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Chapter 1
 
Rory Patton lounged in the conference room with his friend, Daniel

Patrick. Rory was built for lounging. His one point eight two meter frame
draped itself in the chair, red-haired head propped up on his hand. Daniel on



the other hand was shaped to fit in the chair. As a programmer, for both a
living and for fun, he spent a lot of time in front of his computer, his mind
lost in the intricacies of programming code.

Rory was in Computer Operations on Level 8 where Daniel worked. As
the lead programmer for Special Operations, Daniel was used to
collaborating with others on a new project. Rory, a long time friend, had
stopped by to bounce ideas off of his friend.

Rory worked in Gulliver Station's Command Center, part of the space
station's Station Manager's office. Like any ambitious young person, he was
eager to show his dedication. He needed Daniel's help to make his idea work.

"Daniel, here's what I want." Rory quickly sat forward, stylus writing
furiously on his electronic pad. "The artificial intelligence needs to be able to
take our current daily data input of crimes committed on Gulliver Station and
extrapolate the next set of crimes that will happen."

Daniel leaned across the table, his black-haired head bent, to see Rory's
pad. The drawing was a series of big and little circles, lines connecting them
to each other in multiple directions. "Are we talking about major crime?"

"No," Rory tapped the pad, "any crime. Anything at all. A guy beating his
wife, kids shoplifting, bar fights. I want the AI to pick up the patterns and
forecast when the next crime will be committed. I want new data to be fed
into it in real time and a forecast to come out as soon as it is known." He
turned the pad so Daniel could see it better, then flopped casually back into
his chair.

Pulling the pad toward him, Daniel absent-mindedly scratched at his ear.
He began to nod. "Well, many of these may be easy to forecast." He looked
up at his friend across the table. "They're committed by the same people or
the same sort of people all the time." He expanded the screen, narrowing the
view of the sketch to just a few bubbles. "Others though, that's going to be
harder." He tapped his fingers on the table, eyes focused on the far wall.
"Crimes of passion will be tough. Sudden rages, kids shoplifting on a lark
won't have any obvious back data to make a prediction on."

He sighed, and sank back into his chair, to look at the ceiling. "That kind
of prediction may need sociological data: economic status of every
individual, background of the home, norms and outliers for childhood and
adolescent behavior. I'd have to work with sociologic and psychological
research as well." Sitting forward he clasped his hands on the table. "What
prompted this?"

Rory nearly vibrated with excitement. "I was going through the daily
statistics for the Station Manager and he asked about the crime trends since



he's been elected." He snorted, "Getting ready for the next station elections I
guess. Anyway, I'm digging through the data, and it's not all in the same
place," he scratched his head. "That's something else we need to address if
we're going to feed it into an AI, and by the way, the trend is up."

"You mean crime is up on the station?" Daniel's voice started to rise. "A
lot?"

Shaking his head Rory waved his friend down, "Don't get excited, boyo,"
he laughed. "No one is mugging every passerby. But yeah, at first I just
looked at the last three years. Then I got curious." He sat forward, leaning
across the table. "Since the founding of Gulliver Station sixty years ago,
crime has constantly increased."

Daniel's left eyebrow arched. "But didn't Fergus Boylan found the station
and set things up so there wouldn't be a lot of crime? Sheesh, we learned
about that in school."

"I know! But somehow, things are slipping. The organized crime statistics
have gone from zero back in Boylan's time to twenty-five percent of all
crime, in just two generations." Rory watched his friend. Daniel had an
amazingly quick mind and a real feel for statistics. It made him a great
programmer for artificial intelligence-focused computer systems.

Chewing on his thumbnail, Rory could see Daniel's mind working. "That's
a big increase in a system supposedly set up to prevent that sort of thing. I'm
wondering how much the organized crime is responsible for the other
crimes, major and minor?"

Rory shrugged. "I don't know. Can you develop the AI?"
Continuing to chew on his nail, Daniel shrugged. "Maybe. You're right

about the data, it has to all be in one place, or at least in identifiable locations
so it can be pushed to the AI." He sighed, "Who's funding the design and
implementation?"

"Um," Rory studied the ceiling.
"Oh! This isn't an authorized project!" Daniel stood up.
"Wait!" Rory stood up and grabbed Daniel's arm. "This was a feasibility

chat, that's all. I wanted to see if it was even possible." He let go of the arm.
"Get some funding and permission to proceed. You know my boss isn't

going to let me tie up my time and other programmers' time until someone
pays for it." Rory started to say something.

Daniel interrupted. "And no, I'm not going to do it in my spare time. It's
too big." He laughed, his bright blue eyes sparkled. "Get some funding. The
StaSec Chief would probably jump at the chance to have this."

Laughing, Rory agreed. "You're right. I'll talk to Chief Perrill as soon as I



can."
The two of them headed out of the Computer Section's conference room.

"Just keep thinking about it, though. I know you," Rory clapped Daniel on his
chubby back. "By the time we have a go-ahead, you'll have it all planned out."

 
#
 
David Gillespie was sitting in his Level 7 apartment living room in a

wing-backed easy chair, oxygen mask over his face, when the guests arrived.
He hadn't upgraded his apartment to double or triple its size like many of the
wealthy on Gulliver Station had. Like his father, Conway Gillespie, before
him, he believed in keeping a low profile. The small living room, though, was
richly appointed with woven silk oriental rugs, high quality real leather-
covered sofa with matching arm chairs and real wood book shelves and side
tables. His daughter, Erin Gillespie, greeted the guests as they arrived and
invited them to get a drink.

The first of the men were already in the room, whiskies in hand, chatting
with each other and her father when James McMahon arrived. He kissed Erin
on the hand. "I'm glad to see you back," he said as he rose. "Your father's
been bad for several months."

"Thank you, James." Erin was always a little intimidated by her father's
chief lieutenant. Of course, when she knew him as a little girl, he was only
one of the many men her father led. By the time she went to college, the
stocky, black-haired man had become a steady fixture at David Gillespie's
side. Her father had told her, "James can get done anything you ask of him.
There's a value to a man like that." Even so, the violence and power radiated
off of him and it made her feel nervous. "Please go in. You're the last one to
arrive."

The three other lieutenants saw James enter. They let him get a drink then
they all sat down around their leader, the crime boss of Gulliver Station.
Seated in the arm chairs and sofa facing David, they quieted their
conversations as James sat down. Erin moved behind and to the side of her
father.

The oxygen mask didn't hinder David's speech but his illness did. His
voice was barely audible. "Thank you all for coming. I know it's a little
informal but," he waved at the oxygen mask, "I find it hard to move about
now."

The four lieutenants knew that he had been diagnosed with an incurable
cancer six months ago. While individually they saw him every day, in a group



like this they realized he probably didn't have long to live.
Erin kept her face neutral. She'd been called home a month ago and the

shock of seeing her father in such a debilitated state broke her heart. "Why
didn't you call me sooner, Da?" she had asked him when she got home.

He patted her hand as she had sat beside his chair. "There was no need for
you to come running home as soon as you graduated. You deserved a break
from the routine." Now she regretted every fun-filled day on the island resort
with her friends from college. She had to pull her mind away from the self
guilt and pay attention to her father.

"I called you all together to settle some business." He struggled to take a
breath. "I need to make sure The Family is secure and in good hands when I
die." The four men protested that he'd be getting better any day now. He
waved them to quiet. "Of course I'm dying. We all know it. But I can't," he
wheezed again, "leave things hanging. I'm announcing my successor."

Erin noticed James set his cut crystal glass down on the coffee table. He
straightened his tie. He thinks he's the successor! she thought to herself. She
braced for the impact.

Her father struggled for breath again. "I trained under my father," he
began. "He was a hard man, but fair, and I learned from him about how to run
this organization so that we stayed out of the light of station security." The
men all nodded, mumbling agreement to each other and their boss. "Now,
even though I haven't had enough time to thoroughly train my successor, still,
she's had the benefit of both my experience and her grandfather's."

Erin watched each of the four men as her father said, "I name my
daughter, Erin, my successor." Dahy Raun, whom she knew as Uncle Dahy
from childhood, grinned from ear to ear. A friend of her father's since they
were children, he had always treated her like his own child. He jumped up and
moved quickly around the chair. Giving her a big hug, he exclaimed,
"Congratulations, chick! You'll do your father proud!"

Elwin Tigue and Keegan Wolf also rose. They'd come on with her father
after she was a teen, upon the death of two of the lieutenants who had been
with her grandfather, Conway. They raised their glasses to her. She noticed
James McMahon was slow to rise and take his glass.

"To Miss Erin," Dahy toasted. "May she be as successful as her father and
her grandfather before her." They all said "Hear, Hear," and tossed down
their drinks. She noticed James said nothing and merely touched his lips to
his glass.

She handed her father his still untouched whisky and picked up her own as
the others refilled their drinks. "Here's to my Da." She raised her glass as the



others toasted; "To David!" and they drank their glasses dry. The men put the
empties on the coffee table and in turn, went to David to offer condolences
and pledges of assistance. They each went to Erin to pledge loyalty and
support. They left individually after talking to her.

James was last to speak to David after the others had left. "Thank you,
David, for taking me in all those years ago. I cannot tell you how much that
has meant to me." He lifted David's hand and shook it gently.

"You've been my right-hand man these last four years, James." He stared
up into James blue gray eyes. "You'll support my daughter as you have me?"

Erin caught the tiniest of hesitations. "Of course, David. Of course." When
he dropped David's hand, Erin stepped closer.

"Thank you so much for coming tonight, James." She held out her hand. "It
means the world to my father for you to accept me as the new leader of The
Family."

He bent over to kiss her hand. "For you, as for your father." He stood up.
"I'll do everything I can to help."

She smiled, her cornflower-blue eyes open wide. "I appreciate that, James.
I expect we'll have a long and very fruitful working relationship together."

He cleared his throat, "Of course." He turned to David, "Good night," he
gave a slight bow. "Again, thank you."

"Sleep well, James," David wheezed.
James turned and strode out the door.
Sighing, Erin picked up her glass and sank into the sofa, next to her

father's chair. "He was not happy, Da."
David sipped his whisky. "I knew he wouldn't be, chick. But he's a tough

man in a fight and good to have at your back."
She nodded. "As long as I can keep him happy, Da."
Two weeks later, David Gillespie died in his sleep. He was 53 years old.
 
 

Chapter 2
 
James left David Gillespie's apartment fuming. What was the man

thinking? I should have the top spot. Instead, he gives it to that slip of a girl
who's had a silver spoon in her mouth from the time she was born!

He moved along the Level 7 corridor like a panther on the hunt. I'm 38
years old, he thought to himself. She's 25. What does she know about The
Family? He thought back through his life. Conway, one of the original
colonists and founder of The Family, brought him into the organization when



he was still a kid and used him as a runner. As he got older, he moved into his
father's team, muscle for the extortion and protection rackets. Those were the
days, he remembered. Knocking heads together, beating some deadbeat who
didn't pay his loans off. He wanted to hit someone now.

At the elevators, he punched the down button so hard a bystander changed
her mind about needing a ride. Inside, he crossed his arms and glared at the
closed doors. Conway was always too soft. "Just a taste, Jim my boy," Conway
told him. "You have to leave them enough to live on and produce another
day." His son, David was the same way. "No sense bleeding them dry, James.
How will they pay us tomorrow?"

When the elevator doors opened on Level 3, people moved aside to let
him out, his face was deadly grim. He contained his fury until he got to his
favorite bar, The Galaxy Hole.

In the 60 years since the station was opened, The Galaxy Hole had been a
bar, but while the original owner had kept the place up in a shiny black and
white faux space motif, the new owner, the third one now, had let the place
decay. The white was dingy and dinged up, the black plastic faded to a sad
gray. The clientele had slipped too. The spacers that had once made the place
their first stop after docking had stopped coming. Now, the poorest of the
station residents made this place home.

He nodded at the bartender as he passed by to the back of the bar where
his favorite table sat. An extremely young couple were there, engaged in a
little cuddle in the dark corner. The girl noticed him first. Rage radiated off
of him in palpable waves.

"Brian, let's go," she said to her companion.
Brian glanced up from his nuzzle behind her ear, spotting James. "I have a

right to be here." He pointed at the half mug of beer on the table. "I paid for
my drink."

James began clenching and unclenching his fists. The girl was smarter
than her sixteen-year-old date. "Come on, Brian." She grabbed her tiny bag
and moved to get off of his lap. "This place is a drag."

Brian got up, a lazy move meant to provoke the older man. "Yeah," he
sniffed. "Nuttin' but old people here."

He followed his girl past McMahon, starting to brush against him in a
show of young male testosterone. The bartender, coming up behind
McMahon with his drink, pulled the young man aside before he touched the
furious man. "Out with you now." He turned his back to James, and glared at
the two young people. He jerked his head toward the door. "Get a room."

McMahon, still clenching his fists, walked stiffly to the table and sat down.



The bartender, right behind him, picked up the beer glass, wiped the table and
sat down James' whisky. A bladder of the good stuff was kept here just for
him. He tossed it down immediately. "Keep 'em coming, Albert."

Albert nodded as he picked up the now empty glass and hurried away.
James sat at the table, the dark corner hiding his face. The nearby table,
where three men had been seated, emptied. They found a table closer to the
door.

McMahon sat there, drumming his fingers. He wanted that position, to be
the boss of The Family. He had ideas, plans, things he wanted to do. Now?
Now what? He'd known Erin as a child. Always dressed in the cutest little girl
outfits but always at a distance. He didn't really know her personally. As a
young man he saw her sometimes in meetings with her father. She always sat
behind him with old Conway, her grandfather. They whispered during the
meetings, probably explaining what was going on, he thought. It should have
been me, sitting there, getting trained by the head of the Family.

The bartender brought a clean glass and a carafe of whisky, setting them
on the table gently. "Anything else, Mr. McMahon?"

James blinked, taking in the question. "Some stew, Albert. From
Eastenders, none of the swill you have in the back."

He kept his face neutral. "Yes, sir. Fast as we can." He turned and left
McMahon alone.

James poured himself a drink, slammed it down, and poured another. He
put the carafe down and played with the glass, watching the dim lights of the
bar through the amber liquid. She might be alright as a boss. She had the
training straight from her Grandda and Da. He shook his head and drank the
shot of whisky. No, she's never run the numbers or protected a Companion
house. She's never had to beat a man for skipping out on his payments. He
poured another drink.

And she's been gone for years! Some hoity-toity college, on some planet.
Probably took art or dance or some such drek. What does she know about the
business? He drank his glass down, and poured another. Now me! I've been in
every part of the business from the time I was a boyo. Runnin' messages, then
runnin' numbers, muscle on the crew, promoted to pickin' up the protection
money. She didn't do any of that. Then her father brought me in as a
replacement on old Eamon Lennox's team. What a great lieutenant he was to
Conway and David. He taught me all the tricks and David gave me his spot
when the old man died.

Albert brought the stew to the table along with a generous loaf of fresh
bread and butter. James nodded his thanks and as Albert left, unwrapped the



spoon and knife from the paper napkin. He dug in, the first bite making him
realize he hadn't had anything to eat since his wife fixed breakfast for him
and his son, Devin, and daughter, Kaitlan, this morning. She was a good wife,
his Wanda.

He mentally ticked off the names of his personal crew, men he'd known
since he began working for The Family. Three of them stuck out in his mind:
Steve O'Bannon, Bran Donnell, and Finn Lyden. Smart men, the three of
them; loyal and would back him up in any fight.

As he wiped the bowl with the last of the bread, he thought. Oh yes, they'll
back me.

 
#
 
After the funeral, Erin met with the organization's lieutenants in her

father's, now her, office. Her grandfather had originally obtained the space on
Level 8, running legitimate business while secretly building his criminal
empire. The businesses, the legitimate ones, still worked and brought a lot of
money into The Family coffers as well as the Gillespie accounts.

She stood in the middle of the office floor the morning of the funeral. It
hadn't changed since she was a child. Silent tears ran down her face, the room
held a lot of memories.

This morning, she felt uncomfortable sitting in her father's chair. I wonder
if that's how he felt about stepping up after Grandfather Conway retired? At
least he had Grandda to lean on. She sighed, this wasn't getting anything done.
She called the secretary into the office through the open door. "Ennis! Can
you come in here?"

Ennis Gloin had been her father's secretary and Erin loved her like a
grandmother. The woman came through the door, a tray with a tea service on
it, in her hands. "I thought some tea would be nice this morning, love."

Erin smiled, "Thank you, Ennis. Have a seat, share it with me."
Ennis poured and handed a cup and saucer to Erin. "It seemed like you

needed a cuppa, love, when you came by my desk." She poured herself one
and sat in the leather-covered winged chair in front of the desk.

Erin sipped, the tea warming her through, relaxing her for the first time
since the funeral. "You know just the thing, Ennis."

They sat for a minute, enjoying the silent camaraderie. Erin set her empty
cup on the tray in front of her. She took a deep breath. "Ennis, are you alright
with working for me? I can give you your pension early, let you retire. It
must be hard, after working for my father for so many years, to treat me as



the boss."
Draining her cup and putting it on the tray, Ennis said, "Nonsense. I know

how the office works! What would you do with a new secretary? She wouldn't
know who to call for what." She sat back in the chair. "No, chick, I'll stay right
here. You'll need all the help you can get." She pulled her pad out of her
pocket. "Now, what do you want done?"

Erin got up and went around the desk, giving Ennis a hug. "Thank you,
Ennis. It feels awkward, me being your boss. Thank you for staying."

Ennis swiped a tear away as Erin went back to her chair. "Nothing to it,"
she sniffed. She poised a finger over her pad. "What's first?"

Erin sighed as she examined the office. "This reminds me too much of Da.
Bring in a decorator. Let's renovate."

Ennis began to make notes on her pad's screen.
"Next, I need to meet with Da's, uh, my lieutenants."
Nodding, Ennis smiled. "It'll take some time, love. Don't worry about a

little slip like that with me." She watched her new boss, face grave. "Don't slip
in front of the rest, though. They'll see it as a sign of weakness. You'll lose
control faster than the speed of light."

Erin's stomach flipped. She was so used to thinking of her father here, in
charge. Now it was her in the hot seat, and Ennis was right. Her Grandda and
Da both warned her about being in charge. It wasn't for the weak, not if you
wanted to hold what was yours. She nodded.

"I'll need a complete report on what The Family owns, split into the
legitimate and The Family businesses." She sighed, "I need to know where
the money is coming from and where it is going. As soon as possible please."

Ennis was taking notes. When she finished, Erin asked, "Anything else I
should be asking about, Ennis?"

Chuckling, Ennis replied, "Just like your Da, love, just like your Da." She
shook her head. "But, what is the lieutenant meeting for?"

Settling back into her father's leather desk chair, she tried to put her
thoughts into order. "We need to grieve, together. Most of these men knew
my father more years than I did. I also want to get a status report; what do
they think is going on? What do they think the future should look like?"

"Putting that business degree into action, I see," Ennis made another note
then stood. "Good for you! I'll let you know when the meeting is and when
the decorator can be here." She turned to go, "In the meantime, I've sent you
the reports your father usually got each morning. Read through them. It'll
prepare you for your meeting with the men.

When she reached the door she turned around to look at Erin. "You're



going to be fine, chick. Just fine."
 
#
 
The meeting with her lieutenants was scheduled for 1800. Erin spent the 

time reviewing the day's reports and delving into her father's personal 
records.  She could hear his voice in those reports. It wasn't the voice she 
normally heard. This was a hard, cold voice. One which, she realized, ran a
criminal empire. The same empire she inherited.

Ennis called her at 1755. "Your lieutenants have arrived. They're in the
conference room."

"Thank you, Ennis. That will be all for today." She paused, "And Ennis?"
"Yes, Miss Erin?"
"Thank you for the tea this morning. It was appreciated."
"You're welcome, love."
Erin clicked off and took a deep breath. She stood, smoothing her calf

length skirt and tugging her matching jacket down. Here it is, Erin. Time to
take charge. She strode to her door and out past Ennis' desk and turned left
for the conference room. Outside the door, she could hear her lieutenants
talking, getting drinks, selecting tidbits from the tray of snacks she'd had
Ennis put in the room. She straightened her back, tilted her chin up and
walked briskly into the room.

"Good evening, gentlemen. Please take your seats."
The men brought their drinks to the table along with their plates. Dahy

was last, still standing at the bar. "Would you like something, Erin?"
"A little whisky, please Dahy. Thank you very much." She sat at the head

of the table.
She waited while they settled and Dahy had brought her the glass of

whisky. "Thank you," she said as he sat down. She sipped and put the glass
down.

"I hope the snacks are satisfactory, gentlemen."
They all agreed they were. Erin sipped again. "Excellent. I'll tell Ennis you

enjoyed them."
She stopped to look at each man in turn, eye to eye. "First of all, let me

say thank you for attending Dad's service this morning. You've all known him
a long time and I could see how you're all grieving. I appreciate that."

The men all murmured their acknowledgements.
"I called you together to talk about the future of The Family. I spent today

going through the day's reports and my father's records of his time as



leader."
She noticed that Dahy nodded, Elwin and Keegan seemed interested. Only

James seemed uncomfortable. "I understand that I'm younger than all of you.
Dahy, you were a lieutenant for my Grandfather.

He nodded, "That I was, lass. But not until the end. It was only a year or
two, then your father became the leader."

She smiled at him. "Thank you for such long and loyal service. I know I'm
going to depend on you heavily."

A glance around the table at each man prefaced her words. "Actually, I'm
depending on all of you. You are the glue that holds The Family together.
Tonight I'm going to ask you where you think we'll be in a year, five years,
twenty years?"

Elwin spoke. "You're like your father now, Erin, and that's the truth. He
was always askin' us our opinion."

They spent the next hour brainstorming ways to maximize their profits.
Erin always chose the solution that cost the station residents the least. James
grew more and more agitated as the meeting went on. All of his ideas were
accepted but attenuated, muted, never going for the maximum profit. By the
end of the hour, he was so aggravated that Erin asked him what was wrong.

"It's so weak!" he nearly shouted. The others turned to stare.
"What's weak, James," Erin asked quietly.
"This approach! We sneak around the situation. Why not just push

forward, full throttle? Take all we can get, charge all we can?"
Erin made a show of sitting back in her chair and relaxing. "And where

would that get us, James? StaSec breathing down our necks? Ostracized from
station society? Our children, your children, avoided in the corridors?"

He slapped his hand on the table, red in the face. "If I had been chosen
successor, there wouldn't be all of this namby pamby consideration for the
sheep we're fleecing!"

The other men leapt to their feet. Erin carefully kept her face neutral.
"You!" Keegan Wolf shouted. "You're just a pup yourself. Would you have
the stall managers close up? If you suck them dry, what will you do then?"

"Lad," Elwin Tigue bent over the table at James. "You'd have us all
arrested by moving so fast."

"Sit down, lads, sit down," Dahy Raun motioned them all back to their
seats. "The lad's eager, is all. And he was considered for the role, to be sure.
It had to be a disappointment."

The others sat down but they continued to glare across the table at James.
Erin leaned forward.



"Thank you, James. We all needed to be reminded that what we're doing
isn't strictly legal. Unless we want to end up in StaSec's interview rooms, we
need to move as discreetly as my grandfather and father did." She could see
he was only slightly mollified.

"I've taken some notes concerning your suggestions. Let me think about
them and then we'll talk about implementing some or maybe even all of them
in a day or two." She rose, so the men did too. "Thank you for your input."

They all said "You're welcome", or "No problem." James was the first out
of the door. She said her good nights to each of them, Dahy last. "You did
well tonight, Erin." He kissed her on the cheek. "But be careful of James. He's
full of pride and was sorely wounded when he wasn't chosen to run The
Family."

"Thank you, Dahy. I could see that. I'll be careful." She gave him a kiss on
the cheek and he left the room. Sinking back into her chair she thought about
James' outburst. He must have really been upset to let himself crack like that.
She turned her pad back on and scrolled through the list of ideas. Each of his
ideas involved more greed and violence than she wanted. Sighing, she turned
the pad off. Tomorrow is another day.

 
 

Chapter 3
 
Erin tried to keep her smile in place. She was hosting a meeting with her

lieutenants and the key union leaders in the meeting room of the Level 7
Galaxy Lounge. The union leaders, from the unions which had been in The
Family pocket since Conway Gillespie, were suddenly shy. She watched them
eat from the buffet and drink from the open bar as though they'd never had a
thing to eat or drink before.

Barry Peeke, from her grandfather's own Pipefitter Union was the worst.
The man was a hog, shoving food in his gob as though he'd never heard of the
word moderation. The Sanitation Union leader, Don Gaffin was better. He at
least used a fork and napkin. Most puzzling to her was Alva Shera, the leader
of the Station's Admin Union. Expecting a civilized, educated woman, Erin
was surprised to find that Alva was as crude as, or maybe more crude, than
the other union leaders. She ate like Barry Peeke and swore like no one Erin 
had ever heard before.  

Seated at the table, buffet over and after dinner drinks in hand, she began
her speech. "Barry, Don, Alva," she nodded to each as she named them. "I
appreciate your valuable time this evening to meet with me."



Alva, way too many whiskies past enough, interrupted. "Damn right. But
you lay out a great spread." She hiccuped as punctuation.

Erin smiled, gritting her teeth. "And I appreciate your continued support
of The Family and its enterprises."

Don broke in this time. "Well, missy, I'm not so sure about that. You're not
yer Da, now ya know."

She stared him down. "Well, I know, Mr. Gaffin. But you've backed my
father in the past. There's no reason to abandon a lucrative relationship now."

That's when Barry Peeke spoke up. "Miss Erin." He tipped his chair back
on two legs so far that she was sure he would land back first on the floor.
"We have worked with yer Da and yer Grandda in the past, 'tis true. But
you're not yer Da or Grandda. How do we know you can run The Family?"

Erin had a brief flash of taking the forgotten fork on the table and burying
it in the fat man's throat. She smiled at him. "I trained with my father and my
grandfather, Mr. Peeke. I know the business inside and out. I know to the last
credit what we pay you." She eyed each of them in turn. "What we pay all of
you."

Her lieutenants were watching her closely. They were each seated next to
one of the union leaders. Erin saw Dahy's jaw working. She gave him a smile,
hoping he'd relax, at least a little.

Alva started to protest. "Here now. We've convinced our members to vote
the way you want, for decreases in pay, everything your Da asked."

"Yes, and I'm asking that we continue that relationship."
Barry's chair came crashing down on all four legs. "Beggin' your pardon,

but we don't know you, Miss Erin." He pushed away from the table and stood
up. "And we don't know what you might be doin'."

The other union leaders seized his cue and stood. Erin's Lieutenants rose
quickly, moving closer to the leaders. James stood, but remained at his place
at the table. Erin could only spare him a quick glance. "Gentlemen, Miss
Shera, please," she also stood. "Are you so ready to give up the honorarium
you've been receiving?"

That did slow them down. Barry turned red as Alva swore up a storm.
"Miss Erin," he finally spit out. "Let us talk privately. We'll contact you in a
few days."

Nails dug into her clenched fists. She never-the-less kept her voice even.
"As you will. But any support, money, or perks will stop immediately." She
gave a curt bow to the three of them then left the room, her lieutenants
followed close behind. Outside the door of the dining room, Elwin Tigue
started to complain. Erin held up her hand, a signal to stop. "Wait until we're



in my conference room, gentlemen."
The ride up to Level 8 was tense. She was angry enough to spit but held

her temper until she got into her conference room and shut the door. She did
not sit down. "I want all support to those three cut off immediately. I don't
care if we're paying for their dying mothers in the hospital. I want it cut off,
five minutes ago."

She paced around the room, the men standing behind the conference room
chairs, not daring to sit down. "They don't know me? They will." She stopped
pacing and turned to James. "What do we have on the three of them?"

He shrugged. "They have all been working with us for years. We helped
get them elected of course. Alva is actually pretty clean, no real issues except
that she's in, or was in, our pocket. The other two are worse." James got
passionate, "Barry is a wife beater, beats his kids too. Gambles his pay away.
We're supporting the family; he's up to his eyeballs in debt to us." Erin
wondered why James was so upset.

He swallowed, getting his emotions under control. "Don takes drugs. Also
in debt to us. We keep him in his narcotic of choice because he gets the
Sanitation workers to vote our way."

Erin gripped the back of the chair she was next to. "Call in their markers. I
want them to understand how much they owe. Cut off their gambling, their
drugs."

She turned to Dahy. "Am I missing anything?"
"No, ma'am."
She stared at him a moment, then smiled. "Thank you, gentlemen. Get

going on cutting them off."
 
#
 
Cian Perrill rubbed his hand over his buzz-cut, sandy brown hair. "This is

great work, Rory, Daniel! When will it be ready?"
Rory sat up straighter in the plastic chair in the Chief of Security's office.

"Well, Chief," he glanced at Daniel whose face was panicked. "This is just a
feasibility study. We haven't built anything yet. We need funding before we
can move forward."

Chief Perrill smacked his hand on the desk and turned off his pad where
he had Daniel's mock-up of the AI program. "I'll fund it. Even Fulla doesn't
have an AI like this. Of course, they don't have the crime problems we do
either."

"That's great, sir. I'm glad you think it will be useful."



The Chief turned to Daniel. "What do you need from me, young man?"
Daniel choked. "Um, I'll need you to sign the project description." He

punched some keys on his pad. "There, you have it in your inbox. Any
limitations in funding, any additional scope to the project, should be noted in
the document before you send it back to me."

"I'll do that. First though, I want to have my team examine your little
demo. They'll have a lot of ideas, I'm sure."

"Yes, sir," Rory grinned. "Take your time. We'd like to do this right the
first time around."

 
#
 
Rory sat at the family dinner table. He was required, every Sunday, to

come home and eat with his parents, Clancy and Mina, and his sister, Kenna,
with her husband, Andrew Garty, and their two kids, Mike, and Molly. The
Level 5 apartment had been his grandparents'. His father, a programmer, and
his mother, a nurse, earned enough credits to maintain the 185 square meter
apartment. His sister, Kenna, was a teacher and her husband was a scientist in
the agricultural section. His mother insisted on the weekly dinner even
though it was mass confusion with the two kids.

Rory was digging into his plate of angel food cake with strawberry
topping when his mother asked, "So Rory, are you seeing anyone steady?"

Kenna laughed, "Oh, Ma, you ask that every week!"
"Leave the boy alone, Mina," his father said from the end of the table.

"He'll bring home a girl when he finds the right one."
His mother gave a soft snort. "That will be the day. Twenty-nine years old

and no wife."
Putting his fork down, he reached for the coffee pot and poured himself a

cup. "No time, Ma. When would I meet a girl?"
Mina dropped her fork. "Well, what about Agnes Barnes' daughter,

Sophia! You went out with her once and never called her back." She shook
her finger at her son. "Agnes has not forgiven me for that."

Rory rolled his eyes. "Ma, Sophia isn't interested in men. She told me first
thing. We had a great evening and I showed her home. That was the end of it."

Kenna laughed so hard she got the hiccups; her husband pounded her on
the back. Rory added sugar and creamer to his coffee and stirred it. That
particular conversation seemed to end as his mother began clearing the
plates.

 



#
 
On the way home Rory thought about the girls and the women he'd dated

over the years. The one that hurt the most was Pamela Kalp. They met in
their sophomore year in college on the planet, Fulla. An inch shorter than he
was, she had very short brown hair, bright blue eyes and could beat him to a
pulp in the self-defense class they shared.

She was studying exo-biology but they managed to get a class or two
together every term. They spent all of their time together when out of class.
Sometimes it was studying; sometimes she took him out and taught him how
to ski in the snow or snorkel in Fulla's tropical seas.

The sight of her, in a wet suit or in cold weather gear, made him tingle all
over. Two weeks before graduation, she bounded into the Student Union
whooping. She slammed into the chair opposite him and shoved her pad into
his face. She squealed, "See!"

He tried to read the message but she didn't hold it still. "I'm accepted! I
got a slot on the exploration ship, the Newton. Isn't that fabulous?" She
bounced in her chair with excitement.

Even now, Rory's heart contracted. "Ship?"
She couldn't stop grinning as she reached over the little table and grabbed

his hand. "Yes! The Newton! I told you all about it. I submitted my request so
long ago I thought I'd been eliminated. I've wanted to go on an exploration
ship since I was ten. We leave a week after graduation."

Rory didn't know what to say. His hand strayed to his tunic pocket where
the ring he'd bought for her was tucked. He'd planned to ask her out tonight
and ask her to marry him. "I'm glad for you, Pam." He licked his dry lips,
reaching out with his other hand to pat hers. "I really am."

The memory still hurt. He reached his apartment and punched in the door
code. It slid open and the lights came on. He stepped into the empty
apartment, with the left-over roast chicken in a container his mother sent
home with him. He thought about his mother's question. "When I find the
right one, Ma. When I find the right one."

 
#
 
It was 0600 and Daniel was complaining bitterly. "Why do we have to

come so early, Rory? Why not when we're awake, like ten hundred?"
Rory held the door to the gym open for his friend. "Because at ten

hundred I'm at work and so are you. If we come early, we get our metabolism



moving, oxygen flowing to the brain. We feel better, we work better, it's the
best thing to do, Daniel."

"Uuugghh! It's too early." He followed Rory to the men's locker room
where they put their work clothes in side-by-side lockers.

Heading back into the gym, Rory directed Daniel to the floor mats in
front of a wall of mirrors. "You told me you wanted me to help you. It's your
medical report that puts you here. You're 40 kilos overweight and you've
been diagnosed with diabetes. This will help you get that under control."

Daniel slumped in front of the mirror. "Why do I have to work- out here?"
Laughing, Rory replied, "Because you want to see your form, how well

you're performing the exercise. Here, let me show you; then you follow me."
Rory began moving through a series of stretches, Daniel following him.

At the end of the series, Rory congratulated him. "There, see, that wasn't so
bad, was it?"

Red in the face, Daniel wiped the sweat from his head with his forearm.
"Only if you're already fit." He drank from his water bottle. "Are we done?"

"Done!" Rory laughed. "That was just the warm up, Daniel. Come on, we'll
get you on one of the machines and get your heart rate up. Time for the
cardio portion of your work-out."

Daniel groaned.
 
 

Chapter 4
 
"Art, I'm hearing about a program in development to predict crime on the

station. What's going on?"
Erin was in her conference room. It was the end of the monthly meeting

with Art Cavanaugh, the Station Manager. Art was a career politician,
therefore likely to say anything at all if he thought that's what you wanted to
hear. He was elected on the strength of his father's name, but he had none of
his father's strength.

"Well, Erin, it's something the StaSec Chief is interested in."
"Chief Perrill?"
"Yeah, one of the bright boys in my staff thought of it. He did a feasibility

study with one of the programmers and the Chief bought into it." He saw
Erin's glare. "It's just pie in the sky, of course. How can an AI predict crime?"

Tapping her fingers on the table, she thought back to the meeting with his
father, Egan Cavanaugh. She sat in on the tete-a-tete between her Grandfather
and Father and Egan. It was in Grandfather's office and she was allowed to



listen and keep the snacks and drinks flowing to the men.
Grandfather was stepping down and Father was picking up the reins.

"Egan," her grandfather said, "David is taking over for me. I'm getting too old
to work so hard."

"I'm sorry to hear that, Conway. You're a legend on the station for your
ability to mediate labor disputes." Egan selected a tidbit from his plate and
ate it, wiping his hands on the napkin in his lap.

"David has been handling most of that for the last couple of years. He's
ready to take over the whole business." Even at twelve, Erin could see her
grandfather's hands shake as he picked up his glass of whisky. He'd told her
before the meeting to make sure his had more water than whisky. He glanced
at his son to pick up the conversation.

"I know you've been having some trouble lately, Egan. What can we do to
help?"

Egan fidgeted in his plas-leather chair. "Really, it's personal, nothing to
bother labor negotiators with."

David sat back, relaxed in his chair. "You're a friend Egan. We have quite
a few contacts in places that can be useful. It's all over the station that your
son is in trouble."

Leaning forward, Egan put his plate and napkin on the coffee table
between them. Erin slipped forward and removed them. "It's like this," he
said, elbows on knees. "Art has gotten into a legal jam on Pica. He finished
with college and was having a bit of a holiday on one of the islands. I need to
find a way to help him." Art was his only son and got into a bar fight, killing
his opponent and causing a large amount of property damage. Now
incarcerated on Pica, he was out of his father's sphere of influence. Only a
good lawyer would be able to help him.

David's brow furrowed. "Egan, really, what are friends for, if not to help in
a situation like this? Your salary isn't going to be able to cover the legal fees
there. Let us help you out."

Running his hands through his black hair, he was the picture of misery.
"His mother is frantic, of course. I've been searching for lawyers on Pica,
but," he shrugged. "They're a lot stricter there than we are here." He sank
back into his chair, running his hand through his hair again. "I suppose some
help would be in order. It would make his mother happy."

Egan was a great station manager, always doing the right thing, taking
care of the station and its residents, working to keep corruption out of the
station government. Conway and David had been trying to find a wedge into
Egan for years. Art was the key.



Conway reached out to friends on Pica and Art came home, hardly the
worse for wear. When his father died suddenly of a heart attack, David had
used his union contacts to make sure Art was elected.

Thanks, Da, for saddling me with such a low life scum. "I can't have StaSec
running an AI that can predict crime, Art. Cancel the program."

Dahy was standing to the side of the room, where Art could see him. Art
glanced in his direction. Even though Dahy had been a lieutenant under
Conway and her father, he was still a tough, strong man. The intimidation of
his silent scrutiny was enough. "Yeah, sure Erin. Of course."

Standing up, Erin signaled the end of the meeting. "I expect to hear as
soon as the program is cancelled, Art."

She herded him toward the door where Dahy was waiting with it open.
"Yes, as soon as I can," he held out his hand, so she shook with him.

"Soon, Art."
 
#
 
Work-out done, they showered and dressed and went to breakfast. Over

eggs, toast and fruit, Daniel asked, "You do this every day? Exercise, eat, go
to work?"

"Yeah." Rory stabbed a pineapple section and ate it. "I have to stay fit,
Daniel. It feels better and helps me think better."

Daniel didn't look convinced. "I feel all wobbly."
"That's because this was your first day! Stick with me, boyo. You'll drop

that extra weight, you'll start to feel better and trust me on this. You'll find
you work better too."

Scooping eggs onto his toast, Daniel was dubious. "If you say so."
On the way up to Level 8, Rory reminded his friend, "Remember, light

snack at 1000, salad for lunch, light snack at 1500 and supper at 1800. A little
lean protein and all the vegetables you want. Don't eat after that. You want
your system to have time to digest dinner then rest."

Daniel groaned as the elevator doors opened. "Yeah, yeah, eating
healthy."

Rory clapped him on the back. "You'll do great."
One of four assistant Station Managers, Rory, who had been hired straight

out of college eight years ago, was responsible to his boss, Sarah Caden. She
was the primary assistant Station Manager. If Art Cavanaugh was indisposed
or died, Sarah was the one in charge.

Also working for her were Darin Geary and Imogen McBride. Darin was a



good man but was nearing retirement age. Rory loved to hear stories about
the old days of the station and the problems they'd had back then. Imogen was
even newer than Rory. She was just married and while she was a great kid,
was constantly talking about her new husband.

In his office at 0900, he sorted through the messages that came in
overnight. One in particular caught his eye. Maintenance was reporting rats
on the docks.

"Rats! We don't have rats."
He called the reporting maintenance supervisor, Bran Olsen.
"Mr. Olsen, this is Rory Patton from the Station Manager's office. I'm

reading your report about rats."
"Yeah, the dock workers saw them coming out of some cargo crates off

of the Far Traveler. We shut the cargo conveyor down and sealed the cargo
hatch of the ship. The Captain, Keon Ishida, is waiting for your office to allow
him to reopen his ship."

"Did you get the escaped rats?" Rory had only seen rats in pictures. He
shuddered to think what rats could do to station systems.

"Some of them. We had to seal the doors between decks and post signs on
all the people doors to be careful to shut and seal them every time they go
through. It's a pain and we're already getting complaints."

"You did the right thing, Mr. Olsen. We can't have rats getting into the air
handling system or chewing the cables. Any idea how long it will take to
catch them all?"

"No tellin', Patton. We don't even know how many we're searching for.
I've got a team out with heat sensors - the little buggers should show up on
the scans but it's a big dock. It's gonna take a while."

Rory sighed, rubbing his face. "How many ships are docked in that area?"
"Six, they've all been told to seal up."
"Right. I'm going to have them move to another area. We'll have to credit

them but I don't want those rats to get on anyone's ship."
"Good luck, Patton."
"Thanks for the quick report, Mr. Olsen. Good luck on the rat hunt."
Rory clicked off and called over to his supervisor. "Sarah, we've got a

problem."
She came over to his console. "What's up?"
Handing her the report that came in overnight he waited for her to read it.
"Rats?" She made a face.
"I know. I talked to the maintenance guy, Bran Olsen. He has the dock

sealed and the six other ships as well as the ship the rats came from sealed up.



He's looking for the escaped rats using a heat scan. They should show up
bright red on that cold dock."

She nodded, "That all sounds good. What do you need?"
"I'm thinking we need to move the six other ships to another dock

quadrant so they can go about their business. We'll have to credit a bit to their
accounts but it's better than being sued because they can't get their business
done."

Mulling it over for a minute, she agreed. "Better a little credit than a lot
of it. What's the offending ship's name?"

"It's the Far Traveler, Captain is Keon Ishida. I want to call him next.
Anything in particular I should say?"

"He already knows he's going to get a fine for releasing an infestation."
She arched an eyebrow at Rory. "You've been here awhile. You handle it. It's
time you stretched your wings a little."

Rory grinned, "Thanks, Sarah! I'll keep you posted."
"Do that." She laughed as she turned to go back to her console. "Don't

give away the station."
Ships bringing contagion or infestations were severely fined. As a closed

system, anything that upset the delicate environment of the station was a
danger to all the residents. Rory punched up the call code for the Far
Traveler.

"Captain Ishida."
"Captain, this is Rory Patton from the Station Manager's office."
"I was expecting a call from Control, Mr. Patton. Are you referring to my

rats?"
"Indeed, Captain. Can I have your side of the story?"
"We loaded cargo on Earth. It was marked as sensitive cargo so it went in

the hold with environmental controls instead of the normal cold hold. I didn't
know the crates had rats. I apologize, Mr. Patton, but I don't know what I can
do now."

"Is there anymore of that cargo, Captain Ishida?"
"No, there were only a couple of crates and they went out the cargo hatch

first. There's hardly anything left worth picking up on Earth anymore. The
place is falling apart. Even the rats are trying to leave. I won't go back."

"Have you checked your ship for rats?"
"We have. We did the same thing your Mr. Olsen is doing. Brought the

temp of the ship down and scanned for heat signatures. We seem to be clean."
"Here's what's got to happen, Captain Ishida. I have to fine you for the

infestation and the cost of finding all the rats." He could hear Ishida sigh. "I'm



sorry, but that's protocol and I can't avoid that. But I can have station
personnel do a sweep of your ship, certify that it's vermin free, and get you
back to business as soon as possible. Is that satisfactory?"

There was a long pause from the ship's end of the conversation. Rory
knew that ship captains were loath to let outsiders on board. There must be an
intense conversation going on, he thought.

Soon the captain came back on. "We agree, Mr. Patton. I'll await your
sweep team."

"Thank you for being so understanding, Captain. I'll have the team contact
you as soon as they're ready to come on board."

"Far Traveler, out."
Rory cut the connection. "Poor boyo. Rats!"
 
 

Chapter 5
 
Daniel was grinding away on the stair-stepper machine in the gym the

first time he saw her. Her long, dark brown hair was pulled up into a pony tail
and she had on a filmy rainbow colored ballet skirt over a black leotard. She
was walking with a group of friends, headed to the small dance room in the
back of the gym. He was so taken with her that he stopped stepping on the
machine. Its insistent beeping at the sudden stop in the middle of the program
brought him back to life.

He told Rory about it the next day at their work out. "She was beautiful,
Rory. So petite! She can't be more than one point six meters."

Rory laughed. "You have a crush!" and punched his friend lightly in the
arm. "What's her name?"

Daniel's eyes grew wide. "I don't know! She wouldn't want to talk to
someone like me, anyway."

"Nonsense. You're a great guy. You have to talk to her."
Dropping the weight he'd been holding, it just missed his toe. He shook

his head, "No, that's not going to happen."
"Hey, you never know till you try, Daniel."
That was two weeks ago. Some days his mystery girl went to dance, some

days she worked out by herself, lifting weights and stretching. He watched
from a distance, trying to work up the courage to ask her out for coffee or
something.

Today's the day, Daniel told himself as he arrived at the gym. I'm going to
ask her out for coffee today. He had worn his best work out clothes. That



morning he stood in front of his bedroom mirror, trying to tug the shirt into
a place that would hide his still considerable bulk.

He was lifting weights, slowly, trying not to work up a sweat. That would
be gross and he wanted as nice an appearance as he could have. This was her
weight training day. He glanced at the clock on the gym wall. She was late.
Where is she? Is she not coming today? Oh, I hope she's not sick. His brain was
in a whirl of panic and misery.

Finally, he saw her come in the door. She went into the locker room and
when she came out, she headed for the free weights. Putting her small towel
and water bottle down on the mats, she selected a pair of five kilogram hand
weights and moved in front of the mirrors.

Daniel didn't know what to do. Should he put his weights back? Do some
more reps? What should he say? His stomach was in a knot and his mouth was
dry. He put his weights back on the rack and drank a sip of water from his
own bottle, watching her in the mirror. Just as he finished and wiped the
nervous sweat from his face, she came up next to him to put her weights back.

He nearly dropped the bottle when she said, "Hi. It's a tough work-out,
isn't it?"

"Huh?"
"Hand weights, it's tough. I leave here all weak armed." She glanced up at

him.
He felt swallowed up in her brown eyes. They had gold flecks in them.

"Oh, yeah, it's tough. Um, I've seen you in here before."
She smiled. "Yes, I've seen you too, usually on the stair-step machine."
"My friend, Rory, is helping me get fit."
"Good for you," she said, then picked up a pair of ankle weights.
Ask her, you dolt, he thought in a panic. She's going to go back to working

out! "Uhh, you wouldn't be interested in a cup of coffee? Uh, later?"
She stopped and smiled. "That would be lovely. How about after dinner,

say, 1900? I'll meet you at the Level 4 cafe entrance."
"Yes! Uh, yes. That will work."
Smiling, she hefted the weights. "Good, I'll see you there." With that she

turned and moved over to the wall, kneeling to put on the ankle weights.
Daniel stood there, astounded at his good luck. He hustled over to the

stair-step machine, got on and selected a level two over his normal level. He
felt like he could climb a mountain.

 
#
 



James was holding court in the back of The Galaxy Hole with his own
crew: Steve O'Bannon, Bran Donnell and Finn Lyden. "Look, I don't like the
way the new boss is doing business. She's just like her father, too slow and
too soft on the marks."

The bartender, Albert, brought a fresh pot of coffee for the table. All the
men had cups in front of them, a plate of scones in the middle of the table.
Pots of butter and jam sat next to the scones. Steve picked up a scone, split it
and spread butter and strawberry jam on it. "You have a plan, boss?"

Pouring himself a fresh cup of coffee, he grinned. "I do, I'm going to send
you out to the poorest of the stalls and hawkers and bring them under my
protection."

Bran Donnell grunted. He was James' go-to man when things got ugly.
Bran didn't seem to have any conscience at all. If James needed something
nasty done, Bran was his man. "Good, there's nothin' for me to do now."

James eyed Finn. "Are you in?"
"Sure boss. I could always use a little more cash." He laughed and the men

around the table laughed with him. Finn was a ladies' man and was always
short of cash from spending it on expensive gifts and dates to the best places
on the station.

"Good," McMahon said as he stirred sugar into his coffee. "Finn, you'll be
my money man. Keep the books for us. Steve, you're my expediter. Whatever
I need done, you'll keep us all on track. Bran, you're my muscle, as always."

"What about Erin Gillespie?" Steve asked. "Isn't she gonna be a little
ticked off?"

"We're not gonna tell her." James looked around the table at his men.
"You're my lieutenants. No word gets back to her. Pick out one or two men
you trust. Start building out your own teams. Be careful, most of the men are
loyal to the Gillespies. Choose ones you know will be loyal to you, and me."

The men all nodded. Over their breakfast they began planning their
moves.

 
#
 
The Level 6 bar was quiet in the mid-afternoon. The usual clientele, mid

to upper echelon station personnel, were still at work. James McMahon was
working on the second part of his plan to start his own crime syndicate,
assemble his own station supporters. In this case, he was seducing Art
Cavanaugh away from Erin Gillespie. A two-fer, as they used to say, he
thought as he watched Art lumber into the bar and work his way back to



James' table. I get the station manager in my court and deal a blow to Erin.
He stood as Art approached the table. "Art, good to see you." They shook

hands. "I'm glad you could take time out of your busy day to see me. Please,"
he pointed to the chair next to his, "have a seat. Let me buy you a drink."

"Thanks, James. I'm glad to take a break. We're still trying to get the rat
thing under control, you know. What a disaster."

James flagged the waitress over. "Two whiskies?" He glanced at Art for
his approval. Art nodded. "Two whiskies please, Sue." The waitress hustled
off.

"Sorry to hear about the rat problem, Art." James settled into his chair. "I
thought that was taken care of?"

Art waved, "My staff tells me it is but really, what do they know?"
More than you, you fat, half-wit. "True. Good staff is so hard to find."
Nodding, Art continued. "You don't know the half of it. Disaster is waiting

to strike at every turn." He huffed in self-congratulations for being in the
know.

"That's too bad, Art." James folded his hands on the table. "What's going
on with the Security AI?"

Worry flashed across his face. "The program is being funded by Chief
Perrill. I can't get it shut down." He peered at James with a little fear. "I tried,
really."

Shrugging, James reassured the station manager. "I'm sure you did your
best, Art. Ah, here are our drinks."

Sue sat the glasses down on the table along with a basket of pretzel sticks.
Art had his hand deep into the basket before James could say thank you to the
waitress.

"So, Art." James picked up his glass. "I have a proposition for you."
Art kept chewing, washing down the pretzels with a swallow of whisky.

"What is it?"
"I'm thinking Erin was a little hard on you the other day, after all, it's not

even a running program yet."
"That's so true! I tried to explain, it might be two years before the thing is

operational, if it gets that far at all."
"Naturally," James commiserated. He sipped his whisky and watched Art

begin to sweat. "What would you say to working with just me?"
Art's glass stopped halfway to his fat lips. "Work with you?" James could

see his mind turning the question over. "What about Erin?"
"I'll handle Erin. She depends on me."
After draining his glass, Art set it down on the table. "I don't know,



James."
McMahon waved the waitress over. "Sue, could we get another round,

please?" He smiled at her. "Thank you."
"Art, I'll run interference for you. You won't have to deal with Erin at all.

Just me."
He shook his head. "I've been with the Gillespie's for a long time, James.

It doesn't seem right."
"Do you like Erin?"
"She's her father's daughter, and I don't know her all that well." Art

hiccuped. "Excuse me. She could be a real terror. I don't want to take any
chances."

James ground his teeth together. Now the fat slob develops a brain. He put
his most reassuring smile on. "You don't have to worry; it'll be all on me."

Sue arrived back at the table and put the two drinks down and dropped a
fresh basket of pretzels. She removed the empty basket.

Art slugged the whisky back. He slapped it on the table and played with
the glass, pushing it back and forth in the condensation on the table. He
sighed, "As long as you're sure it's fine with Erin. She scares me. You're a
guy, I can talk to you. She's, she's just,..."

James grinned, "I get you, yeah, it's easier for men to do business
together. I totally understand. So, you're willing to deal with just me?"

Bobbing his head, Art wiped his round face with the damp napkin. "Yeah,
sure, why not. Just us guys, right?"

Pushing his untouched drink across the table to him, James replied, "Yeah,
just us guys."

After Art left, James' new lieutenant, Steve, left his table near the front
door and joined his boss. "Did he bite?"

"He did." James tossed down the remainder of his first drink. "Now I have
the station manager in my pocket and Erin is left high and dry."

"What about that AI? It's going to cause a problem, isn't it?"
"It is, but not right now. One problem at a time. Let Erin worry about it."
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They left her duffel in the room and strolled hand in hand along the

concourse toward the market.
"I promise," Mike squeezed her hand, "it’s the best food on the station."

Jo's stomach growled in response and he laughed.
She patted his hand and rested her head against his shoulder for a moment.

Jo hadn’t been this happy in a long time. The last time was before she left
home for the Space Force. Actually, before she decided to join. Her
secondary schooling was done and her Mom, Margaret, was pressuring Jo to
go to University and study biology so she could join the family bio-
engineering business. She headed the company and her sister, Jo's favorite
Aunt Susan, Jo's co-mom Cindy, and her father, George, all worked there. Jo
was on the path to entering the family business.

Joe was dating a guy she thought might be the right one for her. One
night, he told Jo he’d fallen in love with a young woman he worked with.
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What was she supposed to do? She felt like she'd been kicked in the stomach.
Aunt Susan did her best to help Jo through it. A month later Jo signed up in
the Space Forces as a communications technician. She wanted to get as far
away from home as possible, going as far as changing her scientific focus.
The family was disappointed of course.

Now Jo felt better, healed, rested. She was looking forward to dinner. Jo
hadn’t been paying attention to the concourse, just thinking back and
enjoying Mike’s hand in hers, so she was surprised when three men closed in
around them.

One of them, small, lean and ugly, grabbed her wrist, "Give me everything
you’ve got chicklet."

The other two guys focused on Mike. They had knives. "Credits, jewels,
whatever you’ve got," a big hairy guy growled at Mike. Mike backed up a
step.

Jo's heart was in her throat. She started to reach for her pouch when Mike
delivered a kick to the third guy’s wrist. The knife he’d been holding went
flying. The lean and ugly guy was distracted so Jo kicked him in the knee,
twisting her wrist free from the gnarly fist that had been holding her. She
heard something in his knee crack and he screamed with pain, falling to the
floor, holding the offended knee.

Mike, surrounded by Hairy guy and the third man, a red head with greasy
hair, scanned back and forth between them. Hairy guy still had a knife. Jo
spotted the loose knife against the corridor wall next to a plant pot. She
darted across the concourse to get it. The Red head that lost it was facing her
and saw Jo run across the concourse. He yelled to Hairy guy and broke off
from Mike to go after her.

Jo picked up the knife and whirled around, still in a crouch, using the plant
pot as a partial shield. Everything she learned in the Academy flew out of her
head. The lean guy had recovered enough to hobble in a circle around Mike
blocking him from getting to Jo and the red headed guy. Hairy guy and Mike
closed in on each other and the Red head was closing in on Jo. She dodged to
her left and then back to her right. It wasn’t much of a feint but the lummox
fell for it. She had about a four step head start as she ran toward the big Hairy
guy who was pounding Mike in the face.

She closed in thinking to stab the Hairy guy but Red head was too close.
She darted around Mike hoping she might be able to get him the knife. She
was no knife fighter, even with the Academy training. Better he have it. Red
headed guy was gaining on her. There was a break in Mike’s fight as Hairy
guy fell to the floor. She called out to Mike and when he looked, Jo tossed



him the knife. Just as he caught it, Hairy guy started to get back up. Red
headed guy made a quick turn from Jo to Mike and before she could call out,
knifed Mike in the back.

Everything seemed to stop. She wasn't even sure she was breathing. Hairy
guy got up from the floor and kicked Mike in the stomach, for good measure
she supposed, and then turned to look at her. Panic filled her and she knew
she had to get out of there or she'd be next. Jo ran into the nearest restaurant,
through the front of the house, leaving gasps of surprise and comments from
customers trailing behind her and into the kitchens. All of these places had
narrow back alleys where supplies were delivered; Jo just had to find the
door. The chef wasn’t pleased when she sent a busboy flying and dishes
crashed all over the kitchen. He yelled in a language she didn’t know, waving
his big knife. Jo found the door and burst into the back alley.

Piles of crates and shipping boxes were out there. She shoved the door
closed and pulled some crates in front of it. They weren’t very heavy but
anything to slow the bad guys down. Jo took off to her left, cutting in and out
behind crates whenever she could to stay out of the line of sight. She dashed
into a door on the right side of the back concourse, into another kitchen,
startling the dishwasher. Jo's back to the door, she put her finger to her lips,
willing the wide-eyed teenaged girl to silence. Jo just wanted a second to
catch her breath. Walking quickly but as calmly as possible, she went through
the kitchen, into the dining room and out into a Main Concourse A. Jo went
left again, checking behind her often, bumping into people every time she
turned around to check behind her and hurrying across the first cross
concourse. It was the dinner hour and a lot of people were strolling up and
down looking into shop windows, chatting in little groups. Good, Jo thought,
lots of people make it harder for them to find me.

Her breathing became less panicked and she moved a little more slowly.
Jo caught a quick look at her reflection in a bar window. Her hair was
standing up in all directions and her eyes were big as plates. Jo moved on,
finger combing her hair into some kind of order. There was nothing she
could do about the panic in her eyes.

At the next cross concourse, two and a half klicks later, she turned left
again. Jo was far enough in this direction that she was a long way past her
hotel. She just needed to get around one more corner, get to the hotel and get
her duffel. Jo panicked, hand shooting to her pocket, then sighed with some
relief. The key card was still in her pocket. At Concourse B, she paused,
looking around the corner before taking that left turn.

It all seemed normal. No one was rushing around, no Station Security, no



alarms. Jo took the corner, staying as close to the walls as possible. She made
it back to the hotel, nodded at the clerk as she went by and went to her room.
She was about to shove the card in the lock when it occurred to her that
someone might be in there. Quietly, she tried the handle. It was locked. Jo
hesitated. Could be nothing, it was supposed to be locked. She tried the card.
She could hear the lock retract. Jo slid the door open slightly. No lights were
on in the room, no sound. She slid the door all the way open and hit the light
switch, ready to bolt. Nothing. Jo peeked around the door jam. No one was in
there.

Jo slid inside and shut the door making sure the extra lock was engaged.
She went into the bathroom and splashed water on her face. Her face stared
back from the mirror. Yeah. The window didn’t lie. Jo grabbed the few
toiletries she'd taken out of her duffel and dumped them in her toiletry kit.
Going into the room, she tossed the kit into the duffel and looked around.
She grabbed up her dirty clothes and shoved them into the bag. A last check
around the room showed there was nothing left.

Jo sank onto the unmade bed, a sudden wave of exhaustion washing over
her. What now? A sudden wave of nausea hit and she ran back to the
bathroom and vomited until there was nothing coming up but bile. She rose
from the floor, weak kneed and hit the flush button. She'd never seen anyone
killed. Certainly not someone she liked. At the sink she rinsed her mouth and
splashed her face again. As she dried her face and hands she went back to the
room and sat beside her duffel on the bed.

She thought about Mike. He made her laugh and for a short while, brought
her a measure of comfort she hadn't had since her boyfriend back on Rodinia
dumped her. She sighed. A headache lodged itself behind her right eye. Mike
was a nice guy, she really liked him but her plan was to leave him in a few
hours, never looking back. It didn't feel right. What kind of station is this
where people get attacked walking along a concourse? Wait, what did they ask
for? Credits and jewels. For credits and jewels? Not jewelry? Jo launched off
of the bed to stand over her duffel. She’d put the jewel in a bottom back
pocket. It hadn't been sneaky. Jo just didn’t want it falling out or getting
caught in clothing and lost. It was still there. She pulled it out and it glittered
in the room light.

Jo sat back down on the bed, turning the thing absently, watching it catch
the light and spread it in sparkles around the room. Jo looked around the
room. Nothing was disturbed any more than the way she and Mike had left it.
Jewels. Not jewelry. What does that mean? I’m just a crew member. Hell, I
haven’t even signed onto The Adirondack yet. What’s with this jewel? She held



it up to the light. She frowned, she could see through it, sort of. The facets
got in the way of seeing clearly. Jo put it in her pocket. She wanted it with
her.

What to do now? StaSec would notice a dead body and be checking the
security recordings. They’d see I was there and escaped. They’d at the very
least want to ask questions. I’d been briefed that StaSec here was corrupt, to
stay out of trouble. Well, she snorted to herself, that didn’t work out very well.
What do I do now? She could just check into a different hotel, lay low and
check into her ship in the morning. She could call StaSec, turn herself in and
try to explain what happened. Jo shook her head; she didn’t like either of
those ideas.

She pulled the jewel out of her pocket and looked at it. What is this that
we were attacked for it? Killed for it? What Jo really wanted to do was find
out about this jewel. She stood up and slipped it back into her pocket. That’s
what she’d do. She’d find the little guy that sold it to her and get an answer
out of him.

Her stomach growled again. Right after she got something to eat.


