “That’s a problem?”


  “They’re the most dangerous size. Small enough to be inhaled and lodge in the lungs.”


  Rawlins winced.


  “Up until a few weeks ago, we used Archer. We had to import that and it cost more. My father allegedly bought up all the Heslarton media when none of the ships would buy it from the chandlery.”


  Rawlins tilted his head. “Allegedly?”


  “That’s what he claims. I think he’s actually behind Heslarton. They make all kinds of consumables we use here on the station. It would make sense to support the local business but it makes no sense to do it at the expense of the people who live here.”


  “Then why would he do it?”


  “Credits. He keeps the credits on the station circulating—sort of. He’s just taking it out of one pocket and putting it in another, but at least the people at Heslarton have jobs. I don’t know if the workers know what they’re doing to themselves and the other residents. Their management must know. Somebody’s making a decision to put the substandard merchandise out with false labels.”


  Rawlins sank back in his seat. “Without a formal complaint, my hands are tied.”


  “And my father won’t make a formal complaint. He’s trying to keep the word from getting out because he wants to keep the scam going as long as he can.”


  “You sure you’re not one of the Dark Night people?” Rawlins asked, after a moment. “You’re getting pretty far into the dust on a conspiracy theory. How many people must know about this and are keeping quiet?”


  “Fewer than before. Every person who’s currently working filtration or mixing has been on the job less than a month. None of them know that the results they’re getting aren’t normal. I don’t know if any are questioning it.”


  “And you think this guy Walker was killed because he wasn’t going quietly?”


  “I do,” Zachary said. “And that’s why somebody tried to kill Ella Norris.”


  Rawlins worked his tongue around in his mouth while his gaze focused somewhere in the distance. “Can you prove any of this?”


  “I can prove the filtration media is substandard. Or should be able to, assuming I can get a lab to test it.” He shrugged. “Check with the air mixers. Ask to see their records on the sensors. Compare this week to, say, last month. The sensors are getting clogged up by five-micron junk in the airflow.”


  “I thought you said the problem was the smaller size.”


  “It is, but if the fives are getting through, everything under ten is also getting through. Fives aren’t as bad as the two and a half, but it’s hard to pick those out of a pile of fives.”


  “Can you prove your father’s behind it?” Rawlins asked.


  “Not without High Tortuga’s records,” Zachary said.


  “You’d need them for what? Financial?”


  Zachary nodded. “They should know who finances Heslarton. He told me he’d purchased the bad media from them to save them from going bankrupt. That might be true, but it occurs to me that nothing happens on this station without his approval and say-so.”


  Rawlins scratched his cheek with a forefinger. “Except Golf-Four.”


  “Yeah,” Zachary grinned. “That’s an opportunity for the station but I suspect he’d quash it if he found out.”


  “Why?” Rawlins asked.


  “Not his idea, for one. No way for him to gouge them for another.”


  “You’re being kinda hard on the old man.”


  Zachary sighed and nodded. “Probably. I’m working in the dark but everywhere I shine a light, I find another one of my father’s fingers grabbing credits.”


  Rawlins nodded. “Fair enough. Tell you what. Let me look around at these problems for a couple of days. See what I find.”


  “Look at the lubrication for the barges, too,” Zachary said.


  “What’s with them?”


  “The chandlery sends them bad fluid for the mining heads. It’s supposed to be vacuum rated but—so far—every barge that’s used it has locked up the transmission that drives the drills. Three barges have already been disabled and it’s only the beginning if the ones still in the belts use it.”


  Rawlins’s eyes widened. “I hadn’t heard that.”


  “The mining barges don’t have a big effect on the station. Or haven’t, up to now. Once they start coming in and not going back out? Without the ore, we’ve got no cash flow.” Zachary shrugged. “No cash flow means we can’t buy what we need. The limited amount we get from shipping will dry up if we don’t have cargoes to send out. We won’t starve or run out of air, probably. But once we lose the barges, we’re not producing enough to sustain the station’s economy.”


  “Why would he do that?” Rawlins asked.


  Zachary shook his head. “I don’t think he’s thought it through. Or didn’t realize what a massive problem it would be.”


  “Or he’s lost it,” Rawlins said.


  “Or that,” Zachary said.


  Rawlins sighed. “What are you going to do now?”


  “I’ve got some more investigation. He wants to know who’s behind the stencils. I have to show him that I’m working on it.”


  “Yeah. He’s on me every day about that.” Rawlins shook his head. “I’d really like to find out myself.”


  CHAPTER 15


  Larkin smiled. “Secure from navigation stations, Mr. Kondur. Set normal portside watch throughout the ship.”


  Kondur picked up his mic and made the announcement.


  Larkin stood up and rolled his shoulders. “So far so good,” he said. “We’ll let the customs people do their work and grant liberty.” He headed for the ladder. “Mr. Kondur? Chief? The cabin for a short conference?”


  Kondur followed the captain down the ladder, Chief Stevens on his heels.


  “Have a seat,” Larkin said. “What do we know?”


  “Carstairs believes our can will be swapped within the next day and a half,” Kondur said. “We should have enough liquid credit to refuel and supply the ship.”


  “I’ve got a replenishment order for spares already filed with the chandlery,” the chief said. “It’s pretty big but consistent with a ship that’s been out and about for a while.”


  “What are we taking back?” Larkin asked. “Can of food?”


  “Think it’s some kind of lubricant. We’d need to check with Tom on that,” the chief said.


  “Hope it’s for the barges,” Kondur said. “That situation is a lit fuse.”


  Larkin sighed. “Well, whatever it is, doesn’t really matter. It’s the can we’re getting. Anything new with Symes?”


  The chief shook her head. “He’s going back on watch when we get underway. I’m moving Parks to gravity so he’ll stay in the same watch section.”


  “Things seem to have calmed down a little now that Parks and his bullies have been split up,” Kondur said. “I’m not hearing anything from deck berthing.”


  “A few days’ liberty should release some of the tension,” Larkin said. “Siren’s going to seem like heaven to some of these people.” He grinned.


  “Will we be able to get them back aboard?” the chief asked.


  “Why wouldn’t we? They’ve not got a lot of ready credit, most of them. Jumping ship here means they don’t get paid when we get back. Most of them will be next to broke by the time we’re ready to pull out,” Larkin said. “We can’t hold up looking for them, but if we count noses early enough, we should be able to get orbital security to round up any stragglers.”


  “What are you thinking?” Kondur asked.


  “We’ll declare liberty as soon as we get clearance from customs. They should be done soon. I’m planning to be here about four days. Bring them back aboard at 0600 and plan for a 1400 pullout. That’ll give us a bit of buffer to round up anybody who’s missing.”


  Kondur nodded. “That should work.”


  “We’ve got extra hands,” the chief said. “I’m not used to having all these day workers underfoot.”


  “We may have overstaffed a bit,” Larkin said with a shrug. “Won’t matter in the grand scheme of things. There won’t be any shares paid out, and we’re going to have to go out again soon. We can pick the best of this crew for the next run.”


  The chief frowned. “What makes you say that?”


  “There’s already another can of ore waiting for us when we get back,” Larkin said. “Vagrant’s going to want the credits from that and he needs to make room in the inn for more ore. It’s starting to back up.”


  Kondur snorted. “It won’t if he’s managed to beach his whole fleet.”


  “Let’s hope he’s smart enough to avoid that,” Larkin said. “If he’s not, there’s a lot bigger problem than excess ore in the pipeline.”


  Kondur nodded. “True enough.”


  The captain’s console bipped. He pulled up the message. “We’re clear on customs. You can make the announcement, Verkol.”


  Kondur stood and headed for the bridge. “Aye, aye, Cap.” He wasn’t as certain as the skipper seemed to be about Edgar Vagrant, but there wasn’t much he could do about it. He crossed the empty bridge and pulled the mic from its holder to announce liberty. With a portion of the crew out in the station, maybe he’d get a better feel for the rest. As much as having day workers helped keep the amount of work down for the watchstanders, it also meant the ship felt a lot more crowded.


  Now if he could just get over the feeling that he was overlooking something with young Vagrant. For a man with as bad a reputation as he had, the guy had been singularly quiet for the trip out.


  * * *


  Malachai found the union office one deck down from the docks. The clerk checked him in and took him to a booth. Two stans later he came out and went back to the clerk to verify that he’d passed his exam for Machinist. The extra studying he’d done had paid off. Knowing that he needed to get at least a ninety percent score on the tests made all the difference.


  “Congratulations, Mr. Vadim,” the clerk said. “Your new certification is on file.”


  Malachai nodded and smiled as he left the office. “Step one,” he said.


  He went to the nearest banking terminal and keyed in his personal identification numbers. The balance made him pause. It might be enough but he shook his head. He logged out of that account and keyed up the Vagrant Station record. He frowned at the balance there. It had been shrinking for weeks, but this level made up his mind. He logged out of that account and keyed in his father’s codes. The old man would crap his pants if he knew Malachai had them, but the balance was big enough that siphoning off a few thousand wouldn’t show. At least not right away.


  He keyed a transfer to his account and a similar one to Zachary’s as well. Anybody looking at it from the outside would see a father making a gift to his children. He then emptied most of Malachai’s money into the account of Morton Vadim.


  At least he hoped that’s what they’d see. If they tracked the source, it would tell a different story.


  “Step two,” he said, signing out of the terminal and making his way to the lift.


  He needed a place to sit while he scanned the open berths. If he timed it right, he could be off the orbital before those idiots on the Barbell knew he wasn’t coming back.


  He found a breakfast place that didn’t have many customers and settled onto a stool at the counter.


  “What’ll ya have?” the server asked.


  He glanced up at a menu board and picked a number. “Number three. Scrambled. Wheat toast?”


  “Coffee?”


  “Yeah. Sure.”


  The guy shrugged and moved away so Malachai took out his tablet and started looking up job openings. That spacer’s handbook thing had more in it than job training, and he’d taken full advantage of it. Now if he could just find the right berth.


  * * *


  Zachary rang the lock call on the Star Stuff. He didn’t have to wait long before a dark-skinned man opened the lock and stepped out. “Yeah?”


  “I’m wondering if I can talk to your engineer?” Zachary said.


  The man’s eyebrows went up. “Why? Who are you anyway?”


  “I’m Zachary Vagrant and—”


  The man scowled and cut him off. “Vagrant? Haven’t you people done enough damage?”


  “That’s what I’m trying to figure out,” Zachary said. “There’s something screwy—”


  “Screwy,” he said. “Kid, this ain’t screwy. It’s criminal. What the hell do you want with me?”


  “There’s a problem with the barges. The lubricant in the mining transmission.”


  “Oh, you finally getting around to that?” he asked.


  Zachary took a deep breath and shrugged. “Well, I’m just trying to sort it out. If you don’t want to help, I understand. I’ll just wait for the next barge to come in.”


  The man scowled at him for a few heartbeats. “Help. What kind of help?”


  “I don’t know enough about how this all works to be able to sort it out.” He pointed down the docking gallery. “We’ve got three barges here without crews. Two of them have some kind of problem with their mining equipment. The story going around is that they’ve locked up the transmissions because of a faulty lube, but I don’t know enough to separate out the good from the bad. I was hoping you could show me.”


  “Webster? What’s going on out here?” A blonde woman with tired eyes came out of the lock.


  “This here is Zachary Vagrant,” the man, Webster, said. “He says he’s here to help, Skipper.”


  She nodded and pursed her lips. “Help how, Mr. Vagrant?”


  “I don’t know which lube is the bad one,” he said. “I was hoping to get somebody to at least point me in the right direction.”


  “Why?”


  “So I can stop the chandlery from putting it on the barges.”


  She snorted. “At least one of the Vagrants has some sense.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “You really think you can? Stop it?”


  He shrugged. “I can try, but I need to know what the problem is.”


  “Your father is an idiot,” Webster said.


  “I can’t do anything about that,” Zachary said with a shrug. “I might be able to talk to the chandlery to get this barge business fixed but I have to know what the problem is, exactly.” He looked back and forth between them. “Have you had any problems with the mining head transmission?”


  Webster shook his head. “We came in with half a load because the mining heads gave out so fast.”


  “That’s unusual?” Zachary asked.


  The captain snorted. “Kid, I don’t know what your father’s on, but he needs to start shooting up a few doses of reality pretty damn quick.”


  Zachary held up his hands. “Can you show me? I can take it to the chandlery. Maybe I can get it fixed.”


  The captain keyed the lock open. “Yeah. We can show you. Come on.”


  She led the way into the ship and Webster followed behind. The thing felt like a closet that just kept going. Eventually she came to an open space with an armorglass window. “Miner stands here. Grinds rock out there. There’s a drive train that spins the heads against the rock. It chips them up, we scoop it in, it goes in the hold.” She opened a locker and pulled out a battered piece of metal. “This is a mining head. It’s what we push against the rock to chip it up. This is a used one. Old style. Probably has five hundred hours on it. That’s a lot of rock.” She handed it to him and he nearly dropped it, not expecting it to weigh so much. “Heavy. Solid. Does a good job. We need four of them to run the drills. That one cost just about five hundred credits.” She took it back from him and put it back in the closet. She pulled out a conical part. “This is a new one, or what passes for it these days.” She thrust it into his hands.


  He expected it to weigh as much as the last one. “What the—?” he asked.


  She nodded and Webster snorted.


  “Why’s it weigh so much less?” Zachary asked.


  “That’s the question we asked. Supposedly made of a lightweight alloy of graphene and diamond,” the captain said. “Each one costs half again more than the old ones. If they lasted half again longer, it might have been worth it. These? May as well be made of cardboard. I think we got two hundred hours out of one. Went through almost every head we had on board and had to come in with half a load.”


  Zachary rolled the head around in his hands and saw some printing on the bottom flange. Heslarton. “Lemme guess. The old ones aren’t available in the chandlery anymore?”


  “Got it in one,” the captain said.


  “And the same with the lubricant?”


  “Yeah.” She opened another locker and pulled out a five-liter container with a blue label. “We went through heads so fast we never got to use this. I’m glad we didn’t now, or we’d be in the same straits as the rest.”


  Zachary checked off the Heslarton branding and a notation on the label that the lube carried a vacuum-use endorsement. “Yeah. Anything with a Heslarton label is going to be crap,” he said.


  “This is all they’ll sell us,” Webster said.


  “And it’s more expensive, I bet,” Zachary said.


  The sour looks on both faces confirmed his suspicion.


  “Well, return anything you can. Recycle anything you can’t,” he said. “You can’t use that stuff.”


  “What good will that do?” the skipper asked.


  “It’ll recover some of your cost. If you don’t have what you need, it’s no good for you to go back out to the belts. Do you have any maintenance issues that need to get taken care of?”


  The captain looked at Webster. “Number three main engine?”


  Webster nodded. “It’ll need yard time.”


  “That’s what I thought,” the captain said. “What about the crew?” She looked at Zachary. “We don’t fly, none of us gets paid.”


  Zachary shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m just the leg-man on this. The bottom line? Flying with this crap just kills the barge and you won’t get paid anyway once the transmission seizes up.” He handed the drill head back to the captain. “I don’t know how much pull I have with my father, but these things aren’t worth the materials they’re printed with. I need to make him see that somehow.”


  The captain stashed the head back in the locker and nodded to Webster. “Run up the inventory on this and contact the chandlery about returning it. I suspect they’ll say no, but at least we’ll get it on file.”


  “Aye, Cap.”


  “Come on, Mr. Vagrant. I’ll show you back to the airlock.” She led the way back through the maze and out onto the docking gallery.


  “Thanks for the info,” he said, offering his hand. “I don’t know what I’ll be able to do about any of it, but I’ll give it my best shot.”


  “I don’t envy you,” she said, shaking his hand. “Let me know if I can help. I’d rather not try to find a new place to live, but there are plenty of stations needing experienced miners.”


  The not-so-subtle reminder made Zachary wince inside. “Yeah. Message received. Thanks again.”


  “Lemme know if I can help,” she said. “I realize you’re just the messenger here.”


  He snorted. “I just have to keep from being shot.”


  She chuckled and headed back into the ship. “Good luck with that.”


  Zachary pulled out his tablet and looked up Heslarton.


  * * *


  Malachai smiled and thanked Captain Huggins. “Much appreciated, sar. My folks really need me back in Albert, and the Fortune isn’t heading back that way.”


  “Glad to help, lad,” Huggins said. “You’ll be ready to go day after tomorrow?”


  “I will, Captain.”


  “Very well. Get your gear and report by 0800. We’ll get you settled.” The captain looked to his engineering officer. “Show him back to the docks?”


  “Of course, Skipper,” the chief said.


  Malachai followed back through the passageways, already planning how to get his gear off the ship without tipping his hand. He wouldn’t need much of it. A quick trip to the chandlery would get him a new duffel bag. He could probably take a shipsuit and skivvies but Huggins said he’d pull a new set with their company livery on check-in. He could pack the few belongings he wanted to keep in a small bag.


  “See you tomorrow,” the chief said when they stepped onto the brow. “We’ll get your credentials established in the meantime.”


  Vagrant nodded and offered a hand. “Thank you, sar.”


  The chief shook his hand and Malachai left. He allowed himself a satisfied smile, nodding to people as he passed. He had several pieces of unfinished business aboard the Fortune. He had time to settle a few scores. With luck, he’d be gone before they even knew he was missing.


  * * *


  Zachary tracked the Heslarton operation down in Juliet-Six. The company had most of the section in the industrial area of the station. Only three passageways connected the factory to the rest of Vagrant, one of them large enough to pass cargo-transports. He pushed into the lobby, admiring the clean decks and tasteful color scheme. The receptionist, a sharply dressed young man, looked up from behind a console. “Good afternoon. Welcome to Heslarton Industrial Products. How may I help you?”


  “I’d like to speak with the boss,” Zachary said. “Is Mr. Heslarton in?”


  The receptionist’s expression flickered for just a moment—going from a welcoming smile to something that might have greeted a cockroach before a smile returned. This smile lacked the warmth of the first. “I’m sorry, sir, but Mr. Heslarton is no longer with the company. He passed away a few months ago.”


  The news sent a little shock of cold down Zachary’s spine. “I’m sorry to hear that. Can I speak to the person in charge?”


  “Do you have an appointment?”


  Zachary shook his head. “Obviously not.”


  “Of course, sir.” He turned to his console. “Would you like to make an appointment? Mr. Datchery has an opening next week.” He looked up at Zachary, eyebrows raised.


  “I’d really like to have a few minutes of Mr. Datchery’s time today, if possible.”


  The receptionist gave a credible sigh of regret. “That won’t be possible, I’m afraid, sir. Mr. Datchery is quite busy. If you’d just give me your name, I’ll slot you in for next week.”


  Zachary frowned at him. “My name is Zachary Vagrant. I’m here on my father’s behalf. Perhaps if I fetched him, Mr. Datchery could find a few minutes?”


  The man’s eyes widened and he paled slightly. “Mr. Vagrant,” he said.


  Zachary nodded. “Station business. Heslarton is supplying many of the products we use to keep the station functioning. There have been some costly irregularities that I’d like to discuss with Mr. Datchery.”


  The receptionist swallowed hard and nodded. “Let me just see if I can spring Mr. Datchery from his meeting.” He nodded to a conversational grouping in the corner. “If you’d have a seat? I’ll see what I can do.”


  Zachary crossed the lobby and took a seat facing the console and the pale young man behind it.


  The kid tapped some keys and spoke into his mic, the blower over Zachary’s head making enough white noise to mask whatever the kid might be saying. Every so often he’d nod and it looked like he used the word “Vagrant” a few times. Apparently he met with resistance as he looked more and more distressed, his lips tightening and the quick glances in Zachary’s direction coming more and more frequently. Finally he nodded and turned to Zachary. “Mr. Datchery can’t be disturbed, Mr. Vagrant, but the VP of Finance will—”


  One of the side doors burst open and a middle-aged man wearing a business suit and a scowl strode into the lobby, heading for the console. “What’s the meaning—?”


  The receptionist cut him off with a nod at Zachary. “Mr. Vagrant, sir. He’d like a few words.”


  Zachary stood and walked to the desk.


  The VP wheeled, the scowl turning into a snake-oil smile. “Mr. Vagrant? I usually do business with your father.” He offered a hand.


  Zachary shook it, nearly recoiling from the icy, dead-meat feeling. “Zachary Vagrant. My father’s tasked me with running down some issues while Malachai is busy, Mr. ...?”


  “Sorry,” the man said. “Bacon, Rufus Bacon.”


  “Well, Mr. Bacon, there seems to be some kind of problem with various Heslarton products.”


  “I’m sure you’re mistaken, Zachary—may I call you Zachary?”


  “Well, sure, Rufus, call me whatever you like, but the facts remain that Heslarton filters are poisoning the station’s air, your mining lubricant has destroyed at least two barges that we know of, and the mining heads you’re selling to the ships are basically tissue paper.”


  The receptionist’s eyes grew round and Bacon’s face red.


  “Perhaps we could discuss this in my office?” Bacon held out an open palm toward the door he’d just come through. “I’m sure there’s some misunderstanding that reasonable people can resolve.”


  “Thanks, Rufus. I’m pretty sure there’s a good answer.” Zachary let himself be led by the elbow, crossing out of the lobby into the even more luxurious office spaces behind.


  They walked just a few meters down before Bacon pulled him into a conference room and kicked the door closed behind them.


  “Just what the hell do you think you’re doing, kid?” Bacon asked, turning on him and practically spitting the words into Zachary’s face.


  “I’m trying to save your ass, but if you’re not interested, I’ll just tell my father that you’re the reason he’s losing credits and let Officer Fisher take you on a short tour of the airlock.”


  Bacon paled and swallowed. “Your father is the one who’s directed this from the beginning.”


  “Oh, I have no illusions. I know who really calls the shots at Heslarton and it’s not Datchery. He’s just the fall guy. The cut-out who’ll get tossed out the lock with you when my father finds out that this lube you’ve been forcing on the miners cripples them so they can’t mine. The mining heads themselves aren’t really even a factor, because by the time the miners use your lubricant, the transmissions are locked up. The heads don’t spin. The miners don’t earn any money. They turn the dead barges back in to the company, and my father will start looking for scapegoats. Where do you think he’s going to look, Rufus?”


  “Well, let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Bacon said. “I’m sure we can come to some accommodation.”


  “Meaning you’re sure you can find some low-level flunky to take the fall for certifying that the air filtration media you’re selling to the station doesn’t actually perform correctly and that you’ll find somebody else to throw to the wolves for certifying that transmission fluid for use in vacuum?”


  “Well, we can only go by what our workers—”


  “Can it, Rufus. My father’s already fingered you on the filtration media. Funny how none of the ships you tried to sell it to would take it on, huh? You know it’s bad. He knows it’s bad. The technicians we’ve fired knew it was bad, which was why they had to be replaced. Hell, you killed one of them to keep him from talking, didn’t you?”


  “Walker was—” Bacon clamped his mouth shut before he finished the statement.


  “Yes, he was, but you were too late, Rufus. The story is out. We’re going to need to deal with that sooner rather than later, but we need the mining barges running now. They need to go out and get the ore. They need to make enough of a profit from it that they keep doing it. They can’t do that with tissue-paper heads and lubricant that jams their equipment.”


  “What do you expect me to do about it?” Bacon asked.


  “I expect you to do three things. Recall all the defective filtration media, the bad lube, and the mining heads. I expect you to refund every credit you made on them. All of them.”


  “We can’t—” Bacon said, but Zachary poked him in the chest with a finger.


  “And I expect you to start labeling the crap you’re producing as crap. Stop certifying the filtration at higher levels. Label that fluid correctly. Put real graphene and diamond in those heads if you think it’ll help, but stop peddling tissue paper at the price of titanium.”


  Bacon’s face regained its color from pale white and flared to bright red. “You don’t know who you’re crossing here, kid. I don’t care if your name is Vagrant.”


  “And I expect you to either start producing stuff that’s up to spec or shut this scammy outfit down.”


  Bacon grabbed Zachary’s shirt with both hands and slammed him against the bulkhead hard enough to daze him, pinning him there with both hands on his chest and his face close enough to kiss. “Now you listen to me, punk. You’re not Edgar. Hell, you’re not even Malachai. You’re some jumped-up goody-guts with delusions of grandeur.” Bacon spit each word into Zachary’s face, his coffee breath fouling the narrow gap between them. “You come in here again and start making demands, I’ll have you tossed out an airlock with the trash you are. You do not know what you’re messing with, kid, and you’re way over your head. Now get out of my shop. Stay out of this business. Get your candy-ass back to whatever hole you’ve been hiding in and stay there.”


  Zachary barely understood the words, they came so fast. His head rang from being battered against the bulkhead. Before he knew what had happened, he found himself between two burly guard-types, being dragged out of the offices and tossed onto the deck in a back passageway. Definitely not the one he’d entered by. The door closed with a quiet snick.


  Zachary pushed himself to his feet, his eyes not quite able to focus for the pain in his skull. He put a hand back and found the tender spot. No blood on his fingers, but he pulled out his tablet and looked for the nearest medical bay. He leaned against the bulkhead for a moment to catch his breath, thinking of all the things he should have done—kneed him in the crotch, head-butted him. Hell, even slapped him upside the head. Zachary sighed and headed for the medical bay. He’d need an analgesic for the headache at a minimum.


  Maybe they had a pill for thinking on his feet.


  * * *


  Malachai waited in the shadows under the ladder. The quiet thrum of the ship always seemed loudest in the engine room or maybe it just masked the sounds better. Parks would be along shortly. His last watch before the ship got underway. He’d gone up the ladder a few ticks ago but he had to come back to his station in environmental. The stupid shipboard routines made it all too easy.


  He quelled a quiet sigh. So many people on his list needed payback but the only one he had a chance at was the big oaf. One was better than none so he pressed back under the ladder when he heard the footsteps approaching. His heart beat hard, thumping against his ribs. He quieted his breathing and timed the steps coming down the ladder an arm’s reach away.


  The ladder shook as Parks trotted down. Malachai grabbed at Parks’s ankle, intending to trip him, but only caught the cuff of his shipsuit, which ineffectually ripped free.


  “What the hell?” Parks said, stumbling a bit but catching himself on the rail before falling.


  Malachai used both hands to slam into the man’s ankles, pushing them off the step and dropping him off his feet. He came around the ladder and punched Parks in the armpit, dislodging the hand that still held the rail.


  “Vagrant, what the hell are you doing?” Parks asked, trying to get up but having trouble finding his feet on the ladder’s treads.


  Malachai grabbed one of Parks’s boots and put all his weight into pulling him onto the flat deck. He had to shut Parks up before he made enough noise to attract attention. Not as if anybody was likely to be in engineering in the middle of the midwatch on their last night in port, but Malachai didn’t believe in taking chances. Or giving quarter.


  “Payback’s a bitch,” he said, kicking Parks in the nuts and leaning down to give him a fast one-two into his solar plexus as he curled forward. He took a moment to let Parks feel the pain before kicking him in the forehead, snapping his head back.


  Parks collapsed like a ragdoll, limbs dropping onto the deck.


  Malachai took a moment to admire his handiwork before stepping over the body and climbing the ladder. He felt better, better than he had in weeks. He padded down the long passageway to the bow, stopping only long enough to snag his bag from his bunk in the berthing area. He smiled as he made his way to the brow.


  “Kinda late to be heading out, isn’t it?” the watchstander asked. It was the old guy. Morse?


  “Last chance before we get underway,” Malachai said, with a grin. “I can sleep when I’m dead.” He winked at him.


  The old fart chuckled and keyed the lock open.


  He nodded and trotted off the ship, striding down the docks toward the lift. He only had to stop at a rented locker to pick up his new bag and get to the lock to check in. In five stans the Seward would pull out and be on its way to some dead-end world in Ciroda by way of The Ranch.


  He checked the time and nodded. Two stans before somebody found Parks. Probably longer before they figured out he hadn’t fallen. By then, Machinist Morton Vadim would be getting his breakfast on the Seward and learning about his new duties as a Grav Division machinist. As far as Siren Orbital knew, Malachai Vagrant had never set foot there.


  He smiled at the groups of drunk and half-drunk spacers making their way along, standing clear of the few cargo tractors and orbital security patrols. His breath puffed a bit in the chilly dock but after his recent exertion it felt good. His smile grew as the lift doors opened to disgorge a trio of giggling women just as he reached for the call button.


  Timing is everything.


  * * *


  Zachary left medical with a pack of pills and a clean scan. For all the pain, apparently the blow hadn’t caused any bruising in his skull. The tech warned him he’d have a headache for a while, and the bump on the back of his head would probably be tender for a few days. Something he could thank Rufus Bacon for.


  Predictably, his tablet bipped. A summons from his father. He grinned and planned what he’d tell the old man about Dark Night and their relationship with Heslarton.


  Martha waved him into the inner sanctum, and he pushed through when the door lock clicked.


  His father looked peeved. A little gray around the face, but certainly not the flaming rage Zachary had expected.


  “What do you think you’re doing?” the old man asked, a quiet—nearly rational—tone in his voice.


  “Looking into Dark Night as you asked.”


  The old man shook his head and sighed. “At Heslarton?”


  “Yes. Who benefits from the barges being destroyed? You?”


  His father frowned. “The Millicent was an accident.”


  “Oh, I doubt that highly,” Zachary said. “But I’m not talking about the Millicent. I’m talking about the barges that are now without crews because they’re so badly damaged they can’t work.”


  “What are you talking about?” his father asked. “We just need to put more crews on them and send them out.”


  “You’re not hearing me,” Zachary said. “The ships. The barges themselves. They’ve been put out of commission without a serious overhaul. They’re going to have to go into the yards and have their entire mining power trains rebuilt. Probably replaced. You can put new crews on them, but nobody can spin a head when the power trains are frozen.”


  “Whining miners. Of course they work.”


  “No, Father. They don’t. The lubricant wasn’t rated for vacuum. It seized up. Probably frozen, but that kind of chemical reaction? I have no idea. Maybe we can put them in a nice warm room and hope that the ice melts and that the drive trains aren’t damaged. We don’t happen to have a nice warm room where whole barges can cuddle up to the heater, do we?”


  “We’ve got the dry dock.”


  “We’ve got one dock where we can put a barge and pump in air. Yes. One. It might be enough but right now we have two dead barges, plus the down-checked one that’s too far gone to repair at all, plus every other barge out there now with that damned Heslarton crap. The only saving grace is that a lot of them probably have the tissue-paper mining heads so they’ll burn through those before they need to replenish their power trains.”


  “What tissue-paper heads?” His father’s frown deepened. “They’ve got state-of-the-art graphene and diamond heads. Light weight, stronger than steel.”


  “They’ve got heads that burn through in less than two hundred stans. Even the old ones went longer than twice that and cost less.”


  His father stared at him for several long moments. “What has this got to do with Dark Night?”


  “What better way to undermine your authority than to make it look like you’re cheating the miners? Poisoning the residents,” Zachary said.


  The old man’s jaw dropped. “Cheating? Poisoning?”


  Zachary shrugged. “You’re knowingly spewing dangerous levels of particulates into the atmosphere. Air that you’re breathing, too, I might add. While some people might take that to mean you’re not worried about the levels, there are plenty who will be happy to point out that you’re slowly killing every man, woman, and child here. What else would you call it? You knew the filtration media was substandard when you started buying it up and using it in the station.”


  “That’s preposterous,” his father said. “What kind of idiot do you think I am?”


  “The miners need to be working,” Zachary said, biting back the answer he wanted to give. “That lubrication fluid doesn’t work in vacuum. The packaging says it does, but it doesn’t. The heads are supposed to be high end, but they’re not. You’ve already shown you’re willing to keep Heslarton in business by using their substandard products. How else do you think it’s going to look?”


  “What about Dark Night?” his father asked, gritting his teeth. “What has Heslarton got to do with Dark Night?”


  “I think they’re behind it,” Zachary said. “I met with them. You know Rufus Bacon?”


  “Of course, I know Rufus. He’s their finance guy.”


  “Well, he seemed to think you’d be better off removed from office so more rational management could prevail.”


  His father’s eyes opened so wide, Zachary wondered if the eyeballs might actually pop out of their sockets. “He never said that.”


  “Not in so many words, no.” Zachary shrugged. “But who better to take you down than the company who’s set you up to be the fall guy?” He felt only the tiniest twinge of remorse at feeding his father’s paranoia.


  “They can’t be behind Dark Night,” his father said.


  “Why? Do you know who is?” Zachary asked. “If you do, why have you got me chasing my tail around looking for kids painting on the passageway?”


  “No,” the old man said. “I don’t know but why would Heslarton be behind it?”


  “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe to get you out of the way so they’d be able to control the market on the station?” He knew the words rolling off his tongue were little more than nonsense, but he pressed on. “Maybe they just want you out of the way so they can run things the way they want.”


  The old man’s brow furrowed. “It’s preposterous.” He shook his head. “No, can’t be. It’s got to be somebody else.”


  “Who? Who else has the motive?” Zachary asked. “Anybody?”


  “Everybody,” his father said. “Anybody could have a grudge against me.”


  “But you’re the station owner. How could they take it from you?”


  “You don’t understand how this works, boy. Malachai knows. You govern by being the strongest SOB on the station. Anybody gets in your way, you teach them the error of their ways.” The old man gathered steam as he rolled along.


  “Might makes right,” Zachary said, feeding his father’s frenzy.


  “Damn right. If I wasn’t at this console, there’d be nobody to keep the place in line. You think anybody could come in here and do what I do?”


  “Of course not,” Zachary said. “Tell me. What is that you do again?”


  His father scowled at him. “I keep track of things, boy. I make sure the station keeps going.”


  “You look out for the people,” Zachary said.


  “Damn right,” the old man said. “Damn right.”


  Zachary’s tablet bipped and he checked the message. “Sorry, Father. Chief Rawlins needs to see me.”


  “What have you done now, boy?”


  Zachary shook his head, already heading for the door. “Nothing. We’ve been working on tracking down the Dark Night people. He may have a lead.”


  “Keep me informed,” the old man said.


  “I’ll let you know as soon as I have anything.”


  “See that you do. And none of this Heslarton noise. Hear me?”


  “I hear you,” Zachary said, pulling the door shut behind him. He sighed and shook his head. Somebody needed to do something before the old man took the station down so far it couldn’t recover. Whoever stood behind the Dark Night movement had seen it long before. Every day that went by, Zachary agreed with them more.


  CHAPTER 16


  Kondur had just crawled out of his rack to relieve the watch at 0600 when he heard the voices outside his stateroom. He pulled on his shipsuit and boots and stepped out. Chief Stevens nodded to him and they followed one of the machinists down the spine at a trot.


  “Watchstander found Parks at the foot of the ladder. He’s pretty banged up,” she said. “Came to me.”


  “Another one?” Kondur asked, his brain still muzzy.


  “Yeah.” She glanced at him. “Either he was particularly clumsy or somebody took him down.”


  “Copycat?” Kondur asked.


  “Eye for an eye?” She shrugged. “Maybe.”


  Somebody had brought up the engine room lights and pulled out a grav stretcher. Anton Vail crouched at the bottom of the ladder. He looked up as they came down.


  “Mr. Vail?” the chief asked.


  “Norris found him when she came to relieve the watch a few minutes ago, Chief. He’s got a pulse but somebody beat the crap out of him.” He stood and shook his head.


  “Any idea how long he’s been there?”


  “Maybe as much as a couple of stans. His watch log shows he’d hit the fire watch stations at four.”


  Stevens frowned but nodded. “Let’s get him in the auto-doc and hope we don’t break something permanently.”


  They moved him onto the stretcher after tying a neck brace on him. He made small sounds but didn’t come to.


  “Tend to the watch, Mr. Vail. We’ve got this,” the chief said.


  Vail nodded. “Aye, Chief.”


  Kondur took the front and pulled the stretcher up the ladder while Stevens steered from behind. “This is getting to be a habit, Chief.”


  She sighed. “That’s too good a place for ambushes. Unfortunately it’s not the only place.”


  “Yeah, we’re not exactly geared for attacks among the crew.” Kondur shook his head. “We’re not supposed to need them.”


  The chief popped the door on medical and helped Kondur move the inert Parks into the pod.


  The pod started on its own as soon as Parks’s weight settled and the cover closed around him. Status displays came on with a lot of yellow and a few red markers.


  “Skull fracture?” Kondur said, reading off the report. “Cervical spine injury.”


  The chief blew out a breath. “That’s gonna leave a mark.”


  “You got somebody to sit with him?” Kondur asked. “I need to relieve the watch.”


  “Go. I’ll sit until the pod’s finished analysis. Once we have a prognosis, I can get one of his buddies to sit with him. Frazier, probably.”


  Kondur nodded and headed for the ship’s office to relieve the officer of the day.


  Lette looked up from the console when he stepped in. She glanced at the chronometer. “Heavy traffic this morning?”


  Kondur nodded. “Log the change. Parks got beaten up last night. Morning watch found him at the foot of the ladder in engineering.”


  “Same place as Symes?”


  “Yeah. Eerily familiar.”


  She finished typing on the console and stood up. “You’ve got it.”


  He rubbed his eyes and nodded. “I need coffee.”


  “I’m gonna grab a nap before we get underway,” Lette said.


  “We’re still on for 0900?” Kondur asked.


  “Yeah. All liberty canceled as of—” She glanced at the chrono again. “Five ticks ago. The crew should be aboard.”


  Kondur snorted. “You know that’s not true.”


  She grinned. “There’ll be some stragglers looking for a little extra duty, I suspect.”


  Kondur left the office and headed for the coffee urn on the mess deck. A quick survey showed a lot of bleary-eyed spacers huddled over coffee and food. The galley had a short line, and the scent of fresh bacon made his stomach rumble. Armed with a fresh cup, he took a couple of sips and headed for the brow to check in with Silvie.


  She grinned at him when he stepped out of the passageway. “Morning, boss.”


  “Who’s still out?” he asked.


  She pulled up a roster on her console. “Frasier, Donaldson, Vagrant.”


  He nodded and took another sip from the mug. “Any notes from overnight?”


  She shook her head. “Morse said it was quiet.”


  The lock levered open. Frazier and Donaldson stumbled up the ramp looking like they’d rolled out of some bed—or perhaps bar—only moments before.


  “There’s two of them,” Silvie said.


  “Shorry. Got lost on the lift,” Frasier said. He chuckled and elbowed Donaldson.


  “Yah,” Donaldson said. “Took the wrong one. Got turned around. Couldn’t find the lock.” He blinked his eyes a few times, squeezing them closed tight and then opening them wide. “All looks alike.”


  “Get changed,” Kondur said. “We’re pulling out in a few stans.”


  They nodded and scurried down the passageway, occasionally bumping into the bulkhead.


  “Did you log them in?” Kondur asked.


  “Yes, sar,” Silvie said. “Only one out now is Vagrant.”


  The uneasy feeling in his gut blossomed into cold certainty. “What time did he log out?”


  She pulled up the log record again. “Just after 0400. 0406 to be precise.” She looked at him. “Why? What’s the matter? The skipper just asked the same question.”


  “Parks was beaten up around 0400.”


  “You think Vagrant did it?” Silvie’s eyes widened. “Parks was the one we all steered clear of.”


  “I’ll be in the cabin if anybody needs me,” Kondur said and headed into the ship.


  He met the captain coming down the ladder. “Wardroom,” the skipper said and stuck his head into the medical bay. “Chief?” He led them into the wardroom and closed the door. Lette and Earle looked up from breakfast. “Good,” Larkin said. He took a plate, threw some food on it, grabbed a mug, and took his seat at the head of the table. “Vagrant is in the wind,” he said, then shoveled some eggs into his mouth.


  The chief and Kondur danced around each other at the morning buffet before taking seats.


  “Can’t we get the orbital security people on it?” Lette asked.


  Larkin cast a dark look in her direction and shook his head. “Already tried that. According to their records, Malachai Vagrant is not on the station and never has been.”


  “How is that possible?” Earle asked. “I know he’s been going ashore.”


  “If he never thumbed anything, there’d be no record of it,” the chief said.


  “What? He paid in credit chips?” Earle asked.


  “Probably,” Larkin said. “Not as convenient as thumb, but he’s a Vagrant. Probably more used to dealing with chips than any of us.”


  “Wouldn’t he have to use a bank terminal?” Lette asked.


  “Even if he did, that’s not something that CPJCT records.” The captain took another forkful of food and washed it down with coffee. “If we could get High Tortuga involved, we might find that he’d used a terminal here, but beyond that?” He shook his head, then glanced at the chief. “Parks?”


  She shrugged. “Auto-doc thinks he’s stable.”


  “How bad?”


  “Bad enough. Two broken ribs. Lacerations on face and arms. Concussion. Cervical vertebra dislocation. It might be cracked, but the auto-doc has put the pieces together. We’d have to decant him to find out if there’s any spinal cord damage.” She shrugged. “Internal injuries don’t seem to have ruptured anything. The auto-doc says he’ll recover.”


  “Do we leave him or take him?” Larkin asked.


  The chief squinted into the middle distance for a moment. “Take him,” she said. “Auto-doc can work on him while we sail home. He has no record or support structure here in the High Line.”


  The captain looked around the table. “Any discussion on that?”


  “Auto-doc is auto-doc,” Earle said. “Here or there, does it matter?”


  The chief shrugged. “He might be able to get some treatment here that he couldn’t get on Vagrant Station. Particularly if there’s a spinal cord injury. Vagrant doesn’t have that kind of facilities.”


  “Barely has auto-doc,” Lette said.


  Larkin snorted and glanced at Kondur. “Verkol?”


  “Take him. We’d do him no favors by leaving him.” Kondur shook his head. “My bigger concern is where’s Vagrant?”


  “If he’s not back by the time we pull out, he’s staying,” Larkin said.


  “What’ll you tell his father?” Kondur asked.


  Larkin finished scraping down his plate and shook his head. “That he jumped ship after beating up a fellow crewman.”


  “We don’t know it was him,” the chief said.


  Larkin sighed and took a swig of coffee. “Circumstantial at best. Agreed.” He stared at his cup for a moment. “Anything we could do by staying?”


  The chief shrugged. “Depends on how long you’re willing to wait. Check the medical stations around the orbital? See if they’ve got a John Doe.” She paused for a few moments. “An extra day might make a difference. Anything shorter, probably not.”


  Larkin looked at Kondur. “Go ashore. Check with the local security. File a report with TIC. We won’t leave without ya.”


  “That wise?” Prescott asked. “Getting on TIC’s radar?”


  “Be more suspicious if we left without at least filing a missing crewman report,” Larkin said. He shook his head. “They probably get ten reports a day. This will just fall in the pile. If Vagrant surfaces after we’ve left, we’ll have the report on file so he can’t claim we abandoned him.”


  “I’ll get on that,” Kondur said, rising from the table.


  “Let us know what you find,” Larkin said. “I’ll hold the pull back if you’re not back by 0830.”


  “Thanks, Skipper.” Kondur made his way off the ship and buttonholed the nearest orbital security guard for directions to a medical bay. First things first. See if he’d been picked up and put in an auto-doc.


  * * *


  Rawlins waved Zachary into his office. “Come in. Close the door. We got another stencil.” The sour expression on his face didn’t bode well.


  Zachary took a seat and Rawlins turned the display so Zachary could see it. The short clip showed the same blackout image followed by a new dark sun image on the bulkhead. The time clock kept rolling through out and Rawlins fast forwarded to the end of the blackout.


  “That wasn’t helpful,” Rawlins said.


  “Well, it showed something,” Zachary said. “It showed they knew about the empty passageway. That their graffiti had been removed.”


  “So what were you doing with that cam?” Rawlins asked. “Yesterday.” He tapped a few keys and Zachary saw the maintenance worker changing out the bulbs along with Zachary dragging the ladder out of frame before the camera started jiggling, the view occasionally obscured by his hand.


  “Come on. I’ll show you,” Zachary said.


  Rawlins grabbed his cap and followed Zachary out of security and down the passageway. It only took a couple of ticks for them to get to the cam in question.


  Rawlins squinted up at the device. “What’d you do?”


  “I added another camera,” Zachary said, bringing up the application on his tablet and crossing to stand under the cam. “Short range but ...” He shrugged and pulled the camera’s stored video down to his tablet.


  Rawlins stood beside him and peered over his shoulder. “You think you might have caught them?”


  “It’s not on the network, they couldn’t have reached it electronically unless they’d come down here and done something to it physically.” He looked at the chief. “You didn’t see anybody else with a ladder in this passageway, did you?”


  “Nothing reported,” Rawlins said.


  Zachary brought up the saved file and started running it at five-times speed, watching the people zipping up and down the passageway. The lights darkened for the night hours and somebody stopped at the bulkhead for an instant before moving on.


  “There,” Rawlins said.


  Zachary paused the video and backed it up. In normal speed, they watched a person wearing a nondescript hoodie over jeans. They stopped in front of the bulkhead, pulled what looked like a rolled-up piece of paper out of their shirt, and flattened it against the bulkhead. They ran their hands over it a couple of times and then pulled the paper back down, crumpling it up as they walked away.


  “What the hell was that?” Rawlins asked.


  The video showed the familiar shape of a dark sun rising on the bulkhead where the paper had been.


  Zachary shook his head. “I don’t know, but I know what it wasn’t.” He looked at Rawlins. “It wasn’t a kid with a stencil and paint.”


  “Can you send that to me?” Rawlins asked.


  Zachary tagged the file and routed a copy to security, then reset the video buffer in the camera. “Anything else?” he asked.


  Rawlins shook his head. “I’ll run that through the analyzer and see if anything shows up, but that could have been any number of people. I couldn’t even tell if it’s a man or a woman.”


  As if to punctuate his words, a trio of laughing teens came around the corner and started down the passageway—two girls giving the guy a hard time about something involving beer. They calmed down when they spotted the chief standing near the bulkhead and walked by staring straight ahead.


  Rawlins watched them go, or seemed to—his head turned to track them as they walked past. One of the girls glanced back at them as the trio ducked around the next corner and their laughter reached back to Zachary.


  “Could have been any one of them,” Rawlins said. “Or none of them.”


  “Yeah. I think the key is that transfer medium,” Zachary said. “It has to be something common that’s just not used where we’ve seen it.”


  Rawlins nodded a couple of times. “You’re right.” He stiffened and strode off down the passageway. “I’ll let you know if I find anything.”


  Zachary nodded and walked down to the plaza in Charlie-Ten. He wondered what it would look like if the sterile pots and plantings were replaced with the fanciful and lush fixtures from Golf-Four.


  * * *


  Kondur reported back aboard by 0815 and went directly to the cabin. “Nothing.”


  Larkin swore. “I do not want to be the man to tell Vagrant we lost his son.”


  “We didn’t lose him, Skipper,” Kondur said, flopping into a visitor’s chair. “He jumped ship. Neat as you please.”


  “Where could he have gone?”


  Kondur snorted. “Anywhere. He could be sitting in a swanky hotel suite on the orbital right now and thumbing his nose at us. All it would take is a new identity tied to his thumbprint.”


  “You think it’s that easy?” Larkin asked, scowling at his desk.


  “His father has that capability. I’d assume his heir apparent knows how to do it.”


  “That’s the other thing,” Larkin said. He looked up at Kondur from under his brows. “He’s leaving the station? When all he has to do is wait out the old man?”


  Kondur snorted. “Edgar Vagrant could live another century. I’m not sure the station will survive another decade. If I were sitting in Malachai’s chair, I’d be looking for an escape plan myself.”


  “And we gave him one,” the captain said. “His father did.”


  “Makes me wonder why,” Kondur said.


  Larkin pushed himself back from his console, slouching in his chair. “Why he put Malachai on the ship?”


  “Yeah. Foresight? Good planning? Set him up so he could get off the station until the rebellion gets put down?” Kondur shrugged. “It could be that the old man just wanted him to find out how the ore sales worked.”


  Larkin sighed. “I still hate to leave him.”


  “Me, too,” Kondur said. “But we’ve done what we can. If he doesn’t want to be found, he’s got the credits and connections to make sure we don’t find him.”


  “Yeah. I don’t have to like it, but yeah.” The captain stood. “Shall we get underway?”


  “May as well,” Kondur said and led the way up to the bridge.


  * * *


  Zachary’s tablet bipped with a message from his father’s office. He sighed. It had been a couple of days so he half expected it. Still, he didn’t look forward to it. He knew how the dark suns got on the bulkheads, but neither he nor Rawlins had any breakthroughs on who might be behind them.


  Martha waved him through with a smile. “He’s waiting for you.”


  “Is that good or bad?” Zachary asked.


  She shrugged. “Why choose?”


  Zachary laughed and pressed through the door when the lock buzzed.


  He father looked up as Zachary entered. “’Bout time. Where are we on Dark Night?”


  “Rawlins knows how it’s being done, but not who’s doing it,” Zachary said. “They’re printing the paint on transfer media and just pressing it onto the bulkhead. Takes a few seconds and they’re gone.”


  “Where’s the media coming from?” His father’s eyes glittered in the dim light of his office, his mouth drawn into a snarling grimace. “Damn it, boy, this should be easy.”


  “Rawlins is trying to find out. As far as we know, only the chandlery sells it and they haven’t sold any that they can’t account for.”


  The old man blinked. “The chandlery? Who do they sell it to?”


  “Ship maintenance. It’s used for putting the ship names and numbers on the hulls.”


  “Don’t they paint that on?” his father asked, leaning in.


  “It’s a special paint. They set up the transfer medium and then press it on the hull. They can do it in a vacuum. That’s all I know about it.”


  “Who has access to this media?”


  “I told you, Father. Ship maintenance. The yard, primarily.”


  “So it’s the yard workers planning this coup?” he asked. “Those fools think they can get away—”


  “No, Father. It’s not the yard. It has to be somebody else. Rawlins checked the sales records on the chandlery. They haven’t sold enough of that stuff in the last stanyer to account for the number of dark suns there are around the station.”


  The old man’s eyes widened. “How the hell does he know that? Does he know how many there are?”


  “I don’t know, Father. You’d need to check with him, but there are a lot of them. Just the ones I know about. I suspect there might be hundreds, but even if there are only a couple of dozen they would have taken more of this transfer medium than the chandlery has sold in the last twelve months.”


  His father sagged back into his chair. “Somebody’s importing it.”


  “Or has imported it,” Zachary said. “Or is making it.” Zachary shrugged. “The actual paint is another problem, because the chandlery doesn’t sell that color.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean, they don’t sell that color of hull paint.”


  “They don’t sell black paint?” the old man asked. “That’s ridiculous. They’re lying.”


  Zachary shook his head. “You don’t understand. That’s a particular formulation of black. They sell black, they just don’t sell that black.”


  “So what? Somebody is mixing paint, too?” his father asked.


  “Either that or they brought it onto the station,” Zachary said.


  “How hard is it to make this transfer stuff?”


  “No information on that. Heslarton could do it, I suppose. They make a bunch of similar products.” Zachary floated the idea across the old man’s desk.


  His father shook his head. “I’d know if they were. You can keep suggesting they’re behind it, boy, but that’s not going to fly.”


  “You seem very certain of that,” Zachary said, the thought crossing his lips as soon as it hit his brain. “How?”


  “They know who’s keeping them afloat.” His father’s grin had little humor and a lot of iron. “They cross me and they’re out millions.” He shook his head. “No. Somebody else maybe, but it’s not Heslarton.” He turned back to his terminal and waved a hand. “Get out there and find out who.”


  Zachary sighed and turned to the door. He only got halfway there before he heard a thumping behind him. He looked back but his father had disappeared. The chair spun around in a lazy twirl. “What the—?” He ran to look behind the desk and found his father sprawled on the deck. The old man’s mouth moved; one eye looked up at Zachary, but the other was half closed. He grabbed his tablet and punched the emergency medical button on it. “Martha?” He heard his voice crack at the shout and he yelled again. “Martha. Get security. Get medical. Now.”


  “Alpha medical. Location and nature of emergency.” The voice came from his tablet.


  “Edgar Vagrant’s office. He just collapsed.”


  “A team is en route. Is the patient conscious?” the voice asked.


  “I think so. He’s breathing. He’s not talking.”


  “Who are you?” the voice asked.


  “Zachary Vagrant. I’m his son.”


  “Stay with him, Mr. Vagrant. The team will be there in the next two ticks. Do they have access to this office space?”


  “I’ll open the door,” Zachary said. “His receptionist should be there, too.”


  “Open the door, please, Mr. Vagrant.”


  Zachary reached for the door button on the side of his father’s console and pressed it. The door clicked and buzzed. Nothing happened for a moment, but then Martha burst through with a medical team on her heels.


  The team leader came behind the desk and nodded. “We’ve got him. Stand back, please.”


  Zachary joined Martha at the front of the desk while the three-person team shoved the chair out of the way and got his father onto a stretcher. “Mr. Vagrant, can you hear me?” He pulled a light from his sleeve pocket and flashed it into the old man’s eyes. “Mr. Vagrant?”


  Zachary’s father’s mouth opened but nothing came out.


  The leader nodded. “Move it,” he said, his words snapping in the air.


  The team pulled the grav stretcher up and raced for the door, leaving the leader on one knee behind the console. The leader blew out a breath and pushed up from the deck. “Mr. Vagrant?”


  “Yes?”


  He looked at Martha. “You are?”


  “I’m Mr. Vagrant’s assistant. Martha Mills.” She paused and glanced at Zachary. “The elder Mr. Vagrant.”


  The leader nodded. “Phil Reynolds.” He sighed. “The patient is your father, Mr. Vagrant?”


  “Yes.”


  “Are you comfortable discussing his condition here?” Reynolds asked with a glance at Martha.


  “She’s going to need to know,” Zachary said.


  “Very well. You were with him when he collapsed?” Reynolds asked.


  “Yes. We’d just finished our discussion and I was heading for the door when I heard him fall.”


  “Anything odd? Speech difficulties? Weakness in his arms or legs?”


  Zachary shook his head. “None that I noticed. When I got around the desk, I found him on the deck.”


  “How long before you called for help?”


  “Instantly,” Zachary said. “I punched the emergency button on my tablet and called for Martha.”


  Reynolds nodded. “Well, speed counts in a stroke. The sooner we can get him into the auto-doc, the better his chances of a full recovery.”


  “Stroke?” Martha asked. “He had a stroke?”


  Reynolds shrugged. “That’s what it looked like. Classic symptoms. We’ll know more as soon as he gets into the pod.”


  “Anything we should do?” Zachary asked.


  “Notify the family?” Reynolds asked. “He’s going to be out of the loop for a while, so get his second in command in here.” Reynolds looked around the office. “I suspect there’s going to be a run here as soon as word gets out that Vagrant himself is in the auto-doc.”


  Martha looked at Zachary, a certain panicked look in her eyes.


  “Thanks, Mr. Reynolds,” Zachary said. “I’ll be along shortly to see how he’s doing.”


  Reynolds nodded. “Good luck.” He glanced around the office again. “I suspect you’re going to need it.” He slipped out the door, leaving Martha and Zachary alone.


  “You’re as near as he had to a second in command,” Zachary said.


  Martha shook her head and took a step toward the door. “Oh, no. Not happening. This is on you, Zachary. You’re the heir. You’re going to have to keep this together until he gets out of the auto-doc.”


  Zachary felt a wave of helplessness wash over him. “What the hell do I know about running the station, Martha? Malachai was supposed to inherit.”


  She snorted. “Malachai couldn’t manage his tongue half the time. Let alone the station. Your father kept him busy breaking skulls.” She shook her head. “He might have been the man Edgar wanted but he’s a walking disaster area. Besides, he’s not here now. You are.”


  Zachary felt his eyes widen. That was the longest speech he’d ever heard her make. “What do I do?”


  She shrugged. “Sit in the chair. Figure out what he was doing. You’ve got about half a stan before the news hits the public channels, if that.”


  Zachary nodded. “Can you page Rawlins for me?”


  “Will do.” She grinned and slipped out of the door.


  * * *


  Kondur sat back in the watchstander’s chair and let the logs from the previous watch scroll past. “Nothing out of the ordinary,” he said as much to himself as Silvie on the helm.


  “We like ordinary, boss.”


  “We do indeed,” he said. “What did you think of Siren?”


  She shrugged and then trimmed her helm. “Seemed kinda cold,” she glanced at him over her shoulder. “You know what I mean?”


  “You mean the docks?” he asked.


  She laughed. “No, those were cold but I meant the place. The people. Maybe cold is the wrong word.”


  “You sure it’s just because you didn’t know any of them?” Kondur asked, turning the seat sideways and crossing his legs.


  “Maybe,” she said, shrugging. “It seemed so regimented.”


  “So clean?” he asked.


  She glanced at him again. “If you’re gonna make fun of me ...”


  “Not at all.” Kondur tapped a few keys on his console to bring up the astronautical display of their course and a side window of traffic passing to and from the comms buoy.


  “It was clean. Mostly. Clean is good.”


  “Sterile?” he asked.


  “That’s the word. Sterile,” she said. “Did you read the orbital regs on visitors?”


  “I know them, yes,” Kondur said. “Why?”


  “Did you know you have to have a positive credit balance to go ashore?”


  “Yes. The ship also has to have enough credits to cover expenses. We had to put a deposit down, but it’s mostly done automatically. We’d have had a problem if we couldn’t have covered the docking fees.”


  “They searched the ship for contraband,” she said.


  “Well, yes. That’s what the customs people do. Did you have to put something in the embargo locker?” he asked.


  She shook her head. “I didn’t even know what that was.”


  “Siren’s a Confederation port. They’re a little more lax than some of the company orbitals.”


  “That why we went there instead of stopping in Albert?” she asked.


  “Mostly it was because the can had to go to the mining station before we docked.”


  “I still don’t understand that,” she said. “Like Trade Investigation or the Confederated Planets people don’t know?”


  “It’s a fig leaf,” he said. “We’d have had trouble docking with a load of ore that didn’t come from an approved location.”


  “But we just dropped one can and picked up another.”


  “Mo will refine the metal in the ore. We delivered refined metal to the orbital. Since it came from Mo’s, we’re good with TIC.”


  She sighed and shook her head. “Still seems stupid.”


  Kondur chuckled. “No stupider than having to file a flight plan to Venitz when we’re heading back to Vagrant Station.”


  “They don’t know we exist or what?” Silvie asked.


  “They know. They just don’t want to acknowledge us. They don’t even admit that the bank is in the Toe-Holds. As far as the Confederated Planets Joint Committee on Trade is concerned, they run the bank. High Tortuga only existed in the past.”


  Silvie frowned at him. “Does anybody believe that?”


  Kondur shrugged. “I don’t know. Some do, I suspect.”


  “I thought the Toe-Holds existed before the High Line.”


  “They did. Vagrant Station started up about a decade after the initial High Line got laid out. It’s still growing. Siren’s pretty well established, but I think a quarter of the potential systems in Dunsany Roads are still unclaimed. Or barely claimed.”


  “That many?” she asked.


  “When I went to the academy at Port Newmar, we were only the fifth class to graduate.” He shrugged. “The Western Annex was still a frontier. The majority of ship traffic still went between Toe-Hold stations while the CPJCT was trying to get enough orbitals in place to open up for leases.”


  Silvie turned wide eyes on him. “How old are you?”


  Kondur snickered. “That wasn’t that long ago. I’m forty-four.”


  “You age well,” she said, tilting her head to the side. “I would have pegged you at closer to thirty.”


  A flagged message popped up on his console, drawing his eye.


  “What is it?” Silvie asked.


  He shrugged. “Priority for the skipper. It’s gone to his inbox.”


  “Probably something Vagrant wanted him to pick up before we left,” she said, turning back to mind her helm.


  “Probably,” Kondur said. He didn’t believe it but he’d find out soon enough.


  * * *


  Rawlins came through the door and scowled at Zachary behind the console. “What’s going on?”


  “Have a seat, chief. We need to talk.”


  Rawlins took the chair, scowling all the way. “You’re not taking over.”


  Zachary shrugged. “Not by choice, no. My father had a stroke. He’s in an auto-doc now. We don’t know how bad.”


  Rawlins’s scowl deepened. “Were you with him at the time?”


  “Yes. Just leaving actually and heard him fall.”


  “What did you do? I would have expected this of Malachai but you seemed like a straight-arrow.”


  Zachary sighed. “I didn’t do anything to him. I’d just got done telling him about the transfer media and paint. He wanted to know where it came from and he sent me to try to find out. Again. I was on my way to the door and he collapsed. I called medical. That was about ten ticks ago. I had Martha call you and send a message to the ship to notify Malachai.”


  Rawlins’s scowl relaxed a few millimeters. “What do you expect me to do?”


  “Well, we’ve got to figure out what to do when the news gets out. He was not a popular man but we can’t have riots in the passageways. I was hoping that as head of security you might have some advice on how to keep a lid on things until Malachai gets back.”


  Rawlins sat back in his chair, his jaw open a bit. “You really didn’t do the old man to take his place?”


  “I’m not behind Dark Night, if that’s your question.”


  Rawlins shook his head. “No, I didn’t think that. When I came in and saw you, I thought you’d done something to preempt them. They’re getting closer to taking over and it would be the perfect time for a coup.”


  Zachary blew out a breath. “How do we keep them from taking it from me? Malachai’s the one who should be in charge. I’m just the placeholder.”


  Rawlins stared at him for a long tick. “Put out an official release. Do it now before the news gets out of medical. Edgar in the auto-doc for medical treatment. You’re temporarily in charge until he can return to duty.”


  “He may not return,” Zachary said. “He had a stroke.”


  “Stroke’s just a blood clot in his brain. Fast treatment. He could be good as new.” Rawlins shook his head like he might be trying to shake something loose in his own brain. “The auto-doc is the best place for him. No need to rile up the station. Get ahead of it. Keep it simple. You don’t want people thinking you’re covering up.” He gave Zachary a small grin. “Or that you’re taking over.”


  Zachary returned to his father’s console and sent a note to Martha in the outer office about a statement to the station. “Let’s see what Martha says.” He needed to spend a little quality time with the interface. Seemed like there had to be a better way to contact Martha than notes. Somewhere the old man must have had a message queue. “Where are we on Dark Night?” he asked without looking up.


  Rawlins snorted. “You’re already sounding like him.”


  Zachary chuckled, the tension that had been winding up in his gut releasing as he sat back and looked at Rawlins. “Sorry.”


  “The stuff has to be coming in from off station,” Rawlins said.


  “Why do you say that? Couldn’t somebody like Heslarton be making the transfer medium?”


  Rawlins shook his head and grimaced. “The more I look into Heslarton, the more I think I wouldn’t trust them to make toilet tissue.”


  “How have they survived this long?” Zachary said.


  “I suspect they’re just taking advantage of your father’s willingness to bail them out after the fact. Personally, I think we need to stop cheating ourselves with this crap.”


  Zachary nodded. “That’s got to stop. It’s all well and good to have home-grown industry but we gotta stop cheating. Full stop. The question is how?”


  “Well, you’re in the hot seat. Seize their assets. Kick them off the station.”


  “I can’t do that,” Zachary said.


  Rawlins’s eyes widened. “Why not? It’s what your father should have done long ago.”


  “I’m not my father,” Zachary said, the words echoing inside him. “Until we know more about his condition, I’m not going to do anything that he’ll just turn around and undo as soon as he’s out of the pod.”


  Rawlins stared at him for a long time. Zachary met it unwaveringly. Rawlins nodded. “All right then. How do you want to handle this?”


  “There’s no hurry on dealing with Heslarton. Or Fisher,” Zachary said. “I want to give the medics a chance to come up with a diagnosis and see where we are. If it looks like my father is down for the count, then we need to figure out what to do until Malachai gets back.”


  “You think the Dark Night people are going to sit back and do nothing?” Rawlins asked.


  Zachary sighed and kicked himself. “I hadn’t actually thought of what they might do. I was more concerned about the residents hurting each other.”


  “If your father is right, Dark Night is the residents.”


  “What do you recommend, Chief?”


  Rawlins looked up at the overhead. “I’ll attach a security team to your office. You don’t go anywhere without it.”


  “Two people,” Zachary said. “Outer office. Not Fisher.”


  “Three,” Rawlins said. “One with Martha. Two in the outer office. Not Fisher.”


  Zachary nodded. “Fair enough. Anything else I should do?”


  Rawlins pursed his lips. “Cut the prices.”


  The statement made no sense. “What prices?”


  “Station prices. Chandlery. Wherever the station sets them. Restaurants. Shops.”


  “Can I do that?” Zachary asked, not even sure if, let alone how, that might be accomplished.


  Rawlins shrugged. “Your father could raise them easily enough. He did it just a few weeks ago. You should be able to reverse that.”


  “He’ll just raise them again,” Zachary said. “That’ll just piss people off.”


  “Maybe,” Rawlins said. “Maybe he’ll just overlook it.”


  “You’re suggesting I bribe the residents to gain their good will?”


  “Yeah. Basically. Short term, it’ll be good for the station even if he puts the prices back up later.”


  “How much?” Zachary asked.


  “He raised them twenty percent because a group of dockworkers demanded more pay. He gave them the pay and then raised prices across the board for the whole station.”


  Zachary sighed. “I’ll look into it.”


  The console beeped and a flashing box appeared on the screen, drawing Zachary’s eye: Datchery. Heslarton meeting on the calendar.


  “Speaking of Heslarton,” Zachary said. “Apparently I have a meeting with their boss.”


  Rawlins snickered. “You are their boss. He’s just the figurehead. Probably coming for his weekly marching orders.”


  Zachary thought about that for a heartbeat and nodded. “On the calendar. He can’t have heard yet.”


  “Want me to stay?” Rawlins asked.


  Zachary shook his head. “If you’d wait with Martha? And get that security team in place? When Heslarton leaves, all hell is going to break loose.”


  Rawlins stood. “Yes, sir.” He grinned. “Get used to it.”


  Zachary pressed the “Send him in” button on the screen as Rawlins slipped out the door. He settled behind the console and folded his hands on the desk.


  * * *


  Larkin looked around the wardroom. Earle Prescott had the watch but the other officers looked back at him. “I got a message from Vagrant Station,” he said.


  Lette snorted. “We needed to pick up milk at the store?”


  Larkin gave a little grin but his grim visage remained largely unchanged. “This doesn’t leave the room. Am I clear?” He looked around at each of them in turn. “Edgar Vagrant appears to have had a stroke. Zachary has assumed control of the station.”


  Kondur felt the news like a blow and took a moment to process what might be hidden in the simple statements.


  “Coup d’état? Lette asked.


  Larkin shrugged. “Came from Vagrant’s office. Headers are correct. I don’t know the younger Vagrant well enough to say.”


  Kondur shook his head. “Not his style from what little I know. Malachai? Yeah. I’d believe it of him.”


  The chief and Carstairs shared a look. Both of them shook their heads. “Seems unlikely, Skipper,” Chief Stevens said, looking back to the head of the table. “I agree with Verkol. Not his style.”


  “The Dark Night people making their move? Putting the kid in the chair as a puppet?” Larkin asked.


  The chief shrugged. “It’s possible, I suppose.”


  “Doesn’t seem likely,” Carstairs said. “I can’t imagine they’d substitute one Vagrant for another.”


  Lette shrugged. “He seems pretty innocuous. What little I know.”


  Larkin looked at Kondur. “Verkol? You’ve had the most interaction with him, I think.”


  A thousand ideas tumbled through his mind but none of them stuck around long enough for him to say anything. He took a deep breath and shut out the noise. “He brought us Ella Norris and the Atwaters. I can’t see him being anybody’s figurehead.”


  “Would he take his own father out of the equation?” Larkin asked.


  “You think the stroke story is a front?” Kondur asked.


  “It’s a possibility.”


  Kondur’s head started shaking before he’d even formulated words. “No. Things are pretty bad on the station but unless something else hit the fan, he didn’t strike me as the kind of guy who’d take the bull by the horns as long it wasn’t threatening mayhem.”


  “So you think Edgar Vagrant really had a stroke?” Larkin asked.


  “Yes. It’s the kind of thing that’s hard to fake and make it stick. Too many people need to be in on it,” Larkin said.


  “More than the kid, you mean?” Larkin asked.


  “Yeah. Think about it. He’d need the medical crew, their management, security. That’s a lot of people to keep a secret.” Kondur shrugged. “I assume the old man is still alive. He’s got to be somewhere, that’s more people.”


  Larkin’s eyes widened. “Why do you assume that?”


  “Because otherwise the message would be that Edgar Vagrant is dead and we need to get Malachai back as soon as possible to take over.”


  Larkin sighed. “Probably true. That’s going to be an interesting conversation when they find out we lost Malachai.”


  The chief looked down at her plate, frowning at the reside of her meal. She shook herself and the frown smoothed away. “To be fair, we didn’t lose him. He ran.” 


  “You think he knew it was coming?” Lette asked.


  “I don’t know,” the chief said. “It’s an interesting question, though.”


  Carstairs shook his head. “Malachai would have wanted to be there to take the reins. I’d guess—and it’s only a guess—he just wanted to see the universe before he took over from his old man.”


  Larkin raised an eyebrow. “You know the boy?”


  “Only what I saw at testing. He’s cunning, devious, and probably a narcissist. He wouldn’t have a plan that required so many moving parts to work while he wasn’t there to supervise.”


  “That’s a lot for only seeing him at testing,” Larkin said.


  Carstairs shrugged. “Just an observation.” He looked into his coffee mug for a moment before taking a sip.


  Larkin sighed. “We can’t do much about it here. Can we shave some time off on the run back?” He looked at the chief.


  “We’re already on a least-time course. We can’t leave Siren before we get to their Burleson limit. It’ll be three jumps back and we’ll need to recharge the capacitor each time.”


  “So? What? Another two weeks out of here and then three days in the Dark?” Larkin asked.


  “That’s the plan.” The chief looked at Lette. “It’s your course. Can we do better?”


  “Not that I can see,” Lette said. “This thing doesn’t have a lot of surplus capacitor with the bigger Burlesons.”


  The chief nodded. “Agreed.” She looked at Larkin with a shrug. “We’re jumping as far as the Burlesons can take us and it drains the capacitor each time. The delay is almost all in the recharge time.”


  Larkin nodded. “Longer jumps, bigger errors, but the capacitor calls the shots. Been there.” He sighed and looked around the table again. “Nothing to the crew. Clear?”


  “Why?” Lette asked. “Not that I’m questioning the order, but what’s the rationale?”


  “We need them focused on getting home, not worrying about what’s happening there while we’re gone.” Larkin shrugged. “I almost wish they hadn’t told us at all. Just gives us something else to worry over that we can’t do anything about.”


  “Like we don’t have enough?” Lette said with a snort. “Makes sense. Thanks, Cap.”


  Larkin nodded. “All right. Stay if you like. I’m heading back up to the cabin to send a reply. We’ll be right behind it, I suspect, but at least they’ll know we’re coming.”


  “You going to tell them Malachai isn’t aboard?” Kondur asked.


  Larkin stood and pressed two fingertips on the table, staring down at them with a frown. He nodded. “Yeah. I probably should have told them that already. Yeah.” He shrugged. “Not like they can fire me.” He grinned around at them all. “At least not until we get back.”


  The chuckle that went around the table carried little humor and died out before the door closed behind the captain’s back.


  “That went well,” Lette said, a wry smile on her lips. “You really don’t think he did it?” She peered at Carstairs over her raised coffee mug.


  “Malachai?” He shook his head. “I suspect he’s capable of it, but he’d want to be there to see it happening.”


  “Zachary wouldn’t,” Kondur said. “I’m sure of it. Too much altruism.”


  The chief nodded. “He can’t hold the station.”


  Everybody looked at her.


  “Why do you say that?” Lette asked.


  “He’ll want it to be fair and too many people want it to be tilted in their direction,” she said. “He doesn’t have the muscle to hold it the way his father did.”


  “That’s kind of the point, isn’t it?” Lette asked. “The station was heading for collapse under the old man.”


  The chief’s eyebrows went up. “You think?”


  Lette shrugged and slugged back her coffee before putting the mug on the table. “Edgar Vagrant only cared about Edgar Vagrant. He slit the station’s wrist when he started shorting the barges. Between the lack of maintenance, the price gouging, and the stupid management? That place is doomed. Maybe somebody who’s not Edgar Vagrant can save it.”


  The chief nodded, her head bobbing slowly a few times before she looked at Kondur. “She’s right, you know. The right person could save that place.”


  Kondur nodded. “Agreed, but if it’s not Zachary, then who?”


  The chief grinned. “That’s the question, all right.”


  CHAPTER 17


  Zachary met Datchery at the door with an extended hand. “Mr. Datchery. Good afternoon.”


  Datchery, a trim man only slightly taller than Zachary and dressed in a blue pullover tunic with gray slacks, blinked at him. He glanced at the outstretched hand and peered around the office. “What’s this? Where’s Edgar?”


  “I’m Zachary Vagrant, Mr. Datchery. My father isn’t available right now.” He stepped back and ushered Datchery to one of the visitor’s chairs. “Have a seat and I’ll explain.” He didn’t exactly push the man, but he did a lot of guiding.


  “I’m a busy man, Vagrant.” Datchery scowled at Zachary but took the seat. “I don’t have time for screwing around.”


  Zachary nodded and took his place behind the desk. “Then I’ll keep it brief. My father had a stroke. He’s in the auto-doc now. I’m in charge of the station until he’s able to get back on his feet.”


  Datchery’s jaw swung down and up a couple of times as his eyes widened. “A stroke?”


  “Yes. About half a stan ago. We got him immediate medical assistance, but he’s not been evaluated yet. I haven’t even been able to get away to see how he’s doing, so you’ll have to forgive me if I don’t have all the answers you wanted.” He leaned forward over the console. “So? What can I do for you today, Mr. Datchery?”


  Datchery settled back into the chair, his gaze focused into the middle distance. The color drained out of his face in increments. “I need to talk to your father.”


  “Well, that’s going to be difficult for the next few weeks, I think,” Zachary said. “Is it about the air filtration media? Perhaps the mining heads?”


  “You know about that?” Datchery asked, his eyes narrowing as he frowned.


  “And the transmission fluid you’ve been peddling. All that has to stop, by the way.”


  Datchery snorted. “You can’t tell me what to do, kid.”


  Zachary bit down on the first retort that came to mind. “That’s true. I can, however, stop paying your company to kill my mining barges.”


  “They’re not your barges and you can’t renege on that deal.”


  Zachary raised his eyebrows in what he hoped came across as surprise and amusement. “Are you sure, Mr. Datchery? With my father incapacitated and my brother away with the Barbell, that leaves only me as the Vagrant in charge.” He paused to let Datchery stew on that for a moment. “I’ve only had a few ticks to get myself up to speed, but I already know that your deal with my father is at an end. The station will not continue to poison its residents with substandard filtration media. We can’t afford to let Heslarton products interrupt the only cash flow we have. I don’t know that my father is even aware of that one, but your Mr. Bacon certainly knows that the crippled mining barges are due to your substandard products.”


  “You can’t prove that.” 


  “Prove what? That the filtration media you’re selling to the station air processing plants doesn’t filter out anything below ten microns? Or that the transmission fluid you’re forcing on the miners isn’t actually rated for vacuum?” He paused. “Or that the mining heads you claim are made of graphene and diamond are only made of black cardboard?”


  Datchery’s eyes widened.


  “Perhaps we need to look into what else Heslarton is producing? I know I’ll be going over the books pretty closely over the next couple of days. The official books and my father’s personal ones. I’m sure they’re all on the up and up, but I’ll need to make sure that unscrupulous people haven’t been taking advantage of my father’s better nature.”


  The color came back to Datchery’s face, pinking up until his ears all but glowed red and his cheeks looked like he’d fallen into a bucket of blusher. “You mind your business, boy. You’ve no idea what you’re dealing with.” The words hissed out between Datchery’s teeth. “You may be the last Vagrant standing, but that just makes it easier to clean house.”


  “I suspect so, Mr. Datchery. Are you thinking to rename the station? Datchery Station? Maybe Hickory Datchery Dock?” Zachary shrugged. “You’re an adult. I suggest you consider how that kind of thing will look around the Western Annex, Mr. Datchery. You may have fooled my father into thinking that your products will save him credits, but short-term thinking will kill this station almost as fast as venting it to space.”


  “You have no idea what you’re talking about, boy.” The man shook, trembling in his chair, the anger painted on his face and leaching through his body.


  “Maybe true, Mr. Datchery, but while you’re thinking on what your next move is, maybe consider that every filtration system in the station is now using your substandard media.”


  Datchery frowned. “What has that got to do with it?”


  “That media fails to filter out the most dangerous particles. The tiny ones that get stuck in your lungs. Over time they fill up the little pockets so you can’t breathe. Eventually you can’t draw breath at all, not even a shallow one. Those tiny particles begin to tear away the tissue and you can’t cough them up. Every time the air cycles through the filtration stations, more and more of them get passed along.”


  “Where are you going with this?” Datchery asked.


  “Every filtration station,” Zachary said. “Even the ones that service your sections, Mr. Datchery. Your quarters. Your factory. Every last one. Right now your lungs are filling up with little daggers. The longer it goes on, the more damage they’ll do. Even here.” Zachary sat back in his chair and opened his palms to the overhead. “Every breath is slowly killing all of us. Even you, Mr. Datchery.”


  “That’s—that’s not true,” Datchery said. “It can’t be.”


  “It is true, Mr. Datchery. I can show you the logs. I can prove it with the air samples. We can probably find them in your quarters, in your office. I can show you in the media that you and my father conspired to install in every filtration unit in the station so that you and he could make a few extra credits.” Zachary paused, forcing himself to relax the tension in his shoulders. “Right now, Mr. Datchery, you might consider that removing me will solve your problems. It won’t. It’ll just paint your face on the Dark Night target instead of my father’s. Instead of mine.”


  Datchery’s scowl relaxed to a frown and his focus went someplace in the middle distance. Zachary could all but see the wheels turning in the man’s head. “What is it you want?” he asked.


  “Fix your products. Label them correctly. Sell them at a fair price.” Zachary shrugged. “You can try to get me booted. Killed, even. As long as I’m in charge, I’m not buying another Heslarton product until they’re brought up to snuff.”


  “You can’t do that,” Datchery said, but the look on his face argued against him.


  “Maybe not, but I can try. It’s your call, Mr. Datchery.”


  Datchery sat frozen in his chair, staring across the console at Zachary.


  “Is there anything else, Mr. Datchery?” Zachary asked. “As you might imagine, I’ve got a lot to catch up on.”


  “This isn’t over,” Datchery said.


  “No, Mr. Datchery. It’s not over. It’s only beginning, but while you’re figuring out how to get around me or remove me, also figure out what you’re going to do with the Dark Night people. You don’t know who they are. Where they come from. Even what they want.”


  “Just kids with stencils,” Datchery said. “Kids.”


  Zachary shook his head. “That’s the story, isn’t it? Kids with too much time on their hands?”


  “What else could it be?”


  “Have you seen any kids with black paint on them? On their clothes? Stained hands?” Zachary asked.


  “I don’t spend my time with kids. Of course not.”


  “Neither has anybody else,” Zachary said. “Because it’s not kids with stencils. The black paint isn’t even available on this station. The graffiti is being applied with a transfer medium that is available, but we don’t have that much in stock at the chandlery. There’s an organized, technologically advanced group driving this ‘kids with stencils’ thing.”


  “You can’t know that,” Datchery said.


  “You keep saying that, Mr. Datchery. Just because you don’t believe it doesn’t make it false.”


  “Why are you telling me this?” Datchery asked.


  “In the beginning I considered the idea that Heslarton—specifically you—was behind the effort to discredit my father and take over the station.”


  Datchery’s eyes popped for a second before he got himself under control.


  “I thought maybe you were the ones supplying the transfer media. Printing up the decals.” Zachary shook his head. “Then I realized that you don’t have the capability. I’m not sure you can actually produce the products you claim you can, let alone a product that hasn’t been seen on this station except as imported goods.”


  “What makes you so sure?” Datchery said.


  Zachary shrugged. “You haven’t managed to produce a successful product yet, have you?”


  Datchery bristled. “We’ve made a lot of credits.”


  “I suspect you have, but your products are cheats. Are all of them that way? Do I need to look at your catalog and see how many substandard Heslarton products the station currently uses?” Zachary shook his head. “No, Mr. Datchery. You haven’t made a lot of credits. You convinced my father that he could pay you less, maybe even get a little something in return, for using your products here on the station. You’ve siphoned off the station’s resources to fatten your own wallet and made my father believe that he was getting a deal. I’m not my father, Mr. Datchery.” Zachary stared at him for a moment. “Is there anything else you’d like to discuss?”


  “This isn’t over,” Datchery said.


  “We’ve established that, Mr. Datchery. Good day.” He pressed the button to open the door. The buzzing sounded loud in the quiet office.


  Datchery pushed himself up from the chair and crossed to the door. He shot one more venomous look at Zachary before leaving.


  Zachary took a deep breath and put his head on the console in front of him until the trembling in his guts stopped.


  * * *


  Kondur stared out at the Dark.


  “What ya thinkin’, boss?” Silvie asked from the helm.


  “I’m thinking all this time and you haven’t learned to call me, sar,” he said, turning to look at her.


  She flipped him a rude hand gesture. “You’ve been ‘boss’ a hell of a lot longer than you’ve been ‘sar.’” She paused and stuck her tongue out at him. “Sar.”


  He chuckled and turned back to the Dark.


  “What’s got your knickers twisted?” she asked.


  He shrugged. “What makes you think anything has my knickers twisted?”


  “Oh, I don’t know. You’ve been staring out at nothing for the last three days. Y’only ever did that on the barge when something had you in a bind.”


  He shrugged again.


  “You know I can pester you until you break down and tell me,” she said. “You may as well get it over with.”


  He chuckled and turned, pressing his shoulders back against the cold armorglass and crossing his arms. Silvie looked like some sprite behind the helm, the displays around the bridge showing their bare flickering lights. “How do you think things are going on the station?”


  She made a small adjustment to the helm and screwed her lips into a grimace. “Probably better now that Malachai isn’t there.” She glanced at him. “It’s better around the ship with him gone and Parks in the pod.”


  “Anybody know he was going to jump ship in Siren?” Kondur asked.


  She shrugged. “I sure didn’t. Can’t speak for anybody else.” She shrugged again. “How do you think he did it? Disappeared like that, I mean.”


  “Not sure,” Kondur said, looking at the deck. “I know it’s possible. It had to have been something he planned back on the station.”


  “Think his father knew?” she asked.


  “Could have,” he said. “We’ve notified the station but we probably won’t hear back from them before we’re ready to dock.”


  She snorted. “That’s a safe bet.”


  “Why do you say that?” Kondur asked, tensing up a little and forcing his shoulders to relax.


  She gave him the “I’m not stupid” glance. “Because we’re going to jump this afternoon and there’s no buoys in the Dark.”


  He nodded. “Good point.”


  “Also something happened at the station that nobody’s talking about. Something serious,” she said, peering at him through the gloom.


  He stared at her, momentarily at a loss for a response.


  “Gotcha,” she said, smiling. “You gonna spill?”


  “Nothing to spill,” Kondur said.


  She frowned at her helm. “You’re lying to me. It must be really bad.”


  “What makes you so sure something bad happened?” he asked.


  She rolled her upper lip between her teeth and shook her head, glancing up at him in little peeks. “Something Morse said. Ms. Bachelor and Mr. Prescott had their heads together over something. He was pretty sure it wasn’t because they were discussing when they could do the horizontal mambo again.”


  The wash of surprise took Kondur’s breath for a moment. “Again?”


  She frowned at him. “What are you? Blind? They’ve been an item since they’ve been aboard.”


  “I had no idea,” Kondur said.


  “Not surprising. You’re always going on watch when they’re—ahem—getting off.” She gave him a cheeky grin.


  “How do you know, then?” Kondur asked.


  “I have eyes,” she said with a shrug, turning back to the helm. “Besides, Morse told me.”


  “What does Morse say happened?”


  She shook her head, not looking up. “It’s driving him crazy.”


  “Him or you?” Kondur asked.


  She grinned over at him. “Okay. That’s true.”


  “Nothing that changes anything,” Kondur said, turning to look out at the Dark again.


  She snorted. “I’m betting Dark Night has taken over.”


  He saw Silvie’s faint reflection in the glass watching him. Kondur frowned. “You think I’m going to play twenty questions?”


  “Well, you didn’t say ‘no,’” she said.


  “Didn’t say ‘yes,’ either.”


  She growled low in her throat and wiggled around in her chair, settling herself behind the helm. “Fine. Be that way.”


  Kondur stared out at the distant stars. Dark Night might see Vagrant’s stroke as an opportunity. Would they be able to mobilize fast enough to capitalize on it? Or did they cause it?


  * * *


  Zachary called Martha into the office.


  “Yes, Mr. Vagrant?”


  “I need your help untangling these accounts,” he said, nodding at his console.


  “Which ones?” she asked.


  “Well, there’s the station accounts, which appear to be in the worst shape. Then my father’s personal account. And I have all these other accounts with various names on them.” He looked up. “You’re not the bookkeeper, are you?”


  She shook her head. “Your father used three different ones, plus an auditor.”


  Zachary felt his eyebrows rising. “Three? Are they all on station?”


  She nodded. “Yes, sir. Bellamy Martinez handles the station accounting.”


  “Is that a firm or a person?”


  “Both,” she said with a smile.


  “Would you contact them? Find out when they can come help me make sense of this?”


  “Of course.”


  “And the auditor? When was the last audit done?” Zachary asked.


  “Several months ago now. At least the formal one. I don’t know if there have been any interim audits.”


  Zachary shook his head, staring at the endless numbers on his screen.


  “I can have Sandra come in, if you like.”


  “Sandra?” Zachary asked.


  “Peele. She’s a wizard with the numbers. At least that’s what your father always says.”


  “What’s her role in this?” He waved his hand at the screen.


  “Officially, investment advisor. She probably knows what all those accounts are for.”


  Zachary felt a knot loosen up in his gut. “Can you ask Ms. Peele to come help me out? Sooner rather than later?”


  Martha smiled. “Of course. Anything else?”


  “Did my father ever leave this office?” Kondur asked.


  She shook her head. “Other than to sleep? Rarely. Special occasions.”


  “Thank you, Martha. If you could set those meetings up?” He stood. “I’m going to check on my father.”


  “He’s still in the pod?”


  “Yeah. Medics are saying it’s not unusual with strokes. They auto-doc is trying to clear the damage from his brain. Whatever that means.” Zachary sighed. “They keep tap-dancing around recovery.”


  Martha offered a small smile. “We still don’t really understand the brain.”


  Zachary snorted. “That’s what they keep telling me.”


  “Your calendar is clear for the next stan,” she said. “Chief Rawlins is coming then.”


  “I won’t be gone that long. Medics don’t like me underfoot and there’s nothing I can do there anyway.” He stood and followed her out of the office. “I’ll go for a stretch and coffee. You want anything?”


  She looked at him, eyes wide in surprise. “You’re going to Brewsters?”


  “Unless there’s something closer that I don’t know about,” Zachary said.


  “They have a lovely vanilla chai,” Martha said. “If you don’t mind?”


  Zachary shook his head and looked at the security officer. “Annie?”


  She shook her head. “Nothing for me, thanks. I’ll get a break in another half a stan.”


  Zachary nodded and headed for medical, his security team falling in behind him from the outer office. “Medical, then Brewsters, then back,” he said, nodding to the leader.


  The officer nodded and gestured to one of the officers who stretched his stride to take point, walking a few meters ahead of them.


  Zachary sighed but didn’t say anything. The whole idea that somebody might jump him seemed so far-fetched as to be ludicrous, but he trusted Rawlins to know what he was doing and Fisher hadn’t been seen since the old man had been in the auto-doc.


  The chief medic met him at the door to the med-bay and took him into the small office. “Have a seat,” he said, perching on the front edge of the desk.


  Zachary lowered himself into the chair, bracing for the news.


  She looked at him as if weighing him for a moment. “He’s not responding well,” she said. “The meds and mechs have cleared the physical damage to his circulatory system. His brain seems to be functioning, but we can’t be sure what’s going on in his mind.”


  “Have you had him out?” Zachary asked, feeling a void opening in his chest.


  “No. The pod is still balancing his various systems. His heart has an arrhythmia that doesn’t want to stabilize and his brain chemistry is still atypical.” She shook her head. “Was he sick before this?”


  “Sick? What do you mean?”


  “Did he seem off? Did you see him enough to know?”


  “You mean was he paranoid? Delusional? Prone to fits of anger?”


  She blinked a couple of times. “Well. Yes.”


  “That was pretty much his normal state.”


  “Depressed? Insomnia?” she asked.


  “I didn’t see him enough to know. He has his own quarters.” Zachary made a mental note to check on them, something he’d been meaning to do but kept forgetting. “Why?”


  “There’s a chemical that does a lot of the heavy lifting in terms of mood and regulation of various body systems. It’s got a long name but we call it GABA. His level of GABA is almost zilch. One of the lowest I’ve ever seen. The other key chemical is glutamate. Think of GABA as the brake. Glutamate is the accelerator, and he has far more than is normal. His brain is running away from him and it’s cascading through his body.”


  “Would it have caused the stroke?”


  “No,” she said, but paused. “Well, probably not. The effect of it on his other systems? The heart arrhythmia? Probably. Why he developed a clot in his brain?” She shrugged. “I don’t know.”


  “What does this mean in terms of his recovery?” Zachary asked.


  “The auto-doc is trying to balance his GABA and the other neurotransmitters. We haven’t found any reason why his GABA production should be low or why his glutamate production is high. The auto-doc probably won’t release him until we get those somewhere near normal levels. Right now, the machine is keeping his system roughly balanced, but it can’t keep doing that forever.”


  “Didn’t this show up on his last physical?”


  The medic grimaced. “He’s refused to have one for a decade.”


  Zachary blinked. “But he’s the head of the station. Shouldn’t he have had one like once a stanyer?”


  “If this were the High Line? Yes. Their orbital management people have pretty stringent guidelines. Out here?” She shrugged. “He’s the boss.”


  Zachary looked down. “What are you trying not to say?” he asked.


  She swallowed—loud enough for Zachary to hear over the sounds of voices and medical equipment filtering in from outside. “My professional opinion is that he shouldn’t be sitting in the hot seat.”


  Zachary looked up at her. “Will he recover?”


  She gave the tiniest of shrugs. “The right side of his brain took the brunt of the damage. He may regain some motor function on his left side. Speech? Cognition? Too soon to say.”


  Zachary sighed. “But the prognosis is not good.”


  “The prognosis is not good,” she said. “You should probably be looking at transition plans.”


  “Transition plans,” Zachary said. “Station management?”


  “Well, that and long-term care for him. Just based on what I’m seeing on the scans, he’s going to need help once we get him out of the pod.”


  “Can I see him?”


  “You can see the pod,” she said. “It hasn’t changed since the last time.” She offered a smile, the warmth in her eyes touching something in him.


  Zachary shook his head. He drew in a deep breath and blew it out as a sigh.


  “It’s a lot to take in, Zachary. Do you have anyone you can talk to?”


  “Talk to?”


  “Friend? Lover? Somebody close to you?”


  He shook his head. “Not really. No.”


  She nodded. “We can get you somebody. A professional.”


  He nodded. “Rain check,” he said. “I need some time to process.”


  She nodded again. “Bip me if you need to. I’ll set it up for you.”


  He nodded again. “Thanks. You’ll let me know if there’s any change?”


  “Of course.”


  He stood. “Thanks, Doc.”


  She shrugged and led him out of the office.


  Zachary followed the security team, his brain swirling. He’d been fighting the idea that this might be permanent, that his father might be incapacitated for good. Somehow it felt worse than if he’d just died outright.


  * * *


  Malachai signed off the watch.


  “Last one,” Edwards said. “How’s it feel?”


  Malachai shrugged. “Means to an end.” He smiled at his relief, hiding the coiling snake in his belly that wanted to slap the grin off the man’s face.


  “What’re you going to do here?”


  “I’ve got a line on a job. Felder’s thinking of expanding his market to the High Line. I’m going to see how it goes.”


  Edwards’s eyes widened. “You’ve got those kinds of connections?”


  “I haven’t always been a machinist,” he said.


  “Well, good luck with it, mate. Safe travels.” Edwards turned his attention to the watchstation, settling in for the long boring portside engineering watch.


  Malachai fisted his hands. The temptation to just give his head a twist and a tug and leave him to cool nearly overwhelmed him. He took a deep breath and started down the passageway toward the bow by way of his bunk and the bag he’d packed before the watch.


  A few more stans and he’d be free again. Free to go back to being Malachai Vagrant, heir apparent to Vagrant Station. He just needed to get off the ship and find a terminal to relink his thumbprint.


  * * *


  Kondur checked the astrogation data on his console. “Welcome to Vagrant,” he said. “Scans confirm we have arrived, Captain.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Kondur. Ms. Bachelor?”


  “Running course now, Captain. Another tick or three.”


  “Thank you, Ms. Bachelor. Chief? Some sails?”


  “Sail generators on standby, Captain.”


  “We’ve got a comms dump waiting, Captain,” Prescott said. “Sorting it now.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Prescott. I’ll check when we’ve secured.”


  “New course plotted, Captain. Looks like two weeks and a day to docking.”


  “Thank you, Ms. Bachelor. Route to helm.”


  “Routing to helm, aye, Captain.”


  “Helm, report,” Kondur said.


  Silvie checked the console, and then edged the sails up. “Ship is answering helm. New course plotted and locked, sar.”


  “Thank you, Ms. Murdock.”


  Everybody took a breath and the captain slapped the arm of his chair. “Secure from navigation stations, Mr. Kondur. Set normal watch throughout the ship. Well done, people.”


  “Secure navigation stations. Set normal watch. Aye, Captain.”


  The captain stood up from his chair and headed for the ladder. Stephan Burgess stepped onto the bridge while Kondur made the necessary announcements.


  Prescott looked over at Kondur. “Log me in, Verkol. I’ll be another couple of ticks clearing this queue.”


  Kondur keyed the log entry and stepped back. “It’s yours when you’re ready, Earle.”


  “Join me in the cabin?” the chief asked as she secured the engineering console.


  He nodded and followed her down the ladder and around the corner to the cabin.


  The door stood open and Larkin looked up at them from behind his console. “Come in. Close it.” He stared at his screen, fingers skating around on his keyboard. “Sorting and shuffling.”


  Kondur closed the door behind him and took a seat beside the chief.


  “Not much new,” Larkin said. “Edgar had a stroke. Prognosis is not good. He’s probably down for the count. Zachary’s been holding down the chair.”


  “Did we tell them Malachai is in the wind?” the chief asked.


  “We did, but comms being what they are, I suspect we’re carrying the message here ourselves,” Larkin said.


  “Malachai is the last person they need in that seat,” the chief said. “Leaving it empty would be an improvement.”


  Larkin chuckled. “You may have a point.”


  “Who, though?” Kondur asked.


  “Zachary struck me as somebody with his feet on the deck,” Larkin said. “I don’t know him that well, but the few interactions I had with him make me think he inherited the brains in that family.”


  “In comparison to Malachai?” the chief asked. She stretched out in the chair, extending her legs and folding her hands together over her chest. “I can see that. He hasn’t had the leadership experience that place is going to need to reverse the slide, though.”


  “You don’t happen to know who’s behind this Dark Night thing, do you, Chief?” Larkin asked.


  She shrugged. “Somebody with some organizational skills, obviously. More than one person. Has to be.”


  “Rawlins?” Larkin asked.


  “Head of security?” She pondered for a minute looked at the toes of her boots. “Possible. I suspect there’s at least one person in security who’s involved. There’s an entire counter-culture on the station that operates almost completely under the radar.” She glanced at Kondur. “Did you know that?”


  “Counter-culture? Like what?” Kondur asked.


  “Artists. Scientists. Not the kind of people you’d think of when you look at Vagrant Station as a mining outpost.”


  “Think they’re behind it?” Larkin asked.


  “Could be,” she said. “A resource to draw on moving forward, I think.”


  Kondur let that idea roll around in his head for a few moments. “The station is failing, isn’t it.”


  Larkin shrugged. “Possibly.”


  “Yes,” the chief said, punching the word out. “No question. You’ve known that for a while, haven’t you, Verkol?”


  Larkin’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re serious?”


  The chief nodded. “Has been for a while. Peaked about a decade ago. The decline has been sharper for the last few stanyers and it’s accelerating.”


  “By what metric?” Larkin asked, his brow furrowing.


  She shrugged. “Population. Physical growth. Products shipped. Income. Pick one.”


  “You know this, how?” Larkin asked.


  “Easy enough to figure out. Walk around the station. A quarter of the apartments are empty. Vagrant hasn’t added a new section in ten stanyers. They still ship ore, but this is was the first shipment in fourteen months. There’s another load waiting, but it’s barely generating enough income to pay for the can of goods we’re taking back.” She glanced at Kondur. “Verkol knows.”


  Larkin looked at him. “You agree with her?”


  “She makes a lot of good points. Edgar should have invested in a smelter a long time ago. Dragging cans of ore around barely covers the cost of the crew, and we don’t even pay shares. Without the CPJCT taxing the life out of us, we should be turning a good profit. Enough that none of this crap with the barges should be an issue.” Kondur glanced at the chief. “I didn’t know it had been that long since the station expanded or that the population was that low.”


  “What would you do, Verkol?” the chief asked. “Besides bring in the smelter?”


  “Clean house,” he said, almost without thinking about it.


  “Meaning?” Larkin asked.


  “Too many people getting hurt by those who’re supposed to protect them. Atwater’s only the tip of that iceberg. You don’t break heads for violating business codes.” He shrugged. “How many others are there? How many got spaced by some goon in a station security jumper?” He remembered Olivia Sterling and she made a lot more sense now. He tamped down the thoughts.


  “Then what?” the chief asked, pushing him. “Vagrant’s out of the picture. Clean out the goon squad. Limited funds. Shrinking population. What?”


  Kondur felt overwhelmed by the ideas. He shook his head.


  “Spitball it. Dream. What?” She pushed him, unwilling to take silence for an answer.


  “Cash flow is a problem, so probably reduce the cost of station maintenance.”


  “How do you do that?” Larkin asked. “It’s all but falling apart now.”


  “Mechanically, it’s not that bad,” Kondur said. “At least I don’t think. I’d like to talk to Norris about the air filtration problems. Fixing the pieces that are hurting people would have to be a priority.”


  “I didn’t hear this,” the chief said.


  “You knew she worked in filtration and got fired?” Kondur asked.


  The chief nodded.


  “She got fired for blowing the whistle on substandard air filtration media. I don’t remember the details but something about the smaller particles getting passed through.”


  The chief’s eyebrows went up. “Who’d do that to themselves?”


  “Somebody who didn’t recognize the danger, I suspect,” Larkin said.


  The chief poked Kondur with a finger. “What else?”


  Kondur shrugged. “I have no idea. It’s one thing to spitball and say, ‘Oh, yeah, I’m gonna fix it right.’ It’s another to get into the weeds on station management. Vagrant has always bothered me because there’s so little green.”


  Larkin tilted his head. “Green?”


  “Yeah. You ever go to Mels? Or The Ranch?” he asked.


  “Yeah.” Larkin shrugged. “Planters everywhere. Hell, Felder has trees growing in the docking galleries.”


  “He’s got the growing medium for it,” the chief said. “How would you do something like that on Vagrant?”


  “I don’t know, but if we could use plants to cut down on the amount of mechanical scrubbing? I’ll take that. It would have to be the whole station, and honestly, I’d need somebody who understood the botany better. It might not be feasible,” Kondur said. “The power draw for the lights would have to be less than the power needed for the filters, scrubbers, and mixers.” He looked at the chief, noting the grin playing at the corners of her lips. “What?”


  She shrugged and gave him a wide-eyed, innocent look. “Me? I’m just asking.”


  Kondur shook his head, certain that the chief had more on her mind but unable to put the pieces together. “Vagrant needs a better in-house manufacturing capability,” he said, tossing it out to see if she’d bite on it.


  “Why’s that?” Larkin asked. “Wouldn’t it be better to buy from places that can produce the goods we need cheaper?”


  Kondur shook his head. “Not necessarily. Saving the shipping costs can help, but there’s the multiplier value of having jobs on the station that aren’t service jobs. We spend station money to keep the station up, but the money going to locals means there are more credits circulating in the station. More opportunities for people like the Atwaters.”


  “Like Heslarton?” the chief asked.


  Kondur snorted. “Nothing wrong with Heslarton that a shakeup in management couldn’t fix.”


  Larkin looked back and forth between them. “Heslarton?”


  “They’re the ones that made the crappy air filters and stuck bad lubrication fluid on the barges. Along with their ‘state-of-the-art’ grinding heads.” Kondur wanted to spit but swallowed his anger.


  “Vagrant’s doing,” the chief said. “It’ll be interesting to see what changes will have happened in his absence.”


  Kondur shook his head. “I’m not convinced that anything will change as long as Edgar is alive.”


  “That’s harsh,” Larkin said. “He may not be.”


  A minor pang of regret stabbed Kondur. “Yeah.” He shrugged. “I guess I’m still peeved about the barge.”


  “With justification,” Larkin said. “But you’d be out in the belt with bad grinders and a frozen transmission if you hadn’t been beached, wouldn’t you?”


  A laugh bubbled out of Kondur, almost against his will. “I’ll grant you that.”


  The chief stood and headed for the door. “I need to check my message queue and get a replenishment order together. Have fun.”


  Larkin watched her go, some small furrows on his brow, lips pursed.


  “What are you thinking?” Kondur asked.


  Larkin shook his head. “She’s way too good to be working here.”


  Kondur looked down at the deck, nodding. “She is. Any idea why she’s here?”


  “No more than you do,” Larkin said.


  Kondur sighed and stood. “I was afraid you’d say that.”


  Larkin chuckled. “The news needs to get out to the ship. Thoughts on how to deal with it?”


  “That cat’s out of the bag as soon as anybody opens a message from home,” Kondur said. “We really don’t know more than Edgar’s out, Zachary’s in, Malachai’s missing, do we?”


  “Not really,” Larkin said. “Although we know one thing.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Dark Night didn’t make their move.”


  “What makes you think they have a move to make?” Kondur asked, remembering Olivia’s invitation.


  “They must. Too much time and effort into painting every damn bulkhead in the station with their logo to have it just fizzle out.”


  Kondur paused with his hand on the doorknob. “So? Are they not ready? Or are we just so bloody-minded, the only thing we can think of is rebellion?” He glanced over his shoulder at Larkin.


  The skipper shook his head. “Good question. Wish I’d thought of it.”


  * * *


  Zachary got the ping on the office console when the Barbell jumped back into the system. He heaved a sigh of relief. He checked the shipping news and realized he’d be free of the responsibility in a few more days. He headed for the door only to have it buzz under his hand and be met by Chief Rawlins coming in. The look on Rawlins’s face had him backpedaling. “Chief?”


  Rawlins shut the door behind him. “Read the incoming messages yet?”


  “Just got the ping. Do we have incoming?”


  “Check your queue,” Rawlins said.


  Zachary went back to the console and pulled up his message queue. Nothing showed up there, but he noticed the incoming message indicator on his father’s. He opened it and read the priority flagged message. “What the hell?” He felt the bottom of his stomach fall away. He stared at Rawlins. “Malachai jumped ship?”


  Rawlins lowered himself into the visitor’s chair and leaned forward, elbows on knees. “That’s the message I got.”


  “Why?” The questions roiled in his head. “How? What was he thinking?”


  Rawlins shrugged. “He beat the snot out of one of the crew, jumped ship just before they got underway. Disappeared into the station.”


  “He’s always been a planner, but why this?” Zachary asked, frowning at the screen, willing the words to change.


  “No idea.” Rawlins sighed and sat back in the chair. “Tired of waiting, maybe?”


  “Waiting? Waiting for what?”


  “For his turn in the big chair,” Rawlins said. “Until a couple of weeks ago, I’d have guessed your father would be in the hot seat for another few decades.” He shrugged. “Now we’re wondering if he’ll even be able to sit up again.”


  Zachary froze. “Where’d you hear that?”


  Rawlins shook his head. “Depends on how bad the stroke is. He’s still in the pod, isn’t he?”


  Zachary nodded. “They’re going to have to decant him soon, I think. They’re not being very forthcoming.”


  Rawlins pursed his lips and shrugged. “Probably a reason for that.”


  “They tell me it’s to give the auto-doc enough time to repair the damage,” Zachary said.


  “That what they’re saying?” Rawlins asked. “Or are they saying to give the auto-doc time to repair as much as it can?”


  Zachary swallowed. “You’re saying he’s what?”


  “I’m saying he’s had a stroke. A bad one. Small strokes, they’re out in a day. He’s been under for what? Almost three weeks.”


  “Two,” Zachary said.


  Rawlins shook his head. “Check the dates. It’ll be three weeks tomorrow.”


  Zachary didn’t need to check the dates. His knee started jumping as his foot flexed on the deck. He forced his foot flat and calmed his breathing. “How is this going to work?”


  Rawlins shrugged. “Malachai might be the heir apparent, but he’s taken off. You’re the next in line.”


  “I can’t do this,” Zachary said. “I haven’t slept through the night in three days. This job is crazy.”


  “Yeah. I bet,” Rawlins said.


  Zachary got up and paced, the angst and anger boiling up inside him. “Heslarton thinks they’re going to keep going the way they have been. They’re ignoring me. Half the barge fleet is out of commission or will be soon. We’ve notified them to not use the Heslarton garbage, but that just means they have to come back in. The yard guys say it’d be cheaper to melt the dead barges for scrap than rebuild them, and we don’t have that kind of credits. The air is getting worse every day. We have no idea who’s behind this Dark Night thing.” He forced himself to stop pacing. He looked up at the ceiling and took a deep breath. “I don’t even know what I’m supposed to be doing. I’m not Malachai. I wasn’t trained for this.”


  Rawlins coughed.


  Zachary looked over at him.


  “You’re doing fine,” Rawlins said. “Have you tracked your brother down yet?”


  Zachary shook his head. “Nearest I’ve gotten is that I found his new name. He transferred a few thousand credits out of the company account and into each of ours, then sent most of his to a Morton Vadim. Vadim signed on to a mixed cargo freighter named the Seward. It left Siren for San Martino in Ciroda about three stans after the Fortune started back here.”


  Rawlins raised his eyebrows. “That’s pretty good work.”


  Zachary shrugged. “Station master’s access to High Tortuga’s records. My father’s been watching our finances all this time.”


  “You’ve got access to the company accounts?” Rawlins asked.


  “Yeah. And my father’s, now.” Zachary sighed. “He’s been pillaging the station accounts to pad his own. It’s going to take somebody who knows more than I do to straighten that out.”


  “What about Heslarton?” Rawlins asked.


  Zachary threw himself into his chair and ran both hands through his hair. “I’m stonewalled. No responses.”


  “How far you willing to push them?”


  “What do you mean? Push them?” Zachary asked, leaning his elbows on the console.


  “Well, they have to have an operating permit from you, don’t they?”


  “From the station management,” Zachary said. He shrugged. “I suppose that’s me now?”


  “There’s a permit office,” Rawlins said. “You visited them?”


  Zachary shook his head. “Any point to it? I can’t get anybody to pay attention while my father’s still in the auto-doc.”


  Rawlins stood. “Let’s go see, shall we?”


  * * *


  Larkin called an all-hands meeting on the mess deck after lunch. He stood at the galley door and waited for the crew to settle. Kondur stood on one side. Lette on the other. “You’ve all heard the scuttlebutt,” he said. “Here’s what we know. Edgar Vagrant had a stroke and—as of early this morning, station time—he’s still in the auto-doc. I’ve heard a lot of speculation about what that means, but we don’t know anything beyond that regarding his condition. The other Vagrant son, Zachary, is holding down the chair. That’s it. Anything else you may have heard is just rumor and speculation.”


  Ella Norris raised a hand.


  “Ms. Norris?”


  “Any word on Malachai?”


  “None. We’re pretty sure that the station got the news about him jumping ship when we brought the message in. I don’t know if they’ve been able to find him or if he’s contacted them.” Larkin shrugged. “We just don’t know.”


  Parks raised a hand.


  “Mr. Parks?”


  “You sure this isn’t some Dark Night action?” he asked, leaning forward with an eager gleam in his eyes.


  Larkin sighed. “I’d appreciate it if we didn’t speculate beyond what we know, Mr. Parks. Nobody claiming to represent the Dark Night people has communicated with us. As far as I know, nobody has contacted any of you about it either, have they?”


  A lot of heads turned to look around the mess deck but nobody nodded.


  “It’s worth noting that nobody knows who’s behind Dark Night or what they want,” Larkin said. “Nobody that I know of, anyway.”


  Kondur pushed his memories of Olivia Sterling back in his head and did his best to relax. He didn’t know anybody besides Olivia, but only because the Barbell left before they could move things along.


  Larkin looked around at the crew. “We’ll be docking in a few days. Many of you have friends and family who’ll send you messages and news from the station. Please remember that the situation there is fragile. I know it’s hard not to speculate on what’s happening behind the scenes there, but try. We know only a few facts. Edgar Vagrant is in the auto-doc because of a stroke. Zachary Vagrant is in charge of the station. Malachai Vagrant is in the Dark somewhere.” He paused, looking around. “Clear?”


  Heads nodded all around the mess deck.


  “Good. While I’ve got you here, let me thank you for a job well done. It’s been a troubling voyage and you’ve risen to the occasion.” He looked over his shoulder into the galley proper. “I want to particularly thank Leon Atwater for his efforts in keeping us all well fed.”


  Atwater’s huge frame filled the galley door behind the captain. He smiled. “My pleasure, Skipper. Thanks for having us.”


  Larkin faced the crew. “Some of you know there’s at least another can of ore waiting for shipment at the station. I don’t know what’s going to happen, but if any of you are interested in taking another trip up to the High Line, please see me, Mr. Kondur, or Chief Stevens. We’ll make a list to call if and when the Fortune sails again.”


  He paused. “Any other questions?”


  He gave them a few seconds. When nobody raised a hand, he nodded. “Thank you, all. Carry on.”


  Larkin gathered Kondur and Bachelor with a glance and walked off the mess deck.


  “That went well, I thought,” he said in the passageway outside.


  “Should have known the Dark Night question would come up,” Lette said.


  Crew started leaving the mess deck and Larkin continued up to the cabin, Kondur and Bachelor trailing.


  “Close it,” Larkin said as they followed into the cabin. He took his seat and looked back and forth between them. “I expected it because it’s the wild card in the deck.”


  “My question is why haven’t they done anything?” Lette asked. “This would be the perfect time to pull the trigger.”


  “Not ready,” Larkin said. “That’s my guess.”


  “Has anybody approached you about it?” she asked, looking at Larkin.


  He shook his head and frowned. “No, why? Have they approached you?”


  Lette shrugged a shoulder. “Yeah. I’d rather not say who, but I had an awkward conversation about it at the Grinder one night.”


  Larkin raised an eyebrow. “And ...?”


  “Just wanted to know if I was in or not.”


  “In on what?” Larkin asked.


  “It didn’t get that far. Mostly talking about the state of the station. How screwed up everything was.” She shrugged. “The sense I got was they wanted to know if I was with them or against them.”


  “Kinda hard to tell if you don’t know what they’re after, isn’t it?” Larkin said.


  “My sense was that they wanted a change of management,” she said, glancing at Kondur. “Nobody used the m-word. They weren’t calling for bodies at the barricades.” She shrugged. “I can’t say as I disagree in principle. Nobody thinks the station is growing or getting better. Nobody I know of, anyway.”


  Kondur sat very still but Larkin pursed his lips and looked to him, one eyebrow raised. He sighed. “Yeah. Same.” He shrugged. “They didn’t ask me to do anything specific.”


  Larkin nodded and stared at the top of his console for a moment. “Barge skippers. Wonder how far it goes.”


  “That’s a lot of dark suns,” Lette said.


  Larkin nodded. “The message is out. I have to believe that it’s picked up at least a few people sympathetic to the cause. Which raises the same question.” He looked up at Kondur. “Why haven’t they acted?”


  “That’s where we started, isn’t it?” Lette asked, her lips curving into a wry smile.


  Kondur sighed. “I don’t think it’s because they don’t have a plan.”


  Lette and the captain stared at him.


  “I think the problem is we don’t know what the plan is,” Kondur said. “It just looks like they haven’t taken action.”


  “You think they’re behind Vagrant’s stroke?” Larkin asked, his eyes narrowing.


  Kondur shook his head. “No. I think we’re trying to draw a line between two points but we don’t know where the second point is. We don’t know what they want.”


  “Seems obvious to me,” Lette said. “Mutiny. Rebellion. Whatever you want to call it. They want the current management out.”


  “Agreed,” Larkin said. “They may have contacted me, too.” He offered a shrug and sheepish smile. “A few weeks before we got underway, actually.”


  Kondur nodded. “That would make sense.” Ideas spilled around in his head like beer in a bar fight.


  “Where are you going with this, Verkol?” Larkin asked.


  “They want the current management out, yes,” Kondur said. “The question is who takes its place?”


  “Well, whoever’s behind the Dark Night stuff. Obviously,” Larkin said.


  Kondur shook his head. “What if it’s not?”


  Lette snorted. “That’s a lot of work for nothing. Why go to all the trouble of stirring up the bees if you’re not going to take over the nest?”


  Kondur felt a jolt as the answer came to him, something the chief had said. He shrugged. “I don’t know,” he said, biting his tongue, unwilling to put his thoughts into words yet. He glanced at Larkin, wondering if the captain had put the pieces together.


  Larkin’s eyes narrowed but he didn’t speak.


  “Still makes no sense to me,” Lette said, rising to her feet. “I’ve got watch in a few stans and I need a nap.” She headed for the door. “Let me know if you come up with anything.”


  Kondur took the opportunity and stood to follow her. “I’ll just get out of your hair, Cap.”


  Larkin stopped him with a word as he got to the door. “Verkol?”


  He turned and looked at the captain. “Skipper?”


  “I didn’t get these stars by being stupid,” Larkin said. “Lemme know what you come up with.”


  Kondur nodded. “Will do.”


  CHAPTER 18


  Malachai stepped off the Seward onto the docking gallery at The Ranch. He stared at the wide gallery with the line of small trees planted along the inboard side. The armorglass ceiling let light from the system primary into the gallery and made him look up to see it glowing directly overhead, a tiny disk against the black sky. The air smelled green. The gallery felt warmer than even the one back at Vagrant. The ship docks at Siren had been positively frosty; Malachai felt glad to leave that icy place behind. Siren made no sense to him. Everything felt wrong there. Too cold. Too rigid. Rules for everything. It made his skin itch even though the rules worked in his favor. As long as the computers agreed with his story, nobody looked twice at him.


  He shook his head and started hiking down the gallery toward the station proper. He found a network cafe just off the docking gallery and settled into an empty terminal with his back to a wall where he could watch the door. He brought up his Vagrant account, but the terminal wanted his thumb to pay for the access. He thumbed the pad. The terminal beeped, blanked, then showed him an error. Unauthorized access.


  He frowned and went through the process again. Same result.


  He reset the terminal and tried logging into his Vadim account. It asked for his thumb and he paused for a moment before pressing his thumb against the reader. The screen blanked for just a heartbeat before the system gave him access to the Vadim bank account, showed the Vadim personnel record, but lacked the access to change his name back. An icy chill slipped down his back. He was stuck as Morton Vadim until he could get back to Vagrant Station and use his father’s system to change back.


  He eyed the balance in his credit account. He’d spent only a few credits from it on Siren and nothing while underway. It should last him for a while. He checked the interface for linked accounts and found that he could still see the balance in his Vagrant account, the one he’d mostly cleaned out before leaving Siren. He couldn’t access his father’s account or the station’s. Unless he could get access to his Vagrant credentials, he’d have to keep an eye on his spending while he looked for a way to get back to Vagrant Station.


  He sighed. He’d hoped for more time before he had to go back to face his father’s wrath. He shrugged and logged out.


  As he left the cafe, he pulled up the station net on his tablet and looked for a transient hostel of some kind. He thought about what must be going on back at Vagrant Station as the news that he’d jumped ship and slipped his father’s leash arrived there. He grinned. The old bastard would probably have a stroke.


  * * *


  Rawlins led Zachary to a hole in the wall just around the corner from the security offices. A sign on the door read “Permit Office” and gave the standard business hours. Rawlins turned the knob and held the door. The weird smile on his face made Zachary wonder what was really going on.


  The office itself turned out to be an overgrown closet with nothing more for furnishings than a single console and three chairs. The woman in the chair behind the console looked up with a sour smile. She nodded at the chief and raised an eyebrow at Zachary. “And what do you want?” she asked.


  “Helen, this is Zachary Vagrant. Zachary, this is the permit officer, Helen Waite.”


  “Vagrant?” Her eyes narrowed. “You’re holding down the desk now?”


  Zachary shrugged. “Last man standing, apparently.”


  She shook her head. “Well, what kind of permit do you want? And for whom?” She turned to her console, hands poised over the controls.


  “I want to see the Heslarton operations permit.”


  She looked at Rawlins. “Some kinda joke, Gideon?”


  Rawlins shook his head.


  “You’re a Vagrant. You don’t need a permit,” she said.


  Zachary frowned, trying to puzzle out the meaning. “No, it’s not for me. I want to see the permit that Heslarton has.”


  She shook her head and gave him a quizzical grin. “You don’t—They don’t—” She shook her head. “I’d say go ask your father but under the circumstances ...” She looked at Rawlins again before facing Zachary. “Your father owns Heslarton. There’s no permit required. Only for everybody else.”


  Zachary blinked. “Say what?”


  “What part aren’t you tracking?” she asked. “Vagrant—well, I guess that means you now.” She shrugged again. “Anyway. You own the place. You don’t need permission to do anything you want. Open a business. Anything. All the permits have to be approved by your father.” She paused. “Although I guess that will fall to you, if I ever get another application.”


  “So didn’t Heslarton need a permit?” Zachary asked.


  “That’s what I’m saying. No. They didn’t need a permit. Your father set up Heslarton himself. They never went through here. Nobody’s come through here in months. Leon Atwater keeps applying but keeps getting turned down, but that’s it.”


  “Leon Atwater?” The name seemed familiar but it took him a tick to remember. “The restaurant guy?”


  Waite’s eyebrows rose. “You know him?”


  “Of him,” Zachary said. “He’s on the Barbell at the moment. Why does he keep getting turned down?”


  She shook her head. “You’ll have to ask your father when he gets out of the pod. Standing order from him. I don’t even pass them up the chain any more. Automatic, no.”


  Zachary looked at Rawlins. “You know about this?”


  “No,” he said. “But it doesn’t surprise me. Atwater’s one of those people that just set your father off, I guess.”


  Waite snorted. “Atwater always ran a clean business and it drove the old man crackers. Wouldn’t buy from the approved suppliers. Wouldn’t fix his prices. Always gave a good value and people loved him. Paid his station tax, too, near as I could tell. No secret why Edgar Vagrant hated him.”


  Zachary shook his head to try to rattle some sense into the conversation. “Back to Heslarton.”


  “Your father owns Heslarton. What part aren’t you understanding?” Waite asked.


  Zachary felt the pieces click into place in his head. “Thank you, Ms. Waite. That explains so much.”


  She blinked. “You didn’t know?”


  “I’m still sorting through the accounting.”


  “Well, there you go.” She grinned. “Anything else I can help with?”


  “You say everything gets approved by my father?” Zachary asked.


  “Yeah.”


  “Every single one?”


  She shrugged. “Well, like I said, we’re not exactly up to our armpits in people wanting to start a business or take over a section or anything.”


  “You don’t have any kind of filter or guidelines?” he asked. “So if I wanted to run a coffee cart operation and peddle coffee and pastry in the barge docking gallery?”


  “Yeah. It would go to your father. He’d have to review the application and approve it.”


  “How long would that take?”


  She shrugged again. “Upwards of a month. Probably more.”


  Zachary frowned. “What about decorating a plaza? Changing out the plantings and such?”


  “No idea. Not my problem. If you can’t make money from it, you don’t need a permit.”


  “What if I want to remodel? Add a bulkhead? Change out the decking?”


  “Public spaces, that’s maintenance’s problem. Your quarters? That’s going to be the landlord.” She grinned. “Which goes back to your father.”


  Zachary sighed. “Thank you, again. You think you could run up a list of current permit holders? I take it they have to be renewed?”


  She nodded. “Yeah. A few are in arrears, actually.”


  “Who handles the collections?”


  “He does.” She looked at Rawlins.


  “All right, then. If you could run up a list of current permit holders and their payment status, Ms. Waite? Send it to my father’s address?”


  She nodded. “Sure. Have it in a couple of stans.”


  “Thanks.” Zachary nodded to Rawlins. “I think we’re done here.”


  Rawlins got the door and followed Zachary out into the passageway.


  “So, who collects?” Zachary asked, heading down the passage toward the security office.


  “Fisher,” Rawlins said. “Who else?”


  Zachary looked over at Rawlins. “Not anymore.”


  Rawlins nodded, the faintest of smiles on his lips. “You’re the boss,” he said.


  Zachary frowned at the deck. “That’s another thing. Am I?” he asked. “Am I the boss?”


  “Well, you’re in line to inherit. I assume he has a will.”


  “I don’t,” Zachary said.


  “You don’t what? Assume he has a will?”


  “Exactly. If he does, Malachai has always been the heir apparent.”


  Rawlins shook his head. “That’d be a mess.”


  “Without a will, who’s station is it?” Zachary asked.


  “Yours. Well, yours and Malachai’s to fight over. Edgar had no other relatives that we know of.”


  Zachary stopped and looked at him. “You say that like you know that.”


  He nodded. “When your mother died, he made sure nobody on her side of the family had claim to her goods. He has no siblings, so you have no cousins. His parents and grandparents are all deceased.”


  “No blow-bys?”


  “Half sibs?” Rawlins asked.


  “Yeah.”


  “None that I’m aware of. It’s possible.”


  Zachary sighed. “We may never know.”


  “You don’t think he’s coming back?” Rawlins asked.


  Zachary shook his head. “After this long? I don’t know what medical is waiting for, but my guess is we’re going to have to make a hard decision about what to do with him.”


  “You think they’re just holding him until somebody tells them to pull the plug?”


  “The thought had occurred to me,” Zachary said.


  Rawlins nodded. “What about Heslarton?”


  Zachary smiled. “Get a few officers. I think we need to pay Mr. Datchery a little visit.”


  Rawlins grinned. “Gimme a stan to pull it together?”


  “Sure. I need to go talk to Martha.”


  “Martha?” Rawlins asked.


  Zachary nodded. “Martha has the keys to the kingdom. I’ve been so tangled up reacting that I haven’t really started to get ahead of it. That needs to stop. I’ll bet you credits to crullers that she already knows who owns Heslarton. Among other things.”


  “You’re probably right. Why didn’t she say anything?” Rawlins asked.


  Zachary sighed. “Because I’m a dumb-ass and I never asked.”


  Rawlins chuckled. “Gimme a stan. Meet me at Heslarton’s.”


  “One other thing?” Zachary said. “Make sure Fisher is in the group.”


  “You want Fisher?” Rawlins’s eyebrows shot up.


  “I want his reputation,” Zachary said.


  Rawlins grinned. “I’ll bring Fisher.”


  * * *


  Kondur found the chief climbing up the ladder from the main engineering deck.


  She grinned. “What brings you so far aft?”


  “Wanted to run some ideas by you. Got a tick?”


  She stopped at the top of the ladder and looked back down at the cavernous compartment. “Yeah,” she said. “I think I can spare a tick or ten.” She led the way back to her office and he followed her in, closing the door behind him. Her eyebrows flickered at that but she nodded at the visitor’s chair. “What’s on your mind?”


  Kondur settled. “Was just with the skipper and Lette in the cabin. Trying to make sense of what’s happening on the station.”


  She nodded. “Come to any conclusions?”


  Kondur scratched his jaw. “Mostly more questions.”


  “Lots to question. How can I help?”


  “How much do you know about Vagrant Station?”


  “Not much,” she said.


  “Vagrant is—was—something of a tyrant. Ran an authoritarian regime for the most part. Almost anything that’s not a penny-ante shop belongs to him. Everybody pays him for the privilege of living there.”


  “Can’t be too onerous. He’s still running the shop,” she said.


  “Yeah, but you’re the one who pointed out the place is failing.”


  She nodded. “Just an observation. Easy enough to see as an outsider.”


  “So, who inherits?” Kondur asked.


  “Family generally. If he dies intestate, then spouse and immediate offspring.” She shrugged. “You’re overlooking one thing.”


  “He’s not dead,” Kondur said. “I’m not overlooking it. He’s still in the auto-doc and that’s a bad sign.”


  She nodded. “Agreed. Where you going with this?”


  “Malachai’s in the wind. Zachary’s holding down the station. If there’s a will, Malachai’s probably the beneficiary.”


  “Malachai Vagrant shouldn’t be in charge of an ant farm,” the chief said.


  “Agreed,” Kondur said.


  The chief pursed her lips. “You didn’t come to ask me about inheritance rules.”


  He shook his head. “I’m more concerned with power dynamics.”


  “You don’t think Zachary has the personal charisma to take over?” the chief asked, tilting her head to one side.


  “Not that,” Kondur said. “My concern with Zachary is that he doesn’t have the management chops.”


  The chief sat back in her chair. “Really? That’s your objection?”


  “The guy is what? Twenty? Daddy owns the station? What does he know about management?”


  “Probably more than Malachai,” the chief said.


  Her comment made him chuckle and reset his brain.


  “Would you say the same about Malachai?” she asked in the blank space in their conversation.


  Kondur nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, I would.”


  “In spite of the reality that he’s the chosen successor?” she asked, leaning forward and putting her elbows on the console.


  Kondur nodded. “Same argument.”


  She shook her head. “Finish that thought.”


  “He’d be worse,” Kondur said. “He learned every lesson Edgar Vagrant taught him.”


  She nodded. “That’s my opinion, too. Personally, I think he’s a psychopath.”


  “Don’t sugarcoat it for me,” Kondur said with a laugh.


  She shrugged. “What brought you all the way down the spine? It wasn’t the Vagrant boys’ various lack of qualifications to run the station.”


  “Dark Night,” he said.


  “What about it?” she asked.


  “Why haven’t they taken advantage of the situation?” he asked.


  She frowned at him, sitting very still for what felt like a long time. She shrugged. “Why ask me?”


  “You’ve had some pretty good insights on the station. I wondered if you had any on this.”


  “What’s got you chasing this particular cat?” she asked.


  “I started thinking about why a rebellious population might not be following through on a mutiny.”


  She didn’t react to the word beyond a shrug. “Not ready?”


  “How could they not be ready?” Kondur asked. “They’ve been fomenting for weeks. Probably months.”


  “To be fair, nobody saw Edgar Vagrant’s stroke coming.” She shrugged. “Wrong footed?”


  “If it was a stroke,” Kondur said.


  “You think there’s a coverup?” she asked, eyes widening. “Isn’t this the kind of speculation the skipper cautioned against?”


  Kondur nodded and looked away. “Yeah. I suppose it is. I was just thinking.”


  “What were you thinking?” she asked.


  “What if it’s not what we think it is?”


  “What isn’t? The stroke?” she asked.


  He shook his head. “No. Dark Night.” He considered her for a moment and decided to lay it on the table. “What if it’s not a rebellion? What if it’s a wakeup call?”


  Her face, usually placid, screwed itself into some kind of bemused incredulity. “A wakeup call? What does that mean?”


  “What if it’s not some kind of residents’ rebellion? What if it’s just somebody who wants us to wake up to the danger that Edgar Vagrant represents.”


  “Sounds like a rebellion to me,” she said.


  He sighed. “What if it’s a takeover?” he said. “Somebody from outside wanting to take over the system.”


  “What? Like a hostile takeover? Give it a few stanyers and you could probably buy the place outright for pocket change,” she said. “Why would anybody make that kind of investment in a failing station?”


  He shook his head. “Just a crazy idea I had. I needed somebody to bounce it off that isn’t tied to the Vagrants somehow.”


  “And you think I’m not?”


  “You’re not.” He shrugged. “I thought I knew all the engineering officers in this neck of the galaxy. You’re new to the station. I thought you’d be a good one to bounce ideas off.”


  She chuckled. “You’re right. I’m not. I’m just wrapping up my book, actually.”


  “Your book?” he asked. “What, a novel?” The idea of an engineering chief writing a novel tickled him.


  “Textbook on engineering, actually. For the academy at Port Newmar.” She held his gaze in hers with a little smile.


  “Seriously?” he asked, completely blindsided.


  “Yeah. Robert Giggone needs a better first-year text for engineering officers. Why? Does that surprise you?”


  “Never thought about it, I guess. Somebody has to write them. I’m glad it’s somebody who knows how they really work.”


  “Thanks. I’ve been at it a while. Being chief gives me some time to put the ideas together.” She tilted her head. “Maybe you should write one about managing a ship.”


  “I’ll leave that to the captains,” he said.


  She shrugged. “I don’t know. First mate’s right up there in terms of the nuts and bolts.”


  He chuckled and stood up. “Well, maybe. In my copious spare time. Not like I’m going to be first mate very much longer.”


  “Why not?” she asked.


  He looked up at the overhead, mentally scanning the ship. “This crew will get disbanded as soon as we dock. Whoever’s in charge will probably keep it docked, and I’ll be back out in the belts with a mining barge by this time next month.”


  She nodded. “I could see that happening. It’s not your only choice, but I could see it.”


  He nodded, unsure about how to respond. “Thanks for your time, Chief.”


  “My door’s always open for you, Mr. Kondur.”


  He left her office and headed back up the spine. The conversation hadn’t gone where he’d expected but he’d bet hard credits that Chief Engineering Officer Margaret Stevens knew a hell of a lot more about Dark Night than she was letting on.


  * * *


  Zachary stopped at Martha’s desk. “If you’ve got a moment?” he asked. “I need some help.” He glanced at the security officer lounging in one of the chairs. “In the office?”


  She stood from her console and gave him a smile. “Of course, Zachary.” She pressed the button under the surface of her console and he pushed through the door, holding it for her to enter.


  He waved her into a seat and sat behind the console. He’d been thinking about what to say all the way back from the permit office. “I don’t know where to start,” he said.


  She folded her hands in her lap and tucked her crossed ankles under the chair. “Why don’t you start at the beginning.”


  “I need your help to unravel the things my father has done,” he said.


  Her eyes widened for a moment before she regained her composure. “Your father built this station. Do you want to destroy it?”


  He shook his head. “No, Martha. I want to save it.”


  She blinked. “From what?”


  “From the things that my father has done to it.”


  “What do you think he’s done?” she asked, a tiny crease forming between her eyebrows.


  “To begin with, he’s been siphoning off station funds to his personal account.”


  “You think that’s bad?”


  “It leaves the station short of the capital it needs to expand.”


  She tilted her head just a few degrees to the side. “It is his station. One could argue that it’s his to use as he wants. If you started a business, you could take all the money out of it if you wanted to. Nobody would say anything about that, would they?”


  Zachary settled back in the chair, rolling her point around in his mind. “Perhaps,” he said after a bit. “Even to the point of killing the business?”


  She shrugged. “If it’s yours to begin with, who has a better right?”


  “What if the business starts hurting people?” he asked.


  Her eyebrows rose at that and stayed up. “Hurting how?”


  “Did you know my father owns Heslarton?”


  “Yes,” she said.


  “Did you know that Heslarton manufactures deliberately dangerous products?”


  Her eyebrows eased down her forehead into a frown. “Define dangerous products.”


  “For example, they manufacture filter media that’s used in atmosphere processing. It’s labeled to be effective down to two and a half microns. That’s some of the most dangerous particles, because they can be inhaled and get stuck in lungs.” He paused.


  She nodded. “Go on.”


  “My father ‘bought’ that media for use on the station. It’s currently installed on every air filter we have.”


  “So you’re thinking he’s just taking money out of one pocket and putting it another?” Martha asked. “This is bad?


  “No, Martha. He knows that the media only filters down to ten microns. It does nothing for anything smaller. Every single atmosphere filter and mix technician who knows about the change has been removed from their position and replaced with somebody who believes that the station standard is ten microns.”


  Her frown deepened. “Wait. You’re complaining that he’s using substandard media because it doesn’t match the labeling?”


  “Yes. He knows it doesn’t match the labeling. He owns the company. It doesn’t match the labeling because those last two levels are the most expensive to achieve.”


  “So, he knows what he’s using. It’s not like he’s cheating people by using his own product. I don’t understand.”


  “The problem is that every day that goes by, the air on the station gets dirtier. Those tiny particles build up. People breathe them in but can’t breathe them out. Eventually they get lung disease and can’t breathe at all.”


  “That’s ridiculous. He’d be doing it to himself, wouldn’t he?”


  “He is. Yes.”


  “Couldn’t the auto-doc clean up the lungs?” she asked.


  He sighed. “I don’t know. Possibly. The point is that he’s knowingly pumping bad air into the station, potentially harming every resident. Young people the most, because they’ll absorb the most particulate matter over the course of their lifetimes.”


  Her face smoothed into the neutral Martha-mask. “Surely the technicians know what they’re doing.”


  “The ones that knew what they were doing found themselves removed—or killed,” Zachary said. “Every single one has been replaced with somebody with less experience. People who do what they’re told without questioning it.”


  “Killed? That’s a pretty serious charge,” she said, her expression hardening.


  “Wendel Walker died. Ella Norris was nearly killed. Her workspace filled with carbon monoxide. I got her out before she died. Somebody killed Wendel, although the official report says alcohol poisoning. I’m pretty sure he didn’t drink himself to death without a lot of help. Ella’s workspace was an air filtration station with carbon monoxide sensors that didn’t warn her of the buildup.”


  “And you think that proves they were targeted? By your father?”


  He shrugged. “They were targeted by somebody. In the record, Ella had been fired the day before but there was no replacement. She hadn’t been notified. She went to work and nearly died. That’s too many coincidences.”


  “What is it you want from me, Zachary?”


  “Does he own any other businesses? Besides Heslarton?”


  “The mining operation belongs to the station,” she said. “Meaning he owns that.”


  “Heslarton is destroying the barges, too.”


  “That’s ridiculous,” she said. “Why would they do that?”


  “I don’t know. I do know they’re giving the miners a lubrication fluid that says it’s vacuum rated when it’s not. They’re forcing them to use mining heads that can’t mine enough ore to pay for the heads. They lose money on every kilogram of rock they cut.” He shrugged. “I don’t know how much you follow what’s happening out there, but there are already three barges that need to be scrapped and we’re having to call the rest in before they use the fluid or they’ll have to be scrapped, too.” He shrugged. “Without the miners, we have nothing to sell. With nothing to sell, we have no credits to buy the things we need. I don’t even know what we need to buy because Malachai was supposed to be in this chair.”


  She lowered her gaze. “He doesn’t know either,” she said, her voice only barely louder than the blowers.


  Zachary blinked. “I thought he was the chosen one.”


  She shook her head. “He thinks he is. Your father thinks—thought—he had plenty of time to train him. As far as I know, the only thing your brother knows is how to access the accounts and wheedle his way into your father’s good graces.”


  An icy flash zinged down Zachary’s spine. “That’s why I need your help.”


  She looked up. “I don’t know if I can help you.”


  “Why?” he asked.


  “Your father—”


  He cut her off. “He’s not coming back.” He shook his head and swallowed. Saying it out loud for the first time made it true. “He’s not coming back.”


  “How can you say that?” she asked. “The medics still have him in the auto-doc. Are they saying he’s not coming back?”


  “No, but that’s a conversation I need to have with them.”


  She frowned, finally seeming more like a person than the Martha character she’d been playing. “Why?”


  “Because he’s been in the can too long. Way too long. Is it because the auto-doc is still working or because they don’t want to tell me it’s not.”


  The color leached from her face. “You think—what? He’s dead?”


  “I think he’s probably alive. They’ve never been optimistic about his cognitive function.”


  She swallowed. “What do you need?”


  “Does he have a will?” Zachary asked.


  “Not that I know of,” she said. “He could have one but never told me.”


  “Did he ever do things without your knowledge?”


  Her lips pressed into a narrow line. “Apparently,” she said. “I thought he always had me write up his important documents and contracts.”


  “Do you have the contracts for Heslarton?” he asked.


  She frowned. “What contracts? He owned the company.”


  “Employment contracts for Datchery and Bacon,” he said.


  “Oh, yes. Of course,” she said. “All the department heads have contracts.”


  “How many are there?”


  She shrugged. “I’d have to look. At least a dozen.”


  “Can you look those up for me? Send me a copy of Datchery’s and Bacon’s?” He paused. “I’d like to see the rest just so I know who I should be talking to.”


  She nodded. “Of course.”


  He glanced at the chrono. “I have to go see Chief Rawlins now, but thank you, Martha.”


  “For what?” she asked.


  “For helping me help the station.”


  She shrugged. “I live here, too.”


  * * *


  Kondur settled into the watch station. “Last one,” he said.


  “For now,” Silvie said, grinning over his shoulder. “By this time tomorrow I’ll be sinking into a cold brewski and letting the rest of the universe go by.”


  Kondur snorted. “By this time tomorrow you’ll be homeless.”


  Her eyes went wide and her jaw dropped.


  “Didn’t think of that, did you?” Kondur asked. “So will I.”


  “They’re not going to kick us off the ship, are they?” she asked.


  “Probably not before we find a place to live, no.” He grinned at her.


  “Asshole,” she said.


  “Look on the bright side. With what you earned this trip you can probably pay rent for six months and still have grocery money.”


  She sighed and faced the helm. “Well, maybe they’ll take the ship out again between now and then. Think Captain Larkin will let me go on the next trip?”


  “I’m pretty sure he will. You’ve learned a lot and he’s seen you as a reliable helm.”


  She glanced at him. “What’ll you do?”


  Kondur shrugged. “I’ll have to see if I can get another barge, I suppose.”


  “Think any are still mining?” she asked.


  He shot her a glance. “I don’t know. They need to be but whether or not they can? That’s another question.”


  She nodded, her blonde head bobbing in the dim light of the bridge. “True enough.”


  Kondur checked the logs again before the bright lights of the station in the distance drew his attention. It looked so small. The tiny brilliant star in the center of the system cast so little light out here near the edge. It made for a nice exit. The actual Burleson limit lay just off the station’s back porch, in system terms. Outgoing ships really only needed enough space to get their drives up and running before they could jump. He brought up the system chart—a picture he’d studied hundreds of times. He threw the belt overlay up to show the tens of thousands of individual rocks in the belts. That was a lot of raw material. The single gas giant offered more fuel than the station could use, but without the scoops to pull it in or the refineries to make it usable, it was just another gravity well to steer around.


  He sighed. So much potential. So little foresight.


  * * *


  Zachary led the team into Heslarton’s foyer with Rawlins at his back and four officers behind them. The man behind the reception desk paled, his eyes going round as he stood.


  “Can I help you?” the man asked. He swallowed hard, his gaze raking the group.


  “I’d like to see Mr. Datchery,” Zachary said.


  “Do you have an appointment?”


  Zachary glanced back at the station security people before looking at the receptionist again. “Now, please.”


  The man’s legs seemed to give out under him as he started tapping on his keyboard. “One moment, I’ll see if he’s in.”


  “He’s in,” Zachary said.


  The man glanced up at him. “I just have to—”


  “Come on, man. Stop screwing around,” Fisher said, stepping forward.


  “He’s just doing his job,” Zachary said. “Let him do it.”


  The receptionist stared at his screen and drew in a deep breath. “I’m sorry, sir. Mr. Datchery is unavailable.” He didn’t look up.


  “Thank you. In that case, I need to see your permit.”


  “Permit?” he asked, his puzzled frown finally pulling his attention away from the screen and back to Zachary.


  “Yes. Your operational permit. Every business on the station needs a permit. I’d like to see Heslarton’s.”


  “I—I don’t know where it is or who has it.”


  “Well, in that case, Heslarton is now closed. You can go home.” Zachary looked at Rawlins. “Have your team clear the section, please.”


  “Wait, what do you mean closed?” the receptionist said.


  “Well, every business on the station needs a permit to operate. If you cannot produce the permit, you cannot operate on my station.”


  “Your station?” The man frowned. “You’re not Edgar Vagrant.”


  “No, I’m Zachary Vagrant. My father is incapacitated and I’m in charge now.” Zachary waited a beat. “Now, do you have a permit? Is Mr. Datchery or Mr. Bacon in?”


  The man pulled a deep breath through his nose, the sound loud in the quiet lobby. “Let me check again,” he said, turning to his console and tapping a few keys.


  The chief’s tablet bipped. He pulled it out and looked at the message before nodding to Zachary. “Datchery bolted,” he said. “Harnden and Smythe have him in cuffs.”


  The receptionist looked up, eyes wide.


  “Well, that leaves Bacon,” Zachary said. He looked at the receptionist. “Who’s in charge after Bacon?”


  “That would be Henrietta Nelson,” he said. “Head of manufacturing.”


  “May as well ping her, too,” Zachary said.


  He nodded, fingers dancing across the keyboard.


  The back door opened and Rufus Bacon blustered out, chest puffed and face florid. “What do you want now, Vagrant?”


  “Your operations permit,” Zachary said.


  Bacon laughed. “Pound it, punk. We don’t need a permit.”


  “Chief?” Zachary asked. “Would you care to illuminate Mr. Bacon?”


  Rawlins reeled off the relevant statute. “All businesses operating on the station shall obtain and have available for inspection a permit duly authorized by the station management that specifies the nature of the business and the key stakeholders responsible for said business.”


  Bacon sneered. “Take it up with your father, kid.”


  “Are you refusing to produce the permit for inspection?” the chief asked.


  “You don’t know who you’re dealing with,” Bacon said. “When Edgar gets out of the can—”


  “When my father gets released from the auto-doc, he’ll be undergoing restorative therapy to regain the use of his hands and feet, Mr. Bacon. It’s too soon to know whether or not he’ll regain cognitive function. Do I need to break that down for you further?”


  Bacon cast an uncertain glance at the security team before looking at Zachary. “You think you can shut us down?” he asked.


  “I’m pretty sure I can, yes,” Zachary said. “Now, you don’t have a permit, do you.”


  Bacon shook his head; the sly look in his eye and the smirk made Zachary want to smack him.


  “Chief?” Zachary said, nodding at Bacon.


  “Fisher?” the chief said.


  Fisher stepped forward and grabbed Bacon’s arm almost before he had a chance to react.


  “Just cuff him for now, Fisher,” the chief said.


  “You can’t do this,” Bacon said, his reaction already too late. “Wait till Datchery—”


  “Mr. Datchery is already in custody, Mr. Bacon,” Zachary said. He looked at the receptionist. “How many people are currently in the facility?”


  Bacon rounded on the man. “Not a word, Franklin.”


  “Twenty-seven,” the receptionist, Franklin, said. He stared back at Bacon. “You don’t pay me enough to go to jail for you, asshole.”


  Bacon scoffed. “They’re not going to put me in jail.” The look he gave Rawlins was as clear a dare as Zachary had ever seen.


  Zachary sighed. “While you tempt me with the alternative, Mr. Bacon, I assure you we are going to keep you safe and unharmed in a cell.” He looked at Fisher. “Isn’t that right, Mr. Fisher?”


  Fisher glanced at the chief before nodding. “Yes, sir.”


  “Chief, can you have one of the officers bring Mr. Datchery around to join the party?” Zachary asked.


  “Of course.” Rawlins spoke into his tablet to give the command.


  “Now, Mr. Franklin. Ms. Nelson, was it?”


  Bacon tried to pull his arm out of Fisher’s grip. “You cannot be serious.”


  “Chief? Do we have a taser or something?” Zachary asked.


  “We do,” the chief said. “Anybody in particular?”


  “I was thinking Mr. Bacon, but maybe he’ll behave.”


  A security officer arrived at the front door with Datchery in tow. The officer on duty there opened it to let them in.


  “What have you told them, Rufus?” Datchery looked almost calm.


  “He’s already admitted you have no operational permit,” Zachary said. “He keeps insisting that we can’t do this.”


  Datchery stared at Zachary like some bug that had crawled onto his sandwich. “Your father will kill you for his.”


  “My father may not be able to feed himself when he gets out of the auto-doc. I’m pretty sure he’s not going to have me killed.”


  “Then Malachai is next in line,” Datchery said. “The Barbell will dock in another couple of days.”


  “While that might be true, and I would actually be happy if he was here to take this stinking pile off my hands, he’s not on the Barbell.”


  Datchery blinked.


  “Didn’t know that? He left with the Barbell and jumped ship on Siren. We don’t know where he is.” Zachary paused to let the credit register. “So, no. Malachai is not going to save you. I’m in charge. Chief Rawlins agrees with me.”


  Datchery shook his head. “No. You won’t kill the cash cow.”


  “You and your crappy products are killing the station. I warned you about this in my office,” Zachary said. “There’s no cash cow here. If I had my way, we’d turn it into hamburger.”


  The back door burst open and a woman in a Heslarton jumpsuit skidded to a halt in the lobby. The gray hair and crow’s-feet marked her age, but the fire in her eyes made her seem younger than she probably was. “Oh, thank Maude.”


  “Not a word, Henrietta,” Datchery said.


  She flipped him a rude gesture using both hands. “Stick it, Edmund.” She sneered at Bacon on the way to Zachary and thrust out her hand. “Henrietta Nelson. You’re Zachary?”


  The chief stiffened but Zachary shook the woman’s hand. “I am. You’re in charge of manufacturing?”


  “Yes.” She shot a venomous glare at Datchery. “When I’m allowed to do my damn job.”


  “So you know about the products?”


  “Oh, yeah. The filtration media, the lubrication fluid? Even those stupid cardboard drill heads and the water filters.” She sighed. “Actually, I can’t think of a single product that we push out the door that actually does what it’s supposed to do.”


  “Water filters?” Zachary asked.


  “Yeah,” she said. “Don’t drink the water unless you boil it first.”


  Zachary sighed and cocked an eyebrow at the chief. “I’ve got my work cut out for me, it seems.”


  The chief nodded.


  “Ms. Nelson, are you the next in line after these two get tossed out an airlock?”


  Fisher grinned and Bacon blanched.


  “You’re going to toss them?” she asked.


  “Figuratively speaking,” Zachary said.


  She grimaced. “Too bad, but yeah. I guess that leaves me.”


  “In that case, as acting station owner, I require you to cease all operations at this and any other site immediately. Shut down all active processes safely and dismiss all workers. Heslarton is out of business until such time as the company acquires a proper permit.”


  She grinned. “With pleasure and immediately.”


  “Would you be so kind as to come to my office when the plant has been secured?” Zachary asked. “We’ve got things to discuss.”


  “We’d also like your assistance in our investigation, ma’am,” Chief Rawlins said.


  “Of course. It’ll take me the rest of the day to secure the facilities here,” she said.


  “We’ll leave officers to safeguard the premises,” the chief said.


  “Wait, you’re going to trust her?” Datchery said. “Aren’t you afraid she’ll destroy evidence? Sabotage the systems?”


  “No, Mr. Datchery, I’m not,” Zachary said. “I’m kinda hoping she’ll know how to fix all this, and I need her expertise.”


  Nelson leveled a beatific smile at Zachary. “I’ll look forward to our conversation.”


  “Chief?” Zachary asked, turning to Rawlins. “Anything else I need to do here?”


  “No, sir,” Rawlins said. “I think we can handle it now.”


  “Then I think I’ll head back to the office.”


  Rawlins walked him out past the guards at the door. “Ya did good, kid.”


  Zachary turned to face away from the eyes staring at him through the glass doors, the adrenaline rush beginning to dull, leaving him trembly. “Thanks, Chief. You think you’ll have any more trouble with them?”


  Rawlins shook his head. “We did it by the book. Full recordings. Letter of the law, just like you wanted.”


  “Get them representation. Martha’s already got my father’s firm working on the paperwork on our end.”


  Rawlins nodded. “I suspect they think they’re going to use them, too, since your father owns the place on paper.”


  A nervous chuckle bubbled up from Zachary’s chest. “It’s a little schizophrenic. I’m shutting down the factory that I own and busting the management for violating the station regs.”


  “You’ll have to arrest your father, too, won’t you?” Rawlins asked.


  Zachary sighed. “No, as station owner he’s above the law, I suppose. Their defense will be that they’re doing what the station owner asked them to do. The permit case won’t stand up very long.”


  “You figured that, did you?”


  Zachary nodded. “I only need it to tie them up for a few days.”


  “You think Nelson will be the key?”


  “Yeah. She knows where the bodies are buried and doesn’t seem too pleased to have been forced to help dig the holes.”


  Rawlins nodded. “You need an escort back to the office?”


  “I think I’m good.”


  Rawlins cast a pointed glance at one of the dark sun paintings on the bulkhead. “You sure?”


  “Yeah. I’m not worried about those people.” He looked at Rawlins. “Should I be?”


  “They might be willing to kill you to take over the station.”


  Zachary shrugged. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”


  Rawlins chuckled. “You’re doing all right so far, kid.”


  Zachary glanced back at the crowd littering the Heslarton lobby. “This is not my idea of a good time, Chief.”


  Rawlins clapped him on the shoulder. “For whatever it’s worth, Zachary, I’d rather you than Malachai.”


  Zachary sighed. “Thanks, Chief.”


  Rawlins nodded and went back into the Heslarton offices.


  Zachary set a course for Betty’s and a cup of coffee. As he passed more of the dark suns, he contemplated the conundrum. Why hadn’t he been at least contacted?


  CHAPTER 19


  Kondur stepped back from the console and looked around the bridge. “Ship is docked, Captain.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Kondur. Chief?”


  “Shore ties out. We’re on station power and tanks are filling.”


  “Thank you, Chief. Secure from docking stations, Mr. Kondur. Set portside watch throughout the ship.”


  “Secure from docking stations. Set portside watch, aye, Captain.” He made the announcement as the skipper unbuckled his seatbelt and stood. “We have secured from docking stations. Portside watch has been set, Captain.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Kondur.” The captain glanced around the bridge, the normal dimness relieved by the station’s docking lights and the illuminated screens. “Thank you, everyone. You can pass the word that I’ll announce liberty or the dissolution of the crew as soon as I have a chance to meet with the Vagrant management.” He paused at the top of the ladder. “Maybe poll your sections to see who’d like to go back out and who’d be willing to sign on as caretaker crew.” He dropped down the ladder and out of sight.


  “Me,” Silvie said. “Either, if it means I can live aboard.”


  Kondur laughed. “Noted, Ms. Murdock.”


  The chief nudged Kondur’s elbow. “What about you?”


  “Me? Caretaker?” he asked.


  “Go back out. Vagrant’s going to send the ship back as soon as he can swap out the cans,” she said. “You willing to go?”


  “What makes you think that?” Kondur asked.


  “What would you do in young Zachary’s place?” she asked.


  Kondur shrugged. “Yeah, well. It’s the logical move. The crew’s here, the ship’s all warmed up. Give it a few days, swap the cans, send it back. Try to get as much as possible for the ore.”


  “So, you going?” she asked.


  Kondur shrugged again. “I want to see what’s shaking on the station.”


  “You mean Dark Night, don’t you?”


  He nodded. “You going?”


  She shook her head. “No. I’ve got business elsewhere and a ride off station tomorrow.”


  He felt his eyebrows rising. “Tomorrow?”


  “I arranged passage while we were on our way in. That so unusual?”


  “We’re going to need a new engineering officer.” He said that as much to himself as her. “Does Larkin know?”


  “Of course. I’ll hand off to the new chief today. Kenneth Gooding. I’ve known him for stanyers. He should be waiting at the lock.”


  “He just happened to be here?” Kondur asked.


  “No, actually,” the chief said. “He was beached over at Mel’s by a Saltzmann bulk hauler who promoted from the family and bumped him. I sent him word that there might be an opening. Why?”


  Something about the whole thing bothered Kondur. “Handy,” he said. Maybe too handy, but he kept his thoughts to himself and headed for the ladder.


  * * *


  Henrietta Nelson showed up at the stroke of ten, no longer wearing Heslarton colors but dressed in slacks, a pullover, and a jacket. A brightly colored scarf looped around her neck. She looked more like a spacer than a station manufacturing expert. For some reason, just the sight of her made Zachary smile and a knot unwind in his gut. He rose from behind the console and crossed to shake her hand. “Thank you for coming.”


  She grinned, returning the handshake. “Thank you for shutting those assholes down.”


  He waved her into one of the visitor’s chairs and took the one beside her, shifting sideways to look at her. “Coffee? Tea?”


  She shook her head. “Had my quota and I’m more interested in what you’ve got in mind for Heslarton.”


  “Fair enough,” he said, pausing to gather the thoughts that scattered as soon as she walked in. “First, we need to fix the substandard products.”


  She settled in, propping her elbows on the arms of her chair, fingers folded together in front of her chin. “Granted. It’ll take some prioritization. We’ll need some new equipment to do some of it.”


  “Yeah. I figured that part. Credits are going to be a problem.”


  She snorted. “As many as your father pulled out of there?”


  Zachary frowned at his own shortsightedness. “All right,” he said, nodding to grant the point. “Let’s make a list and do the fast, easy, cheap fixes first.”


  “Pick two,” she said. “Fast and cheap won’t be easy. Easy and fast won’t be cheap.” She grinned at him, the lines in her face showing her age but her enthusiasm making her seem younger.


  “I know about the air filtration. How long to fix that?”


  She frowned and her gaze focused somewhere over Zachary’s left shoulder. “We need to extend the line by two printers to add the extra layers. The bitch of it is that last one. Printing a grid fine enough.”


  “How does Archer do it?” he asked.


  “They just use a printer with a fine head and stepping motors that can handle it. Takes more feed stock and time, but it’s not complicated.”


  “Why don’t we?” he asked.


  “Too cheap to take the extra time. Those last two layers add about half again the cost per square meter.”


  “That’s why the water filters are also bad?”


  She nodded. “They should be one micron. They’re ten.”


  “Which is more dangerous? Air or water?”


  “Air,” she said. “The water’s filtered so many times and treated ten ways to Sunday. It’s probably safe even if it tastes funny. Air? Those particles don’t come out.”


  “How long to upgrade the air filtration media?”


  She sighed. “Probably a week. I need to add some programming to the printers and then test it.”


  “I’ve already ordered all the air filtration stations to recycle the Heslarton media and use Archer. The chandlery’s going to run out fast.”


  She winced. “Well, if we can get this stuff running properly, you can use Heslarton media by this time next week. That should take some of the pressure off and the chandlery can sell their Archer stock to the ships.”


  Zachary sighed. “Yeah, we need more ships coming.”


  “Hard when there’s not a lot of trade for them here,” she said.


  “Tell me about it,” Zachary said. “What about the transmission fluid that we’re pushing out to the barges?”


  “That’s fast and easy but not cheap,” she said. “We just need to add the last chemical to each batch.”


  “How not cheap?”


  “Gram for gram, gold is cheaper,” she said. “But it’s what keeps it from seizing up in vacuum.”


  “Any idea why my father would have allowed that to happen?”


  She grimaced. “I don’t know that he did. No proof, but I think Datchery convinced him to push out the crappy heads and the cheap fluid without actually telling him what it was going to do to the fleet.”


  “How did he sell that?”


  “Same way he sold everything. ‘Think of how much more money you’ll make,’ I suspect.”


  “Yeah, but selling it once and then having to replace the barges?”


  She shrugged. “I have no idea what Datchery might have said. We used to make a fluid that would work in vacuum. We only stopped in the last few months.”


  “Can you run your current stock through the process again, just add the right stuff?”


  She shook her head but stopped in mid-shake. “Maybe. I need to run some tests and get my chemists on it. No promises.”


  “We need the barges working. Any way you can think of to clear the damage out of the transmissions?”


  “Not my area of expertise. I don’t know if the vacuum conditioning is permanent. If it’s not, you should be able to put a barge into the dry dock, pressurize it, warm it up, and drain the fluid.”


  “I know how to test that,” Zachary said. “I just haven’t done it yet.”


  “You may have the answer sooner than I could give it to you, then,” she said.


  “What do you need from me?” he asked.


  “Marching orders. Management staff.” She shrugged. “I’m a hands-on, get-it-done person. I need somebody to ride herd and handle the product once it’s ready to go.”


  He nodded. “Can you operate with what you have now?”


  “I think so. Can we operate?” she asked. “I understand you shut us down because we don’t have a permit.”


  “Get the air filtration media straightened out. I know the guy who signs the permits.” He grinned. “I’ll get you a permit.”


  She nodded. “Can I ask?”


  “Sure.”


  “Are you now the owner?”


  “I don’t know,” he said. “I need to talk to my father’s legal people, but I haven’t done that yet.”


  She raised an eyebrow. “Aren’t they on station?”


  He nodded and looked down. “Denial, I think.”


  “You’re thinking he’ll come back?”


  Zachary shook his head. “No.” He sucked in a deep breath and blew it out through his nose. “No, I’m pretty sure he’s not. It’s just—contacting the lawyers? That means it’s real, not just some story I’m spinning out that might be a lie.”


  She nodded. “I understand.”


  Zachary tried to swallow the lump in his throat and blinked back the stinging in his eyes. “Well, anyway. The station needs help and at the moment, I’m the only one who seems to be in a position to do anything.” He looked up at her and offered a tentative smile.


  “What about the Dark Night people?” she asked.


  “I have no idea. I would have thought they’d have been all over this by now.”


  “You haven’t heard from them?”


  He shook his head. “Nothing.” He shrugged. “I can’t say I’m surprised.”


  “Why?” she asked.


  “I’m a Vagrant. I’m the enemy.”


  She frowned. “Yes, but you’d think they’d at least start making demands or something now that your father is out of the way and Malachai is off station.”


  Zachary nodded. “You’d think.”


  “How can I help?” Nelson asked.


  “Get the filtration media running. Then water filters. Stop production on everything else until I find you some management we can both trust,” he said.


  “What about the transmission fluid?” she asked.


  “Pull in your chemists. See if you can doctor the existing supply before you recycle the chemicals.”


  “It may be more cost effective to recycle them, take what we can get back, and start over,” she said.


  “Understood. See what the chemists say. I’ll freeze a can of the stuff in an airlock somewhere and see if it thaws when I bring it back in.”


  She blinked at him. “You have time for that?”


  Zachary laughed. “I’ve been meaning to do it for weeks now. Things have been a little hectic lately.”


  She nodded. “Leave that to me. I’ll let you know what happens. I’ve got people who can do it today if I can get access back.”


  “Deal,” he said. “Security has authorization to let you in. You’ll need to give them a list of people you need.”


  “I can do that. It’s a short list.”


  “I’ll get a permit for the company to open under a new name.”


  She raised eyebrows at that. “Why a new name?”


  “Because Heslarton is too badly tarnished and I want all the new products to be readily identifiable from anything with a Heslarton label that might be floating around.”


  “What name?” she asked.


  He shook his head. “Any suggestions?”


  “One,” she said. “Sunrise. Steal their logo.”


  The idea made Zachary smile. “They can’t complain unless they come forward.”


  “Think they will?” she asked.


  “I don’t know.” He rolled the idea around in his head for a few heartbeats. “It depends on their goal. If all they wanted was to wake us up, they’ve succeeded. If they want to take over? They’ll complain.”


  “Wake us up?” she asked.


  “Yeah. The station has been sliding downhill for a while. Not growing. These stupid games with substandard goods that hurt our own people. If they wanted to take over, why haven’t they stepped forward to try to take advantage of the power vacuum?”


  “Maybe they’re not actually on station,” she said. “If the ringleader left on the Barbell, there’s nobody here to pull the trigger.”


  Zachary nodded. “I thought of that, but would you do that? Set up a rebellion, a mutiny, and then have the boss leave?”


  Nelson frowned. “When you put it that way, no.”


  He shrugged. “The ship docked this morning. I want to send it back out as soon as I can, but I need to talk to Captain Larkin to see if that’s feasible.”


  “And if there’s somebody on board who knows about this Dark Night thing, they’ll have an opportunity to act,” Nelson said.


  “Yeah.” Zachary paused. “I hope to hell there is.”


  She blinked. “Why?”


  “Because this is too much. I never wanted to run the station. I’m barely keeping my head above water, and I have no idea even how to put the pieces back together, let alone reverse the situation.”


  She shrugged. “Don’t sell yourself short, Zachary. I think you’re on the right path.”


  “I’m pretty sure the people behind Dark Night didn’t start up because they wanted me in charge,” Zachary said. “I’m just a hydroponics geek who happens to be the station owner’s son.” He stood. “I should let you get to work. I’ve got to find Captain Larkin and get a report on the status of the ship.”


  She rose and held out her hand. “Don’t abandon your post just yet,” she said. “You stepped up when a lot of people wouldn’t have.”


  He shook her hand. “Thanks.” He didn’t deserve her praise, but he thanked her anyway and saw her to the door. He stopped at the outer office to speak to Martha. “Anything on the calendar?”


  She raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t have to come out here to ask,” she said. “But not until this afternoon.”


  “I needed to stretch my legs,” he said. “I’m going down to the docks to meet Larkin.”


  “He can come to you, you know,” she said.


  “I know but he’s a busy man and I want to see the ship.”


  “The truth comes out,” she said. “Admit it. You’re going stir crazy in there.”


  He nodded. “Truth,” he said with a grin. “Oh, I need a permit for the old Heslarton operation. It’s renamed Sunrise.”


  She made a note on her console before looking back at him out of the corners of her eyes. “It’ll need an owner.”


  He paused and bit his lip. “If I name Edgar Vagrant, then the whole thing gets tied up in his name.”


  She nodded. “You still haven’t gotten back to Flanders in legal, have you?”


  He shook his head.


  “Or been to medical lately?” she asked, looking up from her seat.


  He shook his head again.


  “Might I suggest you visit medical? Take what they tell you to legal?” Her lips drooped at the corners. “It’s hard, I know, but before you get too distracted by Larkin and the ship, you need to deal with this.”


  He sighed and looked down at the deck. “Thank you, Martha. I’ll be at medical. Would you let Flanders know I’ll be along shortly?”


  “I’ll have Flanders meet you back here,” she said. “No need to parade across the station for this.”


  He had the distinct impression that Martha knew more than she would say. A cold stone of dread formed in his belly. With a sigh, he walked through the outer office into the familiar passageway toward medical.


  * * *


  Kondur found Larkin in the cabin, scowling at his console. “Skipper?”


  Larkin looked up. “Come in. Close the door.”


  “Problem?”


  Larkin shook his head once but shrugged. “Maybe. Chief’s leaving.”


  “She told me. New guy on tap already.”


  “Yeah. Kenneth Gooding. I know him, actually. From back in the day.” Larkin sat back in his chair and waved a hand as if to brush the issue to the side.


  “Then what’s the problem?”


  Larkin frowned. “Maybe nothing. Dark Night hasn’t done anything.”


  “I still think the point was more wakeup call than anything,” Kondur said. “With Edgar out of the picture, at least for a while, there’s a power vacuum.”


  “Which young Zachary seems to be filling,” Larkin said. “My sources here say things have moved along while we’ve been on our way back.”


  “Does he have the chops for it?” Kondur asked.


  “Trial by fire at the moment. Rawlins is in his camp. He seems to have pulled Fisher’s fangs and—if these reports are right—he’s put Heslarton’s senior management team in the lockup.”


  “I can’t say as I can argue with his priorities,” Kondor said, the implications of those facts swirling in his head. “Where are the barges?”


  “He recalled them. All of them. I don’t know where that process is. I’m not exactly plugged in there.” Larkin shrugged. “I need to go visit Zachary today. Find out what he wants to do.”


  “It’s still his ship, isn’t it?” Kondur asked.


  “Probably. I suspect his father has the owner’s key locked up somewhere in the office.”


  “Any news on the old man?”


  Larkin sighed. “Everybody still thinks Edgar’s in the auto-doc.”


  Kondur felt his eyebrows climbing. “Is there some doubt?”


  Larkin chewed his lip for a few heartbeats. “It’s been something like three or four weeks in the can.”


  The reality punched Kondur in the chest. “Oh.” He sighed.


  “Zachary needs to get with his legal team and figure out what’s what. I’d prefer not to leave until we have it settled.”


  “Yeah, I can see that,” Kondur said. “What do you need from me?”


  “You willing to stick with the ship?” Larkin asked, settling back in his chair. “It’s a little soon to be making plans, I know, but when things break, they’re going to break fast.”


  “Yeah. I don’t see any reason why not,” Kondur said with a shrug. “I think the hard part’s over and we’ll shed a few of the extra hands. The chief is leaving a solid engineering crew. Atwater already said he’d stay for as long as we want him. Not sure about the kids yet.”


  “They’re on board. Talked to Leon last night after dinner,” Larkin said.


  “Lette and Earle are on, too,” Kondur said. “Silvie’s staying. Anton, too.”


  Larkin smiled. “Well, barring any spanners in the gears, we should be fine.”


  Kondur snorted. “You think that’s likely?”


  “What? No spanners in the gears?”


  “Yeah. You probably just jinxed us with that.”


  Larkin chuckled. “Probably right, but all we can do is plan.” He shrugged. “Even if no plan survives first contact, having a plan is better than not.”


  “Can’t argue that,” Kondur said.


  * * *


  The lead medic intercepted Zachary as soon as he stepped through the door. “Martha called, didn’t she,” Zachary said.


  The medic nodded. “We should have a talk.”


  A blanket of inevitability settled on his shoulders, clearing some of the fog from his mind. He nodded. “Past time, isn’t it?” he asked.


  The medic gave a little shrug. “Healing happens on its own schedule, as much as we’d like to think we’re in charge.” He gave a gentle nod toward the passageway leading to the auto-doc pod. “Let’s go see.”


  Zachary walked beside the medic to the back of the medical facility. A single pod stood in the room surrounded by monitors and readouts. The beeps and blinks seemed familiar. The line of LEDs along the edge glowed red or yellow. Not a single one green. Zachary swallowed and sighed. “He’s gone, isn’t he?”


  “Physically, the machine is keeping him going. Cognitively? Yes. He’s gone. Brain function seems to be restricted to some base levels, but that’s because the pod keeps it going. The damage from the stroke cascaded. A clot here, a small aneurysm there. I can show you the brain scans, but they’re not going to tell you much. We had some hope in the first few days, but by the end of the first week?” The medic shook his head. “This was inevitable.”


  Zachary shook his head. “Why didn’t you let me know sooner?” A bubble of red anger exploding in his head.


  The medic looked at him, a gentle smile curling his lips. “Healing happens on its own schedule. It cost nothing to move him to the back and wait for you to come to us when you were ready.”


  Zachary felt a yawning pit opening in his chest. He stared at the pod. His anger at not being notified warring with the sense that he’d known, deep down. He’d known all along. “What now?” he asked, his voice rough in his own ears.


  The medic shrugged. “My advice is check with your legal team. Your father is in a medical limbo. We can keep him there long enough for you to get his affairs in order.”


  Zachary blinked in a futile effort to clear the sting from his eyes. “Would you be saying that if he wasn’t Edgar Vagrant? If he was some dock worker?”


  The medic patted Zachary on the shoulder. “Yeah. Actually, I would. The implications for you are somewhat broader. Heavier, in a sense. What happens in the next day or so will echo through the whole system.” He shrugged. “But I’d be telling the son of an injured miner or dock worker the same thing. Their echoes may not travel as far, but they’re just as important to them.”


  “What happens after that?” Zachary asked, his gaze gravitating back to the pod.


  “When you’re ready, we’ll turn off life support and let the process finish. Once the pod isn’t breathing for him, isn’t pumping blood, it’ll be up to him.”


  Zachary looked at the medic. “You mean he could keep going?”


  The medic sighed. “It’s a possibility, but a remote one. We believe the damage is too great. Too many of his systems have already shut down. Blood and breath alone aren’t enough.”


  Zachary swallowed, wondering if he could tell them to pull the plug. He stared at the pod.


  The medic put an arm around his shoulder and pulled him away. “Seriously, go connect with the legal team. They’re going to be your best bet. Nobody here is in a hurry.”


  Zachary never noticed when the medic released him into the passageway. His feet carried him back to the office, a place he’d never wanted to spend any time in before and that now seemed more like a trap than a haven.


  * * *


  Malachai stared at the employment clerk. “Nothing?”


  The clerk shrugged. “You’re a machinist, but we don’t have much call for engineering people here.”


  “What about environmental? Surely you’ve got some people working to keep the place running.”


  “Oh, sure. Good jobs. Not exactly cushy, but decent pay.” He paused. “That’s why there’s a waiting list of people with a lot more experience than you to get them.”


  Malachai grimaced. “Day labor?”


  The clerk sighed. “Your best bet is going to be catch a ship out of here. You’re full share. Got some experience, according to your record. Unless you’re willing to tend feeders or muck the pens?”


  “What’s that entail?” Malachai asked.


  “Feeders, you have to go through and make sure the troughs are clean, scrape out any slobbery goop. Make sure the stock can get fresh clean food. The feeding system itself does all the bulk handling, but people still need to wade through the herds and clean the crap out.”


  “Sounds charming,” Malachai said. “Muck the pens?”


  “Food goes in ...” The clerk let the sentence trail off, just raising an eyebrow.


  “I got it,” Malachai said. “What’s that about?”


  “Rubber boots and shovels,” the clerk said. “Automated systems do a good job, but not a perfect one. Same problem as the feeders.”


  “Crap,” Malachai said.


  “Pretty much,” the clerk said with a half grin. “Seriously, Vadim. Docks. Watch the station net for openings. You can put your name in for the waiting lists on clerical jobs. Power and Grav have openings once in a while, but people with those skills ship out rather than wait. We get freighters in here every day.”


  Malachai considered his options. Without enough funds to buy passage, shipping out again made a certain amount of sense. He sighed. “Cheap flops?” he asked.


  “Transient housing is your best bet, if you’re not there now.” He shrugged. “Cheapest rooms are nothing more than a closet with a door, share the head down the hall. I hear the beds aren’t bad but you need to do your own laundry.”


  Malachai nodded. “Thanks.” He turned from the counter and left the employment office, chewing on his lower lip. Three days on the station had taken an alarming number of credits off his balance. With no income and no pool to draw from, he found himself at the tender mercies of the station management. He’d taken one of the high-end transient units. Less than some of the commercial ventures but satisfactory. He turned his steps back toward the transient housing. Considering his expenses, he’d spent too much on food and drink. He picked up his pace. If he traded down, the cheaper units would give him more breathing room.


  How bad could they be?


  * * *


  Martha looked up from her console when Zachary returned. “Mr. Flanders,” she said.


  A slender man in a tailored suit stood up and took a couple of steps. “Mr. Vagrant.” His salt and pepper hair lay trimmed close to his head, almost a spacer cut.


  Zachary turned to him and held out a hand. “Thanks for coming.”


  Flanders shook Zachary’s hand and nodded. Martha buzzed the lock without Zachary asking.


  “Come in. I suspect we have things to talk about,” Zachary said. He led the way through to the office and waved Flanders into a chair. “Have a seat.” He took a deep breath and settled behind the console, looking across at the attorney. “What do I need to know?”


  “Your father has a will. I’m unable to reveal the terms of that will until it’s executed,” Flanders said.


  “Who’s the executor?” Zachary asked.


  “Hugh Jameson will represent your father’s estate when the time comes,” Flanders said.


  “Well, that keeps things neat. I was afraid it might be my brother.”


  Flanders shifted his weight in the chair. “Well, there might be a problem.”


  “If he’s the beneficiary, that’s not my problem,” Zachary said. “More power to him. I wish him well.”


  Flanders straightened his shoulders. “So, hypothetically, were that the case, who’d run the station?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe the Dark Night people will rise up and take it on. I’m only sitting here because somebody had to,” Zachary said. The entire stew of grief, anger, and frustration boiled over inside him all at once. “If Malachai ever surfaces, I’m sure he’d love to come back and pick up right where the old man left off.”


  Flanders nodded, his polished exterior revealing nothing. “I’m sure he would.”


  The quiet words derailed Zachary’s outburst. “What? Pick up right where the old man left off?”


  Flanders nodded again, recrossing his legs from one side to the other. “Exactly.”


  Zachary’s brain hiccupped and he shook his head. “You’re working for me. What should I do?”


  A hint of a smile brushed across Flanders’s face. “Not exactly true,” he said. “I work for Vagrant. The station. The company, if you will.”


  Zachary took a deep breath and started parsing what Flanders had said. The man sat there, waiting. “What are my options as acting station manager?” Zachary asked. “Is this actually legit?”


  Flanders nodded. “If this were the High Line, no, but there’s no actual comparable situation there. CPJCT owns everything there except the ships and any personal property. The rules of inheritance there follow tightly prescribed paths. The arbitration courts at High Tortuga have done a great job codifying them. In the Toe-Hold space, we’re more flexible,” he said. “Ships have a chain of command. Owners to captains to officers to crew. Stations? There are a lot of variations. All equally legit, as you call it.”


  “All right,” Zachary said. “Chain of command for a ship. I get it. Chain of command of a station?”


  “Vagrant Station has always been a one-man operation. Your father never delegated anything to a second in command. Martha is as close to a second as he ever came, but her position carries no inherent power. It’s whatever the station owner says it is. As counsel for the station, we’re operating under the ‘whoever sits in the chair is in charge’ doctrine.” Flanders shrugged. “Nobody’s challenging your right to sit there. As far as we’re concerned, at this moment, it’s yours.”


  “What?” Zachary asked. “You’re kidding.”


  Flanders shook his head. “The doctrine has been upheld in numerous adjudications with High Tortuga. It’s rarely invoked because so many other doctrines take precedence. Inheritance being one of them.”


  “So if I—what? Abdicate and give the chair to somebody else? They own it?” Zachary felt almost dizzy.


  “Essentially, yes.” Flanders gave a little shrug. “Your claim is probably better than anybody else’s until we get to the will. You’re one of two direct descendants, both of majority. The only one present on the station at the time. In the absence of any contender or documentation to the contrary, your claim is good. As counsel for the company, I recognize your authority as binding in actions relating to the operation of Vagrant Station.”


  “Until we get to the will,” Zachary said, repeating the words back.


  Flanders sucked on his lower lip for a moment. “Yes. Once the will is executed, whoever inherits has a claim that supersedes that of the person sitting in the chair.”


  “What do you advise me to do?” Zachary asked, narrowing his eyes as if that might help him see through the legalese.


  Flanders shrugged. “Your father put us in a questionable position, Mr. Vagrant. By making us executor of his will and corporate counsel, we’re legally bound to execute the will while watching out for the legal positioning of the company. Those things are not in conflict by themselves, but we’d rather not compound them by offering legal advice to the acting chair.”


  “But you think I need it,” Zachary said.


  Flanders nodded. “There are questions you need to address. Questions a good lawyer will help you discover and resolve.”


  “Do you have any recommendations?” Zachary shrugged. “I’m not exactly conversant with the lawyers on station.”


  “Hogbin and Gridley would be my choice. Irons, Kingsley, and Jameson is another,” Flanders said. “Both firms have practiced here long enough to establish good reputations. Ask Martha to set up a meeting before you make any decisions.” He paused, head tilted to one side as if waiting for Zachary to respond. After a long moment, he asked, “What direction do you think the station should go?”


  “It has to start expanding. Some of the decisions my father has made over the last stanyer or so have been questionable at best. Dangerous at worst.”


  Flanders nodded. “Do you think your brother’s management would turn things around?”


  Zachary scoffed. “I think my brother would sink this place within a few stanyers. Perhaps faster than my father would have.” He shook his head. “My problem is that I’m not sure I’m the right person for the job, either. I have no idea how this place runs beyond the hydroponics section.”


  “You seem to have a good handle on air filtration and mixing,” Flanders said.


  Zachary shook his head. “Superficial knowledge only. I don’t keep up with the science. I have no idea if we’re even doing the right thing to begin with. Only thing I know about it is the Heslarton media is a problem. Same with the mining barges. That’s a part of the station I’m completely at a loss with. I know they go out, pick up ore, bring it back, sell it to the station and then go back out. That’s it. I’m pretty sure the station doesn’t need somebody to keep doing what we’ve always done. We need somebody who can see what we should be doing instead.”


  “And you don’t think you’re that person,” Flanders said.


  “I know I’m not.” Zachary sighed. “I’m having trouble with all of this. You’re hinting all around the Western Annex and I’m not following half of it. Walk me through it.”


  “Fact one. Your father hired us to look out for the legal welfare of the station,” Flanders said.


  “Got that,” Zachary said.


  “Fact two. That includes safeguarding the assets of the station as well as the residents since harm through willful negligence opens the station to legal jeopardy.”


  Zachary paused for a moment before nodding. “Where were you when Heslarton started pumping bad air into the station?”


  “We didn’t know,” Flanders said. “I don’t think anybody knew until you shut them down.”


  “Fact three?” Zachary asked.


  “Fact three,” Flanders said. “Our job is to advise you, as acting owner, on the best path forward to protect the assets and operation of this station.”


  Zachary nodded. “So my father was a threat. Dark Night is a threat. Potentially Malachai inheriting it is a threat.”


  Flanders shrugged. “Your father’s policies and practices eroded the safety and security of the station, but he’s out of the picture. Contrary to whatever might be circulating among the residents, the Dark Night movement doesn’t appear to be a threat. At least at the moment.”


  “But Malachai is,” Zachary said when Flanders didn’t continue.


  Flanders nodded. “We believe so, yes.”


  “Why?” Zachary said. “I mean, I know why I see him as a threat. Why do you?”


  “He sees the station and its residents as his personal playthings. Your father saw the station as his personal asset. If it was good for him, it was good for the station. We believe that philosophy runs counter to long-term success.”


  “How is that different from Malachai?” Zachary asked.


  “Malachai doesn’t care about the good of the station. Full stop. He only cares about Malachai,” Flanders said.


  Zachary felt his eyeballs practically bulging out of their sockets. “That’s a pretty specific assessment. How do you know this?”


  Flanders smiled. “It’s part of our charter. Threat and risk assessment. We have an extensive dossier on your brother.”


  “And on me, I take it?” Zachary asked.


  “Yours is much thinner,” Flanders said. “You’re either much better at hiding than your brother, or you’ve stayed on the positive side of the behavior line better than he has.”


  “You know he jumped ship in Siren?” Zachary asked.


  “We found out when the ship docked. That gives us a window of opportunity.”


  “To do what?”


  “Protect the station and its assets from your brother,” Flanders said.


  “Is that ethical?”


  Flanders paused, peering across the desk at Zachary for a moment. “Your father hired us to protect the station. We couldn’t protect it very well from him but needed to look at outside threats. He hired us, after all. We could advise him of actions that might be working against his own best interest, but more and more he rejected our counsel. We believe that put the station at risk but had no legal foundation on which to base a more rigorous action.”


  “You do now?” Zachary asked. “Can you explain it for me?”


  “We believe we do, yes.” Flanders paused, his gaze focused somewhere near the ceiling. “This is the same advice we would have given your father under the same circumstances if he had been faced with the threat.” He paused and raised his eyebrows. “Does this make sense?”


  “So far. Your opinion is that the potential that Malachai will inherit the station constitutes what? An existential threat to it?”


  “Precisely. The fact that your father set it up that way left us in a bind. We don’t know what the will specifies or that Malachai will inherit. While we have sufficient reasons to believe that’s to be the case, those reasons are all based on speculation. Your father could have left the whole thing to High Tortuga Holding Company, for all we know.”


  “Could he do that?” Zachary asked.


  “He could. They’ve been handed several Toe-Holds in the past. Mostly forfeiture on debt. They have an office of development to handle those circumstances.” Flanders shrugged.


  “Would that be a threat?” Zachary asked.


  “We believe that might be a step in the right direction, actually, but not the best one. Philosophically, we believe home rule serves the Toe-Holds better than a centralized management.”


  Zachary’s head felt like a swarm of flies had moved into the space between his ears. Too many ideas. Too many things happening. “I get the feeling you’re trying to get me to ask a question that I don’t know enough to ask.”


  Flanders shrugged. “What would you like to do with the station? How can we help you safeguard it against a potentially disastrous takeover?”


  “Can I protect it?” Zachary asked.


  “We believe so, yes.”


  “How? Can I change the will?”


  “You can’t change your father’s will without a power of attorney. As far as we know, he never granted anyone such a power,” Flanders said.


  “I figured that much,” Zachary said.


  “You can change the company,” Flanders said.


  “Change the company? What good would that do?”


  “It has to do with the way most wills get laid out. They list the assets to be passed on and specify the beneficiary.”


  “Fair enough. How does that help?”


  “If your father’s estate doesn’t have those assets, they can’t be passed on,” Flanders said.


  “What are you beating around the belt about? Selling the company?”


  “Not as such. To begin with, you’d need a buyer and that would take time.”


  “What then?”


  “Start a new company in your own name. Transfer all the current company assets to it. Leave a token amount for the person your father named as beneficiary in his will.”


  Zachary felt his jaw hinging open. “Can I do that?”


  “Under the chair doctrine, you can do anything with the assets of the company you want. Legally, as far as precedent goes, that’s ironclad. A lot of stations have dealt with that when owners died or abandoned the stations they founded. Think of a station where the owner died in an accident. Somebody needs to be in charge. Accidents happen a lot in new stations. Welds give out. Locks fail. Survivors need a way to regain legal control to save their own lives. It seems odd, but goes way, way back to a ‘possession is nine-tenths of the law’ idea. If you have it in your possession, it’s up to somebody else to prove you obtained it by nefarious means and therefore shouldn’t have it.”


  “So I possess the chair because my father is incapacitated.”


  “But he’s not dead. As soon as he’s dead, the beneficiary has controlling interest.” Flanders grinned. “You have the absolute right in this very narrow period to do anything you want with any asset currently on the Vagrant Station Holding Company books. Station, ships, investments, claims, cash. All of it. You basically own this system and everything in it.”


  “And in your opinion, I should act on this by creating a new company, transferring most—if not all—of the Vagrant assets to that new company.”


  Flanders nodded. “Leaving a shell, you leave the will intact but pull its teeth, so to speak. The shell goes to the beneficiary. If that beneficiary is satisfactory, you can always give the company back. If not, you’ve kept it from a potential catastrophe.”


  Zachary blew out a breath. “Still feels crappy.”


  “Whoever might have been expecting to inherit will feel cheated. Legally, it’s solid. Ethically? Morally?” Flanders raised an eyebrow. “Do you feel any obligation to the people who live and work here? Any sense of wanting to do what’s right for them?”


  Flanders’s words seemed to echo in Zachary’s mind even though he never raised his voice. Could he snatch the assets out from under his own brother? On the one hand, it felt wrong. On the other, Flanders had the right of it. Malachai would be worse than his father. His father had proven that he didn’t give a damn about the people who trusted him to run a safe station. “I’m just assuming Malachai would be worse,” he said.


  “Malachai has spaced six people on your father’s orders,” Flanders said. “He’s personally killed at least seven on the station and committed over a hundred assaults. He’s suspected of another ten deaths.” He paused to let that register. “I have the documentation, if you need it. You can check with Rawlins.”


  Zachary sank back into his chair again, his mind going six ways at once. “And gotten away with it?” he asked.


  “Pardoned by your father,” Flanders said. “If he sits in that chair, there’s nothing really to stop him. Like a ship’s captain, whoever sits in that chair has almost unlimited power. Up to and including killing people.”


  The chill washed over Zachary like a bucket of water poured on his head and sluicing through his core. He struggled to control his breathing. “How long will it take to set up the new company?” he asked.


  “We can have the documentation ready by this time tomorrow,” Flanders said. “All I need from you is the new name and how much you want to leave to the remaining shell. You’ll need to leave something, but it could be as little as a single credit.”


  “I want to think about it,” Zachary said.


  Flanders nodded. “I’d expect no less.”


  “Is there anything else I should be thinking about?” Zachary asked.


  “You might think about what you want to come out of this with yourself.”


  “What do you mean? I’m going to come out of it with a new company and responsibility for the thousands of people who live and work here.”


  “Is that what you want, though?” Flanders let that sit for a moment. “The new company protects the station from potential abuse. You don’t have to be the one left holding the bag unless you want to be.”


  Zachary stared at the bulkhead, trying to sort through all the threads.


  “I’ll leave you to it,” Flanders said, standing. “I know it probably feels crappy now, but how much worse would you feel if your brother gets control of the station and starts tossing anybody he doesn’t like out the airlock?”


  The picture left Zachary sighing. “Thank you, Mr. Flanders.”


  “You’re welcome, Mr. Vagrant.” He headed for the door. “Remember, you’re not alone in this.”


  CHAPTER 20


  Kondur stepped off the ship and looked both ways along the docking gallery. The station didn’t look any different. Somehow he thought it should. Edgar Vagrant had been the unchallenged leader of the station since he’d stuck out his shingle decades ago. The old man’s absence hadn’t made that much difference. With a shrug, he struck off for the Grinder. Time to find out what was shaking in the miners’ world.


  As he made his way through the station, he noticed that the battle against the black painted graffiti had been won by the graffiti artists. Everywhere he looked, he saw at least one dark sun, sometimes a line of them. The passageways between the sections seemed to be favored locations. The station seemed—well—normal. It felt almost anti-climactic. He crossed over into the barge docks and walked the length of the gallery without seeing another person. Inside the Grinder, the story changed. The place was packed with miners. Conversational hubbub filled the normally quiet hangout. The aroma of too many bodies overwhelmed the coffee and beer smells he associated with the place.


  One of the miners sitting beside the door, Lane Flores, looked up from his coffee cup and grinned. “Verkol, man. Welcome back.”


  “Flores, what’s going on?” Kondur asked. “Looks like the whole fleet is here.”


  Flores looked around and shrugged. “Only about half, I think. Some of the gang are still living on the boats until this all gets sorted.”


  “Anybody still in the belts?”


  Flores shook his head. “Nope. Rumor says the Vagrant kid shut down Heslarton. Recalled the whole fleet until they could get refitted.”


  Adrian Grimes sat across from Flores with his own mug. He kicked a chair out with his foot. “Have a seat, Verk.”


  Kondur settled into the chair and leaned into the table. “So, things seem to be pretty quiet for being in the middle of a revolution. What’s happening?”


  Grimes and Flores shared a glance and a shrug.


  “Who the hell knows?” Grimes said.


  “The official word is that the old man had a stroke and is still in the can,” Flores said. “You musta heard that.”


  Kondur nodded. “We got the word while we were on the way out of Siren.”


  “So, the younger Vagrant took the chair and he’s been mostly floundering around,” Grimes said. “Not exactly sure what he’s doing, but the Heslarton management now lives in the brig.”


  Flores took a sip of coffee. “He recalled the barges a month ago. In theory, everybody can return the Heslarton crap. The station doesn’t have replacements yet so we’re all stuck here.”


  “How many barges got jammed up by using that fluid?” Kondur asked.


  “You knew about that?” Grimes asked.


  “It had just popped when we got underway,” Kondur said. “Didn’t affect us because our barge was already down-checked for maintenance.”


  “Scrapped, you mean?” Flores asked.


  Kondur nodded. “When I left two barges had tied up with jammed grinder transmissions.”


  “Count is six now, but the recall stopped any others being hung up,” Flores said. “Rumor is they’re going to try to put them in the dry dock and thaw them out.”


  Grimes snorted. “Believe it when I see it.”


  Kondur glanced up at the dark sun graffiti over the table. “What about that?”


  “Lotta chatter. Nothing happening as far as I can see,” Flores said. “For somebody looking to influence a change in command, they’ve been pretty quiet.”


  “Any idea who’s behind it?”


  Both of them shook their heads.


  “We both got approached by the same person, but there’s probably a dozen people spreading the word around.” Grimes took a sip of his coffee. “So far nobody’s been asked to do anything except think about it.”


  “The station’s in rough shape, isn’t it?” Kondur asked.


  Flores grimaced. “If they don’t get the barges back out soon, it’s gonna get worse.”


  “How many people left?” Kondur asked.


  “Few here, few there,” Flores said. “People who can afford the fare. Somebody’s running a fast packet between here and Mel’s. Just carrying people.”


  “One fast packet? Twenty people at a time? That isn’t going to make that much difference,” Kondur said.


  “They’re not going full, either,” Flores said. “It’s about the only way you get to leave here if you don’t have a berth or a ship of your own.”


  Grimes leaned in and lowered his voice. “What d’ya think Malachai’s going to do now that he’s back?”


  Kondur shrugged, matching his tone to Grimes’s. “He’s not back, as far as I know.”


  Flores and Grimes frowned at each other for a moment.


  “What happened? You space him?” Grimes asked.


  “I was tempted, but no. He jumped ship in Siren. Disappeared.”


  Flores blinked. “How do you disappear off an orbital? You have to thumb the toilet to take a piss.”


  Kondur shrugged. “Four days in port. According to orbital security, he never thumbed anything.”


  “Son of a bitch. He had an alias?” Grimes asked.


  “He had some kind of cover. He had to have put it in place before he left here.” Kondur shrugged. “He couldn’t have done it on the ship, and it had to have been in place when he went ashore.”


  “So he planned to jump ship all along,” Flores said.


  “Looks that way,” Kondur said.


  “Does Zachary know?” Flores asked.


  “The skipper sent word as soon as we figured it out, but we don’t know how soon that message might have gotten picked up.”


  “The ship going back out?” Grimes asked.


  “Larkin’s setting up a meet with Zachary.” Kondur looked around the crowded bar. “Lots of help to choose from now.”


  “You going to need it?” Flores asked. “I’d think the crew would want to stay with the jobs.”


  “Not sure. Anton and Silvie will stay. I think some of the day workers will decide they can work maintenance easier from home,” Kondur said.


  Flores chuckled. “Can’t fault them there.”


  “Anybody see Olivia Sterling around?” Kondur asked.


  “She’s still on evening shift,” Grimes said, looking at the chrono on the bulkhead. “Should be up and about in a couple of stans.”


  A server swung by the table with a coffee pot. “Everybody all right here?”


  “I need a cup,” Kondur said. “I’ve got some time.”


  “Sure thing,” she said. “Be right back.”


  “You and Sterling, huh?” Grimes said, with a grin and a raised eyebrow.


  “Just wanna see what the situation is from her chair,” Kondur said.


  “Uh huh,” Grimes said with a leer.


  The server came back with a cup and filled it from her carafe, topping off the other two in the process.


  Kondur flipped a five-credit chip onto her tray. “Keep the change.”


  “Thanks,” she said and moved on.


  * * *


  Zachary sat across from Walter Larkin but couldn’t seem to focus on what the man said. “You think we should send the ship out again now?”


  Larkin nodded. “You need the cash flow. Sell the ore and we’ll bring back an empty can for the next trip. Or we might figure out what we can get a can of and still turn a profit on the run.”


  “Like what?” Zachary asked.


  “What does the chandlery need?” Larkin asked. “Something they’d be able to sell to visiting ships. That way you’d have income on both ends of the voyage.”


  Zachary nodded, unable to get the image of the auto-doc pod out of his head. Breaking up the company so that he owned it, leaving only some scraps for Malachai. And then having to run it. He sighed.


  “Zachary,” Larkin said.


  Zachary looked up at the older man. “Yeah?”


  Larkin sighed and leaned back in his chair. “You’ve got a lot on your mind.”


  Zachary gave a short laugh. “You might say that.”


  “Anything I can help with?”


  “Wanna run the station?” Zachary asked.


  Larkin snorted. “I’m too old for that.” He paused and tilted his head to one side. “What’s on your mind?”


  “You know about the ‘chair doctrine?’”


  Larkin nodded. “If you’re in the chair, you’re in charge. What about it?”


  “I’m in the chair,” Zachary said.


  “Yeah. Welcome to the command seat.” Larkin gave him a wry smile. “Not as much fun as you might have thought, is it?”


  “I have no idea what I’m doing. It’s either stare at the walls or bounce to some emergency.”


  “I heard you shut down Heslarton,” Larkin said.


  “Well, took over. I’ve got them working to produce the goods we need instead of the ones my father thought would make him money.” He sighed. “Production’s limited and we need a lot of stuff out of them. Just lack the capacity to turn it out faster.”


  “Slow, steady, and correct will work. Eventually,” Larkin said. “Anybody dying?”


  Zachary snorted. “Besides my father?”


  Larkin winced. “Sorry. Bad choice of words.”


  Zachary waved it off. “It’s been a few weeks now. The company lawyers are trying to get me to start a new station under my own name and move the assets to it to protect the place from Malachai.”


  Larkin’s eyes widened. “That’s different.”


  “Think it would work?” Zachary asked.


  “How so?” Larkin asked. “In what way?”


  “Bottom line. The auto-doc is keeping my father alive. He’s not likely to come out of it once they turn the machine off. We don’t know what’s in the will. We won’t know until he’s officially dead.”


  Larkin winced again. “I’m sorry, lad.”


  Zachary swallowed the lump and blinked the sting away from his eyes. “Bigger problem. If Malachai gets control, he’s not going to be any better than my father. Probably worse. The legal people seem to think that I can do anything I want to the company under this chair thing. If the assets are in my name, then Malachai doesn’t inherit anything more than the shell.”


  “That’ll make him real happy when he finds out,” Larkin said.


  “He’ll probably fight me for it,” Zachary said.


  “What are you going to do, lad?”


  “That’s the question I’ve been asking since I heard from legal.” He paused and looked down at the console. “I don’t know.”


  “What do you want to do?” Larkin’s voice carried no urgency. More like curiosity. Even sympathy.


  Zachary looked up at the old man’s smiling face. “I want to keep the station alive.”


  Larkin’s head tilted and his lips pursed. “What’s stopping you?”


  Zachary blew out a long breath. “I don’t know how. Like literally, don’t know how. I can save it from Malachai if I follow the legal advice. At least short term. Rename the station, transfer everything to the new name.”


  Larkin nodded. “But?”


  “But then what?” Zachary shrugged. “When Malachai finally surfaces, he’s going to come in here looking for his birthright. If he finds out that I’m the new owner, he’ll just kill me and take the chair.”


  “You seriously think that?” Larkin asked.


  Zachary felt his heart rate ramping up and the frustration building in his ears. “I do. He’s killed before. All he has to do is kill me and take the chair.”


  “Not if you have a will and leave the station to somebody else,” Larkin said. “Chair doctrine only applies if you die intestate.”


  Flanders’s words echoed in Zachary’s head. “True. I hadn’t thought of that, but I don’t know that I want to save the station badly enough to die for it.” He closed his teeth to block the next statement.


  Larkin’s eyes narrowed. “There’s more. Let it out. You’ll feel better.”


  “I don’t know what to do with it. Even if Malachai doesn’t kill me. If he just takes the cash and runs? What if he never surfaces again?”


  “And you’re stuck trying to run the station for the rest of your life?” Larkin asked.


  Zachary nodded and looked down at his hands. “I’m sitting in the captain’s chair with no idea how to be a captain.”


  “You’ve done pretty well, so far,” Larkin said. “For somebody with no training? Just flying by the seat of your pants? You’re doing pretty good from where I’m sitting.”


  “Thank you, Captain.” Zachary sighed and shook his head. “I’m doing the best I can, but I can’t do this. Not only do I not want to do it, I can’t. I need more skills. More knowledge. The station can’t grow up with me like maybe we could if it was a one-can station in a belt somewhere. I need somebody with command experience. Somebody I can trust to run it.”


  “What are you looking for? Somebody to hire?” Larkin asked. “I can tell you who I’d hire for it, but you’ve got something else in mind, don’t you?”


  “I have to get out of it,” Zachary said. “All of it. Flanders gave me the idea. Chair doctrine. If I’m not in the chair, then somebody else can have it, run it.”


  Larkin’s eyes widened and he leaned forward. “You’d give away the whole station?”


  Zachary nodded. “I keep hoping the Dark Night people will come looking for concessions or something, but they’re like ghosts. I have some suspicions but nothing concrete. They haven’t made any demands. Just keep putting up those dark suns. As fast as maintenance takes them down, they go back up.”


  “What about your future?” Larkin asked.


  “If I do nothing, I won’t have much future when Malachai comes back. He’ll inherit. I’d gladly turn it over to him except I’ve seen a little bit of what it was like for the residents under my father. If I follow Flanders’s advice, I’ll gut the place and put it all in my own name. I can make a will to keep it out of Malachai’s hands, I suppose. I don’t suspect it would stop him from killing me.” Zachary let that idea ripple across his brain.


  “What do you want to do?” Larkin asked. “Station aside. If you could do anything? What would you do?”


  Zachary sighed. “Go to school somewhere far away.”


  Larkin’s eyebrows shot up. “School? What kind of school?”


  “One thing I’ve learned in the last month. I’m pretty much clueless. Everybody has their little silos of knowledge. Like, I have some idea about how the hydroponic systems work but I don’t know the botany. What crops are good to grow. Life cycles. Stuff like that.” Zachary shook his head. “Even the accounting. I’ve been up to my armpits in this console for weeks. Even with help, I’m still lost in the finances behind the station.”


  “That’s probably on purpose,” Larkin said. “Your father has a lot of business entanglements.”


  Zachary snorted. “Yeah. I get that, but it just points out I don’t know enough about anything. Just little smatterings of a bunch of stuff.”


  Larkin leaned his head back, looked up at the overhead, and pursed his lips for several moments. “Want my advice?” he asked, without looking down.


  “I’ll take all the help I can get,” Zachary said.


  “The academy at Port Newmar,” Larkin said.


  Zachary laughed. “That’s insane.”


  Larkin lowered his gaze to meet Zachary’s. “Not as crazy as you might think.”


  The look in Larkin’s eyes choked off Zachary’s laugh. “You’re serious.”


  “Yes. At the moment, you’re independently wealthy. Carve out enough resources to keep your tuition paid, put them in your personal account. Give Malachai an equal amount. Put the rest into this new company. Reserve some small amount of residual ownership for each of you if you want. Nothing like management or control. Just ownership. Then you can give it away to anyone you like. Sell it, even.”


  “Who’d buy it?” Zachary asked. “This place is about to collapse. If I take all the cash, it almost guarantees it.”


  “Get your legal guy back here. Flanders?” Larkin asked.


  Zachary nodded.


  “Get him to look into it. You don’t need to take all the cash. Just enough to get started. Take enough ownership to earn a few credits a year from the station profits. He can help you set it up. If you give Malachai the same amount, he can’t claim you cheated him. It frees him up to do what he wants as well.” Larkin paused. “But don’t give it away.”


  “What? The station?” Zachary asked.


  “Sell it,” Larkin said.


  “Again, who’d buy it?” Zachary asked.


  Larkin chewed his bottom lip a moment. “I may know some people. It would depend on how much you’re asking.”


  * * *


  Kondur caught up with Olivia as she walked down the docking gallery toward the office. “Hey, Olivia. How’s life in the gallery?”


  She turned at his voice and grinned. “I wondered how long it would take you to surface.”


  “Only been back a day,” he said.


  She nodded at the end of the gallery. “I need to check in.”


  He fell into step with her. “Is everybody back?”


  “Yeah,” she said. “We’re turning them around as fast as we can, but it’s slow.”


  “Turning them around?” Kondur asked.


  “We got at least half of them before they ruined the grinders. The Vagrant kid authorized an even trade for the Heslarton crap. No charge to the crew.” She glanced at him. “You know him? Zachary?”


  “We’ve met. How’s he doing?” Kondur asked.


  Olivia shrugged. “Making a lot of friends, but with his old man in the auto-doc, it’s kinda sketchy.”


  “Sketchy how?”


  “Like limbo. Everybody waiting for the other shoe to drop.”


  Kondor nodded at one of the dark sun icons on the bulkhead. “What about your friends?”


  “Nobody’s moving right now,” she said, glancing at the security cam and biting her lips together.


  He nodded. “Got it,” he said.


  “You looking for a barge?” she asked.


  “Larkin has me on hold for the next Barbell run.”


  “How’d that go?” she asked. “Other than Malachai jumping ship on ya.”


  Kondur blew out a breath. “About what you’d expect with a crowded ship and an inexperienced crew. Not terrible. What d’ya think’s gonna happen here?”


  Olivia stopped outside the office with her hand on the doorknob. “No idea. We need a change in management. Looks like we’re going to get it. The only question is what’s that going to look like?” She shrugged. “For now, things seem to be moving in the right direction, if slowly.”


  “Other shoe,” Kondur said.


  She nodded. “I have to get to work. See you later?”


  “Look forward to it,” Kondur said.


  * * *


  Martha settled into the visitor’s chair, a tiny furrow on her brow.


  “How much is the station worth?” Zachary asked.


  She blinked. “I’m sure I have no idea.”


  “Guess. Millions? Billions?”


  “The balance sheet should tell you,” she said.


  Zachary laughed. “Yeah. I’m sure it does, but the problem is I don’t know where all the balance sheets are or how to read them.”


  She folded her hands in her lap and crossed her ankles under the chair. “You could ask for an audit,” she said.


  “I will,” Zachary said. “I wanted to talk to you, first.”


  Her eyebrows lifted a fraction.


  “You know where the secrets are. At least most of them.” Zachary paused. “Somebody had to be keeping my father going over the last few months, if not the last couple of stanyers.”


  She nodded. “Go on.”


  “Do you care about the station?” Zachary asked.


  Her eyes widened at that. “Of course.”


  “But you knew he was choking the life out of it.”


  She looked at her hands for several long moments. “Yes.”


  “I want to reverse it,” Zachary said. “Are you willing to help me?”


  “Of course,” she said, looking up. “What do you have in mind?”


  “I need to talk to Flanders again before I get too far ahead of myself. I need to deal with my father’s estate.”


  “Flanders? Hugh Jameson has your father’s will.”


  “Yes, but before I can see what he left to whom, I need to make sure he can’t leave the station to Malachai.”


  She sat stone still for several moments. “You’re going to steal his birthright?”


  He sighed. “I’m hoping to protect it.” He paused, looking at the console for inspiration. “How long do you think it would last with Malachai in this chair?”


  “That’s not really relevant, is it?” she asked. “If your father decided to leave it to him, shouldn’t he have that right?”


  Zachary blew out a breath. The conversation raked at him, putting voice to all his own doubts and fears. “Up to a point,” Zachary said.


  “And you want to be the one who defines that point?” Martha asked, her eyes narrowing and her forehead growing furrows. “What gives you the right?”


  “According to Flanders, the fact that I’m sitting here,” he said. “Do you think someone else should be in this chair right now?”


  Her narrowed eyes widened and a few of the furrows on her brow relaxed. “No. There isn’t anybody on this station with more right to sit in that chair than you right now.”


  He shrugged. “Then it follows that I have the responsibility to the station and everybody on it to do what’s best for the station, doesn’t it?”


  “How can you decide that? What do you know about running the station?” she asked, her voice hard.


  “Not enough,” Zachary said with a little chuckle. “Do you think Malachai knows more?”


  “Your father has been grooming him to take over.”


  “Yes,” Zachary said. “If the stroke had killed him outright, we wouldn’t have this opportunity. Malachai would own the station—lock, stock, and hull. He wouldn’t be here and somebody would have to run the place until he got back.” He paused, weighing his words on his tongue for a moment. “He’d kill the station in less than a decade.”


  “You don’t know that,” Martha said.


  Zachary nodded. “True. I don’t know that. I know what he did when he was here. Do you?”


  Her eyes widened a little more. “What do you mean?”


  “Did you know he killed people?”


  “What? No.”


  “Yes,” Zachary said. “He’s notorious for being fast with his fists and enjoying taking what doesn’t belong to him. My father covered it up. You must have known. I doubt anything happens in this office that you don’t know about.”


  Martha swallowed. “Your father had good reasons. He needed to protect the station.”


  “Do you believe that?” Zachary asked, his heart sinking in his chest. “Really believe it?”


  Martha seemed to deflate, her body shrinking slowly into itself. Her face hardened. She shook her head. “No.”


  “How much is the station worth, Martha? Ball park.”


  “Technically, the station’s in the red,” she said, looking down. “It’s about a quarter-million credits in the hole.”


  “Technically?” Zachary asked.


  “Your father’s personal worth is just short of a million,” she said. “He kept the place afloat.”


  “He siphoned the liquid credits off as soon as they arrived, didn’t he?”


  She shrugged. “They’re all his credits. It’s just which account they live in.”


  “So the station, the company? That’s actually worthless,” Zachary said.


  She shrugged again. “Looking at it from the outside, yes. In isolation.”


  “Can I sell it?” Zachary asked.


  Her eyes widened, pulled open by her rising eyebrows. “Sell the station?”


  Zachary nodded.


  “Who would buy it?” she asked.


  “That’s the next question,” he said.


  “You can’t keep your father alive indefinitely,” she said.


  “No. And Malachai is going to find out about it eventually. He’ll be back here as soon as he can arrange transportation.” He paused. “The question for you is whether or not you’ll help me save the station. Whether you’ll put the station ahead of the Vagrant name.”


  She stared at him, her face a blank mask, for what felt like a very long time. “I’ll help you,” she said. “I have little choice.”


  He raised an eyebrow. “How so?”


  “You’re going to do it with or without me. At least I can protect it in the process.”


  “Thank you, Martha.”


  She harrumphed. “What’s the first thing?”


  “I need to see Flanders and get a forensic audit of my father’s accounts.”


  “What for?” she asked.


  “I need to find out if he’s hidden anything somewhere.”


  “Those are his personal funds,” she said. “You can’t just take them.”


  “That’s why I need Flanders,” Zachary said. “You just got done telling me that the station isn’t bankrupt because he used to pay for things from his personal accounts.”


  She gave him a tentative nod.


  “I want to make sure that he hasn’t stolen the station’s future to pad his own.”


  “He has no future, does he?” she asked.


  “No, but the station might, if I can make things right before Malachai gets his hooks into it.”


  * * *


  Kondur arrived at Monty’s Restaurant in Delta-Six ten ticks early and checked with the host. “I’m with the Larkin party?”


  The man nodded. “Of course, sir. This way.”


  They walked through a nicely appointed place, booths around the walls, tables in the middle. Mostly four-tops. A few sixes. The ambiance said leather, wood, and low lighting even though he felt pretty sure that the low lighting had as much to do with the impression as actual wood or leather. They stepped through into a small side dining room where Larkin already waited, sitting at the head of a table set for seven with a drink in his hand. “Your party, sir,” the host said.


  “Verkol. Thanks for coming.”


  “Skipper. What’s this all about?” Kondur asked crossing to the table and taking a place at the captain’s right hand.


  “Opportunity, I think,” Larkin said. “Let’s see what the others say when they get here.”


  “Who’re you expecting?” 


  “Oh, a few people you know. Some you probably don’t. Would you like a drink?”


  Kondur eyed the amber liquid in the captain’s glass. “Why do I think that would be a bad idea?”


  Larkin smiled. “Well, I’d like to lower your inhibitions a bit, but perhaps you’re right. Coffee?”


  The skipper’s phrasing made Kondur laugh. “Get me drunk and take advantage of me?”


  The old man grinned. “Not exactly.”


  The host returned with two men. The taller of the two wore a business suit, short hair edged with gray, and a smile. The shorter also wore a business suit but looked like he slept in it. His bald head gleamed even in the low light. Both had serious expressions. “Your party, gentlemen,” the host said.


  Larkin stood so Kondur followed suit. “Welcome,” Larkin said, walking around the table to extend a hand to each of them in turn. “I’m so pleased you could make it.”


  “Free dinner?” the shorter man said, with a flash of a grin. “You had me at free.”


  Larkin turned to Kondur. “Gentlemen, this is Verkol Kondur. Served with me on the Barbell as first mate. Verkol, this freeloader is Hugh Jameson.”


  Jameson crossed to Kondur, hand outstretched and a calculating look in his eye. “Verkol.”


  Kondur shook the offered hand. “Mr. Jameson.”


  “Call me … Hugh,” he said with a short nod as if making up his mind about something.


  “And this is James Flanders,” Larkin said, dragging the tall man over.


  “Mr. Kondur,” Flanders said, not offering his hand but giving Kondur the same appraising look that Jameson had.


  “Mr. Flanders,” Kondur said. He looked like a lawyer.


  A server came to the door. “Can I get you gentlemen anything?” she asked.


  Larkin brightened up. “Yes. Coffee for me, please.” He looked around at the others.


  “Same,” Kondur said.


  “Tea. Any black except Earl Grey?” Jameson asked.


  “Of course, sir.” She looked at Flanders. “And for you?”


  “Just water for now, thank you,” he said.


  She smiled and left.


  “Are we all here, Walter?” Jameson asked.


  “One more. She’ll be along in a few moments, I’m sure.” The captain waved an arm at the table. “Sit, sit. We’ve a lot to discuss, but we may as well be comfortable.”


  Kondur returned to his chair and the two newcomers sat side by side across from him while the captain lowered himself into the chair at the head.


  The server came back with their drinks and placed them around. “Are you ready to order?”


  “Waiting on one more, I think,” Larkin said. “She’ll be along momentarily. Why don’t we wait for her.”


  The server nodded. “Of course, sir.”


  “Tell me, Verkol,” Jameson said. “What did you do before this pirate forced you into servitude on the Barbell?”


  “I skippered one of the mining barges for a few stanyers,” he said, taking a sip of his coffee. “Before that, I crewed on a number of ships around the Western Annex.”


  “So you’re familiar with the High Line?” Flanders asked.


  “I’ve spent a fair amount of time there, yes,” Kondur said.


  “What do you do when you’re not in the Dark?” Jameson asked.


  Kondur laughed. “What is this? Some kind of job interview?”


  Flanders raised an eyebrow and Jameson shrugged.


  “In a manner of speaking,” Larkin said. “Patience, Verkol.”


  “I thought you wanted me to take the next trip,” he said.


  “Patience,” Larkin said, again.


  The host showed up with Chief Stevens in tow. “Here you are, ma’am.”


  She smiled at the host and strode into the room. They all stood. “Walter, Verkol.” She smiled at the other two. “Mr. Flanders. Nice to see you again. Hugh, how’s your daughter doing?”


  Jameson beamed and took both of her hands, giving her a double-cheek kiss in greeting. “She’s well, Maggie. Thanks for your help with her.”


  The chief waved him off. “Most welcome.” She held her hand out to Flanders. “Staying busy, I trust?” she said.


  “We find things to do,” he said, offering the tiniest of smiles and a firm handshake.


  They no sooner settled at the table, the chief sitting beside Kondur, than the server came back into the room. “Can I get you a beverage, ma’am?”


  “Glass of the house red?” the chief asked.


  “Of course. I’ll be right back.”


  “The guest of honor isn’t here yet?” the chief asked, nodding at the empty place at the foot of the table.


  “I suggested he come a bit later,” Larkin said. “Give us a chance to get to know each other a little.”


  The chief nodded. “Sounds like a plan.”


  The server returned with the chief’s wine and smiled. “Are we ready to order?”


  “Give us a few more minutes?” Larkin asked.


  The server nodded. “Of course, sir.”


  “I thought you were heading off to Mel’s,” Kondur said, glancing at the chief.


  “Tomorrow. When the captain asked me to join the party, how could I refuse?”


  Larkin snorted, but buried his muzzle in his coffee cup.


  “Does everybody but me know what’s going on here?” Kondur asked.


  “I suspect so,” the chief said. “They haven’t told you yet?”


  “Well, it may be nothing,” Flanders said. “We haven’t gotten into it yet.”


  The chief grinned and shook her head. “Oh, no. It’s something. What we don’t know is exactly what kind of something it is.” She took a sip of her wine, rolling it across her tongue and turning to Kondur. “So, Verkol, if you were in charge of the station, what would you do?” she asked.


  He blinked. “What? First?”


  She nodded. “First, second. Short term. Long term.” She shrugged. “I know you’ve thought about it. We’ve talked about it.”


  He sipped his coffee and eyed the others. Jameson had a tiny smile on his lips and a glint in his eye. Flanders seemed to be playing poker, his expression bland and his index finger tapping the side of his water glass.


  “Well, the first thing’s already been done. I understand young Vagrant has started retooling Heslarton.”


  She nodded. “That’s going well, I hear.”


  “Have they figured out how to get the jammed barges operational?” Kondur asked.


  “They’re trying the obvious first,” Larkin said. “They’ve had one sitting in the dry dock for a week now. Don’t know what the results are.”


  “Tell me about Heslarton,” the chief said.


  Kondur shrugged. “I don’t have the full story. Apparently Vagrant the Elder had some kind of deal with them to produce substandard products that the station would buy for local consumption. They made that damned transmission fluid and some really bad grinding heads.”


  “Ella Norris told me about the filtration media,” the chief said. “You know they tried to kill her?”


  “Who?” Jameson asked, his face getting red.


  “Well,” the chief said, drawing the syllable out. “She and her buddy in the mixing station wouldn’t leave well enough alone. She ran one of the filtration stations and kept passing high particulates to mixing. He got fired and—allegedly—drank himself to death that night. She was relieved of her duties but nobody notified her. She reported to work the next day and nearly died from carbon monoxide poisoning in her office.”


  “You’re saying you think Edgar did that?” Jameson asked.


  Flanders showed the first sign of emotion as his lips hardened into a line.


  The chief shrugged. “Not saying. Don’t know. Just seems highly suspect. The station with a half dozen carbon monoxide sensors suddenly doesn’t detect it when the only person in there is the woman who shouldn’t have been?”


  “Zachary brought her to us,” Larkin said. “After she got out of the auto-doc.”


  Jameson sat back in his chair, his face going pale, while Flanders sighed.


  * * *


  Zachary walked along, eyeing the dark suns on the bulkhead and wondering how he ever considered thinking he could run an operation as large and as complex as Vagrant Station. He still hadn’t made any progress on reversing the downward slide. The people he met while walking around the station gave him a wide berth, not meeting his eyes. At least that Heslarton thing seemed to be resolving. They’d started production runs of the new filtration media and it looked comparable to the imported media in terms of cost. The station could save the transportation costs. Same with the water filters. Nelson hadn’t had much luck with reformulating the transmission fluid. He found Monty’s tucked away in a corner of Delta-Six he never visited.


  The host smiled at him as he entered. “Good evening, sir. Welcome to Monty’s.”


  “Hi, thanks. I’m meeting a party here? Larkin?”


  The host nodded and beckoned him in. They threaded their way to a private room in the back where the host waved him in.


  “Ah, the guest of honor,” Captain Larkin said from the head of the table.


  He recognized Flanders and Kondur. The smiling older woman on the end nearest him looked familiar but he couldn’t place a name. He had no idea about the man beside Flanders. “Am I late?” he asked.


  Larkin stood and came around the table to shake his hand. “Not at all. I asked them to arrive early to get to know each other before we got down to business.” He turned to look at the table. “Do you know everybody?”


  “No,” Zachary said. “Mr. Flanders. Mr. Kondur.” He nodded to each.


  “Well, this is Chief Margaret Stevens,” Larkin said.


  The woman rose and shook Zachary’s hand. “I think you may have seen me on the ship. I look quite different in civvies.”


  Her handshake felt as warm as the smile in her eyes. “Chief. Nice to meet you.”


  The rumply man across from her stood and extended a hand. “We haven’t met yet. I’m Hugh Jameson.”


  The name sent a shock down Zachary’s spine. He shook the man’s hand. “I was coming to see you tomorrow.”


  Jameson’s eyebrows rose slightly. “About your father? Something I should know?”


  Zachary shook his head. “No. Well, yes, but not that.” He swallowed. “Not yet.”


  “Have a seat, Zachary,” Larkin said. “The server will be along in a moment to take our orders and we can have a little chat before we get down to business.”


  Zachary slid into the empty seat while Larkin resumed his chair at the far end. “What’s this about?” Zachary asked, a bucket of suspicion falling over him.


  The server entered the room and distracted them before anyone could answer the question. By the time she left, the moment had passed.


  Zachary settled into his chair and scanned the faces arrayed around the table. Chief Stevens seemed friendly; her lips teased a smile that reached her eyes. Kondur looked as puzzled as Zachary felt. His gaze kept sweeping the table like he didn’t exactly trust any of the people at it. Larkin’s satisfied expression felt a little smug. He’d called them together, so he held the agenda. Flanders and Jameson both had the same thoughtful frown. Jameson kept giving little glances at Flanders, like he expected the taller man to do something.


  The pieces clicked together in his mind and he nodded to Larkin. “I see,” he said.


  “I thought you might,” Larkin said.


  Kondur frowned, his gaze sweeping all the faces again. “I don’t,” he said. “And I have the uncomfortable feeling that I’m the only one.”


  Zachary looked around, waiting for somebody to speak. When no one did, he looked at Larkin. “You didn’t tell him?” 


  “We haven’t actually begun yet,” Larkin said. “We’ve just been getting to know each other a little.”


  “What do you need from me?” Zachary asked.


  “Your chair,” Larkin said.


  Jameson stiffened in his seat, his eyes wide.


  “And them?” Zachary nodded to the two lawyers.


  “We need to see what’s possible,” Larkin said. “And somebody needs to represent you.”


  “Represent me?” Zachary said.


  “Yes, my boy.” Larkin smiled and toasted him with his coffee mug. “Somebody to look out for your personal interests the way Mr. Flanders looks out for the station.”


  Those pieces fell into place in Zachary’s mind. He turned to Jameson. “That would be you?”


  Jameson glanced at Larkin before nodding to Zachary. “So it would seem.”


  “Are you willing?” Zachary asked.


  Jameson’s head tilted a bit to one side. “You’d trust me?”


  “You looked out for my father. With any luck, I won’t be as contentious.” Zachary shrugged. “If he trusted you, I think I can.”


  “Then yes, I’ll represent you,” Jameson said, offering a handshake.


  Zachary shook Jameson’s hand before turning to the chief. “I know what Mr. Kondur’s here for. What’s your role, Chief? Are you the mastermind behind Dark Night?”


  She laughed and sipped her wine before answering. “Whatever gave you that idea? I believe I have the missing pieces that can make this negotiation work.”


  “The missing pieces?” Zachary asked.


  She nodded but offered no other information.


  The server brought the meals with a couple of helpers and dealt them around the table in short order. Dismissing her helpers, she looked to the table. “Can I get anybody anything else?”


  Larkin looked around the table at the shaking heads. “I think we’re good for now,” he said.


  She smiled. “I’ll be back in a bit to check on you.”


  Zachary took a few moments to admire the steak in front of him before digging in. Whatever Larkin had cooked up, at least he’d get a decent meal out of it.


  * * *


  Malachai checked the balance on his account and swore under his breath. How do people do it? The one thing he never expected was that he’d be stuck in this Morton Vadim identity while his credit balance shrank day by day. The number of ships coming and going gave him hope. Compared to Vagrant Station, he had to admit The Ranch drew a lot more traffic. Of course, their products made them popular. Everybody wanted good beef and the various bovine by-products.


  An alert pinged on one of his queries just as he stood to hit the shower down the hall. An incoming freighter—the Naganobe Maru—needed an engineer. He smiled. He carried a machinist rating, but half share was better than none. The schedule said they’d be docking in three days. He smiled and punched out an application for the post. With any luck at all he’d have an interview slot as soon as they docked.


  Feeling optimistic for the first time in days, he grabbed his shower gear and made his way down the passage. He hummed to himself in celebration. He’d get home yet.


  CHAPTER 21


  Kondur enjoyed the meal in spite of the tension. He and young Vagrant shared confused glances as the small talk and dinner conversation unfolded. The whole experience reminded him of some of his early wardroom dinners where the skipper insisted that no ship’s business be discussed until after dessert. While he appreciated the sentiment, the meal seemed to go on forever.


  After a solid stan, Larkin pushed away his dessert dish and topped off his coffee mug from the carafe, offering it around the table. When everyone had settled, he pursed his lips. “I’ve asked you all here to talk about what’s ideal and what’s possible regarding the future of Vagrant Station.”


  Only Jameson seemed surprised by the announcement. “I wondered when you’d tell us what this is all about,” he said. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean the station is dying,” Larkin said. “The question on the table is whether or not it’s worth saving, and if so, how do we go about it?”


  Jameson frowned. “Dying?”


  Flanders turned his head to look at Jameson. “He means that the station’s bleeding residents. Its financial footing is shaky. It hasn’t grown in stanyers, and the belts nearest the station have been exhausted. New ore coming in will be more expensive because it’ll take longer to bring it in.”


  “What has that to do with me?” Jameson asked.


  “You’re the executor of Edgar Vagrant’s estate, aren’t you?” Larkin asked.


  Jameson frowned. “He’s not dead, is he?”


  “Legally, no,” Zachary said.


  Jameson’s head whipped around and he stared at Zachary. “What?”


  “The auto-doc is keeping him alive. At some point I need to make a decision on how much longer.” He pressed his lips together and sighed.


  Jameson scowled for a few heartbeats, swiveling his head to stare at each of the people at the table in turn. “You’ve got to be joking,” he said, looking at Flanders.


  “No joke,” Larkin said.


  “What do you want from me?” Jameson asked. He looked at the chief. “And who are you in this mess?”


  The chief spun her wine glass by the stem and smiled at him. “Think of me as an interested third party with deep pockets.”


  Zachary looked at her, his eyes widening, while Flanders settled back in his seat, his head tilting a few degrees off vertical.


  “Let’s start from the beginning, shall we?” Larkin said, reclaiming the conversation. “Zachary, what do you see as the most critical need for the station?”


  The kid took a moment to reply, his gaze focused somewhere in the distance. “Most critical, probably credits, but I suspect a vision and the management team to see it through.”


  “Credits? Your father’s rich,” Jameson said.


  “Yeah,” Zachary said, glancing in Jameson’s direction. “My father’s rich. The station is running in the red. Has been for stanyers.” He paused and looked Jameson in the eyes. “He’s systematically pillaged the station to grow that wealth, hasn’t he?”


  Jameson scowled. “I know what you’re doing. You’re trying to get control of the estate.”


  Zachary shrugged. “I’m most interested in protecting the station.”


  “What do you want for the station?” Larkin asked, breaking into their staring match.


  “I want it to survive. There are a lot of people who live and work here. For the last few stanyers, the living conditions have deteriorated, the residents have been bled almost dry. I want to see that reversed,” Zachary said.


  “How are you going to accomplish that?” Larkin asked.


  Zachary shook his head. “I don’t know. I’m pretty sure I’m not the person for the job. I’m equally sure that Malachai will kill any chance that the station could survive for more than a few stanyers.”


  Jameson stiffened in his seat but kept his lips sealed.


  Larkin looked at Kondur. “Verkol? You’ve lived here longer than I have, I think. What do you see for the station’s future?”


  Kondur felt his heartbeat pick up a couple of notches in his chest. “Me?” He shook his head and sighed. “We need at least one smelter. We need to keep that Barbell flying. We need to clean up the financials. If they’re in as bad a shape as Zachary said, that’s going to be a tall order. We need to figure out what that Dark Night group is all about.” He blew out a sigh and shook his head. “That’s just off the top of my head.”


  “That seems pretty specific,” Flanders said.


  “Those are just the things I can see from the outside looking in at the management,” Kondur said.


  “Are you a management expert?” Jameson asked.


  Kondur shook his head. “Not as such. I know about running a ship. The station is just a ship that doesn’t move, in that regard. Instead of going to where the money is, we need to produce the goods that other ships will come and pay us for.”


  “You attended the academy,” the chief said. “At Port Newmar.”


  Kondur nodded. “For whatever that’s worth.”


  “You’ve had management training and—what?—a decade of experience?” she asked.


  “Yeah,” Kondur said, glancing at Zachary. “You think you’re going to make me manager?”


  Zachary frowned, his head shaking as he looked around the table once before focusing on Larkin. “Maybe it’s time you spell it out, Captain.”


  Larkin smiled at Zachary and shook his head. “Why don’t you spell it out. We’ll sort it out as you go.”


  Zachary pulled in a deep breath and blew it out. “My father was a monster. My brother is worse. I’m so far over my head, I don’t know that to do next.”


  “What do you want to do?” the chief asked, her voice soft. “If you could do anything?”


  “I’d like to go to school. College, university. Something. I know a little about the mechanics of hydroponics, but there’s so much more.” He paused. “Have you ever seen the plaza in Golf-Four?”


  She nodded. “I have.”


  “How did they do that?” Zachary asked. “How did they even come up with the idea?”


  “What’s in Golf-Four?” Jameson asked.


  “The plaza is planted. Everywhere,” Zachary said. “Where there aren’t planters, they put in sculptures. A fountain.”


  “It’s quite lovely,” the chief said. “You should wander down there sometime.”


  “What about the station?” Larkin asked.


  Zachary looked up the table at him. “That’s the thing. You and I talked about this before. I can’t continue in the chair. Once my father—” Zachary cut himself off and drew a deep breath. “Once my father dies, Malachai will take over the station.”


  Jameson’s lips pressed together and he stared at the dirty dishes in front of him.


  “At least, that’s what I’d expect. My father always wanted Malachai to have it. I suspect I’ll be lucky to get out with the clothes on my back. It’s no secret that there’s no love lost between the two of us.” Zachary shrugged. “So one way or another, I can’t continue to sit in the chair and run the station.”


  “What about giving up the chair?” Larkin said.


  A small smile teased at Flanders’s lips. Jameson looked horrified. Kondur felt the statement like a punch in the gut.


  “I’ve thought about that, but it won’t solve the problem of Malachai and the will,” Zachary said. “I can restructure the company, I think.”


  Jameson’s eyes narrowed. “Restructure how?”


  Zachary glanced at Flanders. “If I start a new company in my own name, transfer the majority of assets to that new company, then whatever Malachai inherits will be less damaging.”


  “That’s not going to solve the problem, is it?” the chief asked.


  Zachary shook his head. “No. I’ll still be in charge and the station will still be broke. I’d need to give back the funds that my father stole from the station.”


  “Your father stole nothing from the station,” Jameson said. He looked at Flanders. “Tell him.”


  Flanders sighed and shrugged. “Technically, the station belongs to your father. All of it. He can’t steal what’s his. It’s no different than moving credits from one pocket to another.”


  “He stole the station’s future,” Zachary said, his eyes hardening. “By keeping the station on the brink of bankruptcy, by claiming every spare credit for himself, he beggared the station. He made sure that the station lacked the resources it needed to expand.” He paused to take a breath. “Am I wrong?”


  Flanders shook his head. “You’re not wrong.”


  “Mr. Jameson?” Zachary asked.


  Jameson bit his lip, stared into his lap, and shrugged. “Not wrong.”


  “What do you need right now, Zachary?” the captain asked.


  Zachary shrugged. “I’m not even sure of that. My brain keeps running in circles.”


  “Verkol?” Larson asked, looking over at him. “Pretend Zachary gets out of the chair and gives it to you. What would you do?”


  The sudden shift caught Kondur sideways like a splash of cold water. “You’ve got to be kidding.”


  Larkin shook his head. “Just pretend.”


  The chief looked at Kondur with a crooked grin. “You’re in the hot seat. You’ve thought about this enough. What would you do?”


  He blew out a breath. “First, I’d try to get enough credits in the company so that it had working capital. Second, I’d apply to High Tortuga for a system development loan to get a smelter and to expand our barge fleet. Third, I’d start looking at ways to reduce the station overhead. I don’t know exactly how to do that but things like life support and power eat up resources fast. If you look at the other large stations, Vagrant has the worst air and the fewest plants. It’s no wonder the population is leaving. That has to stop. Making the place more livable is a good first step. Last, I’d create trust funds for Malachai and Zachary. If they’re going to get cut out of the station, I’d want to make sure they didn’t hate me.”


  “How would you do that?” Flanders asked. “Get the station in the black?”


  Kondur shook his head. “That’s the killer. I don’t think I can.” He looked at Zachary. “You have access to your father’s accounts?”


  “Some of them,” Zachary said. “I’m not sure I even know where they all are. I want a forensic audit to try to discover where he may have stuff hidden.” He looked at Jameson. “I suspect they’re all in the will, but I also know Mr. Jameson is under no obligation to reveal those terms.”


  Jameson shrugged but didn’t look up.


  “Moving funds out of my father’s accounts and stripping the station assets into a new company will royally peeve my brother,” Zachary said. “I don’t know how to prevent that, but I think that’s what I have to do.”


  “Perhaps there’s another path,” the chief said.


  All eyes turned to her.


  “The biggest problem at the moment is Edgar Vagrant owns all of it. Sole proprietor,” she said. “While that’s good for him, it’s bad for the station because the residents have no say in how the station gets run.” She paused and glanced around. “Mel’s, The Ranch, Ice Rock, all the major stations incorporated shortly after they formed to prevent exactly the problems you’re facing here.”


  The room went so still that the murmur of voices and cutlery from the outer dining room sounded loud.


  “How will that solve the problem?” Larkin asked, although Zachary would have bet his last credit that Larkin already knew the answer.


  “First, the assets become the property of the company. Second, the current stakeholders become shareholders and owners of the company, not the individual assets. Third, it removes the chair doctrine from the equation in perpetuity because transfer of management happens via the rules laid down in the corporate charter. Fourth, it provides a path forward that preserves Edgar’s legacy without pitting brother against brother.”


  Jameson scowled. “That’s bull. You’re going to change the rules to snatch the ownership of the station out from under my client while he’s incapacitated and can’t modify his wishes.”


  The chief shrugged. “Yes. That’s basically true. Alternatively we could stage a rebellion, depose the current chair holder, and take over the station.” She looked at Flanders. “That actually has precedent in the chair doctrine, doesn’t it?”


  Flanders nodded with a side-eyed glance at Jameson. “You know it does. Pardo v Murcheson.”


  Jameson’s scowl deepened but he didn’t say anything, just pressed his lips together in a tight line.


  Zachary turned to the chief. “Where would that leave me and Malachai?”


  The chief smiled at him. “How’s this sound? If you can return enough credits to the company so it’s not insolvent, you’ll have a foundation for forming the corporation. Mr. Flanders can help you with the documentation and filing. Form the company with a thousand shares of preferred stock. Give five hundred and one of them to the new manager, you and Malachai get ten percent, leaving thirty percent of the company for purchase by outside investors.”


  Kondur watched Zachary’s face go slack as he stared at the chief. The kid took a few moments to come to the realization the Kondur had.


  “You’re thinking Mr. Kondur here would be the new manager? It would be his company?” Zachary asked.


  “Yes,” the chief said without so much as a glance as Kondur.


  “Wait a tick,” Kondur said. “I never agreed to this.”


  Chief Stevens smiled at him. “No. You didn’t. Are you saying you won’t do it?”


  Kondur sighed and looked at Zachary. The kid had a frown on his face. 


  “I don’t know about this,” Kondur said.


  Zachary nodded then looked to Flanders. “You represent the company. What’s your opinion?”


  Flanders eyebrows rose just the slightest amount. “She makes a good case. If we can find enough pilfered funds—”


  “It’s Edgar’s money, dammit. He didn’t ‘pilfer’ anything,” Jameson cut him off.


  Flanders sighed. “If we can return enough money to the company accounts to make it solvent.” He paused and looked at Jameson who gave a grudging nod. “You’re giving the new majority stockholder a company worth zero on the balance sheet. You and your brother keep a stake in the company, so if it profits, so do you without having to run the place yourselves. If it doesn’t, well, then neither of you is out anything.”


  “It’s still going to be in the red,” Kondur said. “Or am I missing something?”


  “Thirty percent of the stock will be available to raise additional capital to finance expansion and growth,” Larkin said. He smiled. “You won’t be left hanging.”


  “Will that be enough?” Kondur asked.


  “Depends on the price of the shares,” the chief said. “Whether or not you can find somebody to pay it.”


  Zachary turned to Jameson. “Without violating your ethics, do I need to worry about having enough credits to live on?”


  “You mean from the will?” Jameson shrugged, a frown on his face. “That’s not something I can talk about.”


  Larkin cleared his throat. “You said you wanted to go to school.”


  Zachary nodded. “I did, yes. Still do.”


  “Would you be willing to go to Port Newmar?” Larkin asked.


  Kondur looked at Larkin. “Really?”


  “What? You think he doesn’t have what it takes to succeed there?” Larkin asked, a wry grin on his lips.


  Kondur looked back at Zachary. “You know it’s the officer academy?”


  Zachary nodded, chewing on the corner of his mouth. “So? It teaches management, engineering, A bunch of stuff that would stand me in good stead. Right?”


  Kondur sat back in his chair. “How old are you?”


  “Twenty-three. Why? Does that matter?” Zachary looked at Larkin. “Too old?”


  Larkin shook his head.


  “No,” Kondur said. “Not the youngest first-year but one of my classmates was thirty.” He shrugged an apology. “I thought you might be too young.”


  “Not sure it matters either way,” Zachary said. “My share of the company stock isn’t going to be paying enough to cover that kind of cost.” He looked at Larkin. “Or did you have another thought in mind?”


  Larkin braced his elbows on the table in front of him and leaned in. “Here’s the deal. You want to save the station. Everyone around this table wants the same thing. You’re in a position to make that happen. To do it, you need to get a new management team in place starting with the chair, which means you have to give it up. All of it. That’s asking a lot. Right now you could sell the whole thing at a fire sale price and walk away rich.”


  Jameson opened his mouth as if to speak but Larkin cut him off before he could.


  “Unless I have seriously underestimated your father, he’s left the bulk of his estate—which includes this station—to your brother.” He gave Jameson a hard look.


  Jameson pushed back into his seat.


  Larkin continued. “So you have three basic paths.” He held up a finger. “One, give up the chair to some scheme or other.” He held up a second finger. “Two, keep the chair and reorder the assets to keep them out of Malachai’s hands.” He held up the third finger. “Three, let the will go through so Malachai takes over the station.” He looked around the table. “Am I leaving anything out?” He looked at each of them in turn.


  Flanders shrugged. “Probably, but I think those are the key paths.”


  Jameson looked down to where his fingers toyed with a spoon on the table. He shook his head.


  Zachary blew out a deep breath and looked to the chief.


  The chief gave Zachary a warm smile. “I think those are the choices. There may be others, but these are the ones that matter.”


  Kondur watched the whole thing unfold as a pool mixed of equal parts dread and excitement settled in his gut. He looked at Larkin. “Why me?”


  “Because you care,” the chief said.


  Kondur looked back at her. “I care?”


  She nodded. “You’ve got the chops, but there are probably a half dozen people on the station that do.” She grinned at Larkin. “Walter, for example.”


  “This is a young man’s job,” Larkin said. “I appreciate the vote of confidence, but the station needs somebody to see it through the long term.” He looked at Kondur. “Are you saying you’d turn it down?”


  Kondur looked at Zachary. “No,” he said. “I wouldn’t, if that’s what you decide.”


  Some of the tension flowed out of Zachary’s shoulders and he nodded.


  “But of the people we might tap,” the chief said, drawing Kondur’s attention, “you’re in the right place at the right time with the right attitude and vision. You’re young enough to see it through. You’ve been on the station long enough to know how it works. You’ve got the education and experience.”


  “What about the academy?” Zachary said. “What do I need to do?”


  “You need to apply and be accepted,” the chief said. “May take as much as a stanyer to sync up with their application process. You’ll need three officers to provide references.”


  Zachary’s face fell. “Well, that’s out, then.”


  The chief grinned. “Why? You’ve got three officers sitting at this table. I’d sign.”


  Larkin said, “Me, too.”


  Kondur nodded. “I’ll sign, regardless of which path you decide on.”


  Jameson sighed. “This is all well and good, but where are the credits coming from for this?”


  The chief snorted. “Not your problem.”


  “It is if you’re thinking of pilfering my client’s accounts while he’s incapacitated.” Jameson looked at Flanders. “You should know better. This kid doesn’t have a durable power of attorney. He may be able to juggle the station’s books because of this chair doctrine but he can’t touch Edgar’s private accounts.”


  Flanders frowned. “Are you sure about that?”


  “Yes,” Jameson said.


  “Chair doctrine allows for reclamation of assets transferred during the stanyer prior to invocation. Norton v Norton, 2305. Adamson v Sontag, 2310,” the chief said.


  Both the lawyers looked at her, Flanders with a smile and Jameson in shock.


  “There are more,” she said. “Those two are the most widely cited precedents.”


  “So I could reverse any transaction that took funds out of the company?” Zachary asked.


  “Yes,” Flanders said, with a glance at Jameson. “Assuming those citations hold.”


  Jameson shrugged and folded his arms over his chest.


  Nobody spoke for several long moments, the subdued clinks and murmurs from the main dining room the only sounds.


  Zachary looked around the table at each of them in turn, weighing them with his gaze. He stared into space for a few heartbeats before looking at Larson. “I need to think about it.”


  Larkin nodded with a small smile. “I’d expect nothing less.”


  * * *


  Zachary left Morty’s, his head spinning. His feet carried him back to his quarters in the Baker section, a room he hadn’t stayed in since his father’s stroke. He stopped at the entry, staring at the closed door, wondering at the strange turn of events.


  A security officer walked past and gave him an appraising glance. “Everything all right, Mr. Vagrant?” she asked.


  Jolted out of his reverie, he nodded. “Yes. I think so. Just a lot to take in.”


  She nodded. “Sorry about your father.”


  He shrugged and keyed the door open, feeling the need to get out of sight. The door closed behind him and he stood in the suite of rooms he’d lived in most of his life. Malachai had the mate to it across the passageway. Not as large as his father’s place, but still twice the size as Ella Norris’s tiny flat. Could he give it up? He sighed and surveyed the room, his focus lost somewhere else. On a whim, he turned and left again.


  He strolled through the station, past the air filtration station and onward into Charlie section. He paused for a moment in the passageway where Atwater’s place had been. The bulkhead showed only the faintest of scars where maintenance has welded the doors shut and painted over them. He glanced up to see the black tape holding his camera against the security cam. Somebody had access to that network still. More than one person, probably. He shook his head and continued on, his feet drawing him along until he stepped into the plaza at Golf-Four.


  In the subdued evening lighting, the plaza looked even less real. He followed the path to a bench beside the fountain. Fairy lights twinkled here and there, giving small blinks of color. He took a seat and let the sound of the water and the various scents from the plantings carry him away. He needed to think about the choices. Except he’d already made up his mind. He let the peaceful setting soak into him like a warm bath.


  He heard the footsteps before he saw the person.


  “You’re a long way from home, aren’t you?” she asked, stopping by the fountain.


  He glanced up to find Jeter looking down at him. “Depends on what you mean by home, I guess.”


  She snorted. “Did you find what you were looking for? With the cam?”


  “More than I expected,” he said.


  “What brings you down here at this time of night?” she asked. “Not exactly the social hub of the station.”


  He nodded and leaned forward, elbows on knees. “Needed to get away. To think. It’s peaceful here.”


  She nodded. “That it is. Sorry to disturb you.” She turned to leave.


  “Wait,” he said. “You’re not disturbing me.”


  She stopped and looked back at him.


  “What would you like to see happen to the station?” he asked.


  “What? This station?”


  He shrugged. “Yeah. This station. Where are the problems?”


  She shook her head but came back to sit beside him on the bench. “You don’t want to hear my take.”


  He nodded. “Yeah. I think I do.”


  Her lips twisted to one side of her mouth to the other. “Your father’s killing it.”


  “Well, was killing it, yeah. We agree on that. What needs to change, beside my father?”


  Her eyes widened for a moment and she sighed. “Control. It’s too tight. Too centralized.”


  “How so?” he asked.


  She paused and frowned at the deck. “Take this plaza. It breaks about twenty different rules.”


  “That’s why you rerouted the cam? So you wouldn’t get caught?”


  She grinned. “Spotted that, did you?”


  “Among other things.” He paused. “What else?”


  “Different rules for different people,” she said. “You can get away with anything. Now especially with your father in the can.” She winced. “Sorry, that came out wrong.”


  He shook his head. “No. It came out fine. He’s in the can.”


  “Your brother gets away with murder. Literally killing people.”


  “Yeah. He did,” Zachary said.


  “He’ll do it again when he gets back.” She paused. “Is it true? He jumped ship in Siren?”


  Zachary nodded. “He’s in the wind somewhere.”


  “He’ll be back,” she said.


  Zachary nodded. “Soon as he finds out about our father.”


  “Can you change it?” she asked, a frown furrowing her brow. “You’re in charge now, aren’t you?”


  He nodded again. “Yeah. I’m in charge. Be careful what you wish for.” He grinned at her. “Not that I ever wished to be in charge. I was happy in hydroponics.”


  She looked around, her gaze sweeping the plaza. “That’s why you like this place so much.”


  He nodded. “I can’t understand why any of this would be against the station regs.”


  “The only valid ideas are the ones that start at the top,” she said with a shrug. “If it didn’t start in your father’s office, it didn’t start.”


  The quiet splashing kept them company for several moments.


  “Do you know Verkol Kondur?” Zachary asked.


  “Kondur? Yeah. Skippered one of the barges. I think he went out on the Barbell this trip. Why?”


  “What do you know about him?”


  “Nice guy,” she said, then shook her head. “Fair guy. Everybody who ever sailed on that barge said he was fair. Even the people who got on his wrong side.”


  Zachary chuckled. “How can you be on his wrong side and think he’s fair?”


  She shrugged and looked at the fountain. “By making a mistake and not owning it or fixing it.” She looked at him. “You get called on something like that? That’s fair but you’re definitely on the wrong side of Kondur.”


  “He always does the right thing?” Zachary asked.


  She snorted. “Nobody always does the right thing. Not even Verkol Kondur.”


  “You ever sail with him?” Zachary asked.


  She shook her head. “Not my area of expertise.”


  “You ever meet him?”


  She shook her head again. “Everything I know about him is second hand, but us little people?” She grinned at him. “We know who we can trust.”


  “You trust Kondur?”


  “Yeah. Larkin, Kondur. Alan Peck. Bettina Owens. There’s a few.”


  “Who’re they? Peck and Owens?”


  “Peck runs the miner bar just off the docking gallery. Bettina runs Betty’s Diner.”


  “Oh, Betty’s. Yeah. I know her. Didn’t know her full name.”


  “There’s others,” Jeter said with a grin.


  “What about Rawlins?”


  “Security chief?” she asked.


  He nodded.


  She stared at the fountain for as much as a tick. “He’s tough. He answered to your father. Did whatever he was told.” She shook her head. “That didn’t do him any favors.”


  “But?” Zachary asked.


  “But that was his job, wasn’t it? Enforce the regs? Follow orders?” She looked at him. “I think he did what he could to mitigate the situation. If he hadn’t been there to hold the line, it might have been worse.”


  Zachary nodded again and looked at the fountain, admiring the play of the subdued lighting on the wet rocks. “Where’d you get the rock?” he asked.


  “A friend stole a few hundred kilos of low-grade ore from the holding yard.” She laughed and shook her head. “I have no idea how he managed it. It took him damn near forever to get enough. He’d come in with one or two rocks on a grav pallet every couple of days. Dumped them there. Eventually he started piling them up. Ran a pipe up through the pile. There’s a pump in there somewhere.” She chuckled. “Took him forever, but it was the beginning.”


  “He do all this?”


  “Oh, no.” She looked around. “Half a hundred people worked on this for a couple of weeks. Once the ball got rolling, people stepped up with sculpture. Pulled the crappy plants out of the planters, upgraded the soil, and put in different plants. It took on a life of its own.”


  “Who rerouted the cam?”


  She bit her lower lip and shook her head.


  “You don’t know, or you’re not telling?” he asked.


  She shrugged.


  He snorted and sighed.


  “What’s all this about?” she asked after sitting there in the quiet for a tick or so.


  “Trying to figure out what to do about the station.”


  She glanced at him. “What can you do?”


  He shrugged. “Quite a lot, apparently.”


  “For the better?” she asked.


  He shrugged again. “Hard to say. Better for who? Not as good for my brother or me, but better for the rest of the station? How would I know?”


  “That doesn’t sound promising,” she said.


  He shook his head. “No, I think it is promising, but it’s going to be a bit of a change for me.”


  “Is this a done deal?”


  He sighed. “Nothing signed.”


  “But you’re going to,” she said.


  He nodded. “I think it’s the right thing to do.”


  She nodded back and turned to look at the fountain again. “Change is hard. Even good change.”


  “Well,” he said with a sigh. “We can’t continue the way we’ve been going.”


  “Can’t argue that,” she said, standing up. “I’ll leave you to it.”


  He stood with her. “Thanks for the company.”


  She nodded. “Good luck.” She turned and strode away, leaving him standing there in the dim light.


  He grinned. The weight of the decision felt lessened. The academy at Port Newmar beckoned, but he might have time to work on some of the plazas before he left.


  CHAPTER 22


  The engineering chief on the Naganobe Maru shook his head. “Sorry, kid. The slot’s been filled. We told you that already.”


  Malachai frowned. “How’s that possible? I filed for it three days ago when it came up on the net.”


  “Easy,” he said. “We got a better applicant.”


  “But I need that job,” Malachai said, feeling the anger climbing up the back of his throat.


  The chief sighed. “Look, kid. It’s not my problem. We got a better applicant. The slot’s filled. There’s nothing here for you.” He looked at the spacer apprentice who’d brought Malachai aft. “Thoms, take Mr. Vadim back to the dock, please.”


  “Aye, aye, Chief. Come on, Vadim.” The guy stepped back and cleared a path to the office door.


  “No,” Malachai said. “That’s my job.”


  The chief stood up behind his console and braced his hands on its surface to lean forward into Malachai’s face. “Last chance, Mr. Vadim. Get off the ship. Do it now.”


  Malachai fisted his hands and fought back the urge to punch the bastard’s lights out.


  “Come on, Vadim. You don’t want to do this,” Thoms said behind him, placing a hand on Malachai’s shoulder.


  Malachai shook his shoulder, shrugging out from under the man’s hand. He turned and left the office, the anger roiling in his gut as they started back down the long passageway toward the bow. The spacer walked a pace behind and a bit to the right as he strode down the passage. The urge to take the asshole down burned in him. He had to force his hands to unfold, his shoulders to relax. Taking out the spacer would feel good, but they knew his name, had his contact info. Station security would be at his flop before he got back.


  He glanced over at the guy. “So, who’s this guy that took the slot?”


  “A guy who worked for us in the past. Xian. Good shipmate. Took some time off.” The spacer shrugged. “His replacement, Benedict, didn’t really get along with the chief. She’s staying here. He’s leaving with us.”


  Malachai sighed. “Just my luck. Another machinist to compete for slots.”


  “Oh, she’s half share. No competition for a machinist.”


  “And this Xian?”


  “He’s rated full share. He’ll come aboard as engineer. Rudaki’s due to jump up to Spec-3 in power next time we hit the High Line. Musical chairs.”


  Malachai shook his head. “Doesn’t help me now.”


  “Short on credits?” the spacer asked.


  “Getting low, yeah.” Malachai looked over his shoulder. “Any tips?”


  They dropped down to the main deck and got to the lock before the guy answered. “Check the farms?”


  Malachai frowned. “Applied at the employment office.”


  “The farms hire day workers. They’re not listed in the employment office. Work a few hours, make a few credits. Dirty work, but it’s credits if you’re hungry. Free food on some of the jobs.”


  “Where do I find these day worker jobs?” Malachai asked, standing at the bottom of the ramp and looking back up into the ship.


  “Barn Zero. It’s on your station map.” The spacer shrugged. “Good luck, man. We’ve all been there one time or another.”


  Malachai nodded and stepped off onto the dock, watching the lock lever closed. “Day work,” he said with a sigh.


  * * *


  Zachary looked around his quarters, taking an inventory in his head. What would happen to the place when he left for Port Newmar? What would he take? What could he take? There’d been a lot of asteroids in that belt last night but nobody had talked about the ore. He liked the concept. Getting a piece of the action made him feel less like he’d be walking away from a fortune. Negotiating the cost of getting to the academy and paying his way, that should be possible.


  What was that engineering chief doing? She’d said something about missing pieces but she’d not actually said. Stevens. He checked his tablet and found her on the passenger list on the fast packet leaving for Mel’s. He checked the departure time against the chrono and sighed. “Just missed her.” He shrugged and left his quarters, heading for the docks. Larkin still lived on the Barbell. Time to make some changes.


  When he arrived at the lock, it opened by itself. Kondur strode down the ramp and did a double-take when he saw Zachary standing there. “Just the man I wanted to see,” he said, giving Zachary a crooked grin.


  “I was looking for the captain,” Zachary said. “Is he aboard?”


  Kondur nodded. “He is, but I thought maybe you and me should have a little chat before we bring in any more of the people who seem to want to run our lives for us.”


  “What’d you have in mind?” Zachary asked.


  “You happy with what went down last night?”


  Zachary shrugged. “Lots of talk. Short on particulars.”


  “You caught that, too, huh?” Kondur looked up the docking gallery. “Had breakfast yet?”


  “I could eat.”


  “Betty’s?”


  “You buying?” Zachary asked.


  Kondur shrugged. “Why not.”


  Zachary nodded and started up the gallery, Kondur falling in beside him.


  “You really want to sign off on this?” Kondur asked.


  “I’m lost,” Zachary said, feeling the pressure of those two words in his chest.


  “You seem to be doing pretty well from where I’m sitting,” Kondur said.


  Zachary shrugged. “Low-hanging fruit and knee-deep in denial.”


  “What changed?” Kondur asked, pulling open the door to Betty’s.


  “Me,” Zachary said. He walked into the restaurant and headed for an empty booth in the back.


  They slid in across from each other and a server appeared almost immediately with mugs and a coffee carafe. “Know what ya want?” he asked, filling the mugs.


  “Hash, scrambled eggs, wheat toast,” Kondur said.


  Zachary nodded. “Sounds good.”


  The server nodded and put the carafe on the table between them. “Need creamer?” They both shook their heads and he left.


  “Tell me about what you really want,” Kondur said.


  Zachary hunched over his coffee and let the moist aroma waft over his face. “I want the station to thrive. I want to get out of the line of fire.”


  “Your brother?” Kondur asked.


  “Yeah. How much do you know about the situation here?”


  Kondur’s head tilted back and forth a few degrees then he took a sip of coffee. “Your father’s been training Malachai to be the heir apparent for a while.”


  “He’s a real chip off the old rock, my brother. Just as self-centered as my father, with more anger issues and fewer controls. I think he sees this station as his own private hunting ground and amusement park.”


  “How long has he been like this?” Kondur asked.


  “Long as I can remember. I only recently found out about his bloodier pursuits.”


  The server came back with a couple of plates and dealt them out. “Need anything else? Hot sauce? Ketchup?”


  Kondur shook his head.


  “I’m good,” Zachary said.


  The server nodded and left them alone again.


  “Bloodier pursuits?” Kondur asked.


  “Apparently he’s known to take out his aggression on residents,” Zachary said. “Sometimes fatally.”


  Kondur paused, his fork suspended over his plate. “Seriously?”


  Zachary took a bite of toast and shrugged. “Rawlins says so. My father squelches the charges.”


  “More than one, then?”


  “Yeah.” He washed the toast down before addressing the hash. “Station’s also dying. You knew that.”


  Kondur nodded and chopped a forkful of egg into his hash before shoveling it into his mouth. “The chief pointed it out while we were inbound, but it’s been pretty obvious.”


  “How do you see this playing out?” Zachary asked.


  Kondur leaned his elbows on the table, mug cradled in front of his face. “Here’s my take. The station is what it is. It’s a place to start but it’s been hamstrung by your father’s management over the last few stanyers.”


  “I can’t argue that,” Zachary said. “Flanders seems to think we fix the problem by changing management.”


  Kondur squinted into the distance and see-sawed his head back and forth a couple of times. “We need to change the nature of the game to keep the whole thing from going to your brother.”


  Zachary sighed. “I’m torn on that.”


  Kondur nodded. “I am, too. Seems morally ambiguous. On the one hand, it subverts your father’s will. On the other hand, your brother is a threat to everybody on the station.”


  “If Rawlins is correct, Malachai should have been spaced long ago,” Zachary said. “Murder? Killing people for sport? I don’t care that he’s my brother. The more I think about it, the less I’m worried about stealing the company out from under the bastard.” Zachary felt the words rip out of his chest like pieces of his heart. Instead of leaving him feeling wounded, he felt healed. Not entirely, but at least partially.


  “Don’t beat about the belt,” Kondur said with a grin. He put his mug down and addressed the plate. “So, have you talked to Flanders about restructuring?”


  “We had a conversation about forming a new company and transferring the assets. He didn’t mention incorporating.”


  “That’s Stevens’s doing,” Kondur said. “What do you think?”


  “Is she right? All the big stations are corporations?”


  “Not something I paid much attention to, but if they are, we should be able to confirm it. Those records get held by High Tortuga,” Kondur said. He glanced up from his plate. “I’d never want to bet against anything that woman said.”


  “Why?” Zachary asked, scraping the last of his breakfast off the plate with a corner of toast.


  Kondur shook his head. “Just a hunch.”


  “Do you think it could work? Incorporating. Moving all the assets to the new company. Carving out ten percent for Malachai and me?”


  “I’d be in favor of cutting your brother out of it altogether,” Kondur said. “If what you’ve said about him is true.”


  “I trust Rawlins. He’s got a killer in his crew, too, and he’s none too pleased about it.”


  “So here’s the thing,” Kondur said. “Malachai is gonna be pissed. He’s gonna fight this.”


  “That’s a given.”


  “If you incorporate and both you and he get the same thing out of it, there’s no kind of lever for him to go to arbitration on. Incorporating is the right thing to do. The fact that neither you nor he has controlling interest but you both still have a stake. There’s a solid argument that the value of the station now is actually less than zero, so having a ten percent share of a successful company is better than what he’d get if you didn’t do it.”


  Zachary felt his mind go zip. “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”


  “I didn’t either last night,” Kondur said. He grinned. “But I bet Chief Stevens did.”


  “Where are all these credits coming from?” Zachary asked.


  Kondur shook his head. “How much can you recover from your father’s accounts?”


  Zachary shrugged. “I haven’t gotten that far. He’s pulled a lot out and I still don’t know if he moved money to hidden accounts.”


  “You dug around in the banking records? If you go back a year, you should be able to see money leaving the company.”


  “There’s thousands of records.”


  “Yeah, well, I’m pretty sure you can skip any that are too small. Start with the largest transfers and see where they go.”


  “What’ll we call it?” Zachary asked, his brain running off on a tangent. “The new company.”


  Kondur shrugged. “Whatever you want. You could even call it Vagrant.”


  Zachary shook his head. “No, can’t be that. I want that name gone just in case that’s what’s listed in the will.”


  “That’s not likely to be an issue but still leaves the problem of what to call it.”


  “Dark Night?” Zachary asked.


  Kondur grinned. “Did anybody ever step forward on that?”


  “Nobody who claimed it, no.” Zachary helped himself to another half cup of coffee. “Suppose they’ll show up when we change the name?”


  “That’s a possibility.” Kondur shook his head. “Have they done anything except paste up the dark suns?”


  “Not that I know of. We discovered how they did it, although Rawlins hasn’t found the backdoor into the security network yet.”


  “They’re in the net?” Kondur asked, eyes wide.


  “At least the cam network. They can blank them, shift them. I found one person who knows how to do it.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah. If you bring up Golf-Four cams they all show a different plaza. One that’s not modified.”


  “Isn’t that the plaza you were talking about last night?”


  Zachary nodded. “The modifications are apparently a violation of station regs. So, they just switched out the cams. The only way somebody would notice is if they physically go there.”


  “How many others are like that?” Kondur asked.


  Zachary chuckled. “No idea.”


  Kondur looked around the table. “Are we done here?”


  “I’m done,” Zachary said.


  Kondur looked over at the server and flexed his thumb. “How would you feel about showing me around your father’s accounts?”


  “Give me a hand with moving the credits?”


  Kondur shrugged. “At least get a feel for how many we can claim.”


  “Not exactly a fun way to spend the day,” Zachary said, a sense of inevitability forming in his chest. “Should we get Flanders involved?”


  “Recon first,” Kondur said. “Let’s see what we can find out before we get hamstrung by the technical niceties.”


  The server brought the tab and Kondur thumbed it.


  “You’re thinking what?” Zachary asked.


  “I’m thinking we’re taking a station that’s in the red and carving it into a thousand pieces. I’m going to be stuck with over half of them and tasked with making them worth something. We’re going to have to find somebody else who’s willing to cough up enough credits to get us moving again, and I’d like to see just how big a rock we need to grind.”


  “You think we can?” Zachary asked.


  Kondur shrugged and slid out of the booth. “I wouldn’t have thought so except for one thing.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Margaret Stevens seems to think we can.”


  A light came on in Zachary’s mind. “And you never bet against Margaret Stevens.”


  Kondur grinned. “Let’s go see what we can do to help her along.”


  * * *


  The man behind the counter looked up at Malachai. “Yeah. This is the place but you’re about three stans too late for today.”


  “Too late?”


  “Work assignments around 0700. Generally first come, first served. The line starts forming up around 0500. First person gets the pick of the list. Everybody else gets what’s left.”


  “You only do it once a day?”


  The man snorted. “It’s called ‘day work’ for a reason, chum.” He turned back to his console, dismissing Malachai without another word.


  Malachai thrust his hands into his pockets to keep from reaching across the counter and dragging the asshole back over it so he could kick the crap out of him on this side. He turned and walked away, his simmering anger threatening to boil over. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d punched somebody. Perhaps tomorrow he’d get a chance.


  * * *


  Kondur followed Zachary to the office. The kid stopped at the receptionist’s desk. “Martha, this is Verkol Kondur. I suspect he’ll be around a lot. Mr. Kondur, this is Martha Foster. She keeps things running smoothly here and guards the door.”


  “Nice to meet you, Ms. Foster,” Kondur said.


  “Martha, please, Mr. Kondur,” she said, raising an eyebrow at Zachary. “Mr. Flanders would like to speak with you when you get a chance, and Hugh Jameson requested you stop by his office sometime today if possible.”


  “Did he say what he wanted?” Zachary asked.


  “Something about the estate.”


  Zachary snorted a laugh. “That’s sort of a given, isn’t it?”


  She gave the kid a smile. “Yes, I suppose it is.” She pressed a button under the console and the door buzzed.


  Zachary pushed it open and Kondur followed him in. The door closed with a sharp click as the latch seated.


  The office didn’t look like much. Clearly the old man hadn’t spent any of his credits on decorating the place. The chairs looked like they’d been there for a decade and might have been used to begin with. Stanyers worth of visitors had worn the deck coating down to metal on a path from the door to the visitor’s chairs. One of the overheads had burned out, leaving one corner of the office darkly gloomy.


  Zachary took a seat at the console and brought up the station accounting system. “I’m still feeling my way through this,” he said, casting an apologetic look up at him.


  “Not my forte either,” Kondur said. “What can you see on this account?”


  “Anything my father touches, although I’m not convinced there aren’t accounts two or three steps away.”


  “What? The old shell game?” Kondur asked. “Pay one that’s yours and then pay somebody from that one?”


  “And keep going. Yeah,” Zachary said. “Like here’s where the company paid my father his monthly stipend. He then pays me and Malachai our allowances from his account. It’s an automated payment.”


  Something caught Kondur’s eye. “Wait, go back to that screen.”


  Zachary flipped the screen back.


  “Can you isolate the payments to you and Malachai?”


  Zachary did some filtering and a string of payments showed up.


  “What’s that there?” Kondur asked. “All the payments to you two are the same except for that pair.”


  Zachary frowned at it. “I don’t know. That’s a manual transfer, not one of the automated ones.”


  “That’s around the date Malachai jumped ship.”


  “My father was already in the auto-doc by then,” Zachary said. “Had to have been Malachai.”


  “Can you see Malachai’s accounts?”


  Zachary followed the link to Malachai’s account from the transaction screen. The balance lay near zero.


  “We know what name he’s using at least,” Kondur said. “He emptied his account to somebody named Morton Vadim. Can you chase that?”


  Zachary followed the transaction but hit a firewall. He shrugged. “How did he get that name?”


  “I’m guessing your father has that kind of access somewhere on this console,” Kondur said. “Somebody on the station must be able to register new people. If you can do that, it’s a short step to realign the keys.”


  Zachary sat back in the seat. “So he knew before he left?”


  “That he was planning to jump ship?” Kondur asked. “Yeah. We figured he had to have planned that in advance. Now we know how. We still don’t know why.”


  “He didn’t plan on Father having a stroke,” Zachary said. “He could have been the heir apparent for decades. Patience was never his strong suit.”


  Kondur nodded, the pieces aligning in his head. “So, what? He was peeved at being tossed onto the Barbell, saw it as a chance to get out from under the parental thumb, have a little adventure?”


  Zachary nodded. “Maybe thinking he’d scare Father by disappearing, only to return later.”


  “He’s got a problem now,” Kondur said.


  Zachary frowned up at him. “What’s that?”


  “Unless I miss my guess, he can’t change back.”


  Zachary’s eyes widened and he started chuckling. “I wonder if he can access his old account.”


  “Depends on how he set it up, but given that firewall, I’d suspect he can’t pull from his Vagrant account. You can pay anybody you want but generally speaking, you can’t pull credits from somebody else without permission.”


  “Did he think that far ahead?” Zachary asked.


  “Can you see his message queue?” Kondur asked.


  Zachary shifted screens and pulled up the station message hub. His father’s inbox had dozens of messages that Zachary didn’t know how to answer. Malachai’s had many fewer messages, but the notice about his father’s stroke still showed as unread.


  “So unless the news has leaked to wherever he is, Malachai doesn’t know about your father.”


  Zachary nodded. “And he’s still living off whatever he took from his Vagrant account.”


  “That and whatever he’s been able to earn. Can you send a message to Vadim?”


  “You want him back?”


  “If he got a berth off Siren, he’s probably not too low on funds yet,” Kondur said.


  “What do you think he’s doing?” Zachary asked.


  “No idea.” Kondur sighed. “How much money got transferred out of the company accounts in the last twelve months?”


  Zachary fumbled through a few screens, ultimately finding the account log. He frowned at the record. “Nothing in or out? How is that possible?”


  “Check your father’s personal account,” Kondur said.


  Zachary switched screens and the ledger flowed down with hundreds, maybe thousands, of transactions. “What did he do?”


  “Looks like he routed all the station’s accounts into his personal one.” Kondur sighed. “On the one hand, that’ll make things a little easier. Every credit deposited there is diverted from the company.”


  “On the other?” Zachary asked.


  “It’s going to take a lot of work to untangle that mess. Didn’t he have an accountant? A bookkeeper? Something?”


  Zachary shrugged. “Maybe Martha knows.”


  “What’s the balance on this account?”


  Zachary dropped to a summary screen. “He’s got four. That one nets out close to zero. The other three total about a million credits.”


  Kondur whistled. “We need to find an accountant and get them working on this immediately. But we have a problem.”


  “What’s that?”


  “A million credits isn’t going to do what we need to do.” A pit seemed to open in Kondur’s gut. “Unless I miss my guess, it’s going to take more than that just to get the barges back out.”


  Zachary paled and settled back in the chair. “Is it too late?”


  “I don’t know,” Kondur said, shaking his head.


  A message popped up on the screen. “Flanders.”


  “May as well see what he’s got to say,” Kondur said.


  Zachary typed a reply and the door buzzed.


  Flanders entered and smiled. “Mr. Kondur. Good. You’d have been my next call this morning. We’ve got a lot to discuss.”


  * * *


  Malachai’s tablet bipped him awake at 0430, not that he’d slept much. The specter of running out of credits kept chasing him in his dreams, waking him several times through the restless night. He wrestled on some mostly clean clothes and swung by the head to rinse his mouth and empty his bladder. By the time he got to Barn Zero he felt almost awake.


  Eight people already waited in line, mostly sitting on the deck. A couple of them huddled together, apparently playing a game on one of their tablets.


  He took his place at the end of the line, lowering himself to the deck like the rest.


  The man in front of him turned to nod with a grin. “New blood. Welcome to hell.” The man’s voice sounded loud in the relative quiet of the compartment.


  A couple of people snickered.


  “That bad?” Malachai asked.


  The man shrugged. “Depends on what you’re used to. Long day. Some heavy work. The supervisors aren’t slave drivers. If you do well enough to get back here tomorrow, you’ll do alright.”


  Malachai felt his eyebrows climbing his forehead. “Any tips?”


  “Head down. Mouth shut, except to ask for clarification on anything you don’t understand. Do a half-assed job and you’ll have a black mark the next time.” He sniffed, sized Zachary up with a long stare, then offered a hand. “Clyde Caldwell.”


  “Morton Vadim,” Malachai said, shaking the man’s hand. He’d grown so used to the name that he didn’t have to think about it anymore.


  “Well, Mort,” Caldwell said, leaning back on his hands and stretching his legs out on the deck. “What brings you to our little corner of the universe?”


  “Bad timing, I think.” Malachai shrugged. “Didn’t realize how hard it would be to get a berth out when I signed off the last ship.”


  Caldwell chuckled. “Happens more often than you’d think. There’s a reason most spacers hold on with both hands.” He shrugged. “Better here than some other places.”


  “How so?”


  “Old man Felder has the corner on good food. I think it’s a tossup between here and Mel’s for ship traffic per day. If you’re beached, this is as good a place as any to find a new berth.”


  “What about you?” Malachai asked. “You beached?”


  Caldwell shook his head. “No. I live here. Got injured. Cow stepped on my foot and broke it. Took a long time to heal. Lost my place in the packing plant. I’m on the list to get the next post that opens.” He shrugged. “Happens. Day work covers my daily nut. Keeps me from going broke.”


  “What’s the best job?” Malachai asked.


  “Salter, if you don’t mind wading in the muck. Cleanest jobs are in hydroponics. Best paying jobs are the dirtiest.”


  “What’s the salter do?”


  “Hey!” A wiry woman at the head of the line shook her head and scowled. “My job.”


  Caldwell grinned at her. “Just sayin’, Mindy. Just sayin’.”


  She sniffed and looked back at her tablet.


  “There’s only one salter per day,” Caldwell said. “Usually first person in line takes it. They take a grav pallet of salt blocks through the various barns, replacing any that are too far gone. Not too strenuous. Don’t have to get too close to the beasts. Pay’s good.”


  “What’ll you do?”


  Caldwell took a deep breath and blew it out. “I’ll probably go to the slaughterhouse. Not much competition for those jobs. Work’s steady, but bloody.” He shrugged. “Keeps me up on the news out of the packing plant. Pays enough.”


  “What pays the best?”


  “Mucker. Dirtiest jobs always pay the best.”


  “What’s a mucker do?”


  The man in front of Caldwell shot a wry grin back at Malachai and snickered.


  Caldwell poked the guy in the back. “You started there, Dyer. Don’t be giving the new blood grief over it.”


  The man, Dyer, shrugged and looked at Malachai. “I did. Lasted a week. You have to get in with the beasts with a scraper and clean the shit out from under them. It’s heavy, packed down, and the animals don’t like having people around.”


  Malachai sighed. “So, the more shit you scrape the more you earn?”


  “It’s all hourly but the supervisors keep a close eye on ya,” Dyer said. “You’ll earn every credit.”


  “I’d have thought there was machinery to deal with that,” Malachai said.


  The people nearest him all chuckled.


  “There’s machines and then there’s animals,” Caldwell said. “The two don’t always work together in the way we’d all like.”


  “This is going to suck, isn’t it?” Malachai said.


  Caldwell gave him a nod and wry grin. “Yeah. You’ll get a little upper body strength out of it. The scraper will seem light enough in the beginning.” He shrugged. “It won’t last.”


  Malachai nodded. “Well, dirty jobs pay best, you said?”


  “Yeah. That’s probably one of the dirtiest and there’s almost always a few openings.”


  Malachai sighed and wondered where he’d gone wrong. Getting out from under his father’s thumb was supposed to have been a step up.


  * * *


  Zachary settled back into his father’s chair while Flanders and Kondur took the visitors’ chairs. “I’m still kinda foggy on how this is all supposed to work, Mr. Flanders.”


  Flanders nodded and looked at Kondur. “What about you?”


  Kondur shrugged. “I’ve got what I think is a rough picture but I’m not sure it’s grounded in any reality.”


  “Fair enough. Let me lay it out from the legal side and then you both can ask for clarification. How’s that?”


  Zachary nodded.


  “Go ahead,” Kondur said, leaning back in his chair and crossing his legs.


  “The current balance sheet for the Vagrant Holding shows the company is worth somewhat less than zero. Edgar took out loans that are already in arrears. Those liabilities outweigh the value of the station as it sits today.”


  “So we’re basically bankrupt?” Zachary asked.


  “Yes,” Flanders said. “I assume the reason your father kept pulling credits out of the company was to protect them from the inevitable collapse.”


  Kondur frowned. “Inevitable?”


  “The station generates a small positive cash flow. That’s what Edgar kept siphoning off. Heslarton’s manufacturing process turned a few credits, and the cans of ore provided some temporary liquidity that paid the vendor in Siren for the return cargo and covered the cost of the trip.”


  Kondur nodded. “Not enough to pay back the loan?”


  “Correct,” Flanders said. He looked at Zachary. “Do you understand what I’m saying?”


  Zachary nodded. “He took out a loan and probably knew he couldn’t pay it back.”


  Flanders grimaced. “That’s a bit strong. He seemed pretty confident he’d pay it back when he took out the loan.”


  “What happened?” Zachary asked.


  Flanders shrugged. “Cash flow collapsed. Heslarton was supposed to be the economic engine.”


  “Datchery and Bacon?” Zachary asked.


  “Yeah. I don’t know where your father found them, but they convinced him that he could make a fortune.”


  “Then cheated him at every turn,” Zachary said.


  “So it would seem,” Flanders said. “They hired a top-notch materials scientist to run the operation, but then gave her substandard feedstock and bad models.”


  “Ms. Nelson is working to turn that around now,” Zachary said. “I don’t know if it’ll be enough.”


  “It’ll have to be,” Flanders said. “Other than the mining barges producing ore, Heslarton is the station’s best bet for producing export goods.”


  “If nothing else, it’ll cut down on our need to import common consumables from outside,” Zachary said.


  “I’m more worried about cash flow,” Kondur said. “How does that debt translate into the new company?”


  Flanders sighed and shifted in his chair. “That’s a problem.”


  “Because of the loan?” Kondur asked.


  “Indirectly. Because of the collateral.”


  Zachary’s stomach dropped. “What’d he put up? The station?”


  Flanders shook his head. “No. High Tortuga wouldn’t accept the station.”


  Kondur’s face hardened. “He put up the Barbell.”


  Flanders nodded. “If the loan falls through, the ship is forfeit.”


  Kondur settled back in his chair, his eyes focused somewhere out in the distance.


  “What would that do to us?” Zachary asked.


  Flanders blew out a breath. “Depends. We’d need to piece this together carefully. On the one hand, declaring bankruptcy makes incorporation much easier. We can just buy the station itself for a nominal amount. The Barbell is the only property that High Tortuga can touch. The actual physical station? This system? It goes back to the early days of the Annex. Your father secured the rights to the system in perpetuity from CPJCT’s database for a thousand credits. Everything you think of as ‘the station’ belongs to him. At least at the moment.”


  Kondur stirred. “So, in theory, I file the paperwork to create a new corporation with High Tortuga, buy the station and the system from the Vagrant estate for a few credits. Vagrant Holding dissolves in bankruptcy and everybody walks away?”


  Flanders nodded. “You’d lose the Barbell, but you’d start with a blank slate in terms of the station’s financial footing.”


  “The chief said something about shares,” Zachary said.


  Flanders grinned. “Yeah, she did. The way I read it, the corporation forms with a thousand shares. You and your brother get 100 shares each which covers the payment for the station and system. Mr. Kondur here gets five hundred and one, giving him majority control of the company.”


  “Why me?” Kondur asked. “Why not Larkin? He’d be a better choice.”


  Flanders shook his head. “That’s what I thought, too. That’s not how it’s going to happen.”


  “What if I don’t want to take it on?” Kondur asked.


  “Would you turn it down?” Flanders asked.


  “You’re talking like this is a done deal,” Zachary said.


  “It’s not done,” Flanders said. “You’re sitting in the chair. You’re going to have to pull the trigger on this. We three need to understand what that’s going to do. You, because you’re in the chair and can pull the trigger right up to the point where your father comes off life support. Me, because I have a responsibility to look out for Vagrant Holding Company. Mr. Kondur, because the whole deal hinges on having him at the helm of the new enterprise.”


  Kondur frowned. “That’s the part I don’t get. Who decided that?”


  Flanders shrugged. “I don’t know.”


  “What do you mean, you don’t know?” Kondur said. “Why does it hinge on me, then?”


  “Maybe I overstated it.” Flanders chewed on his lip a moment. “If you can talk somebody else who’s qualified into taking over, it might work. They’d be starting at a disadvantage.”


  “What kind of disadvantage?” Kondur asked.


  “If you take the helm, I have a buyer for the other two hundred and ninety-nine shares.” He shrugged. “The deal is contingent on you being in charge.”


  “Wait,” Zachary said, the pieces falling together in his head. “You’ve got somebody who’s going to basically bankroll the startup, but only if he’s in charge?”


  “Yes,” Flanders said. “I have the credits in escrow now but I’m prohibited from revealing any more until the shares are sold.”


  Kondur frowned.


  Zachary’s head spun. “Somebody gave you credits to buy shares in a company that doesn’t exist?”


  “Yes,” Flanders said.


  “So if I convince—say—Walter Larkin to take over, the deal would still be better than what we have now?”


  “Substantially,” Flanders said. “Yes. Not as good as it might be if you took it over. Right now Vagrant Holding Company is effectively defunct. We might be able to wrestle back some of the credits from Edgar’s estate, but they’d become forfeit to offset the loan and we’d still lose the Barbell.”


  “What’s the minimum payment to prevent the default?” Kondur asked.


  Flanders frowned. “I’d have to look into that. What are you thinking?”


  CHAPTER 23


  Malachai crawled back to his flop in transient quarters feeling like his nose hairs had been burned out and his arms had become cooked pasta. The shift seemed interminable, even when his supervisor pulled him aside for breaks. He’d gotten a whole stan for lunch, but that extra time resting made getting up and going back out again that much harder. The ammonia in the muck stung his eyes and choked him with each pull of the scraper—more like a rake with fat tines. How those animals managed to spread dung and urine so far while locked into place had puzzled him until one of them let fly right next to him.


  He looked down at his clothing, contemplating a bonfire, but the coverall they’d given him—along with some big floppy rubber boots—seemed to have protected everything well enough. He couldn’t smell anything, but given the olfactory abuse of the day, he wasn’t surprised. He collected his shower gear and some fresh clothes. The sooner he got clean, the sooner he could just lie down and ache.


  The mere thought of going back to it made him shudder, but he’d earned enough for a day’s rent and a little more. He sighed. Better than nothing.


  * * *


  After Flanders and Kondur left the office, the possibilities kept rolling around like marbles in his skull. Kondur and Flanders had run a bunch of scenarios. Flanders had refused to lay out any information about the person willing to buy into the station, other than to insist that Kondur take it over. After listening to Kondur working through the problem, Zachary could understand why. Anybody hearing Kondur talk about the station would want him in charge.


  “Even me,” he said.


  He stood and headed for the door, stopping at Martha’s desk. “Would you notify Jameson that I’m on my way?”


  “Of course,” she said.


  He threaded his way through the passageways, letting his feet carry him. He’d been up to his neck—over his head, really—for so long that the thought that he might be out from under all of it made his head swim. The station. His father. Malachai. His heart switched back and forth about his father. Mostly he felt numbed by the loss. His father had always been there, for good or ill. Mostly ill, but to have him gone felt like he’d lost a boot, leaving him stumping along off balance.


  He’d never been close to Malachai. Having him loose in the Annex only made Zachary fear for the people he might hurt out there. It seemed unfair that he’d get away unpunished, but without any proof, the charges of murder were no better than gossip.


  As for the station, he’d never expected to be in charge of it and he’d had no idea it was in such tough shape. He sighed. Perhaps he should have.


  He checked in with Jameson’s secretary. “Zachary Vagrant to see Mr. Jameson.”


  “Of course,” he said. “You can have a seat. It won’t be but a moment. I’ll just let him know you’re here, Mr. Vagrant.”


  Zachary barely had time to sit before Jameson opened the inner door and nodded. “Come in, Mr. Vagrant. Thank you for coming so soon.”


  Jameson’s office felt almost spartan. A couple of chairs in front of the desk. A small round table in the corner with two more chairs handy. The console itself sat well back, leaving only room for Jameson to slide behind it into the chair.


  “Have a seat,” Jameson said, leading Zachary to the table in the corner and pulling one of the straight chairs out for him before taking a chair himself. “Coffee? Water? Tea?”


  Zachary shook his head. “I’m fine. Thank you.”


  Niceties resolved, Jameson placed both palms on the table as if holding it down. “So. About last night. What did you think?”


  “I’m a bit at a loss, actually,” Zachary said.


  “Do you have any idea how bad things are?” Jameson asked. “With the station and its finances?”


  “I’ve known it was in rough shape since the day I sat in the chair.” He shook his head. “I’ve spent the morning going over things with Flanders.”


  “Good,” Jameson said. “That side of it is Flanders’s problem. Your father is mine.”


  Zachary nodded.


  “Do you have any idea when you’re going to ask medical to discontinue treatment?” Jameson asked.


  “I have to do it soon.” Zachary leaned his elbows on the table and looked down at the wood-grain pattern on the laminate. “I want to try to understand what the implications of that might be before I do anything.”


  “Wise,” Jameson said.


  “Can you tell me anything?” Zachary said.


  “Client privilege,” he said. “If your father didn’t share any of the details, I can’t either.”


  “I understand. Why did you want to see me?”


  “I wanted to talk to you about your plans. What are you going to do after? You mentioned the academy last night.”


  “I didn’t,” Zachary said. “That was Captain Larkin.”


  “But you didn’t say no.”


  Zachary sighed. “I’d like to have a better education. I was thinking about the University of Ciroda at Kairns. I never considered the academy until Captain Larkin brought it up a few days ago.”


  “Would you go?” Jameson asked. “If you could get in?”


  “Maybe. All of this is coming at me at half the speed of light. I’m barely tracking. Why?”


  “Well, if Larkin’s right and those three officers will sign a recommendation, you don’t need to worry about the credits. You could go to Ciroda for that matter. Probably easier to get in.”


  Zachary felt his eyebrows bumping into each other above his nose. “How’s that possible?”


  Jameson looked down at the table, seeming off balance for the first time since Zachary had entered the office. “Your mother left a trust fund. You and Malachai both. She set aside fifty thousand credits for each of you to spend on education.”


  Zachary’s heart banged a couple of times in his chest. “My mother? Why am I just learning about this now?”


  Jameson sighed. “Before she passed away, she signed control over to your father. You boys were still very young and she tasked your father with seeing to it that you both had a chance to follow your own paths.”


  “But why didn’t he tell us?”


  Jameson shook his head. “I don’t know. I probably shouldn’t be saying anything now, but my client in that deal was your mother, not your father. We’ve been investing the funds in a low-risk, low-yield instrument through High Tortuga for the last twenty stanyers. The balances in them should be enough for you to attend any school you want. Room, board, tuition, texts. Whatever. If you go to school.”


  “If I don’t? What happens to the credits?”


  Jameson sighed. “They’re an asset. You could pass them on to your children, but they can’t be spent except in pursuit of education.”


  Zachary felt a laugh growing in his chest. “So, I could have been in school all this time?”


  Jameson nodded. “Your mother never put an age limit on it so I had no reason to tell you until or unless you went to school. Your father put a gag on me to prevent me from revealing it until one or both of you boys made a move to pursue your education.”


  “Did he say why?”


  Jameson nodded again. “Yes. He didn’t want you leaving the station. He felt you’d get a better education right here learning how the place was run.”


  The laugh in his chest bubbled out, more bitterness than humor. “Well, I can’t argue that. I’ve gotten a hell of an education in the last few weeks.”


  “So, I’m breaking a contract I made with your father about revealing the funds, but I thought you should know that they’re there.”


  “Technically? You heard me talking about it, so doesn’t that dissolve the contract? Wouldn’t I have found out anyway in a few days?”


  Jameson shrugged. “Probably. I wanted you to have the information you needed to make an informed decision.”


  “You think I should incorporate? You seemed a bit hostile last night.”


  “I do, yes.” Jameson shrugged. “I had to uphold my client’s rights in the discussion. I accept you’re going to have to try to claw back some of those funds. Doesn’t mean I have to go along with it without a fight.”


  “If we recover those credits, we’ll lose them,” Zachary said.


  Jameson’s eyes widened. “Lose them? How?”


  “The company is bankrupt. If we declare it, the assets get frozen and distributed to the creditors.”


  “Who said it’s bankrupt?”


  “We’re about to default on a loan apparently.” Zachary shrugged. “Our liabilities are greater than our assets and we don’t have the cash flow needed to keep the place afloat.”


  Jameson’s lips twisted sideways on his face. “That what Flanders said?”


  Zachary nodded. “Should I trust him?”


  “Up to a point,” Jameson said. “He’d say the same about me and he’d be right.”


  “What do you recommend?” Zachary said.


  “Hire me.”


  “To do what?”


  “Just give me a credit so I can give you professional advice.” He grinned. “I know I said I’d represent you last night but make it formal.”


  Zachary dug in his pocket and pulled out a ten-cred chip. “Here’s ten.”


  Jameson scooped the chip up and held out his hand to shake. “All right. I won’t mention the conflict of interest if you won’t.”


  Zachary shook Jameson’s hand.


  “Here’s my advice,” Jameson said. “Commission a forensic accounting of the station’s books from High Tortuga. They’ve got a fraud department there that can take the station books apart piece by piece. They’ll make you pay for it, but it’s fair. They’ll take their fees as a percentage of recovered funds or a nominal amount, whichever is greater. Keeps people from filing just for the hell of it.”


  “Do you have any reason to suspect they’ll find something?” Zachary asked.


  “I’m just giving you the same advice I’d give anybody who finds themselves buying into a new company. You’re buying in the hard way, but it’s sound advice. See if there’s anything dirty under the deck.”


  “Why did I pay you?”


  He smiled. “Because client privilege. I can file the documentation for you as your legal rep and I don’t have to tell anybody else. Neither do you.”


  “How long will this take?”


  “Work with Flanders to get the new corporate structure put together. That’s going to take some time. At least a week. Probably two. By then you should have the results back from High Tortuga.”


  “A week? Can we even get messages back and forth in that time?”


  Jameson grinned. “You’d be surprised how fast they can travel when the station’s about to change hands.”


  * * *


  Kondur knocked on the cabin’s door frame and stuck his head in. “Got a tick, Skipper?”


  Larkin looked up from his console and nodded, a frown on his face. “Come in. Have a seat.”


  Kondur sat. “Something wrong?”


  Larkin shrugged. “I can’t tell. Maybe. I have an application for the academy in Vagrant’s name.”


  “We should have gotten the chief to sign it before she left,” Kondur said.


  Larkin snorted. “It came from her. Hit my inbox this morning. Signed and filled out with young Vagrant’s record data.”


  “She has access to that?” Kondur asked.


  “Apparently. Maggie has always been a bit of an enigma.”


  “You know she’s writing an engineering text for the academy?” Kondur asked.


  Larkin’s eyebrows lifted. “Really?”


  “That’s what she said.” Kondur paused. “You think she’s behind the Dark Night thing?”


  Larkin’s eyebrows rose a little more. “You mean the graffiti and such?”


  Kondur nodded.


  “I don’t know how. She’s been off the station with us for the last couple of months. They’re still marking bulkheads.”


  “The only person I know who’s involved is Olivia Sterling.”


  “Mining gallery supervisor?” Larkin asked.


  Kondur nodded. “Do you know anybody?”


  Larkin shrugged. “A few. I was contacted a couple of different times, which makes me think they’ve got some kind of cell structure running. Each cell independent of the others. Have you talked to Sterling?”


  “Yeah. Apparently everybody’s on a wait-and-see basis.” Kondur watched the gears turning in the captain’s head. “What’re you thinking?”


  “I don’t know. What would we be doing now if the Dark Night people hadn’t started?”


  “Probably still playing a waiting game with Vagrant in the pod,” Kondur said.


  “Would we be talking about reorganizing the station?”


  “Why wouldn’t we?”


  “I’m not sure it would have occurred to us. For a generation, the station’s always been there. People are funny that way.”


  “It’s not like it would be going away,” Kondur said.


  “No, but what happens when a station goes belly up?” Larkin asked. “You ever see one fail?”


  “Never one this size. Small ones? Yeah. Single operators, a couple of people. It all goes pear-shaped. They pack up and leave.”


  “This place is too big for that. The first problem is that you can’t get ships to come here. There’s no way off.” Larkin paused. “Think about it. There’s probably five thousand people here. The only passenger service is the fast packet to Mel’s every few days. If this place goes into collapse?”


  Kondur’s mind filled in the blanks and a chill ran down his spine.


  “No pressure,” Larkin said with a sardonic grin. “What’d you find out from Zachary?”


  “We talked to Flanders. The finances are a mess. Station’s about to default on a loan. This ship is the collateral.”


  Larkin’s eyes widened. “That would not be good.”


  Kondur sighed. “Two things. One, with enough capital we might be able to forestall the default. Two, we might be able to buy it back for a fraction of its value from High Tortuga.”


  “We’ll need credits for either of those.”


  “Apparently we’ve got an anonymous benefactor who’s willing to buy the unallocated shares.”


  “Is that so?” Larkin said, pursing his lips. “Enough?”


  “I don’t know. Flanders is looking into it. He’s keeping his cards close to his chest.”


  “Probably has to,” Larkin said. “There are worse things than losing the Barbell.”


  “I know, and we need that capital to rebuild the infrastructure.”


  Larkin sat back in his chair and crossed his arms. “Are you going to do it?” Larkin asked.


  “Unless somebody comes up with a better idea.”


  “You always wanted to be a station administrator?” Larkin grinned.


  Kondur sighed. “No. Not exactly what I expected.”


  “But you can’t walk away,” Larkin said.


  “Not really. I mean, I could turn my back on this whole mess. Catch the next packet to Mel’s and start over.” He shrugged. “There’s probably somebody else who could do it.”


  “Don’t look at me,” Larkin said. “I’d be on the ship with you if you left. This place would collapse in a matter of weeks if Malachai came back and took control.”


  Kondur snorted. “Are we the only two candidates?”


  “You mean are you the only candidate?” Larkin asked. “I’m not entertaining this idea for a moment. I’m too old to see it through. Ten stanyers from now? I’m already too old.” Larkin raised an eyebrow. “You’re at least as well known as I am.”


  “Bull.”


  Larkin shook his head. “You’ve been out on the belts. The entire economy of the station is built around those belts and the barges that mine them. Can you think of one barge crew you haven’t helped in one way or another? You think they don’t recognize it.”


  “I’m just one guy doing his job.”


  “Yeah,” Larkin said. “But you’re the one guy who’ll help everybody do their jobs, too. Face it. Nobody else has your seniority in the belts, do they?”


  Kondur ran the roster in his head and had to admit that Larkin had the right of it.


  “So, stop fighting it. Stop second-guessing. If you want the station to succeed, pull up your big belter pants and make it happen.” Larkin leaned forward, bracing his elbows on the console. “Put it another way. I’ll buy your ticket to Mel’s if you think you can live with yourself knowing you turned your back on the station.”


  Kondur sighed. “All right. All right. I yield.”


  Larkin smiled and nodded. “Good. Now get off the ship. See what you can do about saving it, but losing it isn’t the end of the world. Might be better if we didn’t have it.”


  “Because we’d have outgoing products to draw other ships in?”


  Larkin nodded. “And probably less transportation cost. This last trip was expensive.”


  “The day workers.” Kondur said.


  Larkin nodded again. “Yeah. I wasn’t thinking that far ahead. That’s on me.”


  “Two months ago, we didn’t know how bad it was.”


  “That, too.”


  Kondur stood and nodded. “I better go see what Zachary’s up to. We’ll need to iron out the details of the transition.”


  “Get with Flanders, too. He’s had his fingers all over this deal and probably knows where some of the bodies are buried.”


  * * *


  An alert popped on Malachai’s tablet while he waited in the day worker line. Three weeks of mucking had given him a lot of upper body strength and a pitiful pile of credits in his account. Most of his clothes stank of cow dung—although he counted it a miracle that he could still smell it.


  He pulled the tablet out of its holster and checked, his heart beating a little harder in his chest.


  The message showed an opening for a quarter share wiper on one of the incoming freighters—a Barbell inbound from the Junkyard.


  His fingers shook a little as he tapped the application and sent it to the ship. It would be a couple of weeks before it docked, but, with any luck, he’d have first dibs. The kiosk at the head of the line rattled open as Nicklas rolled the gate up, and the day officially began.


  Malachai sighed and holstered the tablet. The temptation to scrap the day and head back to his bunk nearly overwhelmed him. He remembered the last ship. Even being first in line with an application couldn’t guarantee the job. He’d gotten this far scraping shit off the walls. He could put in a few more days.


  * * *


  Zachary sat in the office, staring at the wall. He felt like he should be doing something, but after weeks of stomping out one fire after another, he couldn’t think of what it might be. The station would cease being his problem. The academy beckoned, but he needed the paperwork. He chewed his lip for a moment before pushing himself to his feet. He left the office and stopped at Martha’s desk. “I’m going for a walk, Martha. There are no fires I need to put out, are there?”


  She shook her head and gave him a little smile. “I’ll bip you if one breaks out.”


  He nodded and struck off across the station to the large ship docks. With luck, he’d find Larkin on the Barbell. If not, well, he’d get out of the office. He met Chief Rawlins coming in the opposite direction, a frown on his face, his lips pressed together. “Chief.”


  “Zachary. I just got word that there’s not enough money in the account to pay my officers.”


  Zachary sighed. “How many do you need?”


  “Credits? Something like eighty thousand.”


  “No. Officers.”


  Rawlins blinked a couple of times. “What do you mean?”


  Zachary eyed the people passing by and nodded toward the docks. “Walk with me?”


  Rawlins fell into step and Zachary continued along his way.


  “I mean, we’re broke. I’m working with the lawyers to see how much money I can get from my father’s accounts but we’re going to have to make do with fewer officers. Fewer everything.” He looked up into the older man’s face. “Yeah. I’m serious.”


  Rawlins nodded, his face growing longer by the step. “How many can I keep?”


  “Half for now?” Zachary asked.


  “What if I put them on half-pay?” Rawlins asked. “I can’t guarantee the security of the station with fewer.”


  Zachary shook his head. “Right now, I’m trying to figure out how to save the station.”


  Rawlins scowled. “What do you mean? Save the station.”


  Zachary pulled Rawlins to the side of the passageway to get out of the traffic flow. “I mean we’re so far in debt that unless we do something pretty drastic, the station will fail within the next few months. Almost certainly within the next stanyer.”


  Rawlins’s scowl deepened for a moment before it started relaxing. “You’re serious.”


  Zachary nodded. “Get rid of Fisher. Get him off the station so he’s not causing problems. Set up a bare-minimum staffing plan. Slash everything that’s not absolutely required. I can probably keep people paid until we can get reorganized.” He sighed. “I need to do that with all the station services except life support.”


  “That kind of announcement? You’ll have people leaving the station in droves.”


  “That would be a good thing,” Zachary said. “Fewer people, fewer problems.”


  “You’ve got to be kidding,” Rawlins said.


  Zachary shook his head. “Not kidding. I think we can keep the station functional until we can get a new structure in place, but it’ll be up to them to build it back up.”


  “Them who?” Rawlins asked.


  “The new owners,” Zachary said.


  Rawlins paled, his eyes practically bulging out of their sockets. “What?”


  Zachary sighed. “Look, Chief. My father all but gutted the finances. Our cash flow took a massive hit, and we’re in arrears on a loan from High Tortuga. We’re basically bankrupt. I don’t know what happens if we make that formal, but the reality is we’re spending more than we’re making and the well’s gone dry.”


  “What’s going to happen to the station?”


  “We’re working on it, but it’ll be under new management.”


  “New management?”


  “Yeah. Keep it under your hat for the moment. Stuff is flying everywhere right now. Even I’m not sure where we stand, but my goal is to keep the station alive long enough for some of it to settle.” Zachary stared into Rawlins’s eyes. “Trust me that far?”


  The chief’s eyes narrowed but he nodded. “Fair enough. Any idea how long?”


  Zachary blew out a long breath and shook his head. He stared at the deck and rubbed the back of his neck. “I can’t keep my father on ice too much longer. I need to have things under control before that happens.”


  “Why? What happens then?”


  Zachary snorted. “Then Malachai inherits the system and everything in it.”


  Rawlins swallowed. “And you think you can prevent that?”


  “I do.”


  “All right, then,” Rawlins said. “I’ll do what I can.”


  “Thanks, Chief.” Zachary resumed his walk. He had to find enough credits to pay the station staff. The more of them who had incomes, the more credits would circulate in the station economy. If the station economy collapsed, it really would be the end.


  * * *


  Malachai reported to the Prince Rupert at the appointed time. The chief engineer was a solidly built man with wide shoulders and fists like hams. He scowled at Malachai when he stepped onto the ship’s brow. “You Vadim?”


  “Yes, sar.”


  His nostrils worked as Malachai got closer. “You smell like cow.”


  “Yes, sar. Day worker while I waited for another berth.”


  “Why’d you leave your last one?”


  “Ship was heading back to the High Line and I wanted to stay in the Toe-Holds.”


  He nodded. “You’re rated as machinist, Vadim. Why take a wiper berth?”


  “I smell like cow, sar. I’d prefer to smell like lubricant and cleaning fluid.”


  “You prefer changing scrubber cartridges or water filters?” the chief asked.


  “No preference, sar. They’re both messy. Water filters are wetter. Scrubber cartridges are smellier.” He paused for a breath. “After cleaning up after cattle? Not a problem.”


  The chief snorted. “We’ll let you know, Vadim. I plan to make a decision this evening. If you’re chosen, you’ll need to be aboard by day after tomorrow.”


  “I’ve no entanglements that would keep me here, sar.”


  The chief smiled and nodded. “Good man. Dismissed.”


  Malachai nodded. “Thank you, sar.” As he turned to leave, the watchstander, behind the desk, gave him a wink and a nod.


  With the rest of the day ahead of him, Malachai decided to spend some extra credits getting his clothing in shape. Replacing the boots. Picking up some new skivvies. Everything in his tiny apartment smelled of cow. If he got the job, he’d take his revenge on the best steak he could find.


  * * *


  Zachary nodded at Jameson’s receptionist. “I believe I’m expected.”


  The man nodded. “Of course, Mr. Vagrant. This way.” He stood and led Zachary to a smallish conference room off the lobby. “In here, sir.”


  Zachary nodded his thanks and entered. Jameson and Flanders looked up from a tablet they shared.


  “Oh, good,” Jameson said. “Thanks for coming on short notice. Have a seat.”


  Zachary took a chair and placed his hands on the table. “Good news, I hope?”


  “The forensic audit came back from High Tortuga,” Jameson said. “I’ve asked Flanders here to join us, if that’s all right? I thought it might streamline the process if the company rep had access to the data.”


  “I’m surprised you had this done, Zachary,” Flanders said. “Pleasantly.”


  “It was Mr. Jameson’s idea.”


  “Still. Well done.” Flanders looked down at the tablet. “I’m a bit embarrassed I hadn’t thought of it myself.”


  “Not relevant,” Jameson said. “The audit revealed several accounts where your father squirreled away credits. If you want to recover some of them, you can probably claw back as much as five million credits.”


  Zachary looked at Flanders. “Is that enough?”


  Flanders shrugged. “It’s better than nothing.”


  “Wouldn’t we lose them again if the company filed for bankruptcy?”


  “Yes,” Flanders said. “It might not come to that.”


  “How do we avoid it?”


  “Default on the loan. Give up the Barbell,” Flanders said. “It’ll put a dent in the company’s credit rating with High Tortuga, but it brings the value of the company much closer to zero. If we’re not having to allocate funds to pay down that debt, we’re very close to break-even in terms of cash flow.”


  “And if we claw back some of these diverted credits?” Zachary asked.


  “Might buy Kondur the time he needs to turn it around,” Flanders said. “He’s got some other assets to bring to the table that should make it considerably easier.”


  “If we don’t claw them back?”


  Jameson shrugged. “They go to whoever your father bequeathed them to.”


  “And you can’t tell me who that is,” Zachary said.


  “Yeah. I can’t advise you on this one way or another. I can only tell you what the audit found.”


  “On the other hand,” Flanders said, sitting forward. “I can advise you to grab as much of it as you can. The sooner you place that request with High Tortuga, the sooner they can carry it out.”


  “Can they do that without having the actual will or change in command?” Zachary asked.


  “They pushed the audit through,” Jameson said. “They recognize your position based on the chair doctrine. I believe they’d accept it.”


  “Agreed,” Flanders said.


  “What’s Kondur’s take on this?” Zachary asked.


  “He’s due in about half a stan. We can ask him,” Jameson said. “Need some coffee while we wait?”


  * * *


  Kondur settled into the chair and accepted a coffee from Jameson’s assistant. He nodded around the table to each of them. “What do we need to do?”


  Jameson and Flanders shared a look.


  “You go,” Jameson said.


  “The Barbell,” Flanders said. “You need something around half a mil to prevent the default. That settles most of the overdue interest, but does nothing for the principal,” Flanders said. “They also want to renegotiate the outstanding loan to a higher rate.”


  Kondur sighed and looked at Zachary. “How are you holding up?”


  Zachary shrugged. “My head’s swimming from the numbers but it’s keeping me from dwelling on—” He sighed. “Things.”


  “Are you still all right with this proposal? I’ll start a corporation, you’ll sell me the assets of Vagrant at a nominal price and walk away?”


  “Yeah. I’ve had time to think about it, and I’ve hired Mr. Jameson to represent my interests.” He nodded at Jameson. “I want to save the station. As much as it will piss off my brother, I don’t want it to fall to him.”


  “What will you do?” Kondur asked.


  Zachary looked at his hands, where they lay palms down on the table. “School. Was Captain Larkin serious about the academy?”


  “Yeah. He was,” Kondur said. “You should go see him.” He looked to Flanders. “Is it a conflict of interest if I hire you to do my incorporation?”


  Flanders sighed. “Probably compromises my ability to represent the seller if I’m representing the buyer.”


  “Don’t look at me,” Jameson said. “It’s not my area of expertise.”


  “Recommendations?”


  Flanders and Jameson shared a look.


  “Peabody and Dinkle?” Jameson asked.


  “Walton?” Flanders asked.


  “From Mel’s Place?” Jameson asked. “Will she come over here?”


  “Possible,” Flanders said. “We’d need to get her on the next packet.”


  “Do I need to do it here?” Kondur asked.


  The lawyers both looked at him, Jameson with a frown and Flanders with wide eyes.


  “Not necessarily,” Jameson said.


  “If we set up the basic agreement for you to take over?” Flanders nodded. “That’s probably a better solution than using somebody on station. We’ve a vested interest in the outcome, after all.”


  “Agreed,” Jameson said.


  “You’ll have to incorporate through High Tortuga anyway, but Edith Walton is the expert in this stuff,” Flanders said. “Seriously the best corporate organizer in the Annex.”


  Kondur took a few deep breaths to settle himself. The prospect scared him, but he also wanted to see the station thrive. Not having any control over it, watching it slowly fade away had eaten at him over the stanyers. Larkin believed he could fix it. Chief Stevens believed it too. “Very well,” he said. “What do I need to take with me?”


  “I’ll set up an appointment with her,” Flanders said. “When’s the next packet due to leave?”


  “I’ll check into it,” Jameson said.


  Zachary pulled up his tablet and keyed a few strokes. “Incoming this afternoon. Scheduled departure day after tomorrow. Arrives at Mel’s a week from today.”


  “So we have a day to pull together a framework agreement, you three will have a few days to flesh it out and send it to me at Mel’s so it’s there when I arrive,” Kondur said.


  Flanders nodded. “Let’s adjourn until this afternoon. I need to clear my calendar and we should collect what we need to hammer this out.”


  “We can use this room, if that’s satisfactory,” Jameson said. “I’ve got nothing more important than this on my calendar.”


  “Should we invite Captain Larkin?” Zachary asked.


  Flanders shrugged. “No objection here.”


  “Me, either,” Jameson said. “Anybody else we should invite?”


  “Has Chief Stevens left the station?” Flanders asked.


  “Yes,” Kondur said. “That’s my understanding but she was headed for Mel’s. Why?”


  Flanders shrugged. “Just thinking. She came up with the idea.”


  “Rawlins?” Zachary asked.


  “Head of security?” Jameson asked. “Why him?”


  “He’s going to be in charge of keeping a lid on things. Might be good to have him understand what’s coming.”


  Flanders gave his head a little shake. “Not yet. I take your point, but today and tomorrow, we’re just putting together the skeleton. When Mr. Kondur here comes back from Mel’s with the final paperwork, we’ll have to sign it here and close the loops. We can bring him in then.”


  Kondur nodded. “Yeah. I think I agree with that.”


  “Can I keep my father in the auto-doc that long?” Zachary asked, his voice faint, tentative. Almost like he spoke to himself.


  “You’ll have to,” Jameson said. “As soon as he’s declared deceased, you’re no longer in the chair.”


  “I thought you were supposed to look out for my father’s final wishes.”


  Jameson shrugged. “Your brother will probably try to have me disbarred for this. He’ll likely succeed.” He glanced at Flanders. “I’m more concerned with the station and protecting your father’s legacy than I am the estate at this point. If Malachai gets control of the station and your father’s wealth?” Jameson shook his head. “I’ve known your parents for a long time. That’s not what they dreamed of.”


  “I’ll check with Larkin,” Kondur said. “Meet back here after lunch? 1300?”


  Everybody at the table nodded.


  “Let’s be about it, then,” Kondur said and stood. He left the office, ideas chasing themselves around in his mind. He felt like he had just volunteered to ride a runaway rocket on a one-way trip into the unknown. He had no idea where he’d end up, the rocket was still a runaway, and he was pretty sure he couldn’t do much but offer a little guidance. He sure as hell wasn’t going to get it to stop.


  CHAPTER 24


    Edith Walton smiled at him when he stepped into her office. “Mr. Kondur,” she said, rising and offering a hand. “So pleased to meet you at last.”


  Kondur shook her hand and nodded. “Ms. Walton. Thank you for taking the job.”


  She shrugged and waved him into a chair beside the small conference table in the corner of her office. “Not every day something like this comes along. How could I not?”


  Kondur took his seat across from Walton, settling back to let her lead. He took a moment to admire the slender woman. She had to be on her second century. Thick, white hair capped her skull, and the light in her brown eyes seemed to dance as she weighed him in return. “You received the package from Flanders, I assume?”


  “I did. Yes,” she said. “As I understand it, you wish to retain my firm to handle the incorporation of the Vagrant holdings?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Flanders has included a good-faith payment to secure my services and to finance the paperwork and filings.” She tilted her head to one side. “We’re covered by confidentiality agreements. Now, Mr. Kondur, what do you hope to get out of this?”


  “Me?” Kondur asked, nonplussed by the question.


  She leaned closer, placing an elbow on the table. “Yes, you, Mr. Kondur. You’re going to be taking on a huge responsibility and—if I’m reading this correctly—you’ll be starting with a majority stake in the new company.”


  “That’s my understanding,” Kondur said.


  “So, you’re hoping to get rich? Have the power of life and death? What?” she asked. She grinned at him.


  Alarm bloomed in his chest. “No. Nothing like that.”


  “Really?” Her eyebrows rose just a fraction. “You’re setting yourself up to go broke and be filled with heartache in your dotage?”


  She seemed to be enjoying making him squirm. “I want to see that station thrive,” he said, feeling more than a little self-conscious at the bold announcement.


  “You think you can do that?” she asked.


  “I don’t know,” he said. “I believe so. I know what I’d like to see.”


  “So what’s your vision?” she asked. “In two decades, how will it be?”


  “Mining, smelting, manufacturing. A hub in that corner of the Annex that can provide material and goods to a wider market than the station itself.”


  “How will you do that?”


  He sighed. “We need to establish mining and smelting stations deep in the belts. The rocks closest to the station are mostly mined out. When Vagrant established the place, he built it in the belt.”


  “What would you have done?”


  “I’d have built it a bit outside of the belt so that the station had a longer orbit around the primary. That way the belt orbited a little faster, always bringing new rocks to bear.”


  “Clever,” she said. “Any idea why Edgar Vagrant made the choice he did?”


  “Other than convenience? No.”


  “Lacking foresight?” she asked. “Perhaps shortsighted?”


  Kondur shrugged. “Perhaps. The job now is to use what’s there to build something more robust.”


  “So, what?”


  “We can establish mining stations that take advantage of orbits to do what the station itself can’t. Set up a gas scoop on the system’s giant. That should help us with volatiles. If we scoop enough, that could be one of our first export products as well as reduce the cost of imports. The original assay reports show that one of the moons there has substantial deposits of methane as well. Tough to mine, but always in demand.”


  “What else?” she asked.


  “I’d really like to see the station shift to more biological life support. Something like the trees at The Ranch or the vertical gardens here at Mel’s.”


  “Any idea why they aren’t there already?” she asked.


  “No, although one of the plazas has developed something like it. My understanding is that they’re violating some regulation or other. That kind of thinking—finding ways to make the station more livable—needs to be encouraged, not suppressed.”


  She leaned back and cocked her head to the side. “You’ve been giving this some thought.”


  “I had a couple of days on the packet,” he said.


  “More than that, I think,” she said. “You’ve been critical of Vagrant’s lack of expansion for some time, haven’t you? Wanting to see at least one smelter?”


  Her comment took him aback. “That’s true. Yes.”


  “Don’t be so surprised. I have my little birdies scattered around the Annex.”


  “Very specific little birdies,” Kondur said.


  She just smiled and opened her tablet. “Let’s see what we need to do, shall we?”


  * * *


  Malachai settled into engineering berthing with a minimum of fuss. As much as he’d like to strangle a couple of his fellow spacers, he couldn’t count on disappearing when the ship reached Mel’s. The chief engineer didn’t seem like a bad sort, if a bit brusque. If he’d learned one thing at The Ranch, it was how to blend in.


  They’d be a couple of weeks getting the ship out of the gravity well, and probably a month beyond before they could dock at Mel’s Place.


  In the meantime, he planned to keep his head down and his mouth shut, and do his best not to kill anybody.


  * * *


  Zachary wandered through his father’s quarters, passing from room to room and wondering what do to with his stuff. The old man wasn’t dead, technically. The technology kept him alive, at least theoretically. If the auto-doc hadn’t kept his flesh warm, the station might have died with him.


  He stopped at a framed digital image of a young woman laughing. He’d always believed she had been his mother. Now? He couldn’t be sure of anything. Some of the forensic records showed that his father had been siphoning funds out of the station for longer than Zachary had been alive. Longer than Malachai, even. His mother had died in a mining accident, but the scant details left him doubting even that. Knowing what he knew about Fisher and Malachai? Knowing without a doubt that somebody like Fisher had always done his father’s bidding? Could he really trust anything his father had told him?


  He sighed and scanned the living area, nearly devoid of personal touches beyond that digital of a woman. The closets held clothing. The head held hygiene and grooming gear. The chiller in the kitchen needed to be emptied, but lethargy infused itself into his very being. Just moving his feet, each step a mile with lead shoes.


  In another couple of weeks, all this would be Kondur’s problem. With a little luck, in a few months he’d hear from the academy. Larkin seemed convinced that the application would be accepted and he’d join the next class.


  He stopped at the door and looked back at his father’s quarters. By signing all of this over to Kondur and the new company, he effectively erased his father’s legacy even while he protected the station Edgar had started and built. Perhaps he’d get Kondur to put up a plaque.


  * * *


  Kondur pushed back from the desk and let his head loll back. He let his arms hang down and shook his hands to try to release some of the tension. Walton had had most of the pieces in place before he’d even walked into her office. The additional details had slotted into place within a day.


  Reading it all over, and trying to understanding it, felt like getting hit with pillows. Individually, none of them hurt very much but over the unrelenting days of pillow after pillow, he dreaded the next whack. He’d be on the next packet back to Vagrant in another day and needed to get through this last tranche of documents before he left.


  He reached for his coffee cup, only to find it cold and nearly empty. He stood and crossed to the sideboard to pour another. If he could focus, he’d find the end of the documents in time to celebrate with a beer.


  He returned to the desk, sipping the stale but hot coffee. He still didn’t know how many credits he’d have to work with. Larkin hadn’t shared that information, claiming he couldn’t until the company existed and the shares were distributed. Walton had pointed out that this influx of credits would actually accrue across all the zero-value shares created by the company shell. Whether it would be enough to pull the station out of its decaying orbit around insolvency or not was still in question.


  With a sigh and another fortifying sip of coffee, he settled in to wade through the last of the documentation.


  * * *


  Zachary went to the medical station for the last time. The supervisor met him with a sympathetic smile and a hand on his shoulder.


  “You ready for this?” he asked.


  Zachary shrugged. “Is anybody ever ready?”


  The medic shook his head. “Not really. No. You’ve had more time to get used to the idea than most, but I’m not sure whether that’s a blessing or a curse.”


  Zachary swallowed the lump in his throat. “I’ve done what I could to make sure his affairs are in order.”


  “That’s more than many people get.” He headed down the passageway to the compartment in the back. “Will your brother be returning to the station?”


  “We don’t know,” Zachary said. “He hasn’t responded to any of the messages.”


  The medic opened the door and ushered Zachary in. The pod rested in the center of the small room, a single chair to one side. All the lights showed red except for an amber one that blinked slowly on and off. “Have a seat,” the medic said. He pointed to a button on the side of the pod. “I’ll leave you to pay your respects in private,” he said. “When you’re ready, press that button.”


  Zachary nodded, feeling light headed. He sank into the chair and the medic left, the door clicking shut behind him. For several long moments Zachary stared at the pod. Pay his respects? He sighed. What could he say? His father had lied, probably murdered. He’d never been much more than a thorn in Zachary’s side while treating him as the stupid younger offspring.


  In the end, the heir apparent abandoned his post. Zachary could almost feel guilty about taking the station away from his brother. Malachai would be livid when he found out, but perhaps the credits he’d inherit would assuage his anger enough that he’d go off and spend them somewhere, leaving Zachary to live in peace.


  Zachary snorted. “As if,” he said. “He’s like you that way, Father. Never forgets a slight. Never forgives an insult. Never thinks of anyone but himself.” He took a deep breath and blew it out through his nose before reaching out and pressing the button. “Good bye, Father.”


  The pod’s quiet hum stopped, its absence more noticeable than the sound had been. The blinking amber light turned red. After a few moments, the head medic came back into the room with a couple of assistants.


  “Do you want to see him one last time?” the medic asked.


  Zachary stood and pressed a hand to the plastic cover. “What? Closure?”


  The medic nodded. “Yeah.”


  “No,” Zachary said. “Do you need me to sign anything?”


  “No. We’ll take care of him from here,” the medic said.


  Zachary sighed. “Contact Martha Foster at the office. She’s coordinating the viewing.”


  “The instructions are all on file, Zachary.” The medic clapped him on the shoulder. “This has been rough on you. Will you be able to take some time off?”


  Zachary thought of the announcement he needed to make at the top of the hour. “One more task and then I’m free.”


  The medic nodded and held the door open, ushering Zachary out and down the hall. “What will you do now?”


  “I’ve applied to go to the academy at Port Newmar,” he said.


  The medic’s eyebrows rose. “Really? I heard that’s tough to get into. What made you decide to go there?”


  “Well, I don’t know if I’ll make the cut,” Zachary said. “A couple of people recommended the school to me and helped me with the application. They seem pretty sure I’ll get in, but there’s always the University of Ciroda at Kairns.”


  “What would you study?”


  Zachary shrugged. “Maybe hydroponics. Station management? I don’t know. I just realized I’m out of my depth here and need to know more than I do.”


  The medic held a hand out. “Good luck and best wishes, Zachary. You’ve shouldered a hell of a load these last couple of months. What will you do now?”


  “I’m making an announcement today about the future of the station.”


  The medic’s eyes widened. “Should I start worrying?”


  Zachary shook his head and chuckled a little. “No. You should have been worrying all along. I think we’re going to finally get a handle on the problem.”


  The man’s head tilted to one side. “That’s cryptic.”


  “Yeah. Sorry. All I can say right now. Management stuff.”


  The medic nodded. “I’ll take your word for the not worrying part.”


  “Thanks for everything,” Zachary said and headed back toward his quarters. They’d stay his quarters for the foreseeable future. Part of the deal with Kondur. It took some of the pressure off him to have that much stay constant. He didn’t really believe he’d be left in peace, but at least he’d be able to get back to splashing around in hydroponics again.


  * * *


  Malachai breathed a sigh of relief when the Prince Rupert finally docked at Mel’s Place. On the one hand, the job hadn’t been that bad. On the other, he missed the station. Dragging around as a nobody wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. Morton Vadim was nobody. At least on Vagrant Station, he was somebody.


  He still had the small matter of getting a ticket on the biweekly packet, but with what little he had saved from The Ranch and his earnings on the trip over, he figured he had enough.


  Worst case, he’d send a message to his father and ask the old man to change his ID back.


  * * *


  Kondur straightened his tunic for the hundredth time, running a hand down the side to smooth the already smooth fabric. “You can do this,” he told his reflection.


  Larkin looked up from his tablet. “You can do this,” he said, with a grin. “You nervous?”


  “Signing my life away wasn’t bad enough? Now I have to give a speech?”


  “You’ll be fine. There aren’t many people who are going to argue with the changes, especially when you start relaxing the more onerous regulations.” He glanced up at the chrono. “You should head over to the office.”


  Kondur nodded and blew out a breath. He looked at Larkin, still lounging in the chair. “You coming?”


  Larkin shook his head. “I’ll watch it on the tablet like everybody else. The newsies will cover it live and we’ll be seeing it chopped up, rearranged, and replayed for days.”


  The idea tickled Kondur and he laughed. “No doubt with big grabby headlines. ‘Who Killed Edgar Vagrant?’ and ‘Abel and Cain Vagrant: Is Bloodshed on the Horizon?’”


  “You think it’ll come to that?” Larkin asked.


  Kondur shrugged, one hand on the door control. “If I were Malachai, I’d take the credits and run. As soon as that will gets cleared from probate, he’s going to find himself rolling in credits. Losing the headaches and gaining the freedom to do almost anything he likes? Yeah. I can see the appeal.”


  Larkin chuckled. “You’re the one in the chair now. How’s Martha handling it?”


  “I think she’s just glad to have it settled.”


  “Think she was sweet on the old man?”


  Kondur frowned. “Thank you for that image.” He shook his head. “I don’t think so, but if she was, I’m sorry for her loss. Edgar Vagrant was a boil on the ass of the Western Annex. Doesn’t mean I’m not sympathetic to the people who might be grieving for him.”


  Larkin glanced at the chrono. “Tick-tock.”


  “See you on the other side,” Kondur said and left his quarters in Alpha to walk across the plaza to his office.


  * * *


  Zachary elbowed his way through the crowd in his inner office. One of the newsies stood holding the door open to let in as many people and cams as would fit. He suspected the only reason nobody sat in his chair was because Chief Rawlins stood behind the console with a couple of officers holding them back.


  “You ready for this?” Rawlins asked with a grin.


  “I’m ready for it to be over,” Zachary said, feeling the truth of the words in his gut.


  “Your father?” the chief asked, lowering his voice.


  “It’s done.”


  “You all right?”


  Zachary shrugged. “I think so.” He felt a little frisson of surprise that the words felt true. He glanced up at a large sheet of paper taped to the bulkhead behind the desk. “What’s this?”


  Rawlins shrugged. “Martha said to leave it alone. It’s a surprise.”


  Zachary gave a little chuckle. “Fair enough. I’m not about to start crossing Martha at this point.”


  “Make a hole.” The sharp words opened a path for Kondur to walk through. He nodded to the newsies. “Thank you.”


  “I wish I knew how to do that,” Zachary said.


  “You’ll learn,” Kondur said, clapping him on the shoulder. “You ready for this?”


  “Ready as I can be, I think.”


  “Chief Rawlins?”


  “I think we’re good. I’ve got a few officers in key locations.”


  Kondur glanced at the clock and then at Zachary. “You know what you’re going to say?”


  “Roughly. Why, was I supposed to have a speech ready?” A jolt of fear went through him.


  “I hope not,” Kondur said with a grin. “I don’t.”


  The chrono clicked over to 1400. More of the newsies looked at Zachary. Conversations slowed but didn’t stop.


  “You’re up, kid,” Rawlins said, nudging him forward.


  Zachary took a deep breath and took a half step up. “Good afternoon.”


  The group surged around a little as more cams floated up, turning their glassy eyes toward him.


  When the group had mostly settled, he started again. “Good afternoon. I’m Zachary Vagrant. I’ve been filling in for my father during the last several weeks. As some of you know, he suffered a massive stroke.” He waited for the few murmurs to quiet down before continuing. “He never regained consciousness, and he died this morning.”


  The noise erupted almost immediately, the force of it pushing Zachary back. He couldn’t understand even the voices nearest to him.


  “Belay that.” Kondur’s shout whip-cracked over the crowd. “Let him finish.”


  The sudden silence fell like thunder.


  Kondur nodded to Zachary.


  “As I was saying, he passed away this morning. In taking over the station, I discovered some troubling issues. The most relevant one being that the company behind the station was bankrupt and going deeper into the red every day.” Quiet murmurs broke out in the crowd, but he spoke over them. “With the help of the company lawyers and some outside investors, we believe we have a path going forward, but it’ll involve making some changes.”


  A few of the newsies started looking back and forth between Zachary and Kondur, perhaps putting the pieces together.


  “My father was a bottom-line kind of guy, so here’s the bottom line,” Zachary said, worried that he might not be able to get it all out before they pounced again. “We have incorporated the station under a new name and with that, appointed a new management team. The new company is owned by the stockholders and the majority stockholder will be in charge of the station.” He nodded to Kondur. “Some of you know Verkol Kondur. He’ll be taking the helm and steering the station onto a safer, more stable course.”


  He stepped back and nodded to Kondur.


  Kondur shook Zachary’s hand for the cameras and smiled. “Nicely done,” he said while the newsies all shifted and a few more cams floated up into the swarm already over the crowd. He turned to face them and waited for them to settle. “My name is Verkol Kondur. Until recently, I skippered one of the mining barges. Most recently I served as Walter Larkin’s first mate on the Barbell. I’ve been drafted to move into the chair and take over the station. The one takeaway for you all today is this. This is no longer Vagrant Station.” He gave them a moment for the buzz to die down. “In order to clear the books and establish a new baseline going forward, all the assets of the old company have been subsumed in the new corporation. That means we need a clean break. A fresh start. A new dawn after a long dark night.” He reached back to the sheet of paper on the bulkhead and grabbed a corner, pulling it down to reveal a copy of the dark sun logo superimposed with the new station name in white block letters—Dark Knight Station. “The station is now Dark Knight. Over the next few days, that change will begin appearing on notices to astrogation and the appropriate charts.”


  “Are you behind all that graffiti?” one of the newsies at the front of the pack asked.


  “No,” Kondur said. “But I stole their logo. I have no idea who’s behind it, but we’re going to use it.” He grinned. “Maybe somebody will complain and we’ll find out who started it.”


  That got a quiet laugh from the crowd.


  “Are you the dark knight?” a different newsie asked.


  Kondur shrugged. “There’s no dark knight. It’s a typo.”


  The pack when silent. “A typo?”


  Kondur shrugged again. “As you might imagine, things moved rather quickly when we filed the paperwork with High Tortuga. I saw the application. Read it. Signed off on it.” He sighed. “To my everlasting regret, I stand before you to admit that I didn’t notice the name.”


  Zachary stared at Kondur. “Really?”


  Kondur grimaced and nodded. “Really. What, you thought I picked that name?”


  Zachary shrugged. “Kondur. Knight. Yeah. I thought you picked it.”


  “Apparently the lawyer did, too,” Kondur said and grinned. He looked back at the newsie. “Anyway. By the time I noticed it, the name had been registered and filed with the authorities at High Tortuga. We’ve got bigger problems to deal with than correcting the name on a thousand records.”


  “What’s that going to mean to the people who live and work on the station?” The question came from a woman in the second row.


  “Well, I hope it means things will get better. In the short run, I hope people find more jobs and more opportunities. I’m already working with the environmental section to get more green plants into the various plazas. Anybody seen the vertical gardens at Mel’s?”


  Heads nodded around the crowd.


  “They don’t just do that because it’s pretty,” Kondur said. “They do it because it cuts down the cost of running the station. For some reason, that’s against the rules here. Those are the kinds of things I want to change.”


  “What about the ship?” A newsie in the front row gave him a sharklike grin. “Are we going to lose it?”


  “The Barbell?”


  He nodded.


  “A good question. I think we need to default on the loan, which means High Tortuga gets it back.”


  “Wait, what?” the guy asked, his eyes wide.


  Kondur held up his hand. “This will be easier if you let one person talk at a time. Right now, it’s my turn.” He kept his hand raised until everybody had quieted down. “Here’s the thing,” he said, looking down at the newsie. “The old company called Vagrant Station—which is still a company, but without assets except for the Barbell and the loan that goes with it—will default on the loan. The ownership goes to the lien holder. That’s High Tortuga, since the ship served as collateral on the loan. Mr. Vagrant here has already notified them of the intent to default.”


  “Why would you do that?” the newsie asked. “How will we ship our ore?”


  “That’s a lot of questions from you. I’ll answer those but give somebody else a chance, huh?”


  He nodded.


  “We did it because losing the Barbell doesn’t hurt the old company. It’s already defunct. I didn’t accept the ship as part of the asset turnover, because the corporation doesn’t need the liability that comes with it. It becomes High Tortuga’s problem.” He paused and nodded at the guy. “As for the ore, I suspect we’ll do what every other station does and ship it commercially in the short run. Eventually we’ll smelt it here and ship refined metals. I hope that we’ll be shipping manufactured goods within a decade.”


  The newsie settled back on his heels.


  A guy in the back raised a hand. “What assets did the corporation accept?”


  Zachary stepped forward. “We gave them the system registry, the station, all the assets connected with the station, and some of the asset accounts.”


  “If the station owes you credits, you’ll get paid,” Kondur said, nodding to the chief. “Your employment contracts all came to the corporation and we will honor them. Security, station services. All that.”


  “Can you afford it?” a woman on the end asked with a grin.


  “We can,” Kondur said. “We got an influx of credits through a private sale of stock. It’s enough to lay the foundation for the future. I want us to still be here a century from now, although with somebody else in the hot seat by then.” He grinned at them.


  “What’re you going to do first?” a newsie asked from the back of the room.


  “Kick you all out of here and get to work,” Kondur said. “There’s a detailed breakdown on the system network. It gives all the public financial detail we can disclose. If there’s something you want to know that’s not in there, send a query to the station manager’s office and we’ll try to answer it.”


  Almost everybody in the room pulled out a tablet and started scrolling.


  “If there are no other questions?” Kondur asked.


  A woman in the middle waved a hand and elbowed a couple of her colleagues aside. “Zachary? What will you do now that you’re out from under the demands of the station?”


  He pulled in a deep breath and let it out as more and more of the faces turned to look at him. “I’m going to mourn my father’s passing. I’ve applied to a university. If I’m accepted, I’ll be heading out for that. In the meantime, I’ll probably work in hydroponics and see about helping the process of building out the plazas to be greener.” He shook his head. “Beyond that? I don’t know.”


  “Thank you, everyone,” Kondur said. “If you’d all clear out? I still have a full day’s work ahead of me and I haven’t had lunch.” He smiled and made shooing motions toward the door.


  Station security helped funnel the herd out through the lobby. Within moments the crowd had dispersed.


  “Where did they all come from?” Zachary asked once the door closed behind the last straggler. “We don’t have that many newsies on station.”


  “Chartered packet from Mel’s brought most of them,” Rawlins said. “They’re scheduled to leave day after tomorrow, so expect to get ambushed at least a few times. Do you need security?”


  Zachary shrugged. “I don’t think so. Nobody will care what I do.” He looked at Kondur. “You might want an escort.”


  “I’ll just sic Martha on them,” Kondur said. “Nobody wants to hear from me.”


  Rawlins laughed. “Yeah. You’ll definitely need an escort until they go. I’ll assign a couple of officers as your security detail until you can hire your own.”


  “Do I need to?”


  Rawlins shrugged. “Possibly. It’s one thing to be a barge skipper. Quite another to be the owner.”


  “Anybody heard from Malachai?” Kondur asked.


  Zachary shook his head. “He hasn’t contacted any of the accounts I have access to. I can’t tell if he contacted anybody else on the station.”


  “His alias? Vallen?”


  “Morton Vadim,” Zachary said.


  “Chief? Would you put out a flag on that name?” Kondur asked.


  “Will do,” Rawlins said and pulled up his tablet. “What do you want me to do if he comes aboard?”


  “Hold him at the dock and notify me.” Kondur looked at Zachary. “He’s my problem. Not yours. If he comes back, do you want to see him?”


  “He’s going to want to kill me,” Zachary said.


  Kondur grimaced. “Literally, I suspect.”


  Zachary frowned and shrugged. “He hasn’t seen the numbers. Once he realizes how much he’s worth, maybe he’ll change his tune and be on the next ship out of here.”


  Rawlins blinked. “Really?”


  “I’m assuming,” Zachary said. “The will is still sealed, but we’ll have the launch ceremony day after tomorrow and I expect Jameson will call me in after that.”


  “What if Malachai stays in the wind?” Rawlins asked.


  Zachary felt the laugh in his chest. “If he’s not already on his way back here, he will be as soon as he finds out there’s no Vagrant Station anymore.” He shook his head. “He’s going to go critical. He’s definitely going to want to kill me.”


  * * *


  Malachai sat dumbstruck in the passenger lounge as the loop played on the ship’s entertainment display.


  “What the hell?” The passenger in the next seat shook his head. “The old man died?”


  “And the kid sold the station,” the woman on the other side of him said. “That’s what that means.”


  “Can he do that?” a third asked. “Why would he do that?”


  “The old man must have done it before he died,” the first man said. “The estate would still be tied up in probate.”


  “I didn’t know you could even do that,” the third person said.


  “What? Sell a station?” the woman asked.


  “Yeah. Those Vagrant boys are going to be stinking rich,” the first man said. He turned to Malachai. “What do you think, Mort?”


  Malachai shook his head. “I’m shocked.”


  “Well, things have been going to hell on the station for months,” the woman said as the video went into its third loop.


  “Ain’t that the truth,” the first man said. “Maybe this new guy can turn it around.”


  “At least the boys aren’t going to try to step in,” the third person said. “That would be bad news.”


  The woman turned to him. “You know them?”


  “Know enough not to be in a dark alley with Malcolm. That guy’s crazy.”


  “Malachai,” Malachai said.


  “That’s it,” the man said, nodding. “He was the old man’s enforcer. Kid got away with murder.”


  “He wasn’t in the video,” the woman said. “Wonder where he is?”


  “I heard he got kicked off the station months ago,” the first man said.


  “Naw,” the third person said. “I was on station when the Barbell left. He was on it as crew.”


  “That Zachary boy seemed to know his ass from his elbow, at least,” the first man said.


  Malachai felt the anger building in his chest, a glowing coal that threatened to burst into flame. He stood and stalked away, feeling himself walking too stiffly—self-conscious of his herky-jerky gait, but unable to remember how to walk normally. His father had died. The station wasn’t his anymore. That pustule had sold it to Verkol Kondur, of all people. How the hell did Kondur get enough credits to pull that off? Nothing more than a jumped-up rock jockey, and now he ran Vagrant Station.


  He stopped at the head and splashed cold water on his face. He needed to get control before he found that idiot who didn’t want to be in a dark alley. He’d give him a lesson in why he’d been right.


  He dried his face and looked in the mirror. He looked very different from when he left—shorter hair, more muscles. He had to bide his time. No way he could get away with taking the man out on the packet. No place to run. No place to hide. When he got back on the station, though? The burning anger in his chest accepted the promise of violence to come and cooled off. Yeah, he’d mark the guy’s name and track him down on the station. He still had a few tricks up his sleeve.


  CHAPTER 25


  Verkol and Zachary met the packet at the lock. Chief Rawlins and a trio of officers loitered just down the docking gallery. In case.


  Zachary had trouble trying to relax. He kept rolling his shoulders around to try to release the tension, but it wasn’t working.


  “The captain’s holding him back until the other passengers are clear,” Kondur said. “He doesn’t know why, but he knows that he’s a person of interest.”


  “You gave him back his name, right?” Zachary asked.


  “Yeah. Just before I came down. I’m not sure how long it will take to promulgate through the system, but it should update when the ship ties into the station.”


  The lock thunked as the docking clamps tied on. The dock supervisor stepped up to the lock, glancing at Kondur and Zachary.


  After a few moments the lock levered open and the skipper came out. He spoke to the supervisor, thumbed the man’s tablet, and went back into the ship. Almost immediately a half dozen passengers strolled off the ship. They all drifted down the docking gallery, a few stepping with purpose like they had somewhere to be. A couple strolled along, chatting. The chief and his team drifted toward the lock.


  Malachai came out of the ship, a bag slung over his shoulder and fire in his eyes. He spotted Zachary immediately and froze, an ugly scowl wrapping his entire face. “You idiot,” he said, crossing the gallery in four long strides.


  Zachary thought Malachai was going to rip his throat out, but he stopped an arm’s reach away and froze, his arms rigid at his sides, his hands fisted so tightly his fingers turned white.


  “How dare you?” Malachai’s words sizzled in the air between them.


  “How dare I what?” Zachary asked, pushing his own anger and frustration down. “How dare I deal with Father’s stroke? Put the station back on a solid financial footing? Make it possible for you to inherit a few million credits and get ten percent of the new company?”


  Malachai blinked, rocking back on his heels. “I would have inherited all of it if not for you.” He didn’t sound quite as certain.


  “You’d have inherited a bankrupt company with debts of over half a billion credits and a negative cash flow,” Kondur said. “He saved your ass.”


  Malachai rounded on Kondur. “You stay out of this. This is between me and him.”


  Kondur folded his arms and lounged back against the bulkhead. “Say your piece. Then get off my station.”


  Malachai’s jaw worked like he was trying to say something but nothing came out.


  “Oh, and you’re Malachai Vagrant again,” Kondur said. “You’re welcome.”


  “You can’t throw me off this station,” Malachai said.


  “One way or another, you’re going out an airlock,” Kondur said. “You can either go out one that has a ship on the other side or go out one that doesn’t. Your choice.” Kondur shrugged and recrossed his arms. He seemed perfectly calm.


  “Yeah? You going to make me?”


  Kondur snorted. “What do you think this is, Mr. Vagrant? Some kind of schoolboy fantasy of big man? This is my station now. It’s not Vagrant Station. Your father is gone. Your quarters are packed up. You should have message traffic from your father’s executor and from my accountants, telling you what you’ve inherited and collected from your brother’s sale of the station. You have no rights here anymore. I’m not going to prosecute you for the murders you committed here, or for the assaults you made on the Barbell underway—both of which justify putting you out the lock with the trash. I’m going to let you walk away a free, somewhat wealthy man. It galls me to do that, Mr. Vagrant, but if I were you, I’d turn around and walk back through that lock, because otherwise I’ll have Chief Rawlins and his team clap you in irons and throw you back.”


  Malachai snapped. He threw himself at Kondur, who merely sidestepped. In a few moves, faster than Zachary could follow, Malachai lay face down on the deck, one arm twisted back behind him and Kondur’s knee in the middle of his back. “Or I’ll just break your arm now and let you heal in the packet’s auto-doc for a few days.” Kondur didn’t even seem winded.


  Rawlins and his team formed a cordon around them. “You’re beat, Malachai,” Rawlins said.


  Malachai craned his neck around to look at Rawlins. “You traitor.”


  Rawlins shrugged. “You jumped ship. That was hardly your first mistake, but it worked out for the best, kid.”


  “You let him steal the station right out from under me.”


  Rawlins snorted. “You never were the sharpest knife in the block, kid. You just had your daddy’s protection and an overinflated sense of your own self-worth. Take your money and go. Nobody here’s going to miss you.”


  Malachai drew in a breath and let it out. He put his forehead down on the decking for a few long moments. He nodded and tapped his free hand. “You win. I’ll go.”


  Rawlins nodded at Kondur who released Malachai’s arm and stepped back from him.


  Malachai levered himself up from the deck, rubbing his shoulder. “What about my quarters?”


  “I’ve had them packed out,” Kondur said. “They’ll go on the next ship to Mel’s. There’s a cargo packet running on alternate weeks. You should have the crates in a few days.”


  Malachai sighed and looked at Zachary. “How could you?”


  “How could I what?” Zachary asked. “Save the station?”


  “You keep saying that. Why should I believe you?”


  “No reason to believe me. You can check the records. You’ve got your identity back. The company was bankrupt. I just pulled the trigger to clear your way to get the credits Father left you. You’ll inherit the Vagrant company name, but it’s nothing more than a shell now. Do whatever you want with it. Personally, I’d let it die and start something new if that’s what you want.”


  “What are you going to do?” Malachai sneered at him. “Hang out here and play the hero?”


  “I’ve applied to go to school. If I’m accepted I’ll go.”


  “Can you afford it?”


  “Yes. You can, too. We each inherited a trust fund for education.” Zachary paused. “From Mother.”


  Malachai’s face blanked. “Mother? She died ages ago.”


  Zachary nodded. “And Father hid that from us. I only found out because Jameson tipped his hand. I still don’t know for certain what’s in the will.”


  “Why not? Didn’t he die weeks ago?”


  Zachary sighed. “Not exactly, but Jameson wouldn’t release the will until we’d found you.”


  “You’ve found me,” Malachai said.


  “We notified Jameson as soon as you docked,” Kondur said. “He’ll have to meet with you aboard the ship.”


  “Is that necessary?” Zachary asked, looking at Kondur.


  Kondur frowned. “It’s the best solution. Captain Ulan knows the situation.”


  “Can’t I get him released under my recognizance or something?” Zachary asked.


  Kondur sighed. “Set up the meeting with Jameson to read the will. I’ll grant a limited visa for two stans. He will be handcuffed to a security officer at all times while on the station.”


  “That seems excessive,” Zachary said.


  “I’m right here,” Malachai said, still massaging his shoulder. “Set it up on the ship. I’m done with this place and I’m damned if I’ll be paraded through the passageways like some common criminal.”


  “Trust me, kid,” Kondur said. “I’m not treating you like some common criminal. If you need to build yourself up, know that I consider you the biggest threat this station has. Not just now. Always. You will never be welcome here. I will not allow you to board this station as long as I live.” He paused. “And I realize that’s just given you a target, but hear me, Malachai Vagrant. You have the rest of the Western Annex to play in. Your father nearly killed this station, and he trained you in his image. The only way you can get control of it now is by gaining a majority of the stock and that’s not happening. Not even if I’m dead.”


  Malachai frowned and nodded. “Message received. If we’re through here?”


  Kondur nodded. “I’m done.”


  “I’ll set something up with Jameson,” Zachary said. “Is there anything I can bring you?”


  “Case of beer?” Malachai asked. “Rock Knocker if you can find it.”


  “I’ll have it delivered,” Zachary said.


  Malachai nodded and looked at them, peering at each one after another as if memorizing their faces. He nodded again and walked back through the lock.


  “Think he’ll stay there?” Zachary asked.


  Kondur sighed. “Can I get an officer to watch the lock, Chief?”


  Rawlins nodded. “You’re the boss. Any limits on visitors?”


  Kondur shook his head. “I don’t want to make him more of a martyr than he’s going to be anyway.” He looked at Zachary. “Think he’ll have many visitors once word gets out that he’s back?”


  Zachary bit his lip and shrugged. “Might want to worry about people trying to get to him to kill him. He didn’t have that many friends to begin with and he made a lot of enemies.”


  Kondur’s eyebrows rose a little and he looked at Rawlins. “Your thoughts?”


  “Ulan’s a good man. He won’t let that happen.”


  “All I care about is keeping him on the ship so he leaves when it does. What happens there isn’t on my list today.”


  Rawlins nodded and pointed to one of the officers. “Handly, take the first shift. I’ll get a roster together.”


  Handly nodded and crossed to stand beside the open lock.


  “Thanks, Chief,” Kondur said. “You all right, Zachary?”


  A sigh welled out of Zachary’s chest, carrying a load of tension with it. “I will be.”


  Kondur clapped him on one shoulder and nodded. “You did the right thing, you know.”


  “I know,” he said. “And you’re not the only target.”


  Kondur nodded and glanced at the lock. “When he sees how much he’s worth, I suspect he’ll calm down.”


  “You know something I don’t?” Zachary asked.


  Kondur snorted and shook his head. “No, but I can guess. Your father had a long time to siphon off assets, to squirrel them away. You’ll find out how much exactly when Jameson cracks the seal on that will, but if Malachai doesn’t walk away with at least a million credits from that alone, I’ll be very much surprised.” He nodded to the chief and headed off down the gallery.


  “Was he kidding?” one of the officers asked.


  Zachary shook his head. “No. We’re letting a millionaire murderer loose on the Western Annex.” He sighed. “I know it in my soul, but without any proof?” He looked at Rawlins.


  Rawlins shook his head. “We had the proof. We don’t anymore.”


  “Why?” the officer asked. “Why let him walk?”


  Zachary shrugged. “The alternative is to become him. We know better. We have to do better.”


  “He’ll kill again,” the officer said, glancing at the lock.


  “Probably,” Rawlins said. “But I understand the rationale.”


  “Maybe he’s learned something,” Zachary said.


  All eyes turned to him.


  “When he had nothing to lose? Sure. Do what he wanted. No consequences. Now he’s going to have a lot to lose and only a few weeks of experience dealing with it on his own. I have no idea what he was doing all that time, but maybe it smartened him up.”


  “You believe that?” Rawlins asked.


  Zachary considered the question for a few heartbeats before nodding. “Yeah. It’s that or believe that he’s going to get away with a murderous rampage across the Western Annex.”


  “If he tries any of that crap in the High Line, he’s toast,” Rawlins said.


  “That’s my point,” Zachary said. “As much as I hate the idea of putting our problem out there for somebody else to solve, I think Kondur’s right to kick him off the station, ban him for life, and see if he can survive without his position to protect him.”


  “I still say we should space him,” one of the officers said.


  Rawlins gave the man a hairy eyeball. “Belay that.”


  The officer clamped his mouth shut and nodded.


  “I better go see if I can get Jameson lined up. This afternoon if possible,” Zachary said.


  “You need an escort?” Rawlins asked.


  Zachary shook his head. “I’ll be in my quarters if anybody needs me.”


  * * *


  Malachai kept the lid on his anger until he got back into the closet that passed for a cabin on the ship. Four steps long and one wide. Narrow bunk. Not even as big as his flop at The Ranch. He threw himself onto the bunk and draped a forearm over his eyes. His mind spun in circles. His father dead. The station sold by Zachary. All true. All his plans for taking over when the old man snuffed it gone like trash in an airlock. Poof. He could challenge it, but Zachary was nothing if not careful. He probably had the deal nailed down sixteen ways. That path lay closed off.


  What had he said about credits? A million? And ten percent ownership in the station?


  The place had been on shaky footing for a long time. Even he knew that. How bad must it have been?


  He lay there on his back, impotent rage fading away over time. With money he could get a new position. With a position he could get leverage. With leverage he could get revenge.


  Yes. It would take a while, perhaps a lifetime. If he’d learned nothing else in his short time loose in the universe, he’d learned that credits counted far, far more than lives.


  He nodded. He could work with that.


  * * *


  Kondur sat at the console in the office. Even with the smell of fresh paint from the new logo behind him, he couldn’t really think of it as his office, just the office. He sighed and opened up the message queue. He weeded through the stuff that Martha had forwarded, most of it routine things that needed his approval. His mind kept drifting to the problems ahead.


  Zachary had notified High Tortuga that the Vagrant operation would default on the loan. It probably wouldn’t surprise anybody there. He held a glimmer of hope that he’d be able to bid on the ship for tenths on the credit when they put it up for auction.


  The cash flow situation would be the real stickler. The station employed too many workers and needed a regular influx of credits to cover the expense. Just the mining operation alone created a problem.


  He sighed and realized that his first job had to be hiring a second in command. He needed somebody up to speed fast to help him sort out the situation. He fired off a message to Larkin. Maybe the old man knew of somebody, if he wouldn’t take the job himself.


  * * *


  Zachary followed Jameson into the ship, the spacer leading them to the passenger’s compact lounge.


  Malachai reclined on one of the chairs, his leg tossed over the side, a drink in one hand and a smirk on his face. “Ah, gentlemen. Welcome to my office. Come in. Come in. Have a seat. Make yourselves comfortable.”


  Jameson raised an eyebrow. “Are you drunk?”


  “Of course I’m drunk, you flatulent file flogger. What else is there to do on this scow?” He waved his glass in the direction of the chiller in the tiny galley. “Help yourself. Bartender doesn’t come on for a couple of days but there’s unlimited beer.” He paused and belched.


  Jameson sighed and settled at one of the tables, pulling out his tablet and nodding. “Right, then.”


  Zachary took a seat in one of the loungers and waited. His stomach felt like it might be lined with lead. He couldn’t keep from rubbing his palms on his thighs.


  Jameson looked back and forth between them a couple of times before holding up his tablet to read. “I’ll skip over the legalese and get right to the important bits. I’ll send each of you a copy so you can verify that what I’m saying is what’s on the document.” He paused and licked his lips. “First, your father’s passing has released your educational trust funds. Each of you has a dedicated fund on record at the High Tortuga Holding Company. They represent a residual bequest from your mother. Your father had kept that knowledge from you until such time as you expressed a desire to use the funds. His passing removed that stipulation.”


  “Was that something Mother placed on the trusts? Or was that Dear Old Dad’s doing?” Malachai asked.


  Jameson gave a shallow shrug. “You mother left no instructions beyond giving the administration of the trusts to your father. He had free rein to set up the rules for administration with the proviso that he could not direct the investment of the funds or take any credits out. He could only give the control of the funds over to each of you so you could pursue formal education at an institution of your choosing.”


  Malachai sighed and took a pull from his drink, waving his free hand in a “please continue” gesture.


  Jameson looked back at his tablet. “Each fund holds just over a hundred thousand credits at this point. Disbursement of those funds remains under the supervision of High Tortuga. I’ll forward the contact information to you. The funds can only be used for educational purposes and can only be paid to a recognized educational institution.”


  “So, no living off campus or using the money to travel the Annex,” Malachai said.


  “You’ll have to work that out with your trust administrators,” Jameson said, not looking up.


  Malachai’s eyes narrowed. He gave Jameson a hard stare. “Really.” His head tilted on one side. “Do go on.”


  “As to the actual estate,” he said. “Edgar left the company and all of its equipment and appurtenances to Malachai.”


  “Which my brother has so carefully gutted in order to leave me nothing of value.” Malachai raised his glass in a toast to Zachary. “A royal screw you, too, Brother.”


  “He’s actually done you a very large favor,” Jameson said, looking up with a frown. “You stood to inherit nearly half a billion credits worth of debt, a station operation that drove that debt deeper every single day, and a population that stood on the edge of rebellion.”


  Malachai sat up straight at that, his leg swinging off the chair. He stared at Jameson. “What?”


  “Your father gutted the company. You would have been on the hook for all his debts, responsible for all the liabilities, and you’d have had none of the assets needed to dig yourself out.”


  “That’s impossible,” Malachai said.


  “No. It’s not. It’s a fact. Mr. Flanders will be in touch shortly, if he hasn’t already. He still holds the Vagrant Company records and will turn them over to you before you leave.”


  “What’s to hold?” Malachai asked.


  “The name,” Jameson said. “That’s about all, but it’s yours. Free and clear, thanks to your brother here. I’m sure Mr. Flanders will be able to fill you in more, but just what little I know, you dodged a huge bullet and you gained ten percent of the new corporation. That’s already worth more than the Vagrant Company you would have inherited.”


  Malachai frowned but sat back in his chair.


  “Continuing,” Jameson said, looking back at his tablet. “Zachary, your father left you a thousand credits and a ticket to Mel’s Place.” He looked up. “There’s a message. Shall I read it?”


  Zachary shrugged. “May as well.”


  Jameson pressed his lips together and nodded. “‘To my son, Zachary, get off the station. Get a job and make a life for yourself. Stop leeching off your family.’” Jameson looked up, a grimace twisting his mouth to one side.


  A laugh bubbled out of Zachary’s mouth before he even thought about it. “Warm and fuzzy to the end.” He shrugged. “More than I thought I’d get.”


  “A thousand credits isn’t going to get you very far,” Malachai said. “Bitter voice of experience.” He toasted Zachary with his glass.


  Without the education fund, he’d have been royally screwed, but Zachary couldn’t muster enough animosity to care. None of it was his problem anymore. He shrugged and nodded to Jameson. “Tell him what he’s getting and we can move on.”


  “Everything else goes to Malachai,” Jameson said. “I have a list of accounts and investments that your father made. Bottom line: you’ve got something north of a half a million credits. Plus the education fund.”


  Malachai blinked. “How much is liquid?”


  “About fifty thousand. The rest is tied up in various long-term instruments. I recommend you find a competent financial advisor when you get to Mel’s Place,” Jameson said.


  “Half a mil,” Malachai said. “Not as much as I’d hoped but if I have to start over? It’ll do. Cheers.” He raised his glass to Jameson and then drained it. “Is there anything else?”


  Jameson shook his head. “No. Flanders will be along shortly to talk you through the business end of things. I’ll send you a full breakdown of the assets in your father’s estate. It’s a long list.”


  “In that case, gentlemen ...” Malachai rose and placed his empty glass on a side table. He came back up swinging and caught Zachary in the face, knocking him back in his chair, stunned. “That’s for stealing my company. It’s just a down payment. I’ll pay you in full eventually.” He laughed. “Don’t sleep too soundly. You never know when I may make another installment.” He laughed again and disappeared down the passageway into the ship.


  Zachary shook his head and pressed a hand to his cheek. “Ow.”


  Jameson sighed and shook his head. “You all right?”


  “Better than I expected. I’ll probably have a black eye.”


  “What about the will?” Jameson looked down at the tablet. “I tried to talk him out of it.”


  Zachary shook his head. “No, I’ve known for a very long time. Malachai is the chip off the old rock. Ruthless. Narcissist. My father’s true son. I was never going to get more than a scrap and a kick in the ass.” He paused, letting those thoughts roll around a little in his head. “Honestly, I’m glad it’s over. He’s gone. The company’s gone. The station’s safe from him and from Malachai. I can move on. Maybe go to the academy. Make something of my own.”


  “If you need anything, let me know. I’m still your lawyer.” Jameson grinned.


  Zachary stood, the pain in his cheek beginning to find roots in his head. “Thanks. I’ll let you know.”


  “Maybe stop by medical?” Jameson said. “They can give you something for the pain. Might keep the bruising down.”


  One of the crewmen stepped into the lounge. “I can show you out, if you’re done, gentlemen?” She ushered them back down the short passageway and out of the lock.


  Zachary thrust out a hand. “Thank you, Mr. Jameson.”


  Jameson smiled at him and shook his hand. “Good luck, Zachary. You got a raw deal for doing a dirty job.”


  “Is there any other kind?” Zachary asked.


  Jameson sighed and glanced at the lock. “Yeah, but I can understand why you might think that way. You staying around? Your ticket is a voucher so you can use it whenever you want.”


  “I’m going to hang here until we hear back from Port Newmar,” Zachary said. “Maybe help Kondur green up the plazas.”


  “Think he’ll do it?”


  “What? Green up the plazas? Yeah. Not like he has to invent something to make it happen.”


  “No, save the station,” Jameson said, glancing around and lowering his voice a bit.


  Zachary nodded. “I know what my shares are worth. If he got that many credits in, he can probably do a lot to turn it around.”


  “He didn’t seem too keen on taking the job,” Jameson said.


  “That might be the best qualification, now that I think of it,” Zachary said. “A job you don’t really want? You’re going to do whatever you can to make it better, aren’t you?”


  Jameson chuckled. “Some would, yeah.” He glanced at the lock again. “Some would just take their marbles and quit.”


  Flanders stepped into the gallery and started toward them.


  “Looks like the second act is here,” Jameson said, giving Flanders a wave.


  “I take it the estate is settled?” Flanders asked as he approached.


  “He got his money. Zachary got the shaft. Did I leave anything out?” Jameson asked looking at Zachary.


  “You left out the part where he punched me and promised eternal pursuit of vengeance,” Zachary said.


  Flanders’s face blanched. He looked between them. “That a joke?”


  Zachary angled his head to show Flanders the mark. “No joke. He’s drunk and pissed. He was that way when we got here.”


  “Yeah, don’t blame us,” Jameson said. “I just handed him the investment keys for half a mil. You’d think he’d be happy.”


  Flanders pursed his lips. “Maybe he’ll be in a better mood when I’m done showing him how far into the red the company would have put him.”


  “Good luck with that,” Zachary said. “You’re going to have to sober him up before you can get through the fog.”


  Flanders sighed and stepped toward the lock. “Thanks for the warning. I better get at it.”


  Jameson chuckled and eyed the offended cheekbone. “Doesn’t look too bad. Might avoid the black eye.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Jameson. I appreciate all you did for me.”


  Jameson shrugged and ducked his head. “You’re welcome. Sorry I couldn’t do more.” He paused and nodded once. “Good luck. Reach out if you need a good lawyer.” He grinned.


  They shook hands and Zachary headed for the nearest medical station. One headache gone, but—thanks to his brother—another one building. At least this one would go away after a couple of pills and a bit of rest.


  * * *


  Malachai squinted at the man. “You’re who?” He really wanted another beer, not another lecture.


  “Flanders. I represent your company. I’m just here to tell you the status and then I’ll get out of your hair.”


  Malachai sighed and pulled a brew from the chiller. “You want one?”


  “No. If you’d have a seat, Mr. Vagrant? This will only take a moment and I’ll leave you to your alcoholic haze.”


  “Good,” Malachai said. “Sooner is gooder.”


  Flanders eyed the empty chair across the table. “Plant your ass, kid. I got better things to do than handhold an idiot.”


  Malachai scowled at him. “You got some nerve. You can’t talk to me like that. I’m your client.”


  “I think you’ll find that I can and did talk to you like that. And as soon as I’ve done this last piece of work, you’re nothing more to me than another punk kid.”


  “I’m a rich punk kid, asshole. Get used to it.” He popped the top on the beer and went to take a swig but the bastard grabbed it right out of his hand. “Hey. What the hell?”


  “Sit, Malachai. Focus. A few ticks and you can drink yourself into oblivion for all I care.” Flanders pointed to the chair.


  Malachai dropped into the chair and held out his hand. “There. Happy? Give me my beer.”


  Flanders shook his head. “First things first. You are now the proud owner of Vagrant Enterprises, the formal name of your father’s company. I’ve been informed that you have inherited it—lock, stock, and barrel. Unfortunately, your father’s mismanagement made that company worth less than nothing. Thanks to your brother’s recent actions, that company is now worth a grand total of one hundred credits. The entire asset base consists of a bank account with that balance. I should warn you that you’ll incur a monthly fee for maintaining that bank account. You can wait until the balance reaches zero, add credits in, or simply withdraw them now and close the account.”


  Malachai let the flood of words wash over him. “Should you be doing this while I’m inubriated.”


  Flanders shrugged. “Probably not, but given the stakes of this transaction—and the crappy things I’ve done in your father’s name—this is not exactly the blackest spot on my soul.”


  Malachai frowned. “You were the company lawyer.”


  “Yeah. I was the company lawyer. Emphasis on ‘was.’”


  “Weren’t you susposed to look out for the company? How did you let my brother gut it and give it all away to that idiot Kondur?”


  “Your brother saved your ass by making a deal that allowed you to inherit a company worth a hundred credits. You have any idea how much you’d have gotten without that deal?”


  “How could I?” Malachai asked. “It’s all gone.”


  “I’ve sent a complete breakdown of the before and after. It’s in your inbox, if you ever want the details. Your bottom line? Vagrant Enterprises was nearly a billion credits in the hole. That’s what your company was worth. Worse, your father incurred so much debt, the station couldn’t pay it off even if he used every credit coming in. That company that you just cold-cocked your brother over was worth so much less than nothing that, had you inherited it, you’d have been instantly bankrupt.”


  “How can that be?” Malachai asked. “You’re lying. You’re in on it.”


  “The records are in your inbox,” Flanders said. “When you sober up, you might want to get an adult to explain them to you.” He put the open beer in front of Malachai. “Here’s your beer. Enjoy your life.” He rose and headed for the lock.


  “Hey, wait,” Malachai said. “What about the company?”


  Flanders stopped at the door. “What about it? Do what you want with it.”


  “But it’s just a name and a bank account.”


  Flanders sighed. “I don’t know how to break it to you, kid, but that’s pretty much all any of them are. Names and bank accounts. You want it to be something more? You need to make it something more.”


  “How do I do that?” Malachai asked, the alcohol buzz already wearing off.


  “My personal advice? Since I’m not your lawyer anymore? I heard you got a hundred grand from your mother to spend on education. The smart money would do that, because right now? You don’t know your ass from a tea kettle.”


  “What do I need with a degree?” Malachai said. “I’ve got half a million to invest.”


  “You don’t need a degree, kid,” Flanders said. “You need to smarten up. Didn’t you learn anything out there while you pretended to be one of the common people?”


  The smell of stale cow piss seemed to wrap around Malachai’s face, the ammonia burning enough to water his eyes.


  “Think on that, Mr. Vagrant,” Flanders said. “You’re off to a better start than most. You’ve got a long trip ahead and no clue about where you’re going. Maybe spend some of that education money and figure it out before you go any farther along the course your father set.”


  Malachai blinked a couple of times, struggling to keep the asshole lawyer in focus. By the time he got his eyes under control, all he saw was the empty door frame.


  * * *


  Kondur slid into the booth across from Larkin and waved at the server.


  “Morning, Verkol,” Larkin said. “How’s life as station manager?”


  The server brought a fresh mug, filling it from the carafe on the table. “Know what you want?”


  “Three scrambled, hash, wheat toast, please,” Kondur said.


  The woman grinned at him. “Comin’ up.”


  He took a sip of the coffee and sighed. “It’s coming together. I’m still at the ‘what are we going to do first?’ stage.”


  “Getting any help with that?” Larkin asked.


  “Lots and lots of help. Seems like every rock jockey and Toe-Hold maven on the station wants to tell me how to turn the station around.”


  “Any good ideas in that lot?”


  Kondur took another sip and shook his head. “Almost all of them want to be in charge of whatever scheme it is. The only one that makes any sense is selling the barges to the crews.”


  Larkin’s eyebrows shot up. “Who came up with that one?”


  “Olivia Sterling,” Kondur said. “Smart woman.”


  “You going to put her in charge of it?” Larkin asked.


  “Mostly keep that in house. We don’t have that many barges. I always thought the crews should own them. We need to come up with a contract so they can put up a down payment, and buy them off with ore. I’ve got Flanders working on the company side. Jameson’s going to handle the crew side.”


  “You need two lawyers?” Larkin asked.


  “I don’t need any conflict of interest. Flanders handles our end. Jameson will make sure the crews have legit protection. From themselves and each other as much as from the company.”


  The server slipped a platter in front of Kondur. The delicious aroma nearly shorted out his brain.


  “Anything else, Mr. Kondur?” she asked.


  “Thanks, this is great,” he said.


  “We’ll need a fresh carafe when you make the next round,” Larkin said, pouring the last of it into his cup.


  She took the empty with a grin and nodded, before heading off to the kitchen.


  “What did you want to talk about?” Larkin asked.


  “I need to put together an advisory committee,” Kondur said. “There’s too much for me to do by myself.”


  “That’s two different things,” Larkin said. “Advisory committee. You already have me on the board of directors. Who’s your second in command?”


  Kondur shoveled a bite of egg into his mouth and savored it for a moment. “I need one. You want the job?”


  “Why not give it to Zachary?” Larkin asked.


  “He’ll be leaving soon. I’ve got him working on greening up the plazas.”


  “How’s it coming?”


  “At the moment, he’s working on figuring out what they did down in Golf-Four.” He looked up from his plate. “You ever go visit?”


  “Golf-Four?” Larkin shook his head. “That your template?”


  “No.” Kondur took a bite of toast and washed it down with coffee. “At least I don’t think so. That’s an art installation. He’s trying to figure out what kinds of thing we can use from that and then extrapolating into plants and fixtures to handle upwards of twenty percent of the carbon dioxide.”


  “Can you plant that much?” Larkin asked, eyes wide.


  Kondur shrugged. “I don’t know. That’s what he’s trying to find out.”


  “Even if it’s only ten percent,” Larkin said. “That’s a decent reduction in the cost of the mechanical systems, isn’t it?”


  “It should cut down on some of it,” Kondur said. “If you’ve got nothing else to do, take a stroll down to Golf-Four. Sit by the fountain for a few ticks. See what you think.”


  “Fountain?” Larkin asked.


  “Yeah. Right in the center.” He grinned at the captain’s expression. “Just a few ticks.” He finished off his breakfast and picked up his mug. “What’s the news on the Barbell?”


  Larkin snorted. “We’ve got the crew off. Norris and a few others are still there on fire watch.”


  “What do you hear from High Tortuga? They sending a crew?”


  Larkin narrowed his eyes. “Why would they be in touch with me? You’re the station manager.”


  “You’re the captain of record,” Kondur said, sipping his coffee. “I might have put a bid on the ship in the station’s name.”


  “A bid? I thought you just defaulted.”


  Kondur shook his head. “I didn’t default. Vagrant did. The station placed a salvage bid on the ship. It’s a bit less than the outstanding balance on the loan but a lot less than it would cost them to claim the ship and execute an open auction on it.”


  A smile crept across Larkin’s face. “You planned that all along.”


  Kondur nodded. “I know how they think. This is too small a deal for them to get frosted about. I offered them a cost-saving way to get out from under Vagrant’s mismanagement. It benefits us as well.”


  “You going to change the name to Dark Knight?” Larkin asked, taking a sip of his coffee and pushing his empty plate toward the middle of the table.


  Kondur shook his head. “The name isn’t important. I can’t believe none of us spotted it but I’m hoping the dark night is behind us now.”


  “Everybody’s going to think you’re the dark knight, you know.”


  Kondur shrugged. The thought had occurred to him. He might not be willing to admit it out loud but the name tickled him a bit. “Can’t help what people think. Only what I can do.”


  “You seem calm,” Larkin said. “Are you?”


  Kondur laughed then sucked back the rest of his coffee. “Not calm. Too much stuff.” He took a moment to look around Betty’s Diner. Spacers clustered around some of the booths. People in station livery enjoyed a meal after their shifts. Most of the faces had smiles on them. A few looked tired but he didn’t spot a single angry face in the crowd. “Think they know how close they came?”


  Larkin snorted. “Every damn one of them knew. They just didn’t know what to do about it.”


  “They didn’t have Chief Stevens telling them what to do,” Kondur said, grinning across the table. “You think she was behind the whole Dark Night thing?”


  “Possible.” Larkin pursed his lips. “I don’t know how she could have been, but I never bet against Maggie Stevens.”


  “She came through with the credits. Who knew Carstairs had so much funding?”


  “You ever been to Port Luminaux?” Larkin asked.


  Kondur shook his head. “Can’t say it rings a bell.”


  “Tom Carstairs is building an empire in the Toe-Holds. He’ll have the biggest network of private packets in the Western Annex in another decade. Mark my words.”


  “I wouldn’t have guessed,” Kondur said.


  “Well that’s all behind us now,” Larkin said. He picked up his coffee mug and held it over the table. “To Dark Knight Station. A new chapter for an old station.”


  Kondur lifted his mug and clinked it against the captain’s. “Dark Knight Station.”
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