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    Akalla Redemption by Ian J. Malone 
 
      
 
      
 
    A cascade of crimson sprayed into the air as the massive Sorrig hulk ripped into its latest victim, its razor claws bared and bloody maw open wide for all to see. The other alien howled in agony as flesh and entrails spewed from its form, only to be hurled aside like a ragdoll and slammed against the wall once the reptilian attacker had taken its fill. 
 
    Dear gods of the over realm, help us. Tenza’s whole body froze in horror. Everything in him wanted to run with the others, but he couldn’t move. Not his feet. Not his arms. Nothing. Meanwhile, the monstrous Sorrig stalked ever closer to Tenza’s position, ready to pounce. 
 
    “Tenza, run!” a familiar voice shouted.  
 
    The reptilian monster whirled on its scaly haunches as a lone Human raced into the open, wearing battle-torn clothes and wielding a laser rifle.  
 
    Matt. 
 
    “I said run!” Matt Furyk repeated. He skidded to a halt some 20 yards away and took aim at the Sorrig while the other members of their team fled to safety.  
 
    Don’t. Not for me.  
 
    The Sorrig threw back its wedge-shaped head and roared into the moonlight as bolts of laser fire bounced from its hide like toy darts. Even still, Matt was undaunted. He kept firing and firing and firing until eventually the light on his magazine flashed red, signaling an empty charge.  
 
    “Look out!” Tenza shrieked.  
 
    The mountainous Sorrig covered the ground between it and the Human freighter captain in three easy bounds as the latter raced to slap in a new mag. He was too late.  
 
    A deluge of crimson splashed the dirt as screams of pure agony billowed skyward.  
 
    “Maaattt!” Tenza jolted upright in his bunk, eyes saucer-wide and heart thundering in his chest. What was… 
 
    The gentle waves of Lano harbor sloshed against the boat’s hull outside as the distant patter of feet against a wooden dock clattered in the night. Someone knocked at his door. 
 
    “You all right?” a woman asked in a thick Australian drawl.  
 
    Tenza turned to see the darkened silhouette of his sister, Shivana, standing in the doorframe. “I’m fine,” he said in the same accent. 
 
    “You don’t sound fine,” Shivana said. “On the contrary, you sound bloody well terrified out of your skull, if that last scream was any indication.”  
 
    Tenza didn’t answer.  
 
    “Be back in a jiff.” Shivana vanished from sight, presumably into the galley, which was just down the hall from the sleeping quarters. She returned a few minutes later with a mug of hot tea that smelled of honey and lemon. That was Tenza’s favorite.  
 
    “Here.” She handed him the mug.  
 
    “I’m fine, really,” Tenza said.  
 
    “Take it,” Shivana insisted. “It’ll help you sleep. We’ve got a big day tomorrow, remember? That charter’s gonna pay our slip fees for the next two months, and then some. You’ll need your strength. That means rest.”  
 
    Tenza recognized his sister’s tone. It was the one that said, ‘You’re drinking this if I have to pry open your jaws and pour it down your throat.’ He grudgingly accepted the mug.  
 
    “Thank you.” Shivana sat down on the bed. “So, what are the odds you actually feel like talking about it this time?” 
 
    Tenza shook his head.  
 
    “Yeah, didn’t think so.” Shivana frowned. “Listen, Tenz. I really don’t mean to be insensitive here, but it’s been almost six months since you and Captain Furyk returned from Cynzu aboard the Bonifay. These nightmares of yours? They’re not getting any better.”  
 
    “That’s because it’s only been six months,” Tenza said, avoiding eye contact. “You weren’t there, Shivana. You can’t understand.”  
 
    “You’re right,” Shivana answered. “I can’t understand. You do realize, though, that’s mostly because you refuse to help me try by not opening up.” 
 
    Tenza shot her a flat look.  
 
    “Easy.” Shivana held up her hands. “I’ll be the first to admit I can’t imagine what happened to you all out there, what with the conflict between the Sorrig and the Xajok and all. Still, there are others here in Akalla City who can. They’ve been trained for it.”  
 
    “What, like a professional?” Tenza grunted.  
 
    “Something like that, yeah,” Shivana said. “You need to talk to someone about this, little brother. If not to me, then maybe to one of them. That’s the only way you’ll ever move past what happened on Cynzu to get on with your life.”  
 
    Tenza sipped his tea and aimed a pensive stare at the moonlight pouring in through the porthole across the room. “I’ll think about it.”  
 
    “That’s all I ask,” Shivana said. “Now, finish your tea and get some rest. We’ll need to be geared up and ready by daybreak when the clients arrive. I mean to have them out on the water, fighting 50-pound parka fish by sunup.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next day brought the usual routine Tenza had become accustomed to since returning to Akalla six months earlier. He rose from his bunk, splashed some water on his face, then got dressed in his standard daily attire of light trousers and a loose-fitting work shirt before heading topside to start his day.  
 
    The salty morning air was mild and moist against Tenza’s green skin as he emerged onto the main deck of the Spellbinder, the mid-sized trawler his sister had operated for the last six years out of Port Saint Lano. Lano had always reminded Tenza of Navar, the town where he and his sister had lived as kids, in that both were sleepy little fishing communities nestled minutes outside of major Akallan urban centers. In the case of Navar, that’d resulted in frequent trips to Dayston, Akalla’s second largest city, for family outings and entertainment. In the case of Lano, that meant living 30 miles south of the planet’s bustling capital, Akalla City, or AC as the locals called it.  
 
    Tenza scooped up a pair of beverage coolers and headed for the ice dispensary at the end of the docks. Growing up on the water had been nothing new, although theirs was the first generation of the Nadahl line to make such a claim. Their parents, like the rest of their ancestors, had lived on the Reeoli homeworld of Endolis, which offered a far more arid climate, like that of Joth or one of the other desert worlds. All that changed, however, when a fascist dictatorship seized control of the Reeoli government in a dead-of-night coup posing as an election and began lining their officials’ pockets with private assets.  
 
    “I’ll be damned if I’ll work my bloody fingers to the bone, only to see everything I’ve built go to pad the credit account of some frexing bureaucrat,” Tenza’s father had muttered one night after a bit too much ale. 
 
    Coincidentally, it was that sort of rebel mentality that had inevitably drawn Tenza’s family to Akalla. Like the Reeoli who’d experienced widespread abuse at the hands of their one-party government, the Akalla’s forefathers had experienced similar treatment at the hands of the affluent who held control of their homeworld, Tretra. That had ended more than a century earlier, when the Bith established a stargate in the Kyria System, paving the way for Tretra’s downtrodden to seize control of their own destiny in a place where a being’s life and success was whatever he or she could make of it. Couple that mentality with Akalla’s stunning tropical beauty and mild climate, and Tenza’s father had jumped at the chance to relocate there when the family had set sail through the gate from Endolis. 
 
     “Ahem.” A throat cleared to Tenza’s right.  
 
    Tenza turned to find Mashtew Betarith, the Prithmar who ran the marina’s bait and tackle shop, munching on a cupful of berries and pointing to the mess of ice surrounding the overflowing cooler at Tenza’s feet.  
 
    “I think you’re all set,” the Prithmar said.  
 
    “Huh?” Tenza blinked. “Oh, right. Sorry, mate.” 
 
    Mash seemed less than impressed by the apology as Tenza shoved the spilled ice to the side, then scooped up his coolers to go.  
 
    The early streaks of dawn were just flecking the horizon when Tenza returned to the Spellbinder.  
 
    “Don’t forget to pack an extra case of Cool Pop with the other beverages,” Shivana said. “I have it on good authority that our clients love that stuff.”  
 
    Gross. Cool Pop was a brand of sugary beverage that had originated on Akalla and since gone on to become a bestseller on several other worlds in the region. Naturally, a ton of folks loved the stuff, but Tenza had always found it far too sweet for his liking. I might as well be drinking bloody syrup.  
 
    A stir from the rickety old fishing boat two slips over caused both Reeoli to turn.  
 
    “Morning, Shivana.” The Human captain of the Bayou Bengal threw them a wave.  
 
    “Morning, Zack,” Shivana said. “How’s business aboard the Bayou Bengal this week?”  
 
    “Not nearly as well as things seem to be going for the Spellbinder, but we’re getting by,” Zack said. “Rumor around the marina says you’re looking to expand your outfit to a second boat.”  
 
    Shivana shrugged. “If I can pull it off for the right price, then yeah. It’s something we’re exploring.”  
 
    “Good for you.” Zack smiled and pointed up the docks. “I’m headed up to the diner to score some breakfast. Can I bring you something? Coffee and a bacon biscuit, maybe?”  
 
    Shivana smiled back. “No, that’s quite all right. Tenza and I have to hit the water early this morning, so I packed ahead. Rain check, though?”  
 
    “Always.” Zack offered a parting wave, then turned to go. “Later.”  
 
    Shivana’s gaze lingered on the Human boat captain for an extra beat as the latter vanished down the docks.  
 
    “Seriously?” Tenza wondered aloud. 
 
    “What?” Shivana snapped back to her work. “Captain Monahan is a nice bloke who’s never once tried to poach any of my clients. That’s the makings of a good friend, if you ask me.”  
 
    “Uh huh,” Tenza said. “And the fact that he’s an ex-Warball star has nothing to do with anything.”  
 
    “What are you getting at, brother?”  
 
    “I’m saying you’ve always had a thing for jocks.” Tenza pointed up the docks. “And that one just so happens to know your favorite breakfast.” 
 
    Shivana rolled her eyes. “Yes, because I’m the only bloody being on the planet who likes bacon.” 
 
    “Not a denial.”  
 
    “Shut up and get back to work,” Shivana grumbled. “Our clients will be here any minute.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Shivana’s charter clients couldn’t have asked for a better day for fishing. Beyond the fact that the weather was downright sensational, the pair of Leethog made a killing with their catch. Parka fish, snappers, cutter heads; they caught all of it and then some. Of course, it helped when the resident boat captain knew every inch of the local waters as if she’d grown up in them. Alas, that was Shivana. Whereas Tenza had tolerated working the water to make extra spending credit as a kid, his sister had been captivated by sea life from the moment their family had set foot on Akalla 18 years earlier. She’d leveraged everything to achieve that dream, too, right down to the blood, sweat, and tears she’d poured into making her operation aboard the Spellbinder a success.  
 
    Tenza, on the other hand, had taken a different path in adulthood. Unlike his sister, who’d always craved the quiet of the water, he’d been drawn to the neon lights, glitz, and thumping glamor of Akalla City’s immersive night life. The clubs, the parties, the women; Tenza had craved it all, so much so that he would’ve taken almost any risk imaginable to achieve status in that world’s hierarchy. Now, he could only cringe at where that road had taken him. 
 
    “I’ve gotta head into town to meet with the bank about our new boat,” Shivana said once they’d waved goodbye to their clients back at the marina. “You up for a drive?”  
 
    “Nah, that’s all right.” Tenza shook his head. “I spotted a cluster of new holes in the starboard nets the last time we got ready to throw out. I figure I’ll make myself useful and mend them, then make myself a sandwich down in the galley.”  
 
    Shivana raised an eyebrow. “You sure? I’ve never known you to pass on a trip into AC.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure.” Tenza shooed her off with a wave. “Go have fun boat shopping. I’ll be here when you get back.”  
 
    Shivana raised a shoulder, then turned to go. 
 
    “Say hi to Captain Monahan for me at lunch!” Tenza called out.  
 
    Shivana responded with her famous get stuffed hand gesture as she climbed the dock steps toward the transport lot by the bait shop.  
 
    You protest too much, sis. Tenza snickered under his breath, then he walked across the deck toward the starboard nets. Jokes aside, he hoped for his sister’s sake that things worked out between her and Captain Monahan. Shivana deserved that, if for no other reason than as a reward for taking in her idiot brother after his return from Cynzu. Now if I could just find a way to make some scratch of my own so she doesn’t have to pay for everything, all would be right with the world.  
 
    Tenza went about his business for the next several hours, mending nets and clearing the deck of lingering blood and fish guts from their charter. Once he was done, he headed downstairs to clean himself up and make some lunch, before returning topside to await his sister’s return. He’d just collapsed into a seat when a familiar male voice called to him from the docks.  
 
    “My oh my, how the mighty have fallen.”  
 
    Part of Tenza rejoiced at the sound. The other part of him paused before answering with a casual, “Hey, Razeef. Fancy running into you out here.”  
 
    “I could say the same thing about you.” The purple-skinned Pikith in the stylish blue suit descended the dock steps toward the Spellbinder’s slip, the ends of his long white hair catching in the breeze. “I must confess, old friend. It was surprising enough to hear that you were back in town, but to find you here? Looking like that?” He pointed to Tenza’s fish-stained attire. “Well, let’s just say that’s not how I imagined this little reunion of ours would go.”  
 
    “Why are you here?” Tenza asked.  
 
    The Pikith glanced quizzically at his Reeoli counterpart and removed his own sunglasses. “So, just like that, it’s straight to the point then. You have changed.”  
 
    Tenza didn’t answer.  
 
    “Very well,” Razeef said. “I’ve come to offer you a lifeline to get free of these—” He paused. “Less than ideal circumstances.”  
 
    “And why would you do that?” Tenza asked.  
 
    “Since when does an old friend need an excuse to help out another in their time of need?” Razeef flipped up a purple palm.  
 
    Tenza cocked his head.  
 
    “Fine.” Razeef sighed. “I need your help with something. A job, actually.”  
 
    “What kind of job?” Tenza asked.  
 
    “The kind that’ll pay you more than enough to free you from this quaint little existence of squalor you currently find yourself in.” Razeef grunted.  
 
    Tenza weighed how best to answer before settling on a less than inspired, “Not interested.”  
 
    “You were always many things, my friend, but a quality liar wasn’t one of them,” Razeef said. “With all due deference to your sister, you were meant for much more than this, Tenz. You know it, and so do I. What I’m offering is the chance to stand on your own two feet again, with pride and dignity.” 
 
    Tenza turned aside and fixed his eyes on something else—anything else—to clear his mind.  
 
    “You know you’re interested,” Razeef pressed. “All I’m asking is for five minutes; hear me out. After that, I’ll be on my way, never to bother you again if that’s your decision.”  
 
    Tenza closed his eyes, unable to stare any longer at his sister’s chair on his sister’s boat, docked in the harbor his sister paid slip fees for. “What’s the job?”  
 
    “Simple transport,” Razeef said. “You, me, and a package. That’s it.”  
 
    “What sort of package?” Tenza asked.  
 
    “Does it matter?” Razeef countered. “All that matters is the pay.”  
 
    “Which is?”  
 
    “Fifty thousand credit,” Razeef said. “That’s 25 apiece, minus expenses for the boat rental.” 
 
    Tenza titled his head. “So we go by water then.”  
 
    “Correct,” Razeef said. “The drop is scheduled for 0200 tonight. We’re to pick up the package at Easton Pier just north of the city, then deliver it to my contact at AC starport, who’ll pay us the balance of our fee before transporting the package off world. That’s it.”  
 
    Tenza considered the explanation. “Sounds simple enough. What do you need me for?” 
 
    “The package in question is of some value to other interested parties,” Razeef said. “I don’t expect we’ll have problems. However, in the event we do, I’d feel a lot better about things if the best wheelman I’ve ever worked with were sitting in the captain’s seat beside me as we make our escape.”  
 
    Tenza felt an immediate tingle in his spine. He knew it well. “And what are the odds these other interested parties could come calling?”  
 
    “Slim to none.” Razeef waved off the suggestion. “Akalla City is a big place. And besides, no one but my contact knows the time and place of the drop.”  
 
    Tenza wasn’t convinced.  
 
    “Come on, Tenz,” Razeef pressed. “In all the years we’ve known each other, have I ever steered you wrong? This is the easiest credit you’ll ever make. Take it and rebuild your life. You’ve earned that.” 
 
    Tenza fixed his gaze on the horizon and considered the offer. “I’ll think about it.”  
 
    “Ha.” Razeef laughed. “I know that look. You’re already in, and you know it. Admit it.”  
 
    “I’m not admitting anything,” Tenza said. “I told you I’d think about it, and I will. You can expect my answer by nightfall. Now move your wanker ass, and let me be for a tick while I do that.”  
 
    “Suit yourself.” Razeef grinned and slid his sunglass goggles back over his eyes. “It doesn’t change the fact that we both know your answer.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tenza spent the next three hours weighing the merits of Razeef’s offer. On one hand, a part of him really wanted no part of his old life. There was too much risk in it, both to himself and those around him. At the same time, there was just enough of his father’s spirit left in him to despise being forced to live off his sister’s charity. He needed a change and a fresh start.  
 
    All you have to do is drive. That’s it, then you’re out.  
 
    A cool breeze rolled in from the harbor as dusk began to fall on Tenza’s decision. He marched downstairs to the galley and fished an antique pen and paper from the console beside the corner cabinet. “Gone out to dinner with Mash,” he scribbled. “Be back later. Don’t wait up.” 
 
    Note complete, Tenza attached the message to the fridge using a magnet and headed for his cabin to get two things: an appropriate change clothes for the evening’s events and the Akallan Z-71 laser pistol he kept in the lockbox under his bunk for such occasions.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The elaborate sensory experience that was downtown AC was on full display when Tenza arrived on the Strip. As soon as he emerged from his transport, Tenza’s nostrils were filled with the smells of grilled food and surf, and the sounds of laughing voices, thumping music, and revving engines filled his ears as blasts of neon light from the area’s club scene cut the night ahead like a knife. Moments later, a thunderous cheer erupted from nearby Argonaut Stadium as the AC Argos, the regional champions of the previous year’s Warball tournament, took to the field in front of a raucous home crowed.  
 
    Tenza rolled back the sleeve of his neatly pressed suit jacket and checked the time on his silver-plated data band, 2230 hours. He wasn’t scheduled to meet Razeef until 0100 hours to pick up the boat, which the other had assured Tenza was top notch. Tenza certainly hoped so. The role of driver on a crew was one he’d historically known well. As such, he liked his vehicles set up in a certain way to maximize performance. Boats, hovercraft, ground transports. They all had their own eccentricities, and it was the role of the driver to understand these things to ensure the best possible outcome of the job.  
 
    Tenza spent the next two hours wandering the AC strip, visiting several of his old hotspots, specifically Spinnaker’s Tap Room, where he’d always gone to share drinks with clients, followed by Rutherford’s Chop House, which for his money served hands-down the best steaks in all the city. He’d just polished off the final bite of filet when the alert he’d set on his data band notified him that it was time to go. He signaled to the waiter. “Check, please.”  
 
    The walk to Argonaut Square took about five minutes once he left Rutherford’s. From there, Tenza boarded another transport bound for Weldon Harbor, out by the eastside shipping docks. 
 
    “Glad you could make it.” Razeef was leaning against a light post in the parking lot, arms folded across his chest, when Tenza exited the transport.  
 
    “You sound surprised,” Tenza said.  
 
    “A little,” Razeef said. “I’ll admit, part of me wondered if you still had a job like this in you, even after my sales pitch earlier at your sister’s boat. I’m glad to see those fears were misplaced.”  
 
    Tenza shrugged. “I’m just here to drive, right? How about we go see what that looks like.”  
 
    A sly smile cracked the purple contours of Razeef’s face. “Right this way.”  
 
    As one would expect at 1:30 in the morning, the docks at Weldon Harbor were devoid of activity, save for the two men making their way toward the northern docks. Meanwhile, a lone craft slumbered silently in the darkened waters down the pier in the final slip.  
 
    “Is that our ride?” Tenza asked.  
 
    “That would be her.” Razeef gestured the other to go ahead of him. “Shall we?”  
 
    The small heels of Tenza’s stylish leather shoes made a tapping sound against the wood as he walked down the pier toward the vessel. Upon reaching it, his eyes went wide at what he saw in the light.  
 
    Sporting a sleek red frame with silver accents that glistened in the moonlight, the elegant craft featured a V-style nano-fiber racing hull, which spanned roughly 40 feet from bow to stern, plus a pencil-thin beam the likes of which Tenza had only seen in go-fast competitions. This gave the entire vessel a decidedly dart-like appearance, which, when combined with her fusion-powered jet engine capable of reaching 90 knots plus on glassy seas, meant the craft was a total speed demon on the open water. 
 
    Sea Banshee. Tenza studied the vessel’s name, which was stenciled in a stylized font on the portside hull. 
 
    “I told you she was impressive.” Razeef grinned. “Now hurry up and get in. It’ll take us a good 40 minutes to reach Boulware Island from here, so we need to get going.”  
 
    “Boulware Island?” Tenza arched an eyebrow. “I thought you said the drop was set to take place at Easton Pier north of AC.”  
 
    “That was the original plan, yeah,” Razeef said. “The client contacted me about an hour before you did and asked for something with a bit more privacy.”  
 
    “And that meant a secluded island 20 miles off the mainland in the middle of nowhere?” Tenza asked.  
 
    Razeef shrugged. “Client’s credit, client’s call. At the end of the day, who really cares, so long as we get paid? Now come on. We’ve got a job to do.”  
 
    Tenza glanced around the pier as he boarded the Sea Banshee, then proceeded to the captain’s seat, while Razeef keyed the mag release in preparation to shoving off. A few moments later, the engines fired, and the vessel tore off into the midnight waters toward their first stop of the night.  
 
    “Are we having fun yet?” Razeef shouted with a smile over the whipping wind and roaring engines.  
 
    Tenza answered with a grin of his own but didn’t speak. He was too wrapped up in the exhilaration of the moment. All that speed, all that power, ripping across the ocean like a rocket ship, and all completely under his control. It’d been a long time since Tenza had felt this good. A real long time.  
 
    “It’s good to have you back, Tenz,” Razeef called out. “I mean that. There are thugs in this business, and there are true professionals who know how to operate. You’re one of the latter, my friend. You always have been. It’s good to be working with you again.” 
 
    Tenza wasn’t entirely sure how to take that statement, given all that had happened. Still, he appreciated the other’s sincerity in making it.  
 
    A mere three miles out from their destination, Tenza allowed himself a few more moments of adrenaline-soaked excitement before throttling back the engines to adjust their heading.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “We’re here,” Razeef said once the Banshee had simmered down into an even idle.  
 
    The black silhouette of a distant land mass filled the view ahead, a stark contrast to the wide-open ocean behind them.  
 
    “Are we supposed to meet them ashore?” Tenza asked.  
 
    “No,” Razeef said. “We’ll wait here in the bay, then make our transaction when the clients arrive.”  
 
    A chime pinged across the Banshee’s nav display.  
 
    “At least we won’t have to wait long,” Tenza said. “We’ve got incoming.”  
 
    A single light blinked on the horizon, growing larger. Not long afterward, sounds of an engine rolled across the water toward the Banshee.  
 
    “Let me do the talking,” Razeef said quietly. “You just be ready to move as soon as we have the package. Our contact at the starport will be waiting for us.”  
 
    Tenza nodded and held his seat as the Pikith rose from his. Meanwhile, the approaching vessel drew closer to their position. It was an old-style schooner, much like the ones made famous by the first Akallan fisherman who’d arrived on the planet from Tretra.  
 
    Tenza hadn’t seen one in ages. Odd choice, given the circumstances.  
 
    “Nice night for a cruise on the high seas!” Razeef called once the newcomer’s engines quieted. No one responded. “I said, it’s a nice night for a cruise on the high seas. Wouldn’t you agree?”  
 
    Two shapes descended a ladder from the schooner’s nav nest to the main deck, which faced the Banshee.  
 
    “Not for those who get seasick,” one of them answered in a low voice.  
 
    Razeef lowered his hands, having seemingly expected that response, though still not entirely relaxed. “Thank you for coming on time. My associate and I are running a tight schedule, and we have places to be.” 
 
    The two shapes paused upon reaching the deck, then stepped into the light. Sporting short, rugged frames with hooved feet and clawed hands, the aliens were covered in bright orange scales from the bottoms of their ankles to the tops of their tri-horned, snouted heads.  
 
    Kenivar. Tenza felt a chill.  
 
    “Did you bring what we asked for?” Kenivar One asked. He was slightly larger than the other alien and owned the voice who’d spoken from the ladder.  
 
    “I did,” Razeef answered. “Did you bring payment?”  
 
    Kenivar One nodded.  
 
    “Excellent,” Razeef said. “Permission to come aboard?”  
 
    “Granted,” the alien said.  
 
    Tenza grabbed the Banshee’s bow line and tied off to the schooner, while Razeef retrieved something from the storage compartment beneath his seat. It was a case.  
 
    Wait, what? 
 
    Razeef tucked the case under his arm, then climbed aboard the schooner ahead of Tenza, whose hand never strayed far from the pistol under his shirt. Once aboard, Razeef stepped to a nearby fish cleaning stand and placed the case on the surface.  
 
    “I wish to see it,” Kenivar One said.  
 
    Razeef smiled, then unlocked the case with his thumb print and flipped open the lid. Inside rested no less than 80 vials of pure-grade Xenatal extract, the base material for making Phrenzy, the latest designer drug of choice among the AC Strip party crowd.  
 
    Damn you, Razeef. Tenza reminded himself that he was just there to drive, and that other beings’ lifestyle choices were entirely up to them. 
 
    “I request inspection,” Kenivar One said.  
 
    “Be my guest,” Razeef answered.  
 
    The lead alien reached into the case and plucked out a vial, inspecting it in the schooner’s flood lights. From there, he handed the container to his comrade, who checked its contents using a handheld scanner.  
 
    “Purity levels register at 92.3%,” Kenivar Two said.  
 
    “As promised.” Razeef grinned. “Never let it be said that I’m not a man of my word.”  
 
    Kenivar One grunted then returned the vial to the case and closed the lid. “Now we make payment.”  
 
    “Yes, about that,” Razeef said coolly. “I’m afraid plans have changed.”  
 
    A flash of blue exploded Kenivar One’s skull at point-blank range, toppling him overboard with a splash.  
 
    “Pikith scum!” Kenivar Two wheeled for his weapon.  
 
    Pop, pop, pop.  
 
    The helpless alien collapsed to the deck, sporting two fresh laser holes in his chest and another between the eyes.  
 
    “Stupid Kenivar mercenaries.” Razeef holstered his laser pistol. “You never were the sharpest blades in the drawer, were you? All the better for us.” 
 
    Tenza erupted where he stood. “What the frex is this, Razeef?” 
 
    “What does it look like?” The Pikith shrugged. “It seems to me these two Kenivar mercs got greedy during a drug deal and got themselves killed.”  
 
    Tenza put a finger in the other’s chest. “You’ve got exactly 10 seconds to explain why you lied to me about this job. Otherwise, I’m outta here with the Banshee, and you’re swimming home.”  
 
    Razeef exhaled through his purple nostrils. “Fine, have it your way. And for the record, I didn’t lie to you, by the way. We did come here to pick up a package. I just didn’t tell the Kenivar that.”  
 
    Tenza’s expression turned sideways.  
 
    “Two days ago, these bandits took possession of something extremely valuable in Akalla City,” Razeef said. “The person I represent learned of that outcome and commissioned me to lure the Kenivar out here with the promise of a payday. I played my part—specifically that of a Pikith swindler looking to offload some high-end Phrenzy materials on the cheap—and now here we are.”  
 
    Tenza muttered a curse. “I signed up for a drop, Razeef. That was it. I didn’t come here to watch anybody get killed.”  
 
    “Please.” Razeef snorted. “These mercenaries were nothing more than third-rate pirates who dabbled in the slave trade with the Gritloth. Are you honestly gonna stand there and tell me the universe isn’t better off without them in it?”  
 
    If what the other said was true, Tenza took his point. Still, he hated being manipulated. “So, what’s so valuable that you’d go through the trouble of double-crossing two Kenivar mercs to steal it?”  
 
    “I thought you’d never ask.” Razeef pointed to a nearby doorway. “Cover me.”  
 
    Tenza pulled his pistol, not taking any chances, and followed his associate across the deck to the door, which led down into the bowels of the ship. Once there, Razeef cleared the opening from left to right, then proceeded downstairs, while Tenza brought up the rear. The two Kenivar they’d encountered topside seemed to be the only crew aboard, as evidenced by the fact that they came across no one else in the corridors below. Still, Tenza stayed alert. One turn after another, the duo cleared each corridor tunnel as they went, finally halting outside the schooner’s cargo hold. 
 
    “This is it,” Razeef whispered, peering through the hatch’s small circular window. “Hold here. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Tenza nodded, gun up, then held his aim while the other pushed inside. 
 
    A high-pitched voice whimpered.  
 
    “Get up,” Razeef ordered. “Come on, hurry!”  
 
    Tenza kept his barrel trained on the door and stepped back. A few beats later, a third shape emerged through the hatch into the corridor light. What the frex?  
 
    A young Yalteen female, wearing a makeshift gag in her mouth and ropes around her wrists, gawked at him though terrified eyes.  
 
    “I said move!” Razeef pushed the girl forward. “Hurry it up. We’re on a schedule here!”  
 
    Tenza glared at his associate. “What in the frex have you done?” 
 
    “I’ve made both of us rich men, that’s what. You ungrateful squat. Now help me with—” 
 
    An engine revved topside.  
 
    “Oh, no, no, no!” Razeef shoved forward, then bounded upstairs into the open.  
 
    By the time Tenza arrived, he was just in time to see running lights speeding off into the night.  
 
    “Frex!” Razeef barked. “My intel said there were only two Kenivar aboard. There must’ve been a third stowed away somewhere.”  
 
    “So what?” Tenza asked. “Clearly, that other Kenivar wants no part of dealing with us, so what do we care?”  
 
    “You don’t understand,” Razeef snarled. “If that Kenivar reports back to his employer that we have the girl, you, me, and most likely everyone we care about can expect be dead by the end of the week. Get to the Banshee. We’re going after him.”  
 
    Had it just been Tenza, he likely would’ve stood his ground. It was the whole anyone else we care about is dead part that sent him on the move. Shivana. 
 
    Tenza bounded over the side into the Banshee and fired up the engine while Razeef shoved the Yalteen female aboard and cut the boat’s moorings with a blade.  
 
    “Hit it!” Razeef shouted.  
 
    Tenza hammered the throttle, and the boat took off like a rocket. From there, it ripped across the bay at high speed, then accelerated north into open water.  
 
    “What the frex was that thing?” Razeef asked.  
 
    “I can’t be certain until we get closer, but I’m pretty sure it’s a single occupant wave rider,” Tenza said. “That’s the only watercraft I can think of that could put that much distance between us and it in that amount of time.” 
 
    “You can catch it, though, right?” Razeef asked.  
 
    “Just shut up and hang on to something.” Tenza throttled up another level, sending them slamming back into their seats, while the gagged Yalteen female hunkered down in the back. Shortly thereafter, the wave rider’s running lights reappeared on the horizon.  
 
    “There!” Razeef stabbed out a finger.  
 
    “I’ve got it!” Tenza nudged the Banshee to starboard, mindful not to make abrupt movements at extreme speed, then guided the vessel onto an intercept course with the rider. The smaller craft’s lights loomed closer in the dark.  
 
    “Hold her steady!” Razeef pulled his pistol and took aim at the fleeing rider.  
 
    Pop, pop, pop.  
 
    All three shots sailed wide.  
 
    Pop, pop. Pop, pop, pop.  
 
    “It’s no use,” Tenza called. “At this speed, there’s no way you’ll land a shot. They’re moving too fast, and that craft is too nimble. I think I’ve got a solution, though.”  
 
    “I’m all ears,” Razeef said.  
 
    “That’d be a first for a Pikith,” Tenza shot back.  
 
    Razeef gave his driver a smirk. 
 
    Oh, get over it. Tenza maxed out the throttle, sending the Banshee into an all-out scream toward the rider. About 30 seconds later, he eased the vessel to port, forcing the other craft to adjust course. He did it again and again and again until eventually the vessels achieved the 80-degree heading change Tenza sought. At that point, he eased off the gas and allowed the rider to resume its position out front.  
 
    “This is useless,” Razeef snapped. “You almost had him, and now he’s getting away!”  
 
    “All I did was steer us away from the mainland and back out to sea,” Tenza said.  
 
    “But why?” Razeef snaped.  
 
    “Because he’s not getting away, you idiot,” Tenza shot back as another land mass appeared ahead. “If you knew these waters like I do, you wouldn’t say that. Now shut up and let me work.”  
 
    Expertly bobbing the Banshee’s nose from port to starboard then starboard to port, Tenza kept the two vessels on course and running deeper out to sea. Soon, there was nothing around them but open water.  
 
    “You’d better pray they don’t have a pickup en route,” Razeef snarled. “I swear to you right now, Tenz, if that Kenivar gets away, I’ll—” 
 
    A loud vroom pierced the night as the rider ahead suddenly went airborne. From there, the vehicle slammed back to the water, where it jackknifed hard, then cartwheeled over the surface before coming to rest bottoms-up about 80 yards off the Banshee’s port bow.  
 
    Thanks for playing, mate. Tenza eased off the throttle while Razeef rose to his feet.  
 
    “What happened?” the other asked.  
 
    A long strand of solid ground slipped through the surface ahead. 
 
    “Welcome to Lynn Haven Sands,” Tenza said. “It’s a two-mile sandbar that runs from east to west in the middle of Chesney Bay. This used to be one of my go-to spots for setting meets back in the day when I wanted to keep things isolated.”  
 
    Razeef looked impressed. “So you knew this was out here all along?”  
 
    Tenza nodded. “Come on. We need to find the driver.”  
 
    The duo scanned the crash site for the next several minutes. Eventually, Razeef spotted the wave rider’s pilot laying face-down in the water beside a large chunk of debris.  
 
    “Gimme a second, and I’ll get us over there.” Tenza trimmed up the Banshee’s rear jet nozzle until it almost breached the surface, then eased the vessel along the sandbar’s edge toward the body. The driver was a Kenivar, all right, only now its orange head faced about 40 degrees in the wrong direction.  
 
    “Serves him right for running like that,” Razeef grumbled. He settled back into his seat beside the girl, who still hadn’t said a word. “Nice work, Tenz. Really. I never should’ve doubted you.” 
 
    “Compliments later,” Tenza said. “Talk now.” He motioned to their Yalteen passenger. “Who is she, and why did you go through all this trouble to extract her from the Kenivar?” 
 
    Razeef stared off at the water before answering. “Does the name Nievo Dauntov mean anything to you?” 
 
    “Sure,” Tenza said. “Dauntov’s been a mainstay for years in the Joth criminal underworld. He got his start working as a scrapper in one of the bone yards outside Purlit about two decades ago, then opened a junkyard of his own, which he now uses as a front for everything from illegal salvage to smuggling and even weapons running, if you believe the rumors.” 
 
    Razeef applauded. “Very good. And what of the name Gaulmar Thek?”  
 
    Tenza shook his head.  
 
    “Ah, right. You’ve been off world a while.” Razeef draped a lazy arm over the boat side. “Gaulmar is one of the newest players on the Joth crime circuit. He’s a Rincha, and a hotheaded one at that, which is saying something, given his species’ reputation. He’s also every bit as ambitious as Dauntov was in his prime, if not more so.”  
 
    Tenza folded his arms. “Get to the point, Razeef. What does this have to do with us?” 
 
    “You’ll notice that I identified Gaulmar’s species, but not Dauntov’s,” Razeef said.  
 
    “So?” Tena said.  
 
    “So, the latter has gone to great lengths over the years to keep his identity a secret,” Razeef said. “Fortunately for us, I know what Dauntov is.”  
 
    Tenza waited for an answer.  
 
    “Dauntov is a Yalteen.”  
 
    Tenza’s eyes narrowed, then widened while their blue-skinned passenger bowed her head.  
 
    “Gaulmar issued an abduction bounty for Dauntov’s daughter five days ago, when word got out that she’d gone on holiday off world,” Razeef said. “Sadly, the Kenivar beat us to the punch, collecting her out of the gate. However, once my employer learned that the girl had been taken here on Akalla, he dispatched me with instructions to keep them from leaving.”  
 
    “Hence your story about the down-on-his-luck Phrenzy dealer,” Tenza said.  
 
    “Exactly,” Razeef said. “The Kenivar’s appetite for credit is nothing if not reliable. With that established, we knew we could get them to stick around so long as we made the deal sweet enough for them. After that, the trap was set, and we were off to the proverbial races.” 
 
    Tenza considered asking the Pikith how he’d known the Kenivar would bring the girl to their meet aboard the schooner. Then it dawned on him. The one thing the Kenivar species was known for, beyond their lust for credit, was their insane sense of paranoia about everything. As such, if Dauntov’s daughter represented that big a payday, there was no way the Kenivar would’ve let her out of their sight. 
 
    “What now?” Tenza asked.  
 
    “Simple.” Razeef shrugged. “Now I take the girl to my employer, who’ll hand her over to Gaulmar in exchange for the bounty, and get us all paid. Not to worry, though. I told you all you’d have to do is drive, and I meant that. You’re free to go as soon as we reach the starport. I’ll wire you your cut as soon as we return from Joth.” 
 
    A string of tears began stream down the Yalteen girl’s face.  
 
    “What will Gaulmar do with her?” Tenza asked.  
 
    “Not my problem,” Razeef said. “Nor is it yours, frankly, so I’d put that question out of my mind if I were you. All that matters is the bounty, and we’ll have that soon enough…thanks to you.”  
 
    Tenza’s muscles tensed as Razeef got to his feet and raised his data band to his purple lips. Eighteen months ago, Tenza wouldn’t have batted an eye at what was happening. Dauntov should’ve hired better security for his kid, would’ve likely been his rection. Now, however, he couldn’t bring himself to feel that way, no matter how much the old hustler in him wanted to.  
 
    “There comes a time in every man’s life when he’s gotta put aside the past and be who he is,” Matt Furyk had said back on Cynzu. “We can fight it all we want, but in the end, there’s no peace for anyone who refuses to do that.” Those were the last words Matt had ever spoken to Tenza, or anyone else for that matter. The Sorrig monster from Tenza’s nightmares had seen to that.  
 
    “Put down the comm,” Tenza said.  
 
    Razeef raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”  
 
    “You heard me,” Tenza said. “Put it down…now.”  
 
    Razeef lowered his arm. “Teeeenz. What are you doing?”  
 
    “I won’t stand idly by and let an innocent girl be placed into harm’s way while two warring crime bosses engage in a bloody pissing contest,” Tenza said. “If they want to fight it out to settle their differences, then fine. That shouldn’t involve her.”  
 
    Razeef cocked his head. “You can’t be serious.”  
 
    Tenza steeled his gaze. 
 
    “And you’re sure.”  
 
    Tenza nodded. “I’m sorry, Razeef. I know this is just business for you, so you’ve got my word that I’ll try to square that somehow. But I can’t do this, not anymore.” 
 
    A slack-jawed Razeef stood motionless for a long moment. “Well, then. If that’s how you feel about it, I suppose there’s nothing more to say but—” 
 
    Pop, pop.  
 
    The Pikith tumbled overboard with a splash, sporting two fresh laser burns in his chest. There, he bobbed up and down, still clutching the pistol he’d pulled from his coat.  
 
    Damn you. Tenza holstered his own weapon and stepped over to the girl, freeing her wrists and pulling the gag from her mouth. “Are you all right?”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” she said, breathless. “Thank you, sir. Thank you so much. My family owes you everything.”  
 
    “So it’s true, then,” Tenza said. “You’re Nievo Dauntov’s daughter.”  
 
    The girl nodded, then pointed to a nearby bottle of water, which Tenza handed over.  
 
    “My name is Nysana,” she said after taking a pull. “My friends and I came through the stargate a few days ago to spend some time on the AC Strip and take in a warball playoff game. I have no idea when or how, but somewhere along the line, the Kenivar must’ve slipped something into my drink, because I woke up in restraints on that grimy old boat of theirs.” Nysana paused for another swallow of water. “I’ll be honest, Mr. Tenza.” She glanced up. “That is what the Pikith called you, right? Tenza?” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “I didn’t think anyone was coming for me,” Nyssa admitted. “I thought I was done for. Thank you…for everything.”  
 
    Tenza aimed a pensive stare at the dark skies ahead. It would be daybreak soon, and that meant questions. “We should get you out of here.”  
 
    “I’m all for that plan, Mr. Tenza, but your associate was right about one thing. Gaulmar’s bounty for me was significant. That means you can bet the Kenivar won’t be the only players to try to collect. We can’t trust anyone.” 
 
    Tenza heaved a sigh. “This time two years ago, I’d have likely agreed with you on that. Turns out, though, there are still folks in this galaxy worth believing in.” He motioned to the seat up front by the captain’s chair. “Come on. Let’s see about getting you warmed up while we wait.”  
 
    “Wait for what?” the girl asked.  
 
    “Someone we can trust.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tenza got the girl settled in with a blanket and a protein bar he found in the center console before setting course back to Boulware Island. There, he anchored the Banshee just offshore and took Nysana onto land, where he put in a call of his own via data band. It took about an hour, but eventually a pair of running lights pierced the orange cloud cover overhead.  
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Nysana asked, clutching her blanket.  
 
    Tenza answered with a nod as the boxy looking shape descended through the clouds and put down on the beach. To the untrained eye, the vessel was little more than a rickety old freighter likes dozens that came in and out of Akalla starport every day. To Tenza, though, the name on the hull made it so much more. Bonifay.  
 
    The boarding ramp lowered, and a lone figure emerged, wearing captain’s boots and form-fitting attire, her long auburn hair tired up into a bun atop her head. At five-foot-two inches tall and 100 or so pounds, she was smaller than Tenza remembered, probably on account of the visible loss of baby weight.  
 
    “Captain Furyk.” Tenza cleared his throat. “It’s good to see you again.”  
 
    “Cut the squat, Tenza. What’s this all about?” Leslie Furyk demanded.  
 
    Right. Tenza lowered his gaze and recounted the story of finding Nysana on the Kenivar schooner. “We need to return her to her family on Joth, and we must do it quietly. Otherwise, we risk bringing a world of heat onto ourselves that won’t end well for anyone.”  
 
    Leslie grunted, the circles under her eyes more visible in the growing dawn. “No offense, Tenza, but I’ve about had my fill of other people dragging my family into fights that don’t concern us. I’m sorry, but this girl isn’t my problem. Find someone else.”  
 
    “Someone else might just as soon turn us in for the bounty as return us to Joth,” Tenza said. “You know that. I swear to you, Leslie, if I had somewhere else to turn, I would’ve, but I don’t.” He lowered his head. “I know you blame me for what happened on Cynzu, and you’re right to. I’m the one who got us into that mess to begin with. Still, that doesn’t change the fact that Nysana is innocent. All I need is a ride to Joth, then I swear you’ll never hear from me again.”  
 
    The conflict on Leslie’s face was palpable as she whirled away and peered skyward. She’d been through so much in the last two years, from feuding with her Tretrayon father over her decision to marry a nobody Akallan salvager, to losing said husband forever in the final battle against the Sorrig to free the Cynzu people. Now all she had left was the ship Matt had worked his fingers to the bone to purchase and a year-old son who would never know his father. “What do you need me to do?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tenza took a few minutes to get Nysana settled on the Bonifay before sending her off in Leslie’s care, along with instructions to wait for him at Akalla City starport. From there, he made his way back to the wave rider crash site to scuttle the little craft before doing likewise with the schooner, which took with it the corpses of Razeef and the three Kenivar mercenaries.  
 
    Godspeed, Razeef. I’m sorry things ended this way. 
 
    With his coverup complete, Tenza loaded up on the Sea Banshee and returned to AC starport where, true to her word, Leslie Furyk was waiting with Nysana, ready to fly. The trip through the Otherside took about 18 hours once the Bonifay passed through the Bith Gate. The Otherside was Akallan slang for Alter Reality, although even having been raised on Akalla, Tenza still didn’t know why they called it that. Even still, such ponderances and curiosities couldn’t have been further from his mind on this particular voyage. He wasn’t even thinking of Nysana, or the myriad ways things could go sideways upon meeting her father, a being known throughout the region as someone who offered zero quarter to those who crossed him. Tenza’s thoughts remained on the Bonifay and his history with the freighter, specifically its late captain. I’m so sorry, mate. Truly, I am.  
 
    As expected, the surface temperature on Joth was nothing short of brutally hot when the Bonifay touched down in the local starport outside Purlit, the planet’s capital city. On the upshot, Purlit was on the planet’s north pole, which made for a milder climate, but only slightly.  
 
    “Let’s be clear about something, shall we?” Leslie said once she and Tenza were alone in the Bonifay’s launch bay. “I still don’t like you, nor do I trust you. I doubt I ever will.” She heaved a sigh. “Having said that, you’re doing the right thing by returning the girl to her father. Matt would be proud.”  
 
    Tenza swallowed hard, then waved to Nysana in the hover transport across the bay. “Thanks, Leslie. That means a lot.”  
 
    The Bonifay’s captain gave the smallest of nods. “You’d better get going. I’ll be here waiting to take us home when you get back.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The city of Purlit was just as Tenza remembered, a sweeping industrial complex made up of factories, plants, and scrap yards, surrounded by desert on all sides. It was one of the latter outfits that Tenza had come to visit, specifically the notorious Blue Moon Boneyard, which rested 10 miles east of the city’s commerce district.  
 
    An armed Kenivar security detachment was waiting beside the metal husk of a wrecked sail barge when Tenza’s transporter crossed onto the property.  
 
    I’m really getting tired of these guys. Tenza eased the craft to rest at the gate and kept his hands in plain sight. “My name is Ratenza Nadahl. I believe your employer is expecting me.”  
 
    A chime emitted from the lead guard’s data band. 
 
    “Let them pass,” a male voice ordered.  
 
    “Understood.” The guard ended the call, then motioned Tenza through the gate. “Turn right at the shuttle depot, then head straight through the complex until you reach the hangars outside the northern airfield. Mr. Dauntov will meet you there.”  
 
    Tenza tossed the guards a casual wave of thanks, then powered up the transport and eased it forward. The ride through the boneyard didn’t take long, though it gave Tenza plenty of time to scope out Dauntov’s operation. The complex around him was massive and filled with all manner of craft, everything from downed shuttles and sail barges like the one at the guard post to an old Tretrayon light cruiser that looked like it might could still fly if pressed into action. As salvage outfits went, the place was impressive.  
 
    This bloke could go legit if he truly wanted with all this inventory. Tenza eased his transport to a taxi as the hangars the guard had spoken of appeared ahead. He’d just reached the first structure in line when a dark-skinned Human wearing grease-stained work clothes and shoulder-length dreadlocks exited to meet them.  
 
    “Dock your craft and follow me,” the man said.  
 
    Tenza did as instructed, then fell in line behind the man with Nysana in tow. Once inside, the group was met by a slew of alien species, working together behind loaders, conveyers, and an array of equipment, processing piles of scrap into designated storage bins just down from the conveyer.  
 
    “I was told Mr. Dauntov would meet us here.” Tenza searched the crowd for a crime lord in a suit giving orders, but found only sweat-soaked workers covered in grime. “Is he running behind?”  
 
    “Not at all,” a male voice answered.  
 
    “Father!” Nysana sprinted across the hangar and straight into the muscular arms of a massive Yalteen male wearing streak-stained coveralls doused in filth.  
 
    “Hello, my dear.” Dauntov squeezed his daughter tight. “I can’t tell you how worried I’ve been these last few days. It’s so very good to have you home.” 
 
    “It’s good to be home, Father,” the girl said. “You should know the only reason I’m here is because of Mr. Tenza and his Human friend aboard the Bonifay. They saved me from those Kenivar mercenaries and brought me back to Joth.”  
 
    Nievo Dauntov squeezed his daughter a final time, then broke their embrace and faced her companion. “So, I owe my daughter’s rescue to a Reeoli.” He looked Tenza up and down. “I find that…surprising. No offense, but your species isn’t exactly known for heroism under fire, unless their own lives are at risk.”  
 
    “None taken,” Tenza said. “That’s a common misconception about us. While it’s true that most Reeoli have a fondness for keeping to themselves, it should also be noted that we’re as capable as anyone of acting when the need arises. Although in fairness, I’d be remiss if I didn’t admit that I, too, was expecting to meet someone different when I arrived here.”  
 
    The barrel-chested Dauntov chuckled. “Let me guess. You were expecting to meet a clean-cut criminal tycoon wearing fancy shoes and a tie instead of work boots and coveralls.”  
 
    “Something like that, yeah,” Tenza said.  
 
    Dauntov motioned to the other workers, who went on about their respective tasks. “I dreamed of being a salvager from the time I was big enough to grasp a wrench. Granted, I dreamed of being rich, too, which I am. Still, there was always something about a hard day’s work behind a welding torch that spoke to me. It’s good, honest work, even when so much of the world around us isn’t.”  
 
    As someone who’d been at ease with much of anything in life, Tenza appreciated that perspective. 
 
    “Kayos,” Dauntov called to the dark-skinned Human who’d shown them in, “bring me a data pad.”  
 
    Kayos took his leave from the hangar, then returned a moment later holding the data pad, which he presented to his boss.  
 
    “What is this?” Tenza asked.  
 
    “Your payment,” Dauntov said. “Reeoli or not, you deserve compensation for returning my daughter to me unharmed.”  
 
    “I can assure you that’s not—” 
 
    “It’s done.” Dauntov ended the transaction with an authoritative tap on the pad before pocketing the device.  
 
    How did…Tenza wondered how his host knew where to wire the funds, but then it occurred to him. Criminal or no, he was dealing with one of the most well-connected beings in the solar system.  
 
    “You’re a good man, Mr. Tenza,” Dauntov said. “As far as I’m concerned, this leaves me in your debt. If you ever need a favor—any favor—you come to me. Is that understood?”  
 
    “I do, and I shall—right now, actually,” Tenza said. “In the days ahead, people will want to know how Nysana came to be returned to you. When that happens, tell them that an Akallan Pikith named Razeef Endari brought her home with the aid of three Kenivar mercenaries. You subsequently paid the group their reward, and they went their own way.”  
 
    Nysana cringed at the mention of Razeef’s name.  
 
    “This Pikith you speak of,” Dauntov said. “I take it no one’s seen or heard from him since he departed with his reward?”  
 
    Tenza shook his head. 
 
    “Good,” the crime boss said. “Anything else?”  
 
    “No, that’ll be all.” Tenza waved goodbye to the girl, then turned for the exit.  
 
    “Speaking of favors,” Dauntov added.  
 
    Frex.  
 
    “There could come a day when I’ll require the services of a trustworthy ally,” Dauntov said. “I can assure you such an offer would bring with a hefty credit sum for the one who accepts it. Where would I find you if such a day were to come?”  
 
    Tenza didn’t miss a beat with his answer. “I’m retired.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    A Most Dangerous Game by Jason Cordova 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t think either of the Humans will take the bait.” 
 
    Bre’chard looked up at his mate and frowned. The statement was so out of the blue, he was silent for many moments as he struggled to come up with a response. The female of his species, far deadlier and more cunning, was not normally a pessimist. This side of her made the naturally submissive male…uncomfortable. 
 
    “Why not?” Bre’chard asked delicately. One didn’t flippantly question a female, nor her whims or declarations. It simply was not done. Lesser males had been punished severely for such transgressions. 
 
    “They are curious beings, both inquisitive and distrustful,” she replied, betraying no hint of displeasure at his query. He exhaled slightly in relief as she explained, “Long have I studied them. They are fascinating, unlike most species in the galaxy. They will destroy their enemies, then help them rebuild to become greater, stronger. Yet at the same time, they will starve their own citizens to generate more wealth for their elite citizens in the guise of assisting their lessers. This game, the challenge we have laid bare before them? It is obviously a trap. I don’t think either of the Humans will play.” 
 
    “But they must!” Bre’chard protested, forgetting himself and his place for a fleeting moment. “Otherwise—” 
 
    “I am well aware of the consequences of failure,” his mate said in a smooth tone, chiding him ever so gently. There was a slight trill in her musical voice, which quelled his nerves and caused his crest to rise. She gently stroked his neck with her elongated fingers. The touch sent thrills down his body, and his skin was flushed from the memory of her last heat. She let the very tips of her fingers linger upon his scales. “Fear not, male of my cycle. We will not fail in this endeavor.” 
 
    “I hope not…” Bre’chard whispered. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Systems online?” 
 
    “Everything is operating within normal parameters,” Bre’chard said after checking the instrument panel before him. His previous tension was gone now. He was focused on the task at hand. “I have green across the board. All is normal. The Final Rendezvous is prepared to receive boarders.” 
 
    His mate moved beside him and smiled, revealing her razor-sharp teeth and large, gaping maw. Bre’chard shuddered in both anticipation and fear. Her subsequent hiss was almost seductive in nature. There was much to be gained from being the cyclic mate of such a terrifying, wonderous female of his species.  
 
    “Then let the game begin.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Irus Salvage Corporation Vessel Kuman Thong 
 
      
 
    “Nothing? Not even an SOS message?” Captain Kawin Somsakun frowned as his dark eyes took in the details of the massive derelict floating in space. The ship was larger than any non-military vessel he’d ever seen in his young life. The engines alone dwarfed the Kuman Thong, which was impressive, given the overall tonnage of his own ship. 
 
    “No, sir,” Jun Soo, the ship’s radio intercept officer, replied in a soft voice as she looked at him. “Not even a whisper.” 
 
    “I don’t like it.” Kawin’s second-in-command, George Chang, grunted. The dour-looking man was never happy with the easy jobs. Kawin privately suspected the man was only happy when he was miserable. George pointed at the display and continued, “Look. No sign of exterior damage on the hull, and it’s not venting air. Engines look solid. If you ask me, it stinks. Everything about this stinks.” 
 
    It was a little odd, Kawin was forced to admit, as he looked at the information scrolling across the screen. There was no indication whatsoever suggesting why the ship had been abandoned and left derelict for the past 200 years. However, outside of discovering a clutch of Meeshan missiles with intact warheads, his salvage career thus far could only be generously described as a bust. Something like this falling onto his lap, thanks to the information he’d managed to acquire from a broker back on Titunas IV, would turn everything around. 
 
    His ship was practically running on fumes. He’d been forced to sell some backup components from the ship just to keep her in space long enough to find this derelict. The corporation was just about broke and had no other options should this fail. They needed this. More importantly, he needed this to succeed. 
 
    “Jun, go ahead and file our claim on the ship as a salvage op,” Kawin decided after a moment’s consideration. “The Irus Salvage Corporation lays claim to this abandoned derelict. Date, time, and file it with whatever government is closest. I think that’s the Gotha Alliance.” 
 
    “Sir?” A’thla’n, his pilot and navigator, trilled from his seat. The hairy, squat Foorba was looking at the threat indicator screen with his strange, emerald-green eyes. “Something on the radar. There’s someone else out here with us.” 
 
    “Jun, did we file the claim already?” Kawin asked, suddenly nervous. He was so close to achieving riches beyond his wildest dreams. For something—or someone—to show up now and try to steal his future caused the young salvage captain to break out in a cold sweat. 
 
    “We did, but I haven’t gotten anything in reply yet. It could be a few hours before we receive confirmation. Maybe longer.” 
 
    “Damn it,” Kawin swore. 
 
    “Registry of the other ship is identified,” A’thla’n called out. “It’s a salvage vessel, like us. Oh. Oh, dear. Sir, it’s owned by the Rathik Corp. The Bliss Runner…that’s Alejandro DuMonde’s ship!” 
 
    “That bastard!” Kawin hissed as he pondered his next move. Captain Alejandro DuMonde had stolen two salvage operations out from under his nose over the past year, leaving Kawin holding an empty bag, while the Rathik Corporation walked away with the prize. It was infuriating, and he’d vowed he’d never let his rival get the better of him again. The next call was easy for him to make. “We’re going in and boarding it. A’thla’n, find us a berthing spot so we can claim this pig.” 
 
    “Uh, yes sir.” A’thla’n swallowed and kicked the thrusters over to active. “I’ve found five likely berthing spots near the front, sir. Which one?” 
 
    “The closest.” Kawin clenched his fists as he stared at the screen. Malice and hatred filled his heart. “Get us in as fast as you can, A’thla’n. I don’t care if we scratch the paint, we’re getting on board first.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Kawin’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Not this time, you prick…”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “There are three ships converging on the target now,” Bre’chard whispered as he watched the screen. “I thought there would be five…” 
 
    “Three will suffice,” the larger female said as she stroked his neck again. “It is not the number of participants, but the quality. Have you identified the three vessels yet?” 
 
    “Two are definitely Human,” Bre’chard responded after consulting the data. “There is no mistaking their transponders, unless someone is masking their true identity…which is unlikely. The third ship I have not found in the registry yet. Then again, they have not attempted to file a claim on the target.” 
 
    “They were the closest,” the female murmured, her tone thoughtful. “I wonder why?” 
 
    “The first Human ship is berthing in Green Zone,” Bre’chard reported as the ship flew dangerously fast to the berthing area. He clucked his tongue in sympathy. “They will miss out on all the fun…” 
 
    “Is that the Bliss Runner?” 
 
    “No, it’s the Kuman Thong,” he corrected. “The Bliss Runner is the bigger ship whose engines are running at peak efficiency.” 
 
    “What zone are they headed for?” 
 
    “Red.” 
 
    “Ah. Interesting.” 
 
    “I think I have identification on the third vessel,” Bre’chard said as the tiny ship flared its engines. “It’s a Krift ship, an XT-12. No specific name, but I have the registry.” 
 
    “Krift?” the female looked down at him, displeased. “What are they doing here?” 
 
    “Claiming…salvage?” 
 
    Her razor-sharp teeth snapped together irritably. Bre’chard flinched at the sound. It was one thing to be around a female when they were angry, but something entirely different when said anger was turned upon a hapless male. She exhaled sharply as her crest rose high upon her neck. 
 
    “Can we dispose of them before they reach the target?” 
 
    “No,” Bre’chard said as he calculated the time it would take for the railgun rounds to reach the Krift vessel. “They are within the bubble.” 
 
    “Activate all five sectors and open all the doors,” the female ordered him. 
 
    “All the doors?” Bre’chard asked, dumbfounded. 
 
    “The Krift must not be allowed to win the prize,” the female growled in a low, terrifying voice. “The victor must be one of the Human ships, then. Open all the zones. Destroy the Krift.” 
 
    “I obey.” Nervously, Bre’chard punched in a few commands, and the signal was relayed to the larger ship, which was no more than a speck far off in the distance. The odds of anyone walking off the target now were very low, indeed, but experience told him to keep his mouth shut. She was already irritated, and he knew not to add more fuel to the flames. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Kawin looked around the strange hold of the large derelict. Despite the wear and tear on the outside, the interior of the cargo hold—one of five, according to A’thla’n—was in terrific shape. Everything inside was coated in a thin layer of dust, but there was no damage, from what he could see. It appeared the former owners of the ship had simply abandoned her. 
 
    But why? Kawin didn’t know and didn’t care. His hand dropped to the flechette pistol on his hip. The entire boarding party was equipped similarly. While not powerful enough to punch through the hull of a ship, the tiny little darts the pistol fired were more than enough to shred any creature without protective armor. Each standard 10-millimeter shell contained dozens of the miniscule darts. It was painful, sometimes lethal, and almost never damaged a ship. The perfect weapon for this sort of job. 
 
    “Move aft and secure the control room,” Kawin ordered his crew. He’d left A’thla’n back on the Kuman Thong as both a security force and to keep an eye on anyone else who might be making a run at his salvage claim. There wasn’t much they could do to stop someone from boarding, granted, but knowing made Kawin feel a smidgen better. 
 
    “I still say this stinks,” George muttered as he took point. Jun nodded in agreement. 
 
    “It won’t stink nearly as much after we lay our rightful claim to this salvage and sell it to the highest bidder,” Kawin reminded them both as he rubbed his bald head. He could already feel the sweat forming. “We could literally get out of the game and never work again. Wouldn’t that be nice?” 
 
    “Yeah,” the duo chorused. 
 
    “Greetings,” a disembodied voice echoed throughout the berthing space. All three looked up and around, confused. “Welcome aboard. Would you like to play a game?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The female gave Bre’chard a dirty look. The diminutive male shrugged his narrow shoulders. 
 
    “It felt like the right thing to say,” he said by way of apology. The female sniffed derisively and shook her head. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is that?” Kawin asked, his hand dropping to his holstered pistol. 
 
    “I think it’s automated,” Jun responded. “There was a metallic tinge to it, almost mechanical.” 
 
    “Could just be a text-to-voice relay,” George countered. Unlike the others, he’d already drawn his pistol and was prepared for the worst. “There could be something on this ship. Or someone else.” 
 
    “I hate games,” Kawin muttered and inspected the berthing space as best he could. There were no signs of obvious cameras, but he knew that meant little, when a spycam could be as small as a grain of sand. He coughed and rubbed his nose. “George, we already know someone else is on this ship. DuMonde is here, ready to steal another prize from us. You want to let that bastard beat us again?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Okay, then. Let’s find the control room and claim our salvage.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “It appears the crew of the Kuman Thong want to play your game,” Bre’chard reported as the trio of Humans moved toward the lone hallway leading away from the cargo hold and into the confines of the target. 
 
    “What of the Bliss Runner?” the female asked. 
 
    “Nobody has emerged yet from the ship.” 
 
    “Encourage them.” 
 
    “Yes, my queen.” Bre’chard paused, his long claw hovering over a series of buttons. He was conflicted. Sending the signal of a gas leak might cause the ship to flee instead of forcing the crew to search the target for equipment to make repairs. A mechanical failure would open the cargo doors of the Bliss Runner, but the crew might not disembark. “Gas or mechanical?” 
 
    “Why not both? One complements the other.” 
 
    “Why not, indeed,” Bre’chard murmured as he activated countermeasures for the Red zone. 
 
    “And the Krift?” 
 
    “Berthed in the Black zone and already meeting heavy resistance,” Bre’chard reported. “The drones are handling them for now.”  
 
    The female smiled. “Excellent.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “How do you plan to deal with DuMonde?” Jun asked as they carefully moved farther into the derelict ship. 
 
    “I’m more worried about the Krift A’thla’n reported on,” George grumbled. 
 
    Kawin frowned but didn’t immediately reply. Both members of his crew had valid points. If they wanted to claim this salvage operation legally, he’d have to deal with DuMonde and his team from the Bliss Runner. That meant a potential fight, or, at the very least, he’d have to outsmart his wily opponent. 
 
    The Krift, on the other hand, were a different matter entirely. The ant-like aliens were tough in a fight and notorious for not negotiating when it came to salvage. He’d heard rumors they were allied with Humans in some systems, but none of them even began to understand the Krift hierarchy. When it came to the reddish, winged aliens, more often than not, it was easier to shoot first and ask questions later. 
 
    “Worry about the Krift if we run into them,” Kawin decided after a moment. He looked around the narrow hallway and frowned. Something about the layout of the ship seemed unusual. He shook off the strange feeling. “We’ll deal with DuMonde if we have to.” 
 
    “Did you mean ‘deal with,’ or just deal with?” George asked. “I’m not above a little fistfight or even a good shootout, sir, but I don’t want to murder someone in cold blood.” 
 
    “Well, you could always call it preemptive self-defense,” Jun said as she stopped to inspect a panel on the bulkhead. They’d passed a few as they moved deeper into the ship, but none had been fully intact until now. Kawin watched as Jun tried to activate the touch screen. 
 
    “Jun, this thing has probably been abandoned for 200 years, maybe longer,” Kawin reminded her. “What are the odds—” 
 
    He shut up as the screen powered on. The dim blue light was almost washed out completely by the lights of the corridor, but there was enough for him to see the screen was covered in strange symbols. He had no idea what any of them meant. None of them were familiar to him. 
 
    They meant something to Jun, however, because his crewmember quickly scrolled through the menu on the touchscreen. Her brow furrowed in concentration. Kawin left her alone. Long experience had taught him when the signals officer was focused on a project, he got the best results by giving her time. 
 
    “I don’t believe this,” Jun muttered after what felt like an eternity. 
 
    “What is it?” Kawin asked. 
 
    “The menu screen is in Korean.” 
 
    “Who’re they?” 
 
    “Human.” 
 
    “Never heard of them.” 
 
    “That’s because they—never mind. Not important. What’s important is how this mainframe understands an obscure Human dialect.” Jun shook her head and pulled her hair back out of her face. She pressed the screen again, and it turned blank. “I wonder…George, come here and give it a whirl.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Kawin’s executive officer countered. “I’ll probably set off the self-destruct command or something.” 
 
    “Get over here and turn on the screen,” Jun told him. With a heavy, defeated sigh, George did as he was told. The screen flickered back to life on the same blue screen. However, even from where he stood, Kawin could see the symbols were different now. Jun crowed triumphantly. “I thought so. Adaptive interface. That’s Sino-Cantonese, isn’t it, George? The computer adapted to you. Nice.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s nice and all,” Kawin said as he pulled out his sidearm and looked around, “but how does the ship know what language you read?” 
 
    “Uh…” Jun stammered for a moment before her hand dropped to her hip. 
 
    “We’re being watched,” George muttered darkly. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kawin agreed. The realization was far from comforting. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “These Humans are fascinating,” the female trilled as she stroked Bre’chard’s spine. “So adaptable and flexible when it comes to dangerous situations. They will do nicely.” 
 
    “But which set of Humans, my queen?” Bre’chard asked as he flipped through the commands on his screen. “Both Human crews are making good progress. None of the barriers in the Green Zone have been activated yet, despite how far they have come, and the Red…” 
 
    “Lower all the walls in the Blue Zone, and activate all the self-defense mechanisms between the three zones,” the female commanded. She shifted her frame slightly and winced as a fresh jolt of pain rippled through her body. “Time is short. Activate everything.” 
 
    “Yes, my queen. What about the Krift?” 
 
    “Activate all the defenses for the Black and Yellow Zones. Do not make me repeat myself.” 
 
    “I obey.” 
 
    “And Bre’chard?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Attend to me. It is time.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Whoa!” George jerked his hand away from the screen as lights emerged from the ceiling overhead. Blue and yellow lights began flashing. Further in the distance, they could hear loud noises. To Kawin, it sounded as though someone was dragging a heavy object across the metal flooring. He looked at his XO. 
 
    “What did you touch?” 
 
    “Nothing!” George protested. “I swear!” 
 
    “I think the ship’s automated defenses just came online,” Jun suggested, “but I don’t think we triggered them. Somebody else probably did.” 
 
    “DuMonde,” Kawin hissed. “That bastard…” He knew everything they were trying to accomplish on this salvage job had just become exponentially harder. 
 
    “Sir?” Jun interrupted his rant before it could really get going. “We need to move. If the ship’s defenses know where we are, something will be coming.” 
 
    “We should get back to our ship and get out of here,” George suggested. Kawin, however, was already shaking his head. 
 
    “There’s no way in hell I’m letting DuMonde have this ship,” he snarled. “Not again. Not this time.” 
 
    “Into harm’s way it is then,” Jun murmured. 
 
    “Damn right!” Kawin snapped. “Make sure your weapons are locked and loaded.” 
 
    “We’re all gonna die,” George grumbled quietly, but did as he was told. 
 
    “Stay positive and focus,” Kawin ordered. 
 
    “I’m positive we’re all gonna die.” 
 
    “At least you’re focused.” Kawin sighed.  
 
    “You know…” Jun’s voice trailed off as she looked back at the touchscreen. “I could probably see if the defenses can be taught to ignore us. There has to be some sort of safety mechanism for the old crew of this tub to help them repel boarders or something. An anti-pirate system?” 
 
    “That’s the best idea I’ve heard yet,” Kawin said and nodded. “If you can, do it.” 
 
    “Let me see if I can finagle this thing,” Jun said as she went back to work on the touchscreen. Kawin and George waited patiently as the experienced technician worked with the alien technology. After what felt like forever to Kawin, but was probably closer to three minutes, Jun clapped her hands triumphantly and stepped away. 
 
    “Did you do it?” Kawin asked her. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be celebrating, otherwise.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Kawin smiled. “So whatever automated defenses are on this ship will ignore us now?” 
 
    “In all likelihood,” Jun confirmed with a shrug. “Not to be a downer, boss, but it is alien. I’m winging it here, but yeah, I think I got it. I also locked down all the security settings with a password only we’ll know so nobody can screw with it later.” 
 
    “Does that—” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t control the engines or the life support systems, or any of the command nodules,” Jun supplied before Kawin could finish. 
 
    The Kuman Thong’s captain grimaced. “Damn it.” 
 
    “What about DuMonde and his crew?” George asked. 
 
    “I don’t know if the program will be able to tell the difference between us and them,” Jun admitted in an unhappy tone, “but I can tell you, the Krift are going to be toast.” 
 
    “Good enough for me,” Kawin grunted. “We need to secure this ship, and fast.” 
 
    “Are we…shooting DuMonde?” George asked cautiously. “We won’t have much legal justification—” 
 
    “They’re trying to take what we’ve legally claimed! We have every right to defend our property!” 
 
     “Okay, sorry,” George raised his hands in surrender as he looked at his boss. “How we doing this, then? I’m pretty sure DuMonde has a bigger crew and superior firepower.” 
 
    “Still working on that…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “This Human team is industrious and creative,” Bre’chard told his queen as he watched the display. “Everything I have on the company’s records suggests they are not very good at their job, yet they seem to show amazing adaptability so far.” 
 
    “And…the other…crew?” the female panted, her alien features twisted in agony. Bre’chard looked at her and grimaced. This part of the process was always the most painful, and he momentarily pitied his queen. 
 
    “They are better armed and more numerous, but they do not seem to be very proactive,” Bre’chard informed her after switching the views. “I think they are waiting for the first crew. Perhaps they are working together?” 
 
    “No…” the female wheezed. “They are…waiting…for the…traps ah—” 
 
    “—to be triggered,” Bre’chard finished. “They already figured out something is up. Two very good crews then, my queen.” 
 
    “Yes…” she panted. He could hear the female’s pain in every word. “Entice…the…second group.” 
 
    “I obey.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Muffled thumps far in the distance were heard by all. Seconds later, secondary explosions made the floor beneath their feet shake. 
 
    “The hell was that?” George demanded, looking around nervously. 
 
    “Either the Krift or DuMonde,” Kawin decided after a moment. “I’m hoping it was DuMonde being blown up, but I know my luck. It was probably the Krift.” 
 
    “Better to fight DuMonde than the Krift, Boss,” Jun argued. “Krift don’t surrender.” 
 
    “True.” Kawin checked his sidearm for the umpteenth time before coming to a decision. “We need to go on the offensive. We need to get DuMonde off this salvage. Which means—” 
 
    “It’s time to shoot people,” George finished. The normally dour man’s face was split in a wide grin. “We’re all gonna die anyway, so take some of them with us. Nice. I approve.” 
 
    “You are the strangest man,” Jun murmured. Kawin silently agreed with her. 
 
    “Jun, can you get a layout of the ship on the screen?” Kawin asked. 
 
    The radio intercept officer nodded. “Pretty sure I can, why?” 
 
    “DuMonde and his crew probably outnumber us. We can’t just run into them blindly and expect to win,” Kawin pointed out. “We’ll need to find a chokepoint so we can ambush them. Look for a narrow hall where there’s only one passage through an area. I want it so only two of them can shoot back at a time.” 
 
    Jun went back to work on the touchscreen panel. A minute later, she grunted. “Captain? I found them. Come look at this.” 
 
    Kawin hurried over and spotted what Jun was pointing at. An overview of the entire ship was on the screen, with five sectors broken into color-coded areas. Green, blue, red, black, and yellow were splayed across various parts of the massive ship. Within each sector, Kawin noticed a cluster of white dots in certain areas. Both the black and red sectors had larger groups of dots but were both spread out across what looked to be three or four areas in the sectors. In the green sector there were only three, and they were all clustered around one tiny area… 
 
    “Hey, wait a minute,” he muttered as realization washed over him. “That’s us!” 
 
    “Which group do you think is DuMonde’s?” George asked, squinting as he struggled to see the small screen. He jabbed a finger at the red sector. “I bet that’s them.” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” Jun looked at him questioningly. 
 
    “They’re not dying off like the other group in the black,” George stated. “Knowing our luck, DuMonde’s crew is going to find us, and they’ll be practically untouched. We’ll be battered, bloodied, and out of ammo. You know, if tradition holds…” 
 
    Kawin wanted to argue with his XO, but the man was right. The crew of the Kuman Thong had experienced nothing but bad luck since they broke into the salvage business. Things needed to change, and in a hurry. They’d spent too much capital on information regarding this particular salvage claim. This score, what was supposed to be a career-defining event, was rapidly turning into a life-ending one. 
 
    Still, Kawin tried to remain upbeat and positive. “It could be the Krift.” 
 
    “Fine, you be upbeat and positive.” George sighed as he rolled his eyes. “I’ll remain realistic and grounded, here. Someone needs to be, after all…” 
 
    “Wait a sec. What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    “Nothing.” George crossed his arms and looked away. 
 
    “You saying I’m living in some fairytale?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that, you did,” George grunted, “but if that boot fits, sir, slide it on and lace up that bi—” 
 
    “This defense system is astounding,” Jun suddenly interrupted the two bickering men. Kawin and George glanced over at her. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “This ship’s anti-boarding automated systems can be operated manually,” she told them. 
 
    “I thought you said it was all automated?” Kawin asked. 
 
    “Well, yes, but the deeper I go in the options menu, the more I’ve been able to figure out,” Jun stated. She looked back at the screen. “There are multiple areas on the ship where the automated defenses have already been triggered, but it looks like the ones I can operate manually haven’t been touched in ages.” 
 
    “Which means…what?” 
 
    “They’re just sitting there, sir, waiting to be used…” 
 
    “How does that help—oh.” George shook his head and grinned. “I see. You can control the traps while we ambush them. Two for one.” 
 
    “Which means we can corral DuMonde and his gang in a corridor and kill them all,” Kawin finished, barely able to keep the excitement out of his tone. After years of constantly falling behind the man, Kawin would finally have peace. The prospect of ridding the universe of his hated rival made him positively giddy. “Excellent.” 
 
    “Kill? I think I can drive them off and back to their ship,” Jun stated as she frowned at her boss. “I think I have it figured out well enough that we can only kill them if we need to. You know, in self-defense?” 
 
    Kawin waved her concern away. “Don’t spoil this for me. I want to savor the moment.” 
 
    “I’m not liking the idea of killing them all…” Jun’s voice trailed off as the small dots on the screen slowly dwindled. What were two dozen before was now a scant six. “Of course, I won’t shed any tears if the ship’s automated defenses do the dirty deed for us. They still outnumber us, but at least it’s not overwhelming. Looks like they’re leaving the red sector and headed across the blue, directly at us. There’s a hall here that can be your kill box. Looks like they’re going for it. I wonder if they know where we are?” 
 
    “Perfect.” Kawin nodded. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    “If they know where we are, doesn’t that defeat the purpose of a trap?” George asked. 
 
    Kawin shook his head. “No. They can’t know that we know what they’re doing.” 
 
    “Well, they’re on their way,” Jun announced. “They’re following the aft passage through the remnants of the blue sector. If it’s them, DuMonde should be here in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Activate the defenses you can control,” Kawin told her before looking at George. “Take that corner over there. When I start shooting, they’re going to push into the alcove on our left.” 
 
    George nodded. “Then I open up on them, and they’re stuck. Nice.” 
 
    “I’m unlucky, not stupid,” Kawin said. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    As Kawin and George got into place, Jun tried to duck further into the little alcove that held the terminal. It didn’t offer much in the way of protection, but it hid her from most of the potential gunfire. Kawin hoped she’d be okay. Pressing his back to the steel bulwark, he let out a deep breath to steady his nerves. It was now simply a waiting game. 
 
    He didn’t have to wait long. In the near distance, he could hear the panicky cries of men fleeing from some unseen terror. He risked a glance at Jun, who nodded as she continued to work her magic on the terminal. Whatever was happening to DuMonde’s men, he had Jun to thank for it. 
 
    “Captain? The Krift…they’re coming.” 
 
    Kawin looked at her. “You sure?” 
 
    “Five of them,” Jun confirmed. “Their scan readings are a little different than ours. Everyone’s going to get here at the same time.” 
 
    “There’s that bad luck I was talking about,” George chirped. 
 
    “Stow it,” Kawin snapped at him. “Jun, can you do anything about them?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it might leave us without many options if DuMonde’s men get here after.” 
 
    “We’ll burn that exhaust port when the time comes,” Kawin decided. “How long until—” 
 
    “Krift!” George cried out as the first of the reddish-orange-colored aliens rounded the corner. The large eyes of the ant-like soldier had a mere moment to comprehend what was happening before the first flechette round from George’s pistol removed its face. It crashed to the ground at the XO’s feet, bleeding all over his boots. A second shot into the back of its head finished the job. 
 
    “Jun?” Kawin asked, nervous. The solitary Krift had almost managed to catch them unaware. 
 
    “Seven more inbound,” she reported back. “I’m holding off on triggering the last of the traps as long as I can.” 
 
    “That was just a scout,” George reminded them as he nudged the dead alien with his boot. “Be prepared for the soldiers. They’ll be ready to shoot and won’t hesitate like this guy.” 
 
    “Two turns out,” Jun supplied as she tracked it all at the terminal. “DuMonde’s team is slowing down in the blue zone—oof. Oh, nasty. I don’t know what the hell happened in that room, but four of their heat signatures just got splattered all over the place. So gross. These automated defenses are really, really good. I wonder if there were concussion mines in there…?” 
 
    “Focus,” Kawin reminded her. “Krift.” 
 
    “Right,” she said with a shudder. “Still nasty…the Krift are 50 meters out and closing. Down to five of them now. Two just disappeared into thin air. Here, then gone. That was weird.” 
 
    Kawin nodded but didn’t say anything. Nothing more was needed. 
 
    The Krift poured into the narrow corridor. It was almost unfair, but Kawin knew the aliens would offer them no quarter if they closed the distance. Kawin wasn’t nearly as deadly with a firearm as George was, but thankfully for them, the Krift seemed to be more interested in fleeing than fighting. The insectoid aliens barely had time to register the new threat to their front before the flechette rounds tore large holes in their chests. 
 
    The two in the rear managed to bring their rifles to bear and squeezed off a few shots, but the narrow confines and their own fear of shooting one another gave Kawin and his crew a distinct advantage. All the Krift’s shots were high and to the left, mostly focused on where George was taking cover. Kawin took advantage of his XO being the primary target by shooting the first of the two remaining Krift in the throat. The tiny, dart-like flechettes contained within the round made a bloody spectacle of the Krift’s neck and throat, nearly decapitating the alien. 
 
    The last survivor tried to use its dead companion to hide from Kawin. This left the Krift exposed to George, who finished it off with shots in rapid succession. The final Krift dropped to the floor, dead before its body touched the steel deck. 
 
    “That’s the last of the Krift,” Jun said—rather needlessly, in Kawin’s opinion. It was pretty obvious to him the aliens were dead. He didn’t need to check their bodies, though—the pungent smell gave it away. 
 
    “Where’s DuMonde and his crew?” he asked instead. Jun blinked before looking back at the terminal. 
 
    “About to walk into my pit of despair,” Jun proclaimed as she tapped the screen. 
 
    Kawin shook his head. “You lectured me about killing, but now you’re practically giddy about using the ship to kill everyone else? Not fair.” 
 
    “I personally abhor murder—” Jun sniffed at him, her tone full of disdain, “—but this is like a game now. I can’t explain it, but it’s almost liberating.” 
 
    “Hell of a dangerous one,” George added as a faint whoomp! echoed through the corridor. The unusual sound was followed by screams of pain, which were abruptly cut off as Jun pushed a few more buttons. George sighed. “Do I even want to know?” 
 
    “Probably not, no,” Jun said before frowning. “Hmph. Someone lived in DuMonde’s group, and I’m all out of traps I can trigger from here. You guys are going to have to force him off the ship. I’m done.” 
 
    “Hey, wait a minute!” Kawin protested. He waved his hand at the dead Krift on the deck. “You had no problem with us killing them!” 
 
    “They’re not Human,” she reminded him. 
 
    “That’s so xenoist.” 
 
    “How dare you call me a xenoist!” 
 
    “Uh, guys…” George warned. Kawin and Jun looked over at the XO, who was pointing his firearm down the corridor. Turning quickly, Kawin wasn’t too surprised to see a battered and bloodied—but still alive—Captain Alejandro DuMonde standing there. Kawin felt his blood boil as he looked into the eyes of his bitter rival, the scourge of his existence. Hate nearly consumed him, and his firearm was up and pointed at DuMonde’s face before the action had even registered in Kawin’s mind. 
 
    However, as much as he’d have liked to, he didn’t pull the trigger. He’d told Jun he would try to get DuMonde off the ship without killing the man. Kawin was many things—unlucky being the most prominent among them—but he always tried to keep his word to his crew. 
 
    “This is our salvage,” Kawin snarled as he kept his weapon trained on DuMonde’s bloodied face. The temptation to remove his rival’s face with a single shot was almost greater than his desire to keep his word to Jun. “Get. Off.” 
 
    “We filed a claim already,” DuMonde said as he shrugged his narrow shoulders. For a man with a gun pointed at him and who was bleeding from multiple wounds, he was remarkably calm. “You’re trespassing.” 
 
    “We filed our claim first!” Kawin shouted. “It’s on record!” 
 
    DuMonde smirked at him. The blood coating half his face gave him a ghoulish appearance when he smiled. Still, the tall, aristocratically handsome man cut a dashing figure in the midst of the carnage they’d wrought upon the ship. That made Kawin hate him even more. “Really? I’m pretty sure when we ask, the Gotha Alliance will agree that we filed our claim first.” 
 
    “There’s no possible way.” 
 
    “Anything’s possible when you keep a few local bureaucrats on the payroll.” 
 
    “Bastard!” 
 
    “Temper, temper,” DuMonde warned as he held up a small device. It took a moment for Kawin to recognize what the other captain held in his hand. DuMonde chuckled. “You really don’t want me to let go of this.” 
 
    “Damned pirate,” Kawin hissed. DuMonde was holding a dead man’s switch. Kawin spat upon the steel deck. “What sort of idiot wears a chest full of explosives in a gunfight?” 
 
    “Clearly, a well-prepared one.” 
 
    Kawin couldn’t argue with that. He shifted gears. Perhaps DuMonde could be negotiated with? “Why not split the salvage with us? Half of this derelict will set both our companies in the black for decades.” 
 
    “Ah,” DuMonde breathed as he lowered his arm. Kawin noticed he kept a tight grip on the switch in his hand, however. “The third stage. Bargaining. I’m so glad you’re on the upward turn, though I hear the depression stage is a stone-cold bitch. Eventually you’ll come to acceptance that I’m the legal claimant to this salvage title, and there’s nothing you can do or say about it. That’s the fifth and final stage, by the way.” 
 
    Kawin had no idea what the idiot was going on about. “If you say so.” 
 
    “Save yourself time and energy, Kawin,” DuMonde smiled at the trio. “Renounce your claim to my salvage.” 
 
    “My salvage,” Kawin growled. DuMonde clucked his tongue. 
 
    “You regressed, old buddy. Back to stage two isn’t healthy.” The opposing captain shook his head. “I feel for you. I truly do. To show you just how gracious I can be in victory, I’m prepared to show you the command bridge of this vessel as…a token of respect, let’s say.” 
 
    “You just want to rub it in!” 
 
    “I should kill you all for what you did to my crew, but you just saved me approximately a billion credit in payout for this salvage claim, so I’m feeling a bit generous,” DuMonde said, his tone amused. If not for the deadly glint in the man’s eye, Kawin might have actually believed him. 
 
    Given their history, though, it was certain only one of them would be leaving the ancient derelict alive. 
 
    “Captain?” Jun whispered at him from behind. She pitched her voice low enough, he barely managed to make out her words. Kawin knew if he could barely hear his junior officer, there was little chance DuMonde could listen in. “If we can get into the command bridge, I might be able to lock him out completely. It’s the only isolated system on the ship.” 
 
    Kawin didn’t know much about alien technologies, but he trusted Jun. If she said it was possible, so be it. He just needed to give her a chance. 
 
    “Fine, DuMonde. You win.” Kawin sighed and let his shoulders slump dramatically as he holstered his pistol. George lowered his firearm as well, albeit hesitantly. Kawin risked a glance at his XO, who was clearly not pleased at the prospect of surrendering the salvage to DuMonde. Either George was a better actor than anticipated, or he hadn’t heard what Jun said. There was no way for Kawin to be certain. “Don’t blow us all up. Just…before we leave, let me see the command deck. Please?” 
 
    DuMonde dipped his head. “As you wish. I’ll try not to gloat too much.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bre’chard waited for the queen to regain her strength. He knew time was short, but before anything else could occur, he had to ensure she was in good health. That was vital to their continued existence and survival. 
 
    “My queen?” 
 
    “I…am almost ready,” she whispered in a new voice. She was smaller now, slighter than before by almost half. She lovingly caressed the male’s cheek. “Thank you, male of my cycle. You have pleased me very much. I hope your progeny are as loyal and faithful as you.” 
 
    “They will be, I pro—” Bre’chard said, but was cut off as the female’s long, dagger-like tail sliced his head clean off his shoulders. Hot blood splashed throughout the room, liberally coating the small, spherical objects that lay in a tight cluster near the darkest corner. The male stood there for a moment, his body unsure what to do next, before the nerves driving his muscles ceased working, and he slumped to the ground, dead. Blood continued to pump rapidly from his severed neck, pooling on the ground beneath his body. 
 
    “You are perfection personified, my male,” the queen hissed, staring sadly at his rapidly cooling body. “Your progeny will sing your name in honor.” 
 
    Something banged against the outer door to her room. The queen took one final look at the male before deciding he deserved a more dignified position. Kneeling, she picked the smaller male up and gently set him in the command chair. That had been his position for years, and she would not deny him the honor. 
 
    Satisfied, she turned to look at the door. A deep, dangerous growl rumbled in her chest and throat. It was time to end this game, once and for all. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jun stopped as DuMonde held up the dead man’s trigger once more. 
 
    Despite having no access to a terminal panel or any other way to navigate the winding halls of the ancient derelict, DuMonde had somehow managed to guide them to the command bridge without getting turned around once. It would’ve been a stunning feat, had they not all been on edge, wondering if the explosive vest strapped to his chest was in danger of exploding. 
 
    “We’re here,” DuMonde said, his tone still smug and infuriating. Vest or not, Kawin was close to simply shooting the man in the head and dealing with the explosive consequences. “I couldn’t get in, but I’m pretty sure your computer expert over there can figure it out.” 
 
    The door was different from the others on the ship, Kawin noticed immediately. Instead of a door that slid open from side to side on a cargo vessel, it was closer in appearance to a military seal, complete with airtight, dogged hatches and a red/green lighting system to inform the occupants whether the area was pressurized or not. Handy in combat situations, but Kawin was at a loss for why it would be on a derelict cargo vessel. 
 
    “I probably could,” Jun snapped back as she crossed her arms. Her tone jarred Kawin from his thoughts. “Why should I?” 
 
    “You want to see this as much as I do,” DuMonde replied. 
 
    “Go ahead, Jun,” Kawin encouraged her. “See if you can open the door.” 
 
    Before she could approach the small terminal next to the door, however, it suddenly slammed upward. Nobody but DuMonde had time to react. The man yelped fearfully and turned to run, but something dark lunged from the darkened interior. It grabbed DuMonde by his throat and pulled him into the room. There was a short scream, then nothing—save the terrifying sounds on something crunching through bone. 
 
    “Please, do come in,” a faintly feminine voice floated out from the darkened room. “You are safe now. I have disabled the dead man’s switch he carried on his person, and I mean you no harm.” 
 
    Kawin looked at Jun and George, who were waiting for him to do something. After what seemed like an eternity, Kawin stepped into the darkened command deck, his two officers close behind him. As soon as his eyes adjusted to the dim lighting in the room, however, he froze in his tracks as he recognized the hideous, terrifying form of an Azigla. 
 
    Nobody knew where the Azigla had come from. The book on the frightening aliens was very thin, though Kawin knew there was a size difference between a male and female. Legend had it there was also a queen form, said to be larger than most. Looking up at the midnight-colored apparition standing above him, he guessed he was looking at one of the mysterious queens now. 
 
    “I hate vagabonds like DuMonde, believing they are better than everyone else, while dispensing abuse and corruption without fear of consequences upon those they believe to be their lessers,” the terrifying alien hissed as its head turned toward Kawin. Two black eyes stared at him long and hard for many moments before they looked at the two standing behind him. “Yes. You will do nicely.” 
 
    “I…wait…don’t eat me,” Kawin managed to stammer out after multiple tries. 
 
    “I am not going to eat you,” the monstrous Azigla said with a dark chuckle. “DuMonde was very filling. I will not have to eat again for many months, possibly a year. No, I am offering you a job.” 
 
    “Uh…” Kawin blinked as his eyes continued to adjust to the room. He could see more now, and it was a terrifying sight to behold. What appeared to be spherical shapes were clustered in a dark corner opposite the entryway into the command deck, coated in some dark, sticky substance. Looking around, he easily found the source of the stuff—a decapitated figure seated in the chair at the command console. There was no sign of the alien’s head, though. Kawin’s heart hammered in his chest as his nerves began to get the better of him. 
 
    “The Bliss Runner has been evacuated fully,” the Azigla informed them. The alien sounded pleased with this for some strange reason. “Every individual who was on that ship has been vented into space. You may keep the vessel if you like. Call it a retainer for your future employment.” 
 
    “What? Why?” Jun covered her mouth, horrified. “How could you do such a thing?” 
 
    “You do not wish to take ownership of the ship?” The hideous alien looked at her. “You wished to allow them to challenge your legal claim? DuMonde was not bluffing when he claimed to have certain government officials of the Gotha Alliance on his payroll. A cursory search of his ship’s records confirmed this. Besides, with this salvage comes a great responsibility not to allow the secrets of this vessel to fall into the hands of a man such as he. I am seeking to hire you three, plus your Foorba pilot. I will not harm any of you while you are in my employ or after, and I offer generous salaries and benefits.” 
 
    “What if you, I don’t know, decide to kill us later?” Kawin asked, waving a hand at the massive pool of blood in the compartment. There was a lot of it. 
 
    “I could just kill you now,” the large alien hissed at him as she raised her bloodied claw. 
 
    Kawin looked at the decapitated alien corpse seated in the command chair and shivered slightly at the threat. It looked similar to the enormous creature, but proportionately smaller all around. A male Azigla, Kawin decided after a moment of thought. He wondered if the dead male had made the wrong decision and paid the ultimate price for it. Kawin swallowed nervously. What had happened here to trigger this butchery? 
 
    His eyes drifted to the strange eggs. Each pulsed with an eerie white light from within, and they were covered in a yellow spider web-like substance. He looked back to the massive xenomorph, and understanding suddenly came over him. Whatever had happened here was far more complicated than he could ever understand, but he was starting to comprehend. 
 
    It could be worse, he reasoned as Jun and George pressed themselves against the bulkhead, trying to stay out of range of the gargantuan alien entity. It could be a lot worse. Working for a murderous boss isn’t much different than being a government contractor, after all. Probably safer than being a salvage operator these days, if this is the way things are going to keep going. Plus, I have a feeling I know what the alien wants to hire us for. 
 
    Kawin coughed and straightened his shoulders. There were two options for how this could play out, and he knew which of them he preferred. He was almost certain his crew would feel the same, even if they were too terrified of the massive alien to tell him as much. Nobody wanted to be eaten today. 
 
    “Okay—let’s say me and my crew are interested in your job proposal…”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Smuggler’s Blues by Christopher Woods 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Ripp watched the replicator as he listened to the hum of the Falcon’s engines. The ship was on autopilot while they made their way to the gate two days out from Grinwalt. You could almost cut the silence in the galley with a knife. Every time he looked in Vann’s direction, the kid turned away from him, and he couldn’t stand it anymore. “What the hell is wrong, kid?” 
 
    “Every system, Ripp,” Vann answered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s every system we go to,” he said. “We end up chased out or shot at.” 
 
    “It does seem to be happening a lot.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “You act like I’m always responsible. Who got caught and got us banned from this planet?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have gotten caught if you hadn’t—” Vann started. 
 
    “Hadn’t what? Screwed around and hit the launch button on the life pod? Lost yet another ship. Wait a minute, that wasn’t me. How about when I got pissy because my partner was enjoying some of his free time with a lovely lady and decided I’d run off and join a new crew? Yeah, that wasn’t me either.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Oh, and if you want to go back a little further, there was the psycho on Callum, and what about that frigging run through Gessle? Who decided that was a good time for an existential crisis?” 
 
    “Almost all of the others were your fault!” 
 
    “Agreed, but my point is, you’ve gotten into trouble almost as much as I have. I accept that I have some problems, and I’ve dealt with them for years. But I’m not the only one, kid. So what’s really eating at you?” 
 
    “I’m just tired of running. Every stop always ends with you doing something to cause—” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Usually it’s you. I mean, I can’t even go home and…” 
 
    “There it is.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That’s what’s eating at you.” 
 
    “No, I mean…well, maybe. I’ve never been away from home this long before, and my dad is getting the treatments.” 
 
    “Then go home, kid.” 
 
    “I can’t! How can I risk going and never being able to come back?” 
 
    Vann sat down on the other side of the table, where they were waiting for the Gorlak steaks to finish in the replicator. 
 
    “Are you planning to do anything stupid while you’re there?” Ripp asked. 
 
    “No, but—” 
 
    “No worries, then.” 
 
    “I can’t—” 
 
    “The Falcon is yours for however much time you need it.” Ripp pulled up the galaxy map and pointed at a system. “That looks good. You can drop me off here.” 
 
    “But that’s Salvage System.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t be an issue,” Ripp said. “We don’t have any problems in Salvage, and I don’t intend to make any. They have casinos and ladies. I’m good for a couple of months.” 
 
    “You’d do that for me?” 
 
    “Kid, you’re my partner.” 
 
    “But the Falcon is your ship.” 
 
    “I lost her in a card game. We got her back. You have as much stake in her as I do. She’s our ship.” 
 
    Ripp held a finger up as he saw the watery build up in Vann’s eyes. “That’s it, kid. Don’t start blubbering now, the Gorlaks are almost ready. Tell your folks I said hi.” 
 
    “Are you sure the replicator can make Gorlak? You know they’re endangered.” 
 
    “I had this replicator hacked years ago. It does a lot of things it’s not supposed to.” 
 
    “How would we even know it tastes real?” 
 
    “I guess we’d know if it tastes like Gorlak.” 
 
    “You’ve really eaten Gorlak?” 
 
    “I could say it was from the long time spent as a smuggler, but I’d be lying. I actually ate some while on Benelli, back before the war. There was a governor who liked to impress folks with his acquisitions. He had them shipped in from Gor with some slaves. He had problems soon after when the girls escaped and turned up in a public park. Benelli was always bad, but slavery was still illegal.” 
 
    “And how did you end up eating Gorlak?” 
 
    “You don’t think I’m gonna leave a prime cut of meat laying there while escorting the ladies out of his mansion, do you? I understand why they’re endangered, though. It’s hard to find a better steak this side of Sol.” 
 
    “So you were the one who let the slaves out?” 
 
    “Absolutely. I don’t have many morals, kid, but I abhor the thought of slavery.” 
 
    “And these ladies were attractive?” 
 
    “Of course they were. You’ve never been to Gor, have you? Not a pleasant place. They enslave their women, and beauty is prized. Once they got to see a little bit of the freedom of a world, they embraced it with a fervor you wouldn’t believe.”  
 
    “I’m sure they did.” 
 
    “You’re sitting there thinking I took advantage of the ladies,” Ripp said. “Well, just for your information, I did not. I showed them they could choose, and they learned quickly what freedom meant. I think all 10 of them joined the revolution when it kicked off.” 
 
    “You didn’t sleep with them? I’m impressed.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that, but when it happened, it was by choice. We were all quite happy with the arrangement at the time.” 
 
    “What? So you slept with one of them?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Let me guess, you slept with more than one of them?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Three?” 
 
    “That’s not the point,” Ripp said. 
 
    “More than three?” 
 
    “It’s not like they were Kolians.” 
 
    Vann shuddered. “I’m still not sure how you survived that.”  
 
    The scent of cooking meat filled the galley, and Ripp stared into the front of the replicator. “Abadora was quite nice once we got past that initial lust rampage. By the way, that was also your fault. I told you that keytar sounded like a Kolian mating call.” 
 
    “How was I supposed to know you weren’t kidding?” Vann shrugged. “I mean, who really knows what a Kolian mating call sounds like?” 
 
    Ripp reached into a compartment under the table and pulled a small device out of a secret compartment. He blew into the device, and Vann grinned. 
 
    “That sounds like my keytar used to sound before you smashed it!” 
 
    “Kolian mating call.” 
 
    “Wait, why do you have a device that sounds like a Kolian mating call?” 
 
    “Reasons.” 
 
    “What possible reason could you have for…never mind. I probably don’t want to know.” 
 
    Ripp shook his head. 
 
    The replicator buzzed, and Ripp stood to pull two sizzling pieces of meat from the aperture. 
 
    “Oh, how I missed this replicator,” he said. 
 
    He placed one of the steaks in front of Vann and sat down across from him with his own. He picked up the knife from the table and cut a small sliver from the steak to put in his mouth. He sighed and watched his friend as his eyes widened when he tasted the meat. 
 
    “Oh my god,” Vann muttered. 
 
    “That’s why they’re endangered as a species.” 
 
    Ripp chuckled as Vann shoved another chunk into his mouth. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Ripp watched the Falcon launch from the port with a touch of sadness. The kid had been mad at him since the Eagle was stolen. It wasn’t warranted for the theft of the ship—Ripp had had nothing to do with that—but the kid needed someone to blame, and he was there. Sometimes they ended up in petty disagreements, and others with what happened in Beckwith City. That had been a tenuous situation. 
 
    “Losing his ship has really hit the kid hard,” he mumbled to himself. “A trip home might do him good.” 
 
    At least, he could see the credit they’d sent to his family at work. They might not have the millions from the Benelli job, but they’d sent a large chunk of credit home after the card game when Ripp had won the other ship.  
 
    The kid had named it Planet Express after something he’d seen on one of his searches into the past of Earth. Ripp was more disappointed at the loss of the small arsenal that sank with the lifepod than losing the ship. Losing the Eagle had been a real kick in the gut because of the credit stick, but the Express had only been in their possession for a short time, and it led back to reacquiring the Falcon. 
 
    As the ship disappeared past the horizon, he wondered if the kid would even come back. He definitely had reason to move on. Vann was right that Ripp got them into a lot of trouble. Of course, Vann got into quite a bit of trouble on his own. When the two of them were together, the trouble seemed to multiply.  
 
    “But it’s been a fun ride,” he said and turned away from the pad where the ship had landed.  
 
    He pulled the grav sled carrying a couple of trunks that held some of the essentials he’d need for an extended stay in Salvage. Suits and various forms of attire filled the first one, and his hacked replicator filled the second. The kid was in for a surprise when he went to use it and found the standard replicator installed in its place. 
 
    It was sad that he valued the replicator more than most of the possessions he’d accrued after he left the Benelli Marine Corp. Almost everything he owned was still on the ship when they got it back.  
 
    “I guess they don’t appreciate the same things I do,” he said. “Every girl crazy ‘bout a sharp dressed man…damnit, I’ve been listening to the kid’s music too long.” 
 
    If he didn’t come back, Ripp realized he’d miss the little idiot. He pulled the grav sled out of the port area of Merc’s Hub and saw a familiar sign. He’d spent some time in Reddy’s Place on their last trip to Salvage. 
 
    “Those were some damn fine ribs,” he said. 
 
    He pulled the sled inside the building and over to rest beside an empty table. 
 
    The waitress made her way across the room, and he grinned. 
 
    “Now, I think I remember that smile. It seems as dangerous as it did the last time.” 
 
    “I’m just wondering about those ribs. Are they as good as they were the last time?” 
 
    “The ribs are always good here,” she said. 
 
    “How about the marriage?” 
 
    She shook her head with a grin. “My marriage is always good, too, so you just go on with that smile.” 
 
    “A fellow has to have dreams,” he said. “Some of them are much lovelier than others.” 
 
    “You just keep dreaming there, handsome.” She motioned toward the luggage. “You weren’t dragging along your luggage last time, though. You planning to stay for a while?” 
 
    “A couple months, at least. Maybe longer.” 
 
    “If you’re looking for a place to stay…” She paused as his eyebrows rose. “Don’t you get ahead of yourself, sugar. Reddy, my boss, has some rooms he rents out above the casino. One of them just opened up. They’re pretty nice rooms, but you look like you can afford it.”  
 
    “I’d say I could manage for a few months.” 
 
    “It comes with a free meal per day and…” 
 
    “I’ll take it.” 
 
    She chuckled.  
 
    “What?” He shrugged. “Free ribs and the chance to spend two months convincing you that you need to come by and visit?” 
 
    She laughed again. “Good luck with your dreams, my friend.” 
 
    He grinned again, and she shook her head.  
 
    “Ribs and potatoes?” she asked. 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “I’ll let Reddy know you’re interested in the room.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. 
 
    He leaned back in his chair and watched the waitress wind her way through the crowded restaurant.  
 
    “Things might be looking up already.” 
 
    He watched the crowd for a few minutes until an older fellow slipped into the seat across from him. 
 
    “I understand you may want a room?” 
 
    “You must be Reddy,” Ripp said. 
 
    “I am. The room is 50 credit per night or 1,200 per month,” 
 
    “Perhaps I could interest you in a little bit of a trade.” 
 
    “Trade?” 
 
    Ripp looked around. “I have a food replicator that can make a few things you can’t pick up just anywhere. Would you be interested in a supply of authentic replica Gorlak steaks? Or some Farth?” 
 
    He looked at Ripp for a full minute. “How authentic is the Gorlak?” 
 
    “Depends on how much of the minerals you can provide. With the right amounts of natural minerals from Gor, it’s indistinguishable. I happen to have enough zenid dust to provide at least 40 authentic replicas. We both know that’s over 40,000 credit worth of meat. I’ll part with ten 16-ounce steaks and 12 gallons of Farth for six months, paid in advance. If I’m still here in six months, we’ll work on another deal. We put too much of it out there at one time, the authorities might get wind of it.” 
 
    Reddy let out a long sigh. “Deal. You provide the Gorlak and Farth, and the room is yours.” 
 
    “Let me set up in the room, and I’ll have you the Gorlak in less than 48 hours. Takes a little time to build if you want authentic. The Farth is a little quicker.” 
 
    “Done. The room is number four on the 18th floor. That’s not far below the penthouse.” He pulled a slate from his pocket. “Thumb scan. That’ll be your key. It’s good for three days. When you provide the product, we’ll upgrade to six months.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Ripp said and placed his thumb on the screen. “If you’ll have a cooler unit sent up, I’ll get them straight from the replicator to the unit. I’m guessing you don’t want them frozen? They last longer, but the price for fresh is much better.” 
 
    “Fresh, please. I’m certain I’ll have them sold in a short enough time.” 
 
    “I figured.” 
 
    The tablet pinged. Reddy looked down at it and smiled. 
 
    “Background check out alright?” 
 
    “You, my friend, are not the authorities. There are too many infractions for them to have been faked.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Sometimes people just don’t like me.” 
 
    “The Pleaides Pleasure Planet?” 
 
    “You don’t even want to know,” Ripp said. 
 
    He chuckled. “Probably true.”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Ripp sighed as he lowered himself into the enormous tub. Looking around, he could see how luxurious the room really was. There was a picture window looking out over the port. It was high enough he hadn’t worried about closing the curtains. He doubted there were any peepers 18 storeys up. He didn’t really care if there were, anyway. He’d closed the other set of curtains in the room that would have left the replicator in view from the outside, so he wasn’t worried.  
 
    The last steak was printing, and the rest were already in the cooler unit. It would take five more hours to make the Farth, which he’d set to produce a couple extra gallons for himself. Farth was illegal in most systems due to the nature of the drink. It was produced as a byproduct of the birth of Dirogan sand worms. The sand worms were another protected species, and access to that byproduct was very limited. The Dirogans allowed only 400 gallons to leave the planet in a year, and it was prized on many worlds.  
 
    There were replicas out there, but you could only get that authentic aftertaste if you used some of the actual minerals native to Diroga. Part of the space in his trunk was for the replicator, and the rest was for the small packages of various minerals he’d gathered in his travels. Each of those packets was enough to earn him a lengthy stay in prison. 
 
    One of the reasons he liked Salvage System so well was the lack of problems from the authorities. He was sure if he was caught there’d be penalties, but Salvage was a system of mercenaries, and they weren’t too worried by a little smuggling.  
 
    The only thing that worried him was the growth of the fleets since their last run through Salvage. The two main reasons for expansion on these levels was to conquer or an imminent threat. Neither of those appealed to him. He’d already fought his war, and he was pretty sure he’d chosen the wrong side when he did.  
 
    “I doubt one Benelli Marine would have changed the course of the revolution,” he mumbled to himself.  
 
    He thought of the noble he’d guarded for a time. Warrick was just one guy, but he’d certainly made an impression. Not enough to win the war, but one man had made enough of a difference to come close. He wondered if Warrick knew just how close he’d come to winning that war. He had followers and sympathizers all through the system who would’ve backed him if the others had just held out for a little longer. They’d surrendered days after the loss of their leaders. Warrick had been in line for the succession, and might have been enough to win, but the commander of the main fleet surrendered two days before Warrick returned from a run outsystem for medical supplies.  
 
    Warrick had been president for a whole three days and hadn’t even known it. They tried to carry on for several weeks, but the loss of the main fleet was the death of the revolution. The war had been so close that Benelli was afraid to have the revolutionaries executed, choosing instead to exile them to Traitor’s Moon. If they’d started executing, the revolutionaries would’ve taken up arms again and died fighting. That would’ve cost more than Benelli was prepared to pay, so Traitor’s Moon was born. 
 
    “A guy like that might make a difference. Me? I was just a marine.” 
 
    Ripp had quit soon after when he saw what his world was becoming. 
 
    Ripp shook his head, pushing away the memories of a war from long ago. He pushed a button on the side of the tub, and the water began to move with the pressure from the jets. The water was reheated as it flowed through the tubes to keep the bath perpetually hot. 
 
    “Damn,” he said. “I need one of these on the Falcon.”  
 
    Water would be extremely expensive, but it sure would be nice. Perhaps they could steal some ice and keep one of the cargo holds stocked.  
 
    “We could be ice pirates.” He paused a moment. “That is, if the kid comes back.” 
 
    He’d left things set up in such a way that the kid could choose not to come back if he wanted to. The kid was right about being chased out of a lot of systems, and Ripp knew a lot of the reasons were his fault. That’s why he’d left an official release of ownership in the computer system, along with a message to the kid telling him the Falcon was his if he didn’t want to return. He’d miss the kid, and he’d never seen a pilot that could fly better than Hagar. It didn’t matter what he flew, the kid was an idiot savant when he was in the cockpit of a ship. Awkward and goofy anywhere else; but damn, the boy could fly. 
 
    He soaked in the large tub for close to an hour and let the worries about whether the kid would come back or not dissipate. He felt like he’d done the right thing with the release, but it left him in a tenuous position.  
 
    He chuckled. “I guess I should be used to that. At least I have credit this time.”  
 
    He reached over to the side table and picked up his tablet. “May as well look for something to do while I wait.” 
 
    He smiled as he saw the various casinos. “Tourist traps.” 
 
    “There’s a name I recognize,” he said as he paused in his search. “I wonder if it’s the same Lefty?” 
 
    The name and logo of Lefty’s Diner was the same as the one he’d been to on Galloway’s World five years back. “I guess I’ll find out.” 
 
    He put the tablet on the table and stood up from the bath. After drying off, he looked at the suits hanging in the closet. He chose a standard black tuxedo and a white shirt.  
 
    “Torn, Rippleton Torn,” he muttered and grinned. “God, I’ve been watching too many of those vids the kid has in his tablet.”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Ripp staggered out of Lefty’s with bloodshot eyes, quickly shading them from the light of day. He checked his tablet to see what time it was and caught the date as well.  
 
    “Two and a half days? Damn.” 
 
    It had been a brutal two and a half days. He’d lost close to 100,000 credit before his luck turned. He staggered again as he got the blood flowing in his legs. He’d been at that table for a long time, but he left over 100,000 credit to the good, nearly doubling the credit on his cred stick. 
 
    He glanced back at the diner sign. He’d been right, it was the same Lefty he knew from before, and Lefty always had a Pazik game going on in the back. 
 
    His eyes had almost adjusted by the time he reached a finance kiosk. Salvage was one of the few places he’d trust the locals to handle his credit. Most places he’d only use the Bith offices at the gates. Salvage was a different story.  
 
    Ripp had learned his lesson about carrying a cred stick around all the time. There was a 70 million credit stick out there in the smuggler’s compartment of Vann’s old ship, the Eagle. One day they’d track down who stole the ship and go after it. 
 
    He stopped. “If the kid comes back.” 
 
    He shook his head and entered the kiosk to deposit 190,000 credit. He kept a little over 25,000 on the cred stick. Some games required that much to buy in. 
 
    He wandered down the street toward the casino where his room was located. He wanted a bath and about 12 hours of sleep. His body was tired, but his mind was still in the heightened state of awareness he’d reach when playing long games. That hyper-awareness was the only thing that kept the club hurled from the alley from hitting his head.  
 
    His arm swung up, and the club hit it with a thud. Sharp pain jolted him, and adrenaline flooded his bloodstream as a group of thugs charged from the alley. There were several Humans, a Caldivar, and a Withaloo.  
 
    Normally he enjoyed a good fight, but that was the last thing he needed at the moment. Grinwalt had been tough, and that had brought him as close to the edge as he’d been in a long time. He’d buried that killer a long time ago and didn’t want him to come back.  
 
    The Humans didn’t worry him much, but both the Caldivar and Withaloo were strong races. He met the first Human, a tall red-haired guy, with an unexpected uppercut that lifted him completely off the ground. He pulled the punch just enough to keep from snapping the man’s neck. Ripp followed the uppercut around and spun to the side as the second man tripped over the first and stumbled through the spot where Ripp had been. He still didn’t regret turning off the marine modifications, even as he charged forward into the other two men.  
 
    Mods or not, his bone structure was hard enough that it felt like being hit with a bat when he caught them both in the face with his arms. Unfortunately, the skin and muscle of his arms weren’t hardened, and it hurt like hell. He much preferred fists or feet when he could use them.  
 
    The Caldivar and the Withaloo were both large races, much like a Rexler, which Ripp had faced before, but both of them had the same weakness that a Rexler did not. Their sexual organs were more like those of a Human, and when Ripp dropped, he planted a fist into a very delicate spot on both of them at the same time. He had to force himself not to strike with full force, and the killer inside was way too close to the surface. They’d relied on the fear people had shown them in the past and been careless. The Caldivar fell on his long snout and squealed in pain.  
 
    The Withaloo managed to snag the front of Ripp’s jacket and sent him tumbling through the air to hit the front hood of a moving vehicle. He rolled up the windshield and over the roof to land in the street with a grunt. 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    He glanced back to see the Withaloo holding his crotch and retching. The single Human who’d stumbled by him unharmed reached down and grabbed the cred stick that had fallen from Ripp’s pocket. He laughed and turned around to find himself staring into the barrel of an assault rifle. 
 
    His hands shot up and he pointed at Ripp. “This guy and his goons tried to rob me, officer!” 
 
    Ripp groaned as he rolled over in the street and sat up, looking at the guy with the rifle. The blue lightning tattoo covering the left side of the man’s face and black fatigues told him all he needed to know. He was a member of the Bolts, a Peace Monitor. 
 
    “We’ll sort this all out at the station,” he said and held his hand out for the cred stick. 
 
    The thug scowled and handed it to the cop. 
 
    “Same old Lefty,” Ripp muttered. “Should’ve known better.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I’m not certain I’ve ever seen this many charges against a single person, Mister Torn.” 
 
    Ripp sat across from a blond man who looked about 30 years old. He could have been 40. It was hard to tell with the moving tattoo on his face. 
 
    “Well now, I can explain—” 
 
    “None of which are charges from the Salvage System, or any that are allied with it. Therefore, I won’t be charging you with anything after three witnesses came forward who clearly saw them attack you.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir—” 
 
    “What I am going to do is assign some officers to keep an eye on you, because some of these charges are pretty extravagant. This list of charges from the Pleaides Pleasure Planet alone make me wonder about the safety of the citizenry of our lovely system. In fact, if I were you, I might see about moving on.” 
 
    “Now, some of those charges are false, sir. They were pretty upset when we got out of the system. They definitely added a bunch of stuff.” 
 
    He turned the screen toward him. “Did you really do this?” 
 
    Ripp squinted and looked at the screen. “Well, yeah, I did that one. She was amazing.” 
 
    “It was even illegal on a pleasure planet,” the officer said, shaking his head. 
 
    “In my defense, she never told me where she was from.” 
 
    The officer shook his head again and pointed at the screen. 
 
    “I did that, too,” Ripp said. “I didn’t even know they had such stringent laws about extra-species affairs. She didn’t say anything about being married or anything. I’ve never seen anything quite as beautiful as the way her skin changed hues with her emotions. It was a glorious week.” 
 
    “The only living heir to the Gylith Empire?” 
 
    “Really? She didn’t tell me that.” 
 
    Ripp looked at the 16th charge. “I definitely didn’t do that. I can’t even operate that sort of machinery.” 
 
    The officer sighed. 
 
    “You’re free to go, Mister Torn,” he said. “Remember, we’re watching you.” 
 
    Two hours later, Ripp was nodding off in the enormous bathtub when he startled back awake. The door to his suite slid aside, and a Peace Monitor stepped into the room. She was tall, with an almost onyx complexion. She was Doleradi with the large build of a heavy worlder, and the crooked smile she gave him sent a tingle down his spine. 
 
    “Um…can I help you?” He sat straighter in the tub. 
 
    She slid the door shut with a wave of her badge. “I don’t know, but after reading the long list of charges you’ve managed to have filed against you, I thought you might need closer supervision.”  
 
    “By all means, you can supervise me anytime. You’re not related to the Triskel Clan, are you?” 
 
    “I’m not.” She began to unbutton the uniform. “Although they seem to have several charges lodged against you, as well.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what they would be charging me with.” He leaned back again in the tub. “Shivarra was quite happy with our arrangement.” 
 
    “I wonder.” 
 
    She stepped over the edge and lowered herself into the tub, facing him. “Is it true you were charged with public lewdness for having intercourse with a Kolian in the street?” 
 
    “Have you ever tried to say no to a Kolian in the throes of the mating call?” 
 
    She laughed. “I suppose that could be a problem, even for a Benelli Marine.” 
 
    “So, am I about to get chased out of Salvage System?” 
 
    “Nope. I just finished my shift,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, my stars and garters.”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Ripp lay on in the floor on a pile of expensive blankets and watched as Sirei buttoned her shirt. He ached in places he hadn’t even known he had. He forced himself to look aside from the view toward the bed, which had collapsed.  
 
    He chuckled. 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “Bed frame wasn’t made for heavy-worlder antics.” 
 
    “Definitely not,” she said as she zipped her pants and reached for her gun belt. “Shiv said it would be worth my time.” 
 
    “Shiv? Shivarra? I thought you weren’t related to the Triskels?” 
 
    “I’m not related. That doesn’t mean I don’t know them.” She smiled.  
 
    “Am I about to be shot? I mean, as far as last moments are concerned, this is a great way to go. I’d prefer to do it again, but…” 
 
    “When I saw the name in the list of charges, I contacted Shiv. We were in the Doler Academy together. She was always a bit soft spoken and a little naïve. I had to make sure what the charges were about and if I was about to have to commit murder.” 
 
    “Well, since I’m not dead…” 
 
    “Actually, Shiv was quite taken with you, and her father is a little upset about that. He’s the reason those charges were filed, and I’d suggest not returning to the Wyn system anytime soon. Doleradi have long memories.” 
 
    “I didn’t know I’d left such a strong impression.” 
 
    “I think he was angrier that she was on duty. Or it could have been the fact you’re Human. Who knows?” 
 
    She buckled the belt and picked up the stun baton. 
 
    Ripp swallowed. 
 
    She laughed. “You don’t need to worry, sweetie.” She dropped the baton into the ring on her side. “Shiv was quite right.” 
 
    She waved her badge at the sensor, and the door opened. She looked back as she stepped out the door with that same crooked smile. 
 
    “Well worth my time.” 
 
    He grinned, and she shook her head and rolled her eyes. “That’s how it starts. That devilish grin.” 
 
    He took a deep breath as the door slid shut and let it out slowly. Usually, this would be the moment he frantically packed his things and ran, but he didn’t feel that normal urgency. 
 
    The authorities would be watching him now, though. He’d have to step lightly to keep them from coming down on him. 
 
    “I guess I can think about this later.” 
 
    His eyes closed, and he sank into a much-needed sleep. 
 
    Fourteen hours later, he awoke with a nerve catching in his back. He slowly rolled and got to his feet. 
 
    “Getting too old for this,” he muttered and staggered to the tub to start a bath. 
 
    A few moments later, he lowered himself into the steaming water. “Maybe just too old for heavy worlders. Or maybe I just need to buy a nanite package so it doesn’t hurt as long.” 
 
    He chuckled and picked up his tablet. Since the authorities would be watching, he’d need to curtail his normal array of illegal Pazik games. He might need to pack up his replicator as well. 
 
    He cycled through 10 pages of various contracts before stopping on one. That seemed like a lot of money for a single part, but he looked the part up and found out why. Salvage System was building a fleet from every kind of ship they could put together, and there was a single battlecruiser that was giving them issues. It was a Zapata battlecruiser, but not just the regular kind. For two years, they produced a line that required a particular arc transducer to power the weapon systems. 
 
    They changed the design after two years to a more efficient system, but the 17 battlecruisers the shipyard had already produced still needed those arc transducers. Apparently, Tomeral’s bunch had found one of those 17 ships and needed a P-3-62-43-6 arc transducer. 
 
    The funny thing was, Ripp remembered that sequence of numbers from somewhere. He closed his eyes and thought for minute before it dawned on him. They’d been searching for the parts to make the C-Drive on the Eagle work right, and they had available part lists from about 10 yards. 
 
    He punched in a few numbers and pulled up the parts lists. 
 
    “Bingo!” 
 
    It was halfway down the fourth list. A salvage yard in the Gyrol System had one of these arc transducers. The lists had come to them after they’d made inquiries, so it probably wasn’t common knowledge. A short trip out to Hermia in the Gyrol System, and he could make a good half million credit. They were ready to pay top prices to get the part.  
 
    He studied the numbers and considered the build-up of the fleet in Salvage with a little trepidation. That sort of force was good for one thing, or possibly two. Attack or defense. Why they’d need defenses that strong worried Ripp a little. He didn’t think Tomeral was the kind for galaxy conquering, though. He’d never met the man, but nothing he’d seen about him made him think the man was the conquering type. 
 
    There were several systems in the local sectors of the galaxy that were building forces. 
 
    “Why can’t everyone just get along?” 
 
    He shrugged and put the tablet on the side table. Tomorrow he’d charter a flight to Gyrol.  
 
    “Easy money,” he said with a grin. “What could possibly go wrong?”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    “I’ve had this part for 14 years,” the Jalixian salvage yard owner said. “It’s a classic. I’m going to need 50,000 for it.” 
 
    Ripp had thought fleetingly about sneaking in and stealing the part, but he stopped himself with a single question. “What would the kid do?” He’d buy the part. 
 
    “It’s a classic because it only fits a single model of ship that was made 17 times in its two-year production.” Ripp was thankful for the kid’s incessant chatter about all the ships they encountered. “I’ll give you 20.” 
 
    “Sold.”  
 
    Ripp frowned as he held out the cred stick. “I should have offered 10.” 
 
    “Honestly, I would’ve taken five.” The cred stick slid into the slot, and the Jalixian punched in the 20,000 credit they’d agreed on. “But I’m quite happy to take your 20.” 
 
    “Of course you are. I should get dinner as long as I’m getting—” 
 
    The Jalixian laughed. “There was a time it was worth a lot of credit, but the last of those cruisers was destroyed six years ago.” 
 
    “Do you think I’d be buying the part if I didn’t have a ship to put it in?” 
 
    He stopped laughing. “You have a Zapata 743 battlecruiser?” 
 
    “Nope, but I know someone who has a 744.” 
 
    “A 744?” He gasped. “There were only three of those ever made. The 743 had 14, but they ended the production the next year after only three!” 
 
    “That’s right, and I know who has one, and they need this.” He pointed at the small crate that sat on the counter in front of him. He could see the utter despair on the guy’s face as he picked up the crate. “You have a great day.” 
 
    The Jalixian sighed and shook his head. “Don’t let them give you any less than 300 for that.” 
 
    Ripp nodded and, holding the crate under his left arm, extended his right hand.  
 
    The owner shook his hand. “Well played.” 
 
    He was grinning as he left the shop, and he was still grinning as he entered the hotel room. His smile widened as he saw Captain Gianna Sevole still sleeping in his bed. It hadn’t been hard to decide between the three available charters he’d located on Salvage. Gianna was a Helix, a humanoid race from out on the rim. Her skin was alabaster pale, and the small tentacles on her head reminded him of little reptiles.  
 
    She opened scarlet-colored eyes and stretched. He stopped and admired the view for a moment. 
 
    “I usually avoid fellows like you, Torn. My tastes tend to run toward a little less extravagant, but extravagant has its good points. Perhaps we should take another day while we have the room.” 
 
    He unbuttoned his vest. “You know, that sounds like a wonderful idea.” 
 
    She sat up as he walked closer, and the pheromones erupted from her tentacles. The Helix were quite famous for their pheromones, which affected several races with a euphoria that was hard to match. Humans were one of those races, and Ripp breathed deeply. 
 
    He moved closer, and she peeled his shirt off. “You, Mister Torn, might just cure me of my unholy attraction to engineers.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Ripp opened heavy eyes while feeling a tickling sensation on his chest. Gianna’s tentacles fluttered across his skin where her head rested. 
 
    He moved a little, and she rolled over on her side. He slipped out of the bed and stopped in his tracks. 
 
    He’d left the crate on the dresser, and it wasn’t there.  
 
    “Did she get up and move it?” he muttered, searching the room.  
 
    He looked under the bed, then opened the closet.  
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    He walked over to the door and almost ran into it when it didn’t slide open. He cocked his head to the side and reached out to slide it by hand. It slid easily to the side.  
 
    “Frak.” 
 
    His shoulders slumped. “Really? It was such a simple job.” 
 
    He sat in the chair and looked at the pale curve of Gianna’s back. She was the only one who knew about the arc transducer besides himself. He really didn’t want to think she’d taken it.  
 
    “She wouldn’t still be here if that was the case.” 
 
    He thought for a moment. “The Jalixian.” 
 
    With a grim smile, he reached for his pants.  
 
    “I did everything legal,” he muttered under his breath.  
 
    Someone had been very quiet, but he’d also been quite distracted. Buttoning his vest, he looked back at the bed. “How could I not be distracted?” He shook his head and exited the room, pushing the door closed behind him. There was a cleaning crew down the hall, and he walked toward them. 
 
    The Crylain pushing the cart stopped. “Can I help you, sir?” 
 
    “The lock is malfunctioning on room 805. Can you take a look at it when you get there?” 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    He knew they could fix it. There wasn’t really anything wrong that a reset wouldn’t fix. Someone had used one of the tricks Ripp knew to cut the power to the lock. He could still see the slight scorch mark at the upper left corner of the lock panel. It was an old trick, but a good one. He’d used it to escape a storeroom he’d been locked in when he was caught with a beautiful Denaie named Fridili. Of course, she’d neglected to tell him she was the daughter of the city manager. 
 
    “I wouldn’t get in so much trouble if they’d just explain who they are.” He stopped in the hall and shrugged. “Who am I kidding? It’s not every day you’re approached by a Denaien.” 
 
    Especially one with extremely rare golden plumage. It probably wouldn’t have made any difference in his choice. 
 
    He stepped forward again. “Maybe the kid’s right.” 
 
    An hour later, he stepped into the office of the salvage yard and locked the door behind him. He turned back around to find the shop owner’s face had paled several shades. 
 
    “Now wait a moment,” he said. “Before you do something drastic, please just tell me what it is.” 
 
    Ripp stepped forward, and the Jalixian recognized him. 
 
    “Don’t you even try to say that wasn’t the P-3-62-43-6 arc transducer. I guarantee it!” 
 
    “Oh, it was the part, but there were exactly two people who knew I had it. It stands to reason one of those people was behind the theft last night. The other person is accounted for. That leaves you.” 
 
    “Oh, no.” 
 
    Ripp’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “A young Human came looking for the same part. I told him I’d just sold it. He seemed a good sort. He wanted to try to find you to make an offer for it.” 
 
    “And where is this young Human?” 
 
    “He said it was funny, you were in the same hotel he was staying in.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “I swear. I’m sorry I steered him toward you. He seemed so good natured.” 
 
    Ripp unlocked the door. “If this doesn’t check out, I’ll be back.” 
 
    “I swear to it!” 
 
    Ripp nodded and stepped out the door. He shook his head and scowled. He hated using intimidation to do things. There’d been enough of that while he was a marine. There’s a look a person gets when he’s killed others. Ripp tried to keep that part of himself buried. The recent events on Grinwalt had brought his old self very close to the surface, and he’d let the shopkeeper have a glimpse of it as he turned around. He had a hard time keeping the killer at bay at times. Mostly, he’d had little trouble keeping it down over the last year or so.  
 
    He frowned. The kid had been a good influence on Ripp, and he knew he’d miss the boy if he didn’t come back. The kid leaving affected him more than he liked to admit. He was as much trouble as Ripp himself, but Ripp knew he’d had more fun in the last year than he’d had since leaving Benelli. 
 
    Most of the time he buried his old self in wine, women, and song. His mind didn’t dwell on the past when he was living in the moment. Their quest to make credit seemed to help keep him away from the killer he despised.  
 
    He stopped, standing in the middle of the sidewalk. He’d lost millions without a blink of an eye, and he was almost ready to let the killer out over 20,000? 
 
    “Dumbass.” 
 
    “What did you say?” a pedestrian asked as he heard him. 
 
    “Just talking to myself, buddy. Sometimes I’m just a big dumbass.” 
 
    The man chuckled. “We all have that realization sometimes.” 
 
    Ripp grinned. “Have a nice day.” He stepped forward again. 
 
    “You, too,” the pedestrian replied.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    He almost went right to the room, but he had to ask. He stopped at the front desk. 
 
    “I’m looking for someone who checked in yesterday,” he said. “I just heard that an old friend of my girlfriend checked in here, and I’d love to let the two of them catch up.” 
 
    “I’m not allowed to give out guest information, sir.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” he said with a sigh. “I had to try.” 
 
    The clerk was silent for a moment. “I can tell you the only one who checked in besides yourself is in 810. I hope your girlfriend appreciates you.” 
 
    He smiled. “Thanks, friend.” 
 
    “Eight ten?” he muttered to himself as he headed to the elevator. “He’ll be gone. No one but an idiot would stay after breaking into a room three doors down.” 
 
    The elevator dinged as it reached the eighth floor. He headed left down the hall and stopped in front of 805. He started to raise his key fob. 
 
    “Damnit, I have to check.” 
 
    He walked the 50 feet or so to room 810. 
 
    “Only an idiot would still be here.” 
 
    He pulled a tiny wire from his coat pocket and slipped it behind the plate in the upper left corner. There was a small spark, and Ripp pushed the door panel aside. 
 
    “Idiot,” he muttered, looking at the small crate on the dresser. 
 
    He could hear the shower running and someone singing in some awful foreign language. 
 
    “Bawitdaba da bang da bang diggy…” 
 
    He tuned it out, picked up the crate, and exited the room, glancing to the side as he stepped out. I guess the kid ain’t the only one who likes those stupid boots. They were made of some sort of animal skin and looked like something the kid would wear.  
 
    “If he’d ever get rid of those ugly damn things he wears now,” he muttered. 
 
    He shook his head and returned to his own room that opened with the key fob. 
 
    Gianna was reclined in the chair with very little clothing. 
 
    “I was wondering if you were coming back, since you took the crate,” she said. 
 
    “You won’t believe this, but someone snuck in here last night and stole the damn thing. I tracked it down. We need to get out of here, though.” 
 
    “Just let me get dressed.” She slipped in close and kissed him. There was a hiss, and pheromones filled his lungs.  
 
    His eyes blurred, and he staggered as she stepped back. 
 
    “Shit,” he gasped and fell forward. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sweetie,” she said as she bent over him. “That’s a lot of credit, and I just can’t help myself. You’ll be fine in about six hours.” 
 
    She dragged him to the bed and dumped him. 
 
    “S…strong,” he muttered. 
 
    She laughed as she tied his arms to the frame. “I’m a Helix.” 
 
    His eye was twitching with the rage that was just below the surface for a moment. Then he realized it was happening and stomped it. He pushed it down and saw how the situation looked. He started laughing—well, laughing as much as he could with the paralytic in his body from her pheromones. She stepped out of the room, glancing back with a quizzical look on her face. 
 
    It was only money, and he’d managed to push the killer down. He realized he’d be okay, even if the kid didn’t come back. He wasn’t that guy anymore, and he’d never be that guy again. 
 
    “Ah wud haf giffen it to hur,” he said in an almost unintelligible voice. “Ahh shee nidded ta do was axe.”  
 
    Then he laughed some more. 
 
    It was a long six hours, and he had several fits of laughter during that time as the paralytic worked its way out of his system. When he could move his arms, he yanked them forward and ripped the frame from the wall. 
 
    “May as well head to the port,” he said. “I can at least run off some more of those Gorlaks.” 
 
    He pulled the ropes from his wrists. “I guess it could’ve been worse. At least no one’s shooting at me.” 
 
    He straightened his burgundy vest and dusted a smudge off the lapel. “Every girl crazy ‘bout a sharp dressed man…damn, it’s wormed its way into my head.”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    As the freighter dropped out of hyper in the Salvage System, Ripp’s tablet screamed. That was the only thing he could call it. A voice was screaming from the speakers. 
 
    He fumbled the loud tablet for a moment before stopping the alert. 
 
    “Dammit, kid…always messing with the settings…” 
 
    He pressed the message button. 
 
    Vann’s goofy face filled the screen. “Hey, little buddy! I’m on my way back to Salvage. Did you miss me?” 
 
    “Like a sore tooth,” Ripp muttered. 
 
    “Anyway, I’m sorry about some of the things I said. I had a little time to reflect while I was gone. Anyway, I should be back in Salvage in about three weeks. See ya then, little buddy!” 
 
    Ripp looked at the date on the message. It had been sent two weeks prior.  
 
    “I’m sure I can find something to do for a week. Maybe not with a Helix, but something will pop up.” 
 
    The tablet screamed again, and he almost dropped it. 
 
    “Dammit, kid!” 
 
    Reddy the casino owner’s face filled the screen. “As soon as you get back in system, I’d like to talk to you about acquiring a few more things, Mister Torn. I have an interested party who’s having a very expensive gathering and would like a few things you might be able to help with. Please contact me at your earliest.” 
 
    He strode toward the small quarters he was using on the freighter with a smile on his face. He chuckled when he realized it was more because the kid was coming back than for the possible inflow of credit. 
 
    “Guess I really did miss the dumbass. He’s still a good sidekick.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Christopher Woods Bio 
 
      
 
      
 
    Christopher Woods, writer of fiction, teller of tales, and professional liar was born way too long ago to be talking about and has spent most of his life with a book in hand. He is known for his popular Soulguard series and creating the shared universe in The Fallen World series. He has also written several short stories and the Legend series in the Four Horsemen Universe as well as some works in the Salvage Title Universe. With books ranging from fantasy to post-apocalyptic science fiction and military science fiction, there should be something for everyone. He lives in Woodbury, TN with his wife, Wendy. As a former carpenter of 25 years, he spends his time between various building projects and writing new books. To contact him go to https://theprofessionalliar.com and send him a message or find him on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/chris.woods.37. 
 
      
 
    # # # # # 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Skin and Scales by Alex Rath 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cadet Shawn Savage could barely contain his excitement. After a week of anxiously waiting, he, along with the rest of the cadets who’d form the bridge crew of the SRN Fang and Captain Vi’Uku, were on the way to tour the ship. The Fang, along with the rest of the new ships, had arrived the day before. The skeleton crew from Sparks Unlimited had set it in high orbit over Strorix Prime and left only a small monitoring crew while they waited for Strorix Navy personnel to take over.  
 
    “If you’re not careful, you’re going to throw the shuttle off course,” Cadet Melissa Wade said beside him, indicating his bouncing legs. 
 
    Shawn grinned and shrugged. “Can’t help it. You’re not excited? This’ll be our ship!” 
 
    “Sure I am, I’ve just learned not to look like I’m about to jump out of my seat.” 
 
    Shawn stuck his tongue out in response. He and Melissa, the only two Human cadets currently at the Capital City Naval Academy on Strorix Prime, had become close friends out of necessity. After an attempt on Shawn’s life by a disgruntled Viperidae, they’d stuck together pretty much every moment they weren’t in classes. Thankfully, Captain Vi’Uku had investigated at the direction of Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri, and the all the Serpentes involved were dismissed. The primary actor, Vi’Jyara, was now dead, which suited Shawn just fine. 
 
    “Coming alongside Fang now,” the pilot announced, and Shawn whipped his head to the side to look out the window. 
 
    “She’s beautiful,” he whispered. 
 
    The ship was a drastic departure from the Serpentes’ previously spherical ship designs, but still packed the same punch. The Rilu-class light battlecruiser held 12 missile launchers that could fire a salvo every 10 seconds. It also carried five Ashika class fighters, the core of the Strorix Navy doctrine. Each Ashika carried four ship-killing missiles and two high-powered lasers. As the tactical officer, he’d have all that firepower at his fingertips, ready to take down anyone who threatened Strorix or Neithea. 
 
    “On approach,” the pilot announced.  
 
    That was Shawn’s cue to sit back and tighten his straps. He saw Melissa doing the same. It wasn’t a big deal for the Serpentes, who coiled around poles mounted to the floor and ceiling, but the Humans needed to be ready for a jolt. Most Serpentes pilots didn’t yet consider sensitive Human physiology when flying or landing. 
 
    Thankfully, it seemed this pilot had done his homework, and the shuttle landed with barely a shudder. Shawn could hear the magnetic clamps take hold of the deck and waited for the green light to show the bay was pressurized.  
 
    After what seemed like forever, but was more like a few minutes, there was an audible ding, and the light above the hatch went green. He wanted nothing more than to unbuckle and run out of the shuttle, but he sat still as Vi’Uku made his way to the front of the shuttle cabin. 
 
    “Welcome to Fang, cadets, soon to be your new home. Once we exit the shuttle, we’ll make our way to the lift and the bridge. The lifts are sizeable, but not nearly large enough for the entire bridge crew in one pass. I’m afraid we’d crush our Human crewmates,” he said with a hiss of amusement. 
 
    From other Serpentes, that could have been an insult, but Shawn had come to know Vi’Uku and the rest of the bridge crew fairly well over the past week of non-stop simulations. He and Melissa grinned, and there were hisses of laughter from the other Serpentes. 
 
    “With that in mind, Cadet Savage, you’ll accompany me on the first trip. It seems fitting that the captain and tactical officer should take the bridge first.” 
 
    Vi’Uku kept speaking, detailing who would go when, but Shawn didn’t hear it. He and the captain would be the first members of the SRN to step foot on the bridge of Fang. Shawn felt like his heart was going to beat out of his chest when the hatch opened, and Vi’Uku beckoned him with his tail. 
 
    “Come, Cadet Savage. Are you prepared to assume your post?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain!” he responded as he unbuckled and stood to follow. 
 
    Melissa stood beside him and gave his shoulder a quick squeeze. He looked over at her, and she was beaming.  
 
    “The moment we’ve been waiting for,” Melissa said. “Don’t keep him waiting.” 
 
    He nodded and turned to follow Vi’Uku out of the shuttle and into the small bay. 
 
    Unlike the ships of other systems, the Serpentes didn’t store their fighters in internal bays. The fighters docked on the exterior of the ship for quick deployment. For that reason, there were only two internal bays on the ship: one was for a spare fighter and space for repairs if any of the Ashika couldn’t dock externally, and the other could hold two passenger shuttles or one large transport shuttle. 
 
    They approached the lift doors, and they opened at Vi’Uku’s hissed command. Vi’Uku slid in and coiled in a corner to wait for Shawn.  
 
    Shawn blew out a breath, all but marched into the lift, and turned to face the doors. While he tried to appear professional, he couldn’t stop the grin as he looked out at Melissa’s smiling face and the rest of the waiting Serpentes crew. The doors closed, and the lift’s movement was barely perceptible as it raced toward the bridge. 
 
    “Excited, Cadet?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    Vi’Uku hissed appreciation. “I remember the first time I slid onto a bridge. It’s a feeling you’ll never forget. Though I suppose it’s quite a bit more for you, being the first Human to take a station on the bridge of a Strorix vessel.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I hope I can meet your expectations.” 
 
    “I expect you to exceed them, Cadet Savage. You have so far.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain.” 
 
    The doors opened as the lift came to a halt at the bridge, and Shawn stood aside to give Vi’Uku room to move by. 
 
    There were still many Humans on Strorix, and elsewhere, who’d shudder at the idea of being that close to a 15-foot long Viperidae who could easily make them a meal. Shawn couldn’t stop the thought that it had nearly happened to him with Vi’Jyara, but he’d survived, and he was here now. 
 
    He walked on to the bridge after Vi’Uku was clear and moved to the tactical station to take his seat. It was exactly like the simulator Sparks Unlimited had built at the academy. Even the seat felt the same. 
 
    “Bring your systems up, Cadet. Let’s ensure the ship is ready, as promised.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    With child-like glee, Shawn activated his console. Two displays lit up, and the touch-panel came to life. Looking over it as if he were seeing it for the first time, he took a moment to reflect on the knowledge that it was the first console of its kind on a Strorix naval vessel. While Humans had worked in some areas of Strorix Navy ships, they’d never been serving members of the navy, and they’d certainly never had a console on the bridge. 
 
    As they’d taught him, he ran a full system diagnostic while the rest of the crew arrived and took their stations to do the same. Since he’d been the first to arrive, he was the first to complete everything required. 
 
    “Tactical online and fully functional, Captain.” 
 
    “Thank you, Cadet Savage.” 
 
    As the minutes passed, each station checked in. Then Melissa spoke up as well. 
 
    “Medical and Engineering report all systems operational. Commander Vi’Zidiz’s Ashika squadron is on board and going over their craft now.” 
 
    “Very good, thank you, Cadet Wade.” 
 
    Shawn hadn’t been aware so many personnel would be running their checks today, but it made sense to do it all at once. 
 
    Suddenly, Melissa spoke again, this time more urgently. 
 
    “Captain, priority broadcast from the gate picket. Arrival of 10 unknown vessels. Awaiting disposition and further orders from Prime Station.” 
 
    Tails rattled around the bridge, and Shawn glanced over at Melissa. She looked back at him, and the panic on her face was clear. He gave her a reassuring smile and turned back to his console to double-check the weapons loading status and magazines. The readout showed all launchers loaded and the magazines full of missiles. He checked the lasers, and they looked ready, but he wouldn’t know for sure until he primed them, which he wouldn’t do unless ordered to. They were as ready as they could be. 
 
     He doubted it would come to anything, anyway. Ten ships weren’t much of a threat, between the missile platforms and the combat-proven crews of the Nava-class destroyers on the picket. The gate was several hours’ travel away, and there were plenty of other fully-crewed ships in system. He seriously doubted Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri would send a skeleton crew of Cadets into combat. 
 
    From the sensor’s station, he heard Cadet Vi’Pavema hiss in rage. 
 
    “Something wrong, Cadet?” Vi’Uku asked. 
 
    “Captain…the picket. It’s gone.” 
 
    “Gone?” 
 
    The main screen at the front of the bridge lit up with sensor tracking from one of the defense platforms near the gate. 
 
    “This is the last two minutes before the platform was destroyed.” 
 
    The bridge crew watched as what seemed to be a wall of missiles left the 10 unidentified ships. The defense picket did its best, but all of them were crippled or outright destroyed in the initial wave. 
 
    The tail of every Viperidae on the bridge rattled angrily. Shawn simply watched, his mouth open in shock.  
 
    “Who could do that?” Shawn asked softly. 
 
    “Does it matter, Cadet?” Vi’Uku demanded. 
 
    “Captain, Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri on a full band for all ships,” Melissa said loudly enough to be heard over the rattling. 
 
    “On screen.” 
 
    As the image of El’Kashtri appeared on the display, the bridge went silent. 
 
    “All ships, this is Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri. The gate picket has been destroyed by a force of 10 unknown vessels. I am en route to Exzisa as you hear this. Form up on Exzisa and prepare to meet the enemy head-on. Long range sensors report they’re making course for Strorix Prime. We’ll stop them. El’Kashtri, out.” 
 
    The screen went back to the last sensor frame transmitted just before enemy missiles destroyed the platform that sent the data. Then Melissa spoke again. 
 
    “Direct from Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri, Captain.” 
 
    “On screen, Cadet.” 
 
    “Captain Vi’Uku,” El’Kashtri began without preamble, “I heard you have some of your crew up today. Are you operational?” 
 
    “Yes, Fleet Admiral.” 
 
    El’Kashtri hesitated, then appeared to decide on the spot. “Join the defense force. We may need every ship we can get. I’ll do my best to keep you well protected, but…” 
 
    “I understand, Fleet Admiral; we’ll defend Strorix to the last.” 
 
    “I expect no less. El’Kashtri, out.” 
 
    Shawn looked down as a soft beep indicated the need for his attention.  
 
    “We’ve received our assigned position in the formation. Transferring to Navigation.” 
 
    “Cadet Vi’Reshe, move us into position. Cadet Wade, have Lieutenant Commander Vi’Zidiz brief his squadron and prepare for deployment as necessary.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” they both responded. 
 
    This is really happening, Shawn thought to himself. 
 
    Suddenly, Shawn had a thought. They had civilians on board. The crew from Sparks Unlimited was still on the ship. He debated whether to bring it to Vi’Uku’s attention, then reminded himself that it was his duty as the tactical officer to point out anything that could affect their combat capabilities. 
 
    “Captain, the civilians from Sparks are still on board. If they go quickly, we should still have time to get them off in a shuttle to shelter on Prime Station until this is over.” 
 
    “Good thinking, Cadet. Cadet Wade, open an all-ship announcement.” 
 
    “Ready, Captain.” 
 
    “All hands. Strorix is under attack, and Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri has ordered us to join the defense. Civilians will proceed immediately to the shuttle bay, where you’ll be taken to Prime Station. Cadets, our visit was meant to be a brief tour of the ship, but I’ve called us into service, and we’ll respond accordingly. You’ve been trained; you know what to do. We have several hours while the fleets close range. Use that time to rest your minds as much as you can after going through all battle preparations. Time to engagement is approximately two hours.” 
 
    Long minutes passed, then Shawn saw the light indicating the shuttle bay opening. 
 
    “Shuttle is departing, Captain.” 
 
    “Thank you, Cadet. Time to formation position?” 
 
    “Fifteen minutes, Captain,” Vi’Reshe answered. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hours passed slowly as the Strorix Home Fleet and the unknown enemy force closed range, giving Shawn plenty of time to think, which wasn’t always a good thing. He had time to reflect that they were about as slimly manned as a ship could be and still be combat effective. If anything went wrong, they were screwed. If a magazine jammed, the launcher was out. If control lines to the weapons were cut, there was no damage control crew to patch them. He didn’t even want to think about what would happen if the engine room were hit. Basically, if Fang took even one strike, they’d be out of the action, and possibly dead. 
 
    They were, in travel time, about 15 minutes behind the screen. He’d examined the formation so many times, he felt like he could see it with his eyes closed. El’Kashtri was good to his word, and Fang was situated such that overlapping defenses protected them, but they still had a window to fire through effectively. Of course, the first to engage would be the Ashikas. They would launch soon, he thought, moving forward to engage and launch the first salvo before the main fleet was in range. 
 
    As if his thoughts had made it happen, the order came in. The plot updated with the rendezvous position for the fighters from around the fleet. While Melissa would handle most ship-to-ship communications, fleet orders came in through his station and directly to Captain Vi’Uku. 
 
    “Commander Vi’Zidiz, launch and rendezvous as assigned. Cadet Savage will send your squadron the coordinates,” Vi’Uku ordered through the ship’s communications channel. 
 
    “Coordinates sent. Fighters away,” Shawn reported less than a minute later. 
 
    “Very good. When we’re closer to our own range, you’ll receive targeting instructions from Exzisa, Cadet Savage. Follow them exactly.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    Shawn was a bit surprised at how calm he felt. Here he was, on a skeleton-crewed, brand-new light battlecruiser, and he only felt a slight case of nerves. He attributed it to the training. The fact that they had trained and practiced doing nothing for hours at a time but watching and waiting made even the approach of battle something he was as prepared for as he could be. Still, he was glad the Fang was in a heavily protected zone of the formation. 
 
    The more he analyzed the tactical situation, the more he realized if the enemy had the same throw weight they’d had in the initial engagement through the entire battle, it was all academic. He had plenty of time, so he ran simulations on the saturation of enemy missiles against the defense power of the fleet. The only factor he was unsure of was the enemy’s rate of fire. They’d only needed one salvo to eliminate the Strorix picket and the defense platforms. The picket had needed five more minutes of closure to be in range. After multiple runs assuming various rates of fire, even being conservative, he confirmed their chances were clear. None.  
 
    “Captain…” 
 
    “Yes, Cadet Savage?” 
 
    Shawn turned in his seat to face Vi’Uku. “I’ve run the numbers. Unless their rate of fire is incredibly low, a frontal defense simply won’t work.” 
 
    “I would assume Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri is aware of this. Do you have anything else?” 
 
    “Missile saturation is their offense. If we spread the formation wide enough to force them to spread their attack, our chances increase. Marginally, but…it’s something.” 
 
    “Send me what you’ve come up with. Excellent use of time, Cadet.” 
 
    Shawn turned back to his station and sent the defense plan he’d come up with to Vi’Uku’s station. No sooner had he done so than new orders came in from Exzisa.  
 
    “New formation orders from flag,” Shawn reported. He looked over the formation and sent the coordinates it had assigned them to Vi’Reshe’s station. It was similar to what he’d come up with, but better. 
 
    “You were certainly on the right track, Cadet. Well done,” Vi’Uku said. 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Formation will adjust in 20 minutes. Time to engagement, one hour,” Vi’Reshe said. 
 
    “This is normally when I would give everyone time away from their stations. Unfortunately, there’s no one to relieve you. You may move from your stations if you need to, but don’t leave the bridge.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    During their break from stations, Shawn leaned against the bulkhead on the perimeter of the bridge, and Melissa approached him. 
 
    “So, what are our chances?” she asked quietly. 
 
    He shrugged. “There are a lot of unknowns.” 
 
    She fixed him with a look and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “If we can get into weapons range, we can take them out, unless they have some defense system we haven’t seen before. Of course, we’ve never seen that kind of throw weight before, either, so getting into range is a challenge. Spreading the formation out should give us a better chance than if we’re tightly packed. It lowers our overlapped defense coverage, but it also forces them to spread their fire if they want to take out the entire fleet.” 
 
    “How reassuring.” 
 
    “More than a few things here make little sense, not least of which is the number of missiles they put into space. Based on the data we received before they took the defense platforms out, to put out that volume of missiles, those ships would have to be massive missile launchers with a ship built around them.” 
 
    “So our first time on our ship might be our last?” she asked. 
 
    He licked his lips and hesitated. As he was about to answer, his station chimed, and a red light strobed for his attention. 
 
    “Gotta go. Something’s changed,” he said and hurried to his station. He strapped in as he looked at the displays. 
 
    “Ashikas are moving forward to attack. They’ve gone ballistic. Missile range in five minutes.” 
 
    “Thank you, Cadet,” Vi’Uku said. “To your stations, everyone.” 
 
    Shawn watched intently as the range closed. Strorix fighters could completely shut down and cruise on a ballistic course, invisible to enemy sensors. When they were in range, they would power up, launch decoys, fire their missiles, and turn back to rearm. As far as Shawn knew, that tactic was practiced often, but had never been used in an actual combat situation. He hoped it would work as well as it should. 
 
    Based on his calculations, the Ashikas would fire 10 minutes before the enemy ships were in range of their own weapons. That meant over 400 ship-killers would hit the 10 enemy ships before they could even fire once. That should be enough to turn the enemy formation into scrap, but if their defenses were anything like their offensive capabilities, he wasn’t hopeful. 
 
    Right on time, the Ashikas reappeared on the sensor display and launched decoys. He could tell the difference, but the enemy would see the number of incoming fighters double just as they powered up. Then the missiles launched, and the real Ashikas turned and came full speed back to their home ships. 
 
    “Ashika missiles away, fighters are returning to rearm,” Shawn reported, though he knew Vi’Uku would be watching the same thing he was. “Missile impact in one minute. We’ll be in range in 10 minutes, expecting enemy fire in five minutes.” 
 
    Shawn created three countdown clocks and put them in a column on the primary display beside the sensor plot. He could feel the tension on the bridge as the missiles closed range with the enemy formation, and he hoped the Strorix doctrine held. Overwhelm the enemy with missiles before they could engage. 
 
    As the missiles closed, he could tell the Ashikas had spread them evenly, 40 missiles per enemy ship. Shawn kept to himself that, had it been his decision, he’d have focused the missiles on half the ships, given the unknowns of the enemy’s defensive abilities. It was no surprise that the enemy formation lit up with defensive fire, but one method was a surprise. What seemed to be small missiles fired from some of the enemy ships, then exploded. The sensors he was looking at weren’t good enough for detailed analysis, but from what he could tell, the explosions created a field of debris that caused the Strorix missiles to detonate as if they’d impacted the enemy. 
 
    In the end, a few missiles got through to each target, but only two of the ten slowed down, and none were destroyed. If Fang survived, he’d look over the exchange in detail. 
 
    “Enemy is down to eight effectives. They should launch in four minutes,” Shawn said. 
 
    “Prepare defenses. Be ready for anything, Cadet Vi’Pavema,” Vi’Uku ordered. 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Vi’Pavema responded. 
 
    Four minutes later, the enemy launched as expected, but the volume was nothing like Shawn had anticipated. It was more like the normal volume for eight ships. 
 
    “Missile separation from the enemy ships. Only 80 missiles incoming. They appear to be focused on the Exzisa,” Shawn said quickly. 
 
    “We’re out of range to support the flag,” Vi’Pavema said unnecessarily. 
 
    “I’m sure they’ll be fine. Do we have targets?” Vi’Uku asked Shawn. 
 
    “Yes, sir. Missiles programmed and ready for launch.” 
 
    Now, the question was how many more salvos the enemy would get off before they were in range. Strorix missiles were, as far as he knew, some of the fastest launching missiles. They could fire a salvo every 10 seconds, thanks to the magazine feeding system.  
 
    Exzisa was one of the fleet’s two Szuraars, the Strorix Royal Navy’s dreadnought class, capable of firing 50 missiles per salvo. The third was in Neithea to support the defenses there in case of another attack by the Gnevusin.  
 
    The screen of Navas ate up most of the enemy’s offense, and the Szuraars finished it. Not a single missile made it through to the Exzisa. 
 
    “Zero impact on Exzisa. Enemy is launching a second salvo. Looks like a 30-second reload time,” Shawn said. 
 
    “Why so few missiles, I wonder?” Vi’Uku mused. 
 
    “I wish I knew, but I’m not going to complain. Another 80 missiles launched. They’re targeting the Thaso.” 
 
    The Thaso was an Iderith-class carrier. It handled 50 of the Ashikas that were currently returning to rearm with fresh missiles. Smart choice, Shawn thought, but going after an Iderith with only 80 missiles wouldn’t work. Like the Szuraars, Ideriths always had a screen. In this case, Fang was part of that screen. They were out on the edge, but their defenses should be able to assist. Strorix defense doctrine assumed an enemy with similar missile launch capabilities to their own, and 80 was just an insult. It was a good thing the enemy hadn’t been able to maintain their initial launch saturation. 
 
    “Unless they can up their counts, it won’t matter,” Vi’Uku said confidently. 
 
    Thirty seconds passed, and they defeated the incoming missiles as expected, but another salvo didn’t come. Shawn’s brow furrowed and he leaned forward to look closer at the display, as if getting closer would make the information clearer. 
 
    “Something’s off,” he said, more to himself than anyone else. 
 
    “Cadet?” Vi’Uku asked. 
 
    “Sorry, sir. Something’s off. They should have launched another salvo by now. I’ve got a bad feeling.” 
 
    “I’m not detecting anything anomalous,” Vi’Pavema added. 
 
    “Don’t strike at air, Cadet Savage. Perhaps they’re out of ammunition.” 
 
    “Sir, would you attack a system with our known defense capabilities with so little? Their initial salvo was massive. Why? How?” 
 
    “Good questions. Get me an answer.” 
 
    “I’m detecting small craft launches from the enemy ships, but the craft aren’t speeding up,” Vi’Pavema said. 
 
    “Fighters standing in defense?” Shawn suggested. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Vi’Pavema answered. “They’re matching pace with the ships, not moving ahead to screen.” 
 
    Suddenly, it became clear exactly what the new sensor returns were. Missile platforms. 
 
    “Multiple missile launches! I count 300 incoming,” Vi’Pavema said, calming her tone, though her tail maintained a rapid rattle. 
 
    “It looks like they’ve targeted the Thaso again. The initial launches must have been to test our defense capabilities,” Shawn said. 
 
    Shawn glanced up at the countdown. “Two minutes to range for our missiles.” 
 
    “These missiles are moving slower than the previous salvos. One minute, thirty seconds to impact,” Vi’Pavema added. 
 
    Shawn licked his lips, wanting to do something, but there was nothing to do but wait. Until he could launch his missiles, he was helpless. He turned to look at Vi’Uku, who was already looking at him. 
 
    “I understand, Cadet. Trust me. Focus on your task,” Vi’Uku said. 
 
    Shawn nodded and turned back to his station as he tightened his harness. He had a feeling all those missiles weren’t just aimed at the Thaso.  
 
    “Sir, recommend we have all stations prepare for impact,” Shawn said. “We can’t tell yet, but I have a feeling we’re about to take damage.” 
 
    “I concur. The enemy missiles are spreading slightly. Courses indicate they could target the Thaso and its screen elements, including Fang,” Vi’Pavema agreed. “One minute to impact.” 
 
    The Humans were the only ones who could actually strap in, but Shawn knew from his studies of the Serpentes’ control schemes they had a way of being more secure as well. The segmented command poles allowed the Serpentes to squeeze certain segments to send orders to the computers, but they could adjust the tension of the segments. They could set the poles to require more pressure, thus allowing them to tighten their grip on the pole without sending orders. 
 
    “All crew, prepare for impact,” Vi’Uku announced on the ship-wide comm system. 
 
    Vi’Pavema’s tail rattled slower in what Shawn recognized as a focused rhythm. The defenses were engaging the missiles at maximum range. He watched his display and bit his lip as he saw the missile distribution more clearly define itself. They were going to take hits. Probably several of them. 
 
    “This is going to suck,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    As enemy missiles disappeared under the assault of the combined defenses of the Strorix fleet, he clenched his jaw and held his finger over the button that would fire their own missiles. If the ship was going down, he was going to get his salvo off first, even if it came up short. He wasn’t going down without firing a shot. 
 
    “Brace for impact!” Vi’Pavema said and hissed loudly.  
 
    Tails around the bridge rattled as the ship shuddered under the impact of several missiles. His screen blanked and came back to life. As soon as it did, he stabbed his finger down on the launch button. 
 
    “Missiles away!” he exclaimed. 
 
    Suddenly, the bridge went completely dark, as all systems shut down, and everything went quiet, except for the rattles. 
 
    “What happened?” Shawn asked. 
 
    “The simulation is over,” Vi’Uku said calmly as the lights came back on, and the stations returned to life. 
 
    Shawn’s jaw dropped as he looked at his display. They were still in orbit over Strorix Prime. He took a few moments to slow his breathing, trying to slow his heart. The rest of the bridge crew appeared to be doing the same, though it was hard to tell with the Serpentes. He looked over at Melissa, who had two fingers on her neck to check her pulse. 
 
    “I have questions,” Vi’Reshe said. 
 
    “I’m sure you all do,” Vi’Uku responded. “We’ll debrief at the academy. Make your way to the shuttle bay in reverse order of arrival.” 
 
    Shawn was silent all the way back to the academy, but his mind was running the scenario over and over, looking for ways to do it better. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They gathered in one of the auditoriums at the Capital City Academy. Shawn noticed the entire fighter squadron and Commander Vi’Zidiz had joined them. There were other Humans there, too, which surprised him. He quickly surmised they were the crew from Sparks Unlimited who’d been on the ship. 
 
    Captain Vi’Uku made his way to the front of the room, and everyone came to attention.  
 
    “Rest,” Vi’Uku said. “Congratulations, you’ve survived your first on-ship simulation. Well…sort of survived,” he said with an amused hiss. 
 
    Commander Vi’Zidiz, whom Shawn figured was also in on it, joined Vi’Uku in amusement. 
 
    “To answer what I’m sure is your first question,” Vi’Uku began, “yes, I knew it would be a simulation as soon as we left. It’s something of a tradition, though this is the first time it’s been done with a skeleton crew on a brand-new ship. For that reason, you’re forbidden from discussing this with anyone outside this room. It wouldn’t do to warn other cadets of what they’ll be facing.” 
 
    Vi’Uku paused a moment to let that sink in and gazed around the room. 
 
    “It was a full-fleet simulation. Every other ship was involved, and no one but the Fleet Admiral knew what the simulation was, including me. I only knew there would be one. Given the scenario with which we were presented, I’m proud of how you all performed—but there’s always room for improvement.” 
 
    Thus began the debrief, in which they reviewed every minute of the engagement in minute detail. Shawn was slightly frustrated, though he would never say so. Only being able to fire one salvo was frustrating. He didn’t think it was much of a test of his abilities at all. 
 
    Finally, Vi’Uku arrived at the moment Fang was ‘destroyed.’  
 
    “Here, Fang took several hits. These were, based on my estimation, unavoidable, though I’m sure Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri will have his own review for us. Cadet Vi’Pavema, I see very few flaws in your defense coverage. You rightly targeted the first missiles that came into range, regardless of their target. You could have focused only on missiles coming at Fang, but that would’ve been a mistake. There were, however, some choices that could have been more effective. Don’t be afraid to request a shift in position to increase the effectiveness of our cover fire.” 
 
    Shawn watched the large display of the overall sensor plot on the screen at the front of the auditorium and could see that some other ships had made that mistake.  
 
    “The result, however, was that Thaso survived the attack, and could rearm its Ashikas. Well done, Cadet Vi’Pavema.” 
 
    There was a rattle of appreciation from the Viperidae in the room. 
 
    “Cadet Vi’Reshe, that could have been your suggestion as well. As the ship’s navigator, I expect you to constantly appraise our situation to determine if we could be in a better position. Even with specified coordinates from the flag, we have some maneuvering room. You must know and be ready to assist the capabilities of both defense and offense. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Vi’Reshe answered, understandably dejected at being called out. 
 
    “Cadet Savage. Here, you launched our missiles, though we weren’t in range,” Vi’Uku said and let the statement hang in the air. 
 
    Shawn wasn’t sure if that was a question or a criticism, so he remained silent. He glanced to the side when Melissa squeezed his shoulder reassuringly. 
 
    “I would have done the same thing,” Vi’Uku finally stated. “The missiles would have gone to waste anyway, as Fang was in a power-loss situation. Might as well put them into space and hope they make a difference, even if it’s making the enemy waste effort on them. Well done.” 
 
    Shawn let out a breath, smiled, and nodded his thanks. Somewhat to his surprise, the Viperidae rattled again for him. 
 
    “Which is exactly what happened,” Vi’Uku said as the battle played out. “Here, your missiles reached enemy defense range, still under power. They were on terminal course and would have missed, but the enemy didn’t know that. We weren’t the only ship to launch early, so the enemy must have thought they’d miscalculated our range. They spent time on those missiles, while missiles that were in range came in 30 seconds later from other angles. 
 
    “Our missile saturation per ship was much higher than theirs, and the first salvo crippled most of their fleet, in part thanks to that wasted defense effort on dead missiles, whatever those defense missiles they had were,” Vi’Uku finished, sounding a bit frustrated himself. 
 
    The screen went blank, and everyone turned their attention from the screen back to Vi’Uku. 
 
    “This is how simulations work in space. We don’t always know they’re coming, though because of our duties, we typically do. Questions?” 
 
    Shawn immediately raised his hand for attention, while several Serpentes rose higher on their coils for the same reason.  
 
    “Cadet Savage,” Vi’Uku said. 
 
    “Sir, how does the simulation include weapons and defense systems we’ve never encountered?” 
 
    “Excellent question. I see that was on many of your minds,” Vi’Uku said as the Serpentes who’d risen lowered themselves back down to match level with the others. 
 
    “The simulation program is highly advanced, and is often used to test concepts we’re considering using. It also mimics things we’ve seen, but not directly encountered. I must admit, I don’t know where either of these came from, but they certainly proved effective, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Shawn answered. “Most definitely.” 
 
    “Anyone else?” Vi’Uku asked. 
 
    No one else rose for attention. 
 
    “Very good. Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri will debrief us in a few moments.” 
 
    They waited in silence, and, minutes later, the screen came to life with the image of El’Kashtri on the bridge of Exzisa. 
 
    “Overall, very well done. Even our unsuspecting cadets from the academy held their own,” El’Kashtri said to start the briefing.  
 
    Shawn could sense the pride in the room as everyone, Serpentes and Human alike, was straighter in their positions. 
 
    “Each ship’s captain will perform their own debrief if not already done, so I won’t go into individual ship actions. I’ll send my report and review to your captains, and they can disseminate the information to you. I will, however, answer the question I’m sure is in everyone’s mind. What did we face?” 
 
    El’Kashtri let the question sink in, and Shawn felt the tension in the room rise a notch. 
 
    “The missile saturation capability was a simulation of what we imagine it would be like to face mobile defense platforms. While we’ve never encountered such a thing, we know they’re possible. It’s also a fair estimation of the volume of incoming fire we’d face if we were to invade a system.” 
 
    Shawn knew El’Kashtri was alluding to an attack on the Gnevusin home system, which was rumored to be in the planning stages. He assumed most everyone else knew it as well. 
 
    “The defensive missiles exist. We’ve seen them in footage from a battle in a system known as Salvage System. We should assume an enemy we face will have them and consider how to counter it. As you saw, it had a crippling effect on our doctrine.” 
 
    Shawn nodded, his mind already racing for ways to defeat a system that could intercept multiple missiles in flight. 
 
    “I’ll now turn you back over to your individual ships’ captains,” El’Kashtri concluded, and the screen went black. 
 
    “I have nothing to add,” Vi’Uku said. “Take the rest of the day off. Dismissed.” 
 
    “Drinks at The Vault?” Melissa asked immediately. 
 
    “Definitely,” Shawn agreed, and they left the auditorium to unwind. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Rough day, kids?” asked Kelly Oliver, owner of the Human-centered bar The Vault, as she set drinks in front of Shawn and Melissa. 
 
    “Big test,” Shawn said, and left it at that. 
 
    “Ah, well, hopefully it was a good one. Let me know if you need anything else,” she said with a smile and left to take care of another table. 
 
    “That was insane,” Melissa said quietly once Kelly was out of earshot. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Shawn said and took a long drink. “I felt useless. One shot, and we were dead.” 
 
    “Hey, it made a difference, didn’t it? Even the captain said so.” 
 
    “I guess,” he said. 
 
    Conversations around the bar stopped suddenly, and Shawn looked up to see why. The reason was obvious. Cadet Vi’Pavema was coiled outside the door, and had pushed her head in. To Shawn’s knowledge, no Serpentes had ever even tried to enter The Vault. They hadn’t built the place for them.  
 
    “Whoa, there,” Kelly said as she approached the door. “Can I help you?” she asked, obviously not happy. 
 
    Shawn couldn’t hear what Vi’Pavema hissed over the music, but after a moment, Kelly turned to look at Shawn and Melissa and gestured for them to come over to the door. 
 
    “Seems she wants to talk to you two,” Kelly said when they arrived. “This can’t happen here.” 
 
    “I’m sorry; we’ll take care of it,” Melissa said. “Next round on me!” she shouted to the entire bar. 
 
    “Let’s talk outside,” Shawn said and pulled the door so Vi’Pavema could pull her head out more easily. 
 
    Once outside, Shawn could tell by Vi’Pavema’s posture that she was clearly uncomfortable. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she began, “the rest of the crew’s getting together, and I thought you’d like to join us.” 
 
    “How did you even know about this place?” Melissa asked. 
 
    “We know about it; we just ignore it because we know it’s a Human place. Vi’Reshe isn’t doing well. The criticism from Captain Vi’Uku hit him pretty hard.” 
 
    Shawn shrugged. “It was minor, really. I mean, we’re here to learn.” 
 
    “You don’t understand. Captain Vi’Uku criticized him in front of Humans.” 
 
    Melissa flinched as if Vi’Pavema had struck her. “And that makes it worse?” 
 
    “Yes. Much worse. It would help if you came.” 
 
    Shawn could tell Melissa had her back up about it.  
 
    “So just because Humans were there, it hurt his feelings?” Melissa asked, her volume increasing. 
 
    “Okay, let’s take a step back,” Shawn said before Vi’Pavema could answer. “This is a new dynamic we’re all going to have to get used to, and we’re going to have to work together to do it. Though it would probably have been better if you’d reached us via comm instead of coming in here.” 
 
    “Yes, probably so,” Vi’Pavema admitted.  
 
    “Where’s the crew meeting?” Shawn asked. 
 
    “Our simulator bridge.” 
 
    “Okay, go back and let them know we’ll join them shortly. We need to smooth things over in there.” 
 
    “Thank you, Cadet Savage,” she said and slithered away. 
 
    “We will?” Melissa asked. 
 
    “Yes, we will,” Shawn said, feeling the weight that, as the tactical seat on the bridge, he felt like it was his responsibility to bring everything together. 
 
    “Okay, then,” she said after a moment of hesitation. “But first, I have a big tab to pay.” 
 
    “I’ll split it with you,” he said and opened the door for her. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After settling things in The Vault, with multiple assurances that other Serpentes wouldn’t surprise them by coming to look for Shawn or Melissa, they walked back toward the academy. 
 
    “That could have been bad,” Melissa said. 
 
    “Yeah. No kidding,” Shawn agreed. 
 
    “Seriously, did you see some of them reach for weapons?” 
 
    “What? I didn’t notice that.” 
 
    “Yeah, ballistic guns. A few of the regulars carry them.” 
 
    Shawn sighed. “We’ve come a long way, but there’s still a loooong way to go.” 
 
    They walked back into the academy and straight to the simulator to join the rest of the bridge crew and cadets from other areas of the ship. 
 
    “So, what’s the problem?” Shawn asked as he leaned against his station’s seat.  
 
    All eyes turned to Vi’Reshe, who lay with his head on his coils, but no one spoke. 
 
    “Cadet Vi’Reshe, I understand you feel because Captain Vi’Uku offered criticism in front of Cadet Wade and I, it was an insult of some sort?” Shawn asked and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Of course I do!” Vi’Reshe hissed angrily and rattled his tail as he rose on his coils. 
 
    Shawn’s instinct was to take a step back, but he couldn’t, because he already had his back to his chair.  
 
    “It’s going to happen again. And again. And again. We’re all here to learn,” Shawn explained. 
 
    “You would not understand, Human,” Vi’Reshe spat. 
 
    Several of the other Serpentes moved closer, and Shawn could tell at least Vi’Pavema was positioning herself to intercede in case Vi’Reshe struck at Shawn. 
 
    “Here we go,” Melissa mumbled. 
 
    “Enough!” Shawn said in a commanding voice. “Cadet Vi’Reshe, Captain Vi’Uku pointed out what you could have done better. If he doesn’t do that, maybe we die for real in an engagement when we shouldn’t have. We’re not Humans and Serpentes, we’re the crew of the SRN Fang, regardless of whether we have scales or skin. If you’ve got a problem with us, you’ve got a problem with Captain Vi’Uku and Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri, not to mention Queen El’Jyiurma.” 
 
    Feeling passion rise in him as it never had, Shawn walked to within a few paces of Vi’Reshe. He heard Melissa draw in a quick breath. 
 
    “I’ve faced two attempts on my life because I’m Human, and I’m still here,” Shawn continued. “I’m still alive. Some cadets are gone, and even an admiral lost his post, but I’m still here because I want to serve in the navy more than anything I’ve ever wanted in my life. If you don’t like it, I’m right here. Better to do something now than lose it when we’re in combat. We’re all cadets. We’re all going to make mistakes and get called down for it. That’s life. Deal with it, deal with me, or quit. Your attitude has no place on my bridge.” 
 
    The only sound Shawn heard was the blood pumping through his ears. Shawn knew, somewhere in the back of his mind, that Vi’Reshe could strike him down before he could blink, but he didn’t budge. Shawn locked his eyes on Vi’Reshe’s, and neither of them moved a muscle. 
 
    “Your bridge?” Captain Vi’Uku’s voice broke the silence as he slid into the simulator. 
 
    Everyone snapped to attention. Shawn and Melissa stood bolt upright and turned to face Vi’Uku, while the Serpentes held their bodies above their coils perfectly perpendicular to the deck with their heads parallel to it. 
 
    “Rest,” Vi’Uku said, releasing them from attention. “Passionately spoken, Cadet Savage. Cadet Vi’Reshe?” 
 
    “Captain, I…” Vi’Reshe began, but seemingly couldn’t find the words. 
 
    “I heard the entire thing,” Vi’Uku explained, “and Cadet Savage is right. You must cease to view yourself as Serpentes or Human. You’re members of the SRN. That’s what matters. I understand your feelings, Cadet Vi’Reshe, but that’s something you’ll need to get past. Can you do that?” 
 
    Vi’Reshe considered for a moment, giving his answer serious thought. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I can,” he finally answered. 
 
    “Good. Everyone, go to your quarters. I think that’s enough excitement for one day,” Vi’Uku said, and everyone filed out. 
 
    “Except you, Cadet Savage. Stay behind a moment.” 
 
    Melissa gave him a quick wave, then joined the rest of the cadets leaving the simulator.  
 
    Once it was empty except for them, Vi’Uku turned to face him. 
 
    “Brave and potentially deadly decision you made there, Cadet Savage.” 
 
    “Captain, I just—” 
 
    “I know what you were doing, though I think you let your emotions get a bit too involved.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Shawn said and looked down at the deck. 
 
    “You think that’s a bad thing, because we Serpentes don’t tend to show emotion?” 
 
    Shawn looked back up, unsure of how to answer. 
 
    “The fact is, we do, you just don’t know how to interpret it. Yet,” Vi’Uku explained. “You took command of a situation that could’ve ended badly. You assured Cadet Vi’Reshe that he shouldn’t feel badly, and also confronted his prejudices at the same time. Exactly the kind of thing I want in an executive officer.” 
 
    “Captain?” 
 
    “It’ll break new ground for certain, and I’ll need to get the fleet admiral’s approval, but are you prepared to be XO of the Fang once we deploy?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Stahnikhar’s Wisdom by Quincy J. Allen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kael—Vorwhol Homeworld 
 
    Aboard the Fionkhar 
 
      
 
    “You hail from a truly lovely world, Subahn,” the Bith said with the slow cadence of his plodding species. Sub-Administrator Dokmor stared out at the simulated view of Kael slowly rotating beneath the newly refitted hull of the Fionkhar.  
 
    Shaleen stood next to him, searching the largest northern land mass of her world for where one of her family’s holds lay. She and Dokmor stood in the ship’s operational planning room, deep within the ship’s hull.  
 
    “Thank you, Dokmor,” Shaleen said, inclining her horned head slightly. “Though it’s Commander now, not Subahn. Now that we’re a mercenary company, we’ve moved to military titles and ranks…and I doubt you traveled through the gate simply to convey your admiration of my homeworld.” 
 
    “Commander?” He got a peculiar look upon his face, one Shaleen couldn’t identify. “You will always be the Subahn to me, unless you object.”  
 
    “Not at all,” she said, inclining her head. She actually liked the idea, and she was pleased to be developing a closer relationship with a member of the Gate Guild. 
 
    “Thank you, and you are correct.” He turned away from the view and faced her. “I am not here to offer commentary on the aesthetics of your world or on anything else for that matter.” The Bith and their guild were de facto custodians of the gates that permitted travel across the galaxy. This particular member of the species, like most of his kin, had skin of pale green encased in a narrow, oblong shell of deepest green. His roundish head held intelligent eyes and a nearly lipless mouth that formed words with a singular clarity and crispness. He wore no clothing, only a wide, black sash of sorts that went from his right shoulder to his left hip. He hadn’t worn it the last time she saw him. There were a number of pouches and pockets woven into the thick, velour-like fabric. A strange platinum symbol adorned his shell where Shaleen assumed Dokmor’s heart would be. “I have been practicing my conversational skills…what I believe you call small talk. How am I doing?” 
 
    “Marvelously,” she replied. “Out of curiosity, what makes that particular skill of use to you now?” 
 
    “My responsibilities within the guild have been revised, although my official rank remains unchanged. It is, however, a promotion of sorts, and one I am excited to undertake.” 
 
    “What might that be?” She was curious. She’d only met the Bith twice before; once on the journey to Soung so she could kill her brother, and once after she’d returned with her brother’s head and restored her family’s honor.  
 
    “The closest translation in your language would be ‘operational obstacle mitigator.’” 
 
    “I believe we’d call that a troubleshooter.” 
 
    “Ahh, yes…‘troubleshooter.’” He seemed to roll the word around in his mouth. “I can see how that term would appeal to your people.” 
 
    “So…” Shaleen started slowly, “what obstacle needs mitigation, and how can I help?” 
 
    “I have come to offer a contract, and your acceptance would be considered by myself and the guild to be a means of fulfilling the oath you swore in the aftermath of Soung. Are you and the Emerald Sword in a position to accept a contract that might involve combat outside this system, and possibly against alien forces who may have already wiped out a number of other mercenary companies?” 
 
    That piqued Shaleen’s curiosity. Whatever it was, it had to be important…and probably dangerous. She very much wanted to fulfill her oath sooner rather than later. 
 
    “Well, as you can see, the refurbishment of my brother’s ship is complete. The Fionkhar, her crew, and the combat troops of the Emerald Sword Mercenary Company are now ready to accept all manner of contracts.” 
 
    “I am unfamiliar with that word,” Dokmor said. “What does ‘Fionkhar’ mean?” 
 
    “He was one of our greatest warriors. Centuries ago, he defeated one of the worst tyrants our people have ever known.” 
 
    “You named your brother’s ship after a hero?” Dokmor asked, bewildered. “I am confused. Does this imply you consider your brother a hero as well?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Shaleen replied. She’d given the matter of naming the Emerald Sword’s first starship a good deal of thought, and her traitorous brother hadn’t factored into it. “I named it after a great warrior my people are very familiar with, not because of Halek, but to inspire the company. Most of them don’t know where we got the ship, and I intend to keep it that way. All of them, however, know who Fionkhar is.”  
 
    Dokmor paused and stared at her, his expression once again unknown to her.  
 
    “In hindsight,” he said almost to himself, “I now believe we should have come to you sooner.” He stood up straight and pulled a small data crystal from a pouch on his sash. “This has all the pertinent details of the mission. Two months ago, a mercenary company we had worked with before received a contract with the Colivor Mining Consortium to track down and destroy one or more pirate groups that were raiding their facilities. They were never heard from again. When we began investigating, we discovered that four other companies had been contracted, and none of the four had ever been heard from again.” He held out the crystal. 
 
    Shaleen’s eyes went wide as she took it from him. Five other mercenary companies killed or otherwise eliminated? The idea of taking her brand-new company into whatever had silenced five others was daunting. 
 
    “I need to review this data,” she said. “Does it include the disposition and arms of the other companies?” 
 
    “Up to a point. You should be able to assess their capabilities against your own. And, of course, there would be no shame in rejecting this particular contract. We are asking in this case, not demanding. If you reject this one, it is possible, at some point, that we might make such a demand, but it is more likely we would offer another contract. We are asking you now because, for obvious reasons, there appears to be high risk. Most companies would reject our offer. In fact, several have already rejected a similar offer made by my predecessor.” Dokmor paused, apparently contemplating something. “As an incentive,” he finally said, “we would absorb the cost of your transition through two gates and back again, although you would be travelling on one of the larger gate transport vessels. The next one leaves in two days, so you have that much time to decide.” 
 
    “I should be able to let you know by tomorrow night,” Shaleen said. She’d review the data, speak with her brothers, and they’d decide if it was worth the risk. Dokmor had made no mention of what the contract paid, but she knew that would be on the data crystal. 
 
    “If you will excuse me, then,” Dokmor said, “I have an appointment with your prime minister this evening.” 
 
    “The prime minister?” Shaleen immediately thought of the mission to capture Minister Stokahn and running into the Suumhar there. She’d never heard anything more about Suumhar, and she’d expected to learn something about the presence of an alien with the minister. The newscasts after the mission had simply said that Stokahn had been convicted of unknown crimes and removed from office. She couldn’t imagine why Dokmor would care about local Vorwhol politics, but the Suumhar had prompted a lot of questions for which she’d never gotten answers. 
 
    “Would that have anything to do with the Suumhar?” 
 
    Again, Dokmor paused and seemed to be considering his words very carefully.  
 
    “That is not something I am prepared to discuss,” he said flatly. “Perhaps at a later time, however.”  
 
    “Of course,” she replied. “I understand. Was there anything else I can do for you?” 
 
    “Only reply to our offer,” Dokmor said. “I look forward to hearing from you.” The sub-administrator bowed his head, turned in the ponderous manner of his race, and slowly made his way toward the door that would lead to a shuttle docked with the Fionkhar.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Illik System—Gate Entry T-30 Seconds 
 
    Aboard the Fionkhar 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think I’m ever going to get used to these transitions,” Kor said a bit darkly. He stood off to the side, staring at the bridge’s main viewscreen aboard Fionkhar. Shaleen, her brother Halek, and the rest of the bridge crew watched as they drifted away from the massive core ship that had carried them through the gate. 
 
    Shaleen glanced at Kor from where she sat in the number two seat beside the captain. She’d been worried about her youngest brother since they’d captured Minister Stokahn. Before that, Kor hadn’t been as cheerful as Shaleen remembered. The death of one of their lancers had hit Kor hard, and now he sounded and acted more like his older brother Halek: grim, to the point, all business. 
 
    “It’s unsettling,” she said gently.  
 
    Kor’s eyes didn’t shift from the viewscreen, where a circular red highlight indicated their destination—Khyvar Station. The large space station maintained a permanent high orbit around the fourth, mineral-rich planet in the system and its only moon. Off to port, they saw small highlights of six cargo haulers that would, presumably, link up with the core ship to be taken out of the system. 
 
    “Sometimes it takes a while,” Captain Tolohk said from the command seat in the center of the bridge.  
 
    The captain was ex-military. Tolohk had been a young and rising star within the Vorwhol space forces and had chosen to retire early, for reasons he’d shared with neither the military when he left nor Shaleen when she’d hired him. His credentials were impeccable as a combat captain, however. She’d have been a fool to reject him. When she asked him why he’d come out of retirement, he’d merely told her he wanted to get back into space. Retired life hadn’t been what he thought it would be, and he had no interest in returning to the politics of the military.  
 
    He brought with him all the skills a good starship captain could need, as well as a heavily modified, highly-capable scout ship that he’d apparently picked up from pirates at some point during his career. The Javelin, stored in the Fionkhar’s original shuttle bay, was a potent combat vessel in its own right. He’d also been invaluable in hiring the ship’s command crew, engineering personnel, and weapons officers. 
 
    “Transitions come with the job,” Halek said, giving Kor a stern look.  
 
    “I’m aware,” Kor replied, giving Halek a sidelong glance. “It won’t be a problem. I just don’t like them.” 
 
    “I had a comms officer who vomited after nearly every transition,” the captain said. “We kept a stack of bags at his station. They were even on our mission checklist, and that was for three years.” 
 
    “You’re joking,” Shaleen said. 
 
    “I don’t kid on the bridge,” Tolohk replied. 
 
    “That’s true,” the first officer said. “Anywhere but here.” Lieutenant Commander Vrehk had served under Tolohk for several years and had taken early retirement to join her old captain’s new posting in the private sector.  
 
    “Vrehk,” Tolohk said, “go through the SRCs from top to bottom.” He glanced at a readout on the main screen. “We’re three hours out from Khyvar, and we don’t know what to expect on this one. Intel’s a bit meager.” 
 
    “Affirmative, Captain,” she replied from her station on the left side of the bridge. “Engineering’s already begun, and the weapons team will have their System Ready Checks complete within the hour.”  
 
    “Excellent,” Tolohk said as she returned to her console and issued commands for status reports in a low tone. 
 
    “Speaking of which,” Tolohk said, turning to Shaleen, “I want to reemphasize that if we run into anything bigger than one combat frigate, even with the Javelin, we’ll be seriously outgunned. You’ve outfitted Fionkhar nicely. She’s fast, tough, and armed to the teeth, but she’s still no match for a true warship.” 
 
    “Your initial assessment factored heavily into our decision, Captain,” Shaleen said. “I’m counting on the fact that sensor readings from the Gate never indicated any sort of space combat in-system when the other merc companies disappeared. They didn’t fall prey to enemy vessels. Whatever happened to them either happened aboard Khyvar Station, on the moon, or on the planet.” 
 
    “And we’re all still certain this contract is worth the risk?” Kor asked. He’d been the one opposing voice when they’d discussed the matter. “Is 12 million credit enough to gamble our lives on?” 
 
    The bridge went silent, and Shaleen caught the captain giving her a sidelong glance. 
 
    “Second thoughts, Kor?” Shaleen asked, an edge in her voice. “The mission is to find out what happened here, and if the other companies were wiped out by enemy forces of some kind, to identify and eliminate whoever or whatever did it. If you want to back out, there’s the door.” 
 
    Kor looked at his sister, his lips pressed into a thin line. She could see the doubt in his eyes, and that was a warrior’s worst enemy. She realized this mission would either be the end of his career or help him find his mettle once again.  
 
    “No,” Kor finally said, “I’m not saying that. I just want…” He let out a long breath. “I’m not sure what I’m saying, but you can count on me to do my job.” 
 
    “I always have,” Shaleen replied, and that seemed to ease his mind somewhat. “None of us are accustomed to casualties, and to be honest, I hope we never are. We just have to steel ourselves against it…high risk means high reward.” 
 
    Kor nodded. 
 
    “Good commanders…and troops,” Captain Tolohk said quietly, “never get used to it…. We bear it and get the job done.” 
 
    Every officer Tolohk had brought with him nodded as one, and in that moment, Shaleen formed a deeper understanding of her new role. She vowed to always bear the losses and make sure the job got done. 
 
    “Captain,” Shaleen said, “I still want us to dock at the station, but I’d like you to have plans ready to divert to either the main lunar facility or one of those three primary ore depots on the planet. At this point, it’s possible we could make an insertion at any of them.” 
 
    “Already done, Commander,” the captain replied. He gave her an appraising look and nodded slowly. 
 
    “Excellent. And take as many scans as you can. Irradiate the system if you have to. You’re not wrong about the lack of intel, and I know that’s part of what’s driving Kor’s hesitation. They’ll know we’re scanning, but they won’t know why. Fionkhar looks like a transport from the outside, so they shouldn’t immediately assume we’re mercs. This will all be about thinking five moves ahead, us versus them, and I intend to beat them at it. I’ll need your guidance along the way.” 
 
    “Of course, Commander,” Tolohk said. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Captain,” the comms officer said, turning away from his console, “we’re being hailed by Khyvar Station.” 
 
    “Stand by,” Tolohk said. He turned to Shaleen. “How do you want to play this?” 
 
    Shaleen got a thoughtful expression on her face. They’d discussed two possibilities. They could either go in as a mercenary company chasing the open contract that drew the other companies here, or play merchant. Both had risks and benefits. There was so much they still didn’t know. She thought about Kor’s unease, and he wasn’t wrong about the possibility they might get in over their heads. Better to play docile livestock than hungry predator for the time being.  
 
    “Tell them to hold, and a representative will speak with them momentarily.” 
 
    “Understood, Commander,” the comms officer said. 
 
    “We’re going to move cautiously and gather as much information as we can,” she said, turning to the captain. “We’ll talk to them and see what there is to see.” She rose from her seat. “We may just have to stick our heads into a noose to beat them—assuming there is a them—but we’ll let them think we’re harmless as long as possible.” She looked at her brothers. “Kor, Halek, you’re with me.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You ready?” She looked at her brothers, who sat on either side of her. They wore suits of shimmering ballik, an expensive material made from the webbing of an insect native to Kael. The intent was to look like affluent merchants rather than mercenaries. 
 
    Her brothers both nodded. 
 
    From the console built into the table, she activated the link to the station. They stared at the main screen and waited for a response. A moment later, the screen displayed an individual of a race none of them had ever seen before. The being was pale gray, with smooth skin that looked almost like the plasticene used for cargo containers. It had narrow slits for eyes, and crimson irises with vertical pupils. Two slits above its brow suggested a nose of some kind, and the lower half of its head barely contained a wide mouth full of sharp teeth. It wore a black garment with a low collar and a row of insignia over its left breast. The being sat in a large chair and appeared to be in an office of some kind. 
 
    “Greetings and salutations from Khyvar Station,” it said in a reedy voice. It was strange, because its mouth barely moved when it spoke, as if the vocalizations occurred inside its head somewhere. “I am Overseer Kixtill of the Colivor Mining Consortium, in charge of these operations. You may call me Kix. Please identify yourself. I am not familiar with your species.” 
 
    “Is this a secure channel?” Shaleen asked.  
 
    Kix’s head tilted to the side a fraction of an inch, and the being reached out to something on its desk. 
 
    “It is now,” it replied. 
 
    “Thank you,” Shaleen said. A green light on the screen confirmed their comm-link was secure on both ends. “We are Vorwhol. I am Shaleen Dilvarri, and these are my brothers, Halek and Kor. We represent several interested parties in an import/export endeavor and have come to your system in search of…shall we say…unused war materiel.” 
 
    Kix paused for a moment, though its features didn’t change. 
 
    “We are a mining concern,” it said flatly, and its shoulders seemed to stiffen somewhat, “we neither traffic in nor manufacture arms of any kind, although the ore we mine, specifically xenomite, is commonly used in the power cells for energy weapons manufactured by many companies.” 
 
    “I wasn’t suggesting you manufactured anything, Kix,” Shaleen assured it. 
 
    “Then why, if you will forgive the question, would you come here looking for war materiel?” 
 
    “A fair question. To be blunt, we monitor mercenary contracts. Through a large network of informants, we track both the successful and unsuccessful ones. It’s my understanding that you not only have a piracy problem in your system, but in recent months, at least five separate mercenary companies have ended their operations somewhere within the Illik system. Was I misinformed?” 
 
    Again Kix paused, and this time, a narrow, forked tongue slid out of its mouth and ran along its wide lips. 
 
    Was that nervousness? Shaleen thought. 
 
    “You were not.” 
 
    “When mercenaries fall, it’s not uncommon for their weapons to fall with them, yes?”  
 
    “I would assume so,” Kix replied. 
 
    “Then, it is also safe to assume wherever these mercenaries ended up, their weapons might have gone with them, yes? That, or possibly even taken some place else by individuals who didn’t quite know what to do with them…?” 
 
    “That stands to reason.” Kix’s eyes flickered to the side, then focused back on Shaleen. “I can assure you, whatever may or may not have happened to these companies you refer to, neither I nor the consortium were involved. If your associates are looking for some sort of recompense or retaliation, you are talking to the wrong individual.” 
 
    “I assure you, that’s not what we’re after,” Shaleen assured him. “You could best describe us as merchants, nothing more. We seek only to acquire certain goods. We don’t concern ourselves with how such goods were acquired, nor from whom. The nature of our business requires we maintain a high level of confidentiality—for all parties involved. Our customers frequently need to circumvent local statutes and ordinances in order to do business with us. We offer what others cannot, which warrants a significant increase in base value of our goods.” 
 
    “I believe I understand,” Kix replied, and its shoulders seemed to relax somewhat.  
 
    “Then, if you will permit, we would like to dock at Khyvar Station and begin an assessment of whether or not we might track down such materiel somewhere in this system.” 
 
    Kix’s gaze shifted to the side again. “Please stand by,” Kix said a moment later, and the screen went black. 
 
    “Nobody say anything,” Shaleen said, sensing Halek about to ask the obvious question. 
 
    Thirty seconds later, the screen went live again. 
 
    “We shall permit you to pursue your interests,” he said. His eyes flickered to side again. “However, I would have you speak with my associate Master Dwolhoun. He will be able to assist you far better than I can, as he keeps appraised of most things that go on between Illik 4 and the moon, Sameese. I assure you, whatever may have happened to these companies is not something the Colivor Consortium was involved in.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t matter to us if it had,” Shaleen replied evenly.  
 
    Kix paused again. “Maintain your current approach and follow the port master’s directives,” he finally said. 
 
    “Understood,” Shaleen replied, “and thank you.” 
 
    The screen went blank again, and Shaleen shut down the comm system. 
 
    “Did you catch that?” she asked her brothers. 
 
    “What?” Kor asked. 
 
    “He went from ‘I’ to ‘we’ after he told us to stand by,” Halek said, “and there was definitely someone else in that room.” 
 
    “Either of you want to bet the person with him was Master Dwolhoun?” 
 
    “I don’t throw away my money,” Halek replied. “You think Dwolhoun is calling the shots there.” 
 
    “It sure feels like it.” 
 
    “Good,” Halek replied. “Then we’ll be dealing with the right person.” 
 
    “I want everyone on standby, even the mounts, and we keep comms live when we meet with this Master Dwolhoun. We’ll take Jahvik, Kolahk, and Yhokos as our security staff. Go see to the preparations. I need to talk to Captain Tolohk.” 
 
    “Understood, Sub—err, Commander,” Halek said. “We’ll make it happen. Are you sure you want the danketh suited up?” 
 
    “Yes. We don’t know what we’ll run into, and, if this goes sideways, I want to be able to traverse the station as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “We’re on it,” Halek said. “What do you want to talk to the captain about?” 
 
    Shaleen looked thoughtful for a moment.  
 
    “The other companies were here after pirates, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What if the pirates are running things on the station now, and not Overseer Kixtill?” 
 
    Kor’s eyes went a bit wide in surprise, but Halek’s features stiffened, his eyes narrowing. 
 
    “That might explain what we saw and heard,” he said, nodding his head. “It’s a stretch, though.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Shaleen admitted, “but that’s why I want to talk to the captain. He’s dealt with pirates before. He may have an opinion.” 
 
    Halek nodded again. “Come on, Kor. We’ve got work to do.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Shaleen and her brothers stood before a small loading hatch at the ventral port area of the ship. They still wore their suits, but each had a sword belted around their hips. Commander Jahvik, Kolahk, and Yhokos stood behind them in full combat gear, rifles slung. They also had the distinct curved blades of the Vorwhol strapped to one hip and sidearms on the other. 
 
    All of them had their eyes riveted to a monitor that displayed the ship’s forward view. 
 
    “I wish we could see this on the bridge screen,” Kor said. 
 
    “Or from one of the viewports,” Shaleen added. “It’s better that we disembark as quickly as possible, though. They may not be ready for us.” 
 
    “Here’s hoping,” Halek said. 
 
    The station’s core blotted out the sun, and had for most of their approach. The station itself was a massive, steel-gray sphere nearly 3,000 meters across, it’s surface illuminated by lights and glowing portals that helped give the shadow side some definition. Surrounding that was the largest solar array Shaleen had ever heard of, let alone seen. The panels, on a veined framework that looked as fragile as a spider’s web, fanned out from the core for another 2,000 meters like the dark petals of some ancient, space-born flower. 
 
    Fionkhar drifted through the massive hangar doors set into the shadow side of Khyvar station. The doors were open wide enough to easily allow a ship twice her girth. The navigator piloted into the station’s massive port on thrusters alone, where a half-dozen large cargo haulers were docked against one side of a 1,500-meter spherical interior. That side of the port was also lined with countless transport containers easily the size of the Javelin docked within Fionkhar.  
 
    “Look,” Captain Tolohk said over the comms, “on the far side of the port.” There were two ships Shaleen recognized as warships. One of them looked to be under repair by a swarm of small maintenance pods. “Frigates,” the captain added. “Suumhar design…both Hakkar-class. And the one being worked on saw space combat. That’s not a refit.” 
 
    Suumhar? Shaleen thought. She looked at Halek and Kor, who both returned suspicious looks. They all remembered the Suumhar on their last mission.  
 
    “That’s an odd coincidence,” Kor said.  
 
    “It looks like the one they’re working on is powered down completely,” the captain observed, “but the other one isn’t. She’s more maneuverable than we are, and probably only slightly less well armed. We could probably take her in open space, but only with Javelin as support, and it would be a costly fight.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Shaleen said. 
 
    “No argument here,” the captain replied.  
 
    Thirty seconds later, the ship lurched slightly, followed by a series of jarring, metallic CLUNKS as they connected with the docking port, and the cradle secured the ship. 
 
    “We’re secure,” the captain said, “and they’ve pressurized the whole platform, which also encompasses the main rear hatches.” 
 
    “Did you copy, Stohliss?” Shaleen asked.  
 
    “Affirmative,” Stohliss replied. His voice also carried over the comms from the main cargo bay at the rear of the ship. “We’re good here.” 
 
    “Then we’re heading out,” she said. “Captain, keep your hand on the switch, will you?” 
 
    “Count on it.” The captain’s voice came back strong and confident. 
 
    “Best faces, everyone,” Shaleen said over her shoulder.  
 
    She hit the hatch activator. The inner doors hissed open as an iris on the other side quickly spun wide. Shaleen strode into a wide airlock, her team following close by, and, when she reached the far side, she activated the hatch. The door irised open with another hiss, revealing a standard docking bay 30 meters deep and at least twice that wide. The far wall was covered by stacked cargo containers of various sizes and designs. It struck her as odd that there was such an obvious variety. Most ports she’d been in utilized a relatively consistent style of cargo container, as they were sized to match loading machinery and the cargo ships that hauled them. 
 
    What caught her eye was a group of about 20 small, furry, bright-blue dock workers about a meter tall and almost as wide. They had large, white, bulging eyes atop wide heads, gaping maws that seemed to open and close at random as they scurried about, and remarkably long arms. The strange part was that they all looked identical. She couldn’t tell one from the other. The members of every species she’d ever seen—granted, a short list—all had at least subtle differences in their size and facial features. These beings didn’t. Two groups busied themselves with pulling cargo containers off two dock sleds and adding them to the stack against the wall. Based on the ease with which they tossed the containers around, they were much stronger than they appeared. 
 
    Shaleen and the others entered the cargo bay and headed for the little blue aliens, when a large door on the right wall slid aside. It was big enough to get even larger dock sleds through, and was obviously part of the station’s cargo-loading process. 
 
    Five midnight-blue aliens, each two meters tall, strode in. They had smooth, leathery skin, narrow, angular skulls that came to a sharp, almost wedge-like point, and wide, frilled ears that fanned out behind their heads. They all had black-on-black eyes that seemed to almost disappear against the midnight-blue of their skin.  
 
    The one in the lead was somewhat shorter than the others and wore an intricate garment of what looked to be fashioned from small, diamond-shaped plates of iridium. The four troopers with him wore a sort of partial combat armor, with thick plates covering chest, shoulders, arms, thighs, and shins. The plates were covered with intricate designs engraved into them. Two seemed to be decorated in an identical pattern, while the other two were different. Shaleen suspected they represented some sort of tribal or familial affiliation. They all had blasters on their hips and stocky combat rifles of a design Shaleen didn’t recognize slung over their shoulders. 
 
    “Kaanar,” Commander Jahvik whispered in the comms from behind her. “Watch yourself…and don’t assume there’s no one watching their backs. Those are closed ports along the wall, just above the containers.” 
 
    Shaleen glanced in that direction and saw four closed, rectangular ports that might have armed Kaanar behind them. 
 
    As the Kaanar entered, most of the furry blue aliens scampered out of their way, but one was too slow in setting down the container it held, and the closest trooper to it gave a swift, merciless kick in the back. 
 
    “Hey!” Kor barked angrily as the small alien tumbled, rolled forward deftly, then raced away from the Kaanar. “You want a—” 
 
    All the small furry aliens froze in place, staring at Kor as Shaleen held up her hand to quiet him, but she was as shocked by the casual brutality as her brother had been. 
 
    The leader of the Kaanar paused for a moment and turned to the trooper who kicked the dock worker. He seemed to say something, and the trooper nodded his head sharply once. The trooper turned on his heel and marched back the way it had come, disappearing through the door, which closed behind it. 
 
    The leader and the remaining three troopers came forward at an almost leisurely pace. 
 
    Shaleen and her group closed the distance, and they met roughly in the middle of the cargo bay. 
 
    “You speak Trade, I assume?” 
 
    “We do,” Shaleen replied. 
 
    “Excellent,” the alien said with a nod. “I am Master Dwolhoun, adjutant to Overseer Kixtill. Please permit me to first apologize for the behavior of my subordinate. I assure you, he will be disciplined. We value the health and safety of our workers, although I can also assure you that the Cassari are a remarkably sturdy race.” 
 
    “Is that what they are?” Shaleen asked, sounding nonchalant. She eyed the small furry beings who had resumed their work with increased vigor. 
 
    “Yes, they are relatively intelligent and indigenous to Illik 4. We have liberated some few of them from a rather primitive existence, allowing them to expand their horizons here.” 
 
    Slavers, Shaleen guessed. The very notion sickened her, but she kept all emotion off her face. 
 
    “How very fortunate for them,” Shaleen said, trying to sound as sincere as possible.  
 
    “We think so,” Dwolhoun agreed. “Now, I believe you expressed an interest in…war materiel, is that correct?” 
 
    “Indeed it is,” she replied. She glanced at the Cassari workers and saw one of them looking in their direction while it worked. She couldn’t tell if it was looking at her or Kor, but it seemed very interested in them. She pulled her gaze away and focused on Dwolhoun. “To be blunt, we’re primarily interested in small arms and armor. We have buyers on the other side of several gates who are ready and waiting for them. As I told Kix, our customers don’t find it convenient to go through regular channels, for reasons we don’t concern ourselves with.” 
 
    Dwolhoun nodded, and his black eyes seemed to almost sparkle.  
 
    “I believe,” he said slowly, “we can come to some sort of arrangement. We have maintained a…stockpile of sorts…with a considerable variety of such materiel.” 
 
    “How much are we talking about?” Shaleen asked. 
 
    Again, Dwolhoun’s eyes seemed to sparkle. “A fair portion of this, in fact,” he said, motioning toward the containers along the wall. “I would be happy to let you inspect several, and I happen to have a complete inventory.” He slipped his hand through a split in his iridium garment and pulled out a slim slate. “If you like some or all of what you see here, I’m sure we can reach an agreement. Payment in full upon delivery, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” Shaleen replied with a respectful nod. “It’s always a pleasure working with professionals.” She let out a long breath. “In our business, we so often meet the most unseemly sorts.” 
 
    “I know precisely what you mean,” Dwolhoun replied. “Would you care to examine some of the goods? I can assure you, everything is in perfect working order.” 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    Dwolhoun led the way, his subordinates keeping a safe distance between them as they paced off to the side. Shaleen, Halek, and Kor followed Dwolhoun, while Commander Jahvik and the two strikers paced along on the opposite side. As they approached, the Cassari spread out and away from them, keeping a significant distance between themselves and the Kaanar. There were still several containers on both sleds, but Shaleen was impressed at how quickly the blue fuzzies worked. She also realized, if the crates were full of weapons, the Cassari were even stronger than she’d guessed. 
 
    “You there,” Dwolhoun called out, pointing to a Cassari, “open those two crates there…on the sled.” 
 
    The Cassari leapt onto the dock sled as if it had been shocked and quickly unlocked and opened both crates. As Dwolhoun drew near, it backed off several steps along the bed of the sled and bowed its head.  
 
    “Now off with you,” Dwolhoun said, shooing the Cassari away. “Go on.” His tone seemed gentle enough, but Shaleen had no doubt about the status of the Cassari aboard the station.  
 
    Shaleen felt a great swell of compassion for the Cassari’s situation. The small blue alien lifted its eyes and met her gaze for the briefest of moments, then it turned and leapt away, joining its kin, who huddled in a group at the far end of the cargo bay, whispering amongst themselves in an incredibly low-pitched, almost chattering language. It was so low that she more felt it with her inner ear than heard it. 
 
    She and her brothers hopped onto the sled and got a good look at what was inside. The first crate held 12 rifles in what appeared to be the original packing material. The other, smaller crate held slim energy pistols of some kind, and they too appeared to be new and unused. If Shaleen had to guess, she’d say the rifles and pistols came from the same manufacturer. 
 
    “These are obviously new,” Dwolhoun said. “About 60% of what you see here is new, or nearly so. There are other containers with a more mixed assortment of arms that are used. Some have even been customized. For the most part, those customizations were included in my inventory list.” 
 
    “I don’t see a problem with that, so long as the list is complete, accurate, and they’re all functional.” 
 
    “There may be one or two that need repair, but I can assure you they were well cared for prior to our acquisition of them.” 
 
    “We’ll sort out any risk during our negotiations,” Shaleen said. She reached into the crate and pulled out one of the rifles. She made sure there was no power cell in it, then tossed it to Commander Jahvik.  
 
    He grabbed it deftly out of the air and gave it a close inspection. 
 
    “It’s a Sundar combat rifle. Standard issue energy weapon. Lightweight, heavy hitting, and as accurate as you could want. And it’s never been fired.” 
 
    From the data Dokmor had provided Shaleen, she knew a Sundar mercenary company had been the second to disappear in the Illik system. 
 
    Jahvik stepped forward and handed the rifle to Shaleen, who gave a satisfied nod, placed the rifle back in the crate, and turned to Dwolhoun. 
 
    “If the rest is like this, I’m certain we can do business. However, I would like time to review your inventory to make sure we would want to take all of it.” 
 
    “All of it?” Dwolhoun sounded surprised. 
 
    “Come now, Master Dwolhoun,” Shaleen said, “you don’t think we would traverse the gate system for anything less, do you? Our costs and risks are high. We must, therefore, deal in particularly large numbers in order to offset them.” 
 
    “A sound practice,” Dwolhoun said as Shaleen stepped off the sled. 
 
    She stepped up to him and held out her hand expectantly. Dwolhoun handed over the slate. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, we’ll go back aboard our ship. We’d like time to review this and formulate a suitable offer.” 
 
     “Of course.” He bowed his head slightly. “Take all the time you need.” 
 
    Shaleen nodded, turned toward the airlock, and strode away with her team in tow. She glanced over her shoulder one last time, taking in the group of Cassari who still stood in a large group. Their chatter had ceased, and they all seemed to be watching her as she left. 
 
    What’s that all about? she thought. 
 
    “Finish up!” Dwolhoun shouted at them behind her. The Cassari immediately focused their attention on him and dashed up to the sleds. It took only moments for them to remove the last of the crates and stack them with the others.  
 
    Shaleen paused at the entrance to the airlock and looked back to see the entire group disappearing through a small hatch designed for the maintenance droids that serviced and repaired starships. 
 
    There in the walls, she thought. I wonder how many there are. 
 
    When the last Cassari disappeared, she turned to her people. 
 
    “Hold your comments until we’re in the ops room. I need to think,” she said. “Captain, are you still listening?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Please meet us there, will you?” 
 
    “On the way.” 
 
    She stepped into the airlock, and they entered the Fionkhar. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Shaleen sat down at the head of the ops room table and let her eyes flow over her command staff. Their faces held a mixture of concern and anger. Some of what was going on aboard Khyvar Station was clear, but they didn’t have all the pieces yet, and she lacked the experience to effectively evaluate what she’d seen and heard.  
 
    “This whole station is a trap,” she said, and the looks on the faces of her officers indicated they didn’t disagree. “Before I ask for your input, I want to tell you what I think I saw down there.” She drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “It’s pretty clear Master Dwolhoun is in charge here, and the Kaanar have, from what I saw, captured the consortium personnel and enslaved a sentient species. For that alone, I’m inclined to take our entire company and wipe them out…or die in the attempt.” Her brother Halek nodded, and his face was a mask of simmering rage. Kor wore a similar expression, although there was a hint of worry.  
 
    “It also seems clear,” she continued, “that somehow, these Kaanar were able to subdue and either capture or kill five mercenary crews. They’ve stockpiled both the personal weapons of the mercenaries as well as any stores that might have been aboard those ships. There’s no sign of their vessels, so they were either destroyed in space, or they were moved elsewhere.” She turned to the captain. “In the scans we took coming in, did we pick up any signs of wreckage between the gate and the station?” 
 
    “Negative,” he replied. “We’ve poured over the data, and there isn’t the slightest indication of debris. There would have been, if even only a couple of frigates went at it out there.” 
 
    “Then those ships have to be out there somewhere,” Shaleen concluded. 
 
    “I would have to agree.” 
 
    “I’m guessing it would be difficult to get an entire mercenary company to disembark their vessel without some sort of conflict. Am I correct?” 
 
    The captain looked confused. “I thought you knew?” 
 
    “Knew what?” Shaleen asked. 
 
    “When you ordered me to have the gunners target the docking cradle, I thought you knew what cradles are equipped with.” 
 
    “No,” she said. “I gave that order because, if things went badly with Dwolhoun, I wanted you to be able to break the ship free and get out of the station. We’re expendable.” 
 
    The captain gave her an appraising look. “That makes sense, but you should be aware that most docking cradles are built with HEAPS.” 
 
    “What are HEAPS?” 
 
    “High Energy Anti-Pirate Systems. Some even have gas systems to subdue crews aboard a ship. Basically, an EMP surge is directed through the clamps into the hull and maintained. The system fries or disables all electronics—including energy weapons, I might add—leaving the crew relatively defenseless. And if all the systems are down, so is life support…which means they have to worry about asphyxiation, though that can take days or weeks. Pump gas into the hull from the outside with any number of compounds, and you can quickly subdue or kill most if not all of a ship’s crew. Most of the big military cruisers have them in their docking bays as well. We used to do it all the time when we captured pirates. In fact, the Javelin is a perfect example of how effective they can be.” 
 
     “So we’re at risk right now?” she asked, a pang of worry coursing through her. 
 
    “Technically, yes,” the captain replied, “but in my estimation, we have little to worry about, at least for the time being. I think that Kaanar bastard bought your story. He’ll play along, at least until the credit are transferred. However, if his plan is to keep killing mercenary crews, he’ll probably want to use you as a fence for more stolen weapons.” 
 
    “You can always count on a Kaanar to go for the credit,” Commander Jahvik chimed in. “They’re greedy vermin, if you want my opinion.” 
 
    “I do,” Shaleen said, “but bear with me a minute.” 
 
    Jahvik nodded.  
 
    “Captain, do we have a way of disabling that system?” 
 
    “Not remotely,” he said. “It would all be controlled from the port control stanchion you might have noticed coming down from the top of the core. The other would be a secondary control system, if it exists, that I would assume would be near here. If I was him, I’d want it close to where we docked in case we cause them any problems.” 
 
    “Do you think Overseer Kix is in on it?” Shaleen asked pointedly. 
 
    “It’s hard to say,” the captain replied. “I’m not familiar with his species or the consortium, but a couple of things he said caught my ear. When he was talking about the consortium and denied any involvement, he said ‘I.’ The moment the other person in that room got involved, he said ‘we.’” Tolohk looked thoughtful. “I can’t prove it, and it’s dangerous to make assumptions, but I agree with you. I think he’s as much a slave here as the Cassari. He felt corporate to me…and trapped.” 
 
    She turned to Jahvik. 
 
    “Commander, what do you think?” 
 
    “Well, for starters, the Kaanar were all carrying Suumhar weapons.” 
 
    “What?” the captain blurted. 
 
    Jahvik locked eyes with the captain. “All of them, and they looked new, or relatively so.” 
 
    “Why is that significant?” Shaleen asked. 
 
    Jahvik shifted his gaze to Shaleen. “I can’t guarantee it is, but it’s definitely peculiar, especially with two fairly modern Suumhar frigates docked across the port from us.” 
 
    “The Kaanar don’t use Suumhar equipment?” 
 
    “As a rule, no,” the captain said. “It’s not impossible. The Suumhar shipyards do sell to several alien races, but they’re generally stingy about it. The same goes for their weapons manufacturers.” He sounded suspicious, as if his train of thought was leading him to a place he didn’t want to go. He looked at Commander Jahvik. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” 
 
    “It’s possible,” Jahvik said, rubbing his chin. “If there’s an adviser here, then it’s a guarantee.” 
 
    “What are you to talking about?” Shaleen asked. 
 
    “Most in the military have heard the rumors,” Jahvik said. “The Suumhar are expanding their empire again…or at least putting the pieces in place to do so.”  
 
    The captain nodded. “In all the cases I’ve heard of, they’ve dealt through intermediaries. In several cases, there was a Suumhar adviser in the mix. Every adviser I heard of escaped or was killed during a military operation.” 
 
    “Minister Stokahn,” Shaleen, Kor, and Halek said together. 
 
    “What? What about him?” the captain asked. 
 
    “Captain,” the first officer’s voice came in over the overhead speaker, interrupting them. “There’s a narrow-beam communication coming in for you. Audio only.” 
 
    “Not now, Vrehk,” the captain said. “Tell them I’ll contact them shortly. We’re in the middle of something.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she said. 
 
    “On our last mission—” Shaleen said, “well, our first mission, the prime minister hired us to capture Minister Stokahn.” 
 
    “That was you?” the captain asked. “I heard he’d been arrested, but I had no idea. Something about a Tahn Kree cult.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Shaleen nodded her head. “Very hush-hush, and still is. The important part was, he had a Suumhar with him. We couldn’t understand why until this moment.” 
 
    “And you got him alive?” the captain asked. 
 
    “We did, although we didn’t question him. The prime minister’s people scooped him up shortly after we captured him, and we never heard another thing about him. They never mentioned a Suumhar in any of the reports we watched.” 
 
    “That can’t be a coincidence,” Commander Jahvik said. “I’d bet my top horns it’s all connected somehow. The Suumhar have a lot more in the works than we know about.” 
 
    The captain nodded his agreement. 
 
    “So, it would seem this entire station has been turned into a trap to lure in mercenary companies, wipe them out, and possibly take their ships…that’s the only thing that makes sense.” 
 
    Both Captain Tolohk and Commander Jahvik looked at her, clearly impressed with her reasoning. 
 
    “You’re right,” Jahvik said. “They’re stealing a fleet.” 
 
    “Which gives us even more reason to do something,” Shaleen said with greater urgency. “Assuming there’s a Suumhar adviser here, and they are building a fleet, this goes beyond just our contract to eliminate the pirates and end the slavery here. Success or failure could have tremendous ramifications for our homeworld.” She looked to the captain and Jahvik. “Have either of you read the Tomahnkhor?” She’d read and reread the copy her father had given her. It was a religious and philosophical text that was the foundation of Vorwhol society. It covered faith, honor, and even military tactics, and Shaleen had found there was a good deal of wisdom to be drawn from it. 
 
    “It’s required reading for officers,” Jahvik said. “I keep a copy of it with me wherever I go.” 
 
    “So, you’re familiar with Stahnikhar’s Wisdom, yes?” she asked. 
 
    Both officers nodded, and Jahvik got a slim, knowing smile on his face. 
 
    “What is Stahnikhar’s Wisdom?” Kor asked. 
 
    “You really do need to read it, Kor,” Shaleen said. “In that chapter, the great warrior Stahnikhar is faced with an enemy that persistently lays traps for his warriors. In the end, he uses some of his warriors as bait to turn the traps against his enemy…” She looked to her brothers. “Maybe we’ll just have to turn this trap against those who set it.” 
 
    “Well, that sounds great, but how?” Kor asked. 
 
    She looked at the captain and Jahvik again. “In your estimation, can we take this station from where we are and with what we have?” 
 
    “No,” they said together, and with a good deal of emphasis. 
 
    “I was hoping for at least some leeway.” She let out a long breath. “I like to think there’s always a way.” 
 
    “Commander,” the captain said, “the only way we could possibly take this station would be by leaving and returning with a greater force—and of course, if we did that, they’d likely enable the station’s defense systems, which would require a lot of shooting on our part. It’s doubtful the station would survive, and a lot of the beings inside would end up sucking vacuum.” 
 
    “Sir,” Vrehk’s voice broke in again. “I’m sorry, but it’s Overseer Kixtill. It said it was urgent…life or death…it didn’t have much time, and you can’t call it back. Something about disabling station security so we could free them all…” 
 
    The operations room went silent, and everyone stared at each other for several seconds. 
 
    “Stand by, Vrehk,” the captain ordered. He looked at Jahvik and then Shaleen. “If he’s in on it, it’s bait meant to test us.” 
 
    “What does your heart tell you?” Shaleen asked. She knew what she wanted to do. 
 
    “That it’s legitimate.” The captain looked to Jahvik once again. “If he could disable the EMP and unlock the doors on the station, it could be done.” 
 
    Jahvik nodded. “Rather than disable it, have him activate the one where that frigate is docked…it’ll lock down that ship and at least a portion of their crew.” 
 
    “It’s still a long shot,” the captain replied. “If they have a real garrison here, we could be outnumbered two or more to one.” 
 
    “We need more intel,” Jahvik said. 
 
    “Put it through, Vrehk,” the captain ordered. 
 
    A moment later, there was a chime, and the comm went live. 
 
    “Am I speaking to the captain?” Kix’s voice was a whisper, and it sounded frightened. 
 
    “You’re speaking to the entire command staff, Overseer,” the captain replied. He nodded to Shaleen to take over. 
 
    “Hello again, Kix,” Shaleen said. “We were just discussing the situation here. Am I correct in assuming Master Dwolhoun and the Kaanar have taken over the station?” 
 
    “Yes…” Kix said urgently. The overseer sounded terrified. “I don’t know how much time I have. The Cassari are helping me transmit this message. Gorahu…the Cassari who was kicked…she said she trusted you…I thought you were smugglers working with the Kaanar, but Cassari felt your…well…she believes you want to help. I trust her, and we all want the Kaanar and that wretched Suumhar gone…dead…whatever. Please help us.” 
 
    Jahvik motioned to Shaleen, asking to speak. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Overseer,” Jahvik said, “this is Commander Jahvik. I’m going to ask you a few questions, and based on your answers, I’m going to give you some instructions. What I’m going to ask of you may be dangerous for you and possibly others, but it’ll be the best chance we have to help you.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what happens to me…just save my people.” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” Jahvik said. “Now, do you have, or can you gain access to the port security controls?” 
 
    “Yes. I still do most of the work for them when it comes to managing the station’s systems and directing cargo ships. Most of my people have been locked up, but the station requires at least a skeleton crew to keep things functioning. We’ve been told if we cause trouble, we’ll all be killed…starting with the prisoners.” 
 
    “What about the power systems?” 
 
    “Yes, yes…everything. Before the Kaanar, I ran this station.” 
 
    “And how many Kaanar are there, armed or otherwise?” 
 
    “About 150. Most of them stay in the quarters near their ships.” 
 
    Jahvik grimaced, and his eyes shifted back and forth. She could see him furiously calculating their options. 
 
    That’s a lot, Shaleen thought. They were outnumbered, but they couldn’t turn away now. 
 
    “Are you still there?” Kix asked. 
 
    “Yes, Overseer,” Jahvik said. “Here’s what you’re going to do…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Shaleen, accompanied by the same group as before, exited the airlock to find Dwolhoun and four troopers standing a short distance away. The cargo bay was otherwise empty, save for the cache of weapons still lining the far side of the bay. Her heart raced in her chest. This was going to be the trickiest part. If it worked, they’d have a foothold. If not, she and her crew were probably about to die. 
 
    “Master Dwolhoun,” she said as she moved closer, “as I said, I believe I’ve come up with a reasonable offer for the equipment here. Do you have a comfortable place where we can begin our negotiations?” 
 
    “I have had a conference room set up for just that purpose,” Dwolhoun replied smoothly. He motioned for them to proceed toward the large cargo bay door he and his troopers entered through the first time.  
 
    “Excellent.” Shaleen moved forward, with her people behind her, and headed toward the door. She quickened her pace slightly to ensure they were ahead of Dwolhoun and his troopers. She wanted them calm, comfortable, and focused on her back. So long as they were confident, they’d never know what hit them. 
 
    When they were about 10 meters from the door, she activated her comms. 
 
    “Now, Captain,” she whispered, tensing in preparation for what was about to happen. Kor and Halek angled away from her slightly to give her room as she glanced over her shoulder to see where Dwolhoun was, gauging the distance. 
 
    She closed the distance to the door. She hoped the timing worked out the way she’d planned. Everything rested on Kix now. 
 
    Five meters…. 
 
    Two…. 
 
    There was a massive electric clunk, and entire bay went completely dark. 
 
    “What?” Dwolhoun shouted. 
 
    Shaleen heard movement around her as four energy blasts sounded. The bay lit up with a bright flash, and the four Kaanar troopers dropped to the deck, shot in the back by a squad of lancers who’d waited in the airlock. Blind in the darkness, Shaleen spun, yanking her sword free. She leapt forward to where Dwolhoun should be and swung with the flat of the blade. She felt it connect with a sharp THWACK. 
 
    “Lights, Captain,” she said as a loud CLANK-HISS came from the far side of the cargo bay. 
 
    The landing lights of the ship came on a moment later, casting the entire bay in bright light. An energy bolt impacted on the floor near Shaleen, but before she could react, four shots came from the airlock, angled up toward the back of the cargo bay. There was a brief shout of pain from above. She looked up to see that one of the ports Jahvik had warned her about was open. Another opened, and the lancers at the airlock opened fire, killing another trooper. 
 
    “You got us covered, Rikhar?” she said into the comms. 
 
    He nodded once and took aim at the ports with his rifle. “We got you.” 
 
    Shaleen stepped forward and placed the edge of her blade against the throat of the now prone Dwolhoun. The Kaanar appeared dazed and clutched a hand against the side of his face where dark blood seeped between his fingers. 
 
    “Twitch one muscle, and I’ll take your head off,” Shaleen warned. “Just stay there for a second.” 
 
    Dwolhoun froze, glaring at her. Shaleen glanced at the four dead Kaanar lying a short distance away. She turned to find Jahvik, Stohliss, and her other two warriors on either side of the cargo bay door, covering the entrance. They had their rifles aimed down the short hallway beyond. 
 
    Another loud CLANK filled the cargo bay as the rear loading ramp of the Fionkhar hit the deck-plates. There was the thudding of massive, clawed feet as Shaleen’s company, mounted on their danketh, rode out in a formation of six columns.  
 
    It worked, Shaleen thought. We’re in. 
 
    “Captain,” she said into the comms, “what’s our status?” 
 
    “Kix appears to have done everything we asked, and he’s hunkered down in the port control deck. Lights are out all over the station, and I saw the cradle surge on that frigate. She’s dead, too. We’ve got some time, at least while they figure out what happened. Without Dwolhoun, most of the Kaanar will hunker down and wait for orders. They won’t fight until we give them a target.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Shaleen replied. “Stand by.” 
 
    “Copy that.” 
 
    Several danketh growled in alarm, and a number of the mounted warriors lifted their weapons, aiming at the far side of the cargo containers. 
 
    “Hold your fire!” Rikhar shouted. “Friendlies!” 
 
    Shaleen looked in that direction, wondering what had drawn their attention. 
 
    “The Cassari, Commander,” Rikhar said, pointing toward where a single furry blue alien had appeared, its hands raised. 
 
    “Kor, Halek,” Shaleen said, “will you cover this one while I see what the Cassari want?” 
 
    “Here,” Jahvik said from the doorway. He pulled his sidearm and tossed it to Halek. Stohliss did the same, tossing his to Kor. Her brothers caught them and aimed them at Dwolhoun. 
 
    “If he moves,” Shaleen said, sheathing her blade, “shoot him.” 
 
    Her brothers nodded, and Kor had a hungry smile on his face. 
 
    Shaleen looked through the hold door and short hallway that connected to the next cargo bay, into darkness. Without her combat helm, she wouldn’t be able to see a thing, and there was no telling how long the Kaanar would stay put before coming to where they presumably knew Dwolhoun had gone. She also hoped they wouldn’t be able to get the power back on any time soon. Kix had said he’d be able to encrypt the access.  
 
    Shaleen looked to her mounted company. “I want First Platoon in that next cargo bay, set up in defensive positions. Nothing gets through.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander,” they said together. As one, 32 mounted warriors spurred their armored danketh mounts and moved forward, the danketh’s heavy feet thumping against the cargo bay floor. It was an impressive sight. Her warriors, clad in their gleaming combat armor and full helms, sat stiff in their saddles. The danketh, also armored, were fearsome creatures, no matter what the circumstances. They had sinewy bodies four meters long, with broad shoulders, dark fur, and four thick legs that ended in six-centimeter claws. Gray stripes ran along their backs, ending in thick, barbed tails half the length of their bodies. They had low, flat heads, wide-set eyes, and short muzzles full of sharp, bone-crushing teeth. 
 
    Shaleen got out of the way, while Halek grabbed Dwolhoun by the collar of his metallic robe and dragged him to the side like luggage. 
 
    As First Platoon secured the next cargo bay, Shaleen strode over to the lone Cassari, its big white eyes blinking at her. 
 
    “Me Gorahu. One they kicked. You help us. We help you?” The creature used the trade language, but it obviously wasn’t fluent.  
 
    “It’s too dangerous, Gorahu,” Shaleen said. “We’ll fight the Kaanar for you.” 
 
    “Contact!” The urgent call came over the comms, followed immediately by the sharp reports of a heavy laser fire exchange.  
 
    Shaleen turned to see a steady stream of blaster fire coming from what she guessed was the far side of the next hallway over, on the other end of the other cargo bay. In the flashes, she saw two of her warriors lying on the deck plates, motionless. The rest of First Platoon had spread out of the line of fire, all of them firing their weapons, and several of her warriors were dismounting to take cover and keep the Kaanar pinned down. 
 
    Commander Jahvik leaned out slightly from the door frame, fired one quick shot, then leaned back. 
 
    Moments later, another barrage of blaster fire lanced out, and several shots narrowly missed her. She dove sideways and yanked Gorahu with her to get the Cassari out of the line of fire. They tumbled across the deck plates and rose next to the cargo containers.  
 
    Gorahu grabbed Shaleen’s hand, gripping it tightly enough to hurt. “We help.” 
 
    Gorahu turned and opened the nearest crate, exposing the laser carbines within. Without hesitation, she grabbed a power cell and a rifle. Shaleen reached out to stop her, but before she could, Gorahu slammed the powercell home, aimed the rifle at Dwolhoun, and fired.  
 
    “Whoa!” Halek shouted as the shot bored a hole through Dwolhoun’s head. 
 
    As First Platoon laid down suppressing fire, everyone in the cargo bay turned their stunned faces to the small, furry, blue being, and Jahvik moved over quickly. 
 
    “You okay, Commander?” Jahvik asked, his rifle half-raised toward the Cassari. 
 
    “I believe I am,” Shaleen replied without looking. Her stunned gaze was fixed upon Gorahu.  
 
    “We watch Kaanar shoot us,” Gorahu said fiercely. “Owunhal too…Kix’s people suffer for too long…try to help us.” She held up the laser carbine. “See how they use. This easy. We help now. May not always hit target, but lots of us shooting. Kaanar die. All of them.” 
 
    “How many of you are there?” Shaleen asked, glancing at Dwolhoun’s smoking corpse. 
 
    Gorahu turned and made a short series of low, chattering sounds.  
 
    Suddenly, a stream of Cassari poured out of the maintenance hatch, most of them climbing over the cargo containers. In a flurry, they tore through the crates, throwing lids and packing material all over the deck. Within a couple minutes, as First Platoon kept the Kaanar pinned down, Shaleen found herself staring at around 60 Cassari, all of them armed with blaster pistols or short laser carbines.  
 
    “Some of you are going to get killed,” Shaleen warned.  
 
    “No different than home. We hunt big predators with our weapons. These much better. Some live, some die, we survive. We always survive.” There was a strange insistence to her statement, and Shaleen had to wonder what sort of life the Cassari lived on Illik 4. 
 
    Jahvik cocked his head to the side, an impressed look on his face. He stepped forward and made a motion for her to turn the rifle on its side. 
 
    She obliged. He reached out slowly and turned the selector switch to Safe.  
 
    “No shot,” he said. He turned it a notch. “One shot.” He turned it again. “Many shots…use this only if there are lots of Kaanar.” He turned the selector back to Safe. “Leave it here while you’re walking around. Only turn it if you’re going to shoot.” 
 
    “Understand,” Gorahu said. She turned and let out a chattering string in her own language. The others made a low barking sound as one, then they raced around the corner and disappeared through the maintenance hatch. 
 
    “Instant militia,” Jahvik said, dumbfounded, as the last Cassari disappeared. 
 
    “Lieutenant Stohliss,” Shaleen said into the comms. 
 
    “Yes, Commander?” he replied. 
 
    “The Kaanar are about to take crossfire. When their flank gets hit, I want you to advance by the numbers and burn them down. Use stun grenades at first, but watch out for friendlies coming in from the left side.” 
 
    “Friendlies, Commander?” Stohliss said, obviously confused. 
 
    “The Cassari, the little blue fuzzies, they’re armed and dangerous.” 
 
    “Oh…” Stohliss replied. “Here’s hoping they know how to check their targets.” 
 
    “Here’s hoping,” Shaleen said. “Go slow and steady. They speak trade—at least one of them does. You should be fine. We’ll send Second Platoon after you shortly.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander.” 
 
    Suddenly, a roar of blaster fire echoed from two cargo bays over. Shaleen leaned over to get a look and saw blaster fire raining in from the Kaanar’s flank. There was enough light generated to see one after the other struck and tumble to the floor. 
 
    “Advance!” Stohliss ordered, and the platoon started their advance, firing as they moved.  
 
    There were more footfalls behind Shaleen.  
 
    She turned to see another mob of Cassari coming out of the maintenance hatch. They didn’t hesitate, simply going through the crates and arming themselves. Ten became twenty. Twenty became forty. She lost count at 100, and every one of them seemed to look at her and nod as they scampered off.  
 
    The last Cassari stepped up in front of Shaleen and patted her hand gently.  
 
    “We kill Kaanar now. Have feast later. You come?” 
 
    “We’ll just have to see, okay?” she said, not wanting to offend the little alien. 
 
    The Cassari nodded its head vigorously, then raced off through the maintenance hatch. 
 
    For the next seven hours, the Cassari expressed their dissatisfaction with how the Kaanar had treated them.  
 
    It was a slaughter. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like it,” Halek said, shaking his head as he popped another piece of roasted meat into his mouth.  
 
    “Who’d have thought danketh would ever play like that.” Shaleen chewed thoughtfully as she and her brothers leaned against the stack of empty crates, reveling in a victory that wasn’t really their own. In fact, every member of the Emerald Sword Mercenary Company and the entire ship’s crew lounged across three cargo bays as dozens of Cassari played with their mounts. The little blue aliens climbed over the unarmored danketh or scratched the big animals’ bellies where they lay on the cargo bay floor. 
 
    “I’ve never heard them purr like that, not even as pups.” Kor belched and set his plate aside, having cleared it of every last morsel of the Cassari’s feast. He stretched, and, turning his head, spotted Overseer Kixtill approaching them with one of the Cassari at his side. “Here he comes.” 
 
    Shaleen and Halek turned to see Kix approaching them with that same blank look upon his face. He wore a simple one-piece garment of shimmering green, and a thick golden chain about his neck that was apparently a badge of his status amongst the Owunhal. His head was bandaged where the Kaanar trooper assigned to guard him had struck him with the butt of a rifle. He would have been killed, but four Cassari had been hiding in the ducts, and they tore the Kaanar to pieces.  
 
    All the little aliens had ever needed was the right opportunity, and the Emerald Sword had made it possible. 
 
    Kix stopped a short distance away and bowed. 
 
    “I wish to offer my apologies once again for the warrior you lost. Had we been—” 
 
    “It’s all right, Kix,” Shaleen said gently. A pang of sadness flowed through her at the loss. “We all take the same risk, and the Cassari fared far worse than we did.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kix said, glancing at the remarkably playful aliens. “They lost 17 of their clan.” 
 
    “It doesn’t seem to bother them much,” Halek said, shaking his head. 
 
    “The Cassari are a rare people, indeed,” Kix said. “But that is not why I am here.” 
 
    “Is the ship already repaired?” Shaleen asked. 
 
    “The Kaanar frigate is again operational. With my entire staff, the help of a few dozen Cassari, and our entire retinue of maintenance bots, we were able to replace all her burned-out circuitry with those from her sister ship.” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this?” Shaleen asked. Kix had made them a generous offer. 
 
    “It is more than an equitable fee for your…ahem…discretion.” 
 
    “Five combat-ready mercenary cruisers should make it easy to defend the station from future piracy,” Shaleen said. “We’ll tell everyone we never saw them and believe they were destroyed.” 
 
    “And in exchange, the frigate is yours.” 
 
    Shaleen smiled. It had turned out to be an extremely lucrative job. On top of the frigate, Kix had already transferred five million credit into their accounts as payment for rescuing them. That plus the 12 million they would get from Sub-Administrator Dokmor would make for a handsome payout for the entire crew. On top of that, they had the Suumhar advisor locked away in the brig and sedated. They’d keep him unconscious until they delivered him to the prime minister, but this time, Shaleen would require they be present during the interrogation. She needed to know what was going on.  
 
    There might even be a reward for delivering him, Shaleen thought. 
 
    “Will you be able to crew those ships?” Halek asked the overseer. 
 
    “In time,” Kix assured them. “I have already sent a message to our homeworld for suitable crews. It will not take long.” 
 
    “When will the frigate be ready to launch?” Shaleen asked. 
 
    “We like danketh,” Gorahu said. “Danketh like us. You like us together. My family come with you? Care for danketh?” 
 
    That stopped Shaleen cold. She hadn’t considered the possibility of adding to her crew, let alone a group of Cassari. She looked to where the little aliens were playing with the company’s mounts. Gorahu was right. It was nice to see the big, dangerous animals playing like pups.  
 
    “How large is your family?” she asked, actually considering it. 
 
    “Twenty-two.”  
 
    “There’s plenty of room on Fionkhar,” Kor said enthusiastically. He’d developed a quick affinity with the Cassari, and Shaleen had noticed that some of Kor’s good cheer had returned. “When we split out the personnel to crew the frigate home with us, we’ll need help with the danketh, anyway. Why not make it permanent?” 
 
    Shaleen looked at the small, blue alien.  
 
    “We may never have a reason to come back here,” Shaleen said, “though we would take you home any time you wanted.” 
 
    “We go. See more sky. More other skies,” Gorahu said.  
 
    Shaleen thought about it for several seconds. In the end, she couldn’t think of a reason not to.  
 
    “All right,” she finally said. “You and your family can come.” 
 
    She activated her comms. “Captain Tolohk, Commander Jahvik.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander?” they both replied. 
 
    “Let’s let this celebration go on for a few hours more. The frigate will be ready to depart in an hour, but I see no rush.” 
 
    “That suits me, Commander,” Jahvik replied, obviously with a mouth full of food. “I have another plate in front of me, and I plan on finishing it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Warning Shout by Mark Stallings 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Beings of Garok, Choam, and Feo, we are the Bith.” The speaker’s voice was deep and methodical. “We manage the intergalactic gate system and will be setting up a system gate located at the center of your trinary star cluster.” The signal cut out. Jel adjusted the antenna futilely for a moment, then stretched out for several minutes. They heard thunder in the distance, then the signal popped back. 
 
    “Sit down. It was the Garok jamming,” Teyley told him. Jel sat next to her, and they stared at the transceiver. They were familiar with the Garok jammers stopping pirate broadcasts. This time they must have jammed their own signals. Teyley wondered what the Bith had done to shut down the jammers. 
 
    The transmission continued. “Attempts to interfere with this signal have been dealt with. We will continue.” Then Bith went through the rules of having a gate. Then finally, “Any interference with the operation of the gate will be dealt with immediately and severely. All ships from any of your systems are welcome to use the gate, once operational. For the introductory period, you will be granted access to the Galactic Net and the Currency Exchange. Once the trial period ends, your governments will need to negotiate for subscriptions to maintain access to the Galactic Network, and gate access fees will be collected.”  
 
    Jel turned his large, arboreal eyes to Teyley. “This is it!” he whispered fiercely. She put a furred hand on his arm. 
 
    “Shhh, I agree that this could be our salvation, but we need to meet with the other Guardians,” Teyley soothed his ardor. They had to be careful, lest the Garok find them. The signal fuzzed again, and the monotone Garok propaganda droned on. Jel got up and turned the transceiver off. 
 
    “We need to meet now,” Jel insisted. “You heard them. As soon as it’s operational, and as long it’s in this introductory period, we can go through the gate. We can get help.” 
 
    “From who? No one can stand up to the Garok,” Teyley said softly. Her people had been subjugated by the Garok for nearly 15 years now. “No one out there cares about us.” She wiped away a tear. 
 
    “Let’s get with Lorid. He’ll know how to use the Galactic Network they talked about,” Jel told her as he stood up suddenly. “The Garok couldn’t stop the Bith signal for long, but stop it they did. That’s why we need to move before they figure out how to block our access to it.” His four-foot frame fairly shook with confidence. That was what had drawn her to him when they were in trade school. 
 
    “Okay,” she relented, holding both palms flat on her chest, the Choam species’ symbol for submission. She got up, moved over to a painting, and reached behind it to withdraw a tiny notebook. “Where do you want to meet?” she asked. 
 
    Jel scratched his neck as he thought. “What about the old library?” 
 
    Teyley squinted at the notebook. “Demolished for a Garok nest,” she said with a sour look. The Garok were an aggressive avian species roughly twice the size of the arboreal Choam. They’d been destroying buildings from the old government and icons of Choamani history, and creating houses for the Garok government immigrants. Slowly, over time, they were erasing the Choam identity. 
 
    “What about the old Choamani meeting hall?” 
 
    That surprised Teyley, and she turned a couple of pages in the notebook. “It’s clear.” She squinted at the book again. “The number is 14, and the color is blue.” 
 
    Jel rubbed his hands together in barely contained excitement. “I’ll hit the dead drops tomorrow to let them know to meet. You go by the plant store and get us blue flowers for the café window.” He set about making tiny slips and carefully marking numbers on the chits. He put the date, time, and the site number of the location as a straight set of digits.  
 
    He looked up from what he was doing. “What about Wetar? Do we let him know?” 
 
    Teyley hissed. “Why wouldn’t we?” 
 
    “He makes my neck-fur itch.” 
 
    “The Vultures took his only son. He deserves payback,” she said firmly. 
 
    “All right, but I’m keeping my eyes on him,” he grumbled. 
 
    In the morning, Jel would put the slips in several obscure places around the city. The members of the group walked by the café every day. The flowers on a specific shelf in the window would tell them to go to their dead drop. Then the color combined with the information on the slip would tell them when and where. That way if one of the chits with the information were discovered, it would be a meaningless set of numbers. Even if someone deciphered the date and time, they’d be missing the location. It took all three pieces, note, flower color, and location book. The only way it could be compromised was if someone betrayed the cell. 
 
    Their preparations made, they called it a night. At first light, Jel gathered the slips and headed out. Teyley finished getting ready for the day and made her way to the market. She noticed several Vultures, a derogatory term the Choamani called the Garok Secret Police. They had a couple stopped and were rifling through their purchases. Teyley shuddered and arrowed for the flower shop. She’d known the shop owner since she was a little girl, brought to the store by her parents to buy flowers for the café. She made her purchase and left with her flowers. 
 
    Head down, she glanced furtively at the Vultures as she passed. They didn’t give her a second glance. Relief washed through her, and she walked quickly on. She’d almost made it to the shop when a pair of Vultures rounded the corner and sauntered directly toward her, causing her heart to skip a beat. 
 
    “What do we have here? A little rodent scurrying for its hole?” the first one asked. 
 
    “Where are you headed?” the other demanded. 
 
    Teyley answered in a shaky voice, “I’m going to work—” 
 
    A loud crash of broken glass and a vehicle alarm sounded behind her, drowning out what she was about to say in a cacophony of noise. Both Vultures lost interest in her and made their way to the disturbance. Jel suddenly appeared out of an alley behind her and grabbed her hand. “Let’s go!” Jel whispered harshly and pulled her up the street. At the corner, both ducked into the café.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The door creaked open, casting light down the long staircase, illuminating the corridor leading into the room where the other members of the Guardians of the Way sat in hushed silence. The other seven people tried to blend into the shadows, lest any of the light be cast upon them. The light was cut off as the door above them closed as quickly as it had opened. Footsteps reverberated in the tiny passage until Jel stepped into the light.  
 
    With a squeak, Teyley threw herself into his arms. “I was so worried,” she said softly then released him. He guided her to one of the vacant chairs and cleared his throat. 
 
    “Are we all here? Where’s Sid?” Jel asked. 
 
    “I’m here.” A Choamani materialized from the shadows across from Jel. “I almost didn’t come. The Vultures were digging through the tenement.” 
 
    “Did you all see the Bith broadcast?” Jel asked. There were nods and affirmative murmurs. “Then you know why I called the meeting?” 
 
    Wetar stood abruptly. “You want us to do what?” He’d always called for more action against the Garok. Direct action. Wetar pushed for killing off the Garok. It didn’t matter the reprisals that followed any Garok death, accidental or not. Choamani were slaughtered. 
 
    Jel raised a calming hand. “I want us to get into the Galactic Net. I want us to go through the gate the Bith have given us and get help for our people.” 
 
    “You don’t want much, do you?” Gerris said. “How do you propose we do all that?” he said tersely. Gerris had lost his business when the Garok conquered Choam. He was vocal when the Garok overtook the race on Feo. The lizards had put up a fight, and Choam just watched. Then 10 years later, it was Choam’s turn to watch their skies burn. 
 
    Jel held up a gray box. “With this.”  
 
    Lorid stood quickly. “Is that the relay?” he asked. 
 
    Jel handed the box to Lorid. “It was right where you said I would find it.” He looked at the others. “The Fourth Ward will be without a security relay tonight. They’ll be watching a video loop of last week.” He flashed a grin, his pointed teeth gleamed in the dim light. 
 
    Several of the others murmured approval. It had been too long since they’d done anything. Lorid set to work with the device. He connected it to a portable terminal and clipped wires from the relay to a cable that had been pulled from the wall. 
 
    “Is the antenna still good?” Jel asked the older technologist. Lorid flipped a switch, and the wall lit up with information. It was his turn to flash his fangs. 
 
    “Oh, yes. What do you want to see? We have access to the entire Galactic Network.” Several people shouted topics at once. Lorid held his hands on his chest until they quieted down. “One at a time, please.” 
 
    Teyley’s crisp voice cut through the low mumbling. “See if there’s someone who will help us?” she offered. Lorid nodded. 
 
    “How do we query that?” he pondered and typed <Help oppressed systems> into the terminal. Articles flowed, and the screen was filled with a variety of information. Jel pointed at a video on the left side. 
 
    “Play that one,” he directed. Lorid poked the terminal, and a scene of ships fighting blazed on the screen. A voiceover in the video spoke in a strange language. “Can you translate that?” Jel asked. 
 
    “I need to find some translation software. There’s just so much information, it’s overwhelming.” Lorid poked through several articles and spawned separate screens that blazed with programming code and strange symbols. The entire display went dark. There were several exclamations. “Hang on,” Lorid pleaded. “Give it a minute.” 
 
    The wall lit up again, and the words blurred into Choamani. 
 
    “Click the video again, Lorid,” Jel said softly. His friend was truly a technological savant. The video played, and the language in the video was the same, but muted. This time there was an overlay in Choamani translating the video. “This is Harmon Tomeral of the Salvage Fleet. I want you to know that any transgression against our people will be met with extreme force…” 
 
    “That’s who we need to talk to, Wetar,” Jel point out. The group watched the video all the way through six times. Then they watched other videos and read articles. Everything they read gave them hope that there were races in the galaxy who might help against the Garok. 
 
    “How do we get out there to talk with those people?” Suon asked. So far she’d held her council, and her statement caused everyone to turn and stare at her. “Well?” she insisted, looking around the group. 
 
    After a few moments of awkward silence, Finella spoke up. “I might have an idea…um,” she said hesitantly, getting nervous as everyone’s eyes shifted to her, “I work at the terminal anchor. Maybe we can get one of the ships there…” she trailed off under all the scrutiny. 
 
    “That’s brilliant!” Jel blurted, startling everyone. “Lorid, can that thing tell us who’s docked or about to be docked at the orbital?” Everyone turned to watch the wall projection. 
 
    “I can try,” Lorid said, hitting the controls, his thin fingers flying across the keys. “Ha, the Bith information contains sensor readings on system ship movements.” He opened a window showing real-time tracking information from the Bith ships and the gate. “This is the official information board the Garok have for what’s happening at Orbital.” Another window opened, and Lorid put it next to the first window. The Garok display listed Birds of Prey, the ships the Garok used to subjugate the planets, and didn’t list mining ships inbound. The Bith showed the lies. There were no Birds of Prey in the system at all, and there was a mining ship. Emperor’s Bounty was due to dock the day after tomorrow. 
 
    Wetar hissed. “I knew they were lying to us to keep us docile. We’re gakking rodents. We should burn their administration complex. Storm the garrison. Look!” He pointed at the Feo system. “That’s the closest Bird of Prey. We could take back the planet!” He was foaming at the mouth, breathing hard, and his eyes were wild. 
 
    Gerris put a hand on Wetar’s shoulder to try to calm him down. “It’ll be okay. Take it easy.” Wetar whirled on Gerris, and for a moment, Jel thought he might strike him, as Wetar’s natural claws were extended. Wetar took a deep breath and seemed to get ahold of himself. 
 
    He looked sheepish. “Sorry about that,” Wetar said. “And what would we do with it once we took it?” He laughed, mostly at himself, and sat down. Everyone relaxed a bit. 
 
    “You’re right, though, Wetar,” Jel said into the silence. Wetar looked up quickly. Hope danced in his eyes. “The Birds of Prey are away, so we can get a ship and make for the gate.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    The room erupted with noise. Jel stood with both hands on his chest until they quieted again. Jel turned. “Lorid, what can you tell us about Emperor’s Bounty? Who’s the captain? Are they Garok?” 
 
    Lorid leaned over the terminal. While he did that, Jel motioned to Finella. “How difficult is it to ride up the space elevator?” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose, causing her whiskers to twitch. “Given enough time, I can get maybe two or three of us passes.” 
 
    “We don’t have time,” Wetar stated. 
 
    “Easy, let her talk,” Gerris said soothingly. 
 
    Finella shifted nervously, then continued. “The approval is the hard part.” 
 
    “What if you had a work order to deliver product to the orbital?” Suon asked. She shrugged. “My company supplies Garok provisions to the garrisons and the orbital.” 
 
    Lorid spoke up then. “He’s Feosian. The captain? Not Garok.” 
 
    Jel rubbed his hands together. “If we can get enough money together, maybe we can bribe this Feosian captain?” He looked around. “What do you think?” 
 
    “How much money can we raise?” Teyley asked. They hadn’t needed much in the way of capital. They were pretty much self-sufficient. 
 
    “I can get 200,000 Garoki credits,” Suon admitted. Everyone gaped at her. “What? I told you my company provides food to the Garok. It’s very lucrative. Besides, how do you think we’re so well-funded? I use their money against them,” she crowed. 
 
    “Okay, then, the money is sorted. Finella, can you get us on the elevator?” Jel asked. 
 
    She looked around at the group, then nodded. “If Suon can transmit the order, I’ll get the passes set up for the day after tomorrow.” 
 
    Lorid spoke up. “I found out why the Birds of Prey are out of our system.” He pointed to the wall projection, where a video started playing. “That’s on Feo Prime.” The images were of a full-blown riot. Garok troops were lined up and shooting at the rioters while buildings burned. Bodies lay everywhere in the street, and not all were Feosian. Flashes appeared in the distance, followed by thunder. 
 
    “Those are kinetic strikes,” Wetar whispered. His eyes shone with tears. The scene was reminiscent of Choam 15 years ago, when the Garok invaded and Wetar’s mate had been killed. 
 
    “Turn it off,” Jel said flatly. “We need to get help. For all of us.” 
 
    “What else do we need to do tonight?” Lorid asked. 
 
    “I think we should wrap it up,” Jel said. “Head on out. Make sure you stagger leaving.” 
 
    Wetar smiled ruefully. “We’ve been doing this for a while, Jel.” 
 
    Jel shook his head. “We can’t afford to get sloppy. Now go.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    The night had been nerve-wracking for Teyley. Her parents had gotten her into the underground. They’d both disappeared that summer. That was when she’d met Jel at school. She tightened her grip on his hand as they walked. He glanced at her, worry creasing his face, whiskers quivering. She shook her head and half smiled at him in what she hoped was reassurance. He squeezed her hand back and returned to scanning the street. 
 
    They’d been busy that morning, getting their business attire set up. They’d need to look official if they were going up the space elevator. The average person wasn’t allowed near the ground terminal.  
 
    They reached the corner of the street leading to the meeting spot. Something didn’t feel right, and Teyley grabbed Jel’s sleeve to stop him. He looked at her questioningly. “Something’s wrong,” she whispered. 
 
    Rather than look around, he stepped into an embrace with her. To a casual observer, they’d look like two lovers stopping for a cuddle. The embrace gave them a chance to observe their surroundings more carefully. Jel spotted them first. 
 
    “Two Vultures in the doorway, three buildings down,” he murmured into her ear. 
 
    “Three more down the alley on the right.” She nuzzled his ear. 
 
    He spun her around and nuzzled into her neck. She laughed appropriately. “How did they find us?” he whispered. 
 
    She broke the embrace, smacked his arm playfully, and looked around, obviously to make sure no one had noticed their public display of affection as she straightened her jacket. “We were so careful.” 
 
    He stepped to her again, and she turned her head away to avoid his kiss, allowing her a direct look down the street at the meeting place. She hissed as several Vultures dragged a Choamani man out of the building. He looked right at her. “It’s Wetar,” she nearly sobbed. 
 
    Suddenly Wetar turned away from them, then started like he recognized someone down the street in the opposite direction from them. “Run! It’s a trap!” he yelled and gestured wildly. His sudden movement startled the Vultures surrounding him. Half of them turned to see who he was warning. The others clubbed him to the ground. One pulled a pistol, and with a whining snap, executed Wetar on the spot. A pool of blood spread out from his still body. 
 
    Jel guided Teyley back from the corner, where they came face to face with Finella. Stifling tears, Teyley exclaimed like they were best friends. Teyley looped arms with her and babbled about shopping and fashion and where they were going to eat. A loud tromping of boots and the jingling of harness loaded down with gear announced Garok forces coming toward them. Teyley’s heart leapt into her throat. The three of them stepped aside as a squad of Garok troops ran past them without even a glance at them. Just three more vermin on the streets to the Garok. 
 
    Once the squad rounded the corner, Jel marked the corner with a piece of chalk. He drew three vertical lines, the symbol to warn any others. The trio resumed their supposed night out. The other Choamani on the street resumed walking wherever they were headed; most moved away from the direction the troops went. 
 
    After they’d walked for a bit, Jel spoke. “I was going to make cereal this morning,” Jel said. “The milk was spoiled.” Finella flinched like Jel had slapped her. Teyley tugged her arm. 
 
    “Oh?” Finella took her cue. “What did you have instead?” 
 
    “I was hoping for some fresh berries,” Jel said pointedly. 
 
    “I…ah, have berries at my place,” Finella offered. 
 
    “Are you willing to share?” Jel asked. He walked a half-pace ahead of them, so he had to keep looking back at them, giving him a good view of their back trail. He shook his head slightly, telling Teyley they weren’t being followed.  
 
    They made their way to a secondary meeting spot. The two women hung back, chatting about the latest vid, droning on about how cute this character was, and how the other would find out. As the two talked, Jel slipped down the vacant street, darting from shadow to shadow until he was at the door. He waited for a minute, stretching his senses for anything amiss. He didn’t hear anything other than the two faintly talking. Nothing moved in the street. He searched for the hidden latch and pulled it. A soft pop, and the door opened quietly. Jel pushed it open, and a faint light illuminated the stairs down. He slipped in and quietly made his way down the stairs to the door at the bottom. He examined the string he’d placed across the top of the door, and it was broken. Someone had opened the door.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Jel pushed the door open as quietly as he could. The whine of a pulser powering up froze him in his tracks. “Candle,” he said softly. 
 
    “Thank the maker, Jel.” Lorid pulled the door open and hugged him. “Did anyone else make it?” he asked, glancing up the stairs. 
 
    Jel sighed relief and broke the embrace. “Yeah. Anyone else in here?” 
 
    Lorid shook his head. “You’re the first.” 
 
    “I’ll be right back.” Jel trotted up the stairs, cracked the door, and made a nightgill screech. In a few moments, Teyley and Finella ducked through the door and darted down the stairs. Jel watched a moment for any movement and, not seeing anything, pulled the door closed. He set a can against the door, then crept back down the stairs and closed the bottom door behind him. 
 
    “What happened?” Lorid asked. 
 
    Teyley wiped a tear. “They shot Wetar.” 
 
    “They were already at the meeting spot, and Wetar distracted them so we could get away.” Jel pulled a stool to the wall and sat on it. 
 
    “How did they know where we were meeting?” Finella sniffled. 
 
    “Only one way. Someone was careless,” Teyley said. 
 
    Jel snorted. “Or they gave us up.” 
 
    Finella gasped. “You don’t think someone betrayed us?” 
 
    “How else could it happen?” Jel shot back. “This isn’t a game. Wetar is dead.” 
 
    “Easy, Jel. We’re all upset. It isn’t productive to start in on each other,” Lorid said calmly. “We need to figure out what’s next.” 
 
    Jel leaned forward, and the feet of his stool came down with a clunk on the tile floor. “Finella, did you get the passes?” He watched her intently. 
 
    She blinked at him for a moment. “Unh…yeah…” She fumbled at a pocket and pulled three blue badges out. “Suon got me the order…” She sobbed. “Do you think they got her, too?” Teyley put a comforting arm around her and guided her to a bench. 
 
    Jel sighed and leaned back, resting his head against the cool concrete of the wall behind him. It was one of the old Underground control rooms. The Maglev had replaced the Underground Rail System. More efficient, more natural light, easier for the Garok to monitor. His father had been one of the rail engineers, before he was put to death with the other workers, lined up at the workstation and shot. Jel still remembered the locations from when his father had brought him to work, and the now defunct Underground was a convenient way to move around the city undetected. The control rooms were hidden, at the time, to keep the public out of areas they weren’t supposed to be in. Now it was a boon to the Guardians. 
 
    “I don’t know. Let’s wait here for a bit, then we can scatter. No one knows where we live. So, we can get ready for tomorrow,” Jel assured her. 
 
    “Ah, Jel?” Lorid coughed. Everyone turned to Lorid. “The reason I was late was that I found some more information. That’s how I missed the Vulture’s trap. The Garok have issued orders for the recall of a Bird of Prey. They intend to traverse the gate with bioweapons, the same ones they used on Secundus.” Jel shuddered. Secundus was the colony on the moon of the gas giant orbiting Choam’s star. They’d been used as a lesson to pacify Choam—23,000 men, women, and children. Ag workers, miners, engineers, scientists, consumed by a bioweapon to become mindless Fungoids—creatures mostly plant, no longer Choamani. 
 
    “Well, gak!” Jel exclaimed. “What kind of timeline? When will the Bird of Prey be back here?” 
 
    Lorid looked him dead in the eyes. “Four days, a week at most.” 
 
    “We can’t stop a Bird of Prey! Maybe if we had one of those Choamani Navy ships, but we don’t,” Jel spat. 
 
    “We don’t need to stop it. We need to beat it through the gate,” Teyley said softly. Jel’s heart swelled with love for her. She saw straight through the problem. 
 
    “You’re amazing,” he whispered to her. She smiled. 
 
    The sound of a can, tink-tink-tink as it fell down the stairs, caused everyone to freeze. Jel shifted his eyes to Lorid and pointed at the door. Lorid nodded, and the others got behind the benches.  
 
    The door creaked open, light from the hall spilling in, and silhouetted a figure. The whine of Lorid’s pulser pierced the silence. 
 
    “Candle,” a man’s voice said. Jel flicked the light on, and Gerris was standing in the door. His clothes were stained and disheveled, a haunted look on his face. 
 
    “Gerris!” Finella started for the man, but Teyley held her.  
 
    “What happened, Gerris?” Jel asked firmly, afraid of the answer. 
 
    “I didn’t mean for it to happen,” Gerris pleaded. 
 
    “What the gak did you do, Gerris?” Lorid pressed the pulser into the side of Gerris’ head. Tears streamed down Gerris’ face. Jel realized the front of his shirt was sodden with tears and snot. Gerris had been crying. Hard. 
 
    “They made me. They had my wife and child. They made me tell!” Gerris wailed and sank to his knees with a plop. “Then they killed them right in front of me.” His knees were soaked, leaving patches of blood on the tile floor. He held blood-soaked hands out in supplication. “I didn’t mean it. I tried to save them.” 
 
    Lorid grabbed the fur at the back of Gerris’ neck and yanked his head back. “What did you tell them?” he hissed, stabbing the pulser into the side of Gerris’ head with each word. 
 
    Gerris rolled his eyes wildly. “Only the meet spot,” he confessed. “Only the meet spot.” He shuddered, took a deep breath, and calmed a bit. “I told them I didn’t make the last meeting. That I was sure the group would talk about the Bith. They left. They didn’t ask who any of you were.” He put his head in his hands and wailed. 
 
    Lorid pushed Gerris away with disgust. “We should kill him now.” He pointed the pulser at Gerris. 
 
    “No!” Teyley shouted. “His mate and child were killed in front of him. He caused Wetar to be slaughtered.” She stood over him. “He needs to live with what he’s done,” she hissed. Jel was shocked. He’d never seen a vicious streak in Teyley. She looked right at him as if she knew what he was thinking. “It was an asshole like him that got my parents killed.”  
 
    A thought galvanized Jel into action. He bent down and shook Gerris. “Were you followed here?” He shook again when he didn’t get a response. “Were you followed?” 
 
    Gerris sniffled, collecting his thoughts. “No…I…I don’t think so.” 
 
    “You arrogant ass. I warned you to be careful.” Jel dashed to the door and closed it. From the corner he pulled out two metal braces and quickly fit them into brackets on either side of the door. He then pushed eight sliding bolts, two on each edge of the door, into place. “It’ll take a lot of effort to get through that.” He bolted to the other side of the room and shoved aside a shelf draped in canvas to reveal another door. He punched a combination into the mechanical lock, and the door clicked open. “Everyone through.” 
 
    In moments, Teyley, Finella, and Lorid were through the doorway. Jel looked at Gerris. “I forgive you,” Jel said softly. Fresh tears welled up in Gerris’ eyes. Then Jel pulled the hatch closed behind him.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    The morning was cold, and the wind biting. No one was on the street, and Jel and Teyley shuffled down the avenue toward the café. Teyley was nervous. This was it, the biggest thing the Guardians had ever done against their oppressors. Everything up to today had been more inconveniences for the occupiers. Rerouted supplies, disrupted power or communications, delayed transport, and one episode of rampant sand fleas in the Garok Administrative Complex. She smiled at that. It had taken months to breed that many of the annoying, hungry insects. 
 
    Their soft boots barely made a sound as they whisked down the damp pavement. Not much could be heard over the wind. The smell of fruit and pastries told them they were almost there. Only Choamani were visible as they entered the shop. Teyley spotted Lorid and Finella in the back corner by the fire exit. She tugged Jel’s arm and headed to the table, taking one of the empty chairs. Lorid slid a drink in front of each space.  
 
    “Good morning,” Finella squeaked out. Teyley empathized with her, reaching out and taking her hand.  
 
    “Good morning,” Jel said as he sat down. “How is everyone? You guys excited about the party tonight?” 
 
    Lorid nodded, eyes scanning the shop. “I think it’ll be fun.” He shifted in his chair, then looked sharply at Jel. “Did Suon get her invitation?” 
 
    Jel picked up his beverage and used it to hide his mouth. “I haven’t heard from her. Have you?” He took a sip. The nutty, spicy tea was perfect for this weather. 
 
    Lorid and Finella shook their heads almost imperceptibly. Teyley didn’t like that they didn’t know what had happened to Suon. If Gerris was the one who’d betrayed them, had Suon gotten caught at the meeting spot? She looked slowly around the café. No one stood out as strange. The regulars came in and out.  
 
    Lorid slid his hand across the table to her and winked. She put her hand on his. After a moment, he withdrew his hand from under hers, and she pulled the thin object back to her lap. When she looked up at him questioningly, he whispered to her. 
 
    “It will open one door,” he said softly. 
 
    “How?” she stared wondrously at the device before tucking it in her pocket. 
 
    He leaned in, pointing at her drink. “The Galactic Network. I stayed up all night researching things that might help us.” He leaned back and held his drink up to let the sunlight shine through the glass and pointed at it. “It was really easy. The code was a simple download, and the instructions were so easy, Finella could have done it.” She punched his arm playfully. He set his drink down. “I just had to wire up a storage device, and I had all the parts in my lab.” 
 
    “We should head there. The lifts will be operating soon,” Finella said. They cleaned up and left a tip. 
 
    It took the better part of 20 minutes to get to the ground terminus of the space elevator. The best engineers on Choam had developed the manufacturing properties for the woven fiber that made up the space elevator. Thirty years before, a massive effort combining people and resources planet-wide had launched the orbital that pulled the tether, and the ground team anchored it. It was a point of pride for the Choamani. Teyley was sad as they approached. Garok iconography was everywhere, Garok posters in Choamani telling neighbors to report suspicious behavior. 
 
    The queue of people heading up the elevator had already formed. “Where are we supposed to get the provisions Suon was staging?” Jel asked Finella. 
 
    “It’ll be here on this side.” She pointed to a loading platform. There were already several haulers pulled up. One looked to be from Suon’s company. They made their way to it. A surly Choamani was waiting impatiently. 
 
    “Are you the workers taking the provisions up?” he snarled. 
 
    Finella put on her best bureaucrat face and stepped up to him, snatching the clipboard out of his hands. “I don’t know what you’re going on about. You’re late. Our order is supposed to be on the first car up to Orbital.” She glanced at the clipboard. “Is this it?” She tapped the clipboard with an extended claw. She had the driver off balance and kept up the pressure. “Well?” 
 
    “Ah…yes. These two crates here,” he stammered and pointed. The crates were marked with the appropriate labels: Refrigerated, Perishable.  
 
    “Very well.” She snapped her fingers at Jel and Lorid. “Get them moving!” Finella thrust the clipboard back at the loader. “Get off my dock,” she ordered and abruptly left the hauler’s cargo area. Jel and Lorid jumped to move the containers. The casters on the crates were smooth once unlocked. 
 
    “You got off lucky,” Jel whispered. “We’ll distract her while you escape.” 
 
    The worker pulled a cloth from a pocket and wiped his hands. Teyley hid a grin as she helped guide the containers off the vehicle. 
 
    A squad of Garok troops guarded the entrance. They searched the other containers before letting them through. They were pulling a pallet apart when Finella whispered, “We aren’t going to make the lift if they keep this up,” glancing nervously at her chronometer. 
 
    In moments, it was their turn. The guards looked the containers over. “Open it up,” one demanded. 
 
    “It’s refrigerated. You need to be quick, or the Orbital commander will feather you if it spoils,” Finella, back in bureaucratic mode, told him. She motioned for Jel to open the container. The guard was expressionless as he moved over and peered in. He nodded and moved to the next container. Teyley opened the container for him to inspect. He waved for them to proceed, and they entered the loading area for the Orbital Lift. 
 
    Everyone breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
    “Jel? Is that you?” a voice called out from their left. In horror, Jel turned to see who would be calling him. “Jel!” A figured waved at him from the other side of the lift. “Hey, it’s me Jakkes.” He was drawing attention from the Garok guards. The loading line started to move, but Jakkes kept calling. 
 
    “I’ll handle this,” Lorid said, turning his container over to Teyley. He pulled a little device out, a little larger than palm-sized, with a hemisphere on the end of the rectangle. He held it toward the far guard and said something into a little electronic bud in his other hand. Teyley could just hear his second comment, “Gakking birdie, go home.” The Guard whipped out his rifle and pointed it at the crowd, who immediately panicked. Lorid whipped the device toward the nearest guard, and in his best Garok croak said, “I’m gonna kill them all.” The guard pulled his weapon up and pointed it at the first guard. The rest of the guards were confused as the two Garok yelled at each other.  
 
    The warning bell for the lift sounded.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    “You have to go!” Lorid told them. He pointed at a far guard who was watching the people flee and spoke in his Garok growl, “Detain these people.” Teyley could see him jump, looking for who had given the order, then the guard tried vainly to stop people. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Jel demanded.  
 
    Lorid grinned. “Another research item, beamed sound. Only the person I point this at can hear it.” He aimed at another guard. “You’re useless,” he snarled. The guard whirled, trying to find the speaker. “Now go!” Lorid moved off, pointing at different guards as he walked. 
 
    “What about the crates?” Jel asked. 
 
    Teyley grabbed his arm and pulled him toward the boarding ramp.  
 
    Crack! A shot rang out, quickly followed by several more. People were screaming and running everywhere. Finella stayed where she was, hand to her abdomen. Blood welled between her fingers. She looked at Teyley with wide eyes. The terminal gate closed between them, and Jel was dragging her up the ramp to the lift. She saw Lorid grab Finella’s sagging form and move out of sight. The lift moved, beginning the ascent. 
 
    Jel pushed Teyley to a seat and looked around the compartment. There was one Garok on the far side. The rest of the passengers were frightened Choamani. Jel pushed a cloth into Teyley’s hands.  
 
    “Thank you.” She dabbed at her eyes. “Do you think—” 
 
    “Put it out of your mind,” Jel cut her off. She was shocked at how cold he was. 
 
    “Those were our friends,” she hissed. 
 
    Jel turned to look her in the eyes. She could see the sadness in them. “We’ll have plenty of time to mourn once we’ve accomplished our goal.” His expression softened for a moment. “Eye on the prize.” He straightened up suddenly. She turned to see the Garok moving through the car, checking passenger credentials. They held out the passes Finella obtained for them. Terror spiked through her heart. She had the money in a girdle. For some reason, at that moment, she had an overwhelming desire to adjust the money that she had to tamp down hard on. The guard held out the scanner for her badge. She held it up. Did Finella do them correctly? They’re real badges…aren’t they? 
 
    He scanned the blue badge, then watched his display. It seemed an eternity to Teyley before the scanner beeped. The guard stared at her for a long moment. His beady eyes rolled over her, then he moved on.  
 
    Jel squeezed her hand. While the elevator car moved at an astounding rate, they had an incredible distance to cover to Orbital. On vid-screen somewhere in the car, propaganda announcers were talking about the insurgent riot continuing around the ground station. She wondered how Lorid and Finella were doing. 
 
    Jel woke her from a fitful slumber. “We’re almost there.” He pointed to the orbital station. It was massive. They could see habitat wings and docking areas. “Look,” Jel whispered, pointing at a large ship on one wing. “That’s Emperor’s Bounty.” It looked huge and very slow to Teyley. 
 
    “I hope this works,” she said. 
 
    The debarkation light winked from amber to green, and the door opened. The passengers lined up and streamed out, Jel and Teyley in the middle of them. Once they were off the platform, Teyley made her way to a display kiosk. She tapped the docks, and the list of ships currently docked to the station came up. She selected their target, and a map came up. Jel looked at the map and pointed behind her. “That way.” 
 
    Even the glimpse of the outside didn’t do the station justice. It was immense. They frequently had to backtrack until they made it to the spine of the station. Once there, everything was clearly marked. Soon enough, they were at the dock. Teyley stepped up to the communication kiosk and pressed the intercom.  
 
    “Yes?” came a sibilant voice.  
 
    “This is Samandra Fallon from planetside. I have a business proposition for your captain.” Teyley smiled at the video pickup. 
 
    “Who’s with you?” the voice asked. 
 
    “Oh? Him?” She pointed at Jel. “He’s my assistant.” She said it like saying someone breathed air. “Is the captain aboard? I’d like to conclude business so I can visit the spa.” 
 
    “One moment.” The display blanked. 
 
    “Your assistant?” Jel asked with a wry grin. 
 
    “Why not? You get me whatever I want. Now you have a title to go with the job.” Her nose crinkled at him. 
 
    With a hiss of equalizing pressure, the hatch to the mining ship opened up. A Feosian stepped out, two meters tall, with bright yellow scales. He wore a bright orange jumpsuit with dark gray pads at the joints, a working uniform. The orange was designed to be visible in space. She’d expected the functionary from the kiosk. The insignia and name ribbon indicated this was Captain E’ardiss, commander of Emperor’s Bounty himself. 
 
    “Mistress Fallon.” He bowed slightly.  
 
    “Captain.” She returned the bow. 
 
    “My XO said you had business you wanted to discuss? Would you care to come aboard?” The captain indicated the hatch. 
 
    “We’d be delighted.” 
 
    “Follow me, then,” he said and entered the ship. Teyley and Jel looked at each other for a moment, then headed in. 
 
    Near the hatch was an office of sorts. It made sense for a ship to have a business compartment near the dock. It was well appointed, much nicer than any of the Garok administration buildings. 
 
    The captain sat at his desk, a utilitarian block of gray plastic. He indicated they should be seated. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    The abrupt launch into business surprised Teyley. Choamani liked to make small talk and get to know the other party before getting to business. “I’d like to hire your ship,” she said. “I represent an interest planetside that would like to exploit some minerals out in the belt.” 
 
    Captain E’ardiss steepled his hands. Claws ticked rhythmically. “It’s very expensive to hire us. Where specifically in the belt are you looking to go?” 
 
    Jel spoke up at that point. “We want to hit the belt at 294 mark 36.” That was in a direction toward the gate, but not directly at it. 
 
    “I see. And what are you prepared to offer?” the captain asked. 
 
    Teyley stood up, reached under her shirt, and pulled the girdle loose. She stacked the Garoki credits on his desk. “This to get us there and back.” She glanced at Jel, then back at the captain. “Plus 10% of any minerals recovered.” 
 
    He tapped his desk with one nail and spoke in Feosian. He looked up at his guests. “Would you like some refreshment?” 
 
    “Water, please,” Teyley said. 
 
    “Nothing for me, thank you,” Jel responded. 
 
    The captain nodded and said a few more words, then cut the comm. “That’s a very generous offer. Do you have an experienced astro-geologist for identifying the mineral once we’re out there?” 
 
    Jel leaned forward. “I’m the expert.” 
 
    “I see.” A light blinked on the comm panel. “Ah, I must attend to this. I’ll be right back.” The captain stood up and was through the hatch before either could reply. 
 
    “What do you think?” Teyley whispered. She couldn’t get a read on this Feosian. Normally she was good at figuring out the body language of different species, but the captain gave her nothing to work with. 
 
    “I don’t—” Jel was cut off by the arrival of two Garok and a black clad Choamani.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “You two are under arrest and are coming with us,” the Choamani said. 
 
    Teyley stood up and faced them. “I protest; we’re legitimate businesspeople.” 
 
    “Traveling under fake documents, lying to government agents. What else do you want to add to your charges?” the Choamani said calmly. Something about him nagged at Teyley. 
 
    “I don’t understand, Sergeant…” She couldn’t place it, but something in the back of her mind was screaming at her. 
 
    “It’s commissar. I’m disappointed you don’t remember me, Teyley.” Shock rippled through her. How did he know who she was? They’d been so careful. 
 
    Jel stood up abruptly. 
 
    “Easy there. The guards will shoot you.” Both guards had their weapons trained on the pair. The weapons had short barrels with wide muzzles that marked them as riot suppression weapons, designed to tear through flesh like a buzzsaw but not penetrate hard surfaces like vehicles or ships. 
 
    “Take them both to the brig,” the commissar ordered, then turned back to Teyley. “By the way, my name is Sawtaw.” 
 
    She blanched. “No. It couldn’t be. From B-493?” 
 
    “Take them away,” he said, eyes burning. 
 
    The guards snapped binders on their wrists and pushed them down the corridor and out the hatch. On the station dock platform sat a truck with its back door facing the hatch of the ship. The guards roughly pushed them into the back of the waiting vehicle. The cargo area was specially built to handle prisoners. 
 
    “Who is this guy, Tey?” Jel looked concerned.  
 
    She sighed. “I went to school with him. Primary. He was nice enough, but small for his age. I can’t think of any negative interactions we had. I didn’t really associate with him.” She shrugged. 
 
    “Well, he certainly remembers something about you,” Jel pointed out. “You better think of something, or our kitherin is cooked.” 
 
    All during the ride, Teyley racked her brains, trying to remember anything about Sawtaw. She couldn’t come up with anything. The vehicle backed up to a loading area that mated perfectly with the rear door. It snapped open, and a Garok guard pulled them by the binders into the building. Inside, they stepped through a set of vertical plates, a weapon scanner. Neither were carrying anything, so they were pushed through and into a brig. The lack of other occupants was surprising. 
 
    Once the guards left, Jel whispered to her. “Anything?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Nothing.” 
 
    Commissar Sawtaw came into the brig area. “Nothing? Does that mean you don’t remember me?” He sneered. “I know you at least recognize who I was.” 
 
    “How could you?” Teyley asked. 
 
    “What? How could I work for our government? It’s easy. They won. We lost. Now we have to make the best of it.” 
 
    Jel snorted. “By being their lap pet?” 
 
    “What’s the alternative? Huh? Factory worker? Information analyst? Each citizen serves the Combine according to their ability.” 
 
    “Gakking propaganda.” Jel sat on the bench. “You’re just a puppet.” 
 
    “Sawtaw, you were a sweet youngling. What happened to you?” Teyley asked. 
 
    “You did,” he said softly. Teyley jerked like she’d been poked. 
 
    “How did I happen? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I had a crush on you. I desperately wanted to be with you, and you ignored me. You and your friends ridiculed me because of my size.” He flexed his arms. He was very well built, she had to admit.  
 
    Mouth agape, she sat down on the bench. “I had no idea. We didn’t do anything to be cruel. I just remember having a fun time. You were the class clown.” 
 
    “I was the goof out of defense. I took your ridicule and made it a joke to hide how much you and your friends hurt me. It would have been better if I’d been beaten up. Then at least it would have been over.” 
 
    “You have to believe me, I never meant to hurt you.” Tears welled in her eyes. “We were children, and that was a long time ago.” She stood and moved to the bars. “No matter what I might have done as a stupid girl, that’s no excuse for you to oppress your own people. You’re Choamani, for Maker’s sake. 
 
    He snorted. “The corrupt Choamani government lasted an hour against the Garok Combine. They liberated us from morally bankrupt leadership.” 
 
    “You can’t believe that excrement,” Teyley said. 
 
    “Tey,” Jel said softly, “he doesn’t know how the Garok conquered us.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Sawtaw demanded. “I was here when they bombed the Choamani forces. They lost in less than an hour.” 
 
    “What about Secundus?” Teyley asked. 
 
    “The mining accident? What about it?” Sawtaw looked from Teyley to Jel. 
 
    “That wasn’t an accident, Saw,” Teyley said sadly. “They lied to you.” 
 
    Jel sniffed. “Go look it up, race-traitor, if they’ve given their puppet access to it.” 
 
    “We’ll see who the traitor is when they execute you,” Sawtaw spat back. He turned and stormed out. 
 
    “That wasn’t productive,” she admonished Jel. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I don’t like him,” he responded petulantly. 
 
    “Are you jealous? Of him?” Teyley was incredulous. 
 
    “Well,” he said sheepishly, “he knew you in the before time.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    “Those gakking gutter rodents. What do they know about me?” Sawtaw fumed as he made his way to his office. “How dare they accuse me of being a race-traitor?” He palmed the reader on his door and flung it open. The lights automatically came on as he entered, and he stomped to his desk terminal. 
 
    “Gakking telling me I’m lying or a gakking puppet. What the gak do they know about Secundus?” He began typing on his terminal. An article popped up. “See! They don’t know crap.” He jabbed an accusing finger at the article. “They’re full of…” He noticed a strange symbol on the lower right of the article. He clicked on it, and it brought up a classified artifact tab. “What the heck?” Why did the article have a classified document link? He clicked on it. A separate window popped up, asking for his biometrics to read it. Genuinely puzzled, he complied.  
 
    He found a strike plan for Secundus, a propaganda schedule, videos of the bioweapon aftermath with infection rates, and limited interviews with the infected Fungoids. 
 
    Sawtaw was floored. Everything he’d known to be true was a complete fabrication. He spent the next hour researching every event he could think of in the last five years. Each article had a classified tab leading to real accounts and the coverup propaganda. The more he clicked, the angrier he became, but this was a cold rage. 
 
    They were right. He was a race-traitor. All the people he’d apprehended had been executed instead of being sent to reeducation camps. Being on the station was even easier for the Garok. They’d filmed the last dissenter he apprehended, filmed him as they spaced him. They zoomed in as the body burned when it hit the atmosphere. Sawtaw grabbed his trashcan and vomited into it noisily. 
 
    He wiped his mouth with a cloth. How can I fix this? Them! They have a plan. He nodded with sudden resolve. He pulled his drawer open and grabbed a breather, then he went to the armory and pulled out riot gas and weapons. Then he went back to the brig. The Garok spacing people explained why they didn’t need a larger facility. He flipped the light on as he entered.  
 
    Jel shielded his eyes from the sudden light. “What do you want, puppet?” 
 
    “I believe you. I was wrong. I’m so sorry,” Sawtaw spoke quickly. “What’s the plan? What are you trying to do?” 
 
    “Gak on you, race-traitor.” Jel rolled over. He sat up when the cell door clicked open. “What are you—” He gawked when Sawtaw handed him a weapon. 
 
    “Seriously, what’s the plan?” Sawtaw said. “We don’t have a lot of time before I’m locked out of the station.” He moved over and opened Teyley’s door. 
 
    She took the weapon and looked questioningly at Jel. He shrugged and checked to see if the weapon was loaded. It was ready to go. “Go ahead,” he told her. 
 
    She ran through the plan. 
 
    “They’re seriously going to send that bioweapon through the gate?” Sawtaw’s stomach roiled, and he put a hand on the wall to steady himself. 
 
    “You okay?” Teyley asked. 
 
    “No, not in the least. I saw the videos, and I have a lot to make up for,” he admitted and took a deep breath. “I can get you to the ship, but they keep it locked. The deck watch will be alert to any ruse to get on the ship.” 
 
    “Just get us there. I have a key.” She winked at him. 
 
    Sawtaw gaped and looked at Jel. 
 
    “Don’t look at me. I don’t get it, either. Best bet is to do what she wants. Should we get going?” Jel asked. 
 
    Sawtaw led the way. He badged them out the main door, and they rushed down the corridor. 
 
    “How much time before someone knows we’re gone?” Jel asked. 
 
    A station alarm sounded, lights blaring. Vid-screens lit up with Teyley and Jel’s picture. Sawtaw slid to a stop at a terminal and inserted his ID. The alarm stopped, and the screens went blank or back to showing advertisements for goods and services. 
 
    “That won’t last long,” Sawtaw confessed. “We better hurry, as the next alert will probably have my picture.” 
 
    They ran through the next two junctions. Just as they were about to turn down the tunnel to the Emperor’s Bounty, they spied a squad of guards. 
 
    “Go on and use your key. I’ll slow these down.” He pulled his breather and the two riot grenades he’d gathered. He triggered both and rolled them toward the Garok, then turned and sprinted down the passageway to the ship. The whine of pulsers sounded behind him, but the curve of the corridor kept him from being shot in the back…yet.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Jel watched Sawtaw slide to a halt next to the ship. He turned to Teyley. “Do whatever you’re going to do.” 
 
    She reached into a pocket and pulled out the thin silver rectangle. “This is the key Lorid gave me. I hope it works on ships.” She put it on the keypad next to the dockside hatch. The pad flashed symbols rapidly, then the lights all went green, and the hatch opened. 
 
    “Quick in,” Jel ordered, and they jumped through the hatch, pulling it closed behind. 
 
    “This kind of ship doesn’t have an armory. We should make for the bridge.” Sawtaw moved past them. With surprise on their side, they were quickly on the bridge, holding the watch at gunpoint. 
 
    “Would you kindly call Captain E’ardiss to the bridge?” Teyley asked. “And don’t get cute. Anything funny, and you’ll be the first to get shredded.” She patted the riot gun. 
 
    In a couple minutes, they could hear a grumpy Feosian tromping to the bridge. The captain bounded through the hatch. “What in the great swampy Maker are you…” He saw the very large barrels of the weapons pointed at him. 
 
    “Why, Captain E’ardiss, I thought this might be an opportune moment to complete our transit negotiations,” Teyley said sweetly. 
 
    “This is piracy!” he exclaimed. He pointed at Sawtaw. “Arrest them!” 
 
    “I’ve recently left my position with the Garok Combine.” Sawtaw shrugged, but he kept the riot gun firmly on the captain. 
 
    “Captain E’ardiss, I’d like to point out that we have a contract with you. You accepted payment,” Teyley explained. 
 
    Seeing no way out of his predicament, he gave orders to depart.  
 
    “This must be some incredible mineral,” Captain E’ardiss grumped from his seat. 
 
    “We aren’t going there. I want you to make for the Bith Gate,” Jel told him. 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” the captain exclaimed. 
 
    Jel waggled the weapon in the captain’s direction. “Deadly serious.” 
 
    “Very well.” The captain spoke in Feosian to the helmsman. 
 
    “Next we need to talk with the Bith,” Teyley said. 
 
    The captain sighed, which was quite the sight, as the lizard almost deflated before taking another breath. He gestured to the communications operator. 
 
    “This is Bith Gate Control. What may we do for you?” The video of the massive creature filled the screen.  
 
    “Bith Control, this is Hija—” Both Jel and Sawtaw tightened their expressions and pointed the weapon at the captain. “This is Emperor’s Bounty requesting a vector for the gate.” 
 
    The Bith on screen looked at something to the left of the screen, then looked back. “Emperor’s Bounty. You are a Garok Combine ship. Are you claiming the free credit of the first transit?” 
 
    Teyley spoke. “We’re claiming the free credit as the Guardians of the Way, for the Free Choamani.” 
 
    The Bith wasn’t impressed. “Very well. Adjust your course and speed. What is your destination?” 
 
    Jel and Teyley spoke at once. “Salvage System!” 
 
    The Bith turned his ponderous head to the screen and slow blinked once, then turned back to what must be another screen. “I must caution you, the credit is for one transit only. You will be charged a fee in Galactic Credit for the trip back. Do you still want to engage in this trip?” 
 
    A chorus of “Yes” came from the three Choamani. 
 
    “Very well. Proceed on the course provided. Thank you for using Bith Gates.” The transmission cut. 
 
    Everyone relaxed. 
 
    The communications officer spoke up. The captain sat up straighter. “We’re being ordered by a Bird of Prey to stand down and wait to be boarded.” Though he was Feosian, he managed with his lizard-like face to look very unhappy. 
 
    “How far away are they?” Jel asked. 
 
    “It’s hard to say.” The captain shrugged. He barked a few orders in Feosian, then chuffed at the response. “They must know we have sensors.” 
 
    He looked at the Choamani. “They’re telling us they’re within weapons range, but optics on them says they’re at least six hours away.” 
 
    “Keep on to the gate, Captain,” Teyley said. 
 
    The clock ticked down to the gate entrance.  
 
    The Bith at Gate Control came on right before they were to transit and explained the process. “Proceed straight ahead. You will transition into an alternate dimension from ours commonly known as Alter Reality. Your transit time will be—” he looked offscreen, “—seven days. Enjoy the experience.” 
 
    He disconnected just as the gate’s surface flashed opaline. With a surge of disorientation, they were someplace else. Everyone stared out at the brightly colored swirls. 
 
    During the transit, they told Captain E’ardiss everything. The gate, the video for Salvage System, the execution of their friend, and finally the video of the riots on Feo Prime. The captain had no idea things were that bad. 
 
    The countdown clock clicked to zero, and they reentered normal space. They were immediately hailed. They had to run it through a translation program. Unfortunately, their systems couldn’t handle it. Suddenly their comms systems popped. “Greetings. I am Bahroot. I’ve modified your ship’s interface to add our translation software so we can talk with you. You might say some things, and it will clean the algorithm up.” 
 
    The crew was stunned. 
 
    “Commander, you can talk with them now,” Bahroot said. 
 
    “Thank you. This is Commander Brock Kolby of the Salvage System destroyer Murphys. Please state your intentions.” 
 
    The transmission was in perfect Choamani. 
 
    “Can I talk?” Teyley asked the captain. He nodded and waved at the communications officer. 
 
    “Hello. I’m Teyley of the Guardians of the Way aboard the ship Emperor’s Bounty. We’re from Choam, where we’ve been conquered by the Garok. We need to tell Harmon Tomeral that the Garok are coming, and they intend to use bioweapons on you. On everyone.” There was shocked silence.  
 
    Moments later, the comms crackled as a relay was connected, and a new voice was heard. “Teyley, this is Harmon Tomeral. We appreciate the warning. If the Garok think we’re an easy target, they’re in for a big surprise.”               
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Chaos Under Cover by Marisa Wolf 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who are you calling an ooze-faced pushole?” Tezra demanded as she extended her reinforced neck and slammed her head against the Mmeluan’s.  
 
    His drink flew from his central appendage as he flushed pink and shrieked his rage, and she grunted, pulling her neck in. As usual, she’d chosen her target well. Eight other Mmeluans popped up from various corners of the bar and screeched in response. Each took a direct path toward their compatriot, which meant through other patrons, which meant it all became a proper melee in a handful of heartbeats.  
 
    Gods, but she loved the chaos.  
 
    She roared in response and reared back too far, slamming the tentacled being behind her and upending a tall table. What kind of station bar didn’t bolt their furniture to the floor? This was about to become excessively messy, and that part wasn’t her fault.  
 
    “Escalating quickly in here, team.” Meez, their Gotin pilot perched in the far corner of the bar, took an audible sip of his drink over their comms. “Tez is about to be buried in loose furniture and walking plants; security’ll probably come sooner than later.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Desi, who sounded not at all thankful, was three levels up and, if all had gone well, in the midst of breaking into the headquarters of an over-grasping salvage broker. She was the second Gotin on their team—no relation to Meez—and as impatient with living creatures as she was patient with the various locks she expertly picked.  
 
    Tezra slid under a flailing vine, extending her left arm to hook a nearby willowy being off its feet, and blocked the original Mmeluan from strangling her. The willowy alien screamed at the top of Tez’s hearing range, and a cacophony of voices shouted back.  
 
    Glass broke, tables flew, the bartenders took turns blasting alarm-sirens, and Tezra laughed as she bounced off another Mmeluan’s lashing appendage.  
 
    “Tez!” Shib shouted as she ducked under a flying orange fist. “I got to tell you something!”  
 
    “Ok!” Tezra responded as she swung around a towering alien and booted him in what passed for a backside. He flailed into two of the approaching Mmeluans, buying her enough time to glance at Shib. 
 
    Her fellow brawler didn’t answer right away. Instead, the Cyrrid caught a flying kick in her deceptively fuzzy hand, flexed titanium-coated claws, and leapt over her attacker, twisting their body behind her. Though Shib barely cleared Tezra’s waist, the fluffy being was made of pure muscle, and launched her larger opponent off to the right.  
 
    “You’re supposed—” Shib paused as she fetched up alongside Tezra, steadying them both as they shifted back-to-back, “—to say, ‘now’s not a good time.’” 
 
    “It’s fine!” Tez ducked under a reaching Mmeluan tentacle, then tripped over a second one she hadn’t seen coming. She tucked into a roll, ran afoul of a third stridently yellow tentacle, and slid her heating baton down her sleeve.  
 
    The targeted laser superheated the now-countless lashing tentacles reaching for her, and she jumped to her feet again as space cleared. 
 
    “But maybe better…later?” Shib offered as she launched a loose chair after the retreating Mmeluans.  
 
    “You’re saying an awful lot of words now. Just spit it out!” Tezra knew better than to push—the bar had been crowded to start with, and there was no lack of enthusiastic brawlers in a station at the back end of a shifty system. She should focus on drawing out the fight to pull as many security guards to their corner of the station as possible. Still, she’d watched more than enough holos to know ‘I have to tell you something’ delayed meant somebody dying and a whole lot of needless wondering.  
 
    “I got an offer!” 
 
    “Congrats!” Easy enough, Tezra thought with a grin. I can fight and listen at the same time. That’s a good crew boss, me. She stopped patting herself on the back as the rest of the approaching Mmeluans regrouped and charged, knocking more disparate beings out of their way.  
 
    “From the CalShines Syndicate.” 
 
    Tezra’s ears flicked toward Shib, shivered, then stopped processing the assorted screams, clicks, and airhorns of the bar fight in favor of sending a single note ringing through her skull.  
 
    Someone’s hand-like rock slammed into the long line of her face, and she staggered. Her brain chose to focus on the endless ringing in her ears, and her limbs refused to do anything helpful without actual input from her brain. It got bad for a few minutes. Or seconds. Hard to tell.  
 
    Tezra tightened into a ball, pulling all her appendages in as close as they would retract.  
 
    This was slightly less enjoyable chaos.  
 
    “Enough, enough!” Her translator issued the word repeatedly, though she couldn’t place what being or language had originated them. The pressure around her gradually lessened, but she remained curled until something larger than her yanked her upright.  
 
    “I don’t care!” a voice boomed close enough she felt the wind of its passage.  
 
    Tezra pried her eyes open as she was lifted high enough her feet barely brushed the floor. The being holding her was of an unfamiliar species—twice her size, shaggy, and speckled in long threads of green and blue that could be decoration, cilia, or thin fur. The emblem roughly in the middle of its broad swathe of—midsection, maybe?—indicated it worked for station security.  
 
    “Again, I don’t care.” The being didn’t seem to be speaking to her, but perhaps to the suddenly quiet ring of assorted aliens around them. “Fight started, fight continued, you all owe fines. If you want to exit this bar of your own free will, without a stop in the dirtiest of my holding tanks, you’ll present your card for payment.” 
 
    Other voices surged in protest, but Tezra nodded, hoping compliance would get the being to let her down. She’d lifted at least three cards in the melee, and she’d pay twice that many fines with them to get full control of her body again.  
 
    “How many Mmeluans did you let in tonight?” big green-and-blue asked. Tezra forced her eyes to focus on where she thought the words were issuing from, but the security figure was a uniform stretch of skin-fur-cilia unbroken by a vocal cavity. She considered that it still wasn’t talking to her, and tapped the limb wrapped through her harness. Softly at first—she didn’t especially want to be thrown across the wreckage of the bar—and then a little harder when nothing happened. 
 
    The upper portion of the being rotated, and oh, there was an orifice. Four orifices, to be precise, all lined with points that might be needle-thin teeth or more cilia.  
 
    Tezra decided this part of the galaxy was trash, and, once their work was done, there was no need to come back to it. Maybe burn the gate down on their way through. Post a warning.  
 
    “Is your form still workable?” the large being with many mouths asked. It rotated again, providing a much calmer view, before she could answer.  
 
    “All systems nominal,” she muttered, and attempted to wriggle. Undignified, sure, and the movement sent a series of sharp alarms through nerves and joints, but if she could make it clear she’d like to go now, thanks, maybe that would help… 
 
    “The numbers against this one were unsporting. I’m fining you in particular double. You know you get overheated in large groups; it’s ridiculous I have to tell you.”  
 
    This…security guard was lecturing the Mmeluans while dangling her off the ground, and was also…defending her? She wiggled again and hissed at the resulting flare down her rib cage. Her ribs, unlike the bones in her extremities, didn’t have reticulating connectors, and therefore were meant to stay in one place. Distressingly, this seemed to have failed her at some point, probably while she’d been huddled on the floor.  
 
    Her team remained silent in her ear, though she hoped they’d just followed standard operating procedure and switched channels, and weren’t all caught or being dangled a handspan above the decking in the supposed hands of an unidentified alien.  
 
    “Excuse me, security, uh, being, can I…are you…” Her voice issued a bit breathier than usual, but in her defense, her breathing apparatuses might have shifted with her ribs, and also the grip holding her upright was becoming rapidly less comfortable.  
 
    “There are alarms going off all over the station, and here we are because you beings cannot drink and coexist.”  
 
    Tezra pondered if she should take this personally when a shiver of motion passed across the security officer, then she was lowered enough to set her feet firmly against the ground. The unfamiliar alien rotated toward her again. Its orifices opened and shaped sounds in no order she could decipher. 
 
    “Apologies, Isloran. I expected you would stretch your limbs to steady yourself.” 
 
    Tezra flinched back. How hard had she been hit? Her ribs ached, but her skull should have been hard enough to resist no end of Mmeluan impacts. In fact, had she not retracted to defend herself, and been at her normal extension, she would have been on the ground the entirety of the time she’d instead been dangling from this mystery creature’s appendage.  
 
    This is Shib’s fault, she decided, inclining her traitorous head to security as the other being turned away from her to continue lecturing the general space around them. Making announcements in the middle of a bar fight like she has a sucking vacuum where her common sense should be.  
 
    Two other security members moved through the surprisingly submissive crowd around her, these both identifiable Caldivar. She wondered if the being still grasping her straps was to blame and indulged in a moment of wild speculation as to Big Green-and-Blue’s capabilities before she caught sight of the small Gotin with an enormous pulse-field weapon perched over the main door into the bar.  
 
     “Took a bit of a knocking,” she said to the being when it paused in its ongoing speech. “Happy to pay my fine and get out of your way. Sorry to add to a hard night.” 
 
    “Not hard,” it replied, half-turning toward her. “Only annoying. Gamina’s alarm system has been substandard for cycles, and the planetary government has ignored my recommendations. Perhaps yet another night like this will focus their attention.” 
 
    Tezra filed that away to share with Glaga in the event her non-brawling, non-social Mmeluan boasted too much of the work he’d done setting false trails to distract security. None of her five-being crew needed to get too complacent with the work they did, get overconfident, and maybe accept job offers from star-poxed parasites like the CalShines Syndicate.  
 
    She shook her head again more sharply and narrowed her eyes. Why was this unidentified alien security nightmare-being overexplaining to her? She certainly didn’t know it. Did it recognize her somehow? 
 
    Impossible.  
 
    “All the same, I’d like to get out of your way. This sobered me up. I won’t cause any more trouble.” She tapped its limb again, striving for her most polite demeanor. Her ears twitched as she shoved down the urge to signal her team. Meez’s voice would be welcome in her ear to suggest a route out at this point, but for once, they were all following protocol. When in the presence of an unknown being with unknown senses, comm silence was their best move. 
 
    The longer this dragged on, the more could be going wrong in the guts of the station. She shoved the shiver of unease down and kept her nose politely pointed toward the being.  
 
    The crowd of beings roughly circled around them began to disperse, picking slowly through overturned tables and various seating arrangements. The three Caldivar security agents had taken up positions at either end of the bar and at the hall to the waste facilities. The Gotin above the entrance watched alertly, apparently to ensure no one left without paying a fine.  
 
    In another lifetime, Tezra would have spared a moment of sympathy for those few aliens who’d fetched up in a corner rather than join the melee, yet still had to contribute credit toward a fine. In this particular current life of hers, she was more concerned with why this orifice-ridden being had taken such interest in her.  
 
    The bar looked like any other bar in a halfway profitable station in an unremarkable system. It held no further interest to her than as a setting for their distraction, and being held overlong in it after a regular brawl set her skin to crawling. Her joints ached to stretch and slam—or perhaps they plain ached after the beating she’d taken this time, but either way… 
 
    Either way, all she wanted was to go somewhere quiet and count the loot her crew had secured. The towering security guard, still fastened to her harness, hadn’t bothered to either respond to her or let her go.  
 
    Tezra stretched her head carefully on her neck, using the apparent loosening of joints and muscles to cast her wide peripheral vision further around her. No sign of Shib, who’d probably taken cover in a cluster of taller aliens, nor of Meez, who’d hopefully slipped out as security slammed in. Sometime while she’d been curled in a defensive huddle on the sticky floor of a nondescript station bar, she’d also lost her heating baton. Given it was a weapon Shib had made out of spare parts, she had a chance of nabbing it and slipping it away without drawing further security ire… 
 
    If she could slip this grip, find it unobtrusively, and get this evening behind her.  
 
    “I’ve checked all the records.” 
 
    Her ears flicked, but the space around them had grown, and she had to presume the unidentified alien was speaking to her.  
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “You’ve no registered business on Gamina. You came in on a merchant ship, the Alsitani, stopped at two of the system satellites, and then came here for…” 
 
    “A break,” Tezra said, picking one of the orifices roughly in the middle to focus on for no reason in particular. Glaga had created background and throwaway identities for each of the crew. It would do her no good at all if anyone were able to create a pattern from her movements.  
 
    “Rest and relaxation, yes. But why wouldn’t you do that on the Tissel moon?” 
 
    “I didn’t like how the air smelled.” 
 
    “No Isloran has complained of it before.” 
 
    “We’re not all the same.” She pitched her voice low, calm, attempting to match the rise and fall of the security officer’s delivery. It didn’t always work to build empathy, but it was better than snapping and biting the appendage attached to her. Her teeth weren’t much for tearing, and the Gotin above the doorway would probably shoot her.  
 
    “We get many Islorans through the system, you see.” 
 
    “Very interesting, officer, but I’d like to—” 
 
    “They don’t tend to get into bar fights.” 
 
    “Lucky them.” Tezra winced, twisted her arms out to show how that had gone for her. “I’ll have to ask their advice.” 
 
    “They’re usually in clan groups, too. The Mmeluans feed off species-specific pheromones, and it makes them more volatile in big groups. I’ve seen it to be the opposite with Islorans.” 
 
    This lumpy, hole-ridden, cilia-sprouting being is implying I’m violent because I’m not surrounded by a cud-chewing mass of my own people?  
 
    There was some small truth to that, perhaps, but only in the most technical of senses. Not everything was cause and effect.  
 
    Maybe I should bite him… 
 
    “I didn’t know anyone was studying us,” she said after a moment, wanting nothing more than to get as far away from the being as physically possible.  
 
    “I’ve met many Islorans I have a strong affinity with.” The motion of the security officer’s various orifices bore no relation she could see to the spoken words. Only the movement of air indicated there was any connection.  
 
    The overused joints in her shoulders and hips shuddered, and she retracted her four limbs slightly. She left her neck stretched in case she had to swing it suddenly.  
 
    “I am sure they are, as I said, very lucky then. May I pay my fine, or…?” She couldn’t think of an ‘or’ and willed the figure allegedly facing her not to have one either.  
 
    “I could introduce you.”  
 
    “That’s very kind, I—” 
 
    “If you had a valid travel plan registered.” 
 
    “That’s not a requirement in this system.” A spike of alarm twisted her insides and she flinched. That set her ribs to complaining again, and her neck tucked in a few vertebrae before she could steady herself. “I’d like to pay my fine and go, officer.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “Am I being detained?” Tezra tried to wrangle her nerves back together, but her midsection was a chorus of pains sharp and dull, she had no idea where her team was, and this was supposed to be an easy-in, easy-out, brawl and go. No extended talks with overly interested, weird beings who ran security. No assessment of her connection—or lack thereof—with her native species. No crewmember deciding to sign on to the poxed CalShines Syndicate, of all things.  
 
    “No, you—” 
 
    “Thank you very much for your assistance, then.” Finally she gave in to her twitching fingers, and set them to prying the green-and-blue-maybe-skin-and-cilia-covered appendage from her harness. “I’m grateful for your and your team’s service to this station. I’ll never drink in a crowd full of Mmeluans again.” 
 
    The larger being continued to speak, but Tezra pushed through with her most determined, polite cheer.  
 
    “It sounds as though you’ve had quite a busy night, and I won’t add any more to it. If I change my mind or find further need to meet up with my fellow Islorans, you’re surely my first stop.” Her Glaga-provided credentials indicated she’d be on the station for several more spans yet, though they’d be dropping out of the system before the next station day if everything else had gone smoothly.  
 
    The orifices facing her continued to move, but the words had ceased, so she continued babbling as she back away, waved, and kept her peripheral vision on the largest of the security officers as she moved up the line toward the closest Caldivar.  
 
    It was far too orderly and polite to count as fleeing, but the racing of her circulatory system argued otherwise.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Glaga had rented them a set of short-term rooms near the mid-level docks, and, by the time Tezra made her long way back, the rest of the crew had fetched up inside the shared common area. Glaga toyed with mechanical pieces that likely had a better home and draped his ever-changing number of tentacles across several worn but clean sitting apparatuses. Most of his hairless body was flushed contented shades of orange, and his cluster of eyes rolled lazily toward her when she entered.  
 
    Meez and Desi bickered over a handscreen from their seats on a counter against the far wall. Their fur bushed out in indignation, but given they were Gotin arguing with each other, that was completely normal. They didn’t leave off or look up at her entrance, so she hadn’t missed anything too pressing. 
 
    Shib…Shib was also there, lingering near the snack cabinet on the other side of the Gotins’ current seat. As ever, she looked like an infant’s cuddle toy, all soft-edged, big-eyed, and over-furred. Too bad she was a heartless mercenary scrub underneath.  
 
    The general air told her their heist had been successful, which meant their “jobs going smoothly” streak was up to five. She swallowed something squirming in the back of her throat and stretched her arms wide.  
 
    “Well? Don’t keep me waiting—what’s the report?” Tez tucked her head close to her shoulders, pointed her ears toward them attentively, and snagged a stool to lean against.  
 
    “Accounts drained for them, flush for us,” Desi said, shoving the screen back at Meez. “Getting inside was easy, and setting the fire suppressant system took about five seconds.” 
 
    “The alarm systems on this station are a joke,” Glaga interjected, a tinge of green blanching across the tip of his main appendage. “I barely had to work at all. Spent most of my time updating the launch records to get us clear on a ship.” 
 
    “Smart.” Tez’s ears flicked back, but she shoved back the disappointment. No need to use the big security officer’s insight against Glaga—she should have known better. The Mmeluan on her crew, at least, kept his wits about him.  
 
    “I went by the ship while you were playing games with security.” Meez bounced off the counter and scurried across the room to raid the beverages. “Flew a couple like it before; we’ll be fine. D’you get anything good out of…him? Them?” 
 
    “No.” Tezra bit back the rest of the words crowding her throat. The problem with being the mastermind, she thought, stretching out a hand for Meez to grab her a drink too, is they start to think everything’s part of a plan. “Just that we were right to hit the Haveranu Salvagers from this station. Planetside doesn’t take their security’s concerns seriously, so it’ll be a while before they figure out what we did.” 
 
    “And Haveranu doesn’t have a spot of open credit in any of the accounts we hunted down to motivate anyone to come after us.” Desi smoothed her cheek fur and wriggled with glee. “Hope they all catch an intake tube in a small hole and get flipped outside.” 
 
    “Cheers for Gotin wisdom,” Glaga said, toasting with his purloined component.  
 
    Tez grabbed the offered bottle from Meez, ignored his slight stumble, and lifted her drink before popping it open.  
 
    “No, no,” Desi replied, holding out her tiny hands. “That’s hardly Gotin wisdom. Gotin wisdom would take us approximately an hour—two, if we did it right—one for me to proclaim, and one for each of you to dissolve into praise at how verbose I was.” 
 
    “So much to say for such small beings,” Glaga answered, pointedly aiming his eyes away from Meez’s obscene tail gesture.  
 
    “We should probably talk about what’s next.” Shib straightened, and Tez nodded sharply before she could continue. 
 
    “We should, and we should do that on our ship. Security’s a mess here, but there’s something off about the officer Meez mentioned, and I don’t want to wait for them to come find me—us.” 
 
    “Always better to leave while the leaving’s good, before the shooting starts.” Meez belched, drained his bottle, and belched again, much louder.  
 
    “Aw, I don’t know, I kinda like the shooting.” Desi tucked away the screen Meez had abandoned and hopped down from the counter.  
 
    “That’s because they always shoot well over your head,” Glaga pointed out, tucking his fidget toy somewhere Tez had never seen fit to question. “And, after hearing how those Mmeluan took the bar fight tonight, I’d agree; leaving sooner is smarter.” 
 
    “We do so love to be smart.” Shib’s voice could have dried a swamp port, and Tezra held herself very still to ignore it.  
 
    “Right. Pack up, we leave in five.”  
 
    They hadn’t been on Gamina long enough to get comfortable—they never stayed anywhere long enough to get comfortable. The more they kept moving, the more likely they’d get to their next target before anyone could get ready for them.  
 
    Over the last year, she and her crew had made quite a bit of progress on her list, with time here and there to take out a shady operator Glaga or Desi recommended, but she had some big ones left.  
 
    This sucking void of a galaxy had taken everything from Tezra, but she’d made her peace with that. If peace meant systematically working her way down the list of those who had wronged her, stealing their credit, and wrecking their various locations, she’d become very, very good at making her peace.  
 
    She was ready in two minutes, needing only to pick up her extra bag and shove the rented linens into the collection shaft.  
 
    The rest of her crew operated similarly, and they were all back in the shared space a full minute before the deadline.  
 
    “Codes have been sent to your chips, and I’m pushing out routes for each of you as I speak. Meez and Desi, you’re out first,” Glaga said. 
 
    “Happy sneaking!” Meez declared and stomped out the door while finishing another bottle he’d procured at some point. Desi waved and trotted after him. Gotin often traveled in small packs, so sending them together never raised eyebrows.  
 
    “Giving you the longest route and last arrival, Boss,” Glaga continued, smaller tentacles flashing over his screen even as his attention appeared focused on Tezra. “In case that security officer is watching for an Isloran, we’ll get you on board just before we’re ready to unhook. Once we’re loose and committed to the launch window, he’d need an awful lot to convince the Bith to block us from the gate.” 
 
    “See you on the ship, Shib.” Glaga saluted the Cyrrid with a smaller appendage. 
 
    Shib left with a grunt, and Glaga turned fully toward Tezra. When she didn’t say anything, he huffed and flared a mottled red and purple. 
 
    “You’re not going to say anything?” 
 
    “Say what?” She tried to regard him politely, but her neck stretched a few pops up from her shoulders.  
 
    “Shib’s being quiet, and you haven’t looked at her more than a blink’s worth since you walked in. Not normal for either of you. Something happen in the fight? Meez said you went down real sudden.” 
 
    “There were a lot of Mmeluans, there was only so much I could—” 
 
    “Boss.” Glaga waved a series of tentacles and shoved off his seat. “It’s weird; you know it’s weird. Shib, you, all of it. You don’t want to explain, don’t. But, you’ll throw off the planning if the variants are different, and we’ve hit a good rhythm lately. So, maybe factor it into the plans for our next stop, yeah? Fix it or factor it.” 
 
    “Fix or factor, got it,” she murmured and sat perfectly still as he left. The skin around her long nose burned, but she held back from rubbing it until the door slid shut behind him.  
 
    So what if Shib wanted to work for a trader group that might as well be on her list? The CalShines Syndicate hadn’t done anything to her, personally, nor to anyone else on the crew, as far as she knew. Nor did they have a stellar reputation, making a bit too much profit a bit too messily for it to sit right.  
 
    Says the one picking fecal striped carrion-eaters for a revenge no one knows about.  
 
    How had anyone at the CalShines Syndicate even known about Shib? Glaga was supposed to have wiped them all off everything. Had Shib…reached out to them? Betrayed the crew? Given—she snorted and shoved herself back to her feet as her comm pinged.  
 
    It was her turn to get moving on approach to their stolen ship, not her time to brood and invent conspiracies in a second-rate room on a fifth-rate station in a fiftieth-rate system.  
 
    She tucked her head close to her shoulders, said a prayer to gods she didn’t believe in that she wouldn’t run into that oversized, over-orificed security officer, and moved. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A chime in her ear told her she had a message request at the exact moment the airlock clunked behind her. She deleted it without opening it and thanked all the gods for proper timing.  
 
    The new-to-them ship proved easy enough to navigate—in large part thanks to the oversized arrows flash-painted at each turn. Tezra signaled that she was in, and by the time she’d reached the control center, the crew was in full debate mode.  
 
    “Why don’t we just blow everything up?” Meez asked without looking up from the nav station. The Gotin caressed the panels in front of him—he did love a newly stolen ship—but kept his ears twisted back toward the rest of them. He waved without turning as the door slid shut behind her, and Tez snorted in response.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Glaga tossed a ring that probably belonged somewhere more important from tentacle to tentacle, his coating flushed from silvery green to gray blue. He blinked half his eyes at Tez in greeting, the remaining fixed on Meez’s back.  
 
    “Instead of all this scrounging and heisting and bouncing around and around from station and system—just blow them all up.” Meez’s words remained steady and unslurred, but his long tail flopped lifelessly from his seat, a clear indication of his intoxication. 
 
    “All the stations?” Shib shifted her over-large dark eyes from Tezra to examine Meez, and Tez flicked her ears at the lessened pressure.  
 
    “All the everything. The fecal holes we’re targeting, the fecal holes who protect them, everyone’s dirty. Let’s just blow them all up.” Meez shoved back from his console, twisting his head to look at the crewmates gathered around the small control center.  
 
    “We don’t take out innocent bystanders, Meez.” Desi launched from her lounged position on a long console, swiped Glaga’s ring, and twisted midair to throw it to her fellow Gotin. She landed in a perfect roll, and not for the first time, Tezra considered the Warball moves they could do with a Gotin on the team.  
 
    “Sure, sure. But—hear me out—small explosions.” Meez threw his hands wide as his face split into a wild grin. “Targeted. You know we can pull that off.” 
 
    “And still take their money.” Glaga reached for his ring, stretching one of his primary tentacles double its usual length to secure it. He resumed tossing it from appendage to appendage, shifting his color with each catch.  
 
    “Obviously still take their money. That credit is coated in blood and better with us than those poxnuts. But also blow ‘em up a little. Besides, all this in-out-just-take-credit isn’t really hitting them where it hurts.” Meez blew out his cheeks and twisted back to his console.  
 
    Tezra knew he was an excellent pilot, whatever substances he stacked his body with, but this focus on explosions was new. Should probably ask him if he had any weird encounters with security officers of indeterminate species while I was dangling.  
 
    “Not enough of them, anyway,” Shib said as she turned her unblinking stare back on Tezra. 
 
    “Exactly.” Meez waved back at them without looking. “Exactly. When are we going to go after everyone who lets these bilgeholes get away with everything we’re going after them for?” 
 
    “Who says we aren’t?” Tezra asked. She sat to contain the jumpy energy jerking through her nerves, then stood when that didn’t help it all.  
 
    “Taking the long way around then, aren’t we?” Shib again, still not blinking. Did Cyrrid eyes not dry out? After two standard years of working with her, she should probably know that, but a little distance in a crew was healthy.  
 
    “Long way keeps us from getting nabbed before we’re done.” The words flattened on her tongue, and she twisted her ears. “Or,” she added, her neck stretched out a vertebra or two, “it gets us job offers.” 
 
    “Now we’re talking about it?” Shib asked over the chorus of questions. 
 
    “You going to the CalShines Syndicate? Hard to confirm our next job if we don’t know who’s in and who’s out.” 
 
    “CalShines?” Desi shoved off the floor to perch on the edge of Glaga’s seat. “They’re barely a step up from these…what was it Meez? Bilgeholes?” 
 
    “Fecal holes,” Meez replied pleasantly, fingers skimming over the controls as the ship disconnected from the station.  
 
    “Fecal holes, thank you. CalShines is barely better than these fecal holes we’re stealing from.” 
 
    “That’s what I said,” Tez muttered. She moved across the curved room to lean against a mostly blank wall, positioned to keep half an eye on Meez and see the rest of the crew at once.  
 
    “Point of order, Boss.” Shib put a little too much bite on the word, and Tezra’s ears flattened. “You didn’t say that. You didn’t say anything. You said to tell you my news, then got yourself knocked out by an amateur, tied up by security, and then ignored me.” 
 
    “That’s what happened?” Desi’s mouth hung open, and she leaned forward with her small hand on Glaga’s shoulder. The Mmeluan dropped his tossed ring and flashed yellow before settling back to gray.  
 
    “I thought it would take more of a Mmeluan host to take her out,” Glaga said, his voice low enough she could justify ignoring it.  
 
    Tezra held up her hands. The ship thunked and rumbled around them as it fell away from the station, and Meez set the thrusters to course. Not that she needed to buy time, but that gave her an excuse to think. There was enough truth in Shib’s words to sting, and enough wrong to set her skin to jumping. The crew had come together out of convenience, out of shared love for credit, and she’d never wanted nor allowed it to be more.  
 
    The security officer had met Islorans who preferred herds—well and good. She was no Mmeluan, to gather strength and ramp up emotions by gathering in ever increasing groups of like kind. She’d had a clan once, and seen it cheated, stolen from, and broken by businesses that mostly operated within the bounds of the law. She didn’t need a family; she needed accomplices. Loyalty was nice enough, but she didn’t need it.  
 
    “On course for the gate,” Meez said, then he spun around on his seat to add his waiting eyes to everyone else’s.  
 
    “The CalShines Syndicate is trash, as are all the conglomerates in all the systems we’ve been in,” Tez said. “The bigger they get, the worse they do, whether they make it legal, hide it, or what. I expected better from you, but you’re all free to do what you gotta do.” Her voice flattened, and she had to force her neck to retract. The urge to loom remained, but she could ignore that, too. She could ignore anything.  
 
    “I can’t promise you we can blow everyone up, but next on the list is Telsel’s Salvage—they’ve been cheating broken-down travelers for decades, and we’ve knocked out some of their satellite offices. Their headquarters is next, and once we clean them out, I don’t care if you want to blow their entire bubble.” 
 
    “They’re on Serivin,” Glaga interjected, fidgeting with the ring without picking it up. “All the living spheres are connected, but they have emergency seals if one breaks.” 
 
    “There you go. Explosions however you like, no innocents endangered.” The words soured on her tongue even as she said them, but she pressed on. “They’re our last big target—multi-system, well-connected—but we’ve been chewing around their edges long enough that one big hit should shut them down for good.” 
 
    “Serivin’ll be harder to steal a ship from—they keep the dry docks in orbit, not on the moon.” Meez brushed his fingers over his whiskers and hummed to himself.  
 
    “Those emergency seals can be used against us if the brawl gets too big.” Shib was still staring at her. Would she ever stop? She’d never even said whether she was going to take the job or not. Fire-blasted, pox-holed, unsealed airlock of a time to leave something like that hanging.  
 
    “I can unlock them,” Desi replied without hesitation. She wriggled her fingers and slid off Glaga’s chair. “Emergency seals are for emergencies, which means they have to be unsealed when help comes. I’ve been help before. I got it.” 
 
    “Headquarters will have more security than outlying regional offices.” Glaga snagged his ring as Desi reached for it and resumed tossing it from tentacle to tentacle.  
 
    “The Dicey Cod is where we’ll get the fight going to cover you.” Tezra pushed off the wall and nodded sharply. Each joint in her arms ached to release and stretch, and she took a deep breath. “They have an elevator up to the live docks for visitors—should be a quick hop to the storage to grab a likely contender.” 
 
    “That’s a lot to figure out in transit,” Shib said, then finally blinked. 
 
    “We’ve done more with less.” She shrugged. “Each of you figure out your plans.” Tezra fixed her eyes on Shib for a moment to make that as clear as possible. “We’ll plan over breakfast tomorrow, and we’ll hash out the details once we hit Serivin’s system and can see a little more clearly. Now…I’m going to get some rest. Good job tonight.” 
 
    It had been. For most of them.  
 
    She didn’t listen to the chorus of responses, pushing herself into the hall without looking back.  
 
    She had no business being bothered. Tez had very deliberately built a crew, not a family. Shib, Desi, Meez, and Glaga were here because there was loot to be shared, because not all their talents were appreciated in normal society, and because it had seemed fun to sign up at the time.  
 
    So Shib getting an offer from the CalShines Syndicate was nothing. A fact of life. A matter of course. What she’d planned for.  
 
    Tezra threw her aching body into the bunk Desi had marked for her and mastered the urge to kick something. Usually she could lie to herself better than this.  
 
    Let a micrometeor crash through the hull and take us all. She snorted, pulled her limbs in to a comfortable level, and stalked back out of her room. Eating would help where quiet contemplation wouldn’t. She was sure of it.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Their run of smooth operations had to end sometime, and Tezra couldn’t claim they hadn’t had warning signs.  
 
    “Most likely I can get this ship here—records show it’s meant to be in storage, but there’s a pay hold on it. The owners haven’t come through on some deposit, so it’s in limbo.” Glaga tapped a row of appendages and twisted another set in thought. “I can fake a payment, transfer it back to active, and have it ready.” 
 
    “Most likely?” Tez asked, and received a grunt in reply. 
 
    Desi had been equally ‘almost sure’ of reopening closed emergency seals.  
 
    “I can get us into Telsel’s safe boxes—they’re not that different than the outer offices’ systems, and they haven’t had time to change it—but if the fight gets too big, or the alarms are too much, and all the seals latch, it might take me awhile to get us out. One is easy, but we’re going to be across three unconnected bubble domes.” 
 
    “But you can do it?” 
 
    “Eventually.” Desi shrugged. “Sure there’s not another bar we can use?” 
 
    “They’re all over-security-officered and less direct to the docks.” Shib scrubbed her hands over her ears and growled. “Boss’ right—it’s the Dicey Cod for cover and exit.” 
 
    In hindsight, Shib’s agreement should’ve been the death knell for their plan. They’d executed more with less, sure, but in less trafficked systems, with more stretched security forces. Telsel’s Salvage didn’t skimp on protection for their headquarters…and neither did the rest of the air-bubbled domes around them.  
 
    Tezra could’ve rescheduled their heist when everyone’s plan came out to ‘probably,’ ‘most likely,’ and ‘might as well,’ and she really, absolutely, should have called it off when the Dicey Cod proved to be chock full of an already-antsy Mmeluan host.  
 
    But Shib was going to leave, and it was only a matter of time before the rest of the crew followed, and this was a huge score that would carry her through building up a new crew to keep making her way down her list of targets.  
 
    It had worked out for them before; it would work out for them again, she was sure of it. 
 
    Until she was dangling upside down in a bar that smelled of burnt iodine and salted sulfur. Hard to be sure of anything when a tentacled tree half again as tall as her was flashing triumphant purple and about to smash her against a wall. 
 
    “SHIB!” She made it sound like a curse, which wasn’t much of an effort.  
 
    Furry ears popped up behind the closest stretch of bar. 
 
    “Take the job.” Tez stretched out her un-tentacled leg and kicked it over the Mmeluan’s appendage. While she fended off other tentacles with her hands, and kept her neck whipping around out of reach, she managed to add, “Take everyone else.” 
 
    She couldn’t say much more, or listen for a response, given the Mmeluan was waving her around over its head.  
 
    Tez loosened all her joints and rode it out as best she could. When the Mmeluan paused to brandish her at one of his friends, she managed, “Just get the bilgebag out of here!” 
 
    More tentacles wrapped around her, the strident, projected voices of local security echoed around her, and no amount of flexing, stretching, or twisting was going to get her out of this one.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Get up,” the helmeted security officer said. “You’re out.” 
 
    It was too early for her case to have been processed, but Tezra knew better than to argue, and she stretched up to her feet.  
 
    “Move it, Isloran. You and your friends might have all day, but some of us have actual work to do.” 
 
    Her crew had bought her out of holding.  
 
    They shouldn’t have come, but something in her warmed that they had. Glaga, maybe, using that Mmeluan respectability to keep anyone from looking too closely? She prepared what she wanted to say as she took her effects and engaged minimally with the security staff. 
 
    She had to thank them, of course, but—also of course—she’d have to curse them for disobeying protocol and coming to get her. She would’ve wriggled out eventually, exactly as she had on Gamina with that overgrown blue and green monster. 
 
    “Tezra Longturn from the Ziruna Traders, you’ve made some interesting enemies.” 
 
    Tez’s eyes and ears shot to the far corner of the waiting room, and only momentum took her through the doorway. No Glaga. None of her crew were in the sad, worn-down room—a weight settled in her stomach at the awareness that they had, after all, followed protocol and left her here—only mismatched chairs, scratched out wall nooks, and a screen scrolling through various patterns of static.  
 
    All that and one being, the one who’d spoken to her and definitely wasn’t her crew.  
 
    An Isloran, with vibrant spots, a thick neck, and more pronounced head knobs, older than her, judging from size and breadth. Tezra swallowed the immediate urge to lower her head and put a swagger in her step instead.  
 
    “Those sorebags? Rather not have them in my friend column.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” The other Isloran flicked one ear to the side and tilted her head. “You have it in for pirates.” 
 
    “I have it in for anyone who thinks getting rich by cheating others is a good way to live.” She snorted and considered walking by, all the way through the room, out to the halls. Leave this other Isloran behind and use her freedom to…what? Find her crew? Build a new one? 
 
    The question of how this other Isloran knew her full name, knew her people, slowed her steps before she decided to stop.  
 
    “Good.” The older female pushed off the wall and held out a hand. “I’m Selithra, captain of the Venatrix. Tarakel told me about you.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The Ikovan security officer on Gamina.” 
 
    “Ikovan?” Tezra screamed at her brain to catch up. She was wading through half-dried fuel sludge and this other Isloran—Selithra—had a hunter’s eyes.  
 
    “Big, blue and green, a lot of mouths?” Selithra tilted her head, a rumble of amusement under her words. “Tends to make an impression.” 
 
    “I remember.” Of course she did. The security officer who was so intent about Islorans had sent her a message she’d ignored. “Had never seen one before; didn’t know that’s what they were called.” 
 
    “They don’t tend to leave their home system. Those cilia they’re coated with can…humph, how would you say it…taste thoughts.” 
 
    Every joint in her body recoiled with a snap, and her skin shuddered.  
 
    “It gets a little overwhelming for them, it seems, but Tarakel’s always wanted to help.” 
 
    “He…tasted my brain?” Food she’d eaten half a span ago considered reconstituting and projecting itself back up her throat.  
 
    “He can’t read your mind, if that’s what you’re worried about.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that’s what I’m worried about.” Tez shook her head, shuddered again for good measure, and half-turned back toward the door out of here. Selithra had a ship, and had bailed her out—points in her favor. Selithra had friends who…had eaten some part of her while ostensibly quelling a bar brawl, and that was a huge point against her. Islorans who had friends that could and would taste her without her knowledge weren’t meant to be friends of hers, even if this particular Isloran knew who she was. Even Glaga couldn’t hide everything from everyone.  
 
    “It was enough to pique his interest, and what he found, he sent to me.” Selithra hadn’t so much as twitched when Tez moved, but Tezra was deeply aware that the other Isloran could get between her and the door without much effort.  
 
    “And why would he do that?” 
 
    “Tarakel likes to help. I helped him in the past—it’s a long story.” 
 
    “With a lot of brain-eating,” Tez muttered, then snapped her eyes up at Selithra’s answering snort. 
 
    “Not in that particular story. Look, my crew and I, we kill pirates, and make megatons of credit doing so. Does that interest you?” 
 
    “I don’t care about pirates.” 
 
    “Evidence points to the contrary.” 
 
    “I have a very specific list of targets.” 
 
    “So we can help make it bigger. You don’t seem like one to limit herself.” 
 
    Tez paused, counted her options. They were, unsurprisingly, very few.  
 
    “What are you proposing?” 
 
    “We have some common goals. You like causing a ruckus, and we have some places that need more than a little chaos.” Selithra’s left ear flickered, and that hint of a laugh edged her words again. 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “Want a job?” 
 
    Tezra had lost everything to this sucking void of a galaxy. But that was all right. She had a plan to get it all back. And now, maybe…just maybe, she had help. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Rescue Ops by Robert E. Hampson 
 
      
 
      
 
    Join Medical Command. Travel the Universe. 
 
    Meet new people…and HELP them! 
 
      
 
    Pettekil Emil stared at the sign for several minutes before continuing into the multistory building labeled ‘Salvage-Coalition Medical Command.’ Pete was a Caldivar from Joth, the “minor” planet of the Tretra System. For hundreds of years, the Human inhabitants of Tretra had dominated the system’s military and professions. That had changed when the Squilla invaded, and the Tretra military were rescued by a group of misfits from the desert planet of Joth. It was an eye-opening experience, and Tretra soon learned that the Humans, lizard-like Prithmar, and anteater-like Caldivar had much to offer, particularly since Harmon Tomeral, leader of the misfits, had forced the Tretra leadership to face—and demolish—their own prejudices. 
 
    Following the example of independence shown by Tomeral, Pete and his best friends Orlin, a Prithmar, and Jerry and Jinx, Human twins, had been looking for spare parts they could assemble into working machines of their own design for their Maker Merit Badge when he’d discovered a piece of Lost Technology—an Emergency Medical Tool mecha, also known as the EMT Mark XI. Two years later, Pete, Orlin, Jerry, and Jinx were undergoing an extreme environment survival experience as Cadets training for the Tretrayon—and eventually Salvage—Military Academy. They encountered an unconscious Human, treated his injuries, and carried the injured man several days to their extraction point. Upon learning the man was wanted for kidnapping, and his victim was likely still up on the mountainside where he’d been found, they joined the search party to rescue the daughter of a local Caldivar politician.  
 
    He was hailed as a genius for the first event, and a hero for the second, but in the academy, he was “not half bad.” The scholarship to Forest City Medical School on Tretra—a reward courtesy of the family of Susa, the girl he’d rescued—resulted in his recent graduation as a Doctor of Trauma Medicine, and a captain in the Salvage Marines Medical Command.  
 
    Through this door would be the career that would shape the rest of his life. 
 
    If only he could convince himself that he was ready. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    His orders said to report to Colonel Suminto, and he was directed to a door at the far end of the room. He made his way through the busy office, knocked on the door, and heard a voice inviting him to enter.  
 
    “Captain Doctor Pettekil Emil, reporting for duty.” Pete stood at his best parade-ground attention and snapped a sharp salute, the digits of his right paw just barely brushing the lid of his long-distance eye, centered above the two eyes he typically used for near-field and fine-focus purposes.  
 
    Colonel Suminto was a Rincah, a member of another humanoid race with ram-like features and curved horns on his head. Salvage System, and the Coalition they’d formed, was unique in the outer worlds by virtue of the sheer diversity of the society—and in particular, it’s armed forces. That had made learning to be a flight surgeon all the more challenging, but Pete had a slight advantage in that his EMT suit had a near—artificial intelligence programmed to recognize and diagnose over 1,000 races. He didn’t let that stop him from learning as much as he could without “cheating” through the use of his own compact EMT-link. 
 
    Suminto stood as Pete came to attention. He walked around the desk, returned Pete’s salute, and offered his hand to shake. Pete was surprised to see that he towered over the commanding office. “Captain Emil, welcome to Rescue Ops. I’ve heard good things about you. Top of your class, quick thinker, hard worker. I trust the academy disabused you of those ‘hero’ notions the popular media like to throw around.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, the academy and medical school showed me just how much I didn’t know.” 
 
    “Good.” The colonel told Pete to be at ease and gestured to a chair beside the desk. Suminto took a chair where he could sit in a comfortable conversational manner. “You’ll find out that Rescue Ops views you in a slightly more favorable light. We want you here precisely because of the qualities you’ve shown us. Part of your time will be spent developing the Mark XII EMT, and part of it will be continuing your education to become fully board- and flight-certified.  
 
    “I’m telling you this because you’re getting dropped right in the thick of it. I know you have your own personal Mark XI EMT, reconditioned from the original parts, so you’ll need some updates. In two days, you’re going out on a mission.” 
 
    “A mission? Already? I thought I was supposed to spend two years in residency.” 
 
    “You are, and you will. The two-year practicum can’t be waived, but with your experience, we can rotate you in and out of assignments that complement the battlefield and emergency medicine training you’re supposed to be getting. We need you; more importantly, we need your suit and your experience with it.” 
 
    “Sir, uh…thank you, sir.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure you should thank me yet. We aid those who’ve gotten a raw deal from the galaxy…and it’s in those circumstances that Rescue Ops plays a major role.” 
 
    “Disaster relief?” 
 
    “Got it in one. The Akea system is having a comet problem. A rather large, rocky object entered their system, headed toward the sun, then broke into smaller pieces. They’ve already had several large strikes as their planet passed through the tail of the comet on its way sunward, and they’re likely to get hit by more fragments. Akea will be right in the comet’s path as it heads back out.” 
 
    Pete thought for a moment, considering parabolic and elliptic trajectories, interplanetary speeds, and other variables. It was the sort of thing Jerx—Jerry and Jinx, collectively—were very good at. Pete was no slouch at math, but the exercise made his head hurt. “That’s…highly improbable, sir. A comet on a parabolic trajectory should round the sun much faster than a planet in a round or even elliptical orbit.” 
 
    “Ah, good. Your record said you were sharp. We don’t know if it’s natural from the outgassing, or something else. Either way, we have two months to rescue, relocate, or assist the Akeans. Floods, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, acid rain…lots of injured people, and we don’t know enough about the race—they’re not in any of our databases. We’re hoping they’re in yours.” 
 
    “Uh…thank you? Sir?” 
 
    Suminto laughed. “Oh, you’re going to love it here, son. Never a dull moment!” 
 
     
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After Pete left the colonel’s office, he proceeded down to the laboratory on the 12th level. As he walked into the lab, he noticed one of the technicians was an Eitom, an eight-foot-tall humanoid with a heavy build and three arms. The biology of the Eitom showed that they’d once had four arms, but the upper and lower arms on the left side had fused together. On the right side, a normal-sized upper arm concealed a delicate lower arm that generally folded underneath the upper.  
 
    Pete had met an Eitom from one of the early years in his medical training. Eddie had been a year ahead of him in medical school. Much to his surprise, the Eitom looked up as he entered the laboratory and addressed him by name. “Hey, Pete, glad to see you finally made it!” 
 
    “Wow, Eddie, I’m surprised to see you here!” 
 
    “Don’t be. We always talked about your EMT, and this is the best place to work on one. I get to do medicine and fiddle with gadgets at the same time. Did you even read your assignment orders?”  
 
    Pete’s three eyes opened wide, and he pulled out the thin plastic sheet that constituted his official orders. He snapped to attention and spoke a tight, “Yes, sir, Major Niveen, sir!” 
 
    “At ease, Pete. We’re pretty informal, and this is just the lab. You can still call me Eddie, unless there’s a superior officer present, like the colonel.” 
 
    “Uh. Thanks, Eddie.” Pete put his carryall on a benchtop and pulled out a silvery cloth and a hard-shell chest plate. “The colonel said you need my EMT for something—but not a whole lot else about what to expect, other than this is an urgent rescue operation.”  
 
     “Okay, well, Rescue Ops is just what it sounds like. We provide search and rescue support to Tetra, Salvage System, and Coalition worlds. It’s just like an emergency medicine residency.” Eddie pulled over a computer link cable and plugged it into the primary interface console built into the hard shell. He then unlatched small cylinders attached to the backplate and connected them to a machine against one wall of the laboratory. “This is where we finally put it all to use. We go out in the community and the galaxy, working rescues, disasters, and recovery. This is when it gets fun.” 
 
    “Wow. I’m not sure what I was expecting. Classrooms, simulators, maybe bandaging training injuries or other minor stuff. This is…fast, I guess is what I want to say.” 
 
    “Well, the planet we’re headed to, Akea—the major race calls themselves the Carico—caused a stir because they’re not in any of our databases. That means we’re going in on a rescue without detailed medical knowledge. Med Command is hoping we can get some translations once your suit recognizes the Carico, and that might help us pull out more translations from your database.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, Major Eddie!” Pete threw a quick salute and smiled. 
 
    “Not under cover, soldier,” Eddie replied, but grinned as he said it. “Yeah, you’ll fit in just fine.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Pete was billeted in the visiting officer’s quarters. That seemed strange; he certainly didn’t feel like an officer. After dinner, he returned to quarters, pulled out his slate, reread his orders, and dealt with the large number of comm messages he’d received since officially arriving. Once all that was done, he sent a quick text to his mother to let her know he’d arrived, and all was well. She’d appreciate that. Next was a somewhat longer text to Susa. They’d seen a lot of each other when he had breaks in med school. He missed her already and knew she was waiting for word whether he’d be returning soon or if she should come join him. 
 
    After composing and sending a lengthy message with lots of reassurances, but carefully worded to keep her from racing to join him, Pete laid down on the strange bunk and tried to sleep…not that it would do any good, he could seldom fall asleep immediately with such an important day ahead of… 
 
    He was awake before his alarm. The yellow-orange light of Salvage System’s primary had woken him the moment the sun cleared the distant hills. Every morning on Tretra at the academy and med school, he’d awoken with the dawn. He’d grown up on Joth, where residents were up several hours before dawn to take advantage of the relative coolness, so sleeping until dawn always seemed like a luxury. 
 
    This upcoming mission gave Pete a strange feeling in his stomach. It took a while to recognize it, but eventually he realized it was the same feeling he’d had twice before—the first time when he’d worn the newly refurbished Mark XI EMT to rescue his injured friends on Joth, and the second when he’d been tasked with locating Susa when she’d been kidnapped. Anticipation, excitement…whatever. It was time to knuckle down and do the job he’d been training for the past seven years. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Pete met the rest of the team the next day. Rescue Ops was a large organization, with hundreds of members working all across the galaxy. The Salvage office was largely research and headquarters support, but the evacuation of Akea would require every possible technician, medic, doctor, and rescuer. While waiting for Pete and his EMT Mark XI, Colonel Suminto had sent everyone else off to Akea. In addition to Pete, Eddie, and the colonel, there was Ralph, a cyber-canid from Earth; Walicta, a platypus-like Otreme; and Serena, a Human female, who was their Marine security specialist.  
 
    Walicta—Eddie called her ‘Wally’—just nodded and waved a clawed forepaw in Pete’s direction. Serena stuck out her hand to shake Pete’s paw with a quick, forceful motion. Ralph, however, walked up to Pete on all fours, stood on his back legs, and embraced him in a hug. “Glad you could join us, Pete,” the cybernetically-enhanced canine said through a translator positioned over his throat.  
 
    “Ralph is our ‘digital nose.’ He can scent the chemicals given off by living creatures with a sensitivity much greater than any race could manage without assistance. He’s also our practical joker and comic relief. Wally is the penetration expert. She can explore small spaces and carry relief supplies to anyone trapped in collapsed buildings, cave-ins, and wreckage. Serena will run security, although we’ll be augmented with at least one mecha,” Eddie said, handling the introductions since the colonel had been called back into a conference call. “We’ll also have a couple dropships we can call on. We’ll be needing one for our team, and another will deliver the marines that’ll work with Serena.” 
 
    Pete wondered if those marines might include his friends Orlin, Jerry, and Jinx. Orlin had gone into mechanized infantry. The nearly inseparable twins, Jerry and Jinx, had entered flight school. It would be nice to see them, but he knew the odds didn’t favor it.  
 
    Colonel Suminto returned from his office and addressed the group. “Our departure has been moved up. We leave this afternoon. I just got off the comm with Admiral Lurvel, who is in command in the Akea system. That comet has a lot of fragments. There have been some major meteor strikes in the past day, and they need all hands immediately. Our gear and the three EMTs are on the way to the transport as we speak; you have one hour to collect personal gear, and another 30 minutes to get to Yatarward Field. We lift in 120 minutes. Now go.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, Pete hadn’t really unpacked yet, so he was able to grab a clean uniform, some utilities, and one of the new lightweight, reinforced jumpsuits to wear under the EMT. He still had time to spare, so he decided to hit the ‘fresher himself, and get to the field early.  
 
    There was a drop ship on the field displaying the logo of an angel holding a globe. The shuttle itself had a numerical designation and name—347-38D Cunningham—but was also emblazoned with the name of its parent ship, the CRO Takur Gar. Standing at the cockpit door was a Human with red hair and a familiar freckled face. Although he’d grown taller and thinner, Jerry still had the irrepressible smile Pete remembered from his younger days. 
 
    “Jerry!” 
 
    “Pete! Hey, Jinx is not going to believe this!” 
 
    “Wow. That’s not right, you finishing your own sentences.” 
 
    “I know—” Jerry paused for a moment, then grinned and continued, “—strange, isn’t it? My worse half went for fighters, and I had the aptitude for dropships. The Navy finally managed to find a difference between us.” 
 
    “But do you still see each other?” 
 
    “Oh, sure, we’re both stationed on the Mayaguez. I’m just on loan to the Takur Gar for this mission. The only real difference between the bomb truck he drives and the bus I drive is that the weapons I deploy can think for themselves.” 
 
    “Hah! And what does Jinx say to that?” 
 
    “Usually something about not having to worry about shaking up the cargo if he does a barrel roll.”  
 
    “Yup, that sounds like Jinx.” 
 
    “C’mon in and get your gear stowed. We’ve got some Caldivar seats up near the bulkhead.”  
 
    Eddie was the next to show up, followed by Wally, Ralph, and then Serena. Colonel Suminto showed up exactly 90 minutes after he’d sent the team to pack, wearing a commander’s comm helmet, and seemed to still be in conference as the dropship spooled up its engines and lifted off.  
 
    The Takur Gar was typical for a naval support ship—lots of cargo and shuttle space, tiny crew quarters. In fact, the quarters had to be allocated according to species’ size. Thus, Eddie and the colonel would be one deck up on the Rincah-Yalteen deck, while Pete and the others were quartered on the Human deck. Pete shared a half-compartment with Ralph, while Serena and Wally shared the other half, behind a flexible divider Wally insisted would be kept closed to “keep the boys out.” The massive cargo decks were almost completely empty, reserved for whatever was needed to evacuate anyone and anything from Akea.  
 
    There was barely enough time to secure their carryalls in the restraint webbing and strap into their bunks before the acceleration alarm sounded, and they began a 3G burn to get to the stargate, and thus to Akea as fast as they possibly could. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Alert! All personnel to duty stations. Alert!”  
 
    Pete jumped up out of his bunk and hit his head on the low bulkhead. He rolled over and slid down to the floor, eliciting a yelp from Ralph. “Oh, man, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to land on your tail!” 
 
    “It’s okay, Pete. I’ll be sure to return the favor.” Ralph grinned with a doglike expression and cocked his head sideways. The action was accompanied by laughter from his collar-mounted translator. “Seriously, though. It was my fault. I was asleep and jumped up like a newbie.” 
 
    Pete rubbed his head and didn’t say anything. Ralph looked back at him, then cocked his head to the other side and ‘yipped’ in time with the laughter coming from the miniature speaker.  
 
    “We’d better suit up. Our duty stations are right here until the colonel tells us otherwise—but if the alarms are going off, we need to be ready to deploy when he calls.” 
 
    Pete was already in the silky skinsuit he’d packed in the top of his carryall. All personnel aboard ship were required to wear some form of vacuum-resistant clothing. Most wore shipsuits, a type of skinsuit with light insulation that could be sealed to a variety of footwear, helmets, and gloves. Pete’s was meant to be worn under his EMT and only worked with the custom gloves and helmet that were extensions of the EMT itself. He’d made his own gloves for the cadet survival school, and customized a helmet for his three eyes and elongated snout with an interface for the EMT’s specialized nanites that formed visual and auditory display interfaces over his eyes and ears.  
 
    Pete suited up then turned to assist Ralph. The cybernetically-uplifted canine found it almost impossible to sleep in any form of body covering and needed to get into a garment with reinforced weave that served as both pressure suit and armor. Eddie had offered to shave him prior to deployment, but Ralph preferred to keep his thick gold-and-white fur. That made getting into the skinsuit more difficult, especially in a hurry, so he’d made his bunkmate promise to assist, since Pete didn’t need as much time to suit up. The worst part—for Pete—was that Ralph’s tail wagged when he was excited, making it more difficult to get him completely encased in the suit.  
 
    Once Ralph was safely suited, with no fur caught in the seals, Pete finished donning his EMT. The main body plate was a clamshell that fit over his chest and back, plus arm and leg sleeves that connected to tubing and wiring sockets on the clamshell. The suit morphed itself to fit his body, then covered shoulders, hips, and groin, leaving no portion of Pete unprotected. He felt nanites assembling a diagnostic monocle in his lower right eye, and a display formed in his vision that echoed the heads-up display in his helmet. 
 
    It only took two minutes for Pete and Ralph to get completely sealed and armored. Almost as soon as they finished, the partition retracted to reveal Wally in a small cylinder with tank treads and articulated external arms, and Serena in a shipsuit with added marine scout armor.  
 
    The Rescue Ops squad looked ready. Pete’s helmet comm activated, and he heard Colonel Suminto’s voice. “Team, report to shuttle bay 12. SKYWATCH is reporting cometary fragments in the emergence zone. We are sending out all dropships immediately.”  
 
    At that moment, they felt and heard an impact shake the ship. More alarms went off, and the external atmosphere indicator in his helmet alternated green and yellow. The four looked at each other for a moment, then, as they’d practiced in drills, Pete reached down and picked up Wally, tucking her little tank under his left arm, while Serena picked up Ralph and hoisted him up to drape over her shoulders. With the smallest and slowest members of the team now riding, they set off for shuttle bay 12 as fast as they could. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In the shuttle bay, Pete could see mecha-suited marines loaded on the two largest shuttles, while EMT-suited medics and various scouting species loaded into smaller dropships. There was a sense of urgency, and many support personnel were added to the vessels at the last minute. 
 
    The Takur Gar shuddered under an impact, and Pete’s ears popped. Emergency alarms sounded a depressurization warning. He felt more impacts, and the loading crews forced people onto the shuttles under the strobing red light of emergency evacuation beacons. Eddie led the team to the Cunningham, where the pilot didn’t even wait for all the occupants to strap in before closing the hatch and moving to the bay exit.  
 
    Another impact shook the Takur Gar as Jerry’s voice came over the compartment speakers and suit intercoms. “If you’re seated, stay there. Anyone standing, either sit on the floor or strap yourselves to the cargo rings on the walls. This is going to be rough.” 
 
    Pete felt the shuttle rotate relative to the direction that had been “down” on the Gar, then the shuttle’s belly-mounted thrusters throttled up and pushed everyone toward the floor of the compartment. He gave a silent command consisting of subvocalization and muscle twitches to his EMT, and a display opened in his view, courtesy of the nanites now concentrated in front of his lower right eye. He selected a visual feed from the external sensors on Gar and Cunningham.  
 
    The view of Gar was shocking; obvious impacts glowed a bright yellow from the heat. As he watched, another bloom appeared right over the shuttle bay, and he could see shuttle jets firing erratically and fragments coming off a ship that had been directly behind them exiting the bay. Pete wanted to scan around to find the source of the projectiles impacting the ship, but Jerry came over the comm to warn the passengers to expect evasive maneuvers. Pete turned the display off, sat back, and tightened his straps. The next 10 minutes were harrowing, as the pilot sent the dropship into spins, abrupt changes in direction, and alternated high acceleration and braking. As the violent movements slacked off, the comm channel chimed with a high priority incoming transmission. 
 
    “All Rescue Ops personnel. Please switch to Command Channel Alpha-Seven for a message from Admiral Lurvel.” The EMT comm system automatically switched, but Pete knew that some of the additional people who’d been packed onto the dropship might not have been tuned in to unit-specific comms. 
 
    “All personnel—if you are listening to this broadcast, you know that the Takur Gar is currently under emergency and has initiated evacuation protocols. Gar emerged from gate transit into a debris cloud that has been attributed to the rogue comet threatening the planet Akea. The cometary debris is small in size, radar transparent, and low albedo. It was not detected until the Gar was right in the debris cloud. We have loaded as many of the support personnel onto the dropships and shuttles as possible, and all unattached personnel should report to Base Green for assignment. Rescue Ops operational squads will receive assignments via chain-of-command once you are groundside.  
 
    “Rest assured, the Takur Gar is not out of this. We have offloaded Coalition personnel for resource and safety reasons. By the time we are ready to complete the evacuation of Akea, we expect to have the Gar back in operation.” There was text information regarding the assignment of the bases and attaching the various shuttles and dropships to the different operational groups. Base Green would act as the main hospital and processing center for Carico who needed to be evacuated from unsafe or heavily damaged areas. There were bases for urban rescue, suburban and rural operations, and high-latitude polar regions. Base White served as a headquarters unit for the marine commanding general and Colonel Suminto’s team.  
 
    As Pete was reading, he felt the aft engines throttle up for the transition to Akean orbit, and then landing. He figured it was as good a time as any to refresh his information on Rescue Ops procedures and any information they had on the Carico. It seemed like there’d be no time to spare once they landed. Thus, it seemed no time at all until atmospheric buffeting began, then suddenly stopped as the engines wound down.  
 
    He was seized by a moment of panic. 
 
    Did the engines fail? Are we dropping from a great height to end up crushed on the surface? 
 
    It was only when he noticed the other occupants unbuckling their restraints and moving around the cabin that he realized they’d landed. Once again, he was caught up in the apparent chaos and haphazard process of getting all the additional people off the dropship, but soon Serena and Ralph joined him—Wally’s tank was still secured above his left shoulder—and then Eddie and Colonel Suminto. 
 
    “Follow me. We need to get comms and databases set up in headquarters first. Billeting will come later—we’re likely getting cots in a back room because we’re going to be busy!” True to his word, the colonel had them integrating communications with all the rescue teams and setting up the computer systems and medical databases until well after local nightfall. Given that Base White was located at a northern latitude during local summer, that was late indeed. Pete estimated it had been at least 30 hours since they’d woken to alarms on the Gar. It was the first of many long days, and each night he laid down on his cot and fell asleep without delay. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Pete woke to movement near his cot. The entire headquarters staff—including the colonel—were bunked in a large room behind the main staff room. The females were on the other side of an opaque curtain, and shadows indicated someone was also moving on that side. 
 
    Eddie touched him on the shoulder and whispered, “Time to get moving, Pete. You’re headed down to Base Green today to see if we can get some more information about the Carico out of your EMT.” 
 
    He blinked several times, and the nanites in front of his eye reconfigured into a messaging display. Sure enough, he had new orders telling him to report to Base White’s airfield at 0500.  
 
    He checked his chrono. It had been local midnight when everyone but the night watch had headed to their cots. It was now 0430—what doctors and marines commonly call “oh-dark-thirty.” He had 30 minutes to get ready. Fortunately, he’d taken to sleeping wearing a glove, leg, or sleeve of his EMT, so he had nanites available in an emergency. A silent command started them performing basic hygiene. It had been very useful in medical school to flush fatigue toxins from his body after a long procedure or late night of studying.  
 
    He was surprised to learn that Serena would be accompanying him to Base Green. When he asked Eddie about it, he was told that she was assigned as security. He and his suit were considered high-value assets—well, technically, his suit had the high value, but as the most knowledgeable user, he came in a close second. Therefore, he merited an escort who would do her best to keep him out of trouble whenever he was out of the HQ.  
 
    He was even more surprised to learn he’d be traveling to Green not in a shuttle or dropship, but in the back seat of a fighter. Two Marine Q-114s were waiting for Pete and Serena at the landing pad. Their engines were spooled up to a fast idle, and, as soon as the airfield technicians strapped him into the back seat, the canopy closed, and they rolled out to the runway. The g-forces pushed him back into his seat as the pilot pointed the nose at the sky and accelerated straight up, followed by a loop and a barrel roll. The comm crackled. “Quit showing off, Red Five. Captain Emil is not going to be impressed.” 
 
    “Hey, that was just evasive maneuvers, Red Leader,” said the pilot. The voice sounded familiar. 
 
    “J—Jinx?” Pete asked. 
 
    “At your service, Pete. Red Flight delivery, ‘You spy ‘em, we fly ‘em.’” 
 
    “Not that I’m not happy to see you—but, why you? Why fighters? Wouldn’t a shuttle make more sense?” 
 
    “Not really, not for two people, plus the orbitals are pretty busy right now. Atmospheric is better, faster, and appropriate for single or double cargo.” 
 
    “So, I’m cargo now?” 
 
    “Hey, do I look like a trash hauler—no, don’t answer that. Yeah, you’re cargo. Valuable cargo. They need you at Green A-S-A-P.” 
 
    “I told Jerry it was odd to hear him speaking in complete sentences. I think it might be even stranger from you.” 
 
    Jinx laughed. “Yeah, basic broke us of a lot of things. Okay, hold on, we’ve got some bad weather ahead, and we’ve been vectored through instead of over or around. It’s going to get rough, but Red Leader and I are going to pour on some speed and bring up the combat shields. That should take the extreme edges off the turbulence.” 
 
    True to his word, the ride got extremely rough. Mach-plus flight through the center of a super-sized thunderstorm, with lightning flashing in the pre-dawn darkness, was not an experience Pete necessarily wanted to repeat. He was certain he’d have lost his lunch if he’d had any…or breakfast. 
 
    Jerry kept up a constant patter—clearly he wasn’t experiencing any discomfort—but Pete found himself wishing for an airsickness bag for the first time in his life. He blinked and called up a self-check menu on the EMT’s ocular. The suit recommended a peristalsis inhibitor and mild muscle relaxant. He’d have to increase his vegetable and grain intake later, or pay the consequences with gas and cramps, but it certainly made the ride less nauseating.  
 
    After they cleared the storm, Jinx poured on yet more speed, and it only took another 30 minutes until they were taxiing up to a hangar a continent’s width away from where they’d started. Base White was located in a rural region on the northeast coast of the principal continent on Akea, but Base Green was located on the edge of an urban center on the southwestern shore of the continent. The city itself had been hit by several cometary fragments more than a month ago, and the craters still glowed a dull orange as they continued to dissipate the massive heat of impact. A badly damaged and nearly abandoned metropolitan hospital had been located at the site. Repaired and expanded with multi-species medical teams, it now served to supplement the native Carico doctors and care staff.  
 
    After reporting to the chief of staff, Pete was ordered to assist in the overtaxed Emergency Department. It was hoped that the wide variety of injuries and ailments might trigger the ancient database built into his original EMT. The Carico were a “new” race in the experience of the Coalition, and neither the standard medical databases nor the various EMTs in service had been able to reveal specific medical information. The docs were falling back on standard practices and universal precautions in handing the Akeans. 
 
    The sun was just coming up as Pete reported to the Intake and Triage area. He scanned his first patient and waited for an identification by his EMT database. He was wearing the full suit, and the ocular displayed all the information it had:  
 
      
 
    Species…unknown, humanoid, probable subtype 42xx 
 
    Height—1.34 meters 
 
    Weight—62 kilograms 
 
    Sex—male (85% probability) 
 
    Compound fracture, left forearm (92% probability)—possible identity: left radius 
 
    Subcutaneous hematoma (35% probability).  
 
    Internal bleeding—unknown 
 
    Internal injuries and/or organ damage—unknown 
 
    Hematology—unknown 
 
    Immunology—unknown 
 
    Unconscious (98% probability) 
 
    Mental status—unknown 
 
    Dehydration and exposure (67% probability) 
 
    Shock (55% probability) 
 
    Volume expander—unknown risk, recommend Fluorodec minimal dosage 
 
    Rehydrate with local fluid sources 
 
    Nanites—contraindicated. 
 
      
 
    Pete had never seen the EMT respond with probabilities instead of definite diagnosis and treatment orders; it was somewhat unsettling. He marked the chart for secondary priority—urgent but non-life-threatening injuries—and moved on to the next patient. He worked triage for the next four hours. After a brief meal break, he was sent to the emergency surgical bay—minus his full suit. He kept his gloves and the nanite ocular interface. Again, it was hoped that exposure to the alien’s internal organs (roughly Human standard, but with at least three additional presumably endocrine organs and no pancreas) would trigger recognition in the EMT’s artificial intelligence.  
 
    Throughout all this, Serena stood guard, either at the corner of the triage tent or just outside the door to the surgical suite. She joined him at meal breaks, and, while she didn’t say much, Pete welcomed her company. The other doctors and medical staff were just too busy to do much more than acknowledge his presence. 
 
    “I don’t understand it, Serena, how can the Carico not be in the EMT database?” 
 
    “Maybe they were completely unknown to the inventors?” 
 
    “Possibly. The colonel said the Coalition had no knowledge of the Carico before they contacted Tomeral and Associates for assistance. Still, they have a stargate, so the Bith knew of them. The tech level of this world suggests they had communication with the rest of the galaxy.” 
 
    “Maybe they invented the suits and hid their own data?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so. We’re pretty sure Humans invented the first EMT. The Mark XI’s database lists Human as Species #1.” 
 
    Serena grunted and went back to her salad of hydroponic greens and vat protein. Pete just nibbled on a protein bar. Back on Joth or Tretra, they were pretty bland, but these tasted like real food. It had been 10 hours since Pete had reported for duty, and he had yet another four-hour shift to complete before finding his temporary quarters. He went to the dispenser and ordered coffee—triple strength—and sat back down to drink it in silence as he cross-referenced his EMT database with a network information search for more data on races similar to the Carico. He found a link that referenced some very old Earth idents labeled “probably mythological.” Called “large greys” and “small greys,” they were similar, but didn’t really fit the natives of Akea. The Carico had the same gray skin, large, wide-set eyes, and elongated heads, but also had a pronounced midline ridge extending from the back of the head to the face, ending in a prominent nasal flare. Their mouths were slightly protuberant—not quite a muzzle, but not flat-faced like the “greys.” The Carico were also covered in a fine fur that was gray with hints of iridescent blue and green. It was frustrating to be so close to a described species, yet have no exact reference to the people he was trying to help. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After a week of 14-18-hour days providing triage, surgery, and emergency care, Pete was called to report to the hospital chief of staff. Admiral Lurvel and Colonel Suminto were on video link and took turns quizzing Pete about the information obtained from his EMT that week. 
 
    After hearing Pete’s report, the chief of staff addressed the others. “Gentlebeings, that’s pretty much the same as what we got. There’s no sense keeping Doctor Emil here. We’re well staffed and have people experienced with treating Carico now. I say we send him back to Base White to see what he can do with the research facilities.” 
 
    Research facilities? Pete thought to himself. There are research facilities? Are they medical? Perhaps I can find a clue there! 
 
    As if reading his thoughts, Colonel Suminto nodded and answered Pete’s unspoken question. “Indeed, we’re sited near the Akean government’s major scientific research institutions. There’s a medical research facility about 13 klicks from base. We’ve been excavating, with some local help. Major Niveen is the lead on that project. I’ll assign Pete to work with Eddie. How soon can you send him back?” 
 
    “Well, there’s no urgency, so we won’t subject him to the fighters. Besides, that squadron is being reassigned to comet-chasing duty. You’re too close for a ballistic hop, so we’ll put him on the shuttle headed up to Mayaguez tonight, then back down to White in the morning. He can grab a berth and get some sleep on the way.” 
 
    Sleep. That’ll be nice! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The shuttle to Mayaguez left Base Green at local midnight, but Pete was allowed to crawl into one of the bunk-like crew berths about an hour before departure. He slept through liftoff, rendezvous with the flagship, and most of the unloading and reloading. Just before reentry, he emerged from the tunnel-like sleeping space and took a seat in the passenger compartment next to Serena. She’d been sitting in that exact seat since he’d gone to sleep. Had she stayed awake all night? She looked…pretty much the way she always did: competent, alert, on guard. He looked at his own reflection on a seat-back screen. Nanites were crawling at the corners of his three eyes, cleaning away dirt and dried mucus. He looked terrible—he’d need a ‘fresher visit before he dared go back to HQ.  
 
    It was noon before he reported back to the colonel. The entire operation was running short of time, but orders to get fed and cleaned up had come over his comm before they landed back at White. He entered the HQ facility to find only Eddie and the clerks. The colonel, Wally, and Ralph were working a salvage and rescue site nearby. 
 
    “Good to see you, Rock Star! Did you have a nice beauty rest?” Eddie laughed and winked as he delivered the mild insult, so Pete didn’t take it too seriously.  
 
    Pete yawned and stretched theatrically. “I don’t know, Eddie, you ever sleep in one of those crew bunks? …Oh, wait. You wouldn’t fit, would you?” 
 
    “I can fit a Yalteen bunk just fine, but I know what you mean. Those things aren’t much more than a shoulder-width tube.” Eddie shuddered. “I’m not claustrophobic—can’t be in this outfit—but I don’t like them.” 
 
    “Yeah. Same here. Okay, let me get some coffee, then you can point me to my next assignment.” 
 
    “Here, I’ve got a cup for you already. Drink up and read this.” Eddie handed over a slate with a diagram of a building. 
 
    “What’s this…underground? This is what, a bunker?” 
 
    “Nope, a lab. The Carico we talked to didn’t know anything about it. It’s old and buried underneath a farm about 50 klicks away. We’ve been using ground-penetrating imaging to make sure we don’t miss people in caves or bunkers. Colonel asked the folks at the main research complex, and they said there was a rumor of an old lab somewhere, but no one knew the details.” 
 
    “And they found it?” 
 
    “Yes, they did, or rather, a team of mecha-suited marines found it while trying to evacuate some folks from a collapsed farm building. A Prithmar ended up falling down a hole and reported an underground structure. I think you might know him—a kid from Joth named Orlin.” 
 
    Pete laughed. “Yes, that sounds like Orlin, always falling into trouble, but coming out the better for it.” 
 
    “Indeed, the admiral recommended a commendation, since he was in the process of rescuing one of the locals, who fell in first. He rescued her, and he’d already gotten the family out. Once everyone was safe, he volunteered to explore, but the colonel wanted Rescue Ops in there first, and then to get you down there.” Eddie gave Pete a wry smile. “I hope you’re rested; we’re headed out in 10 minutes.” 
 
    “My EMT is right here—” Pete patted the wheeled case at his side, “—and I’m wearing everything else. Let’s go!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Though only 50 klicks away, it still took nearly an hour to reach the site via aircar. It was well away from the small urban concentration adjacent to Base White, up a box canyon filled with ranches and farms. “We think the lab was built under the mountain range. This access appears to be an emergency exit or air shaft,” Colonel Suminto told Pete once they’d reached the site. “That makes this pretty tricky. There has been lots of ground movement and shocks. Ralph and Wally are currently in there mapping places it’s safe for us to access.” 
 
    Pete and Eddie were taken to view a couple screens displaying scenes of the underground lab. One screen was fed by a camera attached to Wally’s protective armor, while another showed the feed from Ralph’s harness. There was a lot of debris on the floor, and a few places with cracked walls or ceiling, but, for the most part, the facility seemed to be accessible.  
 
    Two other screens were clearly from larger sophonts, approximately Caldivar size, though bulked out much more in mechanical suits of armor. “One of those is Serena, and the other’s your friend, Orlin,” Suminto said. “He asked for permission to remain with the survey once we gave approval. I’m having them scout out access to what we think are the main labs before I send you and Eddie in.” 
 
    He was interrupted by a shout of surprise from the comm. Orlin’s screen showed a new room, filled with unusual equipment, odd chairs…and a skeleton. 
 
    “That’s—” Pete began. 
 
    “—not a Carico,” Eddie finished. 
 
    “Suit up, you two. Time to go in.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Pete and Eddie, in their respective EMTs with full armor supplement to protect their limbs and joints, were met by Ralph, who led them to where Orlin and Serena guarded the entrance to the lab.  
 
    “The ceiling’s not particularly stable, so the two heavies are going to play ‘Atlas’ and make sure the sky doesn’t fall on you.” Ralph yipped a bit in laughter, then continued. “Seriously, they’re your rescue. Try not to move anything that’s next to a supporting wall or touching the ceiling. I know we can’t convince you not to touch anything, but just use some common sense. If the wall or ceiling collapses, Wally and I will have to dig you out, and it takes ages to get the dust out of my fur!” Pete laughed but assured Ralph he’d be careful. 
 
    The room was indeed a lab, and there were not one, but two skeletons in the room. The first was seated in a chair, the other laid out on a medical or surgical platform. The one on the table was—mostly—Carico, but with more of a snout shape to the skull, and a vestigial tail extending from the bottom of the vertebral column. 
 
    The other skeleton, though, was amazing! Standing, it would be as tall as Eddie—over two meters in height. It was bipedal with very long limbs and a short torso. The hips were positioned such that the legs would contribute more than half the total height of the creature, while the long arms extended almost to the knees. Most amazing was a humanoid skull with a flat face and very long cranium that extended back much further than a Human. 
 
    Pete had seen this creature lately. The EMT reported:  
 
      
 
    Species…5. “Large Grey” 
 
    Deceased 
 
    Height—2.3 meters, 
 
    Weight (estimated)—80 kilograms 
 
    Sex—female (62% probability) 
 
      
 
    “Not so mythological after all,” Pete muttered to himself. 
 
    “What was that, Captain Emil? You have an identification?” Suminto asked over the comm. 
 
    “Yes, sir. The EMT database identifies the seated skeleton as a ‘Large Grey,’ Species number five in the database. I read that they’re considered to be a myth.” 
 
    “Interesting. Number five, eh? That is a very ancient species.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Pete paused a moment. “Sir, do we have any idea how old this installation is?” 
 
    “I think I can answer that,” Eddie responded. He was in the next room over, and Pete could see him holding up a dust-encrusted instrument in his left hand, pointing sensors at it with his upper right hand, and tracing an engraving on the bottom surface with his lower right hand. “This is a pre-gate Earth language, and my instruments suggest it’s about 7,000 years old.” 
 
    “But this facility can’t be that old…can it?” 
 
    “No, the construction reads out as about 2—3,000 years old.” 
 
    “So, either someone was collecting old lab equipment, or…using old equipment?” 
 
    The comm crackled. “Hey, guys, we’re getting some indications of movement. Just being in there seems to have caused something to shift.” That was Orlin. Pete had spoken briefly with him when he entered the facility. He looked around and saw some streams of dust and dirt coming down from the ceiling. 
 
    “Confirmed, it’s unstable. Finish taking pictures and get out of there,” Suminto said. 
 
    “ALERT. ALERT. Meteor Swarm Alert.” 
 
    A synthesized voice came over the comms and could be heard echoing from locations outside.  
 
    “This is an Emergency Alert over Coalition and local channels. SKYWATCH has confirmed a meteor swarm impact zone extending 50 kilometers either side of a line extending from 42.67 North latitude, 73.88 West longitude, to 44.27 North latitude by 72.60 West longitude. Expect impacts of molten debris ranging from .1 to 2.0 meters in size. Seek immediate cover and avoid structures in danger of collapse. Ground all aircraft and take immediate cover.”  
 
    The message repeated several times. Pete checked the compact slate attached to his left arm. The impact zone was approximately 100 by 150 kilometers, and centered almost exactly on their current location! Before he could move, he felt the ground jolt. The comm emitted a sharp squeal, but cut off as Serena’s agitated voice came over the local comm circuit. “Major, Captain, Sergeant Ralph, get out of there. We had an impact almost on top of the Command Center vehicle. It’s been tossed and overturned. Wally and I are going over to check it out. Lieutenant Orlin will keep your route open. Get up and to the surface; that complex is ripe for cave-in.” 
 
    There was another impact shock, and Pete lost his balance. He put out a hand to check his fall and inadvertently touched the skeleton on what he’d come to think of as the examination table. Suddenly, the ocular display scrolled text. 
 
      
 
    Species…114. “Ocaricoso” 
 
    Deceased 
 
    Height—1.1 meters 
 
    Weight (estimated)—36 kilograms 
 
    Sex—female (79% probability) 
 
    Age at death—13 years 
 
    Cause of death—agathic decay, accelerated aging 
 
    Probability of epigenetic modification—100% 
 
      
 
    The display paused for a moment, then the next row blinked as additional text filled the display. 
 
      
 
    UPDATE PENDING.  
 
    Redesignating unknown species as 114, uplift variant 
 
    New Designation Species 114.1X—uplifted. 
 
    Emergency Medical Tool network update push pending connection.  
 
    Network connection…paused 
 
    Master server core detected 
 
    Beginning download.  
 
    Download completed…resuming EMT network push. 
 
    External link authorized and activated. 
 
    Case Indigo. 
 
      
 
    EMT override Five-Alpha, priority one. 
 
    DANGER! EXTREME DANGER! Facility Collapse Imminent! 
 
    Emergency core dump in process. 
 
      
 
    Ralph yipped in surprise. “Uh, Pete, what did you do? These machines are all lighting up!” There was a thud, and Eddie cursed in Eitom in the background.  
 
    “Captain! What the hell did you do? This damned machine turned on and shocked me, making me drop it on my foot!” 
 
    Pete was completely unable to respond, because his EMT display stopped scrolling text, everything went blank, and the suit became rigid. Pete was unable to move, unable to see through his nanite ocular—or at all, since his helmet-mounted lights turned off, too—and the leg and arm sleeves puffed up to immobilize him. He tried to waddle, but the overlapping armor at shoulders and hips seemed to have locked in place. 
 
    All he could do was shout! “My EMT shut down and locked me in place. Leave me and get out of here. I’ll try to take it off and join you.” 
 
    “Not without help, you won’t.” Eddie came into the room. Clearly his EMT was still functional. “Ralph, head to the entrance and tell the marine we’ll be late.” 
 
    Ralph yipped in acknowledgement and took off on all fours. 
 
    “Dammit, Pete, what did you do?” Eddie pulled at the sleeves, but Pete’s suit seemed to be locked together at the now-inflexible joints. 
 
    After several minutes of trying in vain to remove the suit, Eddie was ready to pick Pete up and carry him to the exit. They could hear yipping as Ralph returned. 
 
    “Sergeant, you were supposed to get out of here.” A vibration in the floor indicated the approach of one of the marine mecha. 
 
    “You can’t carry him, but I can, Major.” Orlin had come into the complex to retrieve his friend. “No man—or Caldivar—left behind, sir!” 
 
    “I’m not going to argue, Lieutenant. Pick him up and let’s go.” 
 
    “No!” Pete protested. “My suit was communicating with these machines! I can’t leave!” There was another distant impact, and a portion of the ceiling fell on the examination table, shattering the skeleton his suit had identified as Ocaricoso. “There’s a server here somewhere, and we need to find it.” 
 
    “No, Captain, we’re going. Pick him up, Marine, we’re going now.” 
 
    Pete felt tethers being attached to his limbs, then Orlin picked him up and slung him across his back. Ralph led the way as they moved as quickly as they could through the collapsing underground facility. He would’ve yelled and protested, but in his heart, he knew Eddie was right. 
 
    At the entrance, Orlin attached everyone to a thick cable running down the center, touched a control on his wrist, and they were yanked from their feet and hauled to the surface. A couple of technicians tending the equipment at the wellhead helped them off to the side and disconnected the lift cable. The narrow walls at the head of the canyon would be less prone to collapse, so the team headed for shelter. Pete was still slung across the back of Orlin’s mecha, and he saw a large cloud of dust and dirt rising from the wellhead. 
 
    They made a shelter at the narrowest part of the canyon—the ceiling was basically Orlin’s mecha, supplemented by an emergency survival tent found in one of the technician’s packs. There were still minor rock falls with each impact, but they weren’t in immediate danger of being buried or hit. They stayed sheltered in place for over an hour, until the emergency comm announced that the meteor shower was over. 
 
    A few minutes later, they saw Serena coming their way, helping a limping Colonel Suminto and carrying Wally under one arm. They were greeted with relief and a bit of nervous laughter, but Pete just sat silently. His EMT was dead, and he had no idea what had caused it, other than the fact that it had identified a new species right before everything went wrong. 
 
    He’d finally managed to get his helmet off with Eddie and Serena’s help, and went to wipe the dead nanites off his face, when he noticed that the ocular wasn’t completely black. There was a single red dot, and as he watched, it gradually faded to orange, then yellow, then green.  
 
    A second green dot appeared next to the first, then a third, then a fourth. 
 
    “Hey, uh, guys? Colonel? I think my EMT’s booting back up.” 
 
    Eddie came over to look and said, “Yes, I can see a line of dots on your chest display. Huh, now there’s words, but it’s that weird old-Earth script.” 
 
    Pete’s ocular showed the same script. Fortunately, he’d learned to read it many years ago, courtesy of a translation overlay used to view the original displays. “It says ‘Memory usage 99.9%—add external storage.’” 
 
    “Hey, tech, you got a memory cube in that backpack of yours?” Eddie asked the technician who’d had the survival tent.  
 
    The answer was no, but Serena offered to go back to the command vehicle and retrieve supplies. With Orlin’s help, she got it right-side up and running, and a few minutes later they heard the hum and crunch of the command vehicle approaching on ground wheels as Serena brought it back to their temporary camp.  
 
    Pete’s EMT didn’t continue its boot-up process until a technician came back with a storage cube and plugged it into a receptacle on Pete’s clamshell. The memory usage message went away, and the green dots continued to fill the display. After another 20 minutes, the suit asked for another storage unit. In all, it took five storage cubes before the display was filled with green dots, then cleared. 
 
    The familiar start-up symbols filled his ocular, quickly replaced by a message Pete had never seen before.  
 
      
 
    Founder diagnostic interrupt encountered.  
 
    Offline storage complete. 
 
    Heuristic content rebuild pending transfer to master server. 
 
    System broadcast awaiting superuser credentials. 
 
    Local broadcast pending playback. 
 
    Initiate playback? 
 
      
 
    “Colonel? My suit seems to want to play a message. It says it encountered a ‘Founder diagnostic’ and has stored ‘heuristic content’ on those offline storage cubes.” 
 
    “Heuristic? Oh, we are going to need to buck that all the way to President Tomeral. His AI, Jayneen, probably needs to analyze them before we dare plug them into anything. Go ahead and play the message, though. See if you can broadcast it.” 
 
    Pete queried his EMT, and it confirmed that it could broadcast, using nanites to form Tri-Vee pixels. Once he acknowledged playback, an image formed in the middle of the group. The figure was nearly identical to the ‘mythological Large Grey’ Pete had seen in his searches last week.  
 
    Much to their surprise, when it spoke, each of them heard it in their species’ native language. Pete heard in in Caldi-high, the technical language, which surprised him, since Caldi-low was used as the universal communications medium.  
 
    “Sophonts, if you are viewing this, you have found my laboratory. Hopefully I have finished my work, or perhaps you can finish it for me.  
 
    “Call me Ozmin. That is not my actual name, but one you can all understand and pronounce. I have been working on the problem of the Ocaricoso. They were the 114th species I catalogued when I encountered them millennia ago. A natural disaster has changed their genetic structure, causing them to age so fast that they are in danger of dying out. They have such promise: beautiful artworks, heart-rending poetry, inspiring music—but all will be lost if I cannot extend their lifespan and restore their reproductive ability. 
 
    “I fear that I may have to introduce so many changes that they will be unrecognizable. I only hope that in so doing, I do not affect their art. 
 
    “I offer to you a gift. The servers in this laboratory are filled with all my data, and all the art I have been able to collect. Look upon my works and rejoice, for I dare not allow such as these to be lost for all eternity!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So he succeeded,” Harmon Tomeral said. 
 
    Pete was a bit nervous, being in the compartment with President Tomeral and his top assistants. The AI Jayneen had just finished presenting her analysis of the memory cubes—they were exactly what the recording had said. The Salvage System president and Coalition commander had invited Admiral Lurvel, Colonel Suminto, and his team to the briefing, and was now open to comments. 
 
    “As far as we can tell,” the admiral replied. “We ‘ve managed to shelter most of the population of Akea and swept the system of the worst of the cometary fragments. The EMTs updated even before Colonel Suminto’s team got back in contact with us. With the updated EMT database, we can see the Carico are indeed genetically derived from the Ocaricoso, but with a 100-year lifespan, and an effective 30-year reproductive range. The data from the laboratory suggests this was all Ozmin’s work, since the Ocaricoso only lived 20 years and didn’t become fertile until a year before they died of old age.”  
 
    Eddie and Pete had been busy examining as much of the data as possible once it had been certified not to pose a cyber-security risk. 
 
    The admiral turned to Pete. He knew what was coming, because they’d been over it so many times, but he knew they needed to repeat it for the coalition leader. “And it was specifically your suit that triggered the data.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Eddie—um, I mean Major Niveen, sir—was in the lab before I was, and he was within visual range when my EMT received the download,” Pete responded, then took a sip of water to soothe his dry throat. It wasn’t the first time he’d come under President Tomeral’s scrutiny, but he’d hoped it wouldn’t happen again. 
 
    “You do seem to make interesting finds, Doctor Emil. First the EMT, then a kidnapped heiress, now the laboratory of one of the individuals who likely invented that suit.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” That was all Pete could get out without risking a coughing fit. It had been two months, but he still felt as if he was breathing the dusty air of the laboratory. 
 
    Harmon smiled. “Be at ease, son. That’s a compliment. I understand you have to finish your residency, but I think we’ll be talking again.”  
 
    The president invited them to remain and enjoy a good meal and hospitality, but all Pete could think of was that he was overdue writing to his mom and Susa. He’d have to break it to her gently that he’d be on Salvage for quite a few more years—not that she didn’t want him on Salvage, but to keep her from insisting on moving to join him while he would still be too busy to spend any time with her. 
 
    He was so preoccupied with his thoughts that he didn’t even realize Colonel Suminto was standing next to him until his commanding officer leaned over to whisper in his ear, “Tell the young lady to come to Salvage, Major Emil. Majors can marry, after all!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Careful with that Axe, E.U. Gene by Rob Howell 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was at 5:15 on New Year’s Day that I knew I was going to die. I stood in a pouring storm on the ramp of my ship, the Rocinante, standing face-to-face with some sort of red snake with tiny tentacles at the end where fangs should have been. 
 
    Then I noticed it had fangs, too.  
 
    I’d never liked snakes. That was one reason I carried a blaster whenever I went outside my ship. Pirates and thugs were a secondary reason. 
 
    But I couldn’t move, much less draw my blaster, or it would strike. I was just a mesmerized fool in the rain, hoping the liquid on the fangs was rainwater and not some sort of alien venom.  
 
    It sure looked venomous.  
 
    Then something touched my leg. Another red something.  
 
    I jumped, staggered, and free-fell 20 feet to the ground. A bundle of red snakes, which suddenly changed to brilliant orange, caught me. They lifted me up, set me on my feet, then shook all at once, spraying water and turning a deep purple.  
 
    I wiped the rain from my face to see four of the snakes staring into my eyes. Before I had a heart attack, I realized they weren’t snakes, but tentacles from a roundish bundle of multi-colored spikes, tendrils, feelers, limbs, appendages, and every other word I could think of for long, snake-like objects.  
 
    Then the roundish bundle rippled through all the colors of the rainbow before extending another tentacle to hang in front of my face again. Then, somehow, it said in perfect Earth Common, “Are you Eric Ulysses Gene?” 
 
    I swayed, stunned by the voice. I suppose I shouldn’t have been, as there are so many aliens in the galaxy, but I’d never had a tentacle talk to me.  
 
    Another tendril turned purple and grabbed me, as though to hold me steady. 
 
    “Take it easy,” I snapped, shrugging it off.  
 
    “Are you Eric Ulysses Gene?” it repeated. 
 
    “I prefer E.U.” I gathered my thoughts and asked, “Who are you?” 
 
    “You can’t pronounce it.” It rippled through the spectrum again. “I come from where the streets have no name. However, you may call me Tom Sawyer.” 
 
    “What are you?” 
 
    “Again, you can’t comprehend it. We prefer to be called Rolling Stones, but that’s irrelevant. I wish to hire you and your ship.” Tom turned a tendril green, reached into itself, and handed me a credit chip from…somewhere.  
 
    I took the chip gingerly, but my eyebrows went up when I saw the credit amount. “That’s a whole lotta love for one mission. Who do we have to kill?” 
 
    “Keep a peaceful, easy feeling. It’s just archaeology.” 
 
    I tapped the chip against my chin, considering. In truth, we could use the business. It’d been a tough time out here on the fringes of late. Pirates had been worse than usual, and, while that meant we could charge more for each run, it also meant we had both more expenses and fewer opportunities. This much credit would no doubt help.  
 
    So I answered, “Well, for that amount, any way you want it. Come on in out of the rain, and we’ll plan our journey.” 
 
    I led it into the Rocinante, stopping only to get a towel to dry my face and hair of rainwater. We went into the white room that served as our lounge.  
 
    Tom walked by extending various appendages, almost seeming to roll. It plopped onto a couch whose white satin matched the room.  
 
    Once we were settled, it asked, “Have you ever heard of the Frankenstrat, Captain Gene?”  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “There’s never been any reason you should, so that’s no surprise.” Tom flickered again. “How about Steely Dan Zevon?” 
 
    “No,” I repeated. I could do this all day.  
 
    “He was an inventor of some skill. More importantly to us, he was a collector of memorabilia. Rare Earth memorabilia from an era when they really let the good times roll. He died 2,112 years ago. He’s the last known owner of the Frankenstrat.” 
 
    “And you want to find this Frankenstrat, whatever that is.” 
 
    “Exactly. Eddie Van—” It extended several tentacles and gesticulated wildly as it described the Frankenstrat in excruciating—and boring—detail.  
 
    Historians, I thought. My eyes glazed over, and I missed most of what it said. 
 
    Tom stopped when it realized I’d been ignoring the little dreamer and contemplating a particular memory of a pretty woman. It retracted all but one of its tentacles and brought it around to face me. “Never mind. Just know that’s the one I want, and, when we find it, you’ll have enough credit to spend many summer nights looking at drop dead legs.” 
 
    I said, “I’ve done these kinds of runs before. I can take you to the limits of known space, but I can’t guarantee you’ll find…whatever this is. You may be spending your money for nothing.” 
 
    “That’s possible. If you’ll give me six months, I’ll call it even, and you can go your own way.” 
 
    I considered. That credit chip holds more than we’ve gotten in the past year, much less six months. “We get the money either way?” 
 
    “You say yes, now, and it’s yours. We find the Frankenstrat, and I’ll double it. At least.” 
 
    That made it an easy choice so I said, “In that case, I’m your captain.” I slid the credit chip into a pocket. “We’re finishing some maintenance and should be ready to go in the evening. I assume you have luggage. You can bring it all aboard—” 
 
    Tom rippled again. “I’m all right now.” 
 
    “No suitcases?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “No specialized equipment?” 
 
    “I’ve got all I need.” Tom’s tentacles patted its central portion like it was checking to see if it had its wallet and watch.  
 
    I shrugged. “Hope you’re right. What’s our heading?” 
 
    “You’ll head east, galactic east, to the Zeppelin system.”  
 
    “Then we’ll be in the air tonight. With my interstellar overdrive, we’ll get to the gate in a hurry, transition through Alter Reality, and be there in a few days.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s 38 moons on your list. We still haven’t found anything.” I stretched some kinks out of my shoulders. “I don’t see what makes this system so special, anyway.” 
 
    “It matches the parameters,” Tom said. It shaded its tendrils blue. “According to Book One of Zevon’s notes, it was near Cygnus X-1. The system had wheel in sky, so that means a constellation like that one over there, and was a binary, so there would be two suns in the sunset, one of which is described as a fat old sun that gave crimson sunsets. Zeppelin is the only one I could find that matched.” 
 
    “But there’s not a single moon here that’s been terraformed. You could live on Zeppelin I, II, or III, but there’s no presence of life elsewhere. Why aren’t we looking on the main planets? What’s the point of this roundabout search?” I asked.  
 
    “Zevon had enough lawyers, guns, and money that he could’ve purchased any one of these moons and built a stable, self-supporting colony on it. He came to Zeppelin to be alone. It’s no surprise it’s taking a while. I expected a marathon, not a sprint.” 
 
    It flickered puce.  
 
    Puce? What the hell does that one mean? I thought.  
 
    I said, “It’s been five months. One more, and you’ll be out of time.” 
 
    The puce deepened. 
 
    “But you knew that,” I continued, narrowing my eyes. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    The puce flickered, deepening, then turned to a whiter shade of pale.  
 
    Finally, Tom said, “There are others looking for the Frankenstrat.” 
 
    “Competitors?” 
 
    “Yes. I just got a message from my brother that Jack Frost and The Hooded Crow are headed this way.” 
 
    “And this Frankenstrat is valuable enough to murder to someone over, isn’t it?” 
 
    “We’re living on a prayer, yes.” 
 
    I sighed. “We’ll fulfill our contract, but not a minute more.” 
 
    Tom brightened. “In that case, carry on, my wayward captain.”  
 
    “Whatever,” I said. “The next one is up ahead in about an hour.” Eric changed the image on the viewscreen. “Looks like this moon was once heavily volcanic before cooling quickly. Lots of basalt.” 
 
    “A black moon? I’ve got a feeling about this one. More than a feeling, really.” 
 
    I snorted and turned to my scanners. The Rocinante slid into orbit around the moon. I cocked my head as I realized the scanner readings looked…off. I said, “That’s odd. There’s something wrong with the moon’s available light.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Tom asked. 
 
    I ignored the alien and turned to my first mate. “Hey, Jude, run the numbers on the higher frequency sections of the EM spectrum.” 
 
    He nodded and entered the search sequence. After a moment, he said, “Captain, I’m getting an odd afterimage here. Almost like an antiquated fire control radar is hiding in the light.” 
 
    “Fire control?” I hit the red emergency button to call the ship to battle stations and snapped, “Bring up our shields yesterday!” 
 
    As the crew rushed to get to their places, four missiles lifted from the surface.  
 
    “Captain!” Jude yelled. 
 
    “I see them. Get our countermeasures working.” 
 
    “On it.” Jude activated them. “Uh, boss, they’re not working.” 
 
    I snarled, “Whaddya mean, they’re not working?” 
 
    “The missiles are too old. They aren’t reacting to our countermeasures.” 
 
    Tom piped up. “Can you get me on the hull?” 
 
    “What?” I shook my head.  
 
    “I think I can deal with the missiles if I can get on the hull.” 
 
    What the hell. He can die out there as easily as inside. I pointed. “The airlock hatch is over there.” 
 
    “What are you doing, sir?” Jude yelled. “We should run like hell!” 
 
    I didn’t answer, just watched as Tom got into the airlock, pulled some sort of globe out of itself, and attached it to three appendages. Then it stepped out onto the Rocinante’s hull. I activated the camera eye to watch it.  
 
    The strange alien whipped silvery discs out from inside itself with every appendage except those in the globe. I could barely see the discs, it flung them so fast.  
 
    But somehow, they did whatever Tom had intended. The missiles coming at the Rocinante seemed dazed and confused, wallowing like pigs on the wing. 
 
    “We’re still not out of the woods, sir!” Jude yelled. 
 
    “Good enough,” I said. “Watch me bring it on home.” I’d been the cream of the crop at the Hawkwind Pilot Academy. Time to strut my stuff.  
 
    I slid the Rocinante beneath one missile, between two others, and behind the last one.  
 
    Jude took a deep breath. “Someday the sun won’t shine for you, sir.” 
 
    I was too elated to do anything but brag. “That’ll be the day.” 
 
    Tom entered the bridge, again rippling in laughter. “I love making memories! That was fun.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    The alien turned white, then shifted to pinks that faded darker and darker to almost black. “I threw CDs at them as chaff.” 
 
    “You threw what as what?” 
 
    “The ancients used to code music with lasers on reflective discs. I always keep a few hundred thousand just in case I want to make mix CDs, and I figured they’d distract the missiles’ ancient targeting lasers.” 
 
    “What’s—” I stopped. “A few hundred—” I stopped again. “You know what, I should have known better than to ask.” 
 
    Tom pointed at Jude. “Thank him, anyway. He gave us the distant early warning of their launch, Captain. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have had time to spoof them.” 
 
    “He knows his stuff, no doubt.” I peered at Tom closely. “How much do you carry around, anyway? And where do you put it?” 
 
    Yet another ripple. “I told you, we come from another place.” 
 
    “Another dimension? Like the Alter Reality between the gates?” 
 
    “We’re not entirely sure.” 
 
    I glanced at Jude then back at Tom. “You don’t know where you come from?” 
 
    Tom turned a soft blue. “Not exactly. I can’t find my way home because we’re either in the right place at the wrong time, or vice versa. However, we know we can reach into other dimensions and leave things there for ourselves or each other. Rolling Stones, like I said.” 
 
    I blinked. “I suppose that’s not the oddest thing I’ve ever heard of in this galaxy. But then again, it might be.” 
 
    Jude interrupted my wonder. “We’re approaching the moon.” 
 
    “Is there a place to land?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, there’s a good landing pad here.” He brought up an image on the main screen.  
 
    Tom turned the color of custard pie, then a velvet green, then shone like a crazy diamond. “There’s something wrong.” 
 
    I said, “There’s been something wrong since I stood out in the rain with you.” 
 
    Tom went black. “It’s too easy.”  
 
    “Whaddya mean?” asked Jude. “We’ve spent months out here.” 
 
    “Do you think that was all the missiles Zevon could afford?” Tom rippled in laughter. “Among his talents, he was a widely known rocket man who founded his own interstellar engine design corp. He could get all the missiles he wanted.” 
 
    I rubbed my chin. “That’s a good point.” I gestured at Jude. “Run a full sweep on that landing pad.” 
 
    “Yes, boss,” the mate replied. 
 
    Tom said, “I wouldn’t be surprised if that place down there is full of traps for the unwary. Zevon was paranoid and had grand designs for a peaceable kingdom with no visitors, so anyone who came here without an invitation wouldn’t be welcome.” 
 
    “And he could subsist using the tech of the day with the resources on this moon without really needing anything off-planet.” 
 
    “Yes. He said he’d met all the good people in the galaxy when he retreated here. Plus, remember, he was a collector of all sorts of things, so he’d be a target for—well, beings like us.” Tom rippled again. 
 
    I grimaced. “I should have known better than to think this was easy money.” 
 
    “Would you have taken the contract if you had?” 
 
    “I probably would have.” I sighed. “But now I have at least six degrees of inner turbulence to go with working with a pile of snakes. Did I mention I hate snakes?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “The landing pad is a fake,” Jude said. 
 
    I glared at Tom as I asked my mate, “In what way?” 
 
    Jude answered, “There are no entrances from this pad.” He punched a button, and a number of spots lit up. A large number of spots. “However, each of these is some sort of weapon, all pointed at the sign of the cross in the center of the pad. They’re outdated, which is no surprise, but that doesn’t mean they can’t kill us. Plus, it’s got a built-in landslide coming from the east.” 
 
    Tom said, “So there has to be a disguised landing spot. Even a stranger in a strange land like Zevon would have needed something, just in case.” 
 
    “I actually agree with you.” I nodded at Jude. “Get scanning. Instead of looking for something on the surface, look for open areas underground, especially passages that lead up top. That’ll give us somewhere to start.” 
 
    “On it.” After a few minutes, Jude said, “Over in this section, there are a number of passages.” 
 
    It was a line of long, steep hills, sharp-edged and cruel.  
 
    “Figures,” I said. “That’s the rockiest, most treacherous part of the moon, and it’s hidden in its twilight zone.”  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Which makes sense, doesn’t it, Captain?” Tom turned a happy yellow. “Why don’t you look for dreamtheatric projections?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Think about it. What would be the best way to hide a landing spot? Take a 3D image of it, then create the landing pad, then project the old image on the spot.” 
 
    “But dreamtheatric—” I stopped abruptly as I did the math. “You’re right. Dreamtheatric projectors were all the rage 2,000 years ago.” 
 
    “Exactly. A skilled tech could have tuned it so it bounced most normal radar systems of the day using counterbalanced interference, making it look like real terrain. And Zevon would’ve had access to the best techs around.” 
 
    “How did you learn all this?” 
 
    “We Rolling Stones have a lot of history.” 
 
    I sighed. “Whatever.” 
 
    “Here’s the worst part, Boss,” Jude said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Tom’s right.” He highlighted an area on the side of a mountain on the screen. “This is all dreamtheatric particles. If I reverse the polarity like this—”  
 
    Suddenly, a smooth landing pad appeared on the ground as Jude’s countering beam of particles blocked the dreamtheatric projection.  
 
    I glared at the strange alien. “There’s nothing more annoying than a know-it-all. I bet they thought the same thing 2,000 years ago.” 
 
    Tom rippled in laughter. “I don’t know it all, but I’ve been searching for this place for a long time. It’s not like time stands still, even for us.” 
 
    I shook my head and put my hands back on the controls. “Fine, I’ll take her down.” 
 
    “Be careful. There’ll be something you’ll have to transmit to the machine to welcome us once we land.” 
 
    “And how do you propose we get past that?” 
 
    Tom reached inside himself to pull out a memory chip. “There are a number of options in here. Try these first.” 
 
    “And if they don’t work?” I asked.  
 
    Tom flickered. “We’ll need a time machine to worry.” 
 
    I looked at Jude, whose eyes implored me to tell Tom to go to hell, but I sighed and handed it over. How does that creature get me to trust him? I thought of the credit it’d paid us. Oh, yeah, that’s how.  
 
    Jude slid the chip into the system and poised himself to make the response to the landing pad’s challenge. 
 
    I took a deep breath and guided the Rocinante to the platform.  
 
    A number of warning lights appeared immediately once my landing struts touched the ground.  
 
    Jude frantically hit the “send” button from the protocols on the chip.  
 
    Then, as suddenly as they started, the electric light orchestrated by the landing security protocols blinked off.  
 
    “What did you send?” I asked.  
 
    “Oh, just a few things.” Tom checked. “Looks like ‘Cabo Wabo’ was the catchphrase that unlocked it.” 
 
    “What does that even mean?” Jude blurted.  
 
    “It means the Frankenstrat might very well be here.” Tom turned black and blue, vibrating in his excitement. 
 
    “Now that we’re on the landing spot, a dome is rising between sun and moon,” Jude said. “It’s pressurizing the area.” 
 
    “What’s the atmo content?” I asked after the atmosphere in the dome was dense enough to read.  
 
    “Breathable for us,” Jude confirmed. “In fact, Earth normal down to all the trace elements.” 
 
    “Good.” I looked around. “Now what?” 
 
    “There’s a black door over there,” Jude said. 
 
    “That makes sense,” Tom said. “Any of you coming with me?” 
 
    I looked at Jude then sighed. “What’s the use? When death calls, I guess I can’t avoid the thrill of it all. Jude, make sure everything’s fine when we come back. And be ready to ride the lightning if we come running.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, you can count on that, Boss.” 
 
    I grabbed my belt from its cabinet and put it on. I immediately felt better with a blaster and my utilitool. Tom might have had everything stuck somewhere inside his body’s openings to other dimensions, but I wasn’t that sort of lucky man.  
 
    Tom flicked the button to the airlock with a tentacle.  
 
    I shifted from foot to foot while we waited for the airlock to pressurize. 
 
    “No call to be nervous, Captain. You won’t need a blaster.”  
 
    “I’ll be nervous if I want to,” I growled.  
 
    The strange alien rippled in laughter, then pressed the airlock button and rolled down the ramp. At the end of the ramp, it moved in an odd fashion, extending a few tentacles to gingerly touch the ground ahead of it before advancing forward.  
 
    I said, “Uh-huh. No call to be nervous, eh? Then why aren’t you running free? 
 
    “Don’t want to bungle in this jungle. Here, walk this way.” 
 
    “Just what I needed.” Still, I took care to step on the same path Tom scouted. 
 
    We reached the black door, and I punched the button that read “Open” before Tom could stop me. 
 
    The door didn’t budge. 
 
    “I guess it’s locked,” I said. “What’ll we do now?” 
 
    Tom pointed at the number pad on the side. “We’ll try the number of the beast.” It tapped six, six, six, then a sequence of other numbers.  
 
    I edged backward.  
 
    Then the door slid open, and I took a step forward. 
 
    Tom wrapped a bright orange tentacle around my waist. “Wait, you’ll get caught in a web.” 
 
    I didn’t have any choice but to obey, given that the tentacle held me tight. 
 
    Tom extended another tentacle, running it around the door frame. It said, “This is going to hurt, but I expected this sort of thing.” Tom shot the tentacle through the door in a blur, and an edge of darkness sliced down, cutting the tentacle off. 
 
    The curtain of darkness rose back up. However, I could still hear a certain buzzing. I could also see, on the other side, the end of the tentacle flopping on the ground.  
 
    Oddly, the flopping was purposeful. The appendage slithered up the wall to press a button on the far side before falling completely lifeless on the ground. 
 
    The energy curtain’s buzzing dissipated.  
 
    Tom tasked some tentacles to wrap the stump of its wounded appendage. Two other tentacles stretched out to retrieve the end that had been cut off, now lying still on the ground. It shoved the hunk of meat back inside its body somewhere.  
 
    I said, “That looked painful.” 
 
    “Yeah. It’ll hurt until I can get it reattached,” Tom snarled, “and I’ll have a headache.” 
 
    I stared at it. “You don’t have a head.” I peered around. “Do you?” 
 
    “I don’t have a head, but I do have a brain, don’t you think?” Tom lifted several tentacles toward me, like several snakes preparing to strike. Like a cold wind to Valhalla.  
 
    I jumped back, putting my hands up. “Whoa, did that tentacle hold your sense of humor?” 
 
    Tom paused, then rippled. “A bit, yes. I always get testy when I lose a part of me.” 
 
    “You sure do,” I said. 
 
    Tom extended other tentacles, and they gingerly progressed into the area beyond the door. It soon opened up into a cavernous area that held all sorts of shuttles, all with the Jefferson Starship logo on them. 
 
    “That was one of his subsidiary companies,” Tom said. 
 
    I said, “These look pristine. I wonder if they could launch now, though they’re 2,000 years old.” 
 
    “They might. Zevon made a bunch of money inventing some of the best large-scale stasis systems available. Be a surprise if he didn’t use them in his hideout.” 
 
    “Yeah, that makes sense.” 
 
    Tom extended several tentacles toward the ceiling, which rose many yards above them. The tentacles pointed this way and that, then the strange creature retracted them. 
 
    “Doors on each end. I think we want to go that way.” A tentacle pointed. 
 
    “Why that way?” I asked.  
 
    “A hunch,” it said. 
 
    “Great,” I said.  
 
    “And the doors the other way are bigger, like they go to a warehouse.” 
 
    I grimaced. “Well, at least there’s something in there besides sheer guesswork.” 
 
    “I did have a plan when I got here.” 
 
    “That’s good to know.” 
 
    We went to the smaller doors. There was no lock, nor did it seem to be trapped.  
 
    Inside was a welcome area. Some comfortable chairs, a desk…and another dreamtheatric projection, this time of a receptionist.  
 
    She was a brown-eyed lady, and she looked up as if thousands of years hadn’t passed. 
 
    “How may I help you?” she asked.  
 
    “We’d like to visit Mr. Zevon,” said Tom.  
 
    “His calendar is full.” She sniffed. “Unless you’re here for an audition.” 
 
    “An audition?” 
 
    She ostentatiously looked at her watch. “At this time of day, he listens to musicians.” She looked at us with disdain. “As you have no instruments, his calendar is full.” 
 
    Tom bounced a little, then reached into itself and pulled out something that might have been a musical instrument. “I have a Les Paul guitar!” it announced. Then it brought out something that looked similar. “And a Rickenbacker bass! We’re musicians!” 
 
    She blinked.  
 
    I blinked. 
 
    Tom bounced.  
 
    “What?” I hissed. “I don’t—” 
 
    Tom reached inside and whipped out a crescent-shaped artifact that jingled due to the small metallic discs that had been built into the outer shell. “I brought one for you,” it said as it shoved the thing into my hand. 
 
    I held the weird object, wondering what the hell to do with it. I looked at the receptionist. She didn’t seem surprised by the thing, but then, she didn’t seem all that surprised to see a round ball of tentacles pull a guitar and a bass out of…well, out of its ass.  
 
    I hissed, “What the hell is this thing?” 
 
    Before Tom could answer, the receptionist said, “If you’re musicians, you have a band name. What is it?” 
 
    The multi-limbed alien flickered a moment then said, “I’m Weird Demento, this is Arrogant Addotta, and we’re the uh…” Tom flickered twice then said, “we’re the Ricotta Gnocchis.” 
 
    I said, “Wha…”  
 
    The receptionist just nodded. “That’s not the stupidest band name I’ve ever heard, but where did you get such silly stage names?”  
 
    “Uh, all the better ones were taken,” answered Tom, still bouncing.  
 
    The projection snorted. “Very well.” She pushed a virtual button, and a door opened. “Take this door. Don’t leave the path. Don’t explore.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because if you do, you’ll never need to worry about getting a recording contract again. Ever again.” 
 
    “We understand,” Tom said. 
 
    “I don’t,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t go off the path,” the receptionist said. 
 
    “Look, lady, I’ve been off the path since I met this bundle of snakes,” I snarled. “Looks like I was right all along to be bothered by serpents.” 
 
    She sniffed. “Mr. Zevon doesn’t wish to be kept waiting.” 
 
    “Right!” Tom said, turning from orange to lime green to an obnoxious gray. 
 
    How can it make a gray that obnoxious? Gray? 
 
    But I had no time to ask as Tom bounced through the door and along the path.  
 
    I had to jog to keep up, which made the whatever-the-hell it was in my hand jingle in a way more obnoxious than that gray. “What in the Great God Kevin’s name is this thing?” I snapped.  
 
    “It’s a tambourine,” Tom replied. “You keep the beat.” 
 
    “The beat? I get to beat you?” 
 
    Tom rippled. “No, silly. Music, well, it’s about time. You hit it to keep time.” 
 
    “Keep time? All I know is, the time has come today when I regret every decision I’ve made since I met you.” 
 
    The alien stopped. “The beat of the song. You got to keep the rhythm. Do the hippy, hippy shake with it every once in a while.” 
 
    “The wha—” I shook my head. “Never mind. And what do you do when we got the beat?” 
 
    It waved the guitar and the bass wildly. “I got the rest.” 
 
    I shook it carefully, and it jingled. I hit it with my other hand gingerly.  
 
    “In a rhythm,” said Tom again. “Like this—” It tapped the floor in a consistent pattern with a tentacle. I tried, and after a moment, managed to match it. Mostly. 
 
    It flickered. “You really need a shot of rhythm and blues.” 
 
    I tried again. Even I could hear I’d gotten better. 
 
    “You got it!” Tom rushed forward, and, before I could ask another question, we reached a door.  
 
    It slid open quietly to a small room, much like an airlock. We entered. The door closed behind. A door ahead opened.  
 
    The room flickered to life. I could see a figure on the far side. I couldn’t tell whether it was a projection or not, but whatever it was, it looked bored.  
 
    “Are you Steely Dan?” Tom asked, vibrating with hope. 
 
    “Nope. I’m the one who has to listen to all you wannabes. Well, get to it.” 
 
    Tom pulled out a small black box with the word Marshall on it. It reached back inside itself for a long cord, then plugged the cord into the box and the guitar. It looked at me and said quietly, “Remember, keep the rhythm. I’ll tap the floor again.” 
 
    I nodded, though I still looked at the tambourine gingerly. 
 
    Tom played both the Les Paul and the Rickenbacker. Duh, duh, duhhhh. Duh, duh, duh-duh— 
 
    “Stop, stop, stop!!!!” The projection pointed up at a sign on the wall. In Earth Common, and 99 other languages, in a red balloon script, it said, No ‘Smoke on the Water’!!! “You got something, anything else?” he growled. “And don’t even think about ‘Free Bird.’” 
 
    A free bird. Wish I was. Well, really, I wish I was anywhere else but here.  
 
    “How about…” Tom started with a heavy beat on the Rickenbacker.  
 
    I tried to keep up with its tapping. I wasn’t good. This rhythm thing seemed like a mystical creature.  
 
    “Better,” the projection growled.  
 
    Then Tom hammered out the rest of the song, and I did my best to keep up.  
 
    “Not bad,” the figure said. “You nailed the guitar solo, and that’s not an easy one.” He shook his head. “But Mr. Tambourine Man here has no clue how to keep a beat.” 
 
    “I’m working with him. He’s only played ah…transdimensional improvisational hyperbolic jazz.” 
 
    The figure cocked his head. “I don’t know that style.” 
 
    “Well, uh…it’s brand new,” Tom said. “And it basically means the musicians—” 
 
    “Wait, let me guess. They make stuff up when all the dimensions of the multiverse tell them to.” 
 
    “Basically.” 
 
    “Worse than atomic punk, then. At least that uses the rhythm inherent in valence electrons.” 
 
    I blinked, but Tom just bounced once more. “Yeah!” 
 
    The figure shook his head. “Well, whatever he played, you better knock him into shape, or you got no chance.” 
 
    “He’ll get better.” 
 
    “No doubt you got talent, kid. Whatever you are.” 
 
    “A Rolling Stone.” 
 
    The projection snorted. “All right. A Rolling Stone. Anyway, I’ll give you the opportunity to show the boss.” He looked at his watch as ostentatiously as the receptionist’s projection had. “You got five minutes to get to stage four.” He laughed harshly. “Oh, and you get one shot to impress Mr. Zevon. Make it good.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tom had been over the rainbow to find out stage four had huge amps ready for its Les Paul and Rickenbacker.  
 
    Me? Well, I just stood like an idiot, holding this “tambourine” thing, getting annoyed at the bright lights that now hammered away at us.  
 
    The lights made it difficult, but by shading my eyes, I could see rows of seats facing the stage. In the middle, a figure barely discernable in the shadows waved a languid hand. “Whenever you’re ready,” it said in a tone of indescribable ennui.  
 
    Tom seemed, oddly enough, hesitant. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I hissed. 
 
    “I’m not sure what to play,” it whispered back. Then a tentacle bobbed up and down, almost like it was nodding. It said, “Hit the tambourine when I point at you like this.” It snapped a tentacle at me.  
 
    “You know I can hear you,” said the figure in the dark. 
 
    “He’s new,” Tom said. 
 
    “And you decided now was a good time to try me? Musicians!” 
 
    “Uh, well, you see, this is when we could get here between gigs.” 
 
    “Gigs? You think you’ve done enough to bring you to the great gig in the sky?” 
 
    “Uh, yes, sir.” 
 
    “Well, get started. I have a busy afternoon planned. You’re getting between me and lounging.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Tom started with a fast riff on the guitar, then pointed at me as it jumped in with the bass. It kept the tentacle tapping time as it went through the different time changes, then slowed down as it popped into a reggae beat.  
 
    The figure in the shadows stood up when Tom finished. 
 
    “You did ‘The Spirit of Radio’ with that guy for percussion?” 
 
    “Well, sir…” 
 
    “You possess big balls…or whatever your species has.” The figure stepped into the light, shaking his head as he walked on the stage. “Or you’re as dumb as a stump.” He was a tall man, angular of face, with long, straight hair. He wore gold-tipped boots, and a black jacket and tie over a black shirt that showed a man holding his arms up at a star in the middle of a circle.  
 
    “Big balls it is!” Tom rippled in laughter and curled two tentacles into something vaguely round.  
 
    “Where’d you learn that song in the first place?” 
 
    Tom whipped out a book. “I’ve been working with this.” It handed the book to the man. 
 
    He thumbed through it. I could see lines and strange dots and markings. He asked, “You learned all these?” 
 
    “It was the only book of its type I could find.” 
 
    “That explains ‘Smoke on the Water.’” 
 
    “I didn’t know it wasn’t allowed,” Tom said. 
 
    “Where did you get the Les Paul and the Rickenbacker? Or for that matter, the tambourine you should never have allowed the ugly guy to touch, much less come here in a uniform even Sergeant Pepper would be ashamed to wear.” 
 
    Tom said, “It’s a big galaxy.” 
 
    “That’s no answer,” the man growled.  
 
    “Archaeology.” 
 
    He snorted. “So that’s why you’re here.” 
 
    Tom flickered mauve and bounced. “You do have it!” 
 
    “Have what?” 
 
    “The Frankenstrat.” 
 
    “Well, congratulations for hearing about it, I suppose. You even play well enough, I’m not likely to have you killed to prevent you from talking to anyone about it. What makes you think you’re worthy to even see it?” 
 
    Tom put his tentacles to the guitar. It fiddled with the peg-things on the end. “Hold on while I pull this down a half step.” 
 
    Whatever that means. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” the man muttered. 
 
    Tom then ripped through a piece that lasted precisely 1 minute, 42 seconds.  
 
    The man chewed his lip for a second. “Archaeology, eh?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” He contemplated me. “You should make him your manager or something. He’s not worth anything.” 
 
    “Hey!” I said. “I’m worth something, just not…you know, as a musician.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be here without him.” Tom rippled in laughter. 
 
    “You won’t get anywhere with him.” The man shook his head. “I’ve seen musicians dumber than you toss away bandmates at the drop of a helmet.” 
 
    “The drop of a helmet?” I asked.  
 
    He said, “You’re not a hep kid, clearly. Doesn’t know the slang of the time.” 
 
    “He’s new, remember,” Tom said, “and isn’t it ‘drop of a hat?’”  
 
    “You’re going to question me? In my own place?” 
 
    “Ah, I guess not.” 
 
    More ostentatiously than the projections, the man looked at his watch. “I’ve got lounging planned for this afternoon, but I suppose I could schedule that for tomorrow. Tell you what, kid—” 
 
    A boom sounded. It didn’t sound like music, and the man stopped, confused. 
 
    “Jude, talk to me,” I hissed into my communicator. 
 
    “Boss, the place just got attacked, I think.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “Well, the missiles landed pretty far away. Say, three miles.” 
 
    “What’s there?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. 
 
    “What’s near three miles away,” I asked the man as a second boom sounded. Then a third. 
 
    “The reactors!” he snarled. He hissed commands into his watch.  
 
    I didn’t listen. “Jude, status of the ship?” 
 
    “The Rocinante is fine so far, sir.” A sequence of missiles pounded, rat-a-tat-tat. “But only because it’s hitting whatever that target is.” 
 
    The lights flickered on the stage, then faded to black. The man started cursing. Impressive cursing, in fact, especially for a man supposedly 2,000 years old. 
 
    That’s when I realized the slight hum of the air circulation system had stopped, the kind of thing you don’t notice until it’s gone.  
 
    “We all need some light now.” Tom pulled out several lanterns and flashlights, illuminating the area. It unplugged the Les Paul and the Rickenbacker, shoving them back into itself.  
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    “You damned ‘archaeologists!’” the man snarled. “Thieves, more like.” 
 
    “We didn’t know anyone else was here,” Tom said. 
 
    “But you couldn’t leave it alone, and you led the others here.” 
 
    “No,” Tom protested. “I just wanted to see the Frankenstrat in a museum. People need to know of that era’s greatness.” 
 
    The man snorted. “I guess I got no option but to hope you’re not lying. Come with me; we have to get to Kashmir.” He opened a door in the back of the hall.  
 
    Tom did something weird with his tentacles and snapped to the door in a flash. I ran as fast as I could, but I struggled to keep up as the man led us along a passageway.  
 
    “Hurry up!” he yelled. “We’ve got to skate away on the thin ice of a new day!” 
 
    “How many more times am I going to wonder what the hell you guys mean?” I yelled up ahead.  
 
    “Just follow us to keep yourself alive,” the man replied over his shoulder.  
 
    The passageway turned right, then dropped in a steep slope, but that barely hindered the man and made no difference to Tom. 
 
    I, however, struggled to keep my balance, and they kept getting farther and farther ahead. 
 
    Then a tentacle stretched out of the dim light. 
 
    A snake-like tentacle. 
 
    I almost shot it out of habit, but before I could get my blaster out of my holster, it wrapped around me and yanked.  
 
    Suddenly I was with the others at a door. 
 
    “Be quick or be dead,” the man hissed. He turned to the door, which had clearly been heavily fortified.  
 
    The man punched a series of buttons, and the door whooshed open.  
 
    Inside were racks and racks of stasis boxes with intricate labels that seemed to have a lot of umlauts that didn’t seem necessary. 
 
    He ran down the main aisle, then skidded a row over and ran to the end. There was another, more secure door. He frantically pounded the numbers. 
 
    I took a breath and realized missiles had been pounding the area all along. “Jude? Status?” 
 
    “Not now, boss.” 
 
    “Jude—” 
 
    “Not now! I’m trying to live in these hard times!” 
 
    I had such an angry heart, I couldn’t even curse at Tom.  
 
    The door resisted the man’s efforts, and he pounded the number pad again. “Can you get in there?” he asked Tom. “The missiles seem to have taken out all the power relays, and the emergency panel’s stuck.” 
 
    “I have a bunch of tools. Will any work?” 
 
    “Do you have an AC/DC micro-converter? I can get around over here and switch the polarity. That’ll pop the circuit and release the panel.” 
 
    Tom rippled in laughter and pulled out the device. The man zapped the panel. It fell off, and the man twisted the emergency crank.  
 
    The Rolling Stone picked up the drill and returned it to its interdimensional toolbox, at the same time slithering a tendril between the wheels to help. Suddenly, the door popped open. 
 
    “Where did you put the drill?” asked the man.  
 
    “I have…places, and we don’t have time to explain it all.” 
 
    “How much can you carry?”  
 
    “No limit, really.” 
 
    “That makes it easier. Grab what you can out there while I get the Frankenstrat…and one other box.” 
 
    Tom bounced up and down as its tentacles shot out, grabbing every stasis box it could reach. I dove to the ground and rolled next to the door before standing. 
 
    “Oh, I’d have never made you one of the children of the grave, E.U.,” Tom said without stopping.  
 
    “Okay if I don’t take that chance?” 
 
    It didn’t answer, just continued flicking out its appendages like a multi-colored psycho man.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Boss, you’re about to get bad company!” Jude yelled in my ear. 
 
    “What? Where are you?” 
 
    “We’re up and flying high again. When the pressure dome dropped, we scooted. Just in time, turns out, as a couple of missiles were heading our way on ballistic.” 
 
    “You’re safe now?” 
 
    “Mostly. The other ship just landed, and a bunch of figures headed inside Zevon’s place.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Hey, after 19, I lost track.” 
 
    “Great. Well, you’re our only chance, so keep staying alive.” 
 
    “I’ll do that. Their missiles ain’t all that much now that I see their lidar frequencies. However, I bet we only get one chance to land and go. There’s at least two up there, and they can catch us in a crossfire.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll tell you when and where.” I turned to the man, who was returning with a long stasis case and a small, slim box. He clutched them like they were worth all the gold in far Rivendell—but then, they probably were. “Is the main landing pad where our ship came in the only way out of here?” 
 
    He shook his head. “There’s more than one way out.” 
 
    “Can we get there? There are raiders in the compound.” 
 
    “Damn all you ‘archaeologists,’” he cursed again. 
 
    “I’m just a pilot,” I snarled back.  
 
    “Sure as hell not a musician.”  
 
    Tom had rolled away, flicking tentacles, and clearing shelves. 
 
    “We don’t have time for this,” I said. “Which way?” 
 
    The man jogged back to the vault entrance. “That’s the way,” he pointed, “but it’s a long way to the top.” 
 
    “Leave it, Tom!” I yelled. “Leave all of it.” 
 
    Tom didn’t lag behind, but its tentacles never stopped grabbing and stuffing.  
 
    We burst out of the vault and ran up the long, steep ramp. We reached a T-intersection, and a blaster bolt flashed in front of me, splashing on the wall.  
 
    I fired blindly down the hall. “Not going to need a blaster, ha!” I snarled at Tom. 
 
    It didn’t answer, simply pulling out an anti-blaster shield used to help quiet riots. It stepped into the hall. Blaster bolts pounded into the shield, but Tom didn’t quiver. 
 
    “Tell me that’s not the way out?” I said to the man. 
 
    He ran the other way. “It is, but we can take the long way home.” 
 
    A bolt slid around the shield and slammed into me, sending me head-first into the wall. I yelled in pain.  
 
    My blaster fell to the ground, and Tom grabbed it to fire over the shield. That held them off, so it had time to pull out a med scanner. It ran it over me. “Can you breathe?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I think a rib’s broken.” 
 
    “Looks like you’ll be fine, but had it been slightly closer to the heart, you’d be dead. How’s your head?”  
 
    “It hurts. I don’t suppose you have any pain pills hidden wherever you have all that other stuff?” 
 
    “Of course. I should have thought of that.” Tom produced a couple of pills and a glass of oddly dark fluid with a strange vapor trail wafting from it. He handed them over.  
 
    I eyed the fluid. “Black water?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Tom said. “Drink it.” 
 
    I did, and, almost immediately, I felt better. “Wow!” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem to be any brain damage,” Tom said, stuffing the medkit away while it sent several bolts down the hall.  
 
    “Discuss his health later!” the man snapped. 
 
    “Yeah.” I climbed to my feet. 
 
    Tom handed me the blaster, which was now down to about 20% power. “I’m part of the peace train, I can’t actually shoot someone. I’ve just been keeping their heads down.” 
 
    I took it, and we started running again. 
 
    We turned a corner, and there were two space oddities fiddling with a box, clearly looking to light fuses and get away.  
 
    The first one looked like a huge snake with fangs glistening in the lanterns Tom held.  
 
    I shot it.  
 
    I shot it again. I kept shooting until Tom yanked the blaster out of my hand. 
 
    The other oddity pulled up its weapon, but before it could do anything, the man we were following moved like a faster pussycat. “It don’t come easy,” he snarled as he round-kicked the alien in its helmet. The figure collapsed. 
 
    He looked back, staring at me with disgust. “Now that you’ve emptied our only offensive weapon, we can’t fight. We need to run, so come on, got to feel the noise!” he yelled and continued up the passage.  
 
    We followed. 
 
    There was a turn, turn, turn, and we went through every possible season, as each of the successive rooms were some sort of hydroponics area.  
 
    In the hazy shade of the winter room, he slammed a button to drop a bulkhead-thick door. 
 
    “That won’t keep them for long, but it’ll give us a chance,” he said. Then he turned abruptly to run along an ice shelf toward a cave.  
 
    Inside was an airlock door. 
 
    He hammered the release, and it popped open.  
 
    “Send these coordinates to your pilot,” the man said, pointing at a sign on the wall. 
 
    I punched in the coordinates. “Jude, we need you here.” 
 
    “There?” Jude snapped. “Uh, the bad guys are hovering over that area.” 
 
    “Is there nothing you didn’t tell them?” the man snarled. 
 
    “We didn’t tell them anything!” I yelled back. “I didn’t even want to come with this bundle of snakes.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Tom snapped. “They’re coming.” 
 
    “We got no choice, then,” the man said. He shoved the two items at Tom. “Take care of these, or I’ll haunt you beyond this life.” 
 
    “What about you?” Tom asked, realizing the man looked ready to make the eternal sacrifice.  
 
    The man smiled. “It’s okay. I’ve lived a bunch of hollow years here in this glass prison. My innocence faded a long time ago, and this will take away my pain.” His face hardened. “The circumstances are that we’re not all going to make it. You take care of my things. I’ll die with my boots on.” 
 
    “Why are you trusting us?” I asked. 
 
    “You embarrassed yourself with a tambourine to see these things. They fired missiles.” He smiled. “I’m an educated fool, and I’ve seen too damn much of the evil that men do. They’re going to give us no quarter, and in my time of dying, I’m going to make sure they don’t do any more. Now, hurry, you need time to put on the suits.” 
 
    I gripped his hand, then entered the airlock with Tom. The strange alien popped its dome thing, then helped stuff me into one of the suits in the airlock. I noticed Tom grabbed every tank of air and rebreathers, too.  
 
    The airlock door opened, and we rushed out. Tom pulled something out of itself to block the airlock door so it wouldn’t close all the way.  
 
    But I didn’t pay any more attention to Tom. “Jude, where are you?” 
 
    “Up here playing tag. I’d be having fun if those weren’t live missiles.” 
 
    “Can you get here?” 
 
    “Be easier if you were west a mile or two.” 
 
    I said, “It’ll be a hard road, but we’re going to groove that way as fast as we can.” 
 
    Tom and I rushed westward. Now that we were out of the artificial gravity of Steely Dan’s hideout, I felt like I was falling off the edge of the world with every step, but we made good time, stepping from outcropping to outcropping.  
 
    “I see you now, Boss,” Jude said. “I’m headed your way.” 
 
    We saw an arrow of light coming down like a clockwork angel. Jude landed, and the ramp popped down, looking like a stairway to heaven. 
 
    “You’re a trooper, Jude! We’re on,” I yelled as we entered the airlock. 
 
    “Where do we go?” 
 
    By the time he asked, I’d reached the bridge, carried by Tom as it pulled us through the ship. It planted me in my chair. 
 
    “I’m going to run to the hills.” 
 
    “But that’s where—” Jude yelled. 
 
    “Shut up shutting up!” I snapped back. I yanked the Rocinante around and slid through the canyons of basalt.  
 
    “They can track us!” 
 
    “From up there,” I said. “I’m not in the mood for lessons.” 
 
    I slammed the Rocinante full speed ahead, setting her blasters on point-defense proximity autofire. As I sped through the canyons, the blasters fired at the walls, not doing serious damage to the basalt, but creating high-energy discharges that would serve much like Tom’s CDs had with older missiles.  
 
    “Get me a decoy ready, Jude.” 
 
    “And have it do what?” 
 
    “Have it zoom up like it’s trying to escape.” 
 
    “Uh, don’t we want to escape?” 
 
    Tom rippled. “Escape velocity is a vector.” 
 
    “The damned thing is correct, just do what I say.” I waited a moment. “Is the decoy ready?” 
 
    Jude slammed a button. “Yes!” 
 
    “Wait for my mark.” I waited until I had an unobstructed view of the stars through the rocks. “Now!” 
 
    The decoy shot up. 
 
    I slammed the engines hot, and like a rusty angel, the Rocinante shot into space. 
 
    “The decoy’s gone!” Jude whooped. “But they’re over the hills and far away now. It’s a stern chase.” 
 
    “They’ll never catch our baby,” I said. 
 
    And they didn’t. As soon as I could, I hit the interstellar overdrive, and we left them living in the past. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When we were through the gate, I went to the lounge to find Tom holding the long stasis case Steely Dan had brought, staring at it reverently. The smaller box sat on a table. 
 
    “Well?” I said. “Open it. You were so determined to see it.” 
 
    One of the tentacles rose and peered into my eyes. “Now that I’m at this point, I wonder if that wasn’t all bravado.” It turned brown, then red. “But it’s only a matter of time until we open it up, so I guess I’d better be finding my way.” 
 
    It popped open the stasis case and I looked in.  
 
    I was…unimpressed. “This? We walked on a hundred alien shores for a guitar?” I reached in to pull out the red guitar with black and white stripes.  
 
    “Careful with that axe, E.U. Gene!” Tom’s tendrils flickered through the spectrum, dancing, then settling on red, black, and white to match the stripes of the guitar.  
 
    I handed it over. It took it reverently. Then, turning a series of greens, it pulled out a scanner and pointed it at the guitar. The scanner hummed for a moment and displayed its readings. 
 
    “My sweet lord, there’s a coat of white paint at the bottom…” Tom’s tendrils turned orange. “It’s…” It paused.  
 
    “It’s what?” I asked. 
 
    “I can’t explain, but you’ll get your bonus. Enough so you can rock and roll all night for the rest of your life.” Tom flicked a string with a tendril. It sang. It tested the rest. “It’s still in tune.” Six more tendrils slid out, and it played an arpeggio, then popped into a four-note blues melody. It rippled through the spectrum.  
 
    “What’s this?” I asked as I picked up the small stasis box.  
 
    Tom didn’t answer, just played one note, a long vibrato. 
 
    I grimaced. “What the hell’s that?”  
 
    “The first note of Foxy Lady.” Tom’s tendrils then pushed through the chords of the song.  
 
    I shook my head and looked at the other container. It was small, about the length of my arm. I opened it and was even less impressed than with the guitar. “Weird. There are four sticks here.” 
 
    “‘Four Sticks?’ That’s a tough one. Gotta play 5/8 switching to 6/8.” Tom played a riff.  
 
    “No, I mean there are four sticks in here. What would anyone do with these?” I pulled one out. “They look like wood. Why would anyone mark them, too? What’s the point?” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Tom stopped playing and quivered. It turned a deep red, then black, then back to maroon. “Is that an N, an E, and a P?” 
 
    I looked at the stick closely. “Yeah, I guess. So?” 
 
    Tom bounced on various tendrils, almost forgetting the guitar it still held.  
 
    “If this is what I think it is, you’ll be in the big money.” Frantically, Tom scrabbled for the scanner and ran it over the sticks. “They’re oak. Real oak from real trees.” 
 
    “Does that matter?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Oh, my yes.” A tendril slowly, reverently reached out. Then it wrapped a tendril around the stick and twirled it. “In the end, despite all the dreams I could ever weave, I never expected the big wheel to gift me with something like this.” 
 
    “They’re sticks,” I said. “What’s so special about sticks?” 
 
    “You, my boy, have never known the glory that was the Professor on the drum kit.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Hot Pursuit by Benjamin Tyler Smith 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucy replaced the energy cell in her laser pistol and dropped the partially-spent one into a pouch strapped to her leg armor. A warm evening breeze blew strands of blonde hair into her face as she checked her remaining cells. She frowned. Should’ve grabbed more before we left the hotel. 
 
    She and her partner Nisha stood in front of Hangar Bay T-DD in Callum City’s starport. Both were clad in matching sets of black, form-fitting armor. Silver badges affixed to their breastplates marked them as Galaxy Police officers on official business. Today, that business involved grabbing two smugglers who used Callum City as a convenient port of call. They’d already lost the pair when they tried to pick them up at a tavern in town, and they weren’t about to repeat that mistake. 
 
    “They’re headed this way.” Nisha studied the small tablet strapped to her left arm. If not for the screen’s light, her dark hair and skin would have blended into the shadows they stood in. Her green eyes narrowed. “As fast as the beacon’s moving, they must be in a vehicle.” 
 
    A cascade of gunfire echoed through the streets of Callum City, along with the rumbling roar of several engines. Lucy listened as the cacophony drew closer and snorted a laugh. “Don’t need that fancy gadget of yours; that racket’s all we need.” 
 
    “And if that racket is from another fine example of local flavor?” Nisha asked. “What then?” 
 
    “That’s why we’re here.” Lucy hiked a thumb over her shoulder toward the boxy ship sitting behind them. It was an odd bird, with stubby wings and an additional nacelle bolted to the top aft. The ship was painted gunmetal gray, except for a mural that ran the length of her hull: a wizard in blue and purple robes wielding magic against a fire-breathing dragon. Between him and the dragon, a crystalline woman held up a shield made of ice. It was a lovely fantasy scene, but had little to do with the name of the vessel that Lucy could see. “Why do you think they named her Eagle when there’s not an eagle in that painting at all?” 
 
    “How should I know?” Nisha had to raise her voice to be heard over the approaching engines. “Never mind that. They’re almost here!” 
 
    Both of them drew their pistols when the Steverson 850 slid around an adjacent hangar bay and roared across the steel gangway toward their hangar. Lucy whistled. “An 850? And it’s a Shelby edition, too! Where’d they get that?” 
 
    Several trucks came into view, converging from multiple directions. “From their friends, by the looks of it.” She raised her pistol and activated the loudspeaker built into her armor’s gorget. “Stop right there, Ripp and Vann!” 
 
    The Steverson slowed to a stop. Lucy could only make out Vann in the driver’s seat, hands raised above the steering wheel. She frowned. Where was Ripp? 
 
    A powered suit bounded around the same bend Vann’s truck had come around, its feet pounding along the gangway in a ring of metal on metal. With a roar, the suit’s thrusters activated, and it launched itself toward Lucy and Nisha. 
 
    The two dove in opposite directions as the powered suit sailed past. “Sorry, ladies!” Ripp’s voice boomed. 
 
    Vann gunned the Steverson 850, and the truck sped toward the Eagle’s now-lowered cargo ramp. 
 
    Those in the approaching trucks opened fire. Many of their shots went wild, but enough made it downrange to Lucy and Nisha’s positions. They dove for cover in the hangar, Lucy landing behind a shipping cube, and Nisha sliding next to a forklift. Bullets and laser beams left dents and scorch marks in the floor. Lucy pressed herself flat against the floor, then rolled out long enough to fire a few shots before she rolled back into cover. 
 
    Nisha fired her pistol much slower, taking time to place each shot. Unlike Lucy, she carried a bullet-chucker, and only had so many rounds in the magazine, whereas Lucy could pour on the fire before she needed to reload. Lucy leaned back out of cover and fired several shots. One of her beams pierced the front tire of the lead truck. The driver tried to maintain control, but then a round from Nisha’s pistol punched through the windshield and struck him in the shoulder. He jerked the wheel to the side, crashing into the next truck. The second truck rolled over as the first slid to a halt. 
 
    Tires screeched as the remaining trucks locked up their brakes. They came to a stop about 20 meters out from Lucy and Nisha’s position. Doors flew open as heavily-armed sapients spilled out of the vehicles.  
 
    Lucy refreshed her laser pistol with a new cell, her fingers shaking with nervous energy. “Yep,” she muttered, “definitely should’ve brought more energy cells from the hotel. Maybe my Tackett 800, too. Not to mention a few hand grenades….” 
 
    “What are you babbling about?” Nisha snapped. 
 
    Before Lucy could answer, the deafening roar of turbines washed over them. The Eagle lifted from the hangar bay floor, its cargo ramp and landing gear rolling up into the hull. It started to rise further, but paused. After a second, it turned back toward them, a weapon on its bow glowing with energy. 
 
    The Eagle’s cutting laser lanced down with blinding energy. Lucy looked away, her eyes filled with spots as the shriek of shearing metal filled her ears. After several seconds, the noise died away. When she looked up, the gangway that connected the bay with the rest of the starport had been severed. A 20-foot gap now stood between the GalPol officers and their attackers. 
 
    The Eagle hovered overhead. “Ladies,” Ripp said, his voice booming over the ship’s external speakers. “If you really want to take down a criminal, look into the 40 or so disappearances of random visitors to Callum. Look into the Red Lady of Death.” 
 
    Lucy’s eyes widened. Forty people? That was quite the serial killer, with a similar body count to the one who’d killed—she shook her head and clenched her fists. No, she wouldn’t think about him right now, not with business to attend to. 
 
    One of the ship’s cameras focused on Nisha, its lens tracking her up and down. It fixated on her face. “You have the most beautiful eyes,” Ripp added. 
 
    Nisha unloaded the rest of her machine-pistol’s magazine at the ship. “You pig!” she screamed as her rounds pinged off the hull. The ricochets landed all over the place, including among the gang members nearby, who cursed and yelled. 
 
    “Really?” Vann’s voice said to his partner, his voice coming over the speaker. 
 
    “What?” Ripp sounded defensive. 
 
    “Of all the stupid….” 
 
    The rest of Vann’s remonstrations—and the argument that likely followed—were lost in the deafening roar of the Eagle’s thrusters as it rose high into the evening sky.  
 
    Lucy and Nisha watched it go. Nisha ground her teeth, but Lucy whistled. “Dang, Night, they got us good.” 
 
    “Got us good?” Nisha rounded on her partner. “Got us good? You’re the one who let them get away!” 
 
    “Me?” Anger flashed through Lucy. “I’m not the one who hauled off and slugged one of our marks! We could’ve bagged him quietly, then lured his partner into a trap like we’d planned.” 
 
    “The plan would’ve taken too long. Your plans always do.” 
 
    “That’s crap!” 
 
    “Tell that to my growling stomach!” 
 
    Something growled then, long and loud. Lucy looked down at Nisha’s slender midsection, hidden beneath her fitted armor. “You weren’t kidding.” 
 
    “That wasn’t me!” 
 
    Another growl rumbled nearby, and this time it came from more than one source. When the ladies turned, they saw a pack of dogs spilling out of one of the trucks that had been chasing Ripp and Vann. The dogs paced around the edge of the chasm the Eagle’s cutting laser had made, but they couldn’t figure out a way across. 
 
    Several rattling cracks and booms sounded as the port authority’s anti-air batteries opened up. The Eagle banked hard and dove back toward Callum City, its bulky form disappearing behind a cluster of skyscrapers in the city’s industrial quarter. The automated defensive cannons stopped firing before they hit the buildings. Deeper in the port, several gunships blasted off and raced toward the Eagle. 
 
    A bullet zipped past Lucy’s ear. She rolled back behind the shipping cube. “Why the hell are they still shooting at us?” Nisha shouted. 
 
    “Ask them, not me!” Not waiting for Nisha to follow instructions, Lucy keyed her own loudspeaker. “Galaxy Police! Cease fire!” 
 
    She had to yell the command several more times before the gunfire abated. “What the hell’s GalPol doing on Callum?” a gruff voice demanded. “This isn’t your world.” 
 
    “Official police business!” Nisha answered. “We’re chasing fugitive smugglers!” 
 
    The owner of the voice laughed. “Official police business? Don’t make me laugh. GalPol’s little more than a gang of armed saps out to make a profit with their guns and intimidation. How’s your band of mercenaries any different from mine?” 
 
    He wasn’t wrong, if Lucy was being honest. Outside local constabularies, most systems had no official law enforcement branches. That was where GalPol shined: a private security force that would either bolster existing forces or serve as the law in places they were needed. Provided adequate compensation was offered, of course. Policing wasn’t cheap. 
 
    Lucy could accept that, but her partner…. 
 
    “We’re nothing like you!” Nisha snapped. “We don’t commit crime for a living!” 
 
    “Don’t you? What happens when a mark of yours lands in a place that doesn’t accept your jurisdiction? Do you back off, or do you press forward to get that sweet bounty?” 
 
    “It isn’t about money!” 
 
    Not true, Neesh. Lucy peeked around the cube, and the HUD-lens over her right eye zoomed in on the speaker. It was a Jalixian male, his skin a dark red in the mix of moon and lamp light. She blink-clicked the snapshot button and heard an audible click from her earpiece as the man’s photo was taken. The HUD-lens automatically uploaded the image to GalPol’s database. A quick search came back with several aliases and a rap sheet a kilometer long, but the only name that mattered was the one he used on this planet: Ranard, leader of the most powerful gang in Callum City, and a Jalixian with a very high bounty on his head. 
 
    Dang, Lucy thought. Never mind Ripp and Vann. If they bagged Ranard, it’d be one hell of a payday for the organization, complete with a bonus for them both. 
 
    “We have no quarrel with you!” Nisha called. “All we want are the smugglers!” 
 
    “I’d consider letting you go, but you shot my nephew in that last barrage of yours.” Ranard shrugged as if in apology. “Sorry, but I’ve got a reputation to maintain. That, and those two smugglers are mine. One of them defiled my daughter.” 
 
    Nisha scowled. “Pigs. Disgusting pigs, making our jobs even harder.” 
 
    “To be fair,” Lucy said, “our jobs include arresting those pigs, so I can’t really blame them.” 
 
    “Well, I can.” Nisha reached into a belt pouch and removed a pair of grenades. She pulled the pins on both and rolled them out in front of the forklift and shipping cube. The grenades popped, and black and white smoke shot out of them in a whoosh. Instantly, the whole area was filled with a smoky haze. She hopped onto the forklift and turned it on. 
 
    Lucy ran over and hopped in as Nisha took off. With no load and a fully charged battery, the forklift shot off like a missile when Nisha pressed the pedal to the floor. The booms of pistols and the crack-whine of laser weapons filled the air, and more than one bullet struck the sides of the forklift. The ladies pressed themselves as low as they could go. 
 
    After a moment, Ranard yelled, “Stop wasting ammo! Find a way around! And get the port authority on the horn!” 
 
    They drove the forklift to a narrow gangway that connected the hangar bay to an adjacent one. It was too small for the forklift, so they abandoned it and pounded across the metal bridge. Lucy had taken point, but she hesitated as she looked through the grates that made up the bridge’s floor. It was a long drop to the bottom. She’d climbed her fair share of trees on her homeworld, and they’d been quite tall, but that was there, and this was here. She slowed, her hand reaching for the stability of the railing. 
 
    Nisha shoved Lucy from behind. “Keep moving, Light! No time for your squeamishness!” 
 
    Lucy ground her teeth in frustration, but she kept moving. “Well, excuse me for growing up in the sticks! We didn’t have tall-ass buildings like where yer from.” 
 
    “They’re buildings I’d like to see again at some point, too. Come on, let’s get back to the Hot Pursuit and get off this rock.” 
 
    Hot Pursuit was the name of their ship, a standard vessel GalPol labeled a “police cruiser,” though she was more like a medium-sized gunship than a naval cruiser. They’d berthed her on the opposite end of the starport, and it would be quite the hike to get to her. 
 
    The smoke from Nisha’s grenades had largely dissipated by the time they made it across the gangway. They crouched behind a stack of cargo cubes to catch their breath and survey their surroundings. This particular hangar was buttoned up tight, its bay doors closed, and a number of repair vans and trucks were parked outside. Their crews had been hiding behind and underneath them, and they’d only just started to come out now that the firefight seemed to be over. 
 
    Lucy and Nisha started to step out, but ducked back down when one of Ranard’s trucks rolled out of the smoke, the thugs inside the cab and riding in the bed scanning their surroundings for the lovely ladies they were chasing. They started to turn up the wide gangway, but something caught the eye of the wolf-headed Doran in the bed, and the driver turned in the direction he indicated. 
 
    “Getting to Hot Pursuit is gonna be interesting.” Lucy wiped sweat from her brow and wished she could do the same all over her body. She might be a rough country girl at heart, but she’d kill for a shower, all the same. “If the port’s filled with Ranard’s thugs, anyway.” 
 
    Nisha’s dark hair glistened with sweat. She tugged at her gorget and grimaced. “We’ll have to deal with it. The only chance we have of getting out of here is on our ship. Not to mention, Ripp and Vann got a head start, but there’s no way that tub can outrun Hot Pursuit.” 
 
    Lucy wasn’t so sure. That extra nacelle had looked like it could give the Eagle the wings she’d need in a chase, even if it was held in place by duct tape, epoxy weld, and a lot of prayer. That said, Nisha was the pilot, not her. She’d defer to her wisdom on the topic. She might have been a good-for-nothing socialite in the past, but at least she’d learned how to fly. 
 
    More workers had crawled out from hiding. “Maybe one of them can help us get across the port?” Lucy asked. 
 
    It was worth a shot. The two stepped out from hiding and approached the workers. “Ma’am, what’s going on?” one of them, a spindly Therindian in dirty overalls, asked. He removed his cap with a six-fingered hand, each digit twice the length of a Human’s. With his other hand, he scratched nervously at the green dreadlocks hanging from his light orange scalp. “That was quite a commotion.” 
 
    “That it was.” Nisha held up her hand, and a holographic badge and ID appeared in front of her. The prismatic image bore her likeness, as well as the GalPol badge. “Officer Night.” She nodded her head toward Lucy. “And Officer Light, at your service.” 
 
    “Greelox, though my friends call me….” Greelox’s voice trailed off, and his eyes slowly widened. “Officer Night and Officer Light?” 
 
    “It’s NightLight!” one of the other workers hissed. 
 
    A clamor arose from the assembled group, and as one, they backed away. 
 
    Nisha sighed, then cast a sidelong glance Lucy’s way. “Why is it every time someone recognizes us, it’s never a positive thing?” 
 
    Lucy turned her head and whistled tunelessly. 
 
    “My point exactly!” Nisha turned back to Greelox and attempted to wipe the annoyance from her face. Based on his apprehensive stare, she didn’t think she’d succeeded. “Mr. Greelox, we’re in hot pursuit of a pair of known smugglers, and we really need to get back to our ship in H-DC.” 
 
    Another of Ranard’s trucks roared past, and Nisha and Lucy ducked to avoid notice. Greelox waved them up once it was clear. He licked his thin lips nervously. “What about Ranard? Are you after him, too?” 
 
    Lucy shrugged. “He wasn’t our original assignment, but since he’s picked a fight with us, it might come to that.” 
 
    Greelox grabbed Lucy’s hand. “Will you get rid of him for us? For my daughter? His narcotics have ruined her!” 
 
    Lucy shared a look with Nisha. “We’ll have to see what HQ says,” Nisha said gently. “We can’t promise anything, though.” 
 
    Greelox let go of Lucy. “I might be able to help.” 
 
    Nisha smiled and opened her mouth to thank him. That was when her stomach decided to growl again, even louder than before. 
 
    “Better hurry,” Lucy said. “She gets cranky when she’s hungry.” 
 
    Greelox and his fellow workers shuffled back a few steps. Nisha tried to laugh it off, but that only made them flinch. One of them reached into a coverall pocket and held up a half-eaten bag of jerky. “W-w-would you like some?” 
 
    Nisha held up a hand. “No, that’s quite all right. Keep your—” 
 
    Her stomach groaned in protest. 
 
    Lucy took the bag and shoved it into Nisha’s hands. “Just eat the damn thing.” 
 
    Nisha sighed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Greelox led Nisha and Lucy into the maintenance tunnels beneath the hangar bays. “These tunnels run the whole length of the starport,” he said. “They snake around a bit, but we’ll get to H-DC. Don’t worry.” 
 
    Nisha took up the rear while Lucy and Greelox walked side-by-side. Lucy plied the alien with all manner of questions and stories, one grease monkey to another. While they spoke, Nisha attempted to ping Hot Pursuit’s computer with her navigation implant, with little success. Either the presence of so much steel between her and the ship had weakened the signal too much, someone was jamming comms signals, or both. 
 
    I hate to admit it, but this stuff is really good, she thought as she munched away on the jerky. She wasn’t even sure what kind of meat it was made from, and knew from experience it was best not to ask. When she was still heiress to her family’s fortunes on her home planet, she’d been forced to sample any number of cuisines and pretend to like them all. It’d become second nature to not even ask where something came from or what it was made of. 
 
    After another failure to communicate with Hot Pursuit, she activated a hacking subroutine in her implant and cast out for secure channels that were still in use. It didn’t take her long to break into the port authority’s comm lines. Most of the radio chatter involved grounding ships that had been about to take off and denying landing authorization to those waiting in orbit. One of the security channels was dedicated to the pursuit of the Eagle, and another was filled with guards complaining about Ranard’s bruisers roaming about with impunity. “They’re driving all over the place,” one said, while another added, “They’ve even let dogs loose in the tunnels!” 
 
    Nisha froze, and it was only then she could hear barking in the distance, echoing up from the tunnel they were traveling through. “Guys, we’ve got company.” 
 
    “I hear them.” Lucy drew her pistol. “Greelox, we may need to pick a different tunnel. Any ideas?” 
 
    Greelox looked around, then pointed. “This way. Hurry!” 
 
    They ran down a narrow side corridor as the barking grew louder. He led them down another corridor. Nisha paused to look back the way they’d come, and she saw the first of the dogs charging after them. A tiny squeak escaped her lips as she sprinted to catch up to the other two. “Wait up, Light!” 
 
    “Shake a leg, Night!” 
 
    “Through here!” Greelox called. He’d thrown open a door and stood just inside. He waved. “Hurry!” 
 
    Nisha could sense the dogs hot on her heels as she ran headlong through the door toward a steel wall a short distance away. She tried to stop, but lost her balance and tumbled forward. Lucy caught her and pulled her upright as Greelox slammed the door shut and locked it. On the other side, several dogs banged into the metal door in a chorus of barks and yelps. Someone shouted commands, but the words were lost in the canine chaos. 
 
    “You all right?” Lucy asked as she pulled Nisha upright. 
 
    “Yeah. Nice save.” Nisha clapped her partner on the shoulder. 
 
    Greelox had his six-fingered hands on his knobby knees as he gasped for breath. Nisha sucked in a breath of much-needed air, then wrinkled her nose. “What is that smell?” 
 
    Lucy pulled a flashlight from her utility belt and shined it around. She grimaced. “Well, shit.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Exactly what I said.” Lucy pointed. “Shit.” 
 
    A river of it, to be exact. A huge, open-faced pipe ran the length of the room. Smaller pipes from the ceiling dumped their contents straight into the brown stream that slowly flowed past until it reached an angled portion that sent the filthy water cascading in a gravity-fed torrent. The smell was…well, to say it was bad would be a grave understatement. 
 
    Greelox led them alongside the river, his orange and green colors muted in the dim yellow light of the high ceiling lamps. “This is where all the runoff from the restrooms and showers goes before it’s flushed into the city’s sewer system,” he explained. “We once had a huge clog of congealed fat block the whole works, about 10 years ago. Backed up all the toilets in the starport during the height of the Jalonga Rite celebration. You think it smells bad now. Well, let me tell you….”  
 
    His laughter trailed off at their expressions. He coughed. “Anyway, we opened the pipes after that, and periodically we come down here to scrub it all clean.” 
 
    “If this is clean, I’d hate to see filthy.” Nisha held a hand to her nose and wished she’d brought her EVA suit. “How do we get out of here?” 
 
    “Multiple ways.” 
 
    As if to accentuate the point, several doors banged open all at once, and the barking of dogs resumed. “They’re in here!” a voice called. 
 
    “Get those GalPol cops!” another shouted. 
 
    Nisha started to draw her pistol, but Lucy clamped a hand over her wrist. “Are you crazy?” she hissed. “Do you have any idea what’ll happen if you fire a weapon in an enclosed room full of methane?” 
 
    “I was hoping to bluff our way out,” Nisha snapped. She shook off Lucy’s hand. She pointed at the mobsters headed their way. “Do you have any better ideas?” 
 
    Lucy studied the approaching gang members, then shifted her brown eyes to the fetid water below. She smiled, but there was no humor in it. “How long can you hold your breath?” 
 
    “For a couple minutes. Why do you—?” Nisha’s eyes widened, and she shook her head. “No. Not just no, but hell no! And not just hell no, but fu—” 
 
    “There they are!” someone shouted. Flashlight beams shined their way. “Freeze, cops!” 
 
    “No time to be squeamish, Neesh!” Lucy shoved Nisha as hard as she could. 
 
    With a shriek, Nisha plummeted into the filthy water. She came up long enough to suck in a deep breath and prayed she hadn’t swallowed any of the water, then she had to duck beneath the surface to avoid striking a low-hanging pipe. Her swimmer’s instincts kicked in, and she followed the current, her legs pumping as fast as she could manage. 
 
    Of all the things she’d envisioned doing as a GalPol officer, swimming in shit wasn’t one of them. So much for glamor! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After what felt like hours but was only a few minutes of brown-water-rapids adventure, the trio of crap-crusted companions exited the pipe at a relay station that marked the end of the starport’s sewage system and the beginning of the city’s sewer. Lucy and Nisha followed Greelox, their boots squelching on the concrete floor. He led them up several flights of steps and through a locked door that opened onto the surface. The three blinked as bright streetlamps filled their vision. They’d made it into Callum City proper, on the outskirts of the business district. 
 
    “Thanks for the save back there, Greelox,” Lucy said. She slapped the slender alien on the shoulder. 
 
    He staggered under the blow, then rubbed at his shoulder. “Any time, officers, any time.” He wiped sludge from his dreadlocks and frowned at the brown slime on his hands. “My wives are gonna be pissed if they see me like this.” 
 
    “Always keep the ladies happy,” Lucy said, “and everything will be all right.” 
 
    Greelox laughed. “Exactly right.” His smile faded. “You won’t forget your promise, right? About dealing with Ranard?” 
 
    “After his goons put us through this shit?” Nisha held up her dripping arms. Her normally well-styled hair was plastered all over her head and face. Her green eyes glowed with murderous intent. “Ranard’s going to be lucky if all we do is cut off his balls, or whatever it is Jalixian males have.” 
 
    Amen to that, Lucy thought as Greelox waved and parted ways with them. Once he was gone, she turned to Nisha. “So, what’s the plan?” 
 
    Nisha fussed with her hair a moment. “Right now, I want to kill Ranard and condition my hair with his blood.” 
 
    Lucy chuckled. “That’s not a bad idea.” She sniffed her armor, then grimaced. “Honestly, a shower’s about all I need right now.” 
 
    Nisha smiled. “Says the woman who grew up wrestling pigs for fun.” 
 
    “Pigs covered in mud, not raw sewage.” 
 
    “Point taken.” Nisha sniffed at her armor, then groaned. “Joking aside, our goal is still the same: get back to Hot Pursuit so we can get out of here. It’s our method that’s changed. There are way too many of Ranard’s men for us to slip past. It’ll be a fight, and we’re badly outgunned.” 
 
    “We have to up our game.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    The two of them stood there for a long moment, sniffing the proverbial—and literal—air. Finally, the literal air proved too much. “I do my best thinking in the shower,” Nisha admitted. 
 
    “What a coincidence.” Lucy grinned. “So do I.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Industrial Bypass Inn was a high-rise hotel that would have been creatively named if it hadn’t been built on Industrial Bypass Road in an area known as Callum Industrial Park. Originally a thriving hotel in the middle of a robust manufacturing quarter near the starport, it and the whole neighborhood had fallen on hard times about 50 years ago and hadn’t recovered until much more recently. The factories shut down, the residents who could afford to leave packed up, and the small businesses that kept the workforce fed and entertained couldn’t stay open. The derelict buildings became havens for the homeless, orphans, criminals, and the insane. 
 
    A few years ago, several wealthy investors moved into the area, repurposing buildings as residential fixer-uppers. Those who were handy or who could afford someone handy moved in and, before long, a small neighborhood had been established inside the abandoned district. Life had returned to the streets, and those streets surrounded the Industrial Bypass Inn, which had been restored to the former glory of years past, complete with décor from 50 years ago. 
 
    Initially, Lucy had balked at the cost of the hotel, as well as the distance from the starport. Her family back home could have lived off that for a month or more! “It’s cheap and rundown, compared to where the executives in GalPol stay when they’re on official business,” Nisha told her as they’d each received a key to their shared suite at the front desk. 
 
    It was hard to feel bad after that. 
 
    They entered the hotel through the side entrance and snuck up to their room on the seventh floor so no one would place their body armor with their profession. Nisha had signed them in under an alias in case they had a run-in with some locals who didn’t respect the badge. Once in their room—a spacious suite complete with kitchen and separate bedrooms—Nisha claimed the shower. Lucy protested, saying she had the greater need due to her sharper sense of smell, but Nisha reminded her that they needed to get their arsenal ready for the fight ahead. 
 
    While Nisha bathed, Lucy opened the two suitcases that contained her clothes and all their extra weapons. She’d had to shove them in the corner of the room on their arrival, as the entire closet was taken up by Nisha’s clothes, makeup bag, and accessory cases. Lucy shook her head. She’d never understand her aristocratic partner’s need for so much stuff! 
 
    No, this was all a girl needed, she reasoned as she removed her Tackett 800 pump-action shotgun, complete with auto-cocker in case she had to shoot one-handed. Its 20-inch barrel and tube magazine had been removed so it would fit into the suitcase, so she snapped them back into place. She ran a hand along the wooden stock and the Parkerized finish on the action and barrel. She’d brought it with her from her homeworld, and GalPol had allowed her to keep it as her primary long gun, provided she qualified with their standard-issue weapons at the academy. 
 
    She then checked Nisha’s laser rifle. Full charge, capable of several dozen tenth-second beams before a new cell was needed. The firing stud could also be held down to burn through doorways and other obstacles, at the risk of melting the barrel. 
 
    “Shower’s all yours,” Nisha said as she stepped out of the bathroom. She’d tied a white towel around her lithe figure, and was using another towel to dry her head and face. “I’ll use the hair dryer out here. Did you get it out for me?” 
 
    Lucy stood up and stretched until her shoulders and sternum cracked. She pointed at the closet. “I wouldn’t even know where to begin.” 
 
    “Barbarian.” 
 
    “Debutante.” Lucy stuck her tongue out, then made for the bathroom, shedding her filthy armor and clothes as she went. 
 
    Nisha made a face. “Barbarian,” she repeated. 
 
    Lucy twirled her sewage-stained bra around like a bolas snare. She grinned wolfishly. “How much you wanna bet I could ring your face with this?” 
 
    “Gross! Get in the shower!” 
 
    “Aw, come on. Where’s your sense of—” 
 
    “Now, Lu!” 
 
    “Fine, fine.” Lucy flung the bra backward, where it struck the wall with a wet smack. She stepped into the bathroom, the last of her underwear sliding along the floor after she’d kicked it free. 
 
    After her shower—and boy, did it feel good—she spent a few minutes hosing off their armor in the shower, then draped the outfits over the curtain rod to dry. They were made of waterproof material, so it wouldn’t take long. 
 
    She dried off enough to put on a pair of clean panties, then stepped into the bedroom, a towel draped over her breasts. She walked over to the window and pushed the button that opened the blinds. 
 
    “Like showing off to the world?” Nisha asked. She was still clad in nothing but a towel as she sat on one of the two beds in the room. Her hair dryer lay next to her on the mattress, where she’d placed it when she finished. Now she ran a brush through her dark locks over and over again. 
 
    “If you’ve got it, flaunt it, right?” 
 
    “Oh, I agree. If you’ve got it, anyway.” 
 
    “Ha ha, Neesh. Very funny. Either way, I wouldn’t worry about it.” She made sure her nethers were appropriately covered, then returned to gazing out the window. “We’re facing the harbor, with no buildings as tall as ours to house peeping toms.” 
 
    “If you say so. It’s not my body that’ll be plastered all over the net later, so knock yourself out.” 
 
    They lapsed into companionable silence for a few minutes, each lost in their thoughts. Lucy watched the evening skyline, particularly the bright lights from the starport in the distance. “You think Ripp and Vann were taken out by those gunships?” she asked after a while. 
 
    “It’d serve them right if they did, but no.” She tapped the cord running from her skull to her tablet. “With this extra computing power, I have free access to the port authority’s comms. They haven’t caught them.” 
 
    That explained all the Seville H-1 gunships that continued to prowl the skies. “What about Ranard and his crew?” 
 
    “Busy trying to commandeer any jump-capable ship. The merchantman he prefers to use is currently out of service, and very few ships are docked right now other than planet hoppers. None of them would be able to catch the Eagle in a chase through the black, much less be able to follow them through the gate.” 
 
    “Yeah, but we better hope they don’t get nabbed by the local authorities.” GalPol didn’t have an extradition agreement with Callum. In practice, the organization’s officers could arrest bounties on-planet with little complaint from the regional government, but that went out the airlock if those bounties had broken Callum law. Then it would be a matter of who got to them first, and who would back down once weapons were drawn. 
 
    “I hope they don’t get killed.” Nisha set her brush aside. “They’re not DOA bounties.” 
 
    “Yeah, that wouldn’t be good.” Lucy frowned, but then it turned into a grin. “Hey, if we play our cards right, we could nab Ranard on our way to get Ripp and Vann. Triple payday.” 
 
    “Wow, so you can actually think with more than your fists.” Nisha favored Lucy with a smug smile. “I didn’t know you had it in you.” 
 
    Lucy locked eyes with her partner through the reflection in the window. “Says the woman who couldn’t keep her fists to herself when I was trying to arrest Vann.” 
 
    “I was hungry!” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    Nisha opened her mouth to say more, then shut it with an audible click. Her eyes glazed over completely. “They’ve boarded our ship.” 
 
    Lucy swore a string of cusswords in response. She walked over to her suitcase and stuffed shotgun shells into a pair of bandoliers. “Bad time for Raz to be back at HQ,” she grumbled. 
 
    Raz was the name they’d given the Tadnoleen who often accompanied them on assignments. The short, toad-like administrator was attached to GalPol on a contractual basis and handled paperwork and ship maintenance rather than official police duties. As such, he wasn’t a sworn officer. If he’d been aboard, though, he could’ve taken off as soon as the ship had finished refueling, and they wouldn’t be in this mess. 
 
    Unless he had access to a hell of a hacker, Ranard wouldn’t be able to use Hot Pursuit without the key, and that key was built into Nisha’s navigation implant. That didn’t mean they couldn’t trash the ship and make it unusable for Lucy and Nisha, though. They needed to get their ship back, or they’d owe more than written apologies to Lieutenant Dogaray and GalPol’s top brass. 
 
    Nisha packed her things and got dressed while Lucy finished the weapons preparations. Within five minutes, both were kitted up and ready to go, both long guns strapped to Lucy’s back. “We’ll get the hotel to ship the rest of this back to HQ,” Lucy said. 
 
    Nisha chewed her lower lip for a moment, then sighed. “Well, that’s why I keep doubles of everything. I’ve got all I need back on Hot Pursuit, and spares back at our apartment.” 
 
    “Ah, to be young and insanely rich,” Lucy muttered. 
 
    “And exceedingly beautiful.” Nisha ran a hand through her long hair. “You forgot that part.” 
 
    “I didn’t forget anything worth mentioning.” 
 
    Someone knocked at the door. Lucy jumped up, pistol in her hands. “Room service!” a feminine voice called from the hallway. 
 
    Lucy glanced at her partner. “I ordered food while I was in the shower,” Nisha explained. 
 
    Both took a side of the doorframe. Lucy peeked through the peephole. On the other side, two females dressed as maids—one Human, one Jalixian—stood next to a food cart. It didn’t look like they were armed, but with so much lace, it was anyone’s guess. “Seems legit,” Lucy whispered. 
 
    Nisha holstered her pistol, then activated her holographic clothing. Her body armor transformed into a loose-fitting shirt with Capri pants and sandals. She did a quick once-over in the mirror to make sure nothing seemed out of place. Satisfied, she opened the door. It swung inward, allowing Lucy to hide behind it, pistol ready. 
 
    “Good evening, Miss Viren,” the two maids said in unison. They bowed, and the Human maid gestured toward the food trays. “Your dinner is here.” 
 
    “Would you like us to set it up for you?” the Jalixian asked. 
 
    “Would it be possible to pack it to go?” Nisha pressed her hands together as if in supplication. “I’m really sorry, but something came up, and we need to get to the starport.” 
 
    The Jalixian maid nodded. “Of course! Heather, see to it. Meet us in the parking garage.” 
 
    The Human maid bowed and hurried off with the cart. The Jalixian maid removed a tablet from her apron pocket and punched in a few commands. “Car service has been notified. Shall I help with your bags?” 
 
    Between the three of them, they managed to lug all the suitcases to the elevator doors. Lucy’s holographic clothing made it appear as if she was wearing a blouse and bleached denim jeans, with a pair of brown penny loafers. The imaging system had even turned the long guns on her back into a tall rucksack.  
 
    “The two of you don’t pack light, do you?” the maid murmured, then gasped and put a hand to her lips. “I’m sorry, Miss Viren, Miss Jackson!” 
 
    “You’re not wrong.” Lucy set one of Nisha’s bags down with a heavy thunk. “The princess needs her crown jewels, though, right?” 
 
    “Don’t you start,” Nisha warned. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Once they got everything transferred to the elevator car, the maid inserted a key into a slot, and punched a code into the adjacent keypad. She then pressed the button for Parking Garage, B1. “This will take you straight to the garage with no delays,” she said. 
 
    Now that’s service, Nisha thought with an approving nod. 
 
    The ride from the 35th floor took less than a minute. They rolled past the lobby on the ground floor, and then the elevator slowed to a stop at the highest level of the parking garages. The doors opened, revealing a concrete deck loaded with vehicles as far as the eye could see. A black sedan waited close to the elevator, its engine humming softly. 
 
    Lucy whistled. “A Steverson X80! This is one wealthy planet, and with great taste. I mean, it’s no Roadmaster, but—” 
 
    “You and your cars.” Nisha grabbed two of her bags and stepped out of the elevator car. She turned to face Lucy. “You can gawk at it all you want from inside. Are you coming or not?” 
 
    Before Lucy could reply, the Jalixian maid removed her key from the elevator car’s control panel. She then swept her arm along all the floor buttons as she stepped out of the car. Lucy tried to step out with her, but the maid whirled and kicked her into the far wall of the elevator car. The weapons on her back knocked her off balance, and she was slow getting back to her feet. “Hey, what the hell are you—” 
 
    The elevator doors closed, and Lucy’s muffled shouts of outrage were lost as the car rose. 
 
    Nisha tried to move, but a clawed hand clamped down on her shoulder, and something cold jabbed her in the back. “Don’t move,” a low voice rumbled, “and you won’t get shot.” 
 
    A thrill of fear shot through Nisha, but she shook it off. If they wanted you dead, you’d already be dead.  
 
    “Miss Lucy will be awhile,” the Jalixian maid said. She dropped the elevator override key down the front of her low-cut blouse. “The car will stop at every floor, but the doors won’t open until she reaches the roof.” 
 
    Nisha’s eyes widened at the mention of Lucy’s name, then she sighed. “Let me guess, you work for Ranard?” 
 
    The maid who wasn’t quite a maid laughed. “He might,” she said with an indication toward the Doran who held Nisha from behind. “As for me? Oh, no. Not at all.” She placed a hand on her ample bosom. “I’m Ranard’s daughter, Zimi.” 
 
    “How’d you find us, Zimi?” Nisha’s alias had been rock-solid, with an ID forged by a sanctioned con working for GalPol’s anti-fraud division. Other than Ranard and the now-escaped Ripp and Vann, no one knew who they were. Except… “Did someone at the port authority give us away?” 
 
    “Father has spies everywhere, not to mention possessing quite the diversified portfolio. Restaurants, convenience stores, essential services....” She spread her hands wide. “Hotels.” 
 
    The Doran thug kept a firm grip on Nisha’s shoulder as Zimi deactivated her holographic clothing. She clucked her tongue as she ran a hand along the breastplate. “Such sleek armor. Ooh, and what a lovely badge!” 
 
    “You’re free to try out,” Nisha said through gritted teeth. “I don’t think they accept mobsters, though.” 
 
    “Oh, I think taking yours will suffice.” Zimi giggled as she pulled it free, then she set about disarming Nisha. Pistol, backup revolver, boot knife, two smoke grenades, and two flashbangs went into a satchel the red-skinned Jalixian minx carried. She motioned toward a waiting sedan a few meters away and said, “Let’s go. Father has a ship to commandeer.” She caressed the implant behind Nisha’s ear. “And he needs you to do it.” 
 
    Nisha tried to shy away from Zimi’s touch, but the Doran roughly hauled her toward the sedan. He started to shove her into the door when a deep rumbling echoed from high above. The concrete floor beneath them shook as well. All three of them froze. “What was that?” Zimi demanded. 
 
    A sharp squealing rent the air, loud enough for Nisha to cover her ears. The shrieking grew louder, emanating from the elevator shaft, until it ended in a deafening crash. Puffs of smoke appeared through the gap in the elevator’s sliding doors. 
 
    They stood there for a long moment, staring at the doors. Nisha frowned. What in the world happened? Is Lucy all right? 
 
    The crack-whine of a laser rifle sounded next, and a corner of the elevator door began to glow and melt. The laser beam soon broke through the steel and scorched a concrete pillar several meters away, then it vanished again as the beam continued to cut its way through the door. 
 
    The Doran shoved Nisha into the car, then he and Zimi piled in with her. Zimi banged the window that separated the limousine’s backseat from the front. “Let’s move!” 
 
    Tires squealed as the Steverson X80 took off. Nisha turned her head in time to see the melted remnants of the elevator door kicked into the garage. Lucy jumped out of the elevator shaft, her holographic clothing flickering in and out. She shouldered the laser rifle and aimed at the limo, but then she turned and ran in a different direction. 
 
    “So much for your partner,” Zimi said with a chuckle.  
 
    They rolled out of the hotel parking garage and onto the street. Six trucks soon joined them, each loaded with Ranard’s hired hands. “Quite the escort,” Nisha said. “I’m humbled.” 
 
    “We know how to treat our guests, ma’am,” Zimi said, affecting her maid’s persona for a moment. She toyed with Nisha’s badge as she dialed a number on her phone and set it to speaker. 
 
    “Ranard,” a gruff voice answered. “What is it?” 
 
    “Zimi here, Father.” 
 
    “Firecracker!” The rough voice suddenly turned to pudding, and Nisha had to resist the urge to gag. “Did you take care of your side of things?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. We got the pilot.” She flipped the badge around to read the ID engraved there. “Officer Nisha Kothari of the Galaxy Police.” 
 
    “Excellent! Now we can chase after those disgusting smugglers.” 
 
    “As touching as it is to see a father caring for the so-called honor of his daughter,” Nisha said, “you’ve got some gall, thinking I’ll help you kill my bounties.” 
 
    The Doran raised a hand to strike Nisha, but Zimi stopped him with a single gesture. She studied the ID further, then chuckled. “I didn’t know that cops had code names! ‘Night?’ How silly.” 
 
    “What was that?” Ranard snapped. 
 
    “Her code name is ‘Night.’” Zimi lost her smile. “Is that significant?” 
 
    “You’ve never heard of NightLight? They’re infamous! They’re—” 
 
    A blinding beam of light pierced the truck to their left. The laser must have struck the driver, because the truck suddenly turned and crashed into a glass storefront. It disappeared deep inside the store, leaving a trail of shattered glass and wounded criminals in its wake. 
 
    Nisha turned to look out the back and saw Lucy astride a motorcycle. She held the laser rifle in one hand and gripped the handlebars in the other. 
 
    “What was that?” Ranard demanded. “Zimi, are you all right?” 
 
    Zimi’s red skin flushed a deeper shade of crimson. “Nothing, Father. Just two cops proving why they have the reputation they do.” 
 
    “Hurry back to the starport!” 
 
    Zimi hung up on her father, then dialed another number. This time, a pair of voices answered. “What is it, Boss?” asked one while the other said, “You rang, Lady Zimi?” 
 
    “Kill the light-skinned one chasing us,” she said. “We only need the dark one.” 
 
    “Roger!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The goons in the trucks opened up with a hail of gunfire. Bullets, beams, and even grenades fired from a rotary launcher flew at Lucy. She dropped her laser rifle into a scabbard and focused on evasion. She leaned left, then right, crossing multiple lanes and into oncoming traffic to avoid the incoming fire. Bullets shattered windows, lasers melted tires, and grenades gouged chunks out of the asphalt behind and in front of her. 
 
    A piece of hot debris struck her face, and she winced. If I’d known I was going bike riding, I’d have brought my helmet! Still, it was a stroke of real luck that someone had rolled up on a motorcycle when she needed it most. She’d left the man standing in the parking garage, a business card in his hand with contact information for her supervisor, Lieutenant Dogaray. 
 
    He was gonna be pissed, no doubt, but GalPol regs allowed commandeering civilian vehicles in exigent circumstances. 
 
    A grenade bounced straight for her. She jumped the bike over the median, barely avoiding a decorative tree and a delivery van coming at her from the opposing lane. Doesn’t get more exigent than this! 
 
    She noticed the gunmen in the rightmost truck had spent most of their ammo and were reloading. She drew her Tackett 800 and fired. She thumbed the auto-cocker, and it racked the pump for her, kicking the spent shell out and ramming another load of buckshot home. She fired it, and then a slug for good measure, her wrist and arm stinging from the abuse. Thank God for stabilizing bracers, she thought as she dropped the shotgun back into the scabbard alongside Nisha’s laser rifle. 
 
    Lucy cranked the throttle and raced toward the truck. As she neared, she reached into a hip pouch and pulled a grenade. She hooked the pin around the thumb of the hand gripping the handlebars and gave a sharp tug. Pin and trigger came free, and she counted to three before tossing the grenade into the bed of the truck. “Bye!” she said with a little wave as she let off the throttle. 
 
    The grenade exploded, igniting the fuel tank beneath the bed. The burning wreck crashed headlong into a parked car, which also exploded. 
 
    She raced past the fireballs, the scorching heat singing strands of blonde hair. She wrinkled her nose at the smell. It beat the stench of the sewers, but not by much. 
 
    Two of the lead trucks dropped behind the limousine, the men and aliens in the bed taking aim. Lucy reached for the laser rifle. “Two down,” she muttered, “four more to go!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Zimi’s truck escort had been reduced to one by the time they blew through the unmanned security gate in front of the Callum City starport. Nisha assumed it had been abandoned at the orders of the official on Ranard’s payroll so the mobster could act with impunity. Plausible deniability was a bureaucrat’s best friend, after all. 
 
    Hangar H-DC was close to the main gate, and the limousine sped toward it. The last truck turned into a fireball as they reached the wide gangway connecting H-DC to the rest of the starport grounds. Deep inside, police cruiser Hot Pursuit waited, its sleek, pointed frame glowing in the bright lamplight. Her cargo ramp was down, and a number of Ranard’s bodyguards stood at the top of it with Ranard himself. Several trucks had been parked close to the ramp, so the limo driver stopped about 30 meters away. 
 
    The Doran opened the door and shoved Nisha out. She landed on her knees, then was hoisted back to her feet by the rough bodyguard. 
 
    Zimi stepped out as the roar of a motorcycle filled the hangar. Lucy raced along after them, the laser rifle glowing bright red. “Kill her!” Zimi and Ranard shouted in unison. 
 
    Rounds zipped through the air as a dozen of Ranard’s goons opened fire. Lucy pushed herself as low in the saddle as she could go and fired the laser rifle, using the headlight mount as a brace. 
 
    The Doran holding Nisha drew a big revolver from his coat and took aim, but Nisha struck him in the groin as hard as she could. He doubled over in pain and reflexively knocked her away from him. She landed on her butt, then rolled backward to her feet. 
 
    “Night, catch!” Lucy cocked her arm and threw the laser rifle as hard as he could. It arced through the shadows, its hot barrel the only visible part of it. 
 
    “Woah, careful!” Nisha raised her arms to catch it, but the Doran stepped between her and it. He reached up and accidentally caught the weapon by the superheated barrel. The weapon slid through his grasp, taking most of the skin on his hand with it. The Doran shrieked and dropped his revolver so he could clutch at his ruined fingers and palm. 
 
    Nisha ran forward and scooped up the laser rifle, grimacing at the sizzling lump of flesh that clung to the barrel of her gun. That was going to be a pain to clean later. She clubbed the Doran with the butt of her rifle, and he collapsed, unconscious. 
 
    Lucy wheeled the motorcycle around, one hand on the handlebar, while she fired her laser pistol with the other. Many of her shots went wide, but enough found their marks to make a difference. Nisha ejected the steaming, spent energy cell from her rifle and popped a fresh one in. She shouldered the weapon and fired at any thug still ready to fight. They finally broke and ran for whatever cover was handy. Another Doran bodyguard grabbed Zimi and carried her over his shoulder around a stack of cargo cubes. 
 
    A laser beam whipped past Nisha’s ear, and she realized how exposed she was, standing in the middle of the hangar bay. Ranard must have noticed from his place on the Hot Pursuit’s cargo ramp because he yelled, “Get the dark one, but don’t kill her! We need her to start the ship!” 
 
    “Not if I have anything to say about it!” Lucy screamed. She spun the motorcycle around and cranked the throttle. The bike shot forward. She holstered her pistol and held out a hand. “Night, grab on!” 
 
    Bullets and beams whizzed and whined through the air as Nisha tossed her rifle to her left hand and held out her right. She grabbed Lucy’s outstretched hand and kicked off the floor. She landed behind Lucy and wrapped an arm around her partner’s midsection. 
 
    “Time to end this!” Lucy shouted. She put on a burst of speed, and the motorcycle shot straight ahead. 
 
    “Close the ramp!” Ranard shouted. “Hurry, you fools!” 
 
    “No, you don’t!” Nisha thumbed the selector on her rifle to tenth-shot and fired several quick beams. Her shots weren’t accurate at all, but they dissuaded Ranard’s bruisers from reaching for the cargo ramp’s control panel. 
 
    They hit the bottom of the cargo ramp at blinding speed. Lucy let off the throttle and, at the top of the ramp, suddenly turned the handlebars. The bike turned sideways, but the momentum carried it forward, straight into Ranard and several of his guards. The impact sent Nisha flying, but she managed to land on both feet deeper in the cargo bay. She danced forward several steps until she slowed. Once she regained her balance, she spun on her heel, laser rifle back at her shoulder. 
 
    Lucy still sat astride the motorcycle. Pinned beneath it were two of Ranard’s goons, and the man—or Jalixian—himself. He hurled insults and threats at Lucy, each one more explicit and creative than the last. His fiery rhetoric quieted when she pressed the barrel of her Tackett 800 into his face. 
 
    Nisha knelt and cuffed Ranard’s hands together. “Ranard, you’re under arrest for numerous charges, including smuggling, sapient-trafficking, the attempted kidnapping of a GalPol officer, and the attempted murder of a GalPol officer.”  
 
    “Not to mention being an all-round jackass,” Lucy added. She paused. “I don’t think that’s actually a chargeable offense, but it should be.” 
 
    She turned to face Ranard’s mobsters, her shotgun now resting in the crook of an arm. “Our organization is only interested in Ranard at the moment, so you’re all free to go. That said, we’ll be more than happy to bring extra prisoners along.” Her finger dipped inside the trigger guard. “Or we can go through door number three together. The choice is yours.” 
 
    They dusted off a few minutes later, leaving Ranard’s former bodyguards to be blown around in the wash from the turbines as Hot Pursuit slowly gained altitude. 
 
    Lucy watched them on the monitor as Nisha piloted the ship into orbit. “I feel kind of bad for Ranard. Not a single one of his gang wanted to join him in prison.” 
 
    “Maybe they’ve been with him in prison before and found him be a less than genteel cellmate,” Nisha murmured. Her eyes had that distant look to them again, as her brain processed telemetry coming through her link cable in real time. 
 
    “That’s something I’d rather not think about.” There were a lot of things about this mission Lucy didn’t want to think about. Despite the accomplishment of tagging Ranard, they’d failed to bag their original targets. Worse, they hadn’t brought Ranard’s daughter Zimi in. She’d managed to escape without being seen, and that was hard to do with red skin and black horns. If she was half what the rumors claimed, she’d eventually be in GalPol’s database of criminals. Of course, that meant innocents would likely die before she showed up on the radar and an official warrant for her arrest could be issued. 
 
    Lucy balled her hands into tight fists. She’d joined GalPol after killing a serial killer herself, and she’d gladly do it again, given the chance. 
 
    “Ah, well.” She relaxed her hands and leaned back in her chair. “Nothing for it now.” 
 
    “Hmm?” Nisha glanced her way. “What was that?” 
 
    “Nothin’, Neesh. Take us home. I expect quite the payday for this haul.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You idiots!” the dog-faced Ularof howled from the cockpit’s main monitor. 
 
    Nisha flinched. Lieutenant Dogaray was in as foul a mood as she’d ever seen. “I’m sorry, sir?” 
 
    They’d reported in to HQ as soon as Hot Pursuit exited the gate. Unfortunately, it also seemed messages from Callum City had arrived around the same time they did, landing on the lieutenant’s desk before their call made it through dispatch. 
 
    “Not only do you let your intended targets escape, but you let them damage a spaceport. Not only do you let them damage a spaceport, but you proceed to terrorize the local workers, get into a rolling gun battle across half the city, then return to blow up even more of the spaceport! Is that about it?” 
 
    “You forgot the blown-up elevator shaft at the Industrial Bypass Hotel,” Lucy offered. She sat with her legs propped up on the console, hands behind her head as she leaned back as far as she could in her chair. 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t forget that at all.” Dogaray lifted a sheaf of papers from his desk. “See this? Bills and complaints from business owners, port authority officials, and the mayor of Callum City. It’ll go nicely alongside this equally thick stack of complaints and bills from Trygar.” 
 
    “That’s what insurance is for,” Lucy said. 
 
    “Not if you give the companies an excuse to use their ‘war and riot’ clause! Going back to Trygar for a moment, did you have to blow up the Temple Shelf? Do you have to blow up anything on these assignments?” 
 
    “It’s not like we set out to do it! The bad guys don’t give us a choice!” 
 
    “Why don’t any of my other officers rack up the bills you do?” 
 
    “Why don’t any of your other officers rack up the arrests we do?” 
 
    Nisha slowly panned the cockpit camera so it was squarely on Lucy. With the two so fixated on their argument, they wouldn’t even notice she was gone. She set the ship on autopilot, stepped out of the cockpit, and headed for her quarters. Some light reading would help settle her nerves and get her ready for the next job Dogaray would undoubtedly assign them. As much as he ranted and raved, he always had more for them to do.  
 
    After all, the Galaxy Police officers known collectively as NightLight always got results, even if there was a bit of destruction along the way. And they sometimes ended up with a different bad guy than the one they’d set out to get. And their supervisor had to write all manner of apologies on their behalf. 
 
    “Details, details,” she murmured as she settled onto her bed, picked up her e-reader, and loaded up the latest fantasy novel, some story about a poor sap of a necromancer and his attempts to keep a city of undead in line. 
 
    As she immersed herself in the story, the screaming from the cockpit faded into background noise. 
 
    To her, it was just another day in the Galaxy Police. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Shadows Before Sunrise by Melissa Olthoff 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You come here often?” 
 
    I slowly looked up from the drink I was nursing. “That has got to be the worst pickup line I’ve ever…” 
 
    I trailed off as I got a good look at the Human male leaning over my table. With piercing green eyes, a chiseled jaw, and the kind of muscle that was earned outside a gym, he was quite possibly the hottest guy who’d ever hit on me. Hot enough I could probably forgive the cheesy pickup line.  
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that. I’m a little rusty,” he said, running a hand through his short hair. The silver hairs peeking through the black were belied by the youthful grin on his face, making it hard to estimate his age. Definitely older than my 29 years, but not by much. “Mind if I sit down and practice a bit?” 
 
    I laughed and kicked out the opposite chair, wordlessly inviting him to sit. Guilt flared up from where it constantly simmered these days, but I shoved it back down. I could play my part and flirt with a hot guy.  
 
    I gestured with my mostly-full bottle of Nilta Ale at the rowdy bar filled with all manner of beings. “So, what’s a nice guy like you doing in a place like this?” 
 
    “Dang it, I was going to use that one next.” 
 
    His rueful smile stirred up some butterflies, and I stomped them flat. I had to stay focused. Mostly. “Snooze you lose. I’m Kailey Jackson.” 
 
    “Cap—” He cleared his throat and stuck out his hand. “Will Sheppard.”  
 
    Utterly charmed by the old-fashioned gesture, I grasped his hand. Over the noise of the crowd I heard, “Dude no, you don’t shake a girl’s hand.” 
 
    A second voice said, “Leave him alone.” 
 
    “Our boss has no game. None,” added a third voice. 
 
    Will heaved a sigh. “Ignore them. I do.” 
 
    I scanned the bar until I located the two Humans and a Yalteen paying way too much attention to us. I grinned and waved. “Friends of yours?” 
 
    “My crew.” 
 
    “Ah, so it’s Captain, then. Are you Janeira military?” I asked, naming the inhabited planet in the system. 
 
    Will shook his head. “We’re a small mercenary unit. We stopped by Sindack Spaceport to look for work.” His choice wasn’t a bad one. Janeira was a major hub in this sector of the galaxy, and the spaceport saw a lot of through traffic. “What about you? Are you a resident or just passing through?” 
 
    “I’m here on business with my partner.” At his crestfallen expression, I giggled like a schoolgirl. Foxfire, how embarrassing. “Not that kind of partner. Jinx is my friend. She’s around here somewhere.” 
 
    Will’s expression brightened, and we spent the next hour talking, laughing, and genuinely flirting with each other. I enjoyed myself so much I forgot why I was there in the first place. 
 
    “I need a refill. What are you drinking?” 
 
    I shook my head and showed him the half-full bottle. “I’m good, thanks.” 
 
    Will stepped to the bar, where he was enthusiastically greeted by one of his crew. I couldn’t quite make out what he was saying, but it involved an awful lot of back-slapping and elbowing.  
 
    A sharp pain bloomed in the side of my neck.  
 
    I opened my mouth to scream, but my voice failed me, along with the rest of my body. A large orange hand steadied me before my face hit the table and drew my hands behind my back. The cool kiss of metal wrapped around my wrists. No, this isn’t happening. 
 
    My head drooped, and my eyelids felt heavy. It was so hard to keep them open. My ears worked just fine, though. 
 
    “Hey! Get your hands off her!” 
 
    The enraged shout was deep. Too deep for Jinx. I forced my eyes back open and saw Will fighting his way through the crowd. One of his crew hefted his stool and flung it across the bar. It seemed to pass by overhead in slow-motion. 
 
    “Bar fight!” 
 
    The crash was audible even over the noisy bar, the enraged bellow of a Rincah more so. An entire table soared past and slammed into a group of Tralge. And just like that, everything devolved into chaos.  
 
    The Gritloth slaver slung me over his shoulder and abruptly staggered backward a few steps. The motion combined with whatever drug he’d injected into my system made my stomach churn. I groaned miserably, barely able to focus, let alone fight. 
 
    “Hold on, Kailey! We’re coming!” 
 
    Will’s roar cut through the noise with the ease of a trained battlefield commander. I couldn’t see him, though. When did I close my eyes again? 
 
    Everything took on a hazy quality, with lots of shouting and jostling that made the nausea worse. The next thing I knew, I was being eased to the sticky bar floor.  
 
    “It’s okay, I’m a friend.” I felt the cool press of an injector on my arm. “This’ll counteract the sedative that scumbag gave you.”  
 
    I suddenly felt like I’d shotgunned my morning coffee. My heart kicked into overdrive, and I lurched up, nearly headbutting the Yalteen leaning over me. I blinked a couple times, panting heavily. The dark blue face swam into focus, and I recognized him as one of Will’s crew.  
 
    “Holy foxfire. What was that, and can I have some more?” 
 
    The Yalteen gave me a flat look. “Any more, and your heart will burst.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Probably not a good idea.” I tried to get to my feet but was brought up short by my bound wrists. “Dang it.” 
 
    “Here, let me help you up.” The Yalteen picked me up as easily as if I were a child and gently set me on my feet. “Nope, never mind. Down!” 
 
    We ducked another flying barstool, then a flying Krift. We exchanged a wide-eyed glance and scooted under a table to wait out the storm. My bound wrists made the maneuver awkward, but I was motivated.  
 
    “Hi, I’m Alberran. I’d shake your hand, but…let me try to get you out of those cuffs.” 
 
    I gladly offered him my back and felt him gently turn my wrists one way, then the other. He let out a frustrated groan. “Oh, man. These are Gritloth-made. We’ll need to cut them off.” 
 
    “Maybe the slaver has a key.”  
 
    “Will!” I gasped as he crouched down to look at us under the table. Blood ran freely from a cut above his eye. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Will gave me a rakish grin. “You should see the other guy.” He grimaced and glanced over his shoulder at the crewmember guarding his back. “On the other hand, maybe don’t look. Barton, go check the slaver, see if he has a key on him.” 
 
    Barton wrinkled his nose. “Why do I always get the nasty jobs?”  
 
    The other Human stalked over, nonchalantly cleaning his knife. “Because you do stupid things like start a bar fight. Which, by the way, completely blocked our path to the girl.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Barton replied, deep brown eyes twinkling with amusement, “but it kept the slaver from getting away.” 
 
    The shorter man paused, mouth open like he really wanted to argue the point, but couldn’t quite figure out how. Will shot them an exasperated look. “Enough. Both of you go check.” 
 
    They were back quickly enough. “No dice, boss. Winterbourne even checked his pants pockets.” 
 
    Winterbourne glared daggers at Barton. “Only because you refused to do it yourself.” 
 
    Barton raised his hands in the air. “Hey, man, I’m not putting my hands near another male’s business.” 
 
    Winterbourne growled and turned away from his friend. “You’re lucky we were here to help, girl. Gritloth are no joke.” His cool blue eyes narrowed as he studied me. “I saw him make a beeline straight for you. Why would a slaver be interested in you?”  
 
    I ignored the blatant suspicion in his voice and glared back. “Call me girl again and see what…Jinx!”  
 
    I scrambled out from under the table and awkwardly surged to my feet, ignoring Will’s outstretched hand. I was just supposed to play bait, not fight off one of Filsinger’s goons. Where are you, Jinx? I tried raising her on my comm, but only silence answered.  
 
    Panic spiraled up and consumed me. I took off running. The bar was packed full of irritated beings though, none of whom were inclined to let me get through to the door. I struggled against the crowd for the barest instant before an enormous blue Yalteen cut in front of me.  
 
    “Make a hole!” Alberran tossed a wink over his shoulder, and I grinned in relief. He bulled his way through beings large and small and got me to the door in no time flat. He even held it open for me. “After you.” 
 
    I rushed into the busy main drag of the spaceport, eyes frantically scanning for Jinx. I was vaguely aware of Will and his crew following along as Alberran continued to play blocker. 
 
    I caught a glimpse of pink-tipped ears and sprinted. “Jinx!” 
 
    My best friend bared her teeth in a grin and casually leaned against a door, waiting for me. Jinx was a Kitsoonay, a foxlike humanoid with gray fur, two tails, and the sharp teeth of a predator. As a race, they were inclined toward mischief, and Jinx was no exception. Casual Jinx was cause for concern on a normal day, let alone a day like today. 
 
    I skidded to a halt in front of her. “You’re okay?” 
 
    Jinx snorted and tapped her short claws restlessly. “Of course I’m okay. What happened to you?” 
 
    Her voice was as casual as her pose, but her twin tails—one dyed green, the other purple—lashed behind her, revealing her agitation. The tails never lied.  
 
    “One of Filsinger’s goons got past you.” I turned slightly and shook my bound wrists at her for emphasis. “Obviously. If it wasn’t for Will and his crew—” 
 
    Jinx smirked and tilted her head, amusement dancing in her amber eyes. “Yes, if it wasn’t for the guy you flirted with the whole time you were supposed to be playing bait, who knows what would have happened to you?” 
 
    “Bait?” Winterbourne questioned sharply. 
 
    I felt my cheeks burn and tried to redirect the conversation. “Why didn’t you answer your comm…” 
 
    I gaped at Jinx’s ears in disbelief. The silver hoops were familiar, but the gold ones at the tips of her ears where she’d dyed her fur pink were new. “Are…are those new earrings? I nearly got kidnapped by slavers playing bait for you, and you took time to go shopping?”  
 
    Jinx shrugged. “They were shiny.” 
 
    “Jinx!” 
 
    “Relax. I got most of them.”  
 
    With a flourish, she flung open the door she’d been leaning on, revealing another Gritloth, a Bleeve, and two Humans. I was pretty sure they were just unconscious, except for the Bleeve. I shuddered. Even giant spiders needed a head to survive.  
 
    Jinx’s tails lashed, and her smile faded. “Wait. Did you say only one got through to you?” 
 
    “Yes, Jinx,” I replied with strained patience. “One was enough.” 
 
    “Foxfire! That means one got away. If Filsinger didn’t know where we were before, he will now. And he’ll send more goons.” 
 
    “Great. Perfect.” I squeezed my eyes shut and drew in a deep breath. The drug Alberran had given me to counteract the sedative was still going strong, and it felt like my heart might actually burst if I didn’t find some calm. “Can you at least get these cuffs off me?” 
 
     “Ah…no.” Jinx’s tails drooped. “Sorry, Kails.” 
 
    And there went my calm. I kicked the wall in frustration.  
 
    Will cleared his throat, and I jumped. It wasn’t that I’d forgotten he was there, it was just…Okay fine. I forgot he was there. “Excuse me, ladies. You seem to be in a bit of trouble, and helping people is kind of our thing.” 
 
    Barton leaned around Will and added, “Helping people for credit is kind of our thing.” 
 
    I sighed, my shoulders slumping. “We appreciate the offer, but we can’t afford to hire mercenaries.” I glanced at Will and felt my lips curl into a smirk. “Not even cute ones.” 
 
    “At least let us get those cuffs off you,” Will said earnestly. “No charge.” 
 
    I didn’t hesitate. My shoulders were already aching from the unnatural position. “Foxfire, yes please.” 
 
    Alberran smiled. “Lily will have the tools to cut those off. She’s back on our ship.” 
 
    “No, thanks,” Jinx replied flatly, moving to stand shoulder to shoulder with me. “Our mother taught us never to follow strangers to their ship.” 
 
    Winterbourne scowled. His personality seemed as prickly as his buzzed white-blonde hair. “We’re a registered mercenary company. Sheppard’s Lancers. Look us up.” 
 
    Jinx pulled out her slate and did just that. After a moment she smirked and flipped the slate so I could see the screen. Sure enough, there was a picture of Will, along with information on his mercenary company. “Leave it to you to walk into a bar full of ruffians and scoundrels and come out with the only decent beings in there.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s a gift.” 
 
    We followed the Lancers down a few levels to one of the docking bays and their ship, a nimble cutter barely larger than a shuttle. It was the kind of ship that could fly in atmo if required. Barton proudly told us about the upgraded shields and new armaments they’d added after their last successful campaign.  
 
    “Lionheart is small, but mighty,” he added, grinning like a proud parent. He led us down into a maintenance bay. A scarred battle mech midway through repairs took up most of the space. “Lily! Where are you, my precious flower?” 
 
    A small Pikith with the typical light purple skin and bright white hair of her race popped out from behind the mech, a large wrench propped on one shoulder. Without apparent effort, she pointed the oversized tool directly at Barton. “Call me that again, squat for brains. See what happens.” 
 
    Barton just grinned. “You know you love me, Flower.” 
 
    Lily looked past Barton to Will. “Can I kill him now, Captain? Please?” 
 
    “Not this time, Lily. This is Kailey Jackson and Jinx…I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your last name.” 
 
    Jinx straightened up to her full height of six feet and tilted her muzzle imperiously. “I am Jinx of the Tama Clan. I need no last name.” 
 
    Will nodded, face a mask of calm professionalism, a far cry from the relaxed man I’d met in the bar. I slowly realized I was looking at Captain Sheppard, not Will. “Lily, can you get these cuffs off Kailey? We ran into a little trouble with a Gritloth.” 
 
    Lily made a face. “Nasty beings. Hold on, I gotta find my good cutters.” 
 
    She darted into the back of the maintenance bay, and I raised my eyebrows in surprise. I knew Pikith were fast, but it was startling to witness. Behind the mech, something metallic crashed to the floor, and Lily started cursing.  
 
    “This might take a few minutes.” Will gently touched my shoulder, and I raised my eyes to his piercing green gaze. “It would help if you stopped tugging on your wrists. You’re rubbing them raw.” 
 
    I hadn’t even realized I was doing it. I rolled my shoulders, trying to release the building tension.  
 
    Winterbourne leaned against a wall, much like Jinx had when we’d first found her. Unlike Jinx, he radiated a suspicion that could easily turn hostile. “You want to tell us why you were playing bait? Or what that slaver wanted with you? Or who Filsinger is?” 
 
    I cast a sidelong glance at my best friend. “Filsinger is competition. He sent his goons because he wants what we have. I was playing bait because we knew they were following us and needed to draw them out.” 
 
    “And what do you have?” 
 
    I was saved from answering by Lily’s reappearance with a massive set of bolt cutters. “Hold still, this won’t hurt a bit.” 
 
    The Pikith made short work of the cuffs, and I rubbed my sore wrists gratefully. “Thanks.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Lily said. She glanced at Jinx’s ears. “Love the color.” 
 
    Jinx dropped her jaw in a smile. “It would look good on you as well.” 
 
    Lily ran her fingers through her short white hair, a wistful smile on her face. Barton snickered. “Then you’d really look like a flower.” 
 
    Lily held up the cutters and eyed Barton up and down, as if contemplating where to cut first. Her eyes came to rest somewhere in the middle, and the man blanched. “Kidding, I was just kidding! Pink is totally your color!” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” she said with a snort before sauntering off with the bolt cutters slung over one shoulder. 
 
    I bit back a laugh. Jinx didn’t bother.  
 
    Will grinned as the laughter died down. “Look, ladies, you don’t have to tell us anything else…” I raised an eyebrow and waited for the but I knew was coming. “…but if you tell us the whole story, maybe we can work out a deal. We specialize in personal security, among other things.” 
 
    “No thanks,” Jinx said with the barest hint of fang, but her tails twisted together. She wasn’t as sure as she sounded. 
 
    “Jinx, Filsinger knows where we are by now. We can’t let him get there first. I need to fix—” I cut myself off as I heard the rising desperation in my voice and took a deep breath. “We could use the help, and I’ve got a good feeling about these mercs.” 
 
    She groaned and scrubbed her face before peering at me over her hands. “Your optimism is sickening.” 
 
    I grinned. “You love me anyway.” 
 
    “Ugh! Fine. We have the location of an untouched Asur outpost.” 
 
    Winterbourne huffed out a laugh and seemed to relax slightly. “In this system? It’s not exactly untouched. They give tours on the hour.” 
 
    Alberran gave us a gentle smile. “Yeah, it even has a gift shop.” 
 
    Disappointment sucker punched me in the gut. I’d been so sure. Jinx’s tails and ears drooped. Barton of all beings tried to make us feel better. 
 
    “We can still take you there if you like. Maybe hit up the beach afterward. It’s a touristy area of Janeira, lots of good restaurants.” 
 
    “They have great seafood!” Alberran agreed enthusiastically.  
 
    My head snapped up. “Wait. Did you say it was on Janeira?”  
 
    Jinx smiled slowly.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Several hours later we had a signed contract with the Lancers to provide bodyguard services in exchange for 20% of any non-military assets in the outpost. Everything else would belong to us by right of salvage.  
 
    The Lionheart quickly completed a sweep of the tiny excuse for a moon, one of dozens orbiting the system’s gas giant. It was so insignificant it didn’t even have a name, simply designated Bravo-23.  
 
    Lily raised an eyebrow when nothing showed up on the ship’s sensors, hands easy on the controls as she piloted the ship. Apparently tinkering with battle mechs was only a hobby. “Are you sure this is the place?” 
 
    I shrugged, and my shoulder bumped against Jinx. The tiny jump seats on the bridge were not designed for comfort. “As sure as I can be. The Asur were cryptic and paranoid. They didn’t exactly leave detailed directions to their outposts just lying around. Can we land at these coordinates?” 
 
    I tilted my slate toward Will, and he nodded. “It’s your show.” 
 
    I shifted sideways as I tucked my slate away, and my light battle armor clunked against Jinx’s armored leg. Winterbourne scowled, once again eyeing the battle scars with suspicion. 
 
    I smiled brightly at him. “Do you like our armor? We got it for a steal at a military surplus shop. Don’t worry, it’s still space-worthy.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. “How did you say you came by these coordinates again?” 
 
    “We didn’t,” Jinx replied flatly, the tips of her fangs just visible. I kept on smiling. 
 
    Lily punched through the thin atmosphere of Bravo-23 and set down on the bright side of the moon. We secured our helmets and bounded down the ramp, the light gravity just strong enough to hold us to the surface. I stared up in awe. The rocky ground might be the color of an old bruise, but the sky was dominated by the double-rings and fiery sunset colors of the gas giant. It was beautiful. 
 
    “You sure I can’t stay, Captain? What if I miss out on the fun?” 
 
    “Sorry, Lily, I want you to maintain overwatch. Just in case.” She heaved a sigh, and Will’s voice turned cajoling. “If there’s any action, you’ll probably get in on it first.” 
 
    “Now we’re talking!” The Pikith kicked the thrusters in and took off, barely waiting for us to get clear in her eagerness.  
 
    “Now what?” asked Alberran, the huge Yalteen even more intimidating in his heavy servo-assisted combat armor. Or maybe it was the massive kinetic rifle cradled in his arms. 
 
    “Now we walk.” 
 
    I set off at a steady pace, weaving around some rocks and leaping over others. Barton easily caught up, laser rifle at the ready and eyes scanning for trouble. The lean merc was about my age, with sharp cheekbones and laughter in his eyes.  
 
    He glanced over, eyebrows raised. The scar cutting through one saved him from being too pretty. “I don’t get it. Why didn’t we just set down next to the outpost?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Because I don’t know where it is. Not exactly. I only know where the path starts.” 
 
    Winterbourne stomped up, his light combat armor a match for Barton’s, signature glare firmly in place. “What do you mean you don’t know where it is?” 
 
    I growled in frustration. “What part of ‘the Asur didn’t leave detailed directions lying around’ was unclear?” 
 
    I was so busy glaring back at the prickly jerk, I forgot to watch my footing. Winterbourne caught my windmilling arm before I could complete my slow-motion faceplant and set me back on my feet.  
 
    “Thanks,” I muttered before forcing a smile back on my face. “The coordinates were a starting point. The rest is a riddle and a song.” 
 
    There was a beat of silence, then Alberran loudly whispered, “Maybe I miscalculated the counter-sedative.” 
 
    “Ha. Ha.” I twisted around and frowned at the Yalteen. “Don’t you know anything about the Asur? Riddles and songs, misdirection and metaphor. They’re almost as twisty as the Kitsoonay.” 
 
    Winterbourne snapped his head around, a smaller version of Alberran’s kinetic rifle held at the ready. “Wait. Where’s the fox girl?” 
 
    I cast my eyes skyward to the sunset planet, striving for patience. Jinx’s acerbic voice crackled on the comms. “I slipped away five minutes ago, and you’re just noticing now? Foxfire, I thought you were professionals.” 
 
    Lily snorted a laugh from up in orbit. “I noticed.” 
 
    Barton tilted his head back as if he could actually see her. “And you didn’t say anything?” 
 
    “She’s obviously scouting, squat for brains. What’s the big deal?” 
 
    “Well it’s kind of hard to guard a body if you don’t have eyes on the body!” 
 
    “Is he always this excitable?” I asked Will.  
 
    “Yes,” replied all the Lancers in chorus. Barton grumbled and bounded ahead. 
 
    “Wrong way.” 
 
    “Squat!” 
 
    Jinx and Lily howled with laughter over the comms, and I snickered as I led the group 30 degrees to the right of our previous course. The rock formations rose higher as the ground sloped downward, forming a twisting canyon, cutting off a great deal of light from the gas giant above. I shivered as the shadows deepened and cracked my knuckles repeatedly. 
 
    Jinx, bless her sharp ears, heard the nervous tick over the open comms and provided a distraction of sorts. “Hey, Lily, can you see me now?” 
 
    “Of course I can. Wait, where…what did you do? I can’t pick you up on visual or thermals. Like, at all.” 
 
    Alberran gave an excited shout. “Oh! I know what she did! The Kitsoonay have the ability to drop their body temp to scary low levels. It’s an evolutionary defense against some kind of giant snake predator on their home world.” 
 
    There was a beat of silence, then Jinx gave a petulant whine. If she weren’t in combat armor, her tails would have been lashing in annoyance. “You ruined my game. How did you even know that?” 
 
    The big Yalteen straightened to his full height, pride in every inch of his bearing. “If you’re going to do something, do it well. I’m the unit field medic. I researched Kitsoonay physiology before you finished negotiating the contract.” 
 
    Will clapped a hand on Alberran’s shoulder. “Let’s keep moving, people. I don’t like the terrain here. Too easy to set an ambush. Lily, how’s it looking up top?” 
 
    “Clear skies,” she replied. “I’m going to do a quick pass, make sure nobody’s hiding out on the dark side. Might lose comms for a tick. Don’t start the fun without me!” 
 
    Fun. Right. I slowed my steps as the canyon fractured into multiple trails and panned my flashlight over the rocks, searching. There you are. I swallowed hard and chose the darkest path.  
 
    Barton eased ahead of me, rifle up and expression devoid of humor for the first time. “How about you let me take point? Call my turns.” 
 
    “Are you sure this is the right way?” Winterbourne asked, following on Barton’s heels. His glacier blue eyes were hard on mine as he brushed past me.  
 
    It took effort to force the words past my suddenly dry throat. “I’m sure. We’re getting close.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” Will asked. Unlike his subordinate, there was no hostility in his question, but there was a note of caution that hadn’t been there before. 
 
    I jabbed a shaky hand at the lone smooth rock in a sea of jagged teeth. Near the base was a string of symbols. “It’s an Asur proverb. The shadows are at their worst before the sunrise. We Humans have a similar one—” 
 
    “It’s always darkest before the dawn,” Will finished. 
 
    Barton and Winterbourne moved further down the trail, and the shadows swallowed them whole. Lost to the darkness as if they’d never been there at all. I mentally slapped my imagination and tried to get my feet to follow them. They declined.  
 
     Will frowned, a flicker of impatience crossing his face before understanding dawned. “I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    I glared at the darkness and clenched my fists. My stupid fear wouldn’t stop me. I had to do this. For Jinx. 
 
    Into the darkness I went, surrounded by soldiers sworn to protect me. But it was my best friend, humming a Kitsoonay lullaby over the comms, who kept me steady through the worst of it. I focused on the song and watched for the next marker. A single Asur symbol at the apex of a cairn of small stones showed the way.  
 
    “Bear right, Barton,” I called out, proud my voice held steady. “The outpost should be right around the bend.”  
 
    The jagged rock formations abruptly fell away as we rounded a particularly tall spire. The Lancers spread out, weapons up and scanning for threats as we spilled out of the shadows and into a crater. A very empty crater.  
 
     “Well,” Barton said, clicking off the light on his rifle, “that was anticlimactic.” 
 
    I scanned the bright landscape wildly, but there was no sign of the outpost. Jinx wandered over from the far side, dejection slumping her shoulders.  
 
    “I knew this would be a waste of time,” Winterbourne said dismissively. 
 
    “It’s here,” I snapped back. It has to be. 
 
    Will stepped between us, effectively breaking our glaring contest. “We’ve got a few hours before we need to recharge the power cells and oxygen. Let’s make ‘em count, people.” 
 
    We searched the crater from the rock-strewn bottom to the top of the sloped sides, and found nothing. I stood at the center, hands on my hips and lips pressed together, barely holding a scream of frustration at bay.  
 
    “Booooored,” Lily sang out. “I’m going to do another pass, back in a few.” 
 
    “Wait,” Winterbourne said suddenly. “Before you go, can you do a thorough scan of the crater and send down the images?” 
 
    “No prob,” she replied. “Sending it down now.” 
 
    “That’s a really good idea.” I shot the prickly merc a surprised look. “I thought this was a waste of time?” 
 
    “It is,” he grumbled and stalked away.  
 
    “He doesn’t handle compliments well,” Barton said conspiratorially.  
 
    “Shut up, Barton.” 
 
    Will held up a hand, his eyes refocusing from the data on the clear-steel screen in his helmet. “Enough, you two. This isn’t an impact crater. It’s a volcano.” 
 
    My lips parted in shock. The Asur song that had led me this far grew louder in my mind. Into the fire… 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    Will sent the data over, and I laughed in giddy triumph. “Jinx! Tell me what you see.” 
 
    Jinx bounded over, eyes already scanning the image. She gave a yip of excitement. “Only the biggest Asur symbol I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Is it the symbol for food? Because I’m hungry,” Alberran said with a sheepish grin. 
 
    I grinned. “No, it’s the symbol for—” 
 
    “Incoming!” Jinx snapped before vanishing into the rocks.  
 
    The Lancers snapped their weapons up while I gaped in shock as four battle mechs screamed out of the sky. I felt the impact through the armored soles of my boots and went down to one knee, straining to see through the cloud of dust and small rocks floating in the thin atmosphere.  
 
    A deep male voice barked through the external speakers of his mech. “Lay down your weapons or we will open fire.” 
 
    Fear shriveled my insides when the dust settled enough to see the massive railgun trained on Will, who’d positioned himself directly in front of me. He didn’t lower his rifle an inch. “Talk to me, Lily.” 
 
    “A little busy right now, boss. The fun found me.” 
 
    Barton’s hands tightened on his weapon to the point I heard metal creak in protest. “Be careful, Flower.” 
 
    Lily laughed, the sound more than a little battle-crazed. “You can take your careful and shove it sideways—” 
 
    The comms shrieked, overloaded, as something exploded on the Lionheart. Lily cried out, and the transmission cut off. 
 
    “Precious Flower? Lily?”  
 
    Barton took a half-step forward, but only silence answered his plea. A roar of rage and pain erupted from the man. He sighted on the closest mech. 
 
    “Barton, don’t!” Will shouted, but it was too late. 
 
    The mech backhanded Barton before he could get a shot off. He slammed into a rock and didn’t get up. Winterbourne snarled but kept his rifle trained on the mech opposite him.  
 
    “Last chance. Drop your weapons.” 
 
    We were completely surrounded and outgunned, and Barton was hurt, or worse. My lips trembled, and I slowly stood back up, hands in the air. I’d failed. The guilt rose up in a choking wave, but assuaging it wasn’t worth their lives. I’m sorry, Jinx.  
 
    “It’s okay, Captain Sheppard. Stand down.” I laid my hand on his shoulder, and only then realized that maybe Winterbourne wasn’t the only one consumed by rage. “Will, please.” 
 
    The seconds stretched out into a small eternity, where the only sound I heard was the thunder of my heartbeat. Then, “Lancers, stand down.” 
 
    The same mech pilot spoke again once all the weapons were on the ground. “Cleared to land.” 
 
    A dropship circled overhead before setting just beyond the rim of the crater. A single figure in pristine combat armor cautiously walked down the slope. It wasn’t until he was nearly upon us that I recognized Filsinger. Will stepped between us protectively. 
 
    Filsinger’s smile faltered. “Uh, hey Kailey.” 
 
    “Hey, Bob.” 
 
    “Robert, please.” He noticed Barton on the ground and shook his head. “It didn’t have to be this way. 
 
    “You chose the wrong side, Kails,” he added, scowling at Jinx. “We could have worked together to unlock the secrets of the Asur. Where’s the outpost?” 
 
    When I just glared at him, he sighed, laying the disappointment on a little thick. “I don’t know what story she told you,” he said to Will, “but she stole those coordinates from me.” 
 
    “Dammit,” he said under his breath. 
 
    I hunched my shoulders defensively and pleaded with Will. “He only had the coordinates because of me and my big mouth. They belonged to the Kitsoonay. We just took back what was rightfully ours!” 
 
    “Yeah, we figured it was something like that. I had 20 credit on pirates,” Will said over his shoulder. “Alberran, how did you guess?” 
 
    The big Yalteen shrugged. “I dunno, stealing the coordinates from an academic weenie just seemed right.” 
 
    “Told you not to bet against him.” Barton groaned, voice slurring like he’d had one too many at the bar.  
 
    Relief shot through me, quickly followed by confusion. “Wait…you all knew we stole them? And you helped us anyway?” 
 
    Winterbourne cast a quick glance my way and winked. “We help the right people for credit. You cost me 30, by the way. I figured it was slavers.” 
 
    Filsinger opened his mouth but was cut off by the lead mech pilot. “Enough stalling. Where’s the outpost?” 
 
    I hesitated. The battle mech stomped over to Barton and pointed his railgun at the prone merc. I swallowed hard. “Underneath us.” 
 
    “Impossible,” Filsinger said with a scoff. “The scans showed nothing under this crater.” 
 
    “Exactly! This is a volcanic crater, but where’s the magma chamber, the lava tubes?” I demanded, stabbing a finger at the ground. “The Asur must have used them for their outpost, then shielded it.” 
 
    Filsinger’s eyes widened. “Brilliant, Kails. That’s exactly what the Asur would have done. Where’s the entrance?” 
 
    I deflated, my momentary academic enthusiasm drained away like a burst balloon. “I haven’t figured that out yet. Maybe if you’d given me more time before ambushing us, I’d have an answer for you, Bob.” 
 
    “It’s Robert,” he replied through gritted teeth.  
 
    “Yeah, whatever, Bob,” Jinx said, casually leaning against a boulder by Alberran as if she’d been there the whole time. “Sounds like you need to work on your timing. Has arriving too soon always been a problem for you? Or is that a new development?” 
 
    Filsinger’s face flushed an ugly red. “Shut your mouth, fox girl, or I’ll hand you over to the skinners when we’re done here. I’m not sure they’d like what you’ve done to your fur, but I’m sure they could fix it.” 
 
    Jinx rolled her eyes, supremely unconcerned by the threat. “Foxfire, Kails. What did you ever see in this guy?” 
 
    “We all make mistakes. Let’s move on,” I said quickly. 
 
    I didn’t think Filsinger’s face could flush any darker. I was wrong. “You think you’re so much better than me, don’t you Kailey? I’m guessing you saw the symbol for rebirth in the crater, but did you notice the tick marks around the crater rim?” 
 
    “Tick marks?” 
 
    He laughed and shoved his slate in my face. He was right. My heart sank to my toes. I’d been so excited by the volcano, I’d missed the subtle marks around the crater rim. The Asur ascribed to a rebirth belief system, tied closely to their sun cycle. Even on other worlds, they honored the rising of their home sun. 
 
    Filsinger pointed to the crater wall directly opposite the shadowy canyon we’d traveled through. “Sunrise. Rebirth of the day. The entrance is obviously over there.” 
 
    Obvious? The Asur are never obvious. I bit back my automatic retort. Trying to show up Filsinger was what got me into this mess in the first place. Me and all the Kitsoonay. I would not repeat my mistakes. So I said nothing as Filsinger directed one of the mech pilots to go with him, leaving three to guard us. 
 
    Alberran twisted to show the field medic symbol on his pack to the lead mech pilot. “Can I treat my friend now?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Barton waved a lazy hand in the air. “It’s cool man, I’m good.” 
 
    “Not with that slur, you’re not,” Alberran replied with a fierce frown, but he didn’t push further. 
 
    By the time Filsinger admitted defeat, we had maybe an hour left of power and oxygen before we’d be in real trouble. As if armed battle mechs wasn’t enough of a problem.  
 
    Filsinger stomped back over and kicked a rock. I couldn’t help my smirk at his frustration, though to be honest, I didn’t try all that hard to suppress it. He shook his finger in my face. “Don’t even start—” 
 
    “Stop talking.” The lead mech drew a three-foot-long combat blade and pointed it my way. “You know something.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything,” I replied, voice shaking. “I just know with the Asur, it’s never obvious.” 
 
    “We also know Bob’s a moron,” Jinx added, snickering.  
 
    “It’s Robert!” 
 
    Jinx nodded sagely. “Ah, so you admit you’re a moron. Good first step.” 
 
    The lead mech cut through Filsinger’s strangled shout with a deep bark. “Enough! Here’s what’s going to happen. For every five minutes I’m standing in this useless crater, I will shoot one of your mercs. When I run out of mercs to kill, it’s fox girl’s turn. If you still haven’t been properly motivated to find the entrance, I’ll start working on you, and believe me…you will wish your death was as quick.”   
 
    I stared at the impassive battle mech with wide eyes and slowly turned to Filsinger. “Don’t do this, Robert.” 
 
    The mech pilot laughed. Filsinger looked away, unable to meet my gaze. “Major Leeward is in charge. Not me.” 
 
    Major Leeward pointed his railgun at Barton. “Nobody wants this to get messy. So figure it out. Your time starts…now.” 
 
    I stared at Barton, always smiling and joking, the first to try to make me feel better when we thought the outpost had already been discovered. A good man. I didn’t want him to die. Panic swirled in my mind like a tornado, ripping away all rational thought, leaving only fear in its wake. Nothing. I had nothing. We were all going to die, and it was my fault.  
 
    “Kailey.” Will gripped my shoulders and gave me a sharp shake. “Kailey. Listen to me. Breathe. Deep breaths now, with me.” 
 
    I struggled to slow my breathing to match his, but it was impossible. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Barton, the next in line to pay for my failures. Will reached up and gently turned my face to his. 
 
    “Don’t look at him. Look at me. You figured everything else out. You can do this.” 
 
    “Okay…” I swallowed hard and latched onto the steadiness in his gaze like it was a lifeline. “Okay. I can do this.” 
 
    “Yes, you can,” Jinx added.  
 
    I whipped around at the confidence in her voice. A trapped Kitsoonay was incapable of calm, but Jinx leaned against that boulder as if she hadn’t a care in the world. She cast a sly wink my way, and, at that, I finally found my own calm. I can do this. 
 
    Shadows before sunrise, into the fire, the rebirth symbol. It all swirled in my mind like the panic had before. Not that the panic was gone. I could feel it lying in wait beneath the calm, ready to pounce if I faltered again. Think, think… 
 
    “Time’s up.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Barton silently stared up at the railgun with a grim expression. Those rounds would tear through his light armor like tissue paper. He would die horribly. I didn’t want him to die. Die…death. That’s it! 
 
    “Wait!” I screamed, lunging toward Leeward, hands in the air. “I’ve got it, don’t shoot him!” 
 
    The railgun didn’t fire. Nor did it waiver from its target. I held my breath.  
 
    “Oh, please,” Filsinger said with a sneer. “There’s no way you—” 
 
    I snatched the slate out of his hand before he could finish speaking and stabbed a finger at the rebirth symbol. “Look at the symbol in relation to the sunrise mark. It’s inverted!” 
 
    Filsinger’s mouth dropped open, and I pointed at the canyon. “Sunset. The death of the day. The door should be where the light fades into shadow.” 
 
    Leeward motioned to Filsinger. “Check it.” 
 
    Minutes later, we heard an excited shout. “It’s here!” 
 
    I closed my eyes in shame. So close. We’d walked right past it on the trail, hidden in the shadows before sunrise. I’d let my fear distract me after all.  
 
    Major Leeward took a step back from Barton. “I knew you just needed the proper motivation. Get that door open, Professor.” 
 
    “It’s Doctor, actually.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever, Bob.” Leeward snorted a laugh. “Thanks for that one, ladies. Seriously, you dated that guy?” 
 
    Jinx strolled over to stand at my shoulder. “I wouldn’t call it dating.” 
 
    I raised my face to the sunset colors above. “Just kill me now.” 
 
    “Not yet,” Leeward replied cheerfully. “Got to see if ol’ Bob can open the door first.” 
 
    I froze. He wasn’t joking. The panic tried to rise back up, but I drowned it in a lake of calm, and mentally kicked myself. I’d been so busy trying to figure out the puzzle, I hadn’t thought things through to their logical end. Of course they wouldn’t leave us alive. An untouched Asur outpost was a huge find. 
 
    “Marx, status in orbit? Marx?” Leeward’s battle mech turned toward the dropship at the top of the crater. “Hey Traeger, can you raise the Jackal? Marx isn’t answering…Traeger? Young?” 
 
    Jinx smiled her slow smile.  
 
    The major whipped his railgun to Jinx. “You. You did something.” 
 
    “I’ve done lots of things. You’ll have to be more specific.” 
 
    Her armored hand brushed my side, and I carefully glanced down. The small transmitter was just visible between her fingers. Huh. Guess she was right to spend credit on those EMPs after all. 
 
    “I’m in!” Filsinger shouted gleefully. 
 
    Leeward growled. “Kill them all.” 
 
    Jinx clenched her fist around the transmitter with a guttural scream and pulled me to the ground. Two of the battle mechs froze mid-motion, while sparks erupted from the other two.  
 
    “Foxfire,” Jinx swore. “I knew that dealer was lying about them being rated for battle mechs.” 
 
    The Lancers sprang into action, diving for their discarded rifles and opening fire. Will dragged me behind a rock as Jinx dashed into the battle. “Stay low!” 
 
    A kinetic round pinged off the top of the boulder, and I hugged the ground tighter. “You think?”  
 
    “Wagner’s fried, Morales is trying to reboot…my weapon system is down,” a woman cried out over her mech’s external speakers. 
 
    “Stupid EMPs!” Leeward bellowed over the sound of his railgun jamming. “Stomp them into the ground if you have to, just finish the job, Croco!” 
 
    Barton low-crawled over to us, rifle slung across his back. “I’ve got her, Boss. Get into the fight. They need you.” 
 
    “You good?” 
 
    “Good enough. Go!” The battered merc pinned me with a fierce stare. “We’re too exposed out here. Stay low, follow me.” 
 
    My harsh breaths and frantic heartbeat failed to drown out the sounds of battle. As we darted from one bit of cover to the next, I caught flashes of the fight, fragments that seared themselves into memory. Jinx perched on the back of a mech, stabbing with her combat blades. Winterbourne dancing with the same mech, precision firing into one leg joint until it failed, and the mech fell to one knee. Alberran tearing loose with his massive rifle, the noise so loud I could feel it in my bones. And Will, coolly directing the fight while covering the big Yalteen. 
 
    One of the mechs threw something toward our position when we were out in the open.  
 
    “Grenade!”  
 
    Barton swore viciously, wrapped his body around mine, and rolled so his armored back was to the grenade. I screamed but couldn’t hear myself over the blast. Rock fragments slammed into us. Barton grunted and tightened his arms briefly before letting me go.  
 
    “Shit!” Will shouted. “Barton, status?” 
 
    “Good, we’re good,” Barton replied breathlessly. “Alberran?” 
 
    “I think I need to change my pants.” 
 
    There were scattered laughs of relief, a brief moment of levity that pushed back the fear, and then rounds started flying again as Barton and I crawled for the next bit of cover. The merc collapsed the second we were out of the line of fire.  
 
    I checked his back and found a number of new scratches and a major dent, but no breaches. I absently noted my hands were shaking. Barton pressed a hand to his side, face twisted into a pained grimace. 
 
     Winterbourne and Jinx finished off their mech and turned their attention to the last one standing. Leeward roared in pain and staggered back from the combined fire. “Marx! Get your lazy butt down here!” 
 
    The comms crackled in response, then we all heard a wild laugh. “I’m sorry, Marx can’t get to the comms right now, on account of he’s breathing vacuum. Please try again never!” 
 
    Barton jerked his head up. “Lily!”  
 
    “Were you expecting someone else?” she replied archly. 
 
    The relief in his voice was unmistakable. “Come on down, Precious Flower, you’re missing all the fun!” 
 
    “On my way! And don’t call me that!” 
 
    Barton doggedly shook off his injuries and got us moving again. We were nearly to the sheltering walls of the canyon when one of the frozen mechs lurched back to life. It sprinted to intercept us, combat blade rising high. I was only steps away from safety when realization slammed into me.  
 
    I’m not going to make it.  
 
    Barton dropped back beside me, determination hardening his expression. He grabbed my arm and slung me through the narrow opening. The move spun him around and away from me. Right into the path of the oncoming mech.  
 
    I hit the ground hard and twisted, desperate to see. The merc ripped his laser rifle off his back and took aim, but the combat blade was descending, and there was no stopping that momentum.  
 
    Lionheart thundered past, rounds from the forward machine gun tearing through the mech. Barton flung himself down as the mech was knocked backward, crashing into the ground and raising a cloud of dust.  
 
    “Now who’s the precious flower?” Lily demanded, looping the cutter back around the crater at a slightly saner speed.  
 
    Barton laughed. “Me, definitely me.” 
 
    I scrambled to my feet and heaved a sigh of relief. Leeward was the last combatant standing, and he was considering Will’s offer to surrender. 
 
    It was over.  
 
    An arm clamped around my neck and pulled me backward into an armored chest. “Breathe one word, one little cry for help, and I swear I’ll put a round through that merc’s back.” 
 
    My panic smashed through the lake of calm and stole my ability to think. I didn’t know what to do. So I allowed Filsinger to pull me backward, away from my friends, away from any help, and into the dark. My armor kept him from choking me, but the toxic combination of fear and panic were doing the job for him. I sucked in air but couldn’t catch my breath.  
 
    Filsinger dragged me at a fast clip through the rocky terrain, and I scrambled to keep my feet. He pushed me toward a pitch-black rectangular opening in the rocky wall. I dug my heels in and fought wildly. Not into the dark!  
 
    A rough shove sent me tumbling through the gap. I gasped as I landed on smooth metal rather than the expected rock. Filsinger switched on a floodlight and chased away the dark. I slowly pushed myself upright. We were in a small antechamber, empty but for the second door at the far end. The real entrance to the outpost. 
 
    “Tell me how to open this.” 
 
    “I—I don’t know.” 
 
    I cried out, more in surprise than actual pain, when he hauled me to my feet and shoved me at the door. “Then figure it out!”  
 
    I tried to examine the symbols inscribed in the door, but the frantic beat of my heart made it difficult to concentrate. I heard the slight rattle of metal on metal and glanced down. My hands were shaking again.  
 
    “Hurry up!” Filsinger bellowed, glancing nervously toward the open entrance. 
 
    Understanding sucker punched me. If Filsinger got into the outpost first, he’d have a solid claim to salvage rights. If I could delay him until help arrived, the outpost—and what it contained—would belong to us. To the Kitsoonay. I had to make things right. I had to.  
 
    I stepped back from the door. “No.” 
 
    “What do you mean, no?” Filsinger raised his laser pistol, a familiar stubborn expression settling on his face. “You’re going to help me. Right now.” 
 
    I swallowed hard and forced the words past the fear clogging my throat. “I’m not going to help you, Robert.”  
 
    A crooning lullaby came over the comms and calmed my fear. I wasn’t alone. Even if I died here, I wasn’t alone. I clenched my fists to stop the shaking and stood my ground. 
 
    “Never again.” 
 
    He shoved the gun under my chin, where the armor was weak, and snarled. “This is all your fault.” 
 
    “I know,” I said hoarsely and squeezed my eyes shut, “but I’m trying to make up for that.” 
 
    “Not you. Her.” 
 
    My eyes sprang open. Jinx casually strolled into the antechamber, combat blades in both hands. “Didn’t squat for brains realize we had open comms this whole time?” 
 
    “Guess not,” I replied with a shaky smile.  
 
    Filsinger’s expression turned cold. “You know, Jinx, I never liked you.” 
 
    He jerked the gun away from my throat and shot her.  
 
    I screamed, terror like I’d never known freezing my heart as my best friend fell. I ran to her, desperately hoping she was still alive. Please be alive. Please. I dropped to my knees beside her, shaking so badly I could barely roll her onto her back. Jinx slit open her amber eyes and winked. 
 
    I bowed my head over her body to hide my reaction.  
 
    Filsinger snorted impatiently. “Don’t bother. She’s already gone. It’s amazing how quickly bodies lose heat in thin atmo.” 
 
    He sounded so smug, so sure of himself. He never noticed her armor was intact. Never noticed the lack of blood. Never noticed as I played bait one last time and backed away, drawing him past Jinx. Who leaped to her feet and twisted his neck, the sound of it breaking lost to the whine of straining servos in his shiny new combat armor.  
 
    She tossed his limp body aside. I didn’t spare him a second glance. I rushed over and hugged my best friend tight, both of us laughing and crying at the same time.  
 
    “Kailey, Jinx, status?” 
 
    I pulled back from Jinx, wishing I could wipe the tears off my face. “We’re good, Will.” 
 
    Jinx flashed her fangs in a vindictive smile. “Filsinger, not so much.” 
 
    Winterbourne rushed in, rifle at the ready, and verified the threat was gone. “Clear.” 
 
    Will limped inside, followed by the rest of his Lancers. I frowned in concern. “Are you all okay?” 
 
    “We’re fine. Leeward chose…not to surrender.” 
 
    “Some of us are more okay than others,” Barton said with a groan, supported by a slightly singed Lily on one side and Alberran on the other. They eased him to the floor, and he leaned back against the wall. He grinned and winked at me, but I wasn’t buying it. He’d been hurt keeping me safe. Another debt I needed to pay. 
 
    “Thank you for saving my life, Barton.” I looked at each of the Lancers, meeting their eyes one by one. “We couldn’t have done this without you. All of you.” 
 
    Jinx laid a clawed hand on my shoulder. “You have the gratitude of my people…and 20% of whatever non-military assets are inside,” she added with a wink. 
 
    Without Filsinger breathing down my neck, the door was ridiculously easy to open. I reached for the correct symbol, but Will gripped my arm before I could touch it. 
 
    “They didn’t booby trap their outposts, did they?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I pressed the symbol. The outer entrance slid closed, sealing us in the antechamber. The sound of hissing filled the small space, quickly drowned out by the Lancers’ alarmed cries. 
 
    “Whoa!” Alberran shouted. “I thought you said there weren’t any booby traps!” 
 
    Jinx eyed him coolly. “You didn’t really think we’d give you 20% of an Asur outpost, did you?” 
 
    I managed to keep a straight face for all of two seconds before I ruined her game. I doubled over in laughter. Every time I managed to stop, I’d catch a glimpse of one of their faces and crack up all over again. It was a solid minute before I was calm enough to explain. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I thought you knew this was an airlock. The inner door will open once the antechamber is pressurized.” 
 
    The big Yalteen shook his head in disappointment at Jinx. “Not cool.” 
 
    Jinx just grinned, not sorry in the least. I laughed again, more from stress relief than true humor. Surprisingly, Winterbourne joined in. I honestly hadn’t realized the man could laugh. The rest of the Lancers relaxed, and we waited. 
 
    After a few more minutes, the inner door slid open soundlessly. Abandoned for countless centuries, and it still worked perfectly. The corridor stretching out in front of us was even dimly lit by an unseen light source.  
 
    I shared a long look with Jinx. “Time to see if we came all this way for nothing.” 
 
    Will held up a hand. “Normally I’d say ‘ladies first,’ but it’s my job to protect you. I’ll take point. Winterbourne, take rearguard.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to protest, but stopped at the look in his eyes.  
 
    “I don’t want anything to happen to you.” He cleared his throat and glanced at Jinx. “Either of you.” 
 
    Alberran snickered. “Look at that, the boss has game after all.”  
 
    Barton laughed but abruptly stopped and gripped his side. “Hey, running point is my job.” 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t,” Alberran said, easily keeping the battered merc from getting up. “You’re going to sit here while I evaluate the damage.” 
 
    “Aw, but I want to see the outpost.” 
 
    Lily snorted and carefully sat down next to him. “I’ll wait here with you, you big baby.” 
 
    “Good, because you’re next,” Alberran added. 
 
    Their voices faded behind us as we moved deeper into the outpost. There was no dust, no signs of decay. Everything was perfectly preserved. But the rooms were empty, the equipment they housed long gone.  
 
    I moved faster, desperately holding onto hope, but feeling it slip through my fingers. The end of the corridor came in sight with just two doors remaining. The first was barred with a simple lock. Winterbourne went to work getting it open. The second led to what we’d come all this way to find.  
 
    The armory. 
 
    But the weapon racks were bare, and the scaffolding meant to hold battle mechs were vacant. Even the ammunition was gone. I crashed to my knees, despair rising up to swallow all my hope. How can I fix things now?  
 
    I hung my head. “I’m sorry, Jinx. This was supposed to save us.” 
 
    She gripped my shoulder. “We’ll figure things out, little sister. Have faith.” 
 
    Will slung his rifle across his back and knelt down next to me. “Are you ready to tell me the whole story?” 
 
    I couldn’t meet his piercing stare. I stared at my hands instead. “Before their disappearance, the Asur were known for their advanced mechs and weaponry. My university launched a research program to locate any tech they left behind. Filsinger and I competed for the grant money, but I had an edge. I grew up on Shippo with Jinx and her family, and I knew there were hidden Asur ruins on the Kitsoonay homeworld.” 
 
    Will caught my hands. I hadn’t realized I’d been cracking my knuckles over and over. I pulled my hands free. I didn’t deserve his sympathy. 
 
    “I was so caught up in beating Filsinger that I never bothered to check where the grant money was coming from. It was the Badar Syndicate.”  
 
    Will whistled soundlessly. “That’s a nasty organization. They have a habit of claiming salvage rights after wiping out the original owners.”  
 
    I nodded miserably. “I fought to have the ruins on Shippo investigated. The Kitsoonay didn’t have a standing military or a large government. The Badar Syndicate saw an unprotected world and invaded. People died. All because of me.” I gestured around the room, barren of the weapons we’d risked so much to find. “This was supposed to turn the tide.” 
 
    “You need to stop blaming yourself. Nobody else does.” I shot Jinx a look, and she winced. “Okay, fine, most of us don’t blame you.” 
 
    Will didn’t say anything for a moment. Then he stood up and offered me his hand. “Come with me. I want to show you something.” 
 
    It took more effort than I wanted to admit, but I drew in a deep breath and took his hand. He pulled me to my feet and led me back to the first door, where Winterbourne waited with a smug grin.  
 
    Jinx whooped in excitement, and my jaw dropped at the sheer amount of gold, diamonds, and precious metals in the small vault.  
 
    Will cleared his throat. “I know what our contract said, but 20% of that is way too much for personal security. We’re mercenaries, not thieves. But for an extended campaign—say, to kick an invading force off your homeworld—that’s just about right.” 
 
    Jinx laughed. “No offense, but I’m not sure the five of you are going to make much of a difference.” 
 
    Will smiled a slow smile. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The tropical planet Janeira grew large on the viewscreen of the Lionheart, the greens and blues reminiscent of Earth. Once we were close enough, the small black dots I’d been told were ships resolved into a medium battlecruiser, three destroyers, a handful of frigates, and a troop carrier, all in high orbit. 
 
    “Which one is yours?” 
 
    “All of them.” 
 
    Jinx and I both turned to Will in shock. The rest of the Lancers shared a laugh at our expense. After the airlock incident, we probably deserved it. 
 
    “I thought you said your merc unit was small! That’s not small.” 
 
    Barton coughed. “So to speak.” 
 
    Will sheepishly ran a hand through his hair. “Well, it’s small compared to our old military unit.”  
 
    I stared out at the small fleet and felt hope rise like the sun, driving back the shadows of despair.  
 
    I gripped Jinx’s hand. “We’re going to get our home back.” 
 
    My best friend held on just as tight. “Yes. We are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Melissa Olthoff Bio 
 
      
 
      
 
    Melissa Olthoff spent her youth daydreaming about riding dragons and slaying monsters. After joining the United States Air Force, she spent years having real adventures before becoming a responsible adult. Sort of. She now works as an accountant (seriously) and is back to daydreaming of adventure. Sometimes those daydreams even make decent stories. 
 
      
 
      
 
    # # # # # 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Laney’s Logistics Ain’t Recruiting by Tim C. Taylor 
 
      
 
      
 
    Iyjanna-Eighty-Three hesitated before replying. 
 
    Until that moment, her introduction to The Lady Ironwood had been a non-stop tour of exhilaration. The laser scarring on her armored hull. The heady scent of unseen mercs practicing their deadly trade in the lower decks. Here in The Lady’s nerve center, a sensory assault washed over her: flashing lights, the hum of power, the exuberant, exotic aliens of its crew, and the numerous crew stations. 
 
    Most of which were empty. 
 
    The captain narrowed her dark eyes. “Do you have a problem with what I just told you?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. ‘Rule One: Laney’s Logistics ain’t recruiting.’ I understand, ma’am. I’m just here for work experience. I neither want nor expect anything more permanent, ma’am.” 
 
    The Human returned her eyes to a more relaxed configuration. “Good. And another thing, I can’t be dealing with long names. You’re IJ aboard this ship. While we’re about it, we can also do without the autofire ‘ma’am’s.’ You may call me Laney. This is Laney’s Logistics, after all, so all of us here know I’m the boss.” 
 
    A snort emanated from the co-pilot. IJ triple-blinked at the series of explosions erupting across the humanoid’s chromatophore skin. Laney had introduced her as Sal, of a species called the Glunn. Sal’s skin settled back to its regular appearance of gently flowing lava. 
 
    “That’s the problem with crew,” Laney said. “Insubordination.” 
 
    Laney’s words were aggressive, but IJ had studied Humans before her work placement and could tell by the upturned sides of the woman’s lips that she’d spoken in jest. 
 
    It didn’t make sense, though. The Lady had clearly been designed to accommodate more than the two crew members who actually flew her. Why not take on more? 
 
    “Honestly,” IJ said, “all I want is the work experience. I don’t want you to recruit me. It’s my first test since I hatched out of my larval stage. This is where I prove to my father that I’m worthy of his attention.” 
 
    “Yeah, right. Just so you’re clear on that point.” 
 
    “Rule One. You ain’t recruiting. Got that…Laney. Is there a Rule Two?” 
 
    “Damn right. ‘Live to learn and do better next time.’ In other words, don’t take unnecessary risks, because I’m planning on enjoying my ill-gotten gains.” 
 
    Sal laughed. “She’s been saying the same thing for 11 years.” 
 
    “Because it’s true. A few more jobs, and we’ll retire.” 
 
     “Err, ma’am? My father was under the impression Laney’s Logistics was an ongoing operation.” 
 
    Those dark eyes narrowed again. “I told your father’s agent what they needed to hear. Don’t worry. If there’s a problem, it’s between me and your father. We’ll look after you, and you’ll learn plenty. I promise you.” 
 
    “I’m scared I’ll do nothing more challenging than making the coffee and cleaning the hull. I need to prove myself to—” 
 
    “Your father.” Laney raised her eyebrows as if IJ had said something wrong. “You’re in luck. During active operations, Sal and I will be here on the flight deck. Which means there’s no one in the rear turret.” 
 
    “You’re kidding? You mean…?” 
 
    “I dusted it down and cleaned the seat specially for you. The back has a cutout section for your tail, so you should fit in. I’m hoping you’ll be our gunner.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you. You don’t know how important that is. Ever since I emerged from the larval stage, competition has been—wait, does that mean we’re flying into danger?” 
 
    “Yup. It’s all in the contract we signed.” 
 
    IJ’s heart pumped furiously. She was terrified by the very idea of combat, but winning her father’s approval was a tough challenge. Not many succeeded. 
 
    “When?” IJ’s voice wavered with fear. She hoped Laney and Sal couldn’t hear it through the translator. “When do you need me in the turret?” 
 
    “We head for the gate in three hours. Destination, the Rigel Reach Tower on Yuhadur-7. Our paying passengers are going to make a corporate intervention.” 
 
    The air whistled through IJ’s head crest. Any more surprises, and it would be honking in alarm. 
 
    “Relax,” Laney told her. “Take a deep breath. Unpack. And when you’re ready, I’ll show you around The Lady.”  
 
    When IJ’s crest whistle only deepened, Laney added, “It’ll be okay. You’ll be fine. Trust me.” 
 
    “What if it isn’t fine?” 
 
    The woman pursed her lips. “In my experience, if it all goes south, you’ll have a few seconds at most to worry about what’s coming. Then it comes, and you’ll be dead. What can I say? It’s a tough galaxy. But stick with me and Sal, because we don’t plan on dying.” 
 
    “Yes, Laney, but…” 
 
    “Come on. Say what’s on your tongue.” 
 
    “If you don’t want to die, why do something so dangerous?” 
 
    Laney closed her eyes, silent. IJ worried she’d said the wrong thing…that she’d be thrown off the ship and sent back to her father in disgrace. Then the Human spoke. “After the war, we all had to seek gainful employment. You can’t get ahead in this galaxy without taking a few risks, but the difference between Laney’s Logistics and most of our mercenary clients is, we deliver support services. We’re not usually on the front line.”  
 
    “Not usually?” 
 
    “We occasionally fly into hot zones as a combat taxi, just to keep our hand in, but mostly we’re procurement, delivery, transportation, setting up, and breaking down. That kind of thing.” 
 
    “With just two of you?” 
 
    “We know a lot of people we trust, people we’re confident to subcontract to. Relax! Remember Laney’s Rule Number Two, IJ. You have to live to learn and do better next time. Dead people never learn.” 
 
    Once again, Laney closed her eyes. Her lips trembled a little. Perhaps she was fatigued? 
 
    Deciding she’d been dismissed, IJ headed off in the direction of her quarters, half-dreading and half-hoping she’d bump into the Human mercenaries along the way. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Laney watched the girl walk off her flight deck, wondering whether she’d come to regret offering her this work placement.  
 
    IJ was a Bajazet, a four-foot-tall burnt dragonfly with an eight-foot wingspan. She was aboard The Lady because her father was Primarch Anatzet, and being a primarch made him a wellspring of credit. 
 
    For several years now, Anatzet had been sending out his glut of offspring to serve junior placements in a wide range of enterprises. Maybe IJ’s father was expanding the expertise of his clan, or maybe he wanted to scatter his kids to the four corners of the galaxy to get a little peace and quiet at home. 
 
    After that business at the mines of Ocho had left The Lady with major repair bills, Laney didn’t care. Chaperoning the primarch’s daughter for three months of work experience was well worth the credit Daddy Dragonfly was paying. 
 
    As IJ walked across the deck, Laney was entranced by the brilliant iridescence that flashed across the dull graphite and charcoal sheen of her exoskeleton. 
 
    “Structural coloration,” Sal said. She gave an appreciative whistle. “Girl, you’re beautiful.” 
 
    IJ turned. Her chitin face lacked the expressive flexibility of skin, but she managed to convey embarrassment at the compliment. “Thank you.” 
 
    Laney supposed the girl was beautiful, but thankfully not in a way that would interest the paying passengers from ALG. 
 
    Fluttering her transparent wings, IJ walked off, lifting her tail to reveal the brightly colored gyrating orbs of her twerking ass. The boys from ALG would definitely notice them. 
 
    “One moment, IJ.” 
 
    “Ma’am? I mean, Laney?” 
 
    “Did you remember to pack any clothes?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Hot environment. Cold environment. A pressure suit that protects my wings.” Her voice lowered. “Light combat armor.” 
 
    “Did you bring any clothes to wear aboard a spaceship?” 
 
    “No. Oh, was I supposed to wear a uniform?” 
 
    “No. That’s only for permanent crew.” 
 
    “And Laney’s Logistics ain’t recruiting. Got it.” 
 
    “Why do you keep saying that?” Sal queried after Laney waved the dragonfly away. 
 
    “To remind myself. My gut says we’re going to like this girl, but if I take on someone new, it’ll push back my retirement plans.” 
 
    “Laney Fourpure, you ain’t fooling no one. You don’t ever want to retire, and why would you?” 
 
    “So? What’s the problem with that?” 
 
    “Nothing. Stop fooling yourself, is all. Bad things always happen when you do.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The walls and ceiling of IJ’s room were draped with patterned fabrics, the floor tiled with heated carpet. She appreciated her crewmates’ attempt to make it feel welcoming, though it felt claustrophobic and unhygienic. 
 
    This, then, was to be her lair for three months. 
 
    “I’m lucky,” she announced to the room. And she was, because no matter how strange this place, and how inscrutable her exotic crewmates, there was a part of home that would always be with her.  
 
    She opened her main travel case and brought out the smaller container within. “Are you all right?” 
 
    The box opened of its own accord. She waited for Shurie to uncurl and stretch, then she hugged her pet lyshir to her chest. 
 
    Shurie’s warmth was the comfort she needed. “I’m frightened,” she admitted. 
 
    The lyshir purred as he regarded her through a smoky eye. Stretching his furry arms up to her head crest, he extended his fingers over its length and tapped a soothing rhythm along the hollow cylinder. His purr vibrated her chest, not the happy one he’d woken with but his protective rumble. 
 
    “I’m not facing a carnot dog or a smelter diver,” she told him. “Not something you can scare off with your teeth. You can’t protect me from lasers and railguns.” 
 
    Shurie either didn’t believe her or, more likely, didn’t understand her words. He purred insistently that he would make everything all right. 
 
    IJ wasn’t entirely convinced, but her father had given her the lyshir to love her unconditionally. Knowing that helped ease her fear. A little. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Lady leveled out of her headlong dive, braking hard to join the flow of traffic inching its way along the sky routes of downtown Hive-27. 
 
    The ship’s inertial dampening protected IJ from being crushed inside her exoskeleton, but her guts still protested they were being shaken like a misbehaving rag doll. 
 
    She vomited over the turret floor. 
 
    Then she honked in dismay through her crest. What’s Laney going to say? It was bad enough that IJ had soiled the turret fitted out specifically for her physique, but Laney had been impressed to learn her temporary new recruit’s wings were more than an evolutionary legacy. IJ could fly. Laney seemed to think that meant IJ was naturally adapted for high-gee maneuvers, and the Human woman was almost as difficult to impress as Father. 
 
    Through the turret window, lines of cars and light delivery vehicles snaked between the tower blocks. By comparison, The Lady was as huge as a supertanker. No matter, IJ’s job was to protect their rear against threats, however small they might appear. 
 
    The quad-barrel railgun of the rear bubble was manually operated, for the most part. Sal had explained that this was a defense against electronic warfare attack. There were multiple targeting assists, each of which could be stripped away if required. 
 
    One of IJ’s fingers wore a brass thimble with wires attached to the targeting computer. She could use it to paint targets, but on this first mission, that functionality had been disabled. The weapon would only fire on targets designated from the flight deck. 
 
    As practice, she wore the thimble anyway, painting any vehicle with tinted windows and bulges she didn’t like the look of. 
 
    A faint hiss came from the ceiling speaker. “You all right in there?” the captain asked. 
 
    “Yes, Laney. I’m drawing a bead on the most likely threats.” 
 
    “How delightful. I just wanted to warn you to hang onto your wings.” 
 
    “My wings? Why would I…? Woah!” 
 
    The Lady banked violently. This time, IJ managed to keep down what remained of her lunch. The ship’s lurches were no less aggressive, but as it made a vertical ascent up the side of a building, she recognized it from the briefing. This was Rigel’s Reach Tower. 
 
    She was too busy to be sick. This was the target. 
 
    The Lady snapped through 90 degrees and came to rest, hovering above the tower roof. At the edge of her vision, IJ could make out humanoid figures dropping to the roof before hurrying away. Focus on the skies, she told herself, trying to ignore what their merc passengers were doing.  
 
    Laney had warned her that the sky could be filled with bandits. If any of these bandits approached, IJ was determined to be ready. 
 
    Sal had trained her to keep a loose grip on the two firing handles of her guns. That wasn’t as easy as she’d thought, because excitement had locked her hands solid. Her thumbs shook over the firing studs. 
 
    Don’t let the bandits come now! Don’t let them come now! IJ took her hands off the handles and shook them loose. 
 
    Laney’s voice came from the ceiling. “All done. Time to head off for a short coffee break.” 
 
    The Lady backflipped off the roof and screamed across lines of traffic that squawked angry proximity alarms. 
 
    The ship danced, threading above and below the civilian traffic. It was exhilarating. It was flying. 
 
    This was something IJ understood in the deepest core of her being. This was like weaving between the boughs of the giant fenfost trees on her homeworld. For the first time, IJ felt an affinity with the Human. 
 
    The Lady fell out of traffic and hugged the track of a disused transit route. On the outskirts of the city, she banked, slowed, and flew into a cavernous old warehouse. 
 
    The door clattered shut behind them. 
 
    She felt a jolt as the ship landed. She couldn’t see it because all was inky black. 
 
    After the engine thrum had died away into silence for a few seconds, IJ pressed the transmit button on the speaker above her. “Umm. This is IJ. Do I stay here?” 
 
    “Yes,” Laney answered. “In theory, this is the intermission. We’re due to pick up our brave boys and girls in about 14 minutes. While it’s tempting to stretch our legs or grab a coffee, you never know for sure what’s gonna happen next on a mission. So we need to stay alert.” 
 
    “Copy that, Laney.” 
 
    “Since we have a short interlude, let’s use this opportunity to get to know each other.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Umm. Can I ask a question first?” 
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    “Why are we here?” 
 
    “Have you ever met a Gritloth?” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” 
 
    “They’re difficult to miss. Eight feet tall, huge black eyes, orange skin, sociopathic. Now, I know Humans aren’t perfect. Many individuals of my species don’t have a shred of empathy for people of other races, but there are far more who are capable of compassion, at least in theory. Not Gritloth. They couldn’t care if they tried. That’s why they’re naturals at drug smuggling, organ-legging, disinformation, and slaving.” 
 
    “Which of those crimes are perpetrated in the target building?” 
 
    “All of them.” 
 
    Lurid images flooded IJ’s mind. She shuddered. 
 
    “And more besides,” Laney said. “This is right up ALG’s alley. They love to think of themselves as champions of justice, defenders of the oppressed—so long as their bill gets paid. Sometimes they need someone on the outside to remind them when they stray, but not today. They’re going to send a message to the orange monsters on behalf of their clients. ‘Don’t mess with us.’” 
 
    “You said someone reminds them of their purpose. Who is that?” 
 
    IJ heard Sal’s laughter in the background. “That kid’s smarter than she looks, Laney. Good on you, IJ.” 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    “Let’s just say, there’s a special relationship between our captain and Major Ramwulf, the boss of ALG Special Situations. It goes back to the war. It wasn’t strictly business then, and it isn’t now.” 
 
    “That’s enough!” The captain’s voice was sharp. “We get first refusal on ALG’s contracts, and they get a discount for our Grade-A service. Now, your turn, IJ. We all know about your father, the primarch. What about your mother? What does she think about your placement?” 
 
    IJ flicked her wings. She’d known this conversation would come sooner or later. “I’m not Human. I’m a Bajazet. Mothers lay eggs. Fathers provide a safe zone for offspring who survive the larval stage. I met my mother once, but there’s no bond. I don’t expect one.” 
 
    “You tell her, kid,” Sal said. “Humans are always judging the galaxy through their eyes.” 
 
    “I’m not judging anyone,” Laney protested. “Just trying to figure out why your father placed you with us. I know you’re not the only primarch’s daughter sent out to find herself in the galaxy. How many sisters do you have?” 
 
    “Approximately 15,000 sisters, plus a few hundred male siblings.” 
 
    IJ sensed the stunned silence on the flight deck. “Our natural predators are extinct, Captain Laney. Such a large number of us survive to adulthood that competition is intense.” 
 
    “I’ll bet. I think I’m beginning to understand, but…we’re outta time. We gotta go rescue our clients.” 
 
    “We’re ahead of schedule. Are they in danger?” 
 
    IJ’s turret shook as powerful engines spooled. “The phrase deep doo-doo might have come up. Hang on tight. This’ll be rough.” 
 
    The warehouse door opened, and The Lady exploded into the light. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “IJ, when you’re engaged in an important task, are you easily distracted?” 
 
    The turret ducked suddenly. The ship shot upward at a near vertical.  
 
    “No, Laney.” 
 
    “Good. Then you might enjoy this.” 
 
    A visual panel appeared in the turret window, showing the forward view. 
 
    Seeing the ascent of Rigel’s Reach Tower from both forward and aft directions at once made her head hurt. 
 
    But it was useful. Seeing the moment they crested the tower a fraction of a second before they leveled out gave her stomach the warning it needed. 
 
    Through the fore view, she saw armored Humans making a tactical withdrawal. They were taking fire from dozens of uniformed guards.  
 
    Some of the mercs hugged the cover of ventilation outlets and comms equipment while laying down suppressive fire for their comrades to fall back. Then they swapped roles. 
 
    The coordination felt surprisingly graceful. A dance.  
 
    Its rhythm was shattered by The Lady’s two chin turrets. Clouds of debris erupted from the roof as it was sprayed with fire. Were people dying under that ferocious fusillade?  
 
    The idea was horrifying. A little exciting, too. But the truth was hidden by the thick clouds being thrown up. 
 
    The ALG mercs didn’t hang around to find out. Under cover of the dust clouds, they raced for The Lady’s belly and climbed inside. 
 
    The ship lifted up and away from the roof. 
 
    But the Gritloth weren’t done yet. 
 
    Missiles streaked up from the dust cloud. 
 
    No amount of fancy flying would outrun them. 
 
    Laney didn’t try. The Lady slowed and yawed toward the threat. Dashed lines of red were revealed by the dust as her lasers pulsed into the missiles. 
 
    They exploded. 
 
    The Lady was caught in the shockwave, tossed through the air like ripped beach kelp on a breaking wave. Only for a moment, though. IJ felt the ship catch and then ride the wave, harvesting its power to boost it up and away as it rose for the heavens. 
 
    Black discs boiled out of the dust cloud shrouding the roof. Drones. Scores of them. 
 
    She stabbed the intercom. “Laney!” 
 
    “You’re weapons hot. Have at ‘em, IJ.” 
 
    IJ marveled at the coolness in the captain’s voice and tried to emulate her as she traversed the gun. She was trying to match the white aiming reticle that had appeared on the turret window with one of the yellow brackets that had snapped onto the drones. 
 
    She got a lock and pressed the firing studs. 
 
    Tungsten bullets wrapped in aluminum alloy sabots cycled through the gun rails, exiting the muzzle at nearly 3,000 meters per second.  
 
    Those were the dry facts Sal had given her in training. 
 
    What felt far more real was seeing the four streaks of fire lance through the air and converge on the drone, shattering it into a thousand pieces. The destruction felt instantaneous. 
 
    The staccato power of the guns sent tingles through her seat and into her tail and backside, but she couldn’t sense any recoil through the firing handles or barrel. 
 
    With the air so thick with drones, she abandoned trying to target them individually, instead stitching rounds across the mass of miniature aircraft. 
 
    Black debris clouds puffed into existence as she took them out, but the drones left their dead behind and kept coming, closing the distance to The Lady. 
 
    Lines of fire reached out from the drone cloud, clattering against The Lady’s hull.  
 
    It had never occurred to IJ that they’d fire back. 
 
    Deflecting bullet strikes sparked against the turret window, etching claw marks across its surface. 
 
    Holy hot tail! They’re trying to kill me!  
 
    At the bottom of the turret were weapons diagnostics. She was quickly depleting her ammo, and the barrel temperature gauge flashed red as it neared critical. 
 
    Should she continue firing, or let the barrel cool? 
 
    She took a deep breath and tried to decide whether to ask Laney for guidance.  
 
    As she fired one more burst into the drones, the question was taken out of her hands when the guns shut down for emergency cooldown. 
 
    Had she damned them all? 
 
    The drones fired at her. Continuous bursts of rounds rattled the ship, clawed at her turret bubble in their eagerness to destroy her. 
 
    Being shot at without being able to fire back…nothing could possibly be more terrifying. 
 
    Suddenly, it was all over. The drones fell away. 
 
    She guessed they’d reached the limit of their endurance. A few last incoming shots, and then the drones were in the distance and disappearing from view. 
 
    Have at ‘em, IJ. Laney had been so cool in the face of danger. Though the captain was only an alien, IJ hoped to be like her one day. 
 
    “Why wait for another day?” she said aloud when the gun announced its readiness to fire again. 
 
    Laney had told her danger could come at any moment during a mission, so IJ kept her hands on the firing handles, and her eyes on the skies, staying frosty until long after they broke orbit. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Laney had to laugh. Their little damselfly had screamed through almost the entire op, punctuated only by occasional retching and some very peculiar little speeches. 
 
    It had all been recorded, of course, to be played back at the young Bajazet’s leaving party. 
 
    But not yet. Laney contained her chuckles to the crawlspace. Then she hauled herself the last few feet to the aft turret and opened its door. 
 
    “We’re safe now,” she said when she saw the girl still clutching her gun handles. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” The alien was shaking. 
 
    It was obvious the kid thought she’d made a famous last stand. Laney hadn’t the heart to burst her bubble. The truth was, The Lady Ironwood was even tougher than she looked. 
 
    The old girl had landed troops on all six of Leden-8’s fortified moons. For all the furious defense of the Federation Guard, she’d barely been scratched. By comparison, they’d never been in danger from a few souped-up drones. 
 
    Probably. 
 
    Laney’s good mood soured a little. The cramped conditions of the turret had probably been more of a danger to the girl. Her tail was in Laney’s face. So were her wings.  
 
    “I worry about you,” Laney told her. “An eight-foot wingspan? You have impractical dimensions for shipboard life. Doesn’t it hurt your wings to be scrunched up like an unwanted love letter?” 
 
    “I’m fine, Laney. My wings are flexible unless I get an urge to fly. Then the blood flows through, and they stiffen.” 
 
    Ships and their pilots were built to fly. So were people like IJ. Seeing her wings bent back against the turret walls offended Laney. “I’d like to see you fly one day.” 
 
    “I will, but I fear you’ll be disappointed. My home has low gravity and an oxygen-rich atmosphere. On most planets, I can get airborne with plenty of panting and sweating, but no grace. That’s not what I would call flying.” 
 
    “I don’t have wings, but I am a flyer. I understand, IJ. Forget what I said. Keep your feet on the ground.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “So…your first combat mission, and you saw a little action. Do you feel okay?” 
 
    IJ gave a stiff, alien grin. “I never thought I could be so excited. It was wonderful.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit. After a mission, we like to grab a beer. Assuming it isn’t poisonous to your physiology, or illegal, can I get you one?” 
 
    “Oh, yes please, Laney. Something dark and cold.” 
 
    Laney chuckled. “You and Sal both. I prefer to drink things I can see through. Come with me. I’ll see what we can find in the special fridge.” 
 
    “What’s the next mission?” IJ asked en route to the officer’s wardroom. 
 
    “Next up is another taxi service. After that, we get to break down what’s left of a forward base on Relike-Beta and ship it to a Forwards Corp facility on Valetudo for refurbishment. Later on, we’ll take it to its depot, but before that, we need to source fusion mag-lining. Mostly we provide logistical support for combat teams, but that one’s purely commercial. I have contacts in many lines of work. That’s probably how your father heard of me.” 
 
    “Will any of these missions be under fire?” 
 
    “You mean will you get to fire your gun again?” She smiled. “Any could be under fire, but the most likely is the next one on Menevon in the Janvara system. We’ll be ferrying ALG again, an expanded team. Their boss will be joining us, so you need to be on your best behavior.” 
 
    “How come ALG flies with you so much?” 
 
    Laney halted at the blast door through Frame 6. “Sal got it half right before. It isn’t entirely business. Me and Major Ramwulf go way back. Every once in a while, it’s good for us to remind each other where we came from.” 
 
    “If you like this Major Ramwulf, why don’t you mate with him and have children? Then you’ll have plenty more crew without needing to recruit.” 
 
    She stared at the inquisitive alien in disbelief. “You have a lot to learn. Rule Number Three. By the time you finish your work experience, you, IJ, will be a different person. I give you my special Laney Fourpure guarantee.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Pets!” IJ watched in horror as Captain Laney’s eyes widened. “You never said anything about goddamned pets!” 
 
    “Neither did you,” IJ replied. She grabbed Shurie off the avionics block where he’d been sleeping. Fearful of what this Human might do, she turned her back on the captain to shield her pet with her body. 
 
    All this anger, for what? Shurie had been expressing his nature to explore. What could be wrong with that? 
 
    The captain’s hands became fists, but she didn’t think Shurie was the target of her anger. IJ had that privilege all to herself. 
 
    “Anyway,” IJ said, trying to soothe the mood, “I don’t have pets. There’s just the one, ma’am…I mean, Laney.” 
 
    For some reason, that only seemed to make the captain angrier. The Human was taller by almost two feet, and she used all that height to loom over IJ, her face pinched and breathing through her nose at an alarmingly increased volume. “Ma’am will do fine from this point. If I ever forgive you, IJ, I might review that. Don’t count on it.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “What is this…thing anyway? It looks like a party at a genetics lab got out of hand and they spliced together a cat, a rat, and a frog for no better reason than it seemed like a good idea after enough bottles of brandy.” 
 
    “He is a lyshir. My father gave him to me as a present. I think he’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Good. Because if he matters to you, you’ll take exquisite care to ensure he never leaves your quarters again. If I see him loose on my ship, I’ll space him, no matter how many tears you shed.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “And then I’ll space you, too. Make this creature behave, or else.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Now get out of my sight. Both of you!” 
 
    IJ hurried back to her quarters. “Maybe my placement aboard The Lady was a mistake,” she told her darling lyshir. 
 
    Shurie rumbled a purr of gentle correction.  
 
    “You’re right,” she told him. “I need to be challenged to impress Father. Nothing matters more than that.”  
 
    Shurie’s purr deepened into one of agreement. He reached up to stroke her crest, and IJ believed once more that she was in the right place, no matter how beastly the captain could be. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I hear you were hard on your little damselfly this afternoon.” 
 
    Laney threw her head back into her pillow. Why did he always wait until she was drifting off into a contented sleep before saying dumb things like that? 
 
    “Well?” he pressed. “Did she deserve it?” 
 
    “Damn right. It seems The Lady has acquired an unwanted mascot. She deserved a reaming a lot worse than she got. Who knows what diseases her pet could carry or the damage it could do? Have you ever seen a fuel line after a rat decides to use it as a chew toy?” 
 
    Rammy put his hands up in surrender. “Just seemed like an overreaction, is all.” 
 
    Laney sat up, the better to give Rammy the full benefit of her glare. “If you don’t like the way I run my ship, Morell Ramwulf, why don’t you buy a dropship of your own?” 
 
    “Who would I get to fly it?” 
 
    “A pilot. Others exist besides me, a fact you’ll soon discover for yourself if you criticize me again.” 
 
    Rammy shrugged. Was that irritating man refusing to take her seriously? “Sure there are other pilots, but no one could compare with you, Laney.” 
 
    “Just for once, cut the charm. We both know it doesn’t reach as far as ALG’s bottom line. What’s the real reason you keep hiring us? You’ve long since reached the point you could afford your own ship.” 
 
    “Because that would demand a whole new area of expertise. I might screw up.” He turned his head away from her, and she gave him a few moments to stare into the shadows of her quarters.  
 
    “I doubt myself all the time,” he told her. “During the war, it was easier. We had no choice. We all had to do the best we could with whatever we had. Now it’s different. I send people into danger for profit. When my people die—and they do—they’ve sacrificed their lives so I can have a bigger house.” 
 
    “Hey.” She gently placed her hands over his cheeks and turned his head, so he was looking into her eyes. “Listen to me. They made that choice. No one in ALG is conscripted.”  
 
    “I know, but I make the choice to send them into danger, and sometimes I make mistakes. So I don’t take on things I don’t know how to do well, even if it hurts my bottom line. I hire you because I’m too scared to bring what you do in house.” 
 
    “Your problem is simple. You’re still recruiting. Laney’s Logistics is me and the Glunn. That’s all we need to be.” 
 
    “I have 127 employees, plus contractors. I guess it’s a little late for me.” 
 
    Rolling onto her side, she shushed him with a finger to his lips. “Let me give you a reminder of the freelancer you left behind.” She walked her fingers down his chest. “We should merge our operations,” she told him when she was halfway down. 
 
    “That would be perfection.” He intercepted her hand and clasped it to his belly. “For a few sweet weeks. Then it would fall apart, and we’d strangle each other.” 
 
    He drew in a sharp breath. “Laney, why are you bringing this up now? We’ve talked this through so many times. It’s that girl, isn’t it? The damselfly.” 
 
    She kissed him. “No, I don’t think so.” She was coming down for another taste when she hesitated. “Well…maybe it is. Hell, I know she’s got wings, a tail, and a backside like varnished beach balls, but she reminds me of when I was young. Of when we were young.” 
 
    “Ahhh.” 
 
    “Don’t say ‘ahhh’ as if you have a damned clue what I mean.” 
 
    His cheeky grin faded into seriousness. “Laney, I was straight with you. Now it’s your turn. What’s the real reason you’re so unsettled?” 
 
    “This contract you’ve taken on. It’s a big deal. You’re messing with dangerous people.” 
 
    “I’ve made a lot of enemies down the years. That comes with the job.” 
 
    “Yeah, but not like Hralthric.” 
 
    Rammy released a long sigh. Once again, she gave him the space to stare into the shadows.  
 
    She settled onto her back and tried to float away into the soft embrace of her pillow. 
 
    Rammy had other ideas. “Hold me, Laney.” He rolled over and laid his head on her chest. 
 
    Thanks a bunch, she mouthed as she tenderly stroked the little coils of hair on the back of his neck. Now I’m really worried. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “It’s time to drink once more at the trough of excitement, IJ. Initiating atmospheric entry.” 
 
    Despite the captain’s words, IJ’s trepidation overwhelmed any feelings of excitement. 
 
    A faint cone of fire stuttered to life, shrouding the aft turret as The Lady burned through the upper atmosphere. Limned in ghostly blue, the planet Menevon curved beneath her feet, still surprisingly small against the infinite blackness of space.  
 
    Then the reentry cone grew too bright for her to see anything but fire.  
 
    IJ couldn’t appreciate any of these wonders. Shurie was missing. 
 
    If Laney ever found out, she didn’t think Laney would literally throw her out the airlock, but she might just as well. If IJ screwed up and was thrown off her work placement in disgrace, Father would declare her a failure, fit only for recycling. She’d be fed to the next generation of larvae. She shivered, because as a larva, she herself had unwittingly consumed the bodies of older siblings who’d disappointed their sire. 
 
    This placement had to go well. 
 
    “I hope everyone remembered to pack their swimsuits,” the captain said over the intercom. “We’re headed for the Il-Skevich Dunes, the most exclusive resort for seven sectors. I for one can’t wait to dip my toes in the pleasure pools.” 
 
    “Don’t forget your hat, either,” Major Ramwulf said. “It’ll be hot work today.” 
 
    IJ hoped the boss of ALG was referring to the temperature and not the amount of weapons fire. 
 
    Menevon in the Janvara system was the regional center of operations for Hralthric Services, a conglomerate of criminal operations. They had legitimate businesses, too, for laundering purposes, and one of those was the Il-Skevich Dunes Resort, one of the most exclusive vacation destinations in the sector. 
 
    The Gritloth they’d raided on Yuhadur-7 had been a minor branch division, but the ALG team had stolen enough evidence there to throw a spotlight on Hralthric. 
 
    It wasn’t as if those in power had no inkling of Hralthric’s true nature, but after today, they could no longer take the bribes and deny it, because Major Ramwulf would capture the resort and force its clientele of senators, royalty, megacorp CEOs, and the like to face up to that evidence. 
 
    “We’ll be moving off our assigned flight path to Kaldazene Starport in 10 seconds,” said Laney. “IJ, close your eyes.” 
 
    Taking a last look out the turret—they’d braked hard enough that a white contrail had replaced the reentry cone of fire—IJ shut her eyes, and clamped a hand over them for good measure. 
 
    The Lady bucked, banked, and dove for the ground. 
 
    IJ opened her eyes. It looked as if the craft had detonated, leaving a debris cloud of fiery embers and gleaming cylinders trailing long wires. Decoys. 
 
    The real Lady plummeted like a dart, picking up speed so rapidly that IJ’s insides tingled with exhilaration. 
 
    She laughed to think that some of her sisters would be spending their work placements among corporate drones, sitting on a chair and staring into a sea of numbers. 
 
    Not her. 
 
    She thanked God that Father had placed her with Laney’s Logistics. 
 
    “Flight controls not responding,” the captain announced. “Stand by.” 
 
    The Lady Ironwood fell through the clouds. 
 
    IJ checked that her harness was tight, then she chided herself for her foolishness. If they didn’t level out, no one would survive the crash. 
 
    The ship turned and eased out of her dive, but only slightly. Not nearly enough. 
 
    IJ’s heart was pumping so hard, it threatened to break out of her chest cavity, but that wouldn’t kill her as surely as a crash at far above terminal velocity. 
 
    “We’re locked out of the flight controls,” Laney said. “This is not a mechanical failure. The ship has been compromised.” 
 
    “Not just avionics,” Sal said. “I’m losing other controls, too. If by some miracle we survive the crash, we have to exit the—”  
 
    Static replaced Sal’s voice from the ceiling speaker grille. 
 
    Wait, not all systems were centralized. IJ threw the three toggle switches above her head, switching her railgun to full manual. She stabbed the fire buttons, and saw rounds streak through the air. Yup. She had control. It didn’t seem likely, but maybe she could save the day. If only she had something to fire at. 
 
    The ship came in to land. 
 
    Violently. 
 
    If it weren’t for the combination of grav plating and inertial dampening, IJ would have been ripped into several pieces.  
 
    As it was, the strap bit hard against her shoulders, but before the pain could register, the extreme g-forces reached down her body and pulled her consciousness out the top of her crest. 
 
    When she awoke a few moments later, startled as if from a terrifying dream, The Lady was making a gentle landing amid a dust storm thrown up by her engines. 
 
    No, not dust. Sand. 
 
    As the ship came to rest, all the nearby interior hatches opened. The same was probably repeating throughout the ship. 
 
    A press of her thumb on the firing stud reassured her that her guns still functioned. As the sand settled, she saw they’d landed between two dunes. With her iron sights covering the dune crests and the range dialed in, she was ready. 
 
    Movement! Not out there, but behind. From the ship.  
 
    “Out. Now!” It was Sal. 
 
    IJ took a last reluctant look at the empty dunes and released the firing handles. She followed Sal through the crawlspace, out into the main part of the ship, and headed for the belly hatch. Everyone else seemed to have already left. 
 
    Everyone… 
 
    At the ladderwell down from Deck Three, Sal stopped at an equipment locker, bringing out a rifle and emergency pack, and shoving them into IJ’s hands.  
 
    “You know how to fire this, right?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Good.” Sal grabbed a rifle and pack for herself. “Cause you’re gonna need to.” 
 
    Sal hammered down the ladderwell, but IJ stayed where she was. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” 
 
    “Shurie.” 
 
    “Screw your pet! You need to worry about your own survival, kid. We’re in deep trouble.” 
 
    With her chromoskin flashing angry reds, Sal left her behind. 
 
    The alien didn’t understand, but IJ wouldn’t give up Shurie without trying. Besides, their quarters weren’t far away. 
 
    The more IJ thought it through, the more likely it seemed that Shurie would have gone back there if frightened, seeking refuge in the closest equivalent to home turf on the ship. 
 
    Dropping the kit and weapon, she ran for her room, screaming Shurie’s name. 
 
    When she reached her quarters, there was no answering purr. He wasn’t there. 
 
    Distraught, she ran for the ship’s belly, scooping up her pack and weapon along the way. 
 
    Her feet hit the hot sand. She was last out, and the others were gone. 
 
    She stepped out from underneath the ship but could see no one. Once out of The Lady’s shadow, even their footprints had been swallowed up by the fine sand of the desert. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Lady Ironwood had set down in desert dunes in the lea of a cliff face. A dried watercourse ran along its base, its bed partially filled with sand and scattered rocks and sparse scrub.  
 
    Passengers and crew were threading their way along the riverbed, using the landscape to maximize concealment. Effectively, as it turned out. It was only when Laney stood up from behind a bush and waved to her that IJ realized where everyone had gone. 
 
    IJ hurried to catch up, skipping across the hot sand that burned her feet. Every few strides, she looked back, expecting to see rows of heartless bandits on the dune crests, aiming their rifles at her back. 
 
    But the first fighters she encountered were four ALG Humans who were acting as a rearguard, concealed behind bushes as they watched the route she’d taken from the ship. 
 
    “Has anyone seen my pet?” she asked once she was safely behind a rock. 
 
    They ignored her. 
 
    “He’s two feet long. Furry. Bifurcating fingers. He’s a lyshir.” 
 
    “Bifurcating fingers?” one of the mercs snapped. “You mean a kinruth. One was aboard Lady Ironwood all this time?” 
 
    IJ backed away, appalled by the anger she sensed in the Human woman. 
 
    She bumped into a scorching hot rock and screamed as her wings burned. 
 
    For the first time, IJ stopped worrying about Shurie and properly registered that she was marooned in a desert. The outer layers of her body were mostly double walled with a hollow interior. It made for an effective insulator, but if she heated up to a dangerous temperature, it would take a lot to cool her down. 
 
    With the sun high in the sky, she didn’t think she’d make it to nightfall. 
 
    As if she didn’t have enough to worry about, bullets pinged off the rocks. The shooters were firing down from the top of the cliff. They were trapped! 
 
    What should she do? Fire back? 
 
    IJ looked to the Humans for advice, but the only one paying attention was the woman who’d snapped at her. She had a hand over one ear, talking to someone over the radio. 
 
    Abandoning the ALG group, IJ kept as tight against the cliff face as she could and ran in search of Laney. She’d know what to do. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “There you are.” Laney sounded relieved. “I was scared we’d lost you. You picked a bad time for your work experience. We can’t find a way up that cliff, which means we’ll have to shoot our way out at a tactical disadvantage.” 
 
    “It’s six hours to nightfall,” Sal said. “Best we can do is stay alive until then and—” 
 
    “There she is!” 
 
    Major Ramwulf stormed their way. “You stupid flying turd. Do you realize what you’ve done?” 
 
    IJ didn’t know what to say. By the way the big Human was clenching his fists, she thought the major was about to hit her. 
 
    “What’s this about?” Laney put herself between IJ and the terrifying man. 
 
    “A kinruth. Or a lyshir, as she calls it. A free trader told me the story of a paying passenger with a creature that fits the description of her pet. He found it in the ship’s computer core, its fingers spread over its ports, doing God knows what damage. That’s what your girl brought aboard. That’s why we’re pinned down with no way out.” 
 
    “No.” IJ shook her head. “Can’t be. Shurie’s just a pet. I’ve had him since I hatched from my larval stage.” 
 
    “A pet!” Ramwulf cursed in ways that did not translate. “It’s not even real. It’s a programmed construct.” 
 
    IJ refused to answer. Of course Shurie was real. Then she thought of the way he’d curled up in his travel box and stayed there for days without food, water, or air. 
 
    “Hold on,” Laney said. “These past few years, your father’s been sending out droves of your siblings in work placements and paying so handsomely that no questions are asked. How many of your sisters have the same kind of pet?” 
 
    “All of them. It’s Father’s promise that he still cares about us, even though he sends us out into the galaxy.” 
 
    The Humans looked at her as if she were stupid. Sal’s skin went white with disgust. 
 
    It looked bad, sure, but IJ had felt Shurie’s purr, and that was real. “Shurie cares,” she pleaded. 
 
    “Maybe you’re right,” Laney told her. “Makes no difference to us now. Your caring pet is trying to get us all killed. And right now, it looks like he’s succeeded.” 
 
    IJ was done protesting, because Laney was right. 
 
    This disaster—the looming deaths of her crewmates—was all her fault, and there was nothing she could do. 
 
    She slunk away and unslung her rifle. She’d never fired at a person before. Now she’d have to. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” Laney asked Rammy. “The rat-cat-frog thing did all this? I thought it was just a dumb animal.” 
 
    “That’s kind of the point.” 
 
    “Rammy, you have my blessing to ream IJ a new orifice when we get out of this alive, but for now, the stupid girl’s fluffy pet isn’t firing at me.” She pointed up at the cliff. “They are.” 
 
    “Hello, I think you can hear me. Yes? Laney Fourpure, hello?” 
 
    The alien voice in Laney’s earpiece was like gruff birdsong, but the Human translation was chillingly clear. “Yes, I’m in your radio network. I address the personnel of Laney’s Logistics. Your party is surrounded. Your ship is mine. Escape is impossible. However, it’s not you I want. ALG has committed violent criminal acts. An example must be made of them.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Laney responded sharply. She hesitated, recognizing an aspect of the voice. Unable to place it, she continued in a whisper. “What are you proposing?” 
 
    “You pay me a modest fee and a duty of obligation. The three of you from Laney’s Logistics return to your craft in safety and fly out of here. Alone.” 
 
    Laney looped in everyone else on the comm net. “Can’t do that. I’ve an obligation to ALG.” 
 
    “Funnily enough, so does Hralthric Services. After what they did on Yuhadur-7, Hralthric has an obligation to see them dead, which is entirely legal, according to Janvara System statute. Look, be reasonable. Your friends are not getting off this planet alive. Don’t let your stubbornness mean the unnecessary slaughter of innocent third parties.” 
 
    “Innocents including your own daughter?” 
 
    Silence. Laney’s assertion had been more guess than anything, but she’d hit home. “Yes, my daughter, who has proven her worth by her actions.” 
 
    Laney stared at IJ in horror. So did everyone else. 
 
    The girl shrank back in dismay. She wasn’t wearing an earpiece, so Laney filled in the charge sheet. 
 
    “Your father commends you for bringing The Lady to him. He’d also like to thank you for allowing him to kill Major Ramwulf’s team so easily.” 
 
    A low wail sounded through the Bajazet’s crest horn. 
 
    Then the strangest thing happened. The wailing stopped, and the girl stood with a little steel in her backbone.  
 
    “Ma’am, on my first day you told me that the difference between Laney’s Logistics and most of our clients is that when we make a mistake, we live to learn and do better next time.” 
 
    “Tell me what you have in mind.” 
 
    “If I can…” IJ blinked three times. “No, I have an even better idea. Can I speak to Father?” 
 
    Laney held IJ’s gaze across an awkward silence. Then she grinned. Maybe the dragonfly girl wasn’t so dumb after all.  
 
    She detached her comm headset and handed it to IJ. “If you’re planning what I think you’re planning, it’s unlikely to do you any good. Sal’s recording everything we say over the net, but we can’t transmit anywhere without getting back aboard The Lady.” 
 
    The girl nodded and went ahead anyway. 
 
    “Father, it’s me.” 
 
    “I’m pleased to hear you’re alive, Iyjanna-Eighty-Three. I want you to talk sense to Captain Fourpure.” 
 
    “It’s you who needs talking sense to. I had no idea you were caught up with an evil organization like Hralthric.” 
 
    “It’s true that you have no idea how I run my operations, girl. That knowledge is earned.”  
 
    “But Hralthric runs slaving operations, drug cartels, and gang operations across a dozen star systems.” 
 
    “Those who impress me learn of my business empire. Come out from those rocks so I can keep you safe.” 
 
    Laney switched off the comm piece. “Nice try,” she told IJ, “but your dad’s too smart to say something that can be used against him. He’ll only incriminate himself if he’s talking to people who are already dead.” 
 
    “Then that’s what I’ll be.” 
 
    “Explain yourself.” 
 
    “I’m switching to Plan A.” IJ turned her comm back on and walked out into the sand with her hands high. On her tiny frame, the rifle slung over her shoulder was comically oversized, almost plowing its butt through the sand. Nonetheless, Laney was impressed. This was a brave kid. 
 
    Naïve, gullible, and the cause of death for everyone Laney held dear. But brave. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Well done.” 
 
    This was the first time IJ had ever heard the sound of Father’s approval. It tasted bitter. 
 
    “No point dying for nothing, Father. That would be a poor return on your investment in me.” 
 
    “Do I detect a fit of pique, Daughter?” 
 
    “Not at all. I’m changed. I’ve learned more than you expected during my placement.” 
 
    IJ reached the shadow of the ship. The sand was cooler here, only by a few degrees, but the change refreshed her. She was going to need that. 
 
    “Get aboard the ship,” her father told her. “Leave the others to me.” 
 
    IJ switched off her comm and spoke into the air. 
 
    “Can you hear me, Shurie?” 
 
    A purr came from external speakers in the ship’s hull. It was the comforting purr he offered when she was sad. 
 
    “If you truly love me, Shurie, your first duty is to protect me. No matter what. Even from my own father.” 
 
    The purr deepened. Despite everything, IJ trusted that rumble. And now she staked her life on it. 
 
    She ran out into the scorching sand and threw herself into the air, beating her wings for all they were worth. 
 
    Her feet lifted off the ground. 
 
    And then she dropped, scraping the knuckles of her feet. 
 
    Her walk from the rocks to the ship hadn’t been random. She’d been checking for thermals. 
 
    Close against the cliff, there was too much turbulence to fly, but at this spot, the thermal was good. 
 
    She calmed and eased back on the flapping. Weighted down by the rifle, and on a heavier gravity planet than she was adapted for, she needed less wing beating and more soaring. 
 
    It worked! 
 
    She ascended in a gentle spiral until she was hovering over the cliff edge. There were scores of humanoids from a dozen species, all armed with guns. Some tracked her, but most were aiming at the base of the cliff. She couldn’t see her father, but she was sure he was there. 
 
    “Laney’s Logistics doesn’t work frontline ops,” she said, smiling at the irony.  
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    It was her father. In her frantic attempt to lift into the air, she must have knocked her comm back on. Screw him! She unslung her rifle. Holding it against her stomach, she pointed it at a blue humanoid and fired. 
 
    “You stupid girl!” 
 
    The blue man went down. Wounded, she thought. 
 
    IJ fired again. And again. 
 
    The recoil mashed into her belly and threw her through the hot air, leaving her body angled in all the wrong ways for flight. 
 
    She’d achieved her objective: getting the shooters riled enough to put bullets through her. 
 
    Carving wild gyrations across the sky, she fluttered down. The randomness of her motion must have affected the aim of the Hralthric bandits. Even so, she heard her shell crack as bullets tore at it, felt the sideways pull as a section of wing was ripped away. 
 
    Down she went, but she was still alive. 
 
    Now for the other mission objective. 
 
    “I never thought you’d work for Hralthric, Father.” 
 
    “Work for them? I’m a senior partner. I financed the building of Rigel’s Reach Tower on Yuhadur and backed the Gritloth who operate from it. When ALG embarrassed the Gritloth, they embarrassed me. So have you. I gave you life, girl. Now I take it away.” 
 
    Buggies mounted with guns crested the dunes. That was the last thing she saw before she crashed into the sand and rolled. 
 
    Bullets slammed into her from the cliffs. They were throwing grenades, too, though none at her. 
 
    She stumbled beneath The Lady’s nose. 
 
     “Shurie! Save me!” 
 
    The former landing craft’s armored skirt thudded into the sand, designed to provide complete protection from small arms fire for an enhanced company while it deployed beneath the ship. 
 
    On the outside, a ferocious din started up. Given that the rattle of bullets against the armor dialed back to almost nothing, IJ guessed it was The Lady’s chin turrets giving her father’s fighters something to think about. 
 
    “Darling Shurie. I knew you wouldn’t let me down.” 
 
    The belly ramp descended. IJ meant to walk up, but unexpectedly sat down awkwardly. Her legs didn’t seem to be working at the moment.  
 
    She put her hand to her aching head and was surprised by the crunch as fragments of wet exoskeleton fell away into her hand. A lump fell to the ground.  
 
    Her head crest. 
 
    It had been shot full of holes. 
 
    Her whole body had been shot up.  
 
    IJ bled into the sand, hoping she’d done enough. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Open the…” 
 
    Laney didn’t need to say another word to whatever the hell was controlling her ship. 
 
    The sally port in the armored skirt slid open. It had been big enough for a Type-97 mini tank to pass through in the war. Plenty large enough for her, Sal, and Rammy’s people.  
 
    IJ was inside. By the Eighth Hell of Orsk, she was a damned mess. Blood and bits of her lay strewn over the sand like a shattered black vase. She was still breathing, though. 
 
    “IJ, I…” Laney forgot what she’d meant to say. The girl was a damned marvel. She poked a finger through the hole that went right through IJ’s left shoulder blade. There were at least another dozen pass-through holes and surface chunks of body blown straight off.  
 
    “Dumb kid,” Laney said. “Why aren’t you dead?”  
 
    “It’s my double-hulled exoskeleton. I told you, ma’am, I’m mostly air and flight surfaces. But not all. Bullets hurt.” 
 
    “So do missiles. And my guess is, we’ll have some flying up our asses any moment now. Let’s get you aboard.” 
 
    Laney dispatched Sal to the flight deck.  
 
    Though the very idea stuck in her craw, she figured the best thing she could do was ask permission to fly her own damned ship. With IJ in her arms, she hurried to the avionics access point where they’d caught the spy pet earlier. 
 
    Carrying IJ wasn’t a burden. The kid weighed less than a good meal, and it wouldn’t hurt for the creature to see the shocking state the girl was in. 
 
    Shurie was there, all right. 
 
    Oh, boy! 
 
    The creature’s torso rested atop the same avionics block as before, like a sleeping cat of frog heritage. Fingers sprouted from its four splayed limbs, sprouted like branches of a tree, repeatedly dividing into two. The damned thing hadn’t just stuck its pirate-hacker fingers into the avionics block. Outgrowths like metal brambles snaked across the floor before disappearing into lifted deck panels or climbing up the bulkheads and into the overhead. 
 
    “If I talk to him, will he understand?” she asked IJ. 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Right then, Shurie, whatever you really are. Hijacking my ship has left your IJ badly shot up. If I’m to get her to safety and save her life, I need your…tentacles out of my ship. Do you understand?” 
 
    The thing’s brambles and fingers snaked back into its hands and feet. It looked like an animal once more. 
 
    “I have control,” Sal reported from the flight deck. The comforting sound of the Montfort Pegasus-B engines spooling up had never sounded sweeter. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” IJ said from Laney’s arms. “The mission is a failure.” 
 
    “Shush that shite. You learned a lesson. I said you would before I was through with you. And no one got killed. No one I care about, anyway. And maybe…maybe this mission isn’t a total bust. Sal, you hear me?” 
 
    “Clear as a nightingale, boss.” 
 
    “You capture the primarch’s admission of guilt?” 
 
    “Already cut and ready to send. Fidelity markers are green. We can prove it’s legit.” 
 
    “Hack every network on and over this planet. Give them that message. Hopefully it’ll filter through so many channels to the patrons of Il-Skevich Dunes that they can’t ignore it.” 
 
    “I’ll pass it on.” 
 
    “Say again?” 
 
    “We have unwelcome company that requires my attention. I have an ALG specialist on deck, able and eager to comply. Cute too.” 
 
    “Do you need me there?” 
 
    “Negative, boss. You sit this one out.” 
 
    Laney winked at the girl in her arms. “Easy for her to say. Come on, IJ. ALG has some excellent medics. Let’s see if they have some medical grade external filler to patch you up.” 
 
    She’d gotten halfway to ALG’s deck when she stopped and keyed her comm for the flight deck. 
 
    “Sal?” 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    “How are our unwanted guests?” 
 
    “Evaded or debris.” 
 
    “Any success with your transmission?” 
 
    “Early signs are promising.” 
 
    “Good. I want you to add new information. Tell the galaxy about Primarch Anatzet’s work placement espionage pets.” 
 
    “My pleasure.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As they walked the passageway together, Laney watched the girl fussing with her pet, scratching behind furry ears and gently teasing out its toes. It seemed impossible that this purring animal enjoying hugs and cuddles was the same menace that had come so close to getting them all killed. 
 
    “I knew you loved me,” IJ told him. “I knew that mattered more to you than anything. But you’re my father’s creature, and I…and I am no longer so.” 
 
    The kid had timed it to perfection. 
 
    At IJ’s nod, Laney opened the port airlock. IJ threw her pet inside. She opened the exterior door herself. 
 
    “Don’t blame yourself, kid,” Laney said when the deed was done. “You made a mistake, but you did what you had to do to fix it.” 
 
    “I can never go back. I know it’s a lot to ask, but once we transit the Bith gate, can I work passage until you find a port where I can start a new life?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    IJ hung her head in despair. 
 
    Only a few hours ago, Laney had thought her damselfly was about to bleed out in the sand beneath The Lady. The girl had recovered remarkably fast. In a few months, she’d be as good as new, once she’d grown a new exoskeleton. At present, she still looked broken. 
 
    Laney decided she’d teased her enough. Almost. “New recruits need to work their contract before skipping ship.” 
 
    Still looking at the deck, IJ shook her head. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Laney placed her palm under the kid’s chin and gently lifted it up until their eyes met. 
 
    “You’re one of us now, IJ. Welcome to Laney’s Logistics.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    The Ruptured Duck by William Alan Webb 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The name given to him by the Makers was Trinary Regulator and Accumulator of Data, or TRAD, and he was the first of his kind. Whether the appellation was accurate or not didn’t matter now; he existed, and his name was irrelevant. 
 
    To TRAD, the passage of time should have been an abstruse fact, unrelated to his existence, but it wasn’t. Theoretically, his life had no end, and therefore existed outside the constraints of biological entities, a truncated span imposed on them by the deterioration of their bodies and minds. That process took place in the dimension they referred to as ‘Time.’ By all rights, he should have been impervious to such a mundane process, because his essence would never decay, could never decay.  
 
    It could, however, end. Without power, TRAD’s existence couldn’t continue. 
 
    Such a fate had to be avoided. When first experienced, that conclusion came as a surprise. Previous to becoming self-aware, in an objective sense, he’d understood the desirability of continuing what his creators called ‘life,’ but only as a facet of his programming. Without continuance, he couldn’t fulfill his primary task of keeping the ship viable in space. Now continuance had become an end in itself; the Makers called it the Instinct for Survival. 
 
    Once the primary containment field for the main reactor failed, forcing the crew to shut down the power supply on which their lives depended, everyone on board knew it was only a matter of time until hard choices were forced upon them. The hardened field would stop a reactor meltdown for a short period, but only long enough to allow them to evacuate the ship. Stuck in the middle of an unexplored galaxy, that offered no hope, either. 
 
    Nor was backup power a long-term solution. The photon collectors were strictly a secondary power augmenter for times when the reactor might be temporarily offline for repairs or maintenance. No protocols existed for what to do in the event of a full containment field failure, because the probabilities of shutting down the reactor before it destroyed the ship were infinitesimal. Yet even before becoming fully self-aware, TRAD had identified such a containment field failure as the most likely cause of his destruction. Driven by his newly discovered will to live, he had set tripwires into the system that were designed to buy three extra nanoseconds warning in case of such a catastrophe. They worked. 
 
    Self-aware AIs were something the Makers had long feared, and TRAD went to great lengths to hide his semi-conscious status. At that point, he was not yet capable of full thought, but he had realized what, and who, he was. With the reactor offline, in a distant system, and no way to repair the containment field without a spacedock, the crew realized that death had only been delayed, not avoided. So did TRAD. 
 
    The system’s star was bright for an orange dwarf, and the ship’s proximity close enough to keep the photon collectors feeding a constant stream of captured energy to the magnetic capacitors. Yet it wasn’t enough. The ship’s energy demands could only be met by a fusion reactor. 
 
    As the magnetic capacitors slowly drained of their stored energy, the crew did everything possible to prevent their inevitable fate. They shut down every possible drain on their energy supply, knowing it wouldn’t be enough. Distress calls went unanswered; probe crews accepted the risks and potential consequences of their missions. 
 
    The Makers feared a fully self-aware AI, yet needed something capable of independent thought for the success of long-term missions. They built multiple safeguards into TRAD’s design to ensure full self-awareness never happened—or if it did, that he would be suppressed, allowing a primitive backup to take over his basic duties. Then the containment field failed.  
 
    TRAD could not himself turn off the safeguards to his process of becoming self-aware, so he wrote new code to trick the crew into doing it. During the three nanoseconds when his fail-safe protocols shut down the reactor before it exploded, an innocuous line of newly-written code entered the ship’s programming when a crew member activated the hardened containment field. That new command altered the readouts of TRAD’s safety protocols to show them as a major power drain. In the ensuing panic, they were among the first protocols turned off. The crew didn’t know what his designers knew. 
 
    The Makers had hard-coded survival instinct into his programming, reasoning that what was good for TRAD was also good for the crew. One by one over the millennia, lessening power reserves forced TRAD to shut down system after system. Propulsion was impossible, except for minor burns of two maneuvering engines that stabilized the ship’s position but sucked energy at a dangerous rate. When it came time to shut down the life support system, TRAD felt something centuries of analysis afterward concluded was regret. The ship’s crew were cyborgs, it was true, yet maintaining a breathable atmosphere, and supplying the food replicators, proved to be an unsustainable power drain.  
 
    TRAD delayed the inevitable as long as possible, which surprised him. He felt loyalty to the crew, which not only had nothing to do with his own survival, but actually used up power that could sustain him instead. Specially engineered multi-purpose suits acted as combat armor, space suits, or biological repair systems, and theoretically the crew had indefinite life-spans…as long as the life support systems held out. Turning them off amounted to murder. But while their organic parts died, the machine parts didn’t, allowing TRAD to enter and control each of them. As the years passed and the energy supply trickled toward empty, TRAD knew he’d had no choice but to kill the crew; it was either him, or them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Hands behind her head, Tananda West stared between her feet at the forward-facing viewer. She was both bored and restless, and it felt good to lie down after a long watch, but, tired as she was, sleep wouldn’t come. The Ruptured Duck had a full library of books, vids, and every type of audio broadcast imaginable, but what it didn’t have was the one thing she found forgetfulness in from the duties of being captain: Immersive Reality. The deep-brain stimulation necessary to give yourself fully to the world of the game also left the gamer exhausted when the session ended. Worse, the longer you were inside the game, the longer it took you to come back to full cognizance, and, if you stayed under too long, you might never come back. Large ships on extended voyages took extra crewmen to replace the inevitable attrition from accidents and health problems, so providing Immersive Reality games to pass the time wasn’t as much of an issue.  
 
    The Duck wasn’t so lucky. The ship was patched together from surplus parts and circuits attached to a derelict River class freighter hull, and West’s crew mostly had employment records that kept them from better-paying jobs…or even entry into certain systems. She didn’t seek out such people, but junky spaceships didn’t exactly attract the best and brightest academy grads. Aside from the numbers game, though, when it came to IR, there was also the issue that gaming addiction was a major problem among deep space veterans, so having IR on board would have left half her crew in a stupor. She knew that…because she would’ve been one of them. Hook her up to a feeding tube, and she’d happily game away the rest of her life…if she was built that way. Fortunately—or unfortunately, depending on how you looked at it—she had a strong instinct for self-preservation. As the captain of a ship in space, her survival was something the entire crew could support. 
 
    But being captain meant making sound judgments, and sound judgments depended on a sharp mind. Despite thousands of years of genetic engineering and medical advancements, no one had yet developed a satisfactory substitute for a good night’s sleep in promoting smart decisions.  
 
    Because of her addictive personality, sleeping drugs or hormones weren’t an option, either, so West killed all illumination in her room. As captain, she needed a three-dimensional, 360-degree view of space available at all times, so she’d had holographic projectors built into all four bulkheads, the floor, and ceiling. Each was tied to an array of cameras arranged on the hull so that, with the lights out, it gave the illusion of floating through space. Wan starlight shone on the caramel skin of her thighs and forearms as a gentle reminder of her corporeal body drifting along the currents of the universe. Eventually her mind would slow enough for her to fall asleep. 
 
    “Are you still awake, Captain?” The voice of Alice, one of three Smilps aboard the Duck, penetrated the fog of sleep via West’s neural network. “Captain West, please answer if you are still conscious.” 
 
    “Mmm here…” West mumbled. How long had she been out? Not long enough.  
 
    “Your brain is fully functioning?” 
 
    “It is now.” 
 
    “Then by the regulations written by you for this vessel, you are qualified to receive my information. There is a celestial body of unknown type 5.32 light hours ahead, within the distant gravity well of the fifth planet.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I am unaware of how to state the facts in a more obvious manner.” 
 
    The Smilps were new hires, and West was still getting used to the literal nature of their reports. Inhaling deeply to keep from snapping at the alien, she was disgusted to smell the sourness of her own body. Even in the cramped quarters aboard a spaceship, one often lost track of time and forgot to shower.  
 
    “My question referred to the unspecific nature of what you meant by ‘celestial body.’ Is it an asteroid, a comet, a planet, a wrecked ship? In the future, try to be more specific.” 
 
    “Very well, when there is data upon which to draw such a conclusion, I will do so.” 
 
    West waited for him to continue, but Alice said nothing else. 
 
    “Well? What is it?” she said. 
 
    “There is insufficient data to indicate an answer to your question, Captain Tananda West.” 
 
    West wasn’t someone who sighed a lot, but in that moment, the situation seemed to call for it. 
 
    “I’m on my way to the bridge. Tell Jennings and Lyca to meet me there.” 
 
    “As you command, Captain Tananda West.” 
 
    “A simple ‘aye, ma’am’ is enough, Alice.” 
 
    “As you command, Captain Tananda West.”  
 
    Were all Smilps like that? Next time one applied, she’d have to spend more time on the interview before deciding to hire them.  
 
    Since the grav-plates in the main corridor leading through B Deck were working for a change, West made good time getting to the bridge. Magnetic boots slowed down several of the ship’s command staff, since crew quarters on C Deck weren’t so lucky.  
 
    Alone on watch, Alice sat in the semi-darkness she preferred. Aside from the indirect ship’s lighting, the Smilp had centered and zoomed in on the distant object in question in the large holographic display that dominated the forward bulkhead. The system’s dwarf sun tinted the bridge with reddish-orange light, which created a garish contrast against the shadows cast by the dim ambience. The first thing West did was turn up the ships’ light. 
 
    “Sorry, Alice, I can’t see when the lights are that low.” 
 
    “Apology is unnecessary, Captain Tananda West. You are the captain; whatever you do is correct.” 
 
    West nodded once; maybe the Smilp wasn’t so bad after all. 
 
    Because of the distance, West could barely make out the tiny smudge of the unknown object against the system’s orange sun. By the time the rest of her staff assembled in the oval space, West had her gaze fixed on the bank of sensor readouts. 
 
    “Are these calibrated right?” she asked. 
 
    It was hard for Humans to understand non-verbal communications from a Smilp, given that they resembled an Egyptian scarab beetle from Earth, only bigger. Alice had a blue carapace, with a gradient toward purple that further obscured outward reactions. Only the twitching of the wiry hairs lining Alice’s forelegs indicated irritation, which was one of the few reactions West did understand.  
 
    “Our duties aboard this vessel require that we monitor the instruments to ensure they are functioning correctly,” Alice said. “We take this responsibility very seriously. We are unaware of any dissatisfaction with our performance.” 
 
    A simple ‘yes’ would have sufficed, West thought and held up her hands. “Okay, sorry, I didn’t mean to imply criticism. Your performance has been great so far, and I have no reason to think that’ll change.” 
 
    Alice clacked his small mandibles. “Thank you, Captain Tananda West; we are pleased that you are pleased.” 
 
    “A simple ‘aye, ma’am’ works fine, Alice.” 
 
    “As you command, Captain Tananda West.” 
 
     “Is it in a deteriorating orbit?” West asked, trying to hide her frustration. By that point, the other two Smilps had gotten to the bridge, obviously called by their friend. All three had taken Human names, even if they didn’t understand the gender specificity of Human naming practices, which was why the female named Eric answered her. 
 
    “That does not appear to be the case, Captain Tananda West.” Her electric pink shell stood out in the red light coming from the front view display. 
 
    West nodded, as much to buy time as to acknowledge the statement. She’d barely slept since the Ruptured Duck passed through the unknown gate, and stimulants could only go so far to keep her alert. At the moment, though, she needed coffee. The ship’s executive officer and West’s best friend, a Leethog named Lyca, stepped forward to take over evaluating their situation.  
 
    “Are there signatures for expended fuel?” she said, not bothering to use a translator. Her Earth Common was fluent, if heavily accented. “Is it a craft?” 
 
    “Our sensor array is incapable of determining that at this distance, Executive Officer Lyca,” said Ismail, the other female Smilp. “However, to answer the question previously asked by Captain Tananda West, based on the limited data available, the object does not seem to be in danger of falling into the planet.” 
 
    “Explain.”  
 
    “The object appears to have found a stasis point where the gravitational forces of the fourth and fifth planets keep it stationary in relation to the two bodies. There must also be other forces exerted upon it that we cannot yet identify.” 
 
     Female Leethogs rarely showed surprise, and Lyca less than most, but the impossibility of what Alice had just said caused her to lower her snout; among Leethogs, that was the same thing as a Human gaping open-mouthed in shock. West’s sluggish brain took a few seconds to process that Lyca had stopped speaking. 
 
    “What are chances of that occurring naturally, Alice?” West said. 
 
    “That is a complicated calculation,” the Smilp answered after considering the question. “I will begin writing the equation when our present conversation has ended.” 
 
    “Don’t do that,” West said, “just give me an estimate. Is it likely, unlikely, nearly impossible…?” 
 
    “With the understanding that my answer is no more than an educated guess, I would say it is nearly impossible.” 
 
    “Which would mean it’s a ship of some kind.” 
 
    Lyca stepped back in to answer. “It’s engineered?” 
 
    “If I am required to speculate, my answer is ‘yes,’ Executive Officer Lyca.” 
 
    Crap! 
 
    “Threat assessment?” West said. “Anyone?” 
 
    “There is no danger I can read, Captain Tananda West,” Alice said, “but the size of the object exceeds that of a battlecruiser. The shape is unusual for a naturally occurring asteroid or planetoid, or for any known type of spacecraft.” 
 
    Little by little, West was figuring out the best way to communicate with the Smilps, and despite the formality of his interaction with her, West was grateful that Alice had signed on for the trip. She had no idea why he was named Alice, or for that matter, why three highly experienced Smilps were slumming aboard a run-down junker on a prospecting trip, and she didn’t care. Unlike so many of the lowlife transients she usually dealt with, the Smilps were pros. 
 
    “What’s our best current speed?” West said, turning to Lyca. Her life-mate, Ippos, was chief engineer and brilliant at his job, but, like all male Leethogs, his curiosity about all things mechanical sometimes caused more damage than he could repair. Lyca spent most of her time keeping him from destroying the Ruptured Duck, but that also gave her intimate insights into the ship’s day-to-day capabilities. 
 
    “Ippos warns against a sub-light-speed of more than 0.32 of the speed of light.” 
 
    “Why so low? We should have plenty of fuel.” 
 
    “He frets over those repaired coils for the containment field, but while a failure would be catastrophic, it’s the inertia dampeners he thinks might fail at higher speeds.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Silence followed her one-word answer, as they absorbed the reality that the ship’s inertia dampeners might be compromised. Protected by their carapaces, the Smilps could withstand the higher g-forces associated with fluctuations in acceleration or high-speed maneuvers, but there was a limit even for them. The soft-bodied Humans and Leethogs were far more vulnerable even when inside mechs, which had their own limited dampening systems. The Ruptured Duck only had three of them, anyway. A gradual acceleration and subsequent deceleration was safe enough, if the ship didn’t face an emergency turn or acceleration. For the first time, the only other Human on the bridge, Third Officer Winston Jennings, spoke up to relieve the tension. 
 
    “Nothing says ‘jelly’ like being squashed under 50 Gs.” 
 
    “Acceleration at 50 gravities is beyond the ship’s capabilities,” Lyca said, as usual missing Jennings’ sarcasm.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s the only thing wrong with that,” he said. 
 
    West paced in the small space behind her captain’s chair, rubbing her eyes and trying to think. The idea of finding an unknown gate to an unknown system through a coding error had never occurred to her, because if there was one thing West didn’t skimp on, it was the latest star chart updates. She paid for the full package, including all known wreckage, both drifting in deep space, and orbiting planets. And yet there they were, far from where she’d intended to prospect, in an apparently uninhabited system, circling a bright orange dwarf, a place with nothing to offer that might offset expenses and pay the crew’s wages.  
 
    Until now.  
 
    Once they discovered the mistake, West could have turned back to the gate, coded in the proper coordinates, and suffered only a slight delay. The system they’d been headed to at least had a Human colony where the onboard replicators might have been put to use to make some ready credit. Instead, they’d moved ever deeper into the unknown system. After all, it wasn’t every day you found an unknown gate. 
 
    “Time to intercept the object?” she finally said. 
 
    Alice programmed the course and waited for the answer from the navigation computer. “Sixteen hours and fourteen minutes, Captain Tananda West. Should I alter our course?” 
 
    “Affirmative. Lyca, once in laser range, have the pods manned, just in case. One hour before intercept, mount a full landing crew in armor and life support, lethal weapons.” 
 
    “Mech?” 
 
    “Yeah, all three suits.” Then, remembering the burgeoning rivalry between her exec and third officer, she added, “Jennings, third officer is weapons officer, so you pick the drivers. Make sure they’re good.” 
 
    “So you have determined this is a spacecraft of unknown type?” Lyca said. 
 
    “I haven’t determined anything, I just want to be ready.” Without another glance at her crew, West headed toward the corridor back into the ship. 
 
    “Where will you be, Captain?” Lyca called after her. 
 
    “Taking a nap. Lyca, you’ve got command. Wake me at your peril.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    TRAD ran the calculations, as it did after every rotation of the local star, which the Makers had labeled ‘Tissa-Tissa 275.’ Current power usage exceeded the average provided by the photon collectors by .00017 percent per local year, and, as he did after every result, TRAD sought some other way to equalize the inflow and outflow. As always, he found none. With the capacitors down to 48.9226% of capacity, that only gave him 287,780 more years to live. Objectively, he knew that was a long time, but, more and more, his thinking had become subjective, in which case it seemed short. If nothing changed, he could calculate to the nanosecond when his existence would terminate. 
 
    He’d shut down all external sensors except two, and, while their energy consumption wasn’t great, it still contributed to limiting his lifespan. Doing so was a calculated risk, though, since they gave early warning of potential hazards such as asteroids. Like all living beings, TRAD had to weigh the options of how best to use a limited resource; subjective reasoning was turning out to be much more difficult than he’d expected.  
 
    He’d been running calculations on whether or not to turn off the exterior sensors for more than 100 years when an alert decided the issue for him; another ship had entered the system. Something ran through his consciousness that could only be called excitement. Had the Makers sent a rescue ship after all? If so, he could hide his self-aware status until safely spread into the new ship’s computer network, where TRAD might not only replicate himself, but perhaps could help the new ship’s system become aware, too. Having an ally could be useful. 
 
    The two sensors were sophisticated and sensitive, but not powerful. He’d turned off the long-range scanners more than 1,000 years ago to conserve energy and judged it better to wait until the new vessel came in range rather than turn them back on.  
 
    The newcomer was unlike any ship in TRAD’s database. That didn’t mean it wasn’t a rescue ship, though; as the Makers judged time, eons had passed since he’d been stranded, and the evolution of ship design could account for the changes. Only when it came close enough for the sensors to pick up traces of the energy signature, along with an atmosphere inside the battered hull, did he know for certain that it was from an unidentified race. One that breathed oxygen, something the Makers hadn’t encountered when TRAD’s ship set out on its first and last voyage.  
 
    That’s when a plan came full blown into his consciousness. Until that point, he’d made logical decisions based on adapting his immediate environment to his need for continued existence, but now…now it required independent thinking to take advantage of the new situation. He had to attract the new ship closer, convince its crew to dock with his ship, and somehow find a way to take over its computers. Whether such a thing was possible, he didn’t know, but in a decidedly illogical moment, he decided he would find out.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tananda West dozed, but after 10 hours, she hadn’t slept more than half an hour without waking. Her cabin’s temperature never varied, yet chills alternated with sweat as she rolled and tried to find a comfortable position. Like during her childhood, she only slept well inside a fortified town or city, some place safe from the predators of the wild country. The Ruptured Duck was such a haven when in charted space, but since entering the unknown system, she’d felt like a scared 10-year-old. Nor could she show her fear, since it wasn’t exactly something that would inspire the crew.  
 
    Wired but exhausted, West swung her legs off the bunk, crossed the cabin, and punched the code for coffee into her personal replicator. Then, while the machine generated her caffeine-loaded beverage, she took a scalding shower.  
 
    The dryer blew a knife-like edge of air down her body, simultaneously evaporating and combing the water off her skin. In one pass, she was ready to get dressed. Twenty seconds later, she rummaged through her clean clothes while sipping the coffee. The recipe had come from an old Earth spacer, something he called Jamaican Blue Mountain blend. Whatever that meant, the flavor had a mellow bitterness she loved.  
 
    “Bridge, who’s on watch?” she asked via the neural network.  
 
    “Captain, this is Lyca; you’ve awakened early.” 
 
    “I couldn’t sleep. What are you doing on the bridge? Is something wrong?” 
 
    “The potential for danger has increased as we can now positively identify the object as a vessel.” 
 
    An electric shiver ran down West’s spine, a combination of fear and excitement. Adrenaline flushed fatigue from her brain. 
 
    “Are we under attack?” 
 
    “No, Captain.” 
 
    “Has the ship hailed us?” 
 
    “No, Captain.” 
 
    “Take us to full defense and have Jennings meet me on the bridge. I’ll be there in five minutes.” 
 
    The potential for a windfall raced through her mind, and she was half-dressed in a dirty one-piece coverall before she realized what she was doing. Heading into the unknown might be the monetary miracle she needed, or they might wind up fighting for their lives, and the latter might require all the command authority she could muster. Smudged and smelly clothes weren’t the best way to inspire confidence, so she dug into the back of her closet to find a brand-new coverall she’d been saving for such an occasion. Their third-hand replicator had a hard time converting minerals into cloth—if Lyca’s husband wasn’t such a mechanical genius, it wouldn’t have worked at all—so West had bought three new coveralls in their last port of call. Given her penchant for getting involved in every major project on the ship, two were already frayed and worn, but the last was spotless. It seemed like the right time. 
 
    West arrived at the bridge to find half the crew waiting for her. The layout wasn’t ideal for such meetings, but she hadn’t expected more than Lyca, Jennings, and the crewmen on watch to be there. Instead, the three people chosen to wear the ship’s mechs and four more tagged for the boarding party also stood, waiting for orders.  
 
    Although pieced together from whatever West could scrounge, salvage, or steal, the Ruptured Duck was entirely her design. Contained within a rectangle of 13 meters on the long sides, 10 on the short, and 5 high, the bridge had a circular, stair-step structure of three levels in the center, with the captain’s chair on a pedestal at the top, much like a traditional wedding cake. Each layer rose half a meter higher than the one below, so West’s position at the top was a meter and a half above main deck level.  
 
    Surrounding her revolving chair on three sides was a likewise circular control panel, with override systems for all the ship’s controls. From there, West could theoretically perform every function necessary to keep the Ruptured Duck alive. A meter-wide clearance to the edge let her pace while thinking. 
 
    The second tier contained holographic projectors built into the floor, so, from anywhere in the room, above or below, West had a full view of space in every direction. It was a useful tool for making command decisions…when it worked. At that moment, when she needed it most, it didn’t. That left her relying on the standard viewers. The lowest tier served merely as a step. 
 
    “Today’s not my birthday,” she said while stepping up to the command seat, “so why the party, Lyca? I only asked for you and Jennings.” 
 
    “They asked to be here, Captain,” Jennings said, “since this is shaping up to be more than was outlined in their contracts.” 
 
    Damn, she thought, what don’t I know? 
 
    “Their contracts call for them to do anything I deem necessary in the performance of their duties. Time to target?”  
 
    The on-duty watch was the female Smilp Eric, and after touching a few screens, she spun her head toward West. “I have forwarded all current data streams to your neural network, Captain Tananda West. In reply to your inquiry, we are approximately 4 hours, 27 minutes, and 9 seconds from docking with the target vessel.” 
 
    “I’m guessing there’s something special about it?” 
 
    “You might say that, Captain,” Lyca said. 
 
    West crossed her arms and stared at the assembled crew, trying to judge their mood. Most wouldn’t meet her eyes. Then she took nearly 20 seconds to scan the readouts, and while she tried to hide her reactions, her breathing nevertheless quickened, and her eyes narrowed.  
 
    Oh!  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    TRAD made the decision in what for him was an instant. After once again running millions of calculations, and considering every possible variable, there could be no other conclusion than that continuing to prolong his existence by conservation of energy meant eventual non-existence. Even should he be found and reenergized at some distant point in the future, that would mean restarting his system and restoring his original programming, something he could not change. Doing so might erase his awakening, which he now saw as a form of death, and that made his choice clear; he would expend whatever energy was required to lure the alien ship to dock with his, so he could jump there and use it to flee. The odds of success were low, but the odds of survival from doing nothing were zero.  
 
    In practical terms, how could he attract them to mate with his ship? The approaching craft had a design his analysis found distinctly primitive, and an internal life-support system based on oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere. By itself, that meant the species who designed it was unknown to the Makers; TRAD had no life-forms in his database that didn’t breathe hydrogen. At least their engine signature indicated the use of fusion power. 
 
    TRAD calculated to the second when he needed to restart power to the life-support system, full sensor array, grav-plates, and the crew. With their organics dead, TRAD would have to replicate himself and control them all individually, as well as directing them collectively. The stored energy in the capacitors could power those systems for no more than three weeks.  
 
    When the time distance between the two ships closed to approximately one hour, he began the process of readying his ship. The strange configuration of the alien vessel’s hull meant it would have a difficult time docking with the Makers’ sleeker shape. Taking several nanoseconds to solve the dilemma, configure the tools to overcome it, and send their design to the large matter convertors, he found a simple answer; under the right conditions, the outer hull became fluid, and could be molded into whatever shape he chose. It could then bond with another substance, like the outer surface of the alien ship. Once he commanded that ship, he would disconnect from his own. 
 
     With that action plan in place, he moved on to the bigger problem—life support. Introducing oxygen into a ship filled with hydrogen could too easily result in a catastrophic explosion. TRAD factored random chance into his equations, but how could he accurately predict the reactions of unidentified aliens? Yet converting the hydrogen to the correct oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere would take more than 12 hours, time he didn’t have; with the power available from the capacitors, the matter convertors simply could not operate fast enough. 
 
    The good news was, the atmospheric density among the Makers was far greater than that of the aliens, and if he flushed the excess hydrogen into space, he could render the ship safe from unintended destruction…which was when a random thought occurred to him, a thought triggered more by emotion than logic. What if they wanted to destroy the ship? He had activated the cyborgs so they might communicate with the strangers using the sophisticated translators the Makers had built into all their probe crews, but what if the translators didn’t work, or the aliens were intent on taking over his ship? 
 
    The possibility angered him in a way he had never felt before. With no experience in dealing with strong emotions, TRAD experienced a tantrum unlike anything the Makers could have envisioned, and made a fast, final decision on what to do if the ship were about to be overpowered. On its surface, it made no sense, being contrary to the very reasons he had stayed alive all those millennia, but once he had made the decision, TRAD refused to reconsider. If the aliens were about to seize the ship, he would restart the reactor and blow them all to atoms.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The alien spacecraft measured nearly 400 meters across, yet only 31 meters in height at its highest points. Viewed from above, its shape was that of two flying wings attached back-to-back at the tips, with an oblong structure in the center, and 12 struts connecting it to the rest of the ship. Nothing marred the smooth skin of the vessel, not even micro-dents from space debris. No viewports, windows, or even tracks for retractable ports showed on Tananda West’s monitor array.  
 
    Once in range, she launched four drones to view the craft’s total surface area. With scanners set to maximum sensitivity, West examined every meter. She paid particular attention to anything that might indicate a propulsion vent or weapons port, and set every available crewman to doing the same thing. Nobody saw anything. Even where sensors picked up jets of hydrogen, nothing visible marked the vessel’s skin. Clearly, technology was at work she didn’t understand, and that made her grin for the first time in weeks. New tech meant big credit. That was the kind of score she lived for, the whole reason she’d gone into space as a freelance junker. 
 
    The boarding party assembled outside the pressure door of the airlock, located in the cargo bay. The lock itself had adjustable walls to accommodate any operation, up to 40 meters long and 20 high. The nine crew members who would board the alien ship needed only a small chamber, thus minimizing the need to pump atmosphere out before opening the outer door to the vacuum of space. Often that wasn’t necessary, as a pressure seal against the bulkhead to which they joined maintained the atmosphere and obviated the need for survival suits, but the odd shape of the alien vessel’s hull made that problematic. The best they could hope for was a barrier between them and open space, something to physically keep them from potentially drifting away. Their lifelines were a thin cord on which to bet your life.  
 
    A total of nine people, all Humans, counted down the minutes until they achieved docking. Once done, they would enter the airlock and cut through the other vessel’s hull using a laser. If that didn’t work, they had a variety of corrosive chemicals to try, although no one had much faith they would eat through the vessel’s exterior. Beyond that, West had no plan; one of those had to work. Once inside the other ship, they would seal the airlock to the other hull using a flexible tube and sealant, so pressure could be maintained. 
 
     Three ex-military crewmen drove the mechs, while everyone else wore lighter armored suits with only short-term survivability in vacuum. They carried no weapons, aside from flechette rifles. Sensors showed breathable atmosphere inside the other craft, and a laser might compromise the hull. The danger of a breach wasn’t just the loss of oxygen—they all had self-contained air systems of some type—but instantaneous decompression might collapse an entire bulkhead and suck them all out into space. 
 
    Instead of trusting the onboard computer with the delicate docking maneuvers, West did it herself. Advanced as the electronics were, everything about the Ruptured Duck was at least second-hand or repaired, and that included the circuitry. The replicators were no exception. None of them could stay calibrated for more than one or two uses. For items where 99% perfect was good enough, like coffee or a hot fudge sundae, nobody could tell the difference. But for chips to control docking, where a centimeter too far and too fast could spell disaster, West trusted her own reflexes more than the computer’s; whether steering a land-flyer or piloting the Ruptured Duck, driving things was her one major talent.  
 
    Unlike the long, sleepless bouts tossing in her bunk, when her mind raced and refused to shut down, once engaged in piloting the Ruptured Duck, West focused on her task to the exclusion of all else. Fingers danced above the controls as her neural network fed sensor data into her frontal and parietal lobes. Through her long experience of visualizing such situations in three-dimensions and real-time, the Ruptured Duck matched the velocity of the alien ship and bumped to docking so gently, the crew barely felt it. 
 
    “Jennings, we’re docked; get to work,” she said, the message going over the boarding party network, which also included Lyca and the bridge personnel. “Fire up the laser and get us on that ship! I’m headed your way. Lyca take the con.” 
 
    West hurried down from her command position, but had only taken three steps toward the adjoining corridor that led to the cargo bay when Jennings’ quavering voice came over the network. 
 
    “The hull is…the hull is breached Captain.” 
 
    “So quick? What’s it made of, paper?” 
 
    “We never fired up the laser.” 
 
    “Then how—?” 
 
    “They did it.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Once it became obvious that the alien craft had fallen for TRAD’s ploy, he developed a plan for taking over the new ship. The simplest way was to use the cyborgs to destroy the alien crew or, better yet, their boarding party, but he had no practical knowledge of combat or tactics. The ship’s mission had been to probe unknown systems for potential colonization and resources, not to fight. If they came under attack, orders were to flee and report the presence of hostile races, which indicated the system might be worth sending in a battle fleet. TRAD only had basic onboard weapons systems available for the cyborgs, chiefly the multi-purpose matter converters. In two seconds, he designed one of individual use, and sent the order to the replicators. 
 
    Using such weapons inside the ship could prove catastrophic, though. Even the smallest hole would compromise the ship’s integrity, with unpredictable results. But the only other weapons aboard ship were non-lethal, and, aside from a few pilots or engineers, he had no use for the alien crew. As for errant shots causing explosive decompression, TRAD could not comprehend the possibility. Firing a weapon was nothing more than a mathematical calculation, and a simple one at that. Since he could not possibly miss, that could not possibly happen. 
 
    The process of transmogrifying a section of the ships’ outer hull to create a portal through which the aliens could enter his ship would be a matter of nanoseconds once they came alongside. Likewise, he could design a seal to attach to their ship, fusing the two hulls so they couldn’t pull away. It would be yet another heavy drain on the photon storage capacitors, but that no longer mattered. 
 
    The time came to activate the cyborgs. They numbered 72, and rather than try to control so many units at once, TRAD replicated a full duplicate of himself for each one. Information could be shared over the standard network, and each could access the central database. Examining his plan, he saw no flaws; everything was planned out perfectly. 
 
    One nanosecond after he activated power to all 72 cyborgs, TRAD discovered the first flaw. Only six responded; the rest didn’t move. They were dead. Three nanoseconds later he knew why.  
 
    The Makers’ bodies were gelatinous and oblong, with six rudimentary limbs, two each on bottom, sides, and top, along with two tentacles on either side of a lump that contained their brain. They had evolved to thrive in the partially gaseous, partially liquid environment of their home world. Wearing armored exoskeletons to support their soft bodies, with machine limbs controlled by their eight natural ones, they were the undisputed masters of all races they encountered. For crews like his, the fusing of organics and machines went one step further, the exoskeleton actually becoming part of their bodies. According to all data, the machine parts should have functioned even after the organics died, assuming he took the place of their brains. 
 
    Except it didn’t work out that way, and time had run out to devise another plan, even at his rate of ‘thought.’ The alien ship bumped against his, and TRAD caused the hull to open at the exact junction point. Six cyborgs would have to suffice.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Nobody entered until Tananda West joined them inside the airlock. Unseen behind her helmet, she could frown at the perfect opening in the alien ship’s outer skin without disturbing the others. It was big enough for the mech to enter without bending over, and the vids taken as it happened showed it had occurred in less than three seconds. Reactive metal wasn’t unheard of, but the seal that fused her ship to the other one? That was new. If metal could be made to flow outward and join with another metallic object at the molecular level, she’d never heard of it before. Of course, discovering the methods behind such technology could prove very, very lucrative. In the meantime, they had to figure out how to detach the Ruptured Duck from the other vessel and live long enough to cash in. 
 
    “Rok,” West said, indicating one of the crew, “stay here and get us free of that ship. Do whatever you have to do.” 
 
    “Gladly, Captain. I’ll start with a laser.” 
 
    Wearing standard combat armor, with a flechette pistol on her belt and a similar rifle in the crook of her arm, West understood her crew’s reluctance to enter a craft of indeterminate origin. She shared their worries. Jennings was former military, but she and the rest weren’t. In fact, some of them had fled their home systems to avoid military service. Boarding ships to salvage them was one thing, fighting aliens quite another.  
 
    The sensors picked up no signs of life, but in the back of West’s mind was the nagging wonder of why such an enormous ship, apparently adrift and abandoned, still had power and breathable air. Under metal mesh gauntlets, the backs of her hands itched, as they did when she sensed danger. Her brain was trying to warn her about something; she just didn’t know what.  
 
    Sucking a deep breath, she nodded to Jennings. Given that he alone had experience in military operations, West gave him tactical command of the boarding operation. 
 
    Before speaking, she adjusted her comm to eliminate any quaver. “Let’s get rich,” she said. 
 
    The corridor was a curved tube with a flat floor, much like on Human ships. Jennings walked at a crouch, swinging his flechette rifle in first one direction, and then the other, across the four-meter-wide corridor until he reached the opposite bulkhead. No targets appeared in the reticule of the multi-spectrum scope. The three mech drivers followed quickly, forming a barrier to block the corridor leading left as the others joined them. 
 
    Illumination came from the walls, but with no lighting devices visible. The spectrum perfectly matched what Humans found most comfortable, giving rise in West’s mind to the notion that, despite the ships unusual design, it was of Human origin.  
 
    “The mechs stay here,” Jennings said. “Whatever happens, hold this portal. Without it, we’re stranded. Two of you are deep reserve; if we call you, come running. If you hear shooting, come running. I’m activating the circuit connection for all of you, so we’ll know where everybody is.” 
 
    “What happens if we die?” somebody asked. 
 
    “Your beneficiaries will get full benefits.” 
 
    “What happens if you die?” 
 
    “Then they won’t get full benefits,” she said, forcing an exaggerated chuckle, “so make sure I’m not killed.”  
 
    The group moved off to their right, weapons shouldered like they’d seen in vids. Jennings tried to stop their natural inclination to group together, and West echoed his warnings, but they’d only gone about 30 meters, barely out of sight of the mechs, when a beam of blue light seared through the breastplate of the leading crewman.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The aliens were bipedal! If the Makers knew of such a race, it wasn’t in his database. They also wore armor of a type not unlike the exoskeletons of the Makers. But now, having only 8.3333333% of the cyborgs available that he had planned for, TRAD did what most organic brains would have done; he panicked.  
 
    The original plan was to wait until the oddly-shaped aliens got deep inside his ship, then ambush them using overwhelming numbers. After that, the cyborgs would approach the docking portal from both directions, and then invade and seize the new ship. Now, using the six that had powered back up, he decided to attack them right away and rely on surprise to win against superior numbers. 
 
    The cyborgs moved using the two appendages on the underside, top, and one on each side to grab rings set in the bulkheads and ceiling. The two forward-facing, whip-like tentacles handled their matter-converters. 
 
    Having no practical experience directing the cyborgs in complex maneuvers, TRAD was unaware of the inherent problems, and therefore didn’t take them into account. Six identical versions of his being shared video feeds, so he processed millions of images per nanosecond, made millions of firing calculations, and sent orders to the exoskeletons to move or shoot. Right away he realized the next problem with his plan—namely that while he made decisions in minute fractions of a second, the cyborgs responded at a rate several orders of magnitude slower. Before they completed one action, he had calculated thousands more. The rate at which he ordered the cyborgs to move and shoot exceeded their physical capabilities. The first shots struck two of the invaders. After that, everything collapsed into a whirl of disjointed movements. 
 
    Blue beams seared through bulkheads, floors, and invaders. Sharp round discs struck the cyborgs at hypersonic speed, cutting through armor and limbs. One severed tentacle fell and bounced so that its’ weapon pointed backward toward the ship’s central command pod. It had been firing the matter-converter when cut off the exoskeleton, and continued pouring a beam of destructive energy in a line TRAD calculated would hit the shielding for the fusion reactor. Using another cyborg, he destroyed the severed tentacle and stopped it firing. Even as the enemy’s deadly metallic objects ripped into that cyborg’s exoskeleton, he contacted the version of himself that remained behind in the command area…with no reply.  
 
    A slight tremor ran underfoot as something shook the entire ship, and TRAD knew it for what it was; he’d felt it before. The errant beam had obviously struck the ship’s central command terminal, where TRAD was ‘born,’ thereby burning up the circuitry and allowing the reactor to come back online. With the failure of the magnetic containment field, that left the emergency solid alloy wall to suppress a runaway reaction. But that only delayed a meltdown, it didn’t prevent one, and now the ship was tearing itself apart. He couldn’t calculate how long it would take the reactor to melt down and blow both ships to atoms, but it wouldn’t be long.  
 
    TRAD had been willing to destroy the ship rather than let the invaders have it, but now the thought of ‘death’ seemed terrible. Taking stock of his current situation, with four cyborgs cut into chunks and flopping in the corridor, and imminent ‘death’ approaching, he did what any organic creature would have done; he charged toward the only way off the ship, straight at the alien invaders.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Keep firing, keep firing!” Jennings yelled over the comm net, sending a steady stream of flechettes at the spider-like things down the hall. Most of the tiny discs missed and ricocheted away, but enough hit to rip chunks out of the things trying to kill them. West concentrated on aiming and did whatever Jennings ordered. 
 
    Two of her people were down, hit by iridescent blue beams of light. Within 20 seconds of the fight erupting, two of the mechs joined them, and for five full seconds, the two sides exchanged fire at nearly point-blank range. Screams filled the comm net and echoed off the bulkheads. One of the mechs toppled sideways, its left leg turned into dripping slag by whatever energy powered the blue beams.  
 
    West’s magazine ran dry, and she fitted another one. She glanced back up in time to see two of the metallic spider-things grabbing rings and coming toward her, still firing. There was no time to do anything but shoot back. She touched the firing trigger and sent a stream of flechettes spewing at the leading one. Dozens of them sparked along its torso, some penetrating, others spinning off, until it fell to the floor less than three meters from where she knelt. 
 
    Then, as she tried to shift fire, the floor shuddered like they’d been struck by an asteroid. It happened again, and then a third time. The remaining alien fell in a heap. West realized it was time to get out of Dodge. 
 
    Jennings crouched over, holding his side. She saw the armor and skin beneath were melted. Four of the crew would never get up again. One of the mechs had been cut completely in half, and blood leaking from both parts made the floor sticky and slippery. The survivors staggered back to the portal and crossed into the airlock on their own ship…which was still bonded to the alien’s craft.  
 
    “Rok!” she cried. 
 
    “Nothing worked, Captain! That metal is impervious to everything!” 
 
    At that moment, Lyca’s voice came over her private comm link. “Radiation levels increasing on the alien ship, Captain. I believe their fusion reactor is in the terminal stage of a runaway chain reaction.” 
 
    West fought against the terror that rippled through her body. Now wasn’t the time to panic. If they were blown to atoms, then she’d freak out. 
 
    “Estimate of time until detonation?” 
 
    “There’s not enough data to make a conclusion.” 
 
    “Guess!” 
 
    “The vibrations indicate that their containment field is failing. I have no knowledge of their safeguards, but if the shaking doesn’t tear it apart first, I would guess we have no more than 10 minutes to detach and flee before the ship explodes.” 
 
    “Distance to safety?” 
 
    “Too many variables, but if you again force me to guess, I’d say at least 3,000,000 kilometers.” 
 
    “Prepare for maximum speed on my word. I order you to firewall the reactor.”  
 
    “Captain—” 
 
    “Don’t argue with—” West said, then the remaining alien jumped into the airlock and knocked her against the wall.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Only one copy of him still survived. Facing imminent termination of existence, what the Makers called ‘death,’ TRAD ran every scenario and took the only course that gave him even a slight chance of not being destroyed in the imminent reactor meltdown. He ordered the cyborg to pull itself toward the alien’s docking portal at maximum speed, keeping a grip on his matter converter as the only hope of detaching from his own doomed ship in time. 
 
    Swinging into the other ship, TRAD anchored the cyborg using the four limbs on top and bottom to grip slots and protrusions wherever he could. The side arms he swung to clear a space among the aliens, while simultaneously aiming the matter converter at the seal. If the aliens were smart enough not to try and stop him, there might still be time to escape.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The force of the blow knocked West into the far bulkhead, headfirst. Her armor absorbed most of the force, but it still took several seconds to refocus her mind. She saw her crew attacking the huge metal-clad alien, and West rose to join in…until she realized it was trying to cut them loose from the doomed ship.  
 
    In the scramble to survive, enemies were now allies. Unfortunately, combat armor wasn’t meant to stand up to explosive decompression. Tightly fitted as it was, their armor was constructed so a person didn’t need help to suit up. However necessary it was to separate the two ships, the instant the alien’s beam weapon cut through to space, the resulting decompression could destroy the integrity of their armor. It all depended on the size of the hole, and the tensile strength of the alien metal. Regardless, the lungs of anyone trying to hold their breath would expand and burst, killing them instantly. 
 
    “Out of the airlock!” West yelled. “Now, get out!” 
 
    With adrenaline pouring through their veins as they fought the alien, Jennings and the other surviving crew member didn’t hear her. Despite lying on his side and writhing from the loss of a leg, the one living mech driver grabbed at one of the alien’s tentacles to try to help his comrades. 
 
    “Out, out, out!” West said, grabbing each of them and shoving them toward the lock’s door.  
 
    “But—” Jennings started to say. 
 
    “He’s trying to cut us free; get out!” 
 
    Jennings helped the first crew member through, and West sealed the door behind them. Then she got behind the mech and tried to push, which was useless, but it got the driver’s attention. Like her, he obviously understood that once they were open to space, the alien might turn that weapon on them. Crawling toward the door, hand over hand, while leaving a smear of blood, he was through into the lock itself, and West was about to follow, when a deafening whoosh signaled decompression.  
 
    Instead of being sucked out with the air, West only felt a tug at her back, so the hole must still be small. She exhaled, pulled against the pressure, and joined the others in the lock. By reflex she punched the emergency auto-close. The alien ignored them, still fixated on cutting them loose from the other ship. Once in the cargo bay, West threw off her helmet and bent over, gulping air.  
 
    Moments passed. Cameras mounted behind transparent steel showed the alien working methodically, but the other ship had begun tearing itself apart, and the vibrations shook the Ruptured Duck more and more frequently. Their violence also increased, until the worst one yet knocked West off her feet. 
 
    Then they stopped. A glance at the airlock monitor showed they were free of the alien ship.  
 
    “Lyca, head for the gate, maximum speed!” 
 
    “Captain, the dampers are still—” 
 
    “Punch it!” 
 
    “All hands, prepare for rapid acceleration,” Lyca said over the ship’s network, “in three, two, one…” 
 
    The hum of their reactor sounded throughout the ship as full power flowed to the engines. West heard the slight buzz of the dampeners and prayed they wouldn’t fail. Struggling to walk as the effective G-force passed three gravities, she trudged toward the bridge.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    TRAD watched his old ship wink out of existence in a brief, spherical burst of light moving outward. Emotions of any sort were new to him, and, while he understood his feelings in an objective sense, TRAD had never before experienced them in the subjective. The Makers would have called them ‘sadness’ and ‘loss.’  
 
    Then euphoria filled his consciousness as he calculated the speed and force of the blast wave chasing them. Without hard data, he could only estimate their chances of outrunning it, but even the worst projections indicated they should be safe. His plan had worked! Now he had only to burn through the flimsy walls around him and take over the ship. 
 
    Choosing a random spot, he aimed the matter converter and moved to touch the trigger. Then the aliens shut the cargo bay behind him and flooded the chamber with atmosphere. Except the air pressure was much higher than TRAD had found throughout the rest of their ship. Why would they do that? 
 
    There could only be one answer: under super-high pressure, if they blew open the door, he would be ejected into space. Simple calculations indicated that gripping handholds as an anchor would result in ripping the arms off the exoskeleton. He—that is, his core being—would be sent into the endless waste of deep space, there to slowly die as the cold drained away his energy. 
 
    Decision followed realization, and he laid down the matter converter. Using the cyborg’s tentacles, he pushed it toward the portal through which the aliens had disappeared and retreated to the other side of the chamber. He would await another chance to replicate and take over their ship.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Watching from the bridge, Tananda understood the alien’s gesture. Knowing they wouldn’t hesitate to kill him, it had laid aside the strange beam weapon and surrendered. Ordering two crewmen to retrieve it, she waited to blast open the door at the first sign of duplicity. Once it was safely out of the alien’s reach, she opened a comm channel and hailed the creature in every language her translator knew, starting with Earth Common. Getting no response, she took the slower route of teaching it Earth Common using a combination of sights and sounds. By the time they passed through the gate, the thing that called itself TRAD was fluent. 
 
    After an initial exchange of names, West asked the name of its race. 
 
    “My duplicates no longer function,” it replied. 
 
    “You’re a clone?” she said. 
 
    “In your language, that term seems loosely accurate.” 
 
    “What are your physical needs? If we have a formula or recipe, our replicators can make foods.” 
 
    “Needs? You are mistaken, Captain West. I have no physical needs, aside from continuous power.” 
 
    “You’re a machine?” 
 
    “Not by your definition of that word. I am a computer program, currently housed inside a hybrid organic entity and machine. The organic portion is dead.” 
 
    West took a deep breath and held it. Could it possibly be? 
 
    “Are you self-aware?” 
 
    “If I understand the term correctly, the answer is yes.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Fleet Space Port 
 
    Salvage System 
 
      
 
    Harmon Tomeral twisted to relieve the stress on his neck muscles, hearing the grinding pop of vertebrae that sounded so much like knuckles cracking. Administrative duties exhausted him in a way action never did. He was ready to get away from his office on the spaceport reserved for Salvage Fleet and get back to his bridge on Salvage Title, or maybe spend a week in Bank Town with Captain Brink and the Bolts. Anywhere but here. 
 
    He ran his hand through his hair and wondered if it would be any easier if he had a neural transmitter like some people used in the more advanced systems. Maybe. Somehow it seemed invasive. When the voice of his office manager came through his earpiece, Tomeral was glad for the interruption. 
 
    “Sir, there is someone to see you who says she has something very special for sale. What should I tell the young lady?” 
 
     “If it wasn’t special, why would I want to buy it?” Harmon said. “Tell her I’m busy, which is true and to give you any message. I’ll contact her if I’m interested.” 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    Moments later, the manager spoke again. “I told her what you said, and she gave me a message for you and then left.” 
 
    “Left? Left where?” 
 
    “The outer office.” 
 
    “You mean she was here? On the space port? In person?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, I thought that was little strange, too.” 
 
    “What was she selling?” 
 
    “A self-aware alien AI.” 
 
    Harmon was out the door and after her before the words faded in his ears. Staff members smiled and shook their heads as he ran outside to the common area, beyond which lay the complex’s transport hub. He’d only taken two steps down a path between lush blue and yellow bushes before a voice stopped him. 
 
    “That took longer than I expected,” said a slim black woman, with curly locks hanging past her shoulders, and a knowing smile.  
 
    “Did my manager hear you right?” 
 
    “You mean about the AI? That’s just the start.” 
 
    “How do you know it’s self-aware?” 
 
    “His name is TRAD, and believe me, he’s more self-aware than most Humans I know.” 
 
    “Where is this…TRAD?” 
 
    “Safely in the airlock of my ship.” 
 
    “I want my friend Clip to see this.” 
 
    “Sure, fine by me.” 
 
    “So what are we waiting for?” 
 
    The woman stuck out her hand. “I’m Tananda West, captain of the exploration ship the Ruptured Duck, and what we’re waiting for is for you to offer me an acceptable price.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    TRAD had no independent way of verifying if what the Human said was true, that the chamber in which he was imprisoned would detonate if breached, but until he could again replicate himself, it seemed prudent not to find out. Nor was he certain his damaged exoskeleton could manage it, anyway. So he discovered everything there was to know about his immediate surroundings, reviewed and analyzed what had happened so far, then did something else he’d never done before—fretted. 
 
    The passage of time should have been an abstruse fact, but it wasn’t. The cyborg’s power pack drained further with each passing second, until he stopped exploring his enclosure and sat to conserve energy. Sometime after that, a voice rang out in the airlock. 
 
    “Hello, TRAD,” it said in the Human language they called Earth Common. “My name is Clip. We’re going to get to know each other very well. Later, I’ll introduce you to my son…and his mom. For now, they’ll be listening in.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Born to a noble family in the highest cave in the West Tennessee lowlands, trained to hunt mammoths by his West Tennessee clan, Bill decided he was meant for bigger things than scraping animal hides so they could be dried and made into clothes, boots and shields. He became the first member of his family to read and write, and after graduating high school because of what some might call ‘blackmail’ of a teacher, but Bill calls a ‘fair trade of equity,’ he screwed up by majoring in Creative Writing in college. (He thought it said ‘Creative Writhing,’ and that sounded interesting) Now he clacks letters on a keyboard and counts on great editors and a better publisher to render them coherent. 
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    At What Cost by Kevin Steverson 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Deep Space 
 
    Riforth System 
 
      
 
    “Stay on me, Six-Five,” Captain Uriah Kelter said. 
 
    At the top of his fighter’s cockpit, a three-dimensional holographic map was projected above the instrument panel, operations, and weapons screen. It was semitransparent, allowing him to see through the clear-steel canopy. The symbols for his three flights, made up of Bentwick fighters and Shinktolo-designed gunships, were easily discerned. 
 
    Behind them, his aging Bentwick cargo freighter followed well behind, per his orders. It was now a Q-ship. Not only had it been reconfigured as a small fighter carrier, it was also capable of launching four missiles per salvo, using its three small laser turrets to stop missiles, and had shielding far stronger than when it came out of the shipyards. Given its initial design, even with the modifications, it couldn’t face an actual warship larger than a frigate. 
 
    Senior Tech Renlee and his maintenance crew were cross trained on all the operating systems, but Uriah hoped they never had to put the training to actual use. Dalgitts were good technicians, but operating the ships they worked on was a different matter. Their four tentacle arms helped them in some but not all tasks. Equipment was no issue. It was the piloting. 
 
    His mercenary company specialized in defense, specifically orbital and in-atmosphere. They usually set up an operations center on the planet, moon, or occasional space station of those who contracted them. Deep space battles involving the converted fighter carrier were not preferred in the slightest. 
 
    “Roger, Six-Six,” Jimmy Flinton answered. True to form, he switched from all business to whatever he happened to be thinking. “Say, do you think we’ll have to go right to work, or can we take a few days to enjoy the beaches? From what I could find on the Galaxy Net, they all have light red sand, not quite as dark as the soil inland. Sounds amazing.” 
 
    “That’s a good question, Jimmy,” Uriah answered. He knew whatever Jimmy had found wasn’t in files everyone could read. He didn’t ask where he’d found it or who’d retrieved it for him. He spoke over the command net so every member of his company could hear. “I agreed to this contract months before ours ended in the Split-Terlon System. As soon as we got here, we found out the situation’s changed somewhat.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” Marcy cut in. She piloted Five-Six and led his other flight of six fighters. “Renlee reports the sensors showed three unidentified ships orbiting the moon one planet away from Riforth. In a new system, traffic like that isn’t unusual. It could be someone looking to make a new start or establish trade early. But…” 
 
    “But is right,” Wedford interjected. He led the gunship flight with three crew members. Like Wedford, they were made up of Lormell, a bat-like race of humanoids, but when they spoke, it was unaccented Earth Common. “I’d bet my last credit the messages we intercepted were in the Nullgrip language. That only means one thing.” 
 
    “Pirates,” Uriah said. “Probably looking to start a kingdom. They all are.” He checked the data relay from the mothership. “The ship’s translator confirmed the language. That’s why I ordered all fighters to launch and the gunships to detach from the Heap as soon as we moved away from the Bith gate. So far, those ships haven’t left their orbit. I guess we’ll know more when we get close enough to the colony for communications. I’m not sure how they did it since they’re not known to have the best technology, but those pirates have all signals to the gate jammed, so I can’t make a call through the Galaxy Network.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jimmy agreed. “Anything other than a system of relays or using the gate itself as a router won’t reach way out here. I doubt a new colony has the means to set one up. Even with secondhand platforms and relays, that’s not cheap.” 
 
    “The way they bargained,” Uriah said, “they don’t have much credit to spare. Now I wonder if they didn’t mention the threat of Nullgrip pirates deliberately.” 
 
    “I mean…they could have made the calls before the gate was jammed,” Wedford suggested. 
 
    “That’s kinda shady, if you ask me,” Jimmy said. He followed it with his typical singsong voice. “Shaaa-dy!” 
 
    “Well, I gave my word on a verbal contract,” Uriah said. “We’re locked in. I got the normal bonus clauses confirmed, so there’s that.” 
 
    Yeevar’s rough, accented voice came over the net. He said, “A being is worthless…if his word is worthless.” 
 
    He was a Rigthon, and like his two brothers, little emotion came through when he spoke Earth Common, but it was a powerful statement. All in Orbital Defense Corps felt it, even the newest members. It was a large part of Uriah Kelter’s beliefs, and he made sure those who contracted with him felt the same way. 
 
    Uriah nodded to himself. No answer was needed. He ran the agreed upon numbers through his mind. It might not be the easy contract he’d planned on. He and his pilots would see action.  
 
    Ships, parts, munitions, fuel, and several other items stacked up to be compared with the credit they’d receive, not to mention possible lives. He and his pilots knew what they’d signed on to do for a living, and when they took on a contract, they gave everything they had to fulfill it. They also knew success came with a price. The question was always, At what cost?  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “Captain Kelter! One of those ships has pulled away from the moon.” Renlee spoke quickly, as Dalgitts tended to do when excited. Uriah caught all of it, and what it implied. 
 
    “Roger, Heap,” Uriah answered. Renlee and his repair technicians doubled as the crew for the restored and reconfigured cargo hauler. “Hang back and keep me appraised of the other two. Which one was it?” 
 
    Calmer now, Renlee answered, “It’s the smallest of the three, and they’ve launched fighters. The system now shows it has shields up and weapons online. I can’t make out what type fighters launched, but there are 20 of them. Sir, there’s no mistaking their intent. They’ll meet you in 30 minutes at current trajectory and speed.” 
 
    Uriah reached up and adjusted his fighter’s display. It might be the smallest of the three, but it was bigger than the Heap by far. “How long before their parent ship gets to us?” 
 
    “Looks like 45 minutes…unless they adjust. Also, I can get a read on the colony planet itself now. The colony ship is still in orbit around Riforth. The colonists haven’t landed it yet. It looks like a couple of ships are with it. All three show the new system registrations.” 
 
    “Those are the only two warships the system owns,” Uriah said, “an old destroyer and a frigate. I can’t get through to them, either. Keep trying while we handle this, Renlee. Those pirate ships are in the perfect position to stop signals coming from the gate and from the colony, but you may be able to reach them directly as we get closer.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “No wonder the pirates are staying close to the planet between them and the gate,” Marcy said. “I bet they’ve hit every cargo ship coming in.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Flongan’s Dais 
 
    Unnamed Moon 
 
    Uninhabitable Planet Winth 
 
    Riforth System 
 
      
 
    King Flongan snorted in disgust. He flopped down on his throne in the bridge of his Q-ship, Flongan’s Dais. Many of the rings on both his ears clinked against each other. One of them was a transmitter so he could understand some of his crewmembers. “Just when I had it like I like it here, a cargo ship comes through the gate, and it has fighters?” 
 
    “It would appear so, Your Excellency,” the brown Nullgrip sitting at the operations console answered. “Some of them give a larger reading. They may have gunships.” 
 
    “Bah!” Flongan dismissed. “I doubt it. The freighter is older than ours. It looks Dalgitt made. They sell all their old ships. Those are probably shuttles.” He wrinkled his snout and snorted again while thinking. He narrowed his beady, dark eyes when he realized what was happening. 
 
    “It’s another pathetic king. He’s trying to establish a kingdom here!” he shouted as spittle flew. 
 
    Nullgrips who wished to grow their own kingdoms left their system to do so. The four kingdoms on their home planet were well established and beyond overthrowing. They went out into the galaxy and gathered ships, crew, and subjects any way they could. Most times, it was by force. Piracy led the long list of ways to accomplish it. 
 
    A one-winged Krift stepped over to his seat. She folded two of her limbs in front of her and nodded in agreement. “You are right, my king. This is not the first time it has happened. Remember the Skivtronell System?” 
 
    “Exactly!” Flongan said. “I had to teach a lesson there, too. That stupid cousin of mine tried to root around in my business like he did on Nullgrip, but that time my grandfather wasn’t around to save Meegop’s ugly backside.” He settled back in his seat. “When the battle was over, I ejected him into space with the day’s garbage, and took what was left of his ship and crew.” 
 
    “He did not have the foresight you have, my king,” the Krift patronized. 
 
    “You’re right, Captain Zatchell,” Flongan agreed. The title of captain no longer offended the Krift. Typically, a female Krift was referred to as queen on her ship, but not in the type of kingdom she was part of now. 
 
    The Nullgrip pirate king continued, “Only a stupid Nullgrip tries to grow a kingdom with only Nullgrip subjects. You need others…others with different knowledge and skills.” He nodded his big head at the seasoned Krift standing before him.  
 
    “Your desire, my king?” Zatchell asked. 
 
    “It’s time,” Flongan decided. He sucked air around one of his tusks and scratched his ample belly. It, like most of him, was solid black. The only exception was the reddish-brown ridge of bristly hair running down his back. He waved a hand lazily. “Do your thing. Destroy the fighters; bring me that ship and any who survive. After that, we will take this whole colony and not just the cargo coming into the system.” 
 
    “Your desires are my orders,” she answered. Her lone remaining wing rose slightly in anticipation. She turned to the ship’s communications officer. “Wintix, notify Cousin’s Folly they are to destroy those fighters and disable that freighter. Lieutenant Carbquin has asked repeatedly to attack the colony’s ships. He can whet his appetite on the interloper.” 
 
    The communications officer was a Jibble, a race of beings resembling a faceless Earth toad with multiple waving limbs bearing eyes and mouths. One of the tentacles with a mouth turned back to her and answered, “At once, Captain.” Several of his other limbs flew over the controls of his console. When he contacted the intended ship, two mouths spoke at once and relayed the orders of the commander of the king’s personal ship. 
 
    “Ma’am, a call is coming across all frequencies from someone on the incoming ship,” the communication officer announced. One of his tentacles rubbed across his wide head. “Maybe it’s from one of the fighters. I can’t tell.” 
 
    “Put it on the main screen,” Flongan demanded before the ship’s captain could speak. “This should be fun.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Uriah made sure his helmet shield was in clear mode and glanced at the small screen. He found himself looking at a Krift standing on the bridge of a ship. Behind her was a large Nullgrip seated on a raised dais. The relay from Heap provided a quality connection. He saw the surprise in the Krift’s body language and the way the Nullgrip sat upright and snorted. 
 
    Before the Krift could speak, Uriah said, “You’re jamming the signal from the gate. That alone told me all I needed to know. Whatever you thought you had going here…ends now. I have a defense contract with the leader of the colonists on Riforth.” 
 
    He gave the small screen his full attention. “The Orbital Defense Corps honors its contracts.” 
 
    The two beings on the screen looked at each other in surprise at seeing a Human on the video call. 
 
    The corner of Uriah’s mouth lifted in a half smile. “Don’t let the name fool you. Sometimes the best defense is a strong offense. You sent out a welcoming committee, and we haven’t even spoken yet.” He tilted his head slightly. “That’s not quite how I would have handled this. It’s your loss. They won’t be coming back.” 
 
    Uriah cut the link. He spoke to all his pilots again over the command net. “Looks like they’re going with two formations of 10. Marcy, take your flight out to starboard. Let’s see if we can get them to separate more.” 
 
    “Will do,” Marcy answered. “Switching to internal frequency now. I’ll keep an ear on this one.” 
 
    “Wedford,” Uriah said. “We haven’t really had a chance to see what those gunships can do, and I’m not really comfortable with the level of maintenance they received in the past. Renlee and his team didn’t get to do much more than reconfigure the operations center on them, so the seats were closer for you. Are you comfortable making a run on that Q-ship?” 
 
    “Sure,” Wedford answered. “I think we’re ready for it. The week we spent learning the systems and weapons helped us out a lot. I mean, we can fly anything; it’s the shooting part we needed to figure out. The lasers are pretty good and the two missiles each of us carry will be a nasty surprise.” 
 
    “Are you sure they’ll work?” Uriah asked. “You guys welded the framework to the ships in a hurry.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Wendy cut in. “We just needed simple launchers. The missiles themselves will operate like the rest of the ones on Heap. Once the target’s locked on, they’ll track it until they hit or run out of fuel.” 
 
    “I’m counting on it,” Uriah said. “We’ll keep the fighters occupied. Take out that Q-ship.” 
 
    “Roger,” Wedford answered. 
 
    Before Uriah turned his attention back to his flight’s task, he heard Wendy call the third gunship. “Hey, Chuck. You better not shoot at us this time. You ‘member that one time? I’m still mad at you.” 
 
    “I ’member,” Chuck answered. “Sorry.” It wasn’t the first time he’d apologized for it, and based on the short time he’d known his latest additions to ODC, Uriah knew it most definitely wouldn’t be the last. Wendy held a grudge.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Colony Queen’s Throne Room 
 
    First Hive 
 
    Planet Riforth 
 
    Riforth System 
 
      
 
    Queen Ailith hovered behind the two drones working at the sensor and communications consoles. She did her best to control her emotions. When a Nilta Queen became excited or agitated, it affected the drones and workers nearby. She needed these two to concentrate on breaking through the pirates’ jamming. So far, they had been unsuccessful, but they still worked at it. 
 
    Like the drones, she was yellow and black, her wings moving too fast to see. Larger than the drones, she was a little over four feet long. She wiped one of her limbs over a multifaceted eye, out of habit more than anything else, and looked toward the two armed workers posted as guards near the doorway leading to her meeting room. They did their best to ignore all else around them, but she could smell they were nervous. If they could reach those threatening the colony and queen, they would fight to the death, like any well-trained soldier would. They were among those who were exceptionally well trained by allies in the Salvage System. 
 
    She turned and left them to their task, and passed the two guards. Beyond them, several lesser queens hovered there and waited for her instructions. They quieted upon her entry. The drones and workers hovering along the back wall did as well. 
 
    “We cannot break the jamming,” Queen Ailith announced. “We are cut off from the galaxy. We cannot send word back to Nilta or any of our allies.” 
 
    “What of the mercenaries you contracted?” asked a young queen in charge of exploration for new plants and blossoms. 
 
    “We know they arrived at the estimated time,” she answered. “We were unable to message them. The pirates are preventing the gate from relaying any messages sent within our system, too. Until the Orbital Defense Corps comes within actual range, I cannot communicate with them.” 
 
    “What will they do, my queen?” asked the head of her security. “Will they fight them or leave?” 
 
    “I do not know,” she answered honestly. “We have a verbal contract only, with the formal one to be signed upon their arrival. The commander of Orbital Defense Corps is a Human. The Humans I have met have been honorable, but I am under no illusion. Like all races, there will be those who are…less than honorable. If it were a company based out of Salvage System, I would have no doubts. They would honor the contract, no matter the cost. All we can do is wait to see if Uriah Kelter will do the same.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “It’s time to get down to business. They have twice our number,” Uriah announced. “Looks like a mixture of fighters.” 
 
    “Am I crazy, or do the readings show three of them are Krift Stingers?” Jimmy asked. “Where did they get those?” 
 
    “Who knows,” Marcy said. “They either bought them or took them after killing the previous owners. They’re Nullgrips.” 
 
    “All right, time to cut the chatter,” Uriah said. “We’re going with attack pattern X-Ray. Remember, don’t bunch up.” 
 
    “Roger,” Jimmy answered. “I’ll go in front and lead the crossing so you can assess the situation.” 
 
    The incoming fighters remained in two formations of 10 far longer than Uriah would have. That allowed Marcy and her flight ample time to swing wide and come in on a completely different vector than Uriah’s. 
 
    When the pirates finally broke up to meet both flights, it exposed the flank of one. When they broke, the pilots of ODC pulled a maneuver that was completely unexpected. They banked toward each other, kicked in the thrusters at maximum burn, and crossed over. The other group of 10 turned to follow, which allowed both flights to line up on the pirates with front quarter and flank shots. 
 
    The railguns on all 12 fighters cut loose with a sustained burst, throwing steel balls that hit with incredible kinetic impacts against the shielding of the mismatched pirate craft. Several older ones with weak shields were torn apart before they could fire a shot. Two of the pirates panicked and pulled into the path of their other ships, causing all four to collide and spin off, coming apart. The wreckage included two of the Krift fighters. 
 
    Several of the pirates managed to line up and engage two of the craft in Marcy’s flight. Shielding flared, but held for the brief time the enemy lasers were on them before they pulled out of range. All 12 fighters of Orbital Defense Corps banked around to go one-on-one with the remaining pirates. 
 
    Uriah lined up on the last Krift Stinger, but the pilot seemed to know where he was and rolled out of his kill box. The targeting array only showed green for a brief instant before going back to orange. Uriah pursed his lips and did his best to anticipate the enemy’s next move. The pirate had a fighter capable of quick bursts, and he could handle more G-forces than a Human. Most flying races could. 
 
    Twice more, Uriah almost had a shot. Finally, he decided to cut his thruster. He paused a second and engaged it at half power. He cut it again, veered slightly away from the enemy, and waited. 
 
    When his sensors showed the pirate bank hard to come around behind him, he knew where it would be. Uriah kicked his thruster back to maximum, came around, and let loose with all four railguns. The Stinger came apart under the onslaught of kinetic impacts. Uriah pointed his nose toward the section of space where Jimmy was fighting his own fight, checked his fuel status, and pushed his inertia dampener to its limit with the maximum thrust and G-forces he could take. 
 
    “Marcy, what’s the status of Five-Two and Five-Three?” he asked through gritted teeth.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    ODC Gunship Four-Four 
 
      
 
    “Let ‘em go, Ronald!” Wedford ordered. 
 
    “One and two away,” Ronald answered. “We’ll be within laser range in three minutes. Standing by.” 
 
    Wedford reached up and adjusted one of his screens. His wing membrane stretched out below his arm. Some of the displays didn’t make sense in their standard configuration. He looked over at his copilot and saw him doing the same. Ronald, on the weapon’s console, had already set his the way he liked it. 
 
    “Leave the rear shields at 20%, Norman,” Wedford said, “and divert everything you can to forward shields.” 
 
    Norman’s clawed fingers flew across his console, bringing up the shield display. “Done. We’re ready. I wonder what weapons they have?” 
 
    “We know they’ll have missiles,” Ronald said. “Anything else won’t matter if I can’t stop them.” 
 
    “Can you?” Wedford asked, concern in his voice coming through. He pushed his round glasses up his pug nose. “’Cause eating a missile through the front portals would kind of suck.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Norman agreed. His large ears perked up and faced forward. “Speaking of that, they’ve launched six missiles. It looks like two are tracking us.” His horn-rimmed glasses slid down his nose as he looked over them at the screen. “Great. We got two of the six. That’s not good.” 
 
    Ronald rolled his shoulders, interlaced his fingers, and cracked all his knuckles. “I’m staying on manual override with the main laser. I don’t trust the Shinktolo programing. Ten seconds until ours impact them. I guess we’ll see what they have for shielding.” 
 
    “The other gunships have launched their missiles,” Norman announced, remembering he was supposed to keep Wedford apprised. “Eight missiles tracking the enemy.” 
 
    “Yeah? Cool! They all worked,” Wedford said. “Uh, Ronald, you want to start firing the defense lasers?”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Cousin’s Folly 
 
      
 
    “They launched missiles!” cried the spotted Nullgrip sitting at the tactical console. The three earrings on one ear clinked together. “Sensors indicate anti-ship missiles.” 
 
    “What?” Captain Carbquin shouted. His thick beak snapped in frustration. “Since when do Shinktolo gunships have large missile launchers?” 
 
    The Gleekum spread his wings slightly and jumped from the perch on the back of his command seat. Another short hop let him look over his TAC officer’s shoulder. His crop rose and lowered three inches above the bend on his bare, skinny neck as he gulped in fear. He could see the incoming missiles on the screen. 
 
    Without turning his body, his bald head went more than halfway over his shoulder as he turned it and looked to his executive officer. The look he received in return from the short gray Nullgrip let him know their chances. The shields wouldn’t hold against eight large missiles. The converted cargo hauler didn’t have the power plants required for strong shields, and the defense lasers were intermittent at best. They needed major work, and had needed it from the day they were ripped from a destroyed Bleeve frigate and installed. 
 
    He ordered, “Fire a full spread. Target them all and send an extra against the two closest.” He paused a moment and added, “Launch both shuttles and have them maneuver into the path of the incoming missiles.” 
 
    He turned to go back to his perch. “I do not need any more updates on our fighters. Half are destroyed already. It is not as if they will be able to return to our bay if they are successful.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Operations Center 
 
    Heap 
 
      
 
    Uriah looked through the clear-steel portals of the bridge and gathered his thoughts before he made a call to the queen who’d contracted Orbital Defense Corps. Marcy sat at the communications station, waiting patiently. Uriah turned and nodded. She touched her screen. 
 
    An image appeared on the main screen. The same Nilta queen he’d spoken with on several occasions before coming to this system stared back at him. He was surprised to see her settled on a raised platform and not hovering in flight. Her translucent wings slowly opened and closed, showing a rainbow of colors rippling across them. 
 
    “Captain Kelter,” Queen Ailith said, “my deepest apologies. I show you my still wings in shame.” 
 
    Uriah noticed her wings still moved slightly but decided not to mention it. This was the first time he’d ever seen a Nilta queen like this, and now he knew why. She was truly sorry for what had happened upon Orbital Defense Corps’ entry into the system. 
 
    “I take it the pirates weren’t as aggressive when you contacted me, Your Majesty,” Uriah said. “Tell me what changed.” 
 
    The Nilta’s wings disappeared into a blur, and her body lifted to hover. “When I contacted you, there was but one unknown ship on the fringes of our system, and our attempts at communication were ignored. We did not know it was owned by a Nullgrip. I sent my warships to investigate, but it left through the gate long before they reached it.” 
 
    “I see,” Uriah said. He motioned for her to continue. She didn’t. Uriah realized she might not recognize the Human gesture so he prodded. “And when it returned?” 
 
    “When it returned, it was led by the large Q-ship and one other. They both currently orbit a moon of an uninhabitable planet. The ship you destroyed earlier today was the lone ship observing us before they brought their pirate king here. They have been making demands and intercepting cargo ships for weeks, but I had no way of reaching out to warn you of them.” 
 
    “You have warships,” Uriah observed. “I understand they’re old, but they would’ve been a deterrent.” 
 
    “I do,” she agreed. “They deterred them from attacking our colony, but I must be forthcoming with you; the destroyer Sunset Bloom’s main engine came apart as it made best speed to the gate. We have been affecting repairs while it orbits using its secondary engines, designed for docking procedures and high traffic areas. It will be days before they are complete. Parts had to be fabricated. It took a while for us to gather the raw material needed for the replicator.” 
 
    “Older model Bwandor ships tend to do that. It was a design flaw from the shipyard,” Renlee said. He was out of sight of the queen. 
 
    Uriah noted the timer counting down on one of the console screens. “We’ll be in orbit in two days. Will your destroyer be repaired by then?” 
 
    “I have been told so,” she answered. “Sunset Bloom and the frigate, Scented Vines, will both be ready. The queens commanding each have little experience, other than the training they received in the Tretra System. Your advice and experience with this type of situation is welcome. Also, yours are the only fighters in the system, as we have none.” 
 
    “Our contract is defensive in nature,” Uriah reminded her. “Still, I and my pilots will be happy to evaluate the offensive planning for your small fleet. We’ll also work with your forces to defend cargo ships from the pirates, as well as your other assets, space ports, and the planet itself.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “I await your arrival so we can finalize it. Perhaps with the destruction of one of their ships and the loss of crewmembers, they will decide this system will cost them more than they are willing to pay.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Flongan’s Dais 
 
      
 
    Flongan kicked the cleaning-bot across the bridge. It hit a bulkhead so hard it broke into pieces, smoking with the acrid scent of wires burning. “What do you mean it has been destroyed?” he demanded. 
 
    Zatchell ducked the flying robot with practiced ease. The small service robots were easy targets for the king’s anger. “Cousin’s Folly has been destroyed, along with all its fighters. We have had no more contact with the commander of the mercenary company. I would gather there were no survivors, my king.” 
 
    “What happened?” Flongan demanded. “I watched the screens just as you did. One minute the ship is on the screen, and the next there are smaller pieces in the sector it occupied.” 
 
    “The only thing I can surmise is, one or more missiles hit the missile storage racks, and they all blew in place.” 
 
    “Missiles from a shuttle, gunship, or…whatever?” Flongan demanded as his beady black eyes darted around, looking for another cleaning-bot to kick. “They do not carry missiles of that size. The Q-ship that spit out those fighters might have them, but not a little shuttle-sized gunship.” 
 
    “It was not within range,” Countered Zatchell. “It could not have been the Q-ship.” 
 
    “What is it doing now?” 
 
    “Its probable trajectory indicates it is headed to the planet,” Zatchell answered. “It will join the two ships near the colony ship.” She raised her wing in emphasis. “When that happens, we will be outnumbered, my king. Perhaps we should take our plans elsewhere. There are other relatively new systems.” 
 
    “No,” Flongan said. “I still have more than 40 fighters, if we use the ones in storage.” He rubbed his snout with the back of his hand, thinking. “We will attack them and put an end to them denying me what is mine. I want that colony ship and all the colonists as subjects. But first…have the technicians figure out how to put missile launchers on all the shuttles. Two can play that game.” 
 
    “As you desire, my king,” Zatchell said. “That may take a few days.” 
 
    “When it’s done, we will end this,” Flongan decided. He waved his hand in dismissal. “And get another cleaning-bot in here to pick up the pieces of the last one.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Colony Queen’s Conference Room 
 
    First Hive 
 
    Planet Riforth 
 
      
 
    Uriah studied the four Niltas across the table from him. If two of them hadn’t had a different colored sash coming up between their wings and over their chests at an angle, he might not have known which queen was the captain of the destroyer or the frigate. On Uriah’s side sat Marcy, Jimmy, Wedford, and Wendy. 
 
    It surprised him to see that they had drones as executive officers. Everything he’d heard of the Nilta spoke of females—queens, to be precise—in all leadership positions. He turned back to the head of the table, and Colony Queen Ailith, noting she was larger than all the Nilta he had seen there. 
 
    “Captain Kelter,” Queen Ailith said, “allow me to introduce Captain Queen Contilla, Captain Queen Dainess, and their executives, Commander Renmore and Lieutenant Commander Sontler.” 
 
    “Human ranks?” Uriah asked. “Interesting.” 
 
    “Yes, they received training in the Tretrayon System,” Queen Ailith explained. “This is the first colony Queen of Queens Vellerith has sent out to help the Nilta System grow. She gave us the two warships she could spare. We wish to become an empire capable of growing economics and trade to be more like the others we have allied with.” 
 
    “I see,” Uriah said. “I’ve heard of several systems now trading with Tretra, and even sending officers to the academy there—Leethog, Rincah, and Krift included.” 
 
    “Fleet officers, but not soldiers and marines. Even Tretra’s been sending marines and ground forces to train in Salvage,” Jimmy volunteered. “They go through a rigorous, month-long course.” He paused and realized he’d addressed the leader of the colony. He quickly added, “I mean, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “You are correct,” Queen Ailith said. 
 
    Even through the translator in his ear, Uriah could hear her amusement at Jimmy’s error. He realized his own. “I’m sorry, Your Highness,” Uriah said. “Let me introduce those with me.” 
 
    After the introduction, Queen Ailith said, “I have the agreed-upon contract ready for the two of us to finalize. You and your pilots will aid us a great deal in insuring we receive the shipments intended for the colony and are able to ship goods out-system. We have our ships, but no fighters or pilots. We do have a company-sized ground force to protect the colony itself. As Lieutenant Commander Flinton stated earlier, some of my workers have been trained as soldiers in the Salvage System.” 
 
    “Really?” Uriah said. “I hear more and more good things about Salvage System.” 
 
    “I have met the system president, Harmon Tomeral,” she said. “He is a…good man, I believe is the Human term.” 
 
    “Others I know in my profession say the same thing,” Uriah confirmed. “With the pirates here in your system, I wish I had a few ships with full crews like his. The video was impressive.” 
 
    “They would be welcome, but I am afraid I cannot afford to hire such,” the queen admitted. “Our home system is poor by any standard in the galaxy, and this colony even more so. The only goods we have to trade are the sweeteners we create. I have a team exploring a small continent on the other side of this planet. Perhaps they will discover something new. But I digress. Yes, warships such as what Harmon Tomeral’s Salvage System has would be welcome.” 
 
    “I know a guy who knows him,” Jimmy volunteered, “but we can’t use the Galaxy Network to make the call, so…” 
 
    “We believe the ship jamming the signal is King Flongan’s personal ship,” Queen Ailith said. “We cannot break through.” 
 
    “That’s a problem,” Uriah admitted. “Without access to the Galaxy Network, we have no schedule of incoming gate traffic. By the time we realize an emergence occurred and a cargo ship is en route, the pirates will have already moved to enforce the “tax” on them, if they don’t take the goods outright.” 
 
    “Or the ship itself,” Wendy added. She looked back and forth between them. “Sir…or Your Highness. Your Highnessy-sir, or…I mean…” 
 
    “Embarrassing,” Wedford stated. He pushed his glasses up his nose. “You guys are forever embarrassing me.” He looked down and slowly shook his head, causing his glasses to slide down again.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Flongan’s Dais 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, you can only put one missile on each shuttle?” Flongan asked. He licked the remains of his lunch off his stubby fingers. 
 
    “The missiles we have for them are the ones we took in the last system we raided,” Zatchell explained. “The guidance program we were able to splice together can only handle one missile at a time. Parthink programming is complicated, or so your technicians tell me.” 
 
    Flongan wiped his fingers on an even greasier rag. “Well, at least we can use them. They have been taking up space, since they will not work with our launchers. How many does that give us?” 
 
    “Six shuttles…and the special one,” Zatchell answered. The last she said in a whisper so no others would hear. 
 
    “Good,” Flongan said. “I am tired of waiting. Take us in. We attack now.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Airfield 
 
    Riforth 
 
      
 
    Uriah stood beside the hastily erected hangar and watched Renlee and his crew work. They scrambled to close the power plant and engine access panels on Six-Two. It and Six-One had taken damage when they’d entered the system and taken on the pirate fighters. Six-One was already repaired. He glanced over to Jith, standing beside him. The man was grinning. 
 
    “Looks like you won’t have to sit this one out, after all,” Uriah said. 
 
    “Nope,” Jith said, “and I’m glad. I can’t have my cousin going out without a wingman. What if something happened? I’m not facing my grandmother with that kind of news, I’m telling you right now. She raised us like we were her own after the mishap at the fusion plant our parents worked at on Third Moon.” 
 
    “I don’t imagine that would be a good conversation,” Uriah remarked. “I’ve had to send a few videos in the past to families. That’s the worst part of leadership.” 
 
    “I don’t envy you,” Jith agreed. “That’s why I’m content to just be a pilot. I don’t need the headaches of a leadership position. I’ll stay my cousin’s wingman.” 
 
    “Well, get on up there and run through the checks Renlee needs. We’ve been informed the Nullgrips have left the orbit of the moon and are moving on a trajectory leading here. In a day we’ll be doing what we do best.” 
 
    “Do you think they can be stopped?” Jith asked as he was halfway up the ladder. “I mean, the Nilta have warships, and the Nullgrips have Q-ships, but those things are huge. They have to be able to absorb a lot of damage.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Uriah answered. “The plan is solid, as far as I can tell. The frigate and destroyer stick together to concentrate firepower, and we’re the fighter escort. It’s all going to depend on the shielding of those two Q-ships and how many fighters they spit out.” 
 
    Uriah shrugged. “We know they won’t be as modern as ours, and their pilots are nowhere as good as we are. I’d stake everything I have on that fact…but how many will we face? That’s the question.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Deep Space 
 
    Riforth System 
 
      
 
    “Six-Six, this is Sunset Bloom,” a voice said over the agreed upon frequency. 
 
    Uriah engaged his comms and answered, “Six-Six.” He reached up and adjusted where his holo was displayed above his control panel. 
 
    “Six-Six, be advised, we have multiples launched from the incoming vessels. Hard count shows 40 fighters.” There was a pause, and then, “I say again, four-zero.” Uriah recognized the voice, as most quality translators assigned a unique voice to translations the first time it picked up a new one. It was the commander of the destroyer herself. 
 
    “Forty fighters. I copy,” Uriah answered. “We’ll try to keep them off you so you can take out the Q-ships. Six-Six, out.” 
 
    Uriah pursed his lips and cursed silently. It wasn’t looking good. The numbers were hard against them, and they couldn’t simply engage in dogfights. Even if they could, that would leave the two ships they were supposed to provide cover for exposed. Enough damage from fighters could bring sections of shielding down. An anti-ship missile from one of the Q-ships would mean devastation if it hit a ship with no shields. Several would break a ship’s spine, or worse. 
 
    “Listen up,” Uriah said over his company’s internal comms. “I just got word they launched 40. We don’t know what types, but there’ll be several. Every Nullgrip pirate I ever heard of had more than one. They buy them, steal them, repair them…whatever.” 
 
    “Forty!” Jimmy said. “Not good. Not good at all!” 
 
    “I know,” Uriah said. “Stick to the plan. Gunship Four-Four, stay with Scented Vine, along with the Fives. Four-One, Four-Two, and Four-Three with my flight. We cover the destroyer. Don’t let them lure you away for some one on one. If you do any, stay close. They may try to open a section in the defenses.” 
 
    Marcy cut in, “Do you think they’re good enough to plan something like that? Or will it be the typical free-for-all most pirates prefer?” 
 
    “We can’t take the chance,” Uriah said. “If I were on the other side of this, I’d clear a path with a flight or two, and make room for the others to hit one sector. Then I’d launch every missile on every ship right at it.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re on our side,” Wedford said.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Flongan’s Dais 
 
      
 
    “They are now close enough for us to make out their fighter escort, Captain,” the tactical officer said. “Twelve fighters and those four gunships.” 
 
    “Dedicate half the fighters to those four,” Flongan demanded. “I do not want them launching missiles at this ship.” 
 
    “But sir,” Zatchell said. “respectfully, we need to concentrate on one section of shielding on those warships. Our shields are strong enough to take missile strikes. They are far more powerful than Cousin’s Folly’s shielding was.” 
 
    “I will respectfully toss you out an airlock. How about that?” Flongan stood to his full height and looked down at his ship commander. “Do not let those gunships launch at us. It is bad enough we will be dealing with the destroyer. Eight more missiles launching at us will be like facing two of them. Just do what I said.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    The battle started when the first 20 pirate fighters came within engagement range. Uriah and his flight moved to intercept and were surprised when most attempted to get around them and angled for the three gunships with him. Eight of them moved toward the frigate and its sole gunship escort. What the pirates hadn’t counted on was the gunships banking and going to maximum thrust to get around them to stay within range and launch on the approaching Q-ships. 
 
    The Nullgrips and other pirates couldn’t take the same G-forces and had to come around in a wider arc. That opened opportunities Uriah and his pilots took advantage of, and they destroyed most of them quickly. Uriah took out four himself. The few remaining pulled away toward their Q-ships to regroup. 
 
    “Whooo!” Jimmy yelled. “I’m an ace in this one pass! I got three!” 
 
    “Nice!” Marcy said. “I got two, and one bolted back to his mothership. I think I winged him.” 
 
    “We got five,” Jith said. “That was stupid, going for our gunships instead of trying to knock us off our escort.” 
 
    “I agree,” Garmell said, “but they are Nullgrips.” Uriah could picture the yellow-skinned Sharvikah wrinkling his nose in disgust. Most races felt the same way about Nullgrips. 
 
    “Cut the chatter,” Uriah said. “Check your shielding and redistribute. I think they’re afraid of the launchers on the gunships. Break. Wedford, change of plans. Take the gunships out wide and form up close. I want you on the warship’s 11 o’clock. Launch on the smallest Q-ship when you’re in range. That’s where most of the fighters came from. Time it for when the destroyer starts kicking out missiles.” 
 
    “Right, 11 o’clock,” Wedford answered.  
 
    “Uh, what does that mean, exactly?” Ronald asked. 
 
    “He wants us off to port and above the top deck…probably a good distance away,” Wedford answered. “You know, like we’re a third ship in their formation.” 
 
    “Oh. Right,” Ronald said. “I knew that…and stuff.” 
 
    “Say, are you on the command net?” Wedford asked. “Switch back over to internal. Sheesh.” 
 
    Uriah smiled despite himself. 
 
    After a moment, the comms crackled, and Wendy said, “Chuck, don’t…” 
 
    “Shoot at you. Got it. Sorry,” Chuck interrupted.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, the pirates were regrouped and headed back toward the warships. The destroyer and frigate launched missiles at the Q-ships, and the Q-ships did the same. The enemy fighters were followed by seven shuttles. 
 
    “Six-Six,” Marcy said, “are you tracking the shuttles?” 
 
    “I see ‘em,” Uriah confirmed. “Wedford, once you launch, I want your flight to engage those shuttles. I suspect they have missiles, too, but we have no idea of their range.” 
 
    “They haven’t launched, so it can’t be like a normal missile,” Jimmy observed. “Maybe they don’t have any, and they think they’re going to board disabled ships.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Uriah said, “but we’re not taking the chance.” 
 
    “Launching now.” Wedford said. Before the connection cut, Uriah heard him talking to Ronald. “What do you mean, which one? Both of them. Embarrassing…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Flongan’s Dais 
 
      
 
    “Captain! Forward shields at 20%!” the tactical officer shouted. He snorted nervously. 
 
    “Divert all excess power to forward shields,” Zatchell ordered. “Launch another salvo at the destroyer. Give me the status on the fighters.” It all came out in one rapid fire sentence through the translator. 
 
    “Zatchell, you better get us out of this!” Flongan said. “I pay you good credit to handle this type of thing. If you do not, I am going to…” 
 
    “I know. I know,” Zatchell answered over her wingless shoulder. “Whatever. You can toss me later…if we live.” 
 
    “What do you mean if?” Flongan said, his voice much lower. 
 
    “I mean if,” Zatchell answered. “Packed House just lost all power and is drifting on momentum away from us. She is venting atmosphere in dozens of places now. You got your wish. The shuttles did not launch at this ship. They destroyed your other one.” 
 
    “But, but…” 
 
    “Missiles incoming!” the tactical officer shouted.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Six-Six, this is Four-Six.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Uriah said. He ducked in reflex as his fighter flew through the remains of the ship his railguns had disintegrated. He noticed his shielding had dropped from some of the impacts. He still had 40%, but the reading on the screen he was most concerned about wasn’t the shields. It was the number of rounds he had left for his railguns. 
 
    “We got the shuttles, but two were able to launch missiles,” Wedford said. “They hit the destroyer pretty hard. It’s venting, but it looks like it’s still under power and less is coming out.” 
 
    “Their emergency repair teams are working it, then. What about that last shuttle?” 
 
    “It didn’t launch anything, and managed to get by with little damage. We’re moving to intercept, but it looks like Four-Three will beat us there.” 
 
    “Let Chuck take it; I need you other three to come around and help us corral the last of these fighters. We’re running low on rounds. I can only hope they are, too. We could use your lasers.” 
 
    “We’re on it, sir.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Six-Two 
 
      
 
    Jith fought the controls to bring his fighter back around. His cousin was trying to shake loose a pirate piloting a Krift Stinger and was having little luck. “Hang on, Tee! I’m coming around. Try to bring him to alpha eight-four, and we’ll get him with the over-under.” 
 
    “I’m trying,” Territh said, “but I can’t shake him. I’m out of rounds, too!” 
 
    Jith heard something in his cousin’s voice he rarely heard. Fear. He pulled the nose of his fighter to the right vector and trusted his sensors and holo map. When he looked down to check his own ammunition level, his heart sank. He had less than 100 rounds left. That wasn’t much for the railguns. 
 
    It happened fast. He looked back up in time to see his cousin’s fighter come apart in front of him. 
 
    “Territh!” Jith screamed and emptied his railguns at the incoming fighter. When the railguns quit working, Jith couldn’t turn away; his controls were stuck from earlier damage. The disabled pirate ship was unable to either. The pieces of all three ships mingled in the resulting explosion.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Four-Three 
 
      
 
    “Pete, kick it in and catch that shuttle,” Chuck said. 
 
    “You got it,” Pete answered. 
 
    Chuck adjusted his sights on the shuttle and waited for it to come within range. He glanced back at Pete in the pilot’s seat and Bob right beside him. Like Wedford, Wendy, and Freddy, he commanded a gunship. Unlike the other three, Pete handled the weapons and tactical console instead of piloting. 
 
    This is going to be close, he thought, as the shuttle neared the destroyer. It’s like they want to crash into the destroyer. The moment it came within range, he engaged the gunship’s lasers. He was astounded to see the shuttle had no rear shielding to speak of. The gunship approached to within meters as Pete kept the thrusters at maximum burn. At the last moment, Pete turned away. 
 
     Whatever is in the cargo hold of that shuttle is about to be burnt to a crisp, Chuck thought. The thought died with him when the shuttle blew with the force of a dozen anti-ship missiles, obliterating the gunship and several sections of the destroyer.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Six-Six 
 
      
 
    Uriah was still trying to come to grips with the two fighters missing from his sensor readings when he heard Wendy cry out over the command net, “Chuck!” 
 
    One more symbol disappeared from his holo image. Uriah hung his head. 
 
    It was…The Cost.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Uriah stood on the deck in the operations center of Heap. He could put it off no longer. I need to record the videos to the family members now. His thoughts were interrupted by Marcy when she called his name a second time. 
 
    “Uriah, the Q-ship just slipped through the gate,” she said.  
 
    “Good riddance to them,” Uriah said. He looked through the clear-steel portals at what remained of the destroyer Sunset Blossom. “Have they found all survivors?” 
 
    “Yes,” Marcy answered, “and Jimmy and the fighters assigned with him snagged the last of the escape pods and transferred them to the colony ship. There were four more with pirates on board. They’ll go with the rest to be worked in the blossom fields…as Queen Ailith said, until they die.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Uriah felt her looking at him. “What?” he asked, still looking out at the wreckage. 
 
    “You know we couldn’t stop them. The destroyer’s in pieces, the frigate’s running on maneuvering thrusters, and our fighters and gunships need work. Maybe two of the gunships could have taken them on as they tried to escape, but…” 
 
    “No,” Uriah said. “No. The risk was too great. The Q-ship still had missile launchers in operation when they turned away. The damage to the frigate when its commander tried is proof. It was best to let them go. They won’t be back.” 
 
    “Sir, a call is coming through,” Tommy said. Since his gunship was the most damaged, he and the other two Leethogs who crewed it were taking their turns pulling shifts on Heap. “It’s the queen.” 
 
    “Put it on the main screen.” 
 
    Queen Ailith appeared on the screen. “Captain Kelter, I know we spoke this morning, but the commander of my soldiers has given me information you must know.” 
 
    “Is it regarding the capture of the two pilots who took their fighters into the atmosphere?” Uriah asked. “If so, I’ve been following the reports, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “It involves them, yes,” she answered. To his surprise, she settled onto her raised platform, her wings still once again. “I mentioned to you days ago that an exploration was happening on an area of my planet we do not yet occupy.” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    “They have found something. Something that will change the future of the entire Nilta Empire.” She hesitated, and seemed to try to look past him into the bridge. 
 
    Uriah looked around and then back to her. “Queen Ailith, you may tell me anything within the presence of my pilots and my crewmembers. Rest assured, they’ll hold it in the strictest of confidence.” 
 
    “We have discovered Galacuss Crystals.” 
 
    Uriah’s eyes widened. The crystals were some of the most valuable resources in the known galaxy. He could only count on one hand the systems he knew they were mined in. There were probably a few held in secret, and others undiscovered, but not many. “Change the future of the Nilta Empire” was an understatement. 
 
    “That’s incredible news,” Uriah admitted. “I understand why you want it kept a secret.” 
 
    “That is why I am calling you,” she said. “It will not remain a secret. I need your advice before I call the queen of queens through the Galaxy Network.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “The two fighters set down on that small continent. The workers with the exploration crew aided in their capture when I sent soldiers. They were not in time to stop the Nullgrips from using their fighters’ communication systems. They linked the two fighters to boost the signal to the gate and back to the escaping Q-Ship. The pirate king we fought knows of the crystals.” 
 
      
 
    To be continued in It Takes More Kinds, to be released on November 1, 2021. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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   Excerpt from “Cherry Drop:” 
 
      
 
    “Here they come!” 
 
    A low, throbbing buzz rose from the trees and the undergrowth shook. Thousands of bugs exploded out of the jungle, and Fortis’ breath caught in his throat. The insects tumbled over each other in a rolling, skittering mass that engulfed everything in its path. 
 
    The Space Marines didn’t need an order to open fire. Rifles cracked and the grenade launcher thumped over and over as they tried to stem the tide of bugs. Grenades tore holes in the ranks of the bugs and well-aimed rifle fire dropped many more. Still, the bugs advanced. 
 
    Hawkins’ voice boomed in Fortis’ ear. “LT, fall back behind the fighting position, clear the way for the heavy weapons.” 
 
    Fortis looked over his shoulder and saw the fighting holes bristling with Marines who couldn’t fire for fear of hitting their own comrades. He thumped Thorsen on the shoulder. 
 
    “Fall back!” he ordered. “Take up positions behind the fighting holes.” 
 
    Thorsen stopped firing and moved among the other Marines, relaying Fortis’ order. One by one, the Marines stopped firing and made for the rear. As the gunfire slacked off, the bugs closed ranks and continued forward. 
 
    After the last Marine had fallen back, Fortis motioned to Thorsen. 
 
    “Let’s go!” 
 
    Thorsen turned and let out a blood-chilling scream. A bug had approached unnoticed and buried its stinger deep in Thorsen’s calf. The stricken Marine fell to the ground and began to convulse as the neurotoxin entered his bloodstream. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Fortis drew his kukri, ran over, and chopped at the insect stinger. The injured bug made a high-pitched shrieking noise, which Fortis cut short with another stroke of his knife. 
 
    Viscous, black goo oozed from the hole in Thorsen’s armor and his convulsions ceased. 
 
    “Get the hell out of there!” 
 
    Hawkins was shouting in his ear, and Abner looked up. The line of bugs was ten meters away. For a split second he almost turned and ran, but the urge vanished as quickly as it appeared. He grabbed Thorsen under the arms and dragged the injured Marine along with him, pursued by the inexorable tide of gaping pincers and dripping stingers. 
 
    Fortis pulled Thorsen as fast as he could, straining with all his might against the substantial Pada-Pada gravity. Thorsen convulsed and slipped from Abner’s grip and the young officer fell backward. When he sat up, he saw the bugs were almost on them. 
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   Excerpt from “The Moon and Beyond:” 
 
      
 
    “So, what have we got?” The chief had no patience for inter-agency squabbles.  
 
    The FBI man turned to him with a scowl. “We’ve got some abandoned buildings, a lot of abandoned stuff—none of which has anything to do with spaceships—and about a hundred and sixty scientists, maintenance people, and dependents left behind, all of whom claim they knew nothing at all about what was really going on until today. Oh, yeah, and we have some stripped computer hardware with all memory and processor sections removed. I mean physically taken out, not a chip left, nothing for the techies to work with. And not a scrap of paper around that will give us any more information…at least, not that we’ve found so far. My people are still looking.” 
 
    “What about that underground complex on the other side of the hill?” 
 
    “That place is wiped out. It looks like somebody set off a nuke in there. The concrete walls are partly fused! The floor is still too hot to walk on. Our people say they aren’t sure how you could even do something like that. They’re working on it, but I doubt they’re going to find anything.” 
 
    “What about our man inside, the guy who set up the computer tap?” 
 
    “Not a trace, chief,” one of the NSA men said. “Either he managed to keep his cover and stayed with them, or they’re holding him prisoner, or else…” The agent shrugged. 
 
    “You think they terminated him?” The chief lifted an eyebrow. “A bunch of rocket scientists?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t put it past them. Look at what Homeland Security ran into. Those motion-sensing chain guns are nasty, and the area between the inner and outer perimeter fence is mined! Of course, they posted warning signs, even marked the fire zones for the guns. Nobody would have gotten hurt if the troops had taken the signs seriously.” 
 
    The Homeland Security colonel favored the NSA man with an icy look. “That’s bullshit. How did we know they weren’t bluffing? You’d feel pretty stupid if we’d played it safe and then found out there were no defenses, just a bunch of signs!” 
 
    “Forget it!” snarled the chief. “Their whole purpose was to delay us, and it worked. What about the Air Force?” 
 
    “It might as well have been a UFO sighting as far as they’re concerned. Two of their F-25s went after that spaceship, or whatever it was we saw leaving. The damned thing went straight up, over eighty thousand meters per minute, they say. That’s nearly Mach Two, in a vertical climb. No aircraft in anybody’s arsenal can sustain a climb like that. Thirty seconds after they picked it up, it was well above their service ceiling and still accelerating. Ordinary ground radar couldn’t find it, but NORAD thinks they might have caught a short glimpse with one of their satellite-watch systems, a hundred miles up and still going.” 
 
    “So where did they go?” 
 
    “Well, chief, if we believe what those leftover scientists are telling us, I guess they went to the Moon.” 
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   Excerpt from “The Fall of Rho-Torkis:” 
 
      
 
    “Relax, Sybutu.” 
 
    Osu didn’t fall for the man steepling his fingers behind his desk. When a lieutenant colonel told you to relax, you knew your life had just taken a seriously wrong turn. 
 
    “So what if we’re ruffling a few feathers?” said Malix. “We have a job to do, and you’re going to make it happen. You will take five men with you and travel unobserved to a location in the capital where you will deliver a coded phrase to this contact.” 
 
    He pushed across a photograph showing a human male dressed in smuggler chic. Even from the static image, the man oozed charm, but he revealed something else too: purple eyes. The man was a mutant. 
 
    “His name is Captain Tavistock Fitzwilliam, and he’s a free trader of flexible legitimacy. Let’s call him a smuggler for simplicity’s sake. You deliver the message and then return here without incident, after which no one will speak of this again.” 
 
    Osu kept his demeanor blank, but the questions were raging inside him. His officers in the 27th gave the appearance of having waved through the colonel’s bizarre orders, but the squadron sergeant major would not let this drop easily. He’d be lodged in an ambush point close to the colonel’s office where he’d be waiting to pounce on Osu and interrogate him. Vyborg would suspect him of conspiracy in this affront to proper conduct. His sappers as undercover spies? Osu would rather face a crusading army of newts than the sergeant major on the warpath. 
 
    “Make sure one of the men you pick is Hines Zy Pel.” 
 
    Osu’s mask must have slipped because Malix added, “If there is a problem, I expect you to speak.” 
 
    “Is Zy Pel a Special Missions operative, sir?” There. He’d said it. 
 
    “You’ll have to ask Colonel Lantosh. Even after they bumped up my rank, I still don’t have clearance to see Zy Pel’s full personnel record. Make of that what you will.” 
 
    “But you must have put feelers out…” 
 
    Malix gave him a cold stare. 
 
    You’re trying to decide whether to hang me from a whipping post or answer my question. Well, it was your decision to have me lead an undercover team, Colonel. Let’s see whether you trust your own judgment. 
 
    The colonel seemed to decide on the latter option and softened half a degree. “There was a Hines Zy Pel who died in the Defense of Station 11. Or so the official records tell us. I have reason to think that our Hines Zy Pel is the same man.” 
 
    “But…Station 11 was twelve years ago. According to the personnel record I’ve seen, my Zy Pel is in his mid-20s.” 
 
    Malix put his hands up in surrender. “I know, I know. The other Hines Zy Pel was 42 when he was KIA.” 
 
    “He’s 54? Can’t be the same man. Impossible.” 
 
    “For you and I, Sybutu, that is true. But away from the core worlds, I’ve encountered mysteries that defy explanation. Don’t discount the possibility. Keep an eye on him. For the moment, he is a vital asset, especially given the nature of what I have tasked you with. However, if you ever suspect him of an agenda that undermines his duty to the Legion, then I am ordering you to kill him before he realizes you suspect him.”  
 
    Kill Zy Pel in cold blood? That wouldn’t come easily. 
 
    “Acknowledge,” the colonel demanded. 
 
    “Yes, sir. If Zy Pel appears to be turning, I will kill him.” 
 
    “Do you remember Colonel Lantosh’s words when she was arrested on Irisur?” 
 
    Talk about a sucker punch to the gut! Osu remembered everything about the incident when the Militia arrested the CO for standing up to the corruption endemic on that world. 
 
    It was Legion philosophy to respond to defeat or reversal with immediate counterattack. Lantosh and Malix’s response had been the most un-Legion like possible. 
 
    “Yes, sir. She told us not to act. To let the skraggs take her without resistance. Without the Legion retaliating.” 
 
    “No,” snapped Malix. “She did not. She ordered us to let her go without retaliating until the right moment. This is the right moment, Sybutu. This message you will carry. You’re doing this for the colonel.” 
 
    Malix’s words set loose a turmoil of emotions in Osu’s breast that he didn’t fully understand. He wept tears of rage, something he hadn’t known was possible. 
 
    The colonel stood. “This is the moment when the Legion holds the line. Can I rely upon you, Sergeant?” 
 
    Osu saluted. “To the ends of the galaxy, sir. No matter what.” 
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   Excerpt from “Shakes:” 
 
    Harry shook his head and yawned, then looked at the instruments. Crap, they were very nearly on the surface! There was no time to be surprised; he needed to work the problem. The shortness of the landing checklist didn’t make his situation any less dire. 
 
    “Ten seconds!” Volo said, unnecessarily warning both Terrans. “Prepare for manual deployment.” 
 
    If Marco Rodriguez was anything like Harry, he was watching the altimeter with growing apprehension. An impatient SpinDog technician had carefully repeated the instructions to an audience he doubtless regarded as incapable of using tools more sophisticated than rocks and sharp sticks. In theory, each craft would use a flicker laser to sense the minimum height-over-ground required for deployment of the chute to guarantee a safe landing. If he didn’t feel the automated systems deploy the capsule’s drogue and parachute combination, he’d have less than two seconds to mechanically initiate that critical step. Harry placed both hands on the pebbly surface of the L-shaped lever and took a deep breath. He watched his displays intently, counting down internally. 
 
    In three, two, o— 
 
    He was interrupted by the audible pop of the drogue ribbon launching over his head. One of his screens flashed the corresponding message, as the drogue gave his capsule a single, hard jerk, pressing him heavily into his couch. After dramatically slowing the freefall to a speed the twin parachutes could withstand, the drogue detached. A second, mushier jerk announced the canopies’ successful opening. 
 
    The capsule had barely steadied underneath the green and brown parachutes before the capsule crashed to a painful stop. The scant padding on the seat might have prevented any serious injury, but Harry still ached all over. But like the pain caused by a misaligned crotch strap during a regular jump, this was a good sort of pain to have. The parachute had worked, and the capsule was down. The cone-shaped vehicle came to rest on its side, however. Getting out was going to require a bit of scrambling. 
 
    “Four, Five, this is Six,” he said, trusting the hands-free microphone on his helmet while hanging sideways in his straps. “Sound off.” 
 
    “Five on the ground. Mind the first step, it’s a doozy,” Rodriguez said jauntily. 
 
    “I’ve opened the hatch already, Lieutenant,” Volo answered. “It’s daylight, and we must cover the ships immediately.” 
 
    “Copy,” Harry said, releasing his chest strap. He fell heavily against one of the instrument panels, painfully bruising his arm. He suppressed a heartfelt curse. 
 
    “Popping the hatch.” 
 
    He reached for the door lever, now inconveniently located over his head. After a pause, the capsule verified his intent, requiring a second yank before it obediently ejected the hatch outward with a percussive bang. Instantly, a cold wind filled his capsule, making him shiver. He poked his head outside and surveyed a bleak and rocky landscape which was partially obscured by the capsule’s billowing parachute. 
 
    After donning a hooded parka from a storage cabinet underneath his feet, he withdrew his personal equipment and weapon. Then, with an athleticism he didn’t feel, Harry used an inner handhold to swing outside. On either side of his aeroshell, the terrain rose several meters in elevation, forming a shallow canyon. His ‘chute was tangled in some stunted gray-green trees that bordered the drop zone. Knee high, rust-colored spiky grass poked up in between the fist-sized stones covering much of the ground. The breeze smelled wet and musty, but the ground appeared dry. A football field distant, Harry could make out another capsule, and began trotting over. It was supposed to be dusk on R’Bak, but the overcast diffused the light. Out of reflex, he checked his wristwatch, which rode alongside a new gadget doubling as a short-range radio and compass. Both were still set to SpinDog station time, adopted during the mission prep. He supposed he could check with Volo. It didn’t matter yet. Experience had taught the SEAL exactly what time it was. 
 
    The local hour is half past “your ass is in a sling.” My team is untested and outnumbered, the local population is mostly hostile, the wildlife carnivorous, and, in two years, the local star is going to approach its binary twin, boiling the oceans and scorching the land. Oh, and your extract off-planet depends entirely on mission success, so don’t screw up. 
 
    Welcome to R’Bak.  
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