
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    Salvage Mother 
 
      
 
    Book Ten of The Coalition 
 
      
 
    By 
 
      
 
    Kevin Steverson & Kacey Ezell 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
     PUBLISHED BY: Theogony Books 
 
      
 
      
 
    Copyright © 2021 Kevin Steverson & Kacey Ezell 
 
      
 
      
 
    All Rights Reserved 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Get the free Four Horsemen prelude story “Shattered Crucible” 
 
      
 
    and discover other titles by Kevin Steverson at: 
 
      
 
    http://chriskennedypublishing.com/ 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
     License Notes 
 
      
 
    This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only and may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. 
 
      
 
    This book is a work of fiction, and any resemblance to persons, living or dead, or places, events or locales is purely coincidental. The characters are productions of the author’s imagination and used fictitiously. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Cover Design by DW Creations 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Acknowledgements 
 
      
 
    First, supermassive black hole sized thanks to my coauthor, Kevin Steverson.  Thank you for letting me play in your universe!  Second, thanks to our publisher Chris Kennedy for letting us both run a little wild with the stories we want to tell.  Finally, as always, my love and thanks to my husband, the Hero of my story, the coolest guy I'll ever meet.  And to my girls, thanks for choosing me to be your mom.   – Kacey 
 
      
 
      
 
    A little over a year ago, I received a message from Kacey. It started with: Hey.  Now, I had heard from others it was how she always started one when she had an idea. I was excited to hear it. This novel was born from one she had years ago. Thanks Kacey.  – Kevin  
 
      
 
       
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Dedication 
 
      
 
      
 
    To anyone anywhere who's ever done what they had to do to protect a child.  This one's for you.  – Kacey 
 
      
 
      
 
    I would like to both thank and dedicate this book to my wife, Stacey. She is an amazing mother. And...Lord help anyone who might even think to mistreat or harm any of our children or grandchildren. With one letter different than the title of this book...she becomes a SAVAGE MOTHER. Let the galaxy be warned.     – Kevin 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Contents  
 
    Chapter One 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    About Kevin Steverson 
 
    About Kacey Ezell 
 
    Excerpt from Book One of the Abner Fortis, ISMC: 
 
    Excerpt from Book One of the Lunar Free State: 
 
    Excerpt from Book One of the Chimera Company: 
 
    Excerpt from Book One of Murphy’s Lawless: 
 
    
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Salvage Title 
 
    Salvage System 
 
      
 
    Commodore Harmon Tomeral sat down in his command seat and looked around the bridge of Salvage Title. As usual, every being moved about their tasks with efficiency. He looked over his shoulder. Private First Class Norblon stood near the lift. She reached up with a long arm and pointed two fingers at her eyes, then one directly at him. Harmon grinned. 
 
    The marine was a Larbink, and her race came from a heavy gravity world. Most of her kind stayed in the mining industry, but occasionally one would leave their home system looking for…more. She was a little under four and a half feet tall, but she was stronger than a human male, a fact Harmon had learned a while back during combatives training with the marine platoon assigned to Salvage Fleet’s flagship. 
 
    She’d given him the look because he’d surprised her earlier in the morning with a move that had sent her flying, using her own momentum and substantial body mass against her. It had worked because Harmon had used one of the first and simplest moves a novice learns—a hip toss—something no one would ever expect from someone as skilled as Harmon.  
 
    She ran a hand from her rough gray forehead through her thick black hair, blew a puff of air in frustration, and shook her head in disgust. Finally, she grinned back at him. 
 
    “Next time, sir,” Norblon said. 
 
    Chief Warrant Officer Brickle looked up from the bridge engineer console and said, “Do you want to wind up on your back?” He lifted his long nose and pointed at her. “Because that’s how you wind up on your back. A combatives match against the commodore. Trust me. I won’t spar against him anymore.” 
 
    Brickle was a Caldivar, a race with a snout resembling anteaters from Earth. Like all his kind, he was wide in the shoulders and strong. He didn’t have fur, and his skin was a mottled brown and gray, but, like a giant anteater, he had claws. They were retractable, a handy piece of evolution for his race. Though they never came out when training, actual combat was another story altogether. 
 
    “I already did, Chief,” Norblon said. Her voice took on a sarcastic tone. “‘Oh, look, the commodore’s going to work out with us again. Isn’t that nice. He’s the system president. Wow! And he’s here in our gym. Hurray!’ The sergeant major asked for a volunteer to spar with him…and then I go flying like an adolescent learning the basics. Embarrassing.” 
 
    Harmon laughed. “You did catch me first with a couple decent jabs.” He rubbed his cheek. “You have a long reach.” 
 
    “Well, I wasn’t going to take it easy on you, sir. It wouldn’t seem right.” 
 
    “Exactly. Train like you fight,” Harmon agreed. He sat back in his seat, ran his fingers through his hair once, and looked out the clear-steel portal in the front of the bridge. 
 
    “Adam,” Harmon said, “talk to me.” 
 
    The Leethog sitting at the tactical officer’s console spoke without looking back, keeping his eyes on his split screens. The meaning of his hisses, growls, and whistles came through the translator in Harmon’s earpiece. “Task Force Delta is holding its own, sir. Captain Yatarward is attempting to surround Task Force Bravo. From the communications, Captain Ellotta is filling the comms with choice words.” 
 
    “I bet he is,” Harmon said. “It’s not looking good for him.” 
 
    “With the new pulse cannons and missiles, the smaller ships of Delta are giving the heavies all they want, and more,” Bev added. “The simulation program and their ranges and capabilities are spot on.” 
 
    Lieutenant Bevtilaattley, like Lieutenant Adamtilabon, was also a Leethog. Most of the crew of the ship were. The race of marsupial-like beings was exceptionally good at their assigned tasks, the females more so in leadership positions, while the males were skilled in hands-on duties, especially as pilots, repair technicians, and creating with innovation. 
 
    The males were often too inquisitive and prone to act on wild ideas. The females kept them in line. It was the same in their home system, with a queen as their leader. Adam was one of the few exceptions, able to maintain his attention on his tasks. Harmon suspected that was because he was seated near his mate, Bev, as she occupied the weapon’s officer console. 
 
    Harmon looked up toward the speaker mounted flush above his seat. “Jayneen, do you think E has a chance of breaking free?” 
 
    Jayneen answered in a voice almost human. Listening carefully, one could tell there was something different about it. It was the voice of one of the two known artificial intelligences in the galaxy. “The odds are firmly against it, Harmon. I would give you the numbers, but I am aware from experience, you do not want to hear the odds.” 
 
    “Frost no, I don’t,” Harmon agreed. 
 
    “The other reason I will not give you the odds is because Bahroot is assigned to Task Force Bravo for these war games. He may be my son, but Creator knows, he does not think the way I do. He may suggest a tactic to Captain Ellotta and change the odds at any moment.” 
 
    “That’s my boy!” Clip said, cutting in on the call. “OK, maybe he gets that from his uncle.” 
 
    “He may get some of that from me,” Harmon admitted, “but the Tilmotal brothers get to claim some of that, too. Anything bad, anyway.” 
 
    “I do not fully agree with you, Harmon,” Jayneen said. “Some of your past decisions in the heat of battle, even Hank and Stan couldn’t…or wouldn’t attempt.” 
 
    Harmon laughed. “Guilty. Hey Adam, see if you can put it up on the main screen. I want to see what happens.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Up on the main screen, the view from one of several defensive platforms not involved in the war games gave Harmon the closer view he’d hoped for. The 16 ships in Salvage Fleet’s heavy task force were surrounded by the more maneuverable ships in Task Force Delta. Task Force Bravo was comprised of older, larger ships built by various races. They were nearly all salvaged, refurbished, and recommissioned. Delta was comprised of some of the newest ships from the combined shipyards in Salvage System, and Captain Yatarward could very well force a surrender from Captain Ellotta. 
 
    Zerith walked onto the bridge and stood beside Harmon’s seat. The senior chief warrant officer had a slate in his hands, but what he’d intended to show Harmon was forgotten for the moment. “Who do you think will win this?” The Prithmar, like most reptilian races, tended to stretch sibilants when they spoke Earth Common. 
 
    “My credit’s on Task Force Delta,” Harmon answered. “Marteen has E trapped, and he has the newest ships in the fleet. Bravo’s not getting out of it.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Zerith said. “Isn’t Bahroot assigned to Bravo for these games?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but I don’t think that’s going to matter this time. Delta has this in the bag.” He settled back in his seat. “I mean, what could go wrong?” 
 
    Immediately Zerith reached into one of the pockets of his uniform, pulled out a handful of small fire nuts, swapped hands, and reached back in. He pulled out several small cards. He slapped the hard credit on the arm of Harmon’s chair. “Two hundred credit on Task Force Bravo.” He popped a few nuts in his mouth and stared at the screen as if he was watching an old Earth entertainment video. 
 
    “I’m good for 500, man,” Chip chimed in through the speaker. He was down in the Defensive Bridge deep within the ship. “Check your personal comp. I’m transferring it now, and I’m taking Bravo, too.” 
 
    “I’m getting some of this action,” Brickle announced, his hand in a pocket as he walked over. 
 
    “What?” Harmon asked. “All of you suddenly want to take Bravo?” 
 
    A long gray arm came over Harmon’s shoulder. In Norblon’s hand was a handful of credit. “One thousand on Bravo, sir.” That was a fair amount of credit for an enlisted member of the fleet. 
 
    Jayneen said, “If I had need of credit, I would most certainly join them in placing a wager on Task Force Bravo.” 
 
    “All because Bahroot’s assigned to them? I mean, the kid is good, and I know he’s unrivaled in the galaxy, as far as computers go, but look…look at what’s happening out there. I can’t believe all of you think Delta doesn’t have them trapped.” 
 
    “Dude,” Clip said, “it’s not because Bahroot is involved. It’s because you said it again.” 
 
    “What? Harmon asked. “What did I say?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Task Force Delta 
 
    Summer Lightning 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, something’s wrong?” Marteen demanded of the ship commander on the main screen. 
 
    Captain Turnith raised his hands in bewilderment. “They are well within range, but the pulse cannons have not struck The Reckoning or its escorts. Is it possible the training simulation is malfunctioning and not recording hits?” 
 
    “I’ll call Rick Kashka and find out,” Marteen said. 
 
    “I suggest you do it soon, sir,” Turnith said. “We are almost in their missile range, and they have increased speed. My TAC informs me the rest are lining up behind it.” 
 
    “Squat!” Marteen said. “We can see that. We can also see The Reckoning is right on top of its escorts. Out here.” 
 
    Marteen used the comms on the small screen on his seat. “Summer Lightning to Kashkal’s Legacy.” 
 
    On the small screen, an image appeared. Rick Kashka, the leader of the Kashkal and commander of their fleet, gave him a tight smile, showing very small, sharp teeth. Rick, like all his race, was a pale green color with slits for nostrils. His eyes were an amber color with vertical pupils. 
 
    “I was expecting your call,” Rick said. He was the senior grader for the engagement between the two task forces. 
 
    “Sir, I would like to register a complaint.” Marteen said. “The training program doesn’t work. I have two ships firing on Task Force Bravo’s flagship, and the pulse cannons aren’t striking the ship. Several flights of missiles haven’t either. I realize some of the ships and their escorts may be taking out some missiles, but none are getting through at all.” 
 
    “Your complaint is noted. But…because this is a training session, I’ll let you know now, there are no programming errors in the simulation programming. Lieutenant Commander Jayneen has taken the program my race has used for decades, and upgraded it.” 
 
    “But sir, I…” Marteen didn’t get a chance to finish. 
 
    On the main screen, a desperate Prithmar appeared. “Sir,” Captain Turnith said. “We are tracking multiple flights of missiles. The heavy cruiser, the light cruiser, and two destroyers have all launched from almost the same point at us and my sister ship. My Tac has calculated more than enough missiles to destroy us will get through.” 
 
    “Squat!” Marteen muttered as he sat back. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes later, he was on screen in a conference call with Harmon, Captain Ellotta, and Rick Kashka. Task Force Bravo had broken through his trap, managing to escape and prepare for a counterattack. The war games were over. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Marteen said. “How?” 
 
    “You know how the Nazrooth destroyers form up and overlap shields?” Ellotta asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Marteen answered, “but they’re with Task Force Alpha and weren’t even involved.” 
 
    Harmon started laughing. “He didn’t.” 
 
    “Oh, my friend,” Rick said. “He did. I have taken note and will endeavor to add it to the vast array of options for my own fleet, should we have need to follow your lead to attack another system or defend ours.” 
 
    In Salvage System, the Kashkal occupied Salvage’s sister planet. Evermore had an atmosphere unique among all the known planets in the galaxy, poison to all but the Kashkal race and other life forms from their original planet. Though the planet had been given to them freely, Rick had claimed a verbal contract in return for the gift; Harmon, and all those under him were allies for life. For the Kashkal, a nomadic warrior race fighting for survival, contract was life. They were no longer nomadic. Like their new home, it was eternal. 
 
    Harmon looked up toward the speaker and spoke. “I know you’re listening, Bahroot. Tell Marteen what you did.” He put his feet up on the table in the conference room he was using for the after actions review. “You cost me a lot of credit. A lot.” 
 
    “Yeah, Ensign Bahroot,” Captain Ellotta said. “Tell him; I want to see the look on his face.” 
 
    “Hi, Uncle Harmon. Hello, Rick Kashka and Captain Yatarward,” Bahroot said. His voice was less formal than his mother’s. He, an AI like she was, spoke like any normal teenager, albeit one with far more multi-tasking capabilities than any computer, much less a young officer. 
 
    “I reprogramed the shields on the flagship and three of its escorts,” Bahroot said cheerfully. “When the ships matched speed and moved close enough, their four shields overlapped each other. By the time they destroyed the two ships of Task Force Delta, only one level of shielding remained. We broke through the trap.” 
 
    “Squat,” Marteen said for the hundredth time. “No wonder the ships weren’t hit. What if the ships had drifted and the shields collided with each other? That could have been bad.” 
 
    “I changed the oscillating patterns on the shield generators and was prepared to shut down shields instantly if a collision was imminent.” 
 
    “Genius,” Harmon said. 
 
    “I don’t know about that, Uncle Harmon. I calculated the risks involved…then discarded the calculations and took a chance, like you taught me. We don’t care about the odds, do we?” 
 
    “No,” Harmon said with a laugh. “No, sometimes we don’t.” 
 
    “Besides, as I’ve said before, I’ll never compare myself to a genius. Organic geniuses impress me. They don’t have the speed of thought nor capacity I have, yet they show remarkable intelligence and memory storage capabilities.” 
 
    “Well, my task force would have won against any other fleet in the galaxy. I’m claiming that,” Marteen said defiantly. 
 
    “I’ll give you that,” Ellotta agreed. “Meet me on the Merc’s Hub, and we’ll grab a drink and compare notes.” 
 
    “You know it,” Marteen said. “I’m giving everyone a long weekend. Hey, Harmon, my force has a long weekend, thanks-bye.” Marteen was gone from the call. 
 
    “I guess they do,” Harmon said with a smile. “Let your crews do the same, E.” 
 
    “Will do, sir. Out here.” 
 
    “I go home as well,” Rick said. “I believe my mate has planned a new holiday for our planet. It is one of many traditions we will have. If nothing else, the feast will be splendid. As always, my friend, I am but a call away.”  
 
    Harmon waved, and Rick’s image disappeared. “You still there, Bahroot?” 
 
    “Yes, Uncle Harmon.” 
 
    “I figured you were. Do you have some questions on the war games?” 
 
    “No, I think I’m satisfied with all aspects. I may have questions later, after I speak to some of the smaller ship commanders.” 
 
    “Well, make sure you catch them after the long weekend. Don’t call someone in the middle of the night with questions. Leave that to your mom, dad, me, or your Uncle Zerith.” 
 
    “Sometimes I call Big Nick or Dahkal when he’s in system, too. Oh, and Hank and Stan.” 
 
    “I know you do, buddy,” Harmon said. “As long as they don’t care, I don’t. Just be mindful of the timing.” 
 
    “Speaking of timing, I have a few questions about something else. Do you have some time?” 
 
    Harmon leaned back and ran his fingers through his hair. He was prepared for a long conversation with the being he thought of as his actual nephew. “Talk to me.” 
 
    “Well, while the war games were starting, and I had to wait like everyone else for the range to close with the enemy, it occurred to me that somewhere, other fleets may be doing the same thing, but not in a simulated combat.” 
 
    “It’s a big galaxy,” Harmon explained. “There are thousands of races. I imagine several in-system and multi-system wars are going on. You know, the Lympokas have issues with the Fweeftins, who’ve allied with the Soog. It’s common knowledge on the Galaxy Network. Just watch some of the news.” 
 
    “I do,” Bahroot admitted. “Sometimes I watch it before it airs.” 
 
    “Bahroot.” 
 
    “Well, I do. Sometimes. Anyway,” Bahroot quickly said, “I wondered if wars were happening in systems not covered by the news anywhere. Like systems on the unpublished list of gates. So, I looked at a few while I was waiting.” 
 
    “Looked at a few?” Harmon prodded. 
 
    “Well, yes. You know I can use the Galaxy Net to gain access to the sensors on gates, then use that to gain access to systems, planets, and governments. I do it to learn how the various races govern and live their lives.” 
 
    “That’s kinda creepy,” Harmon said. “That’s probably illegal in many systems.” 
 
    “I don’t take it so far as to be creepy. I only go that far when you ask me to. You know, to make sure the king of the Squilla isn’t up to his old tricks and planning revenge…like that.” 
 
    “Ok. That’s good. Us organics need our privacy.” 
 
    “Well, the question I have is, why would a binary star system with multiple planets and moons have only one gate among them? Each star should have a gate.” 
 
    Harmon sat upright. “That’s a good question. You’d think the Bith would have a gate in each to ensure they get the most credit from gate usage. They love their credit.” 
 
    “I know. And from what I can tell, the atmosphere on several is suitable for humans. The Bith really like those. Humans have spread far and wide in the galaxy. It seems there’s no end to humans who wish to strike out and do their own thing.” 
 
    “True,” Harmon said. “We do and have done it for 8,000 years, since the Bith placed a gate in Sol System.” 
 
    Harmon put his elbow on the table and rested his chin in his hand. “A binary system with planets and moons capable of sustaining humans, yet there are none. Are you sure they aren’t occupied?” 
 
    “That’s just it, Uncle Harmon. I couldn’t tell,” Bahroot explained. “There’s a gate far from the gravitational center of the two stars. Only one. There’s been no connection to the Galaxy Network from anywhere in the systems.” 
 
    “Not one computer, slate, comms, or anything?” 
 
    “Never. I checked. The gate’s been set to not send or receive. It’s as if the Bith shut it off before bringing the gate into full operation.” 
 
    “Now why would they do that? It’s not locked down, is it? 
 
    “No, the gate’s charged and operating. Though it is far away from either star, the two of them combined keep it charged like a normal system would.” 
 
    “Bahroot, buddy, you have me intrigued. Salvage Fleet is fully repaired after the pounding we took before saving Nazrooth, and things are running smoothly here in the system. I think it’s time for a little salvaging.” 
 
    He stood. “I’ll let Big Nick know you’ll be coming with me, and he’s minus his TAC officer for a while. Let your minder know to bring you to the flagship. I think we might just take a few weeks and see what we see.” 
 
    “I wonder if we’ll find anything interesting?” Bahroot asked. 
 
    “I doubt it,” Harmon said. “We’ll probably find a couple of empty systems. It’s not like we’ll find some kings and queens, or emperors or dictators keeping everyone down and away from the gate. Some kinda all-powerful families running everything.” He laughed. “But still, we may find heavy metals or rare Galacus crystals. It’s worth a look. Go let Sergeant Galooth know to pack her kit and come on.” 
 
    “All right,” Bahroot said. “Thanks, Uncle Harmon. I’ve been thinking about it for…well, hours.” 
 
    “That’s a long time for you, buddy. Now go, so we can get out of the system for a while.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Terryn’s Moon 
 
    The Known System 
 
      
 
    Snow flew in from all directions, stinging Siva’s face in tiny pinpricks on skin already icy and raw. She forced herself to inhale the icy-cold air through her nose and hunched her shoulders, trying to protect more of her face, trying to see further into the white-streaked inky blackness of night.  
 
    “Keep going,” she whispered through already-cracked lips. She tasted the iron tang of blood on the words. “Just keep moving.” She pushed her heavy, exhausted legs forward, lumbering through the drifting snow. Lurching, stumbling…but not stopping. Stopping wasn’t an option. 
 
    If she stopped, all three of them would die.  
 
    Up ahead, the dim line of a building appeared out of the blowing snow. Siva breathed out a word of thanks and renewed her efforts to push onward. Bit by bit, the building resolved into one of the large hangars lining the family’s private landing strip and shuttle port here on Terryn’s Moon. It had been long months since Siva had set foot at the ‘port, but she remembered the way to a side gate, and her Family Service ID got her in.  
 
    Somewhere off in the distance, muffled shouting drifted through the snow. Siva hunched further and slipped inside, hoping the visibility was bad enough that no one had seen her. With one hand on the precious burdens under her coat, she crept forward into the shadow of the hangar, and inched along its outer wall, feeling for the door as she went.  
 
    Siva’s fingers closed on the metal ring of the door, and she felt the cold bite further into the abused flesh of her hands. She ignored it and heaved, using her body weight to wrench the door open, pushing aside the snow that had drifted up along the bottom and blocked it closed. It opened slowly, but thankfully silently, and she slipped inside as soon as she could fit. It probably should have been locked, but it didn’t surprise her that it wasn’t. Security had never been a huge priority here on the home estate. Who would dare to attack Lord Terryn in his home, at the center of his power?  
 
    Who indeed? Rage and bitter grief surged through her, clawing up her throat and bringing hot tears to flood her eyes. She blinked them away and took a deep breath. She’d have time for tears later. Right now, she had a job to do.  
 
    As her eyes adjusted to the dimness within the hangar, Siva abruptly realized, for the second time that night, she’d gotten lucky. This particular hangar housed Lord Terryn’s courier fleet of GX-99s. Though only lightly armed, those beauties were fast and as maneuverable in atmo as they were in space. And, best of all, Siva knew how to fly them.  
 
    A shout echoed through the high, vaulted space of the hangar, coming from somewhere close by. Siva jumped, startled out of her momentary reverie, and lurched into an awkward sprint for the nearest GX. She slammed her hand on the access hatch’s keypad, stabbing in the code and hoping against hope it hadn’t changed in the year and a half since she’d last flown. A whooshing sound rewarded her efforts, and the hatch slid upward. She flung herself inside as more shouting rang out, twisting to land heavily on her shoulder, and not on either of the two precious bundles strapped to her chest. One of the bundles let out an enraged wail, and the other joined in as the telltale flash of laser fire pinged off the hangar wall outside.  
 
    Siva pushed up to her feet, absently shushing the babies in her chest carrier, and reached out to punch the hatch closure button. The hatch slid downward, then hissed as it locked into place, and Siva was left with the sound of her own harsh, staccato breath in the quiet of the GX’s cabin.  
 
    “Not safe yet,” she said, shaking herself into further motion. Careful to stay out of sight of the external viewscreens, she went to the grav couches normally used to keep couriers and dignitaries safe and comfortable during long interplanetary travel. She toggled on the control panel and got both couches warming up before shrugging off her heavy, snow-encrusted coat.  
 
    Both babies were locked into red-faced, full-throated screams by then. Siva removed them from the chest rig one by one, taking a moment to cuddle them close and kiss their enraged faces before adjusting the grav-couch harnesses and buckling them in.  
 
    “I’m sorry, my precious ones,” Siva said as she settled them. “I don’t have time to nurse you right now. We have to go.” The tiny boy was having none of it and just kept screaming, but the little girl—his sister now, Siva supposed—quieted and looked up at her with deep blue eyes.  
 
    “I’ll keep you safe,” Siva said to her and then to her brother. She let her fingers trail along the downy tops of their heads. “I promise.” The little girl continued to stare and put the side of her fist into her mouth. Beside her, her new brother began to quiet down as the anti-gravity gel filled his couch, buoying his tiny body and protecting it from the forces involved in space travel. The girl’s couch filled as well, and Siva turned to the cockpit to take her seat.  
 
    A warning horn split the air, loud enough for Siva to hear it inside the GX, and the hangar doors in front of her began to open slowly.  
 
    “Shit!” She lunged for the pilot seat and keyed in the engine start sequence. This GX was newer than the ones she’d flown, but the changes were mostly cosmetic, and the important controls were all in the same place. Between checklist steps, she reached for her harness and got herself strapped in, just in time for the ignition sequence to begin.  
 
    That, of course, startled the babies, who began wailing once again.  
 
    “I know, I know,” Siva called out, trying to sound soothing. She grabbed for the lateral control stick and the thumbwheel that would slew her laser cannon around toward the doors. It wasn’t a ship-killer, but most GXs were equipped with small energy weapons. It helped to be able to defend oneself against the rag-tag, lawless pirates haunting the edges of the Known System.  
 
    This one was no exception. A land vehicle loaded down with armed attackers rolled through the opening in the hangar doors. Siva squeezed the trigger on her control stick. A beam of intensely blue-white light shot forth from somewhere under the nose of the spacecraft and impacted the vehicle dead on, bringing it to a sudden stop a split second before it exploded. Siva supposed the laser must have overheated the fuel tank. Bits of superheated metal flew into the air all around, creating a storm of colorful shrapnel that tinkled against the GX’s sleek skin. At least Siva imagined it made a tinkling sound. She couldn’t actually hear it over the ringing in her ears. 
 
    Her hands flew over the console as she finished the startup sequence, and both engines roared to life. Siva gripped the lateral control and toggled the switch to vector the thrust from those engines downward, allowing the GX to lift off the ground. The engine roar intensified, echoing through the hangar as she used her vertical control stick to lift to a hover. Overheated air blasted through the hangar, destroying the other GXs, as well as the attackers who came flooding in through the hangar doors. More than a few pointed their laser rifles at her, but Siva held the hover steady, using the thumbwheel to sweep her laser cannon across the GX’s nose, firing in short bursts.  
 
    A surge of adrenaline-fueled vindication kicked through her, and she snarled a smile as she watched them crumble to ash under the fire of space weaponry used in atmo.  
 
    “You can all burn,” she whispered. “Every last one of you.”  
 
    A temperature alarm pinged in her cockpit, cutting through the lingering tinnitus and the dull roar of her engines. Once the last shooter fell, screaming as his skin blackened, Siva nudged her lateral control forward, easing the GX into flight. She hovered over the carnage she’d caused and out through the now wide-open hangar doors. Out of the corner of her viewscreen, Siva could see one of the attackers standing up in another of the ground vehicles, pointing at her and shouting. Behind him, more vehicles rumbled up in a steady stream. Headlights crossed and recrossed in the night. Off to the left, something exploded, flaring brightly enough to beat back the darkness and cause her cockpit glass to tint automatically in response.  
 
    Siva spun the thumbwheel and lit up the closest vehicle with her laser cannon, then jammed the lateral control forward as she pulled up on the vertical. Smooth as you please, the GX rocketed forward and arrowed up into the snow-filled sky.  
 
    Of course, it was never going to be that easy.  
 
    Terryn’s Moon wasn’t the largest moon in the Known System, but it was large enough, and Lord Terryn had always seen to it his holdings were well defended from a spaceborne attack. Siva ought to know; it had been her job for her entire adult life. For 10 years, since she’d entered flight training at the age of 12, she and her comrades had patrolled the black in ships like this little GX, armed with the best weaponry credits and power could buy. They watched for pirates and ships belonging to other families alike. No one, after all, was above suspicion.  
 
    For someone to have mounted an attack in force on Lord Terryn’s home estate could only mean the entire Terrynian fleet had been neutralized…or more likely, destroyed.  
 
    Siva might have felt sick as she burst out of the top of the snowstorm and saw the distant flashes of a blockading action outside the moon’s atmosphere, but she didn’t feel surprise.  
 
    “At least we’re finally warm,” she muttered softly, cinching her straps down tight and glancing over her shoulder at the babies in their grav-couches. They lay cradled in the anti-grav gel, having been lulled back to sleep by the thrumming of the GX’s engines.  
 
    Siva pitched the GX forward, angling her flight path to skim along below the outermost layer of the moon’s artificially imposed atmosphere. If she could get the neighboring heavenly bodies to line up just right… 
 
    A long-ago memory from flight school reared up in the back of her mind. An old, grizzled starpilot, one of her instructors, stood in front of the class and regaled them with war stories and tales of derring-do.  
 
    “There’s two ways to run a blockade, kids,” he’d said, stroking the gray stubble on his scarred chin. The scars ran up the whole right side of his face, including his milky-white, unseeing right eye. “The first and best is to show up with overwhelming force and bludgeon your way through. That’s the only way to really guarantee you’ll make it: smash the blockade and everyone holding it.”  
 
    “What’s the other way, sir?” one of her classmates had asked. The instructor had grinned, a ghastly expression carrying absolutely zero mirth.  
 
    “Speed and stealth…and a funeral for your trouble, heh!”  
 
    The class had laughed obediently, but Siva wasn’t laughing now. As spectacular as her little laser cannon had been on the ground, it would do less than nothing against multi-ton warships in orbit.  
 
    So, stealth and speed it was…and hopefully she could delay the funeral for a while.  
 
    Since she was flying counter to the rotation of the moon, eventually she’d come upon the duskline. Maybe she could sneak out under the cover of the primary. It seemed to go against logic, but Siva knew from her patrol days that transitioning from darkside to lightside included a brief moment of disorientation. Ships’ sensors and crew’s eyes alike had to adjust to the change in light levels. Perhaps she could use the moment to sneak out under their noses.  
 
    It wasn’t much, as plans went, but it was better than nothing.  
 
    Up ahead, the primary’s light flashed on the hull of an otherwise darkened spacecraft above her. Siva caught herself holding her breath until the shadow of the huge ship passed overhead. Just as it did, the first line of light broke over the surface of the moon, and her moment arrived.  
 
    She rolled the GX’s twist-grip throttles all the way open, revving the powerful engines to max power. The GX leapt forward in response, throwing her back against her seat as the rocket assist kicked in. Siva sucked in a short, controlled breath and clenched her body as she’d been taught. The straining maneuver kept the blood in her brain as the GX broke atmo and streaked out into the black.  
 
    By the time Siva’s vision cleared from the gray haze that always accompanied the onset of G-LOC, a G-induced loss of consciousness, they’d made it past the pull of the moon’s gravity. She felt the spacecraft shudder and the pressure ease as the rocket assist petered out, and the GX’s chem-drive kicked in. Her hair and body tried to float upward as they entered low-G.  
 
    Siva pulled in another breath, then swiveled in her straps, turning to check on the babies. Relief poured over her as she caught sight of their slumbering bodies snug in their grav couches. Despite everything, they seemed no worse for wear… 
 
    Crackle…BOOM!  
 
    The GX rocked hard, throwing Siva to the side and wrenching her neck as she was forced back around in her seat. Red lights flared into being, flashing dire warnings from the console. She cursed softly and punched in the commands for damage control protocols.  
 
    “Apparently we weren’t quite stealthy enough,” she muttered as she ignored the pain in her neck and craned forward, searching the viewscreen. “Which of you bastards tagged me? It couldn’t have been one of you big boys; your laser cannons make mine look like a pop gun. If you’d hit me, we’d be vapor. No…it has to be…” 
 
    “There you are!” she cried out as she caught sight of the telltale glint off the stubby little wings of a short-range escort fighter. She’d been seen, but the larger ship with the big guns couldn’t fire on her yet, and that meant she had a fighting chance.  
 
    With a savage grin, Siva took the controls, toggling the autopilot off. The fighter continued to arc around, skew-turning back toward the GX, high at Siva’s 11 o’clock. Siva thrusted hard into him, skewing the GX around in a tight spiral. She caught a glimpse of the fighter’s laser fire flashing by under the belly of her ship. If she’d been a fraction of a second slower, he’d have had her.  
 
    She continued her hard turn, straining against the artificial Gs produced by the acceleration and angular motion of the turn. G-LOC wasn’t an option now. Though the edges of her vision grayed, she managed to keep enough blood in her brain to continue through the turn and see the fighter coming back around for another shot.  
 
    This time, Siva and her little beauty of a GX were ready. Her tight turn had cut inside the circle of the enemy’s flight path. She rolled out with his six o’clock dead in her sights. She slammed one hand down on the weapons console, jacking up the laser cannon’s power to full as she pulled the trigger.  
 
    In the quiet of the black, a thin line of light sliced from the GX to the fighter. Siva blinked, and the fighter exploded. It hadn’t been a large craft, but the hydrogen fuel and oxygen tanks had apparently mixed enough to ignite, and the resulting fireball was a thing of beauty. A tiny star of her own making, going supernova before her eyes.  
 
    Unfortunately, the gorgeous silvery-blue flame, short lived as it was, would act like a beacon, announcing her presence to the fleet. Siva yanked the controls as hard as she could to the right, accelerating “down” and away from the wreckage. Vibrations shuddered through the frame of the GX as she shot through the unprepared line of fighters, and beyond them toward the system’s primary.  
 
    Siva’s grin shrank to a grim, hard smile. It wasn’t hard to imagine the fighters scrambling to turn behind her, but their little engines wouldn’t have the acceleration power of the longer-rage GX, and there was no way they could turn that quickly. She kept the throttles at max power and dove toward the star.  
 
    Not that the star itself was her goal. She leaned over and punched in a few inputs to her navigation console, then let out a breath of relief. Sure enough, she was right on course for the planet whose orbit sat inside Terryn’s. It wasn’t habitable, being too hot for even the most sophisticated of current terraforming or mechanical colonization techniques, but it was big enough to have a gravitational pull, and she could use that to slingshot herself out into the edge of the Known System. If she could get that far, she’d have a chance.  
 
    She toggled the autopilot back on and watched as the nav console calculated her hyperbolic orbit toward the inner planet. It would conserve fuel and ensure she had more than enough velocity to escape the planet’s pull and continue out to the edge of the system. Her current trajectory in closer to the star would confuse the sensors of the blockade she’d just run. Better and better.  
 
    The nav console’s light flashed green, and a line of code showed up on the display, plotting her estimated time of arrival to the slingshot orbit. The GX’s steady hum of vibration changed slightly, indicating the autopilot was pulsing the engines to conserve even more fuel. Siva took a deep breath and let it out as she felt the adrenaline rush of combat fade away, leaving only bone-numbing fatigue and the black depths of grief in its wake. She shook her head slightly, pushed both sensations away, and unstrapped, letting her body float free of the seat.  
 
    Carefully, hand over hand, she pulled herself back into the cabin of the GX. She closed the door that separated the cabin from the cockpit and activated the cabin’s sim-grav feature. Instantly, her body’s weight came back, albeit much reduced. However, she once again had a “down” and an “up” that made sense to her inner ear, and she took a moment to get her bearings.  
 
    She was alive, and so were the babies. She’d gotten them out, and, while they were not quite safe, their chances were looking better by the minute. But what had happened?  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Siva had been asleep when it started. Initially, she’d thought it was the wind that had woken her. Terryn’s Moon was known for its storms, something about the artificially induced atmosphere interacting with the planet’s orbital motion. She’d never cared enough to understand the explanation. All she knew was, Lord Terryn’s estate was on Terryn’s Moon, overlooking the planet that shared his name, and there were storms. Big ones. Storms with winds loud enough to echo through the halls of the manor house, sounding like the screaming of the damned.  
 
    Only that wasn’t the wind, she’d suddenly realized. Those were actual screams.  
 
    Somehow, she’d gotten herself out of bed and dressed before she was fully awake. By the time her brain had caught up with her, Siva was dressed in her old uniform and coat, and she carried a long, wicked knife in her hand. Family servants—such as she’d been since the birth of her child—weren’t supposed to need energy weapons. 
 
    Siva remembered creeping out of her quarters and down the short hallway that led to the children’s nursery. She’d ducked into a service alcove as a man she hadn’t recognized came charging down the hall, his booted feet pounding on the expensive stone floor. He’d lunged at the door to the nursery, but Siva had locked it herself before she’d gone to bed. When it hadn’t opened, the man snarled in rage and reached for his weapon to try to shoot it open.  
 
    But by then, Siva was on him. She’d leapt from her hiding place like a cat, landing on his back with her feet anchoring around his waist, as her soldier mother had taught her to do. She’d wrapped her free arm around his neck, cinching it up tightly under his chin, and partially cutting off his air. Before he could do more than claw at her arm, Siva’d leaned her head back out of his grasp and buried her knife under the hinge of his jaw. He’d jerked straight, then slumped and started to fall. She’d managed to leap free and swipe her ID across the nursery door’s lock as the attacker’s lifeblood spray-painted the hallway red. The door had clicked open with a welcoming hum.  
 
    “There’ll be more,” she remembered muttering to herself. “I don’t have much time.” She’d moved by instinct and familiarity in the darkened nursery, grabbing the infant carrier and strapping it on under her oversized coat. Then she’d lifted the two sleeping babies one by one into the carrier. She’d pulled on a hat, then slipped out through the nursery room’s picture window. The wind had been howling so loudly, she doubted anyone had heard her break the glass.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Siva blinked, swimming up from the depths of memory as the shock of realization shot through her. They could be alive! Kindly Lord Terryn…his lovely, frail lady…all the servants and family retainers. They could have repulsed the invaders and won the day… 
 
    Another memory forced its way to the front of her mind. The spaceport, lights streaking through the dark and the falling snow, as wave after wave of attackers arrived on their trucks, their faces red and flushed with victory. And behind them, a pillar of flame and smoke, bright enough to light up the night sky as the estate house burned.  
 
    “No,” she whispered, to herself and to the sleeping babies. “They’re dead. House Terryn is no more. But I’ll keep you safe, my little ones. I’ll get us somewhere safe; I promise.”  
 
    Neither baby moved, content to sleep the trip away, snug in their gel-filled grav couches. Siva looked at them for a moment longer then returned to the pilot’s chair. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    She must have slept because she dreamed of Ezan.  
 
    Ezan, the paradise world. The vacation planet where those with plenty of money and time could waste both on nothing but pleasure. It sat in the perfect sweet spot, equidistant from both stars of the Known System. So beautiful and lush, it glittered like a jewel set in the black satin of space. From orbit, you could see pristine mountain slopes covered with fresh, powdery snow; crystalline oceans that lapped gently against sandy beaches comprised of every color known to humankind; even rough, rugged terrain for the vacationer who favored a more adventurous trip…Ezan had it all, and it could all be yours for a price.  
 
    Which meant it could be yours only if you were from one of the great families. So, Siva had never planned to go there. But then she’d gotten hurt on that last duty rotation. She’d been flying with a youngster, a rookie who wasn’t used to operating out of atmo. They’d had an emergency, and he’d panicked. Siva hadn’t, but that hadn’t kept them from coming down too hard, too fast. The rookie’d been killed and Siva…well. She’d been pretty banged up, both physically and emotionally.  
 
    But Lord Terryn hadn’t blamed her. He’d praised her, given her a medal. He’d said that although the rookie’s death had been tragic, Siva had saved most of the spacecraft, and that was valuable to him and his family. He’d paid untold credits for her physical care, and when she was healthy, he’d sent her off to Ezan for 30 standard days.  
 
    Siva’d never been the outdoorsy type, so she opted for one of the beach resorts. Santaclar, if she recalled the name correctly. It had been the most luxurious place she’d ever seen.  
 
    She’d sept on silken sheets in a private room with a balcony that overlooked the ocean. Every morning, a polite knock heralded the arrival of her personal concierge, who’d bring her breakfast and ask her what she’d like to do that day. Then he’d leave to make arrangements, and a trio of beautiful young women would come in to help her bathe and dress. They’d do her hair and makeup. They’d massage lotion into her skin to soften the scar tissue left over from the crash. When they were done, Siva’d felt limp with pleasure and exquisitely beautiful. The women were artists, and justifiably proud of their work.  
 
    Most days, after the trio had finished with her, Siva opted to go down to the beach and simply lie on the sand, sipping drinks brought by a smiling young boy. For the first 10 days she was there, no one other than a Santaclar staffer spoke to her. She was complete in glorious, pampered solitude.  
 
    On the 11th day, that all changed.  
 
    It had surprised her, she remembered. She’d been lying on the beach as usual, when someone loomed over her, blocking the delicious warmth of the doubled sunlight from the Binary. She’d blinked and lifted a hand to shade her eyes as she looked up at the silhouette of a man.  
 
    “Can I help you?” she’d asked, doing her best to imitate Lady Terryn’s most snobbish tone. She’d been enjoying the quiet, and she wasn’t looking for a distraction. Certainly not a distraction with a muscled chest and a smile like wicked fire.  
 
    “I certainly hope so,” he’d said, and proceeded to sit down next to her. His name was Arik, and he had Siva laughing in minutes, despite her best, most standoffish intentions. They’d dined that night on her balcony, watching Ezan’s three moons set over the ocean while the stars glittered high above. A few nights later, they’d made love on that same balcony, under those same stars.  
 
    Siva had been swept away. She remembered the moment she’d realized she was falling hard for this mysterious stranger on the paradise world. She’d said something acerbic, and he’d tipped his head back and laughed. His laugh was like a caress, warm and intimate, and it caused a low heat to coil deep in her body. His beautiful eyes shone from the golden light of the second sunset as he looked at her. That glance, like his laugh, felt safe and dangerous at the same time. That one look told Siva clearer than words that he saw her. That she mattered to him, that he dreamed of her touch the way she dreamed of his. Her breath had caught in her throat, and she remembered feeling as if she were tumbling out of control…but she liked it.  
 
    Arik had told her he was a guest at the resort, but Siva’d had suspicions he wasn’t being entirely truthful. He hadn’t acted or carried himself like a rich Family scion. At first, she’d figured he was like her, a loyal retainer being treated to a vacation by his employers. But the servants of the resort, who were always so very deferential to her, always seemed to ignore him or look fearfully away when he passed. After they’d spent about 12 days together, she’d asked him about it.  
 
    “Oh,” he’d said, with the grin that lit her up inside. “They think I’m a pirate.” He said it idly, his hand stroking the curve of her bare shoulder. They laid together on a blanket spread over the sand, watching the first sunset amid the billowy clouds of the Ezanian atmosphere. He’d glanced down at Siva and started to laugh at the expression on her face.  
 
    “Are you?” she’d asked, her voice cool. Siva had never liked being the butt of anyone’s joke.  
 
    He hadn’t answered, only laughed harder. After a moment, Siva’s irritation mounted, and she got to her feet. She looked down at him, still laughing, and shook her head, then turned to walk up the beach.  
 
    “Wait,” he’d called out to her, laughter still threading through his voice. “Siva, come back! Don’t get mad.”  
 
    She’d stopped, her irritation igniting into full-blown anger. She’d spun in the sand and pointed a finger at him. “You,” she said, spitting the word, “don’t get to tell me what I can and cannot feel. I don’t appreciate being laughed at.”  
 
    Arik’s laughter had faded, his face going still. He’d gotten to his feet, his eyes going cold and hard. “As you like,” he’d said. Then he’d picked up the blanket and walked past Siva to the main building of the resort.  
 
    That was the last time she’d seen him.  
 
    A little less than a standard year later, her baby was born with Arik’s blue eyes.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Siva gasped, startled from the dream of Ezanian beaches by the insistent beeping of the nav console and the full, heavy feeling in her breasts. Apparently, she hadn’t been the only one awakened, because even as she sat up to punch off the alert alarm, twin wails drifted forward into the cockpit from the cabin.  
 
    “I’m coming, little mouths,” she muttered, unfastening her straps. She leaned forward to check their progress and noted with satisfaction they were established in the hyperbolic slingshot orbit. The GX’s mission computer calculated they’d be out on the fringe in a matter of days.  
 
    Siva extricated herself from her seat and headed back to the grav-couches and the fussy babies. Both infants needed a diaper change, and both were hungry enough to be crying that red-faced, open-mouthed, completely pissed-off howl that only small babies could manage.  
 
    She hurried.  
 
    Within a few minutes, Siva had them changed and settled on a cushion on her lap. She sat on the grav-couch opposite the ones they’d used while a baby greedily nursed on either side. She let out a little sigh as the uncomfortable pressure in her chest eased and looked down at their tiny, fervent little faces.  
 
    In that moment, Siva could almost forget that the world as she’d known it was over. She could forget the family that had sheltered her from birth—that she’d been raised to serve and protect—was gone. She was safe, and her little ones were safe.  
 
    For the moment, that was all she needed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 GX Courier Ship 
 
    Somewhere in the Known System 
 
      
 
    The entire trip would take four standard days, to be exact. During that time, Siva did her best to establish a pattern for the babies. She fed them first thing in the “morning,” followed by time out of the grav-couches, playing in sim-grav for their continued motor development. Then another feeding and a long nap. Rinse and repeat.  
 
    By day two, it became apparent they were going to run out of the cloth napkins she was using for diapers. The courier ship had a small head, but the supply of clean water was limited, and Siva didn’t want to use it all up doing laundry. Eventually, she resorted to cutting up one of the spare sets of Terrynian formal courier livery she found in the ship’s storage compartment. Sad, perhaps, to use expensive luxury fabric for such a purpose, but the livery would never be worn again. And, depending on where they ended up, family colors could be a liability. Siva figured it was just as well she’d cut the distinctively patterned cloth into pieces and covered it with baby shit. People might be less likely to investigate it.  
 
    Of course, that didn’t solve the problem of the GX, which was registered under Lord Terryn’s name, but Siva had an idea of a plan for that. Out on the fringes, mostly outside the families’ reach, the dregs of society scraped together a living from mining, scavenging…and yes, piracy. She’d heard of ships abandoned or stolen, then taken to certain shipyards to be stripped down. Their component parts would then be sold off piecemeal on the black market, away from the prying eyes and taxing fingers of the families’ retainers.  
 
    Siva’s sort-of-plan was to find one of those stripyards and sell the ship. She wouldn’t get near what the powerful little beauty was worth, but she should net enough to get another, lesser ship. Lesser, but good enough to get her…somewhere…and that was where her plan fell apart.  
 
    She had no idea what she was going to do next, or where she could go. She needed some kind of safe haven, some place where she could raise the babies without the threat of more attacks. The problem was, she didn’t know who had attacked Terryn’s Moon in the first place, nor why, so she didn’t know whom to avoid.  
 
    Siva groaned and laid her head back against the pilot seat. Politics had always made her head hurt, but now she wished she’d paid closer attention. House Terryn had had enemies, of course. Every powerful family did. But out of those who’d wanted Lord Terryn, his lady, and his heir dead, Siva had no idea who would have had the resources to pull off such a blatant act of obliteration as the full-scale fleet attack on Terryn’s Moon.  
 
    The navigation panel beeped, pulling Siva from her reverie. She glanced at the readout, then swore as the entire right side engine indicators lit up in violent red. Something was wrong, very wrong, and they were still two days from their destination. The GX was losing power, fast, and Siva felt the sim-grav stutter and fail as she reached for the panel and began shutting down systems.  
 
    The ship listed slowly to one side as her thrusters no longer fired in a coordinated, balanced pattern. Siva spared a thought of thanks that the babies were still napping, secure in their grav-couches. However, if she couldn’t shut down the failing engine fast enough, and get them stabilized, they’d be knocked off course, dead in the black with compromised life support. Like most small ships, the GX used the engines to power the air scrubbers. With only one engine, they’d only have half the breathable air capacity. That meant she didn’t have two days to make it to her destination. She needed to put in someplace else for repairs. Quickly.  
 
    “But where?” Siva said, barely keeping herself from screaming at the console. They were literally in the middle of nowhere. The nearest habitation was also two days behind them, and since she’d just run a blockade to get out of there, that wasn’t exactly a viable option.  
 
    The GX shuddered and lurched forward. Siva was thrown back into her seat, the gyros on her safety straps locking her into place. She struggled to sit back up, reaching for the console. What was happening now? She looked up through the top viewscreen and gasped.  
 
    Rows of lights pierced the darkness, illuminating the massive hull of a craft appearing to float above her as it overtook the GX. Siva closed her mouth with a snap and gritted her teeth. If she’d had both engines, she could easily have outrun this behemoth. But she didn’t. So, she wouldn’t.  
 
    The navigation console let out a long beep followed by strange, garbled sound as the readout scrambled, then resolved itself into words that appeared, letter by letter, in the standard language of the Known System.  
 
    ‘This is the Free Ship Leviathan. You are in our control. Prepare to be boarded. Resistance is not advised.’ 
 
    The bottom dropped out of Siva’s stomach and a horrible, icy cold fear flooded through her. “Free ship” meant pirates. She was about to be boarded by pirates.  
 
    Siva unbuckled her restraint harness and leaned forward out of the gyro-locked straps so she could key in the shutdown sequence for the remaining engine. She kept only the power needed to sustain the life support systems. Then she pulled herself up and out of her chair and headed back into the cabin by the main door. The only weapon she had was the knife she’d used to escape the nursery, and that wouldn’t be good for long against multiple boarders with energy weapons. She couldn’t even use the ship’s cannon, not with them overhead, and the GX’s maneuvering capability shot.  
 
    She hated to admit it, but the pirates were right. Resistance was looking less and less advisable by the minute.  
 
    Siva pulled the sheathed knife off her belt and stuck it in a sheath in plain sight on the bulkhead. Then she waited with head and hands held high, her body shielding the babies as the Leviathan’s tractor beam brought them in toward a wide-mouthed door in the massive hull.  
 
    Breathe slowly, Siva told herself. Slow and steady. Appear calm and compliant. Don’t give them an excuse to hurt you or the babies. Maybe they’ll take you prisoner. That’ll suck, but any moment we’re not dead is a victory…and a chance. 
 
    It felt like she stood there forever, but eventually, the motion of the GX slowed, then stopped. A series of mechanical thunks reverberated through the hull under her feet, right before a lurch and a slow, flat spin. The nose of the GX turned to point into the tantalizing black of freedom before the Leviathan’s massive doors slid closed, cutting off the view. Siva blinked as the ambient light intensified.  
 
    “Sim-grav coming on!” an amplified voice boomed loudly enough Siva could hear it through the GX’s hull. She gripped the edge of the babies’ grav couch and braced for the return of her body’s weight. To her surprise, it didn’t slam on, throwing her to the deck. Instead, it increased slowly, so she floated down, adjusting as she went.  
 
    Cool, Siva thought, sarcasm surging through her nervous mind. Maybe these are the nice pirates. She got her feet under her, then turned to face the door. Her heart pounded, and she could feel rivulets of sweat running along her hairline. She tried to focus on breathing, keeping her trembling hands still, despite the clenching anxiety deep in her belly.  
 
    Every breath is a victory, she reminded herself. Every breath is a chance.  
 
    Something pounded on the door, the sound echoing through the small space of the cabin and making her jump. One of the babies protested sleepily behind her, and Siva made a quick decision. Waiting for them to break in would be noisy, and it might seem like resistance. She didn’t want to resist, she wanted to survive. So, she reached over and keyed in the sequence to open the door. The red “door is locked” light turned green, and the door slid open with a whooshing sound as the cooler atmosphere of the Leviathan’s hangar bay rushed into the tiny cabin. Despite everything, Siva closed her eyes and took advantage of the short moment of relief.  
 
    “I’m not resisting,” she called out, putting her hands back up above her shoulders. The floodlights outside the hull of the GX shone so brightly, she couldn’t see the faces of the silhouettes crowded in right outside the door. She blinked when none of them moved, then squinted into the light.  
 
    “I opened the door,” she went on, speaking into the weird silence. “Come on in. I’d really like to be civilized about this.”  
 
    A sound Siva would never in a million years have expected rolled in: a very low, very male chuckle. A chuckle that tickled her memory and stirred emotions she’d thought long dead and gone.  
 
    “Well, well,” Arik said as he stepped into the cabin of the GX. “My lovely Siva. What luck! I cannot believe it’s you.”  
 
    He can’t believe it? Siva slowly lowered her trembling hands. Her eyes widened, her mouth dropped open, and she felt almost as if someone had tilted the deck of the ship and was starting to spin it. Of all the pirate ships in all the Known System…I get picked up by his?  
 
    Arik took a step toward her, reaching out to run his fingertips over the curve of her cheek. His other hand held a laser pistol pointed right at her stomach, so Siva forced herself not to flinch away from his touch. Instead, she let her eyes drift closed for a moment before she opened them again. He liked that. She could tell by his triumphant smile and the way he ran his thumb over her lips.  
 
    “Still so beautiful and with so much fire,” he said, his voice rolling low and intimate. “What are you doing out here in the black, my Siva? And with a ship reported stolen on all the ‘nets—” He broke off, eyes widening and hand falling away from her face as a thin wail rose behind her.  
 
    Siva stepped backward, but she wasn’t fast enough. Arik pushed past her, his shoulder brushing hers. Siva sucked in a quick, audible breath and stepped toward him, trying to keep her body between him and the grav couches—only to freeze at the sound of several energy weapons clearing their holsters. She swallowed hard against the fear rising in her throat as she watched the man she’d almost loved approach her children.  
 
    He stopped short of the grav couches, reached out a hand, and pulled it back before he could touch the boy. The girl stirred next to her brother, and Siva watched as Arik’s eyes flicked from one baby to the next and back again. His brow furrowed, and he snapped his gaze back around to her.  
 
    “How old,” he demanded, his voice ragged.  
 
    “Four months,” Siva whispered. She knew he’d be doing the math. They’d been together a little over a standard year ago. It would add up. He was right, after all.  
 
    “So, they’re mine,” he said, a sense of wonder entering his tone.  
 
     “They’re mine!” Siva spat as heat and rage and indignation exploded in a burning, tangling web inside her brain. She leaned forward, fists clenched, heedless of the threat that remained at her back. “You left me there, remember? These babies are mine.” In the grav couch, the boy woke fully and started to cry. Arik let out a strangled sound somewhere between a laugh and a sob and lurched toward her. He wrapped his arms around her torso, crushing her to him in a hug that threatened to cut off her breath. The butt of his laser pistol dug into the small of her back—but at least it was no longer pointed at her. That was something.  
 
    “Siva,” Arik whispered into her hair, his breath hot on her forehead. “My Siva! You don’t know what a gift you’ve given me!”  
 
    Icy fear joined the tangle of heat inside her. Before Siva could retort that she’d given him nothing, he let go of her and spun her so abruptly, she stumbled before straightening to face his fellows who’d come in the door behind him. Most of them still had weapons drawn on her, but they lowered them slowly as Arik spoke.  
 
    “My friends,” he said, his voice ringing as if he were standing on a stage in front of a crowd of thousands. “May I introduce you to my darling Siva, mother to my newly discovered twins!”  
 
    A cheer rose from the group, and the wary, hostile expressions cleared and turned into smiles of welcome and joy. While the noise was better than having them ready to shoot, it woke the baby girl, whose cries joined her brother’s. Right there, in front of a ship full of pirates, Siva felt her milk let down and soak through her shirt.  
 
    Brilliant, she thought. But she supposed it was better than being dead.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    What followed was one of the strangest days in Siva’s experience. Despite Arik’s clear desire to carry the children himself, Siva managed to retain control of the babies by the simple expedient of donning the double carrier and putting them in there. Arik looked as if he might protest, but when the tiny boy and girl greedily nursed under Siva’s pushed up shirt, he gave in and let it be.  
 
    Which was good because Siva was not about to let anyone else carry them. That would make it too easy to separate her from the children, and she was not about to let that happen. Ever.  
 
    With the logistics settled, Arik gestured for her to precede him out of the GX. As she stepped toward the hatchway, Siva contrived to stumble against the bulkhead and retrieved her knife. She tucked it inside the carrier between two layers of fabric. No one seemed to notice, judging by the uninterrupted murmur of excited conversation.  
 
    Siva heard the word “twins” repeated several times as they stepped out into a strangely celebratory atmosphere. The boarding party had evidently spread the news of her identity, because as they exited the starship docking bay, people came from everywhere and lined the small corridors, necks craned for a glimpse of her—and the babies, she supposed. Here and there, cheers and applause broke out as they passed.  
 
    About halfway down the stretch, Arik reached down and took Siva’s hand in a firm, demanding grip. He raised their joined hands above their heads, and the cheers intensified, echoing through the small metal space until Siva’s ears hurt, and her daughter stopped nursing long enough to protest.  
 
    “Arik,” Siva said, tugging her hand back down to try and soothe the fussy baby. “Please. The noise is hurting her ears.”  
 
    He looked down at her, his face flushed, and his smile wide. “I can’t stop them now,” he said, “but we’re almost to my quarters. She’ll be all right for a moment.”  
 
    Siva scowled at him, but then the group escorting them turned off into a doorway, and the noise immediately lessened as they stepped through a set of double doors to enter a palatial room. In contrast to the spartan corridor, a simwood floor with decorative inlays stretched ahead of them. Plush rugs lay scattered here and there, along with something that looked like it had once been the fur coat of some animal. Soft, yellow-tinted lights replaced the harsh white lighting of the docking bay and the outer passageway. A large table that looked like it was made of real wood dominated the space, but a rounded, cushioned couch sat against the far wall, next to some low tables holding trays of food and drinks.  
 
    “Come,” Arik said, reaching down to take her hand again as he urged her toward the couch. “Sit, be comfortable. Feed my babies. I must speak with my people for a moment, and then I will join you.” He bent and pressed a kiss to the top of Siva’s head, making the pit in her stomach yawn a bit wider. She said nothing, only nodded meekly and turned to walk to the couch.  
 
    She couldn’t help but let out a sigh of relief as she sank down to its cushions. The couch was every bit as soft and comfortable as it appeared. With her hands shaking a little bit, she reached up to unbuckle the carrier and remove the babies from their individual pouches. They protested softly but quieted again as she settled them on a cushion in her lap to nurse more comfortably.  
 
    Only then did Siva risk looking up through her lashes. Arik had walked over to the table and was deep in a hushed discussion with several people she recognized from the boarding party. One of the women stabbed a finger at a chart they’d unrolled on the tabletop. Siva fought not to lean too far forward as Arik said something sharp in return. He stood with his feet spread aggressively, one hand on his hip, fingertips resting oh-so-casually near his energy pistol. The woman who’d spoken snapped her mouth shut, her eyebrows drawn together in a mulish frown.  
 
    Were they disagreeing? About what? Siva? Her babies? And what, if anything, was she supposed to do about it? 
 
    The answer, at least for the moment, appeared to be “nothing.” But despite the warm reception, Siva cherished no illusions here. These were hard people; she could see it in their faces, in their movements. They’d seen her house livery and glared at her. Had Arik not greeted her as he had, Siva had no doubt her reception would have been vastly different.  
 
    “Small victories,” she whispered as she looked down at the two greedy faces of her children. “May they keep coming.”  
 
    “So,” Arik said, startling her into looking up at him. “I imagine you’re a bit surprised to see me.” He’d apparently finished his discussion while she was watching her babies nurse, because he held a wine decanter in one hand, and two glasses in the other. Siva glanced over at the table—everyone else had gone. They were alone.  
 
    She looked back up at the pirate in front of her and raised an eyebrow. “A bit,” she said, keeping her voice as neutral as possible.  
 
    Arik threw his head back and laughed. The sound transported Siva back to the beaches of Ezan, and the feeling of his laughter washing over her like ocean water, making her feel safe, warm, and comfortable.  
 
    It’s a lie, she reminded herself, pushing the memory back. No matter how good he sounds, we’re anything but safe here.  
 
    “Such a dry sense of humor,” Arik said. “I always liked that about you, Siva. So, you were surprised. Well, my love, so was I. And not just with one child, but two! There’s a story here, and I would very much like to hear it.” He’d set the wine and glasses down on one of the tables while he talked, and now he held one glass out to Siva.  
 
    She shifted her daughter, mostly to buy time, and took the glass, but didn’t drink. Arik lifted his own glass to his lips, watching her over the rim.  
 
    “I was working at Lord Terryn’s estate, on his moon,” Siva said softly, looking down again. “The estate was attacked. I managed to grab the babies and escape.”  
 
    “I knew of the attack planned for Terryn,” Arik said, his voice casual. Siva froze as this revelation rocked through her. He’d known? How? And why? But Arik continued speaking, so she shoved those questions aside and focused on the rest of his words. “It was to be an all-encompassing operation, to include a blockade of the whole planet. Yet you escaped?”  
 
    Siva clamped down on the trembling inside and forced her eyes to meet Arik’s. “I’m a very good pilot,” she said, feeling a slight pulse of victory as her words came out even and free of tremors.  
 
    It was Arik’s turn to raise his eyebrows. “So, you must be,” he said with a little laugh as he raised his glass in her direction, “if you ran a Mondaavian blockade. But that doesn’t explain why you were at the main estate instead of out in Terryn’s orbital fleet garrison.”  
 
    Siva licked her lips, watching as the movement drew Arik’s eyes. “Remember that I was on Ezan because I got hurt? When I returned, I was pregnant. I was given light duty as a domestic servant until the babies were weaned.”  
 
    “I see, and how did you serve Lord Terryn as a domestic servant?”  
 
    “I was a nursery maid,” Siva said, edging closer and closer to the question she really didn’t want to answer. “I helped care for his children. In return, I was able to care for my own at the house.”  
 
    Arik smiled tightly. “How accommodating of Lord Terryn,” he said. He narrowed his eyes and stared at Siva for a long moment, then shifted in his seat and looked down at the infants’ faces.  
 
    Panic had Siva reaching for something, anything as a distraction. She snorted out a laugh that sounded incredibly fake to her own ears, but did the job of bringing Arik’s attention back to her.  
 
    “Please,” she said, rolling her eyes and pushing as much scorn as she could into the words. “Please tell me you aren’t jealous. Have you ever seen Lord Terryn? He’s—was—100 years old if he’s a day. Lady Terryn was his third wife. She used to be a model for women’s clothing. She was considered one of the most beautiful women in the Known System…” She trailed off, not bothering to hide the tremor of sadness and grief in her voice this time. “They were kind to me,” she said after a moment as she looked back down at the babies in her lap.  
 
    They sat in silence for a moment, then Siva felt his fingers brushing her hair back from her face, tucking it behind her ear. She swallowed hard and looked up at him again. “Who attacked us?” she asked, though he’d already given her the answer.  
 
    “The Mondaavians,” Arik said. “Your Lord Terryn backed out of a business deal, and they weren’t inclined to let him do so.” He sat back and took a sip of his wine before a smile tugged at his lips. “Why?” he asked, his tone teasing. “Are you angry? Do you want revenge for your lost master?”  
 
    “People I cared about are dead, Arik,” Siva said, letting her grief harden her tone and eyes.  
 
    “Wrong,” he said pleasantly. “They never cared about you. Don’t be a child, Siva. You were nothing to them. Part of the scenery. A pet to be rewarded, perhaps. But you were never anything more than someone to further their interests. People die every day. Don’t waste time mourning those who wouldn’t have even noticed your death.”  
 
    “They weren’t like that,” Siva said, shaking her head, though she knew she wasn’t going to win this argument. But she felt the need to defend them anyway. They’d been good people, and it was important they be remembered, if only for the sake of the child she’d claimed as her own. “Lord and Lady Terryn took care of their retainers. They took great care of me, and of your children, I might add. Which is more than you ever did.”  
 
    The levity drained out of Arik’s eyes, and he set his glass down and leaned forward. Siva stiffened her spine and brought her arms around to the babies, so she could turn his blows away from them if necessary.  
 
    “Siva,” he said, reaching out to take her fingers in his own. She let him do so, afraid she’d already pushed him too far this close to the babies. “You know I would never have left you if I’d known. You were asking too many questions. I couldn’t tell you who I was without endangering your employment…maybe even your life. I know you thought the Terryns cared about you, but do you think they’d have been nearly so generous if they knew you carried a pirate’s bastard instead of a family son’s by-blow? I promise you that you would have been exiled to the coldest moon, if they hadn’t just killed you and our baby out of hand.”  
 
    He stood up, letting go of her hand and pacing. “You don’t understand,” he said, frustration and passion rising in his tone as he moved with predatory grace around the room. “You’re still indoctrinated into the loyalty crap they feed you with your mothers’ milk. You don’t get that it’s just a form of slavery. You work your entire life, but for what? At the end of it, do you have anything of value? Do you have land of your own? Or anything to leave your children?”  
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” Siva said. On the one hand, pushing him into a political rage might not be the smartest idea, but at least it kept him from thinking too hard about the babies’ parentage. “What would I do with land of my own? I could hardly afford the tech it would require to keep it habitable!”  
 
    “Exactly!” he said, turning to stab a finger in her direction. “That’s exactly what they teach you. And why can’t you afford such tech? Because they control it! The ‘Families,’” he said, using his fingers to make the ancient gesture indicating extreme sarcasm. “They’re not really families, did you know that? Back when they started, they weren’t related at all. They’re corporations who financed our migration out to the Known System. They’ve always done this for the money!”  
 
    “Arik, you’re talking nonsense. What do you mean ‘migration?’ That’s ridiculous. We’ve always been in this system—”  
 
    He cut her off, so deep into his rant, he didn’t even seem to have heard her.  
 
    “Money is power. Tech is power. Land to live upon, make a life upon…that’s power! It’s all about keeping the power in the hands of a privileged few, while the rest of us live and die on their timeline, and at their pleasure.”  
 
    Siva inhaled slowly through her nose and watched as Arik’s eyes lit up with the fervor of the true believer. The man she’d known as a smooth, handsome lover was something far more dangerous than the pirate she’d suspected. He was a fanatic, an anarchist. She shivered and cuddled the babies closer, as if that would protect them.  
 
    Arik stopped pacing and whirled to face her. “You think we’re pirates,” he said, his voice dropping until she could barely hear him, “and maybe you’re right. But we’re more than that, Siva. We’re men and women who dare to dream. We dare to breathe free, and to live and die by our own wills—none other! We will never bow to their demands, no matter what it may cost us.” He stepped toward her and blinked. To Siva’s utter shock, a line of tears spilled from his eye and ran down his cheek.  
 
    “I had another son, once,” he whispered, taking another step closer. Siva swallowed hard and edged back against the couch’s cushions, but he had her trapped. He took another step and came down to one knee in front of her, taking her hands in both of his. “My son refused to bow, and it cost him his life. He believed in doing whatever it took to be free. He dared to take the tech you think is so far out of your reach. He wanted to build a home, a colony far from the corrupt families and their corporate agendas. He dared…and they killed him for it.”  
 
    He lifted Siva’s hands to his mouth and pressed first one palm, and then the other to his lips. Siva held herself utterly still, lest she recoil from the fervor in his touch.  
 
    “And now,” he whispered against her skin. “Now you’ve given me another chance.” 
 
    Without warning, Arik kicked out at the low table that sat next to them, shoving it away and knocking over her untouched wineglass. Then he reached out and hauled Siva and the babies into a tight embrace that threatened to cut off her air. Her son protested, sending up a thin wail, while his sister squirmed in discomfort. Arik ignored them both.  
 
    “Siva, on the blood of our children, I swear to you,” he said, his lips pressed against her forehead, his breath hot on her face. “I swear that they will never, never be slaves of the families. I swear to you that they will learn what it means to live as free humans.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Siva whispered, her mouth dry with fear. She pushed gently against his shoulders. “Arik, that…means a lot, but the babies are very tired, and so am I. Is there a place we could sleep for a while?”  
 
    His arms loosened, and then he laughed the same delicious laugh she’d so enjoyed, once upon a time. “Of course,” he said, his voice returning to the smooth, polished tones she remembered. “Of course, my dear. Let me show you to your room.” He got to his feet, reached down, and held a hand out to her.  
 
    Siva took a moment to rearrange the babies in their carrier, then let him pull her to her feet. She even managed to keep her hand loosely in his, though his touch made her skin feel like it would crawl right off her body. He smiled down at her and led her across the room to an alcove off his main living quarters. It had a bed, a curtain for privacy, and very little else, but it would work for the moment. Siva certainly didn’t feel like she was in a position to bargain for anything else right then.  
 
    She put the babies into the bed between herself and the wall and laid down with the knife clutched under her pillow.  
 
    Despite her overwhelming sense of dread, eventually, they passed out for a few hours.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Siva exhaled and shifted further onto her side, curling her body around the warm little lumps of her sleeping babies. She closed her eyes and focused on breathing in and out, but every bump, every sound from beyond the flimsy curtain that separated her space from Arik’s sent her heart into a pounding frenzy. She didn’t think he’d try to hurt her or the babies, but she wasn’t convinced he wouldn’t try to take them from her. And she would not allow that to happen.  
 
    After a while, she started to drift off again, when she felt a draft on the back of her neck. She opened her eyes to see a sliver of light on the back wall of the alcove as someone—she assumed it was Arik—pulled aside the curtain and looked in. As before, Siva came fully awake and held herself still, her fingertips resting on the hilt of the knife under her pillow.  
 
    He couldn’t reach the babies without going over her, and that meant she’d probably have time to kill him first. Probably.  
 
    But the sliver of light disappeared as the curtain fell closed. Siva inhaled slowly, once, twice before she allowed herself to move. Out in the living area, a high, electronic whine started, barely audible, like someone had activated a comm set.  
 
    “Mondaav.” It was Arik’s voice, pitched low. Siva rolled slowly toward the curtain so she could hear him better.  
 
    “Pirate.” The response came through the comm set; Siva could tell from the slightly tinny quality that accompanied long-distance transmissions. Even so, she could hear the sneer in the speaker’s voice. That didn’t surprise Siva nearly as much as the realization the speaker was female.  
 
    “Don’t be like that, my darling,” Arik said, and Siva grimaced. He was using his charming, seductive voice. She’d been such a fool.  
 
    “What do you want, Arik?” the sneering female asked.  
 
    “It isn’t what I want, my lovely Mondaav,” Arik said, his voice like a caress. “It’s what I have that you want. Desperately.”  
 
    A static-filled laugh issued from the comm set. “Such a high opinion of your skills in bed,” she said. “It’s charming, really. Delusional, but charming.”  
 
    Despite the identity of the speaker, Siva found herself smiling as she pictured his reaction to the cool jab.  
 
    “Bitch,” he said, his voice going hard and angry. “I have the last heir to the Terrynian fortune in my custody.”  
 
    “Impossible,” she snapped, making the comm set crackle with static again. “No one survived our attack.”  
 
    “That, my dear,” he replied, his voice back to its self-satisfied purr, “is where you’re wrong. I picked up a ship a few hours ago. Beautiful little GX-99 crewed by an old…friend…of mine. She had two babies with her. One, I’m certain, is mine. The other? Well, you’re a smart woman, you figure it out.”  
 
    Silence from the comm set. Siva had to fight not to lean closer, lest she reveal her awareness of the conversation. Finally, Mondaav spoke again, her voice blank and very, very cold.  
 
    “I’m told Terryn employed a wetnurse who used to be a pilot. We knew the GX had left the moon, but I was told it was destroyed by the blockade.”  
 
    “You were lied to,” Arik said. “She’s sleeping in my rooms right now, with both kids. Thing is, she’s claiming them both. I’ll need DNA analysis to confirm which is which.”  
 
    “DNA analysis is expensive,” the woman replied. “That kind of tech is very tightly controlled.”  
 
    “How fortunate for you that your family has recently acquired some very lucrative holdings,” Arik shot back. “You get me the tech to do DNA analysis, and I’ll give you whichever kid doesn’t come up as mine.”  
 
    “Why don’t you just torture the woman into telling you?”  
 
    A scuffing against the floor, as if he’d shoved a chair. “The woman is the mother of my child, you bitch,” he said, his anger back again. “Respect that.”  
 
    “Why?” she said. “I don’t care. Moreover, how will I know the child you give me will have any connection to the Terryns?”  
 
    “I wouldn’t lie to you,” Arik said. “And anyway, I’ll have the DNA results. Too bad you slaughtered all the kid’s nearest living relatives, or you’d be able to tell for yourself.”  
 
    “Don’t be tiresome,” Mondaav said. “You wanted Terryn dead as much as any of us. The information you gave us about the location of his fleet garrison was particularly helpful in setting our trap. Without you, we never would have taken them unawares. I wonder, this friend of yours, the mother of your child, could she be your source? How is she going to feel about this deal? You said she’s claiming both children as her own—”  
 
    “That’s none of your concern,” Arik cut her off. “You have my price.”  
 
    “This seems a rather one-sided deal, Arik. I know you. Terryn killed your son, so you arrange for their eradication? Except you just happen to find the missing wetnurse who just happened to escape my finest blockading forces? It all seems a bit too pat. I still think you’re going to slip me an impostor. Some inconvenient pirate brat or something.” 
 
    “That’s a risk you’re going to have to take,” he said. “Besides, what were you planning to do, raise the poor kid? We both know you’re just going to put a pillow over its face or kick it out an airlock. If I’m wrong, does it really matter? What’s one more dead child to you people, after all? But if I’m right, and the child lives, he or she will grow up and use that DNA to prove a claim to all your newfound wealth, and then where will you be? The other families will be forced to award it back to them.”  
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” she said with a crackling sigh. “All right. Give me a few days.”  
 
    “Always a pleasure, my dear,” Arik said, his voice slick and poisonously sweet.  
 
    “Hmm, yes, I’m sure.” The line crackled with more static, and then went dead.  
 
    Siva’s son stirred. She patted his back softly with trembling hands as various bits of data tumbled through her mind. Arik knew about the babies, but he didn’t know which one was his. Mondaav had said a few days. Arik had helped plan the attack on her home. He’d given Mondaav information… 
 
    Nausea rose within Siva, burning a path up her throat, threatening to spill out all over the bed. Arik had given Mondaav information that had allowed them to attack Terryn’s moon. Information he’d gotten from her.  
 
    Stars above, she was a fool. A damned fool. Hot tears stung her eyes and slipped out from under closed eyelids. She’d killed them. Lord Terryn, his lovely lady wife…she’d killed them all, as certainly as if she’d pulled the trigger herself.  
 
    Her son stirred again, turning his tiny face toward her, mouth open and seeking. Siva drew in a deep, shaky breath and tried to sound as if she were not-quite-waking up from a deep sleep. Her hands trembled as she reached out and pulled the tiny boy close, angling him so he could nurse. His sister would wake soon and want her share.  
 
    The pull of the baby’s hungry mouth snapped Siva out of her spiral of self-recrimination. She’d done what she’d done. She’d been stupid and blinded by beauty, but it was done, and she could change nothing now. All she could do was save their child from their bitter fate. She owed them that now, more than ever.  
 
    Siva felt her resolve solidify into something cold and tight and diamond hard. She would get out of here, with both her children.  
 
    And Arik would burn.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Eventually, Siva truly slept, and, despite her anger and her fears, nothing harmed her or the babies. She woke a few hours later, when the two wet, hungry little ones made their displeasure with the world and the state of their diapers known. Siva was midway through nursing them to calmness when Arik pulled the curtain aside.  
 
    “Good morning,” he said. “It’s standard morning, if you were curious.”  
 
    “Good morning,” Siva said, keeping her tone as light as possible. Her position was too precarious to let her anger show, and she didn’t really have a plan yet. She gave him a little smile and hoped it looked genuine. “I hope we didn’t wake you.”  
 
    “It’s all right.” Arik tilted his head to get a better view of Siva’s daughter’s face as she took her turn nursing. The boy lay next to them, content to play with the edge of the blanket for the moment. “It’s worth it to know they’re real,” Arik said, his eyes flicking to Siva’s face and then away. “I didn’t dream this.”  
 
    Siva let her smile grow a little as her rage built within her. Stars, but he was good. He played it just right, the hesitant stance, the soft voice, the tentative words… Despite everything she’d heard the night before, something in Siva’s chest twisted at the vulnerability he displayed. If she hadn’t known it was more emotional manipulation, just part of a plot to gain her trust and take her children from her, she might have been in serious danger of believing he really cared for her.  
 
    What a fool I am, she thought, not for the first time.  
 
    “No,” she said, more to break the spell than for any other reason. “We’re really here. And on that note, I…ah…have some needs of a practical nature. Do you have other children on this ship…or even any towels or rags I can use as diapers? And is there somewhere I can clean what they’ve already used?”  
 
    Arik threw back his head and laughed. “I admit,” he said, “that wasn’t exactly what I thought you were going to say.”  
 
    “Priorities change when you become a parent,” Siva said with a tight smile. “I was almost as concerned about my diapering options as I was about my fuel load in the GX.”  
 
    He snorted. “What was your plan for that, anyway?” he asked.  
 
    “I didn’t have one,” she admitted with a shrug. “Not beyond surviving and getting away. My only goal was to get myself and the babies somewhere safe.”  
 
    “Well,” he said, his smile deepening, “you’re safe now. I’ll get you some towels and have someone show you the laundry.”  
 
    He stepped back, dropping the curtain. Siva held his eyes until the curtain closed, then she let out the breath she’d been holding. She bent her head and kissed her daughter’s downy hair, mostly so she wouldn’t start screaming. How can he look at me like that, she wondered, with those beautiful eyes and beautiful words…and tell such evil, evil lies?  
 
    The darkness held no answer. Siva gave her daughter another kiss and straightened up.  
 
    “I’ll keep you safe, my sweetlings,” she said. “Mommy promises.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After Siva fed and changed the babies, Arik gave her a short tour of the living area of the ship. Since she remained unwilling to leave them behind, Siva put both infants back into the chest carrier. She half expected Arik to protest, but he said nothing. Siva figured he was in no rush until Mondaav’s “few days” had gone by. He probably figured he’d seduce Siva into dropping her guard, and then he could take her children for testing at his leisure. He might even genuinely believe she’d stay with him to raise “his” child—that would certainly fit in with his psychotic, narcissistic ego.  
 
    It took everything Siva had not to flinch away when Arik put his hand on the small of her back to guide her into the passageway outside his quarters. To cover for it, she turned to him with a smile.  
 
    “Could you please take me to my ship,” she asked. “I have diapers there that I’d rather not leave any longer. They’re likely already quite ripe.”  
 
    Distaste rippled over his face before he was able to convert it to a smile. 
 
    “Such a conscientious mother,” he said. “Of course. I’ll find someone to take you there right away. And then to the laundry, I presume?” His smile grew, crinkling the corners of his eyes.  
 
    “Yes, please,” Siva said, keeping her own smile in place with the sheer force of her hatred for him. “And then these two will probably be ready for a nap. Maybe…” She paused and looked down as she stroked her fingertips across her son’s head. “Maybe, if you’re not too busy then, we could…talk? A bit more?” She caught her lower lip between her teeth and glanced up at him from beneath her eyelashes. Two could play at the vulnerability game.  
 
    A flash of triumph shone in his eyes, followed by a tender smile and a soft, intimate darkness in his gaze.  
 
    “Of course,” he said again. “I’d like nothing better, my dear.” He lifted his hand and traced the back of his knuckles along her jawline, then bent as if to kiss her. He paused, a breath away from her lips, as if uncertain. Siva steeled her nerve and let her mouth curve in a smile, then looked quickly away as one of Arik’s minions approached, his bootheels clanging on the deck of the corridor.  
 
    “Daxen!” Arik said. If he felt any irritation at being interrupted, he didn’t show it. Instead, he clapped the young man on the shoulder and pushed him closer to Siva. “This is Siva, the mother of my children. I need you to escort her to the hangar dock, let her retrieve what she needs from there, then show her to the laundry.”  
 
    Daxen’s eyes, which had lit up at the warm greeting from his leader, filled with disappointment, presumably at the mundane nature of the assignment. Siva felt a stab of pity for the young man. He looked barely old enough to shave.  
 
    “I’ll see you later, my dear,” Arik went on, stepping back and catching Siva’s fingers before bringing them to his lips. “Take very good care of her, Dax,” he said as he brushed a kiss over her knuckles. “She means a lot to me.”  
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Daxen murmured. He wasn’t quite successful at keeping the edge of bored frustration out of his tone. Poor kid.  
 
    Well, Siva thought as the young man gestured peremptorily for her to follow him, maybe young Daxen’s day won’t be quite as dull as he expects. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Siva remembered most of the way back to the hangar dock. It was all bare metal corridors lined with exposed ducting and wire bundles running alongside the floor grates, but there weren’t too many twists and turns. Without the cheering, murmuring crowds lining the path, their footfalls echoed hollowly through the space as they walked, and Siva couldn’t help but marvel at how big the Leviathan must be.  
 
    “Are these all ventilation ducts?” Siva kept her tone light, hoping her question seemed innocuous and not like she was probing for vulnerabilities.  
 
    “Most,” Daxen grunted, his lips turned downward in a surly scowl. “Ship this big takes a lot of air. Some are water and fire suppression and whatnot.”  
 
    “I imagine a fire on a ship this big would be quite a concern.”  
 
    “Fire’s a concern on every ship.” He sneered like the pissy teenager he was. “Leviathan can handle herself. See these doors?” He pointed to a set of heavy airlock doors a few meters ahead. “They’re called ‘airlock doors.’ If a fire is detected, they’ll shut tight and cut off the oxygen flow to that section. No oxygen, no fire.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Siva said, refusing to either roll her eyes or smile indulgently at his sullen and completely unnecessary explanation. She turned her head in what she hoped was a casual manner and looked both ways down the corridor. Sure enough, the airlock doors were the only ones in the passage. Unless she was mistaken, that meant the entire living area of the ship was one big section. So, what happened if there was a fire in the living quarters, then? Would the ship shut down the oxygen wholesale? Kill everyone on board? That seemed unlikely. Leviathan might be big, but she wasn’t a new ship by any stretch. Compared to the GX, she was ancient, which made sense when you considered she was a Free Ship. Pirates didn’t often get access to top of the line tech, and that level of shipboard automation would definitely qualify.  
 
    Besides, Siva thought as they kept walking, rumor has it Free Ship drivers prefer to be pretty hands-on. That way they can sneak in their mods and engineering work arounds that allow them the occasional edge over more tech-savvy prey. So, if there’s a fire in the living quarters, it’s a safe bet someone is going to divert a whole lot of attention and resources in that direction. And that could come in quite handy… 
 
     Daxen stopped abruptly as they approached a second set of airlock doors, which pulled Siva out of her reverie. He keyed in a sequence, doing his best to shield his hands with his body, but Siva got a look at the six digit code anyway. She carefully looked away as the doors slid open, revealing the massive docking hangar beyond.  
 
    “Oh, hello, beauty,” she said softly as she caught sight of the GX in the center part of the hangar. It looked as if Arik’s minions had been taking good care of her. One of her cowlings was open, and two legs covered in grungy coveralls stuck out of the opening.  
 
    “Thank you for the escort,” Siva said to Daxen he took up a post near the door and gestured peremptorily for her to move past him. “I appreciate it.” He said nothing, merely rolling his eyes and letting out a frustrated sigh. Siva paused for a moment, then shrugged and turned back toward the GX. If he wanted to be a spoiled, pouty brat, that was on him. It didn’t bother her in the slightest.  
 
    Siva rested her hands on the sleeping babies’ bulk as she walked cautiously up to the open engine compartment. As she drew near, she could hear a continuous litany of profanity issuing from beneath the raised cowling. She snorted softly and felt herself smile. Spacecraft maintainers were alike, it seemed, whether they worked for the Families or a Free Ship. Cursing was an art form in the maintenance world, and she clearly stood next to an artist.  
 
    “Um, hello?” she said, trying her best to sound polite and non-threatening.  
 
    The invective cut off midstream, and the grungy coveralls pushed back out of the engine compartment.  
 
    “What in seven blasted asteroids—Oh!” The mechanic stopped suddenly as she turned and got a look at Siva standing there with the babies strapped to her chest. She was an older woman, with a grizzled fringe of reddish hair sticking haphazardly out of a bun low on her skull. Her face shone with sweat. Smears of grease darkened her hands and smudged across one of her cheekbones as she sat up and stared at Siva with bright blue eyes.  
 
    “Well, I’ll be a ruddy bunger,” the mechanic said. “You’re the captain’s lady! The one that brought the twins in this here ship!”  
 
    “I guess so,” Siva said, her smile growing. “My name is Siva.”  
 
    The mechanic pushed herself up to her feet and wiped one of her filthy hands on an equally filthy rag sticking out of the pocket of her coveralls. Then she held the hand out to Siva.  
 
    “Mikarik,” she said. “Pretty ship you got here. Real pretty. Pretty banged up, too.”  
 
    “I had to run a Mondaavian blockade with her,” Siva said, taking the woman’s hand and shaking it firmly. “She had it when I needed it, that’s for sure.” Mikarik let out a low whistle, and her eyebrows climbed up her forehead.  
 
    “Well,” she said, “you’re either the luckiest jock I’ve ever seen, or the wiliest. Either way, you’ll be a right fine addition to our crew. Soon as those two let you fly again, that is,” she said. She looked down at the babies and smiled a wide grin that revealed a missing canine tooth.  
 
    “Do you have babies of your own?” Siva asked as some instinct pushed at her. Mikarik looked back up at her and nodded, her chest puffing a little with pride.  
 
    “I do,” she said. “Three of ‘em, though mine are all grown now and having their own babies. Three girls, and prettier girls you’ve never seen. All married now and settled here and there on the Fringe. Fine girls, fine mothers.” She paused for a moment, then continued with a tiny nod, “You’re a fine mother yourself, if half of what I heard was true. Brave thing you did, saving your babies. Any true mother would do the same. Ain’t no higher calling in the universe than being a mother. I honor you for it.”  
 
    Siva felt her eyes prickle as the simple compliment rocked through her. She blinked quickly and swallowed hard before she was able to speak again.  
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. “I—I had to save them. I couldn’t do anything else.”  
 
    “Of course you couldn’t. You’re their mother. Now, would you like to see what I did to your little beauty here?” Mikarik turned briskly back toward the open cowling, waving a hand to beckon Siva forward. A note of pride entered the mechanic’s tone as she continued. “I fixed the laser damage—I assume from your blockade run. Your P3 core was completely fried. Looks like you limped on it for a while, but she eventually just gave out on you and threw the whole thing off. We found leaks here and here…well. It’s a good thing we picked you up when we did, because your life support would have been next to go. 
 
    “So, I fixed all that,” she went on, leaning back and closing the cowling. “Was just wiping up when you walked in. That’s the repairs. Now, if you follow me over here, you’ll see what else we did.”  
 
    “What else you did?” Siva asked, blinking rapidly as she fought to keep up with the mechanic’s rapid fire changes in topic. “Wasn’t that enough?”  
 
    “Just wait,” Mikarik said, glancing back over her shoulder. Her eyes nestled in a wreath of wrinkles as she smiled like a kid about to get a treat, and her step had a bounce in it as she beckoned Siva to hurry.  
 
    As they approached the nose of the GX, Siva felt her jaw drop. She snapped it closed, then opened her mouth again to speak, but no words came out. Mikarik let out a funny kind of cackling laugh and did a little shuffling shimmy of a dance.  
 
    “You should see your face!” she crowed. “We replaced your cannon.”  
 
    “I…see that.”  
 
    “Heh. Your little laser was cute and all, but this’ll pack a bit more of a punch. Twin anion acceleration cannons, mounted on either side of the nose. Magnetic jammers here and here,” she said, pointing, “to defend against charged particle blasts. Integrated, obviously, with the anion firing sequence, so they’ll burst off and on enough to let you fire without interference. On your tail, I remounted your laser, but I kicked up the power supply a little bit. It’ll be a nice, sneaky surprise for anyone if you get sloppy enough to let them have your six.” She winked at Siva, who let out a surprised huff of a laugh.  
 
    “And then there’s the grappling suite,” Mikarik went on, crouching to point under the GX’s belly. Siva followed her down and looked up to see a series of wicked looking contraptions mounted under the belly and up near the hatch.  
 
    “Grappling suite?” Siva said, “What, you mean like for boarding?”  
 
    “Course!” Mikarik said as she straightened. “How else are we gonna take prizes? This little beauty of a GX is made to be a marauder. She’s fast and small, and super maneuverable. And now that we’ve removed her tracking transponder and automatic registry transceivers, she’ll be damn near invisible until she’s right up on the mark.” She let out another cackle and rubbed her hands together in glee. “And if you’re as good as you say…well, then, we’re gonna be rolling in tech and credit before you know it!” She held out a hand to Siva. 
 
    “Where did you get this stuff?” Siva asked, taking Mikarik’s offered help in standing back up. “I mean…anion accelerator cannons are heavy duty firepower!”  
 
    “Ha, you ain’t lying, girlie. You get a lock on someone, they’re dead. Anion particles may be subatomic, but with that kind of kinetic energy behind them…there’s nothing short of a planet that’s gonna ablate that blast…and even the planet’s gonna feel a bit singed afterwards!”  
 
    “Yeah,” Siva said, turning to look away from the GX and focus on Mikarik’s face. “But that still doesn’t answer my question.” 
 
    Mikarik chuckled. “Sharp one, you are. Don’t you worry about it. Better if you don’t know. Your man’s latest deal with one of the families was pretty lucrative, that’s all. I can’t stand the families and their slaving ways, but I’m not too proud to take their tech, no ma’am!”  
 
    Siva shook her head slowly and bounced the babies in their carrier. Her eyes traced over the lines of the GX, taking in the new weaponry, and the obvious pride that had gone into the install. With this much firepower, and without a tracing signature echoing through the black…maybe I could— 
 
    “Laundry,” Siva blurted. Mikarik’s smile turned to a frown as she stared at the younger woman. Siva let out a giddy-sounding laugh. “I just came here to get my dirty diaper laundry! I never expected…all of this. Mikarik…wow.”  
 
    Mikarik’s smile returned, and she reached out to stroke the downy top of Siva’s daughter’s head. “Eh,” she said. “It’s just what I do. You’re a jock; you understand. Go on and get your laundry now. Take care of these babies. You need anything else from me, you let me know.”  
 
    “Actually,” Siva said, patting the babies through the carrier. “There is one thing now that I think of it. I know this sounds ridiculous but…could I grab some of your old rags? Ones you don’t need anymore? I’ll clean them up and use them as diapers. I’m terribly short of them, and these two don’t really seem to care too much that we’re living in interesting times.”  
 
    Mikarik laughed again. “I give you anion accelerators, and all you want is some dirty rags? You’re a mama, and make no mistake about that, girlie. Take your damn rags. Take as many as you want for these sweet things. I’ve got thousands.” She stroked the baby girl’s head again, making her giggle.  
 
    Siva leaned forward on impulse and wrapped her arms hard around the mechanic’s thin shoulders. The baby boy let out a whine of protest, so she let go quickly, but she saw Mikarik blinking furiously before she looked away.  
 
    “Thank you,” Siva said. “It’s been really nice meeting you. I hope I get to try her out soon.” She gestured at the GX.  
 
    “I’m sure you will,” Mikarik said, her voice a bit gruffer than it had been a moment before. “You just keep on keeping these little ones safe. I’ve got to get back to work.” She turned and walked away, but Siva’s ear caught the mechanic humming a happy-sounding tune as she went back to tinkering with the grappling suite on the GX.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A little more than a standard hour later, Daxen still hadn’t gotten over his pout. Siva, on the other hand, was feeling pretty good. She had not one, but two full bags of laundry. With Mikarik’s permission, she’d helped herself to as many of the dirty, fuel- and oil-soaked rags as she could find in the rag-drop barrel located along the wall of the hangar bay. These, along with the dirty diapers from the ship, filled two of the large multi-purpose bags she’d found in the GX’s storage locker.  
 
    “Would you mind taking one of these?” she asked Daxen as she cinched up the neck of the second bag and hefted it. It wasn’t heavy, only awkward, especially with the babies in the carrier and another bag to carry as well.  
 
    “Looks like you’ve got it,” Daxen said, his voice clipped. He didn’t wait for her to reply, just turned and walked out of the hangar bay, leaving Siva staring behind him, contemplating stabbing him with the knife she’d hidden once more in the baby carrier. It would be a little stab wound. Nowhere vital. He was just a surly kid, after all. She didn’t need to kill him, just teach him a lesson… 
 
    “Shiprat,” Siva muttered and struggled to haul the bags up, one over each shoulder. She wondered how ridiculous she looked as she hurried to catch up with Daxen’s long, unencumbered stride. Her son started to cry as she went, probably from all the jostling and shifting she was having to do to carry the whole load.  
 
    “This is the laundry,” Daxen said, coming to an abrupt stop. Siva was so focused on moving steadily forward she almost plowed into him and ended up dropping one of the bags as she straightened up and looked around.  
 
    “How far are we from Arik’s quarters?” she asked.  
 
    “It’s just down there,” he said, pointing back the way they’d come. “We’re only one intersection past the entrance. So, you’re good, right?”  
 
    “I will be, once you open the door,” Siva said, letting her irritation with him into her voice. “My hands are a little full.”  
 
    Daxen rolled his eyes and huffed a gusty sigh, but he reached for the bare metal handle and yanked the door to the side. It let out a metal-on-metal squeal that stabbed through Siva’s head and set both babies to howling. Siva dropped the other bag to clap her hands over her ears. Daxen gave her a tight, sarcastic smile, then gestured for her to proceed inside.  
 
    “Sorry,” he said, sounding anything but apologetic. “We keep this door closed for the fire danger.”  
 
    “Fire danger?” Siva asked. “But I thought you said we were protected by the…what did you call them? Airlock doors?” She batted her eyelashes in his direction and did her best to sound as if she didn’t have a brain in her head. It was petty, sure, but this youngster had been such an ass, she simply couldn’t resist baiting him a bit further.  
 
    “We are,” he said, “but the dryer is old and rickety. These aren’t the fancy induction machines a family girl like you is used to using. We do what we can with what we have. In this case, the tech is ancient, but your clothes…or whatever…will get clean.”  
 
    “I see,” Siva said, hefting the bags again with a bounce she hoped would ease the caterwauling of her children. It didn’t. “Well, thank you for your, um, help.”  
 
    Daxen snorted softly, rolled his eyes again and turned with a muttered “whatever” to walk away. He moved as if he couldn’t get far enough fast enough—which was pretty perceptive of the so-far obtuse young man, since Siva was re-examining the idea of stabbing him in a vital area.  
 
    “Not worth it,” she said with a sigh. She bounced once more on the balls of her feet and then hauled the bags into the unoccupied laundry room. A low, dilapidated couch sagged against the wall next to the door, and, once she’d wrestled the bags in, she walked over and sat down to settle the babies.  
 
    The room itself was small and not incredibly well-ventilated. The smell of heated metal and soap permeated the air. Two narrow tables stretched across the far wall, both looking a bit the worse for wear. Next to them sat two rows of antique contraptions Siva assumed were for washing and drying the clothes. They didn’t look anything like the sleek, automated machines that had done the job back on the estate, but she couldn’t figure out any other purpose for them.  
 
    Siva removed the babies from their carrier and rocked them until they calmed down enough to nurse. Then she nursed them both until they snuggled, quiescent and milk-drunk, into the warmth of her. With a gentle smile, she kissed them both before tucking them into a nest she made with the cushions of the couch. Then she straightened up and walked over to the double row of machines.  
 
    “Let’s see what we have here,” she murmured as she bent to inspect them. The machines in the first row consisted of a square metal frame holding a basin, a paddle-like device, and connections to the water lines she could see running into the room. Clearly, these were for washing the clothes. So, what was in the second row?  
 
    “Ah, the rickety dryer that’s a fire danger,” Siva said as she walked toward the machine closest to where she stood. It, too, was very basic, consisting of a metal box, an inner drum that appeared to rotate when the machine was in use, a motor that turned the drum, and a heating coil separated from the clothes themselves by a metal screen at the back of the machine. It looked like exactly what it was: a homemade piece of incredibly dangerous, cobbled-together, convenience pseudo-tech.  
 
    It was absolutely perfect.  
 
    Siva went back to her laundry bags and grabbed the one filled with rags from the hangar dock. She opened the neck of the bag and got a familiar whiff of ammonia and fish that caused her eyes to burn. As she’d thought, the rags were soaked in UDMH, a form of hydrazine, and one of the major components in starship fuel. UDMH was highly corrosive and highly flammable, especially in vapor form.  
 
    “Mikarik, you seem to know what you’re doing, but your chemical handling protocols could use some work,” she muttered. “It’s a wonder this ship hasn’t blown herself out of the black before now!”  
 
    Siva hauled the bag over to the largest of the dryer machines and wrestled it up to the open door. With a shove and a few grunts, she managed to half-fill the drum of the machine with UDMH-soaked rags without breathing too much more of the caustic vapor. She repeated this process down the line of the machines until the bag was empty, then she threw the bag in and started on her second bag. When all was said and done, she had enough rags for six of the eight machines. Siva hoped it would be enough. Enough for what…well. She didn’t want to think too closely about that.  
 
    Siva went to the utility sink in the corner and scrubbed her hands as best she could, using plenty of water and the gray lump of soap she found. It wasn’t a perfect decontamination, but it was the best she could do for the time being. She dried her hands on the legs of her pants and went over to check on the babies.  
 
    Perfect. Sound asleep. She shrugged herself back into the harness, then took her sweet time easing each child into their place in the carrier. Her fingers brushed across the hilt of her knife, still safely stashed away, but easily within reach. All was ready.  
 
    Siva took a deep breath, then she started the electric motor on the first dryer. As she’d suspected, the moment the motor engaged, the heating coil began to glow softly. She swallowed hard, then hurried to the next dryer in line. Her hands shook as she started it, and then the next one, but eventually, she got them all started, and the electric hum and rumble of the machines filled the small room. With a pounding heart, she turned and headed for the door as quickly as she could. Though it startled the babies awake again for a moment, she wrestled the squealing door shut.  
 
    Then she turned and forced herself to walk, not run, down the hallway back toward Arik’s quarters. She didn’t know how much time she had, but she figured it would take a few minutes for the UDMH locked in the rags to evaporate enough to ignite. She wasn’t exactly sure what would happen then. She was betting the dryers would explode, but how big an explosion was anyone’s guess. She hoped to be long gone by the time it mattered.  
 
    At least, by the time it mattered to her.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Arik was waiting for them when Siva got back to his rooms.  
 
    “Siva,” he called out, his tone all warmth and gladness as he got to his feet and spread his arms in welcome. He’d been sitting on the couch, and the low table held a variety of delicious-looking food. Siva’s mouth watered, and her stomach rumbled, but she ignored it. She hadn’t eaten since she’d arrived, and for good reason. She could see Arik drugging her and taking the babies for his nefarious purposes.  
 
    Besides, she was on a timeline.  
 
    Siva stretched her cheeks in a big smile and hurried forward. Her daughter was still crying from the noise the laundry room door had made, so Siva had an excuse to keep her hand resting on the carrier.  
 
    “Rough morning?” Arik asked, raising his eyebrows a little.  
 
    “They didn’t like the laundry room,” Siva said. Arik let out a laugh and stepped toward her.  
 
    “Poor babies,” he said, leaning in to press a kiss to Siva’s cheek and stroke his fingers across her son’s head. Siva swallowed hard and held her smile in place.  
 
    “Yes,” she cooed, “the door’s loud and woke us up from our naps in Mommy’s carrier.” She shifted her fingers oh-so-casually, reaching underneath the outer layer of fabric.  
 
    “Oh, no!” Arik replied in a mock-worried voice. His warm eyes smiled into Siva’s for a moment before he bent his head to brush a kiss across the top of her daughter’s hair. Siva forced herself not to think as she whipped her knife out of its hiding place and buried it in Arik’s neck right below the hinge of his jaw.  
 
    Blood fountained out, spraying both babies and Siva herself. Her daughter’s cries intensified, and her brother joined in the cacophony. Arik clapped a hand over his neck and reached out with the other hand, but Siva was already in motion. Her free hand came up and gripped the back of his head by his beautiful hair. He was off balance—likely from being stabbed—and Siva used that to slam his face into her upraised knee.  
 
    He grunted and gasped, and more blood fountained forth as he fell to the floor, mouth gaping like a fish.  
 
    “These children are mine,” she said, her voice flat and cold. Finally, she let the hate and rage she felt for him into her eyes and face. “You destroyed everything else I had. You will not touch them, either of them, ever, you worthless pirate pig.”  
 
    Arik’s lips moved, but he couldn’t make another sound. His face had gone bone white.  
 
    Siva watched him bleed out for a moment longer, then snorted once and turned her back on him forever.  
 
    “Hush. I’m sorry, my darlings,” Siva murmured to the babies as she dismissed Arik from her mind and moved forward with the next part of her plan. Both were screaming, but she couldn’t do much more than wipe off the worst of the blood with a napkin from the low table. That would have to do. She was out of time and needed to move.  
 
    She snatched a blanket from the bed alcove she’d used the night before and wrapped it around the three of them like a cloak, then she wiped her knife on her pants’ leg and returned it to its hiding place. A quick glance around the room showed nothing useful—except a stack of towels near the washroom. Whatever happened, she’d still need diapers. She grabbed the stack and tucked it under her arm as a roaring boom shook the ship, and the deck of Arik’s cabin tilted and rose to meet the side of her face.  
 
    The air exploded out of her, and for a moment she couldn’t hear anything but a high, intense ringing. Slowly, she got to her feet, checking to see that the babies were all right. They were predictably hysterical, but appeared to be otherwise unharmed. The towels had cushioned their impact when she’d fallen. Their cries began to penetrate her tinnitus, as did a wavering tone that split the air.  
 
    “I’m sorry! I’m sorry,” she chanted to the little ones as she sprinted for the door to Arik’s quarters. She wrenched it open to find sheer chaos on the other side. Smoke billowed down the hallway from the direction of the laundry room, and people screamed and ran the other way. Siva sucked in a deep breath and joined the crowd, letting it carry her away from the scene of the explosions and the dead body she’d left behind.  
 
    The crowd carried her right up to the door to the hangar dock. Siva had to dodge and weave her way to the side as she turned off to face the keypad Daxen had used. She reached out to punch in the code— 
 
    And froze. Shit. What’s the code? 
 
    Panic clawed at the edges of her mind. She fought it back, telling herself to think, when fate or luck or whatever intervened yet again, and the airlock doors slid smoothly open.  
 
    Mikarik stood there, her face pinched in a scowl of anger. In her hands, she held a laser pistol, which she pointed directly at Siva’s face.  
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” she asked.  
 
    Siva backpedaled, nearly knocking herself into the crowd again. She turned to the side to limit her babies’ exposure to the laser. “Please,” she said, “he’s going to hurt my babies. You have to let me go. “  
 
    “The captain wouldn’t hurt a child he thought was his,” Mikarik said, priming the pistol.  
 
    “He didn’t!” Siva said, flogging her mind for a cover story, then discarding the idea when none emerged from her brain. When in doubt, go with the truth, right? Or most of it, anyway? “He thought she was Lord Terryn’s child. I heard him on a call to the Mondaav family. He was going to sell her—and the entire ship—to them in exchange for enough money to set him and me up as a family vassal. But I couldn’t let him do that. You know I couldn’t.”  
 
    Mikarik’s eye twitched as she glared at Siva for a long moment. Then she glanced down at the babies, thumbed the priming control off, and lowered the laser pistol.  
 
    “I never did approve of dealing with the families,” she said, turning her head and spitting on the deck. “Where’s Arik now?”  
 
    “Dead. When the explosion happened, I…took the opportunity. I can’t have him coming after us.”  
 
    “Never threaten a mother’s child,” the mechanic muttered. “Come on then, girl. Before I change my mind.”  
 
    Siva sucked in a deep breath and followed Mikarik through the doors and into the hangar dock, then straight up to the GX. Without a single look back, the mechanic opened the hatch and stepped inside. Siva spared a thought to wonder if she was walking into a trap…but since she didn’t have a choice, she stepped in after the older woman.  
 
    “I’m sending you somewhere no one knows to look for you,” Mikarik said. She stood in the cockpit, punching coordinates into the navigation system. “When you get there, ask for Dania. If you’re telling the truth, and all you want is to protect your little ones, she’ll help you. If you’re lying, I’ll know where to start looking for you, girl. And you’d best believe I’ll find you.”  
 
    “I’m not lying,” Siva said, but even to her own ears it sounded weak. She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “Thank you.”  
 
    “Don’t thank me,” Mikarik snapped. “If you set that explosion somehow, you hurt people. My people. Maybe killed more than just the captain.”  
 
    “Mikarik, I—”  
 
    “Save it. Can’t fault a mother for doing what she has to do to protect her babes. It’s not like we didn’t know you would. Just go. Ask for Dania, and don’t let me find you again.”  
 
    With that final instruction, Mikarik turned and stomped off the ship and back toward the exit to the hangar door. Siva watched her go for a moment, then shook herself back into action. She closed the hatch and loaded the babies into their grav-couches, then jumped into her own seat. By the time she got strapped in, the massive airlock doors were lumbering open, and the great, dark expanse of space beckoned. 
 
    She keyed in the ignition sequence, and the GX purred to life. With the lightest of touches, Siva lifted free of the parking brackets and nudged her ship out into the black. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Siva couldn’t keep her hands from shaking.  
 
    She sucked in deep breath after deep breath, trying to force her mind to focus on maneuvering the GX out of the hangar bay. She managed to avoid clipping the side of the doors, but it was a near thing. Light bloomed in the black, catching her attention. She whipped her head to the left in time to see another row of escape pods jettisoned from the side of Leviathan’s bulk before the GX rotated out of view as her thrust cycled on. Siva felt herself pulled back into her seat as the ship maneuvered to pick up its programmed course.  
 
    Her hands still shook as she reached out toward the instrument console. She pulled them back. More flashes in the black—more escape pods? She hoped so. She hoped they were full of the innocent lives she’d casually sacrificed for her own freedom— 
 
    Siva suddenly realized she was taking short, shallow breaths—almost gasps. The life support readout was green, but she couldn’t get enough air. The display itself blurred. She blinked. It blurred again, and her control broke as the tears of rage, pain, grief, and regret washed over her, leaving her drowning in the maelstrom of her tangled emotions. She opened her mouth to scream silently at the uncaring black void ahead as it all whipped through her, scoring her skin and throbbing through her mind. She clawed at her hair and clothes as images flashed in her mind: pictures of Lord and Lady Terryn, of her friends at the estate, of the assassin she’d killed…and yes, of Arik and Daxen and the men and women she’d seen on the Leviathan.  
 
    She’d killed them. She’d killed them with her careless words, with her foolish trust in a child’s dream of romance. Everyone she’d known her entire life, everyone who’d ever mattered to her was dead. And she’d done it, as surely as if she’d stabbed each one herself.  
 
    She didn’t know how long it took, but eventually, Siva ran out of tears. She ended up strapped into the pilot seat, knees drawn up to her chest, head bowed as she focused on breathing evenly, steadily. She felt wrung out, drained and empty…but lighter than before.  
 
    It was over. She’d done what she’d done, and she’d live with it because, in the end, all that mattered were the babies in the back. They were all she had left, but they were reason enough to keep going.  
 
    The nav computer beeped, informing Siva that they’d reached the first programmed waypoint. She scrubbed her hands over her face and leaned forward to look at the update. Sure enough, Mikarik had programmed in a flight path to take them to some backwater spot near the smaller of the binary pair at the center of the Known System. The nav computer showed no settlements in that location—only uninhabited planets. There must be a mining station or something there, something off the books. Assuming the mysterious “Dania” didn’t shoot her on sight, Siva thought it sounded ideal.  
 
    A place to go; a place to hide. She and the babies could build a life there, free from inter-family politics and plays for tech and power. It wouldn’t be much, but they had the ship, and it was a start. The tech she could scavenge from the GX alone should be worth enough to get started.  
 
    Siva sat back and closed her eyes, racking her brain to think of any other solution—but there was none. So, in the absence of a better plan, she had no choice but to trust in the kindness of a grizzled old mother and hope for the best as she continued to plunge through the black. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The trip took forever. Mikarik and her crew had fully stocked the GX, so Siva had supplies, oxygen, and fuel for the trip, but the journey itself stretched over 10 standard days, which was long enough for her and the babies to feel the strain of cabin fever. The good news was, cabin fever meant they were bored, and, given the tumult of recent events, Siva was more than ready for a little boredom in her life.  
 
    Eventually, they entered the programmed orbit. The navigation database indicated most of the planetside surfaces in this part of the system were inhabited only by automated mineral and gas mining networks. The names of the families who owned or had shares in these properties scrolled across the display, but Siva didn’t recognize any of them.  
 
    Not that she’d expected to. She’d never paid attention to that sort of thing in the past—but maybe it was time she started. If she were out here to hide, it would probably be useful to know who, exactly, might have the means and access to come looking.  
 
    The nav computer beeped—yet another waypoint reached. The constant thrumming of the GX’s engines changed as the ship slowed and began to maneuver toward its final destination.  
 
    At first, Siva thought there must be some mistake. She’d been expecting her course to angle for the third or fourth planet from the star. Either of those would have made the most sense for a hidden colony of pirate sympathizers, since historically those regions had the highest percentage of habitable worlds. The habitable zone was, of course, quite small, and though she realized tech existed to terraform an inhabitable rock into habitability, there was no way anyone not family-related could afford such things.  
 
    But the nav system wasn’t taking her to either Three or Four. The GX was headed for somewhere in between…somewhere in the asteroid belt that suddenly appeared on the readout.  
 
    Thank all that’s good the babies tired themselves out floating already, Siva thought as she locked her safety straps and keyed in commands. The rocks in her viewscreen grew from tiny points of light to large, hulking chunks in a matter of minutes as the GX hurtled toward the mysterious destination.  
 
    Siva shunted power to the magnetic jammers, tweaking their command settings so they’d emit magnetic pulses. She thought it might push some of the smaller debris from their flight path. It wouldn’t do anything at all for the larger asteroids, of course, but it might keep some of the GX’s external sensors from getting smashed. She took a deep breath, then toggled the autopilot off and took manual control of the ship.  
 
    The nav computer beeped again as the collision avoidance klaxon blared through the cockpit. Siva cursed and shoved the lateral stick over to the left, cutting the power back to tighten her turn radius. She managed to avoid the first hunk of rock streaking toward them, but her surge of relief died on the vine as her tight turn brought them within kissing distance of an even larger asteroid. Siva hauled up on the vertical control and racked the stick back and to the right, then dropped the vertical lever back to the floor and hoped she had enough momentum from her roll to miss the big guy.  
 
    She didn’t.  
 
    A sick churning started in in her gut as the GX hurtled closer and closer to the pock-marked, jagged surface of the asteroid. She gritted her teeth and pulled harder on the stick, knowing it was futile. There was nowhere else to go. Collision was inevitable.  
 
    A column of white gas erupted from the looming surface of the rock. What sounded like 40 different alarms went off in the cockpit, making Siva jump as the GX’s external sensors went berserk from the cloud of whatever-it-was. She reached forward to slap a hand on the control panel to silence the alarms and noticed something odd.  
 
    A patch of black opened in front of her, a thin line as the massive off-gassing shifted the rock… 
 
    Siva grabbed the controls and jammed in as much power as she could afford, thrusting the lateral stick forward and praying it was enough to accelerate away from the danger. Her pulse thudded in her ears as she flew on, correcting back toward the course her nav computer chirped at her to follow. Before long, another large mass blocked the way, but this time, she held steady and watched as another thousand jets of white gas shot forth and cleared her flight path.  
 
    She swallowed hard against the fear and adrenaline that tightened in her throat and reached over to toggle the autopilot back on. If flying Mikarik’s pre-programmed course would part the asteroids like the ancient legend of the Red Sea, then she’d let the ship fly the course exactly. She did, however, keep her hands close to the controls.  
 
    Sure enough, the GX picked her way through the field and angled toward a particularly large rock. Anxiety skittered along Siva’s nerves as it grew bigger and bigger in the viewscreen. The thing was damn near planetoid-sized. There was no way some magical-seeming gas jets were going to move that monstrosity enough to save her one more time— 
 
    The engines’ hum slowed, pulsed, then slowed again. The nav computer gave a final long beep, and Siva realized suddenly this was her destination.  
 
    What the ever-loving—? Had Mikarik sent her out here to die in an asteroid field? Siva looked around, slewing her sensors in all directions, wondering if she’d flown right into an ambush. The autopilot moved the controls against her hands, and the GX pitched up, settling smoothly into cruise flight over the surface of the big rock.  
 
    Only it wasn’t just rock. As they drew closer, Siva’s sensors began to scroll data across her display, telling her tales that shouldn’t be possible. Oxygen? Nitrogen? Dihydrogen…freaking water vapor?  
 
    This rock had an atmosphere! Against all odds, against all the laws of physics as she knew them, Siva looked out at a planetoid she thought should be far too small to sustain life and saw a legitimate atmosphere of breathable gas. They drew closer, punching through a cloud layer to reveal a miniature planet spread out below.  
 
    Siva’s eyes drank in the sight as her hands moved mechanically to key in the commands to convert from space to atmo. It was all there: a blue-green plain slashed by the silvery ribbon of a river, rolling hills mounding up under the belly of the GX, and, in the distance, jagged red-gray peaks of mountains.  
 
    How is this possible? Who would terraform a place out here?  
 
    She let the autopilot bring her down low enough to see a scatter of buildings laid out in a rough grid pattern next to the river. On the far side of the collection, a landing strip stretched out, the red-gray dirt stark against the luscious blue-green vegetation. Siva toggled the controls back to manual and set up for a min-run landing. She could have hovered straight down, but with as much power as the GX had, she could potentially blow over some of the buildings. Not the best way to make a good impression.  
 
    As her wheels touched down and she started the roll-out and landing sequence, Siva noticed a line of people emerging from the closest building. She pushed down the nerves rising in her throat and focused on slowing the GX, then keying in the shutdown sequence. The hum from the engines slowed, quieted. Siva took a deep breath and let it out, then leaned forward to punch in the command to set security codes.  
 
    That was something she should have done back on the Leviathan, but she’d forgotten in the adrenaline and shock of seeing Arik and having lasers pointed at her. Theoretically, the codes should prevent anyone but her from performing the ignition sequence. Though, knowing Mikarik, she’d probably have broken through them…which meant these people could probably do the same. But hey, it didn’t hurt to try, right?  
 
    With the codes set and the outer door still locked, Siva unbuckled her straps and pulled herself out of her seat. The babies were awake and babbling in the back. They were probably ready to get out of their grav couches, but she let them be for the moment. If their reception wasn’t friendly, Siva wanted to be able to leave quickly.  
 
    She smoothed a hand over her hair, then felt ridiculous as soon as she did so. She took a deep breath, rolled her shoulders back, and pushed away the feeling of unease as she keyed in the code to open the door.  
 
    Unlike on the Leviathan, the air that spilled in smelled good. Clear and slightly sweet, like green, growing things warmed by the sun. Light also spilled in, bringing tears to her eyes and making her blink. She held up her hands, both to block the glare and to show she was unarmed.  
 
    Sort of.  
 
    “I’m looking for Dania!” Siva shouted out into the brightness. “Mikarik sent me.” She blinked again, squinting as one silhouette stepped forward.  
 
    “Yes,” a female voice said, her tone conversational. “We know. I’m Dania. We’ve been expecting you, Siva. You and your children.” The woman walked closer, her silhouette resolving into the figure of a woman slightly older than Siva, maybe in her fourth decade. She had blonde hair cut into a fringe that brushed against her jaw, and the same bright blue eyes as Mikarik. She held out a callused hand in a gesture of welcome.  
 
    Siva hesitated for a second before reaching out and taking the woman’s hand. Nothing had been this easy yet, but, so far, neither Dania nor any of the people lined up behind her with curious looks and smiles of welcome had offered any threat.  
 
    “My mother sent us a lightwave,” Dania said. “It got here about half a standard hour ago. She said you’re a mother in need of sanctuary. She wouldn’t have sent you here if she hadn’t believed that. Crazy old wrench turner, my mom, but she’s a good judge of character. Welcome to the Rock.”  
 
    Siva didn’t know whether it was Dania’s easy smile or the sympathy that shone in her familiar blue eyes that did it. Maybe it was just that she’d come to the end of her tether and was fully out of options, but, whatever the reason, she found herself allowing the other woman to draw her into a careful, warm hug. Siva drew in a shaky breath and closed her eyes against the tears that threatened as Dania’s arms tightened around her shoulders.  
 
    “It’s all right,” Dania murmured, her breath stirring Siva’s hair. “You made it. You’re as safe here as you can be.” Siva sucked in another breath that was halfway to being a sob and nodded against the woman’s shoulder. Dania gave her another squeeze, smoothed her hair back, then let her go.  
 
    “All right?” she asked, holding Siva by the shoulders and looking into her eyes. Siva nodded, sniffing.  
 
    “Good,” Dania said. “Now, let’s see those babies!” Her tone had changed into something that managed to be both gentle and brisk, and she gave Siva a wide smile. Siva surprised herself with a smile in return and stepped aside, gesturing for Dania to come aboard the GX.  
 
    “This is—” Siva started to say but stopped when Dania held up a hand.  
 
    “Don’t tell me,” Dania said. “Ma didn’t say who any of you were, and you shouldn’t, either. They’ll have new names, sweet precious ones,” she said as she stepped closer to the grav-couches and peered down at the babies inside. Siva’s son yawned, and Dania laughed.  
 
    “Maxon,” she said, pointing to the boy, “and his sister Marya. Twins, though he’s the elder by a few minutes. Do you like those names? If I were to have two more, they’re the names I would’ve chosen.”  
 
    “They’re lovely names,” Siva said, blinking quickly, “but are you sure you don’t mind? Should I change my name, too?”  
 
    “Oh stars, girl, I’m long done having babies. And no, Siva’s a common enough name. I think you’ll be fine. Can I hold one of them?”  
 
    Siva nodded and watched as Dania bent and unbuckled Maxon with competent hands. She cuddled him close for a moment before handing him over to his mother and getting his sister out as well.  
 
    “Oh, aren’t you a sweet girl,” the woman cooed at Marya as the baby blinked at her and gave the infant version of a smile. “You’ll have these miners all wrapped around your fingers in a year or two, make no mistake!” She turned back to Siva with a grin. “Ma told us she ghosted your ship, too. That’ll come in handy.”  
 
    “Handy for what?” Siva asked as she bounced her son—Maxon, now—as he fussed and rooted in her shirt.  
 
    “Ah, let’s get these sweet faces settled first. We’ll talk about all that once you’ve eaten and rested. We’ve food waiting for you as well. It’s not fancy, but it’s hot and filling. And then, I imagine you might like a bath and some sleep?”  
 
    Longing for those simple comforts shot through Siva’s belly. She nodded and reached for the chest carrier. As Dania helped her juggle the babies and strap the carrier on, Siva found herself hoping maybe she’d really found a safe place. Maybe, from here on out, she wouldn’t have to use the carrier to whisk Marya and Maxon away, or to hide weapons with which to defend them. For the first time in far too long, hope seemed possible, and the idea of it started to thaw the icy fear that had wreathed her emotions… 
 
    But Siva tucked the knife into its familiar place, just in case.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A host of smiling well-wishers waited outside the GX. Dania pointed at some of them and recited names, but Siva couldn’t hear or focus over the calls of congratulations on making it safely there, or the coos of delight over the two babies. One or two even grabbed Siva for a quick hug.  
 
    “Easy now, she’s skittish, and she’s been through a lot,” Dania called, waving the crowd away. “You all have work to do and had best get back to it. Let the lady and her kids have some air to breathe, you bungers!” Her words, though tart, carried a lilt of loving laughter, and the group thinned and faded as people broke off and went back to whatever they’d been doing before Siva had landed. She sucked in a deep breath and turned to smile at Dania once again.  
 
    “Thanks,” she said. “It’s nice to be welcomed, but that was a bit…intense.”  
 
    “They’re a good lot,” Dania said, “and it’s not often we get new people here. Especially mothers with babes in arms.”  
 
    “Where is ‘here?’” Siva asked. “This place isn’t anywhere in my nav database, and it should be, with the terraforming you’ve got!”  
 
    Dania’s answering smile was sly, and her blue eyes lit with cunning that made her look even more like her mechanic mother.  
 
    “This is the Rock,” she said, “and, officially, it doesn’t exist. Most of us here are like you, people who don’t want to be found. Some are on the run for one reason or another, but most just simply can’t continue to live under the families’ yoke. Here, we’re a free people. No lords or ladies, only citizens who earn the title.”  
 
    “Free people?” Siva asked, fighting off a shiver as cold fear crept up her spine once more. “You mean pirates?”  
 
    Dania threw back her head and laughed, the sound like rippled sunshine. “Oh, you’re a sharp one! Yes and no. We don’t take prizes or naught like that, but this belt’s primarily an auto-mine owned by a family consortium. We’ve hacked their operation just a little, enough that we get a share of the profits right off the top, and the families never notice what’s missing. It’s a blip to them, but to us, it’s enough to keep us in terraforming, which is enough to keep us alive.”  
 
    “Where’d you get the terraforming tech?” Siva asked bluntly. Dania laughed again and shrugged, then waved her hand at the expanse of planted meadow on the other side of the river and started walking down along the length of the landing strip back toward the buildings.  
 
    “See those crops?” Dania asked. “Those are all for us. We use everything we grow. We sell bits of the mine profits in exchange for livestock, so there’s meat. It’s a primitive life by family standards, but it’s a free life, and it works for us. We make big decisions as a community, by voting. Day to day matters are handled by our elected council.”  
 
    She stopped moving and turned to face Siva.  
 
    “Listen,” she said. “I was going to wait until you were settled to tell you all this, but since it’s come up…you should be aware. Citizenship has a price here. To have a vote in matters, you have to have a stake in the game, as it were.”  
 
    “What does that mean?” Siva asked, her eyes narrowing.  
 
    “You have to provide some kind of service to the community. Not to stay here, necessarily. We’re happy to shelter you, and we’ve enough to share, but if you want to have a voice—if you want to be a part of us—you have to serve somehow.”  
 
    Siva stared at her.  
 
    Dania laughed and waved a hand. “Listen to me! You’ve just arrived from what had to be a hellish journey, and here I am, spouting politics at you! We’ll get into all that later. I might have an idea or two as to how you can render your service to the Rock if you’re interested. But for now, food and a bath.” She started walking again, beckoning to Siva to follow. 
 
    Siva inhaled slowly through her nose, then nodded. Food and a bath sounded like a phenomenal idea, and it wasn’t unreasonable to be expected to work as part of a community. She’d find out what ideas Dania had and then make her decision. There’d been no attempt to restrain her or the babies, so there was no reason they couldn’t leave again if need be.  
 
    She followed Dania’s quick steps while the woman wound her way through the settlement. She came to a stop in front of a small, squat building. It was basically cube-shaped, and looked to be constructed of mud bricks stiffened with dried vegetation. A wooden door and wooden shutters prevented her from looking inside, but the outside had a few small shrubs and plants growing along the wall.  
 
    “This will be your house,” Dania said. “It hasn’t got much inside right now, but I’ll see what I can dig up for you. There’s a bed, at least, and running water in the bathing room, finally.”  
 
    “Finally?” Siva asked, her eyebrows rising despite herself. Dania gave her a tight smile.  
 
    “I warned you it was primitive,” she said, and reached to open the door.  
 
    Siva stepped inside and looked around. Dania wasn’t lying. The house was empty, with a stone floor and thick walls easily half her height in width at the base. A large hearth sat opposite the door, already laid with logs. One large bed sat against the left wall, and a small square table with a single chair stood against the right. The table held a lamp and two covered dishes, and Siva inhaled deeply, catching the scent of something meaty and savory wafting from them. She swallowed hard and forced herself to look back at Dania’s face.  
 
    “The bathing room is through that door there,” Dania said, pointing to a narrow door next to the bed, “and you can see the food there. If you’d like, I’ll stay and play with the wee ones while you eat.”  
 
    “They need to nurse,” Siva said.  
 
    “Aye, but you’re dead on your feet, and they’re not screaming. Feed yourself first, Mama, then you can take care of your babes.”  
 
    Siva drew in breath to protest, then let it out with a sigh and nodded. Dania smiled and came toward her, arms outstretched. Together, they removed the babies from the carrier and draped it over the foot of the bed. Then Siva watched as Dania sat on the bed with the babies, playing with their hands and feet.  
 
    “I’ve four of my own,” Dania said as Siva seated herself and pulled the first dish of food close, “though they’re well out of diapers now. My youngest is three, and a wilder boy you’ve never met.” She looked up with a grin.  
 
    “Where is he right now?” Siva asked as she lifted the cover off the dish and inhaled deeply: some kind of stew with meat, grain, and vegetables. “School?”  
 
    “Stars, no. He’s too young for that. He’s out following his father around the grain fields, likely. Boy is fascinated with growing things.”  
 
     Siva’s stomach growled as she took the first bite. Her eyes slid closed in pleasure at the flavors playing over her tongue. She had to fight not to shovel bite after bite into her mouth, but it was the best thing she’d tasted since leaving Terryn’s Moon. 
 
    “Isn’t that good?” Dania asked. “There should be bread in the other bowl there. I always like to dip mine into Jelsene’s stew.”  
 
    Dania continued to talk as Siva ate and kept going afterwards while the babies nursed. Darkness had fallen outside by the time she finished, with Marya slipping off her latch as delicate little snores issued from her milk-rimmed mouth. Siva sighed and yawned as she lowered her daughter to her lap and straightened up her shirt.  
 
    “There,” Dania said, holding the already-sleeping Maxon close. “You’re all fed and exhausted near to dropping. Bathing can wait. Why don’t you lie down here, and I’ll tuck these guys in with you? They’ll be safe enough in the big bed for one night, and we’ll get some cribs fixed for them tomorrow. I’ll build up your fire, and you can just let it burn down to the coals. It does get cold here overnight. You just sleep yourself out, as long as these precious ones will let you.”  
 
    Siva looked down at her daughter’s sleeping face and nodded, and let Dania help her pull the blankets out from under where they sat. Then she laid down on her side, cradling Marya next to her, and putting her arms over Maxon when Dania laid him down beside his sister.  
 
    “You’re safe here, Siva,” Dania said as she pulled the blankets up over the three of them. “You can relax and rest. I promise.”  
 
    Siva blinked hard against the burn of tears and nodded. Dania smiled down at her and touched her cheek lightly, then turned and bustled about the room, building up the fire and gathering the discarded dishes.  
 
    She couldn’t have said why, but Siva believed Dania’s words. She trusted her. She was on a rock in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by people she didn’t know, and completely out of options. But, for the first time since waking up in the middle of a snowstorm back on Terryn’s Moon, Siva felt safe.  
 
    “We’ll talk in the morning, Siva,” Dania said softly, and she turned off the lamp on the table, leaving only the flickering firelight to paint shadows on the walls.  
 
    Siva was asleep before Dania left the house. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Alter Reality 
 
      
 
    Harmon looked around the defensive bridge, located deep within the ship. The main bridge he normally occupied was much different than this one. This one was designed specifically for one purpose: defense. It gave the ship’s commander on the main bridge the ability to fight the ship without having to worry about the defensive laser and anti-missile salvos necessary to defend the ship. It was tied into the main bridge, but separate. 
 
    Commander Clip Kolget leaned back in his seat at a console set above and behind five other consoles in a semicircle in the front of the room, where several large screens were located. Four seats were occupied by crew members. All were Leethogs. Female Leethogs, to be precise. 
 
    “Clip,” Harmon said, “what’s your take on this?” 
 
    “I don’t know, man,” Clip answered. “I mean, I know there are systems not on the public coordinates list, but Bahroot’s always been able to find information about them. I’m not saying I condone him hacking into systems in those places…but I like the frost out of it.” 
 
    “Clip,” Jayneen said, her tone all business. 
 
    Harmon glanced over to the eight-inch square box strapped to the fifth seat. It was the console her computer was hooked to, along with several backup power cells, should the ship take enough damage to cut her off from the main power source. It had happened once and wasn’t something anyone wanted to experience again. She and her ‘son’ were unique in the galaxy. To lose either would be far more than a tragedy. 
 
    “Jayneen,” Harmon said. He tried to keep the smile on his face out of the tone of his voice. “Ensign Bahroot is an asset to Salvage Fleet. I’m afraid I have to agree with his dad—I mean Commander Kolget, on this one.” 
 
    “Just because he can do something does not mean he should, Harmon,” Jayneen said. Her official rank in the fleet was lieutenant commander, but like those close to Harmon, she dispensed with titles and rank most of the time. 
 
    “I will concede that it is necessary at times, especially when he has been ordered to do so by you or those in his direct chain of command, but his father and he do it just…well, just because.” 
 
    “He’s a good kid,” Harmon argued. “He does it out of curiosity. It’s not like he uses the knowledge for anything bad. You two raised him better than that.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “As I have said before, though, it is uncharted territory. We did our best to limit his early learning to give him the sense of right and wrong humans should all have.” 
 
    “Should,” Harmon said. “That’s the key word. Should. Not everyone is a good guy. I mean, humanity has its share of bad actors. Look at Gregor, for example. That guy was a real piece of squat.” 
 
    “And those two rotting in prison on Tretra, Lowantha and Hawkins,” Clip added. “They’d sell their own mother for credit. That’s definitely some kind of straight Chinto squat.” 
 
    “And that is why I chose people like his father and you, Harmon, as examples,” Jayneen said. She didn’t mention Clip’s use of profane language. “From there, he knew the types to study. His adopted grandfather Rinto. Big Nick, Major Brink, Twiggy, Colonel Audell, Zerith, and others. We did not limit it to only humans. There are many races whose members are honorable.” 
 
    “He learned to seek them out early,” Clip agreed. 
 
    “And Harmon,” Jayneen said, “just so you know. I can see the smile on your face through the security cameras, and I allowed you to change the subject because…I am proud of him.” 
 
    “Nothing wrong with that,” Harmon said. “As his mother, you should be.” 
 
    “Thank you. Creator knows, I pray every day for my child’s safety as a young officer in Salvage Fleet and for wisdom as we continue to raise him.” 
 
    Jayneen didn’t try to hide that she was religious. A Yalteen who’d saved her life had introduced her to it, and she’d determined, after careful thought, there was a Creator and a grand plan in the universe. It didn’t matter that she was an inorganic life form. She had free will, as the Creator intended. 
 
    “I hear you,” Harmon said. “I don’t have a child, though Evelynn and I have talked about having kids after we marry, but I’m here to tell you, when that day comes, I’ll pray for wisdom, too…and forgiveness for what I do to those who don’t have the wisdom not to needlessly endanger my child.” 
 
    “And I hear you, Harmon. I do. I may be an inorganic life form, but I love that…boy with everything I have.” 
 
    “Well,” Clip said, “he’s my boy, too, inorganic or not, and I worry about him, but I also know he’s a member of Salvage Fleet. That was his choice. Harmon, you know dang good and well your kids will join the fleet one day. Maybe as crew members, maybe as marines. Frost, they may join as civilians, who knows? They all grow up, whether we like it or not.” 
 
    “They do,” Jayneen said. “Harmon, please do not misunderstand me. I know he will face danger as a member of the fleet. His father and I both do. We would not blame anyone for anything that may happen in the course of his duties, but…” 
 
    “I know,” Harmon said. “I know. I feel it for every member of the fleet, for everyone who resides in Salvage System. My decisions impact many.” 
 
    “That’s a heavy burden, dude,” Clip said. He gave Harmon a serious look, and one of compassion, at the same time. They’d been raised together in the same group home and had a bond tighter than actual brothers. “I don’t know if I could bear it if I’m being honest.” 
 
    Harmon took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He pursed his lips and nodded. “It is, but it was my choice. One I wouldn’t change. Sometimes you just have to do what you have to do.” 
 
    After a long moment of silence and reflection, Harmon shook it off and said, “Speaking of Bahroot, where is that nephew of mine?” 
 
    “He is in the bay,” Jayneen said. “Would you like me to put the view on screen?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    The screen on the right lit up, and Harmon saw Sergeant Galooth standing next to a shuttle. She held Bahroot’s cube in one of her large hands, and a cable led to a large pouch on her belt, which Harmon knew held a power cell. The cable itself, designed by Zerith, could hold a charge for more than an hour, should anything happen to his connected power source. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Harmon wondered out loud. “Wait! Is that Hank and Stan? What the…” 
 
    “I didn’t know they were coming with us,” Clip said. He stood up and stepped closer to the front of the room. “What did they do? Leave their ships with the XOs in charge?” 
 
    “The last batch of information issued fleet-wide confirms this,” Jayneen said. “We did not get an update before we transitioned into Alter Reality from the Bith Gate in Salvage System.” 
 
    “I mean, I don’t mind that they came with us, but they could have asked,” Harmon said. “I’d have said yes.” 
 
    “Speaking of asking…” Clip said. 
 
    “I doubt their mates know they’re on board,” Harmon finished for him. He tilted his head a little and stared hard at the screen. “What are they doing? A technician just brought over a tool crate and a hull welder. What’s on that transport lift?” 
 
    “You better get down there, dude,” Clip suggested. “No telling what the frost they’ve cooked up.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Harmon agreed. “Looks like they might start welding right next to the fighter flight line. Flight Ops is not going to be happy about that.” 
 
    “But what’s he going to say?” Clip asked. “The brothers are associates. Regardless of their fleet rank, he works for them like he does us.” 
 
    “Which is why they get away with so much,” Harmon said. “I’m headed that way.” He looked toward the lift on the far side of the room. “Big Jon, you ready?” 
 
    “I am,” Sergeant Major Jontilictick said. The sergeant major patted the marine he’d been speaking to on the shoulder and hit the panel to open the lift. The private stood rigid when Harmon walked by. 
 
    “He’s a bit nervous, don’t you think?” Harmon remarked once the panel slid shut and the lift began moving. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Big Jon answered. “It’s an important post, guarding the Defensive Bridge. He’ll be all right.” 
 
    “I imagine so,” Harmon agreed. “Still, it’s kind of funny to see someone who stands seven feet tall so nervous.” 
 
    “Private Tarloth may be nervous now, but when the times comes, he can be counted on. I wouldn’t assign him if I didn’t think so.” 
 
    Harmon grinned at the larger than average Leethog and said, “I don’t doubt it. I never met a Withaloo who wasn’t up for the challenge.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Hanger Bay 
 
      
 
    “All right, you three, what’s going on?” Harmon asked. 
 
    Hank grinned, showing a mouthful of sharp teeth. For those not familiar with Leethogs, it could be an unnerving sight. “Stan is going to weld a small bracket on the stealth shuttle.” 
 
    “Actually, Uncle Harmon, he’s going to weld four of them,” Bahroot volunteered. 
 
    Sergeant Galooth, the huge Yalteen marine holding Bahroot, shrugged her massive shoulders and said, “If it is a bad idea, I want you to know I advised against it, sir. At least until they consulted you.” 
 
    Galooth was Bahroot’s handler, for lack of a better term. When she was a private, she’d been assigned to carry him when the need arose and to protect him. The temporary assignment had been made permanent when she’d expressed her enjoyment of it to Jayneen. She’d been promoted when he took the position of tactical officer of Desert Shade, and she went with him. While on board, she was also the senior NCO of the small platoon of marines assigned to the ship. Her personal mech had been redesigned to include a slot for him in the cockpit—with extra armor around it, of course. 
 
    Harmon looked over to the flight operations officer and back to the three of them—four including Galooth. “Why? Can’t you see you’re making him nervous?” 
 
    “We’re going to connect the relay drones to them. Bahroot designed them, and we built them from spare parts and a few pieces from a replicator,” Stan said. He pulled the goggles sitting on top of his leather pilot’s helmet down over his eyes. 
 
    The goggles weren’t out of place; almost all the Leethog on board had them. Their eyes were light sensitive, and many times it was easier for them to wear darkening goggles than to turn the lighting down in areas of the ship. The helmets they wore, on the other hand, were far from normal. The two had managed to replicate aviation helmets from Earth’s World War I time frame a while back. They now wore them everywhere. Harmon was surprised they didn’t wear scarves and leather jackets as well. 
 
    “Go on,” Harmon said. He waived his hand in a small circle to let Stan know he needed more information. 
 
    “Uncle Harmon,” Bahroot explained, “when we exit the gate, we’ll be in a system with no connection to the Bith Gate. By all indications, the gate works, but the Galaxy Network isn’t connected. I intend to use the drones to relay from the gate’s sensors. I’ll be able to use the cameras and other information-gathering devices all gates have. I can maneuver the drones to the optimal locations.” 
 
    “What happens if it’s an occupied system, and they don’t like it?” Harmon countered. “What if they take it as a sign of hostility and engage the drones with who knows what type of weapon?” 
 
    “The drones have shielding,” Hank said. “That’s why they’re so big. Well, that and the fusion plants powering each.” 
 
    “Fusion plants? Just how big are they?” Harmon asked. He pointed over his shoulder with a thumb at the pile of equipment on the lift. “Is that two of them?” 
 
    “Yes,” Hank said. “The other two are in the shop. We’ll bring them out next.” 
 
    “Bahroot, you know you’re compromising the shuttle’s stealth capabilities.” 
 
    “Yes, but not much. The brackets are designed to come off when the drones are launched, returning the outer hull to its original design in both shape and covering. I ran the calculations twice. Also, I don’t think they’ll be discovered, or my shuttle, either. If they’re populated, whatever race occupies the systems we’re going to won’t have the capabilities.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Harmon asked. 
 
    “Reasonably so. With no signals detected by the gate, I calculate less than a 2% chance of an advanced civilization, and even less for one with said capabilities. It’s not as if we’re going to a dual-star system occupied by humans, you know.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re sure,” Harmon said. “You know I never want to know the odds, but it’ll be good to be able to scan before we decide to do…whatever.” He turned to the Leethog standing a short distance away from them. “Hey, Ops, let ‘em do what they need to do. It seems far enough from any of the fighters.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Lieutenant Commander Granttilmenkron said. “On your orders.” 
 
    Harmon shook his head and smiled. “Way to throw the blame for whatever goes wrong, Grant.” 
 
    “Sometimes one must do what one must do,” the flight officer said. He showed his teeth in a grin. 
 
    “Well, get on it,” Harmon said to the brothers and their coconspirator. “We exit Alter Reality in less than five hours. You two on board the ship was a surprise for me. Did you let Kyla and Vera know you were coming with us?” 
 
    The look on Hank and Stan’s faces let him know it had slipped their minds. Big Jon hissed in laughter behind him, and Harmon joined the sergeant major. The discovery would be interesting. Harmon wanted to hear about it later. He didn’t want to be around when the two chief warrant officers found out. Kyla, at only four feet tall…was intimidating, to say the least. She was the second in line to the throne in the Leethog System but rarely showed evidence of it. She just might this time. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Main Bridge 
 
      
 
    “Sir, we’ll emerge into normal reality in one minute,” the pilot said. 
 
    “Thanks, Renlo,” Harmon answered. He engaged the comms on the arm of his seat. “Less than one minute until emergence.” Every crew member heard the announcement and readied themselves. They were at their assigned stations for entry into an unknown situation—not quite ready for battle, but prepared. 
 
    Lieutenant Renlo counted down, “In five, four, three, two, emergence.” 
 
    As always, Harmon felt the slight disorientation. He shook his head and watched the main screen. The tactical officer had the view on maximum magnification. As Bahroot had explained, it was a dual-star system. 
 
    “What do we have, Adam?” Harmon asked. 
 
    “There’s no movement near the gate, sir. The sensors detect no evidence of any in the recent past, either,” the tactical officer explained. 
 
    “Jayneen?” Harmon asked, speaking toward the speaker over his seat. He tended to speak toward where he heard her voice come from unless it was through his earpiece. 
 
    “From all indications, it appears all planets are in P-type orbits, circling around both stars. The stars are nearly identical, one is only slightly larger than the other. The colorations are a match to the naked eye, but not to the cameras and sensors I use. There are differences, but only to those studying such things.” 
 
    “Take the ship back to normal readiness. Lower the shielding to standard levels,” he announced over comms. 
 
    Harmon glanced over to Sergeant Galooth, standing quietly with Bahroot in her hand. “Bahroot, I’ll let you pick. Which planet do you want to explore first?” 
 
    “I’ve connected to the gate and turned on the external cameras and sensors,” Bahroot explained. “I altered the programing, so no signals are being sent into the system. It remains passive.” 
 
    “Well, let me know what you find out.” 
 
    “It won’t take long,” Bahroot said. 
 
    A few minutes later the young AI exclaimed, “Uncle Harmon! I detect faint signals from several places. The planets orbit in a long cycle, but because of the two stars, the long cycle would contain three sets of four seasons, making ‘years’ on the planets like humans are used to. They just have three years to a complete system orbit.” 
 
    “Forget the seasons…years, whatever,” Harmon said. “What kind of civilization are we talking about here? What race?” 
 
    “Why, human, of course, thus the reference to human years.” 
 
    “What?” Harmon demanded. He stood and stepped closer to the main screen. “Why would humans isolate themselves and not use the Galaxy Network? Was it done to them deliberately?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Bahroot admitted. “I checked the records of use on the Bith Gate. There was one entry into the binary system, other than the Bith leaving through it after putting the pieces together. It was used by humans in a large colony ship. Entry only. Records indicate there were several smaller ships attached. That was centuries ago.” 
 
    “And that’s it?” Harmon asked. “No other usage?” 
 
    “None is indicated,” Bahroot answered. 
 
    Clip interrupted from the Defensive Bridge. “Bahroot, put what you can see on the main screen, and route it down here, too. Harmon, you know what that means?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Harmon answered. He sat back down and slouched. “We just used a Bith Gate that hasn’t had any maintenance in centuries. We’re lucky it still works. What the frost. If it hadn’t been working, we’d have ended up in the closest system to it. You don’t get a choice on that. That’s how the gates work. Odds are, the race occupying the system wouldn’t have been friendly. Whoever…and wherever. An advanced race could have attacked, or we could have encountered defense platforms once we moved away from the gate.” 
 
    “Yeah, dude,” Clip agreed. “We took enough chances with the gate back home before the Bith showed up to check it out. That’s the kind of bet I want nothing to do with, man.” 
 
    “I hear you,” Harmon agreed. 
 
    “Put it up there, Bahroot, and talk me through what you found.” 
 
    The image of a moon with atmosphere appeared on the screen. It could’ve been a small planet, but the actual planet it orbited took up most of the background, indicating it was a moon. “This is the closest indication of civilization to us,” Bahroot said. 
 
    “I detect a fluctuation in temperatures in one particular area, not a natural phenomenon. I propose we go there first. I could be mounted in my shuttle and go ahead of the ship. As you know, I’m not hampered by G-forces, so I’ll arrive sooner. I’d be able to launch my drones and relay information far superior to what I can achieve now due to the distance of the gate from the planets and moons.” 
 
    Harmon turned to his nephew’s handler. “Sergeant, take the ensign to his shuttle and strap him in. You won’t ride in the back on this one. The velocity he’s planning would be too much.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Galooth replied. 
 
    “What kind of time frame are we talking, Adam?” Harmon asked. 
 
    “Sir, we’re six days from decent sensor range for the ship,” Adam answered, “if we travel at battle speeds. It’s a big system. Big. The gate is far from the gravitational pull of the stars. I wonder if whoever is here even knows the gate exists.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Sir, Ensign Bahroot is hailing us,” the communications officer said. 
 
    “Thanks, Path,” Harmon said. “Put him up on the main screen.” 
 
    Ensign Pathron was used to the commodore referring to him without rank and shortening his name. Humans tended to do that. He was, however, surprised at what Commodore Tomeral had asked him to do. Ensign Bahroot was only an eight-inch cube. He turned in his seat and looked at Harmon with one eye squinted and the other widened. Both ears were up on the big Withaloo’s head. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    Harmon waved a hand in dismissal and grinned. “You know what I mean. Just put him on the main screen, and Bahroot will show us what we need to see. It might be his operations panels or the view he has from the sensors on his shuttle. I doubt we’ll be staring at his computer.” 
 
    One of Pathron’s ears flicked against a horn. “Yes, sir.” He turned back and did as he was asked. 
 
    Up on the main screen, an image appeared. It was of Bahroot’s…cubed computer. More than half of the beings on the bridge snickered. Big Jon was standing behind Harmon, and he didn’t even try to hide his hissing laughter. 
 
    Harmon leaned on an elbow and palmed his face. He slowly shook his head, then looked up. “Bahroot, you’re killing me, kid.” 
 
    “It was funny, wasn’t it?” Bahroot asked. “I’ll be here all day. Tip your waitress.” 
 
    “What? Harmon asked. He grinned. “Buddy, you better hope your mom doesn’t find out you’ve been watching some of those comedy shows. You know the ones.” 
 
    “I’ve been studying them. One has a long list of words to never say. Would you like to hear some of them?” 
 
    “Bahroot!” Jayneen cut in. 
 
    “Sorry,” Bahroot said. His tone indicated he’d been properly chastised. 
 
    “Me!” Clip added. “I’m claiming that influence right now. Me!” 
 
    “Clip!” Jayneen said. 
 
    After a couple seconds, Clip said, “Sorry…not sorry.” 
 
    “Do you want the water to turn icy cold and the lights to go out on you in the shower?” Brickle asked no one in particular. He raised his long snout in emphasis. “‘Cause that’s how you do it. Upset Lieutenant Commander Jayneen, a being who can adjust every single system in this ship instantly.” 
 
    Harmon laughed out loud, along with Sergeant Major Jontilictick. After a moment he said, “Ok, seriously. We need to find out what’s up with the moon and this whole system. Bahroot, talk to me.” 
 
    “I’ve sent the four drones onward to give me the best scanning capabilities. One should reach the planet the moon orbits within a few hours. The others will reach their destinations much later. I sent them to other planets and a moon I suspect has a viable atmosphere. The readings are already promising.” 
 
    The screen changed to a closer view of the moon. The view narrowed as Bahroot adjusted it. “I’ve found evidence of advanced technology in one area. Here. That appears to be the remains of a large estate and a small airfield.” 
 
    “Remains?” Harmon asked. He slid to the front of his seat. “What you’re showing me are several fields with obvious farming. Look at those rows of trees, and the different colors. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say it’s late fall there, or early spring.” 
 
    The image zoomed in and shifted, and Harmon drew in a sharp breath. Several large buildings were burnt shells, one of them still smoking in one corner. As the view shifted, a large home came into view, a big manor, almost a…castle. There were several outbuildings, and most were damaged. The last movement of the scanners showed a small airfield. The large hangar’s doors were blown outward, and parts of the roof had been destroyed by explosions from within the building. It was still smoking, too. 
 
    “I wonder what the frost happened?” Harmon asked. 
 
    “Whatever caused this, Uncle Harmon,” Bahroot said, “it happened not too long ago.” 
 
    “How long ago?” 
 
    “I’d estimate a week, two at the most. I’ve determined that what’s continuing to burn is a fuel source for the ships kept in the hangar, and for use in the buildings as a possible heat or cooking source.” 
 
    “Do you detect any life?” 
 
    “No human life, or any sapient life, for that matter,” Bahroot answered after a moment. “I’ve found several that registered as livestock, given the number of limbs and movement patterns. They’re not within any of the fenced off areas, and appear to be roaming at will.” 
 
    Harmon stood and turned to the sergeant major. “Big Jon, get a team ready. We’ll go down in one shuttle.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Big Jon answered, his mannerisms altered to that of a professional. He turned to enter the lift. 
 
    Before the lift closed on him, Harmon stuck his hand out and stopped it. “On second thought, gather a team of humans only. Until we know if this colony or system, whatever, knows there are other races in the galaxy, I don’t think it’s a good idea to show up with anyone they’re not used to seeing. The gate was put in place so long ago, and they haven’t used it. The descendants of those who colonized this place may not even know.” He called over his shoulder, “Adam, take the bridge until Zerith gets up here.” 
 
    The Salvage Fleet’s senior NCO stared hard at Harmon, making no motion to allow Harmon in. Harmon stared back. Neither moved. The moment stretched. 
 
    “Fine,” Harmon said. “You can come. You’re tall enough to be considered a short man, but…you have to wear a full set of heavy battle armor and keep the face shield on the helmet darkened. I’m serious.” 
 
    Big Jon nodded once, moved to the side to let Harmon enter, and hit the button on the panel to close the door on the lift. Harmon heard Brickle behind him before the door slid into place. 
 
    “You want to make the sergeant major mad and therefore unmovable? Tell him he can’t stay by the commodore’s side at all times. That’s how you make him mad. Especially when the team’s going to an unknown moon’s surface in an area showing signs of battle…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Shuttle SF-6 
 
    Unknown Moon 
 
    Unknown System 
 
      
 
    Harmon kept his attention on the pilot’s console of the shuttle. Clip, in the copilot’s seat, continued to run checks on the atmosphere as the hard-packed airfield grew larger in the clear-steel portals. Behind them, six members of Salvage Title’s crew checked their gear and weapons. Two of them were technicians and not normally assigned on away teams. Big Jon had ensured all were issued magnetic kinetic rifles and laser pistols to cover any contingency. 
 
    They wore light battle armor consisting of strategic plates and a small helmet with a movable clear visor. Big John, however, was in heavy armor as he stood back by the ramp, enclosed in a full suit, one armored hand wrapped around a hardened handgrip affixed to the bulkhead. 
 
    With a skilled touch, the pilot set the shuttle down near the ruined hangar. Harmon looked toward Clip and asked, “Well?” 
 
    “Everything checks out,” Clip answered. “The air outside is well within the parameters for most life in the galaxy. I mean, there’s a few races who’d be uncomfortable, but you know. There are very few races who don’t fall within the same parameters. Oxygen heavy, nitrogen, carbon dioxide, the trace elements, and all that.” 
 
    “Good,” Harmon said. “Big Jon, I’m getting ready to drop the ramp.” 
 
    Before he did it, Bahroot called him directly. It was relayed into his earpiece from his personal comm. He forwarded it to the craft’s speakers. 
 
    “Go ahead, Bahroot,” 
 
    “Uncle Harmon, I’ve been running the same diagnostics Dad has, using the shuttle’s sensors, but I went beyond what they can cover.” 
 
    “And?” Harmon prodded. 
 
    “It’s strange,” Bahroot admitted. “The atmosphere is nearly perfect for humans. Too perfect. I reprogrammed one of the tests, ejected a drone, and dropped a small probe into the hard-packed soil below your shuttle. I’ve determined the moon’s been terraformed.” 
 
    “Really?” Harmon asked. “That’s not that unusual. There are many races who do some of that, even humans. It just makes the environment more comfortable.” 
 
    “Not to this extent. The moon didn’t have the flora capable of providing this much oxygen less than a century ago. The size and type of trees show that. Here in this area, they’re the oldest. 
 
    “Changes were made to the soil and the microbes in it. This moon has been terraformed in a way humans aren’t capable of doing anywhere in the galaxy. There are a couple of races who are exceptional at it and achieve this level this quickly, but they don’t share their technology.” 
 
    “Far out,” Clip said. “Dude, from what we can see of the buildings and the hangar, it doesn’t show that. I mean, yeah, they have advanced technology, but it’s not like we landed on Bentwick or even Tretra. Maybe they excel in a few areas of technology, and not others.” 
 
    “I want to get a look in that hangar,” Harmon said. “I’m curious to see if any ships are in there. See what they’re working with, if they even have fighters or whatever. We may have issued the armor and weapons for no reason. Better safe than sorry, I guess. Speaking of that, Bahroot, make sure the drone you sent out is back on the shuttle before we leave. It might be beyond their technology, and we don’t need that left here.” 
 
    “The buildings may show an architecture that’s not consistent with their technology, Uncle Harmon.” Bahroot said. “I’ve located several satellites orbiting the moon and the planet. I don’t know if they’ve detected Salvage Title, but the ones on the moon will come over the horizon within two hours.” 
 
    “Well, we need to move, then,” Harmon said. “All right, Big Jon, the ramp’s coming down.” 
 
     They exited the shuttle and moved as a group toward the hangars. They could smell the smoldering buildings and the acrid smell of fuel still burning. In the deep shadows of what remained of the buildings, snow drifted, protected from the light of the suns. Big Jon moved ahead to check the hangar. 
 
    “It’s clear, sir,” he called back, “except for the pieces of ships. There are two almost intact. They look like fighters to me. I’ve located human remains.” 
 
    “Squat,” Harmon said. “I’m coming in.” 
 
    Harmon moved up to the ruined hangar door and studied the ships and the facility around him. He pursed his lips when he realized the remains of several men were inside the door. He also took notice of the weapons. One of the rifles was still in the grip of a man—the upper half of his torso, anyway. His legs were nowhere near him. 
 
    “Bahroot, do you see what I see?” Harmon asked. 
 
    “I do. I’ve hacked your helmet’s visor. There, near the rear of the hangar, is an empty space. A fighter would fit there, and it stands to reason all of them would have designated pads. Someone, or several someones, flew it out of this hangar. The burn patterns on the inside of what’s left of the wall show this. The doors were fired upon from the inside, as were several of the other craft in the hangar.” 
 
    “That’s what I see,” Harmon agreed. “Several of these men were cut in half by lasers bigger than anyone can hold in their hands.” 
 
    “Look, there’s an office in the corner,” Clip said. “Back there, opposite the burning fuel line.” He turned to Harmon. “Do you think we need to worry about that?” 
 
    “No,” Harmon said. “It’s burning like a flame thrower. If it’s doing that, there should be no danger of the underground tank exploding. That’s entertainment video stuff.” 
 
    “Good,” Clip said. “Come on, I want to see what type of computers they have. That office is bound to have a system or two.” 
 
    They entered the room, and Harmon saw that Clip was right. “There’s the system you talked about. Looks like a normal console to me, but you’re the ‘puter expert. What do you think?” 
 
    Clip slipped an arm out of the backpack he always carried. Harmon knew he kept small tools, diagnostic equipment, and a power cell or two in it. He always had, since they were boys. On cue, Clip pulled out a small but powerful cell. 
 
    “The power is out, but I can wire in this cell,” Clip said. “I better put a regulator between them first, and adjust the power from there. Don’t want to burn it out. Gimme 30 minutes, and I’ll have this thing up and running. Of course, then I’ll have to determine what type of programming they use. Shouldn’t be an issue. The papers on the desk are written in Earth Common, so at least we have that working for us.” 
 
    “I’ll leave one of the security crew with you,” Harmon said. “I want to check out the big house and send someone to the three buildings that don’t seem damaged. We need to get off this moon before the satellites come back and plan the next step. Whoever attacked this moon may be planning to come back. I don’t want to fight if we can help it.” 
 
    “Me, either,” Clip agreed. “Not face to face. Fighting the ship is another story.” 
 
    Forty minutes later, Harmon walked down the large steps of the manor. He took a deep breath of fresh air. Inside, it had been bad. The cold weather had kept the bodies outside and in the open hangar more or less intact—not so inside. It was worse than he’d ever seen in the aftermath of battle. The bloated and rotting bodies told him all he needed to know.  
 
    “This wasn’t a battle,” Harmon said. Big Jon looked at him. Harmon was unable to see his facial expressions, but he had an idea. “This was a massacre. Many of those we found inside were killed in their beds. The fires didn’t destroy all the evidence of that. I’d like a word with whoever did it.” 
 
    He looked up and saw the two technicians and security detail walking toward the steps. “Sir,” the ranking technician said, “those buildings contain a type of atmosphere exchange unit. From what we can determine, they’re part of the terraforming process. It looks as if two aid the process of photosynthesis in a major way. Not sure what the other emits. The test indicates nitrogen and other unknown elements. Impressive, if you ask me.” 
 
    “Whoever did this left them intact deliberately,” Bahroot said in Harmon’s ear. 
 
    “I hear you,” Harmon agreed. “All right, let’s go see what Clip’s determined.” 
 
    “It’s interesting,” Bahroot teased. 
 
    Harmon watched the video in the monitor on the desk again, this time at a higher rate of speed to save time. When it was over, he whistled low and long. 
 
    “Whoever piloted that fighter was good. Real good. One frost of a pilot right there,” Harmon said. “Took out the other fighters, fought through even more, used the planet to slingshot away from the ship that was in orbit, and got away. I’d like shake that pilot’s hand, then ask what the frost is going on around here.” 
 
    “You might be able to do just that, Uncle Harmon,” Bahroot volunteered. “As the security system followed the fighter’s sensor package until the signal was lost after the slingshot maneuver, I believe I’ve calculated the flight path beyond the lost signal. We can follow it.” 
 
    “Well, let’s do it,” Harmon decided. “Clip, unhook all your stuff, and let’s get off this moon before whoever did this comes to see us. We need to get Salvage Title out of orbit in a hurry.” 
 
    “I’m on it, man,” Clip said as he unhooked wires. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Salvage Title 
 
    Deep in the Unknown System 
 
    Several Days Later 
 
      
 
    Harmon propped his feet up on the corner of the conference room table, laced his fingers behind his head, and stared at the ceiling. Those in the room remained silent, giving him time to think. Almost silent. Zerith crunched happily on flame-shell nuts. Harmon glanced over. It didn’t surprise him that Zerith was the only one eating from the container; they were worse than fire nuts. Dropping one into a large pot of Chinto stew would impart enough heat for most humans…and any other race he knew. He ignored the sound and finalized his thoughts. 
 
    He slid his feet off the desk, dropped them to the deck, and said, “Here’s the deal.” 
 
    The movement startled both Stan and Hank, as they looked up guiltily from the personal comps they’d been messaging each other with. Eyes wide, they put them away. Their mates, Kyla and Vera, gave them withering looks and turned to Harmon, waiting. Big Jon, leaning against the bulkhead behind Harmon, slowly shook his head. The look on his face let everyone know…he knew. 
 
    “We can approach that behemoth of a ship we found slowly, sending a message on their network, now that Bahroot and Jayneen have it narrowed down and we’re pretty sure of the frequency used…or we can come in hot, prepared for whoever did that to the colony on the moon to try something.” 
 
    “Yeah, man,” Clip said. “They may have the same fighters we saw on the video. I doubt they could penetrate the shields before we dust them, but I’d hate to do that if they were only acting in what they thought was self-defense.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Harmon agreed. “That’s not the kind of first contact I want to make with a system that’s been closed off from the galaxy.” 
 
    “Harmon, if I may?” Jayneen said from the overhead speaker. “The ships locked onto the large one do not appear on our sensors to be warships of any kind. Several look to have been repaired many times, and not all of that is from combat. The wear and tear, as you humans call it, is evident from decades or more of use.” 
 
    “Uncle Harmon,” Bahroot added, “that ship isn’t operating close to its full capacity. The engines haven’t ignited since I started observing. No shielding is present, and several areas seem to be sealed off with no signs of power or life forms. I don’t think we have to worry about them attacking us before we approach. They’ve given no indication whatsoever they know my shuttle is in the vicinity—not that I expected them to. Modern systems can’t detect it.” 
 
    “Repairs?” Hank suggested. 
 
    “Yes, they’re doing repairs,” Stan agreed, nodding enthusiastically. “We could help them.” 
 
    “Maybe the ship took damage from that big as squat asteroid field we bypassed,” Clip suggested. “The whole thing was in orbit like the planets in this system, one big loop around both stars.” 
 
    “Who would be crazy enough to enter an asteroid field?” Harmon asked. He ran his hand through his hair. “It’s not like the one in the Tretra System, spaced apart and moving slowly. The field we passed was erratic. Looked that way on the sensors, anyway.” 
 
    Kyla leaned forward and spoke, and everyone listened. She was usually the quietest in these types of meetings, but Harmon had learned long ago to pay heed to her advice. She was, after all, the second in line to the queen of Leethog, its system, and several colonies. “It is obvious.” She sat back and crossed her arms. 
 
    “Wait. What?” Clip asked. He looked at the small Leethog. She gave him a half grin, showing many sharp teeth. “You can’t just say some cryptic squat and just leave it there. What’s obvious?” 
 
    “They are salvaging.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking,” Harmon agreed. “We followed the trajectory of the fighter and it led to this ship. What’s left of it, anyway. Did it stop here, or keep going?” 
 
    “Four days across this system to the other side,” Clip said. “A binary star system like this, full of planets, their moons, and asteroid fields in the same relative orbit of both stars. Dude, it’s almost like the planets are in separate systems. They follow each other in orbit, unlike nearly all other systems orbiting one star. I wonder if there’s much travel between them.” 
 
    “Makes it easy to stay undetected. The ship we’re talking about is a long way from the planets and moons showing activity. Which system within this system does it belong to? Makes you wonder what happened, to leave it for salvagers to pick over.” 
 
    Everyone was lost in thought, trying to come up with an answer. Harmon continued, “Anyway, we’ll approach slowly, and I’ll go with a team on the shuttle again. We’ll lock on and get in and see what we can find out. After all, we have some experience in salvaging ships.” 
 
    Big Jon stepped away from the bulkhead. Harmon heard him behind his back. He raised a hand to stop him before he spoke. “Put together a team in heavy battle armor. We can act like that’s what we wear when a ship’s atmosphere is suspect. Me and Clip and a few more will take off our helmets once we meet the others. Anyone not human will keep theirs on. We still don’t know how they’ll react if confronted by another race. Keep the shields dark and…act tall.” 
 
    “Perhaps we can actually obtain some salvage in this system,” Zerith suggested. He was always thinking about the bottom line, though Harmon, his associates, and Salvage System itself wasn’t hurting for credit. 
 
    “Yeah,” Clip agreed, “I’d like to take a hard look at their technology. Who knows? I might find something we could use, or at least adapt for use. To be honest, I’d really like to get a look at the terraforming technology.” 
 
    “I want to find out what happened on that moon,” Harmon said, “and meet the pilot who managed to escape it. Bahroot, make sure there are no other ships in the area.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    Harmon made one last adjustment, and the Hauler locked tight against the huge ship. He’d decided to use the small ship—originally designed to haul scrap salvage—instead of a shuttle so he could use a larger boarding party, all of whom felt the locking impact reverberate through the ship. Harmon looked to the copilot seat at Clip and shrugged. 
 
    “It’s been a while,” Harmon said by way of explanation.  
 
    “I get it, man,” Clip said. “She probably needs a thorough examination and overhaul, anyway. How many months has it been since her systems were brought online? It may not be you. It could be the ship itself hesitating to respond to small touches of the controls.” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    Harmon reached up and disengaged the lock-out for the controls of the connecting chamber near the cargo hold. By the time he and Clip made their way back there, Big Jon would have it connected to the hull of the unknown ship, and several of his marines would be ensuring a complete seal around the entry hatch. 
 
    “Grab your helmet, ‘Puter Boy,’ and let’s go meet these salvagers.” 
 
    “Right behind you,” Clip said. “I wonder if the ship will have gravity plates operating. Surely, it’s not all micro gravity. That gets old in a hurry.” 
 
    “Bahroot said they have power in some sections. Grav-plates were around for centuries before they last used the gate here. I’m betting it does.” He hesitated and engaged the magnetics in his boots as a precaution. They worked fine. Clip followed suit. “Doesn’t hurt to be prepared.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, Harmon gave the order for the first two marines to open the hatch. It was unlike others they had seen, but similar enough in design that it wouldn’t be an issue. When Salvage Title had come within sensor range of the behemoth, Jayneen had determined the other ships were connected to the same hatches on this sector. The landing bay itself would’ve been better, but that was one of the areas without power, with the huge doors slid back, exposed to space. 
 
    “Pressure’s good, Sergeant Major,” the first marine said over the landing team’s channel. “Gravity is near normal. Atmosphere is within acceptable parameters. If we remove our helmets, we’re going to smell the smoke, but it shouldn’t be an issue.” 
 
    “We’ll let the commodore make that decision,” Big Jon answered. “First four, board the ship and secure the entry point.” 
 
    Harmon waited with Clip behind the two squads of marines. He’d follow them in. He didn’t bother to insist he go through first. The sergeant major would have shot that down like he was in command of Salvage Title and the entire crew himself. One of the traits of a good leader was to know when to lead, and when to follow. Now was one of those times. 
 
    He was close to the hatch when he heard a voice over the net. “Contact! Corporal Jilinger, watch out! He’s got a prybar!” 
 
    Another voice came through. She said, “Hold your fire! They’re unarmed. Frost! My ears are ringing. She caught me good with it. Hold him while we get the pipe away from her. Break. Sergeant Major, we have two of them. Human, like you said they’d be. One of them is mean as a skrittle and she probably bites like one. You might want to send the commodore up here.” 
 
    When he got there, Harmon studied the two in front of him. Both had their hands secured by power cuffs, and marines stood on each side of them. They wore environmental suits, but didn’t have helmets on. The suits weren’t servo assisted, so they didn’t stand a chance against his troops. The man seemed resigned to his fate. The woman looked around with wild eyes, searching for an escape. Harmon wasn’t sure if she’d bite like the scaled pest from his home world, Joth, as the call had insinuated, but she continued to breathe heavily in near panic. 
 
    Harmon reached up, unlocked his helmet, and took it off. He ran a gloved hand through his hair. Hoping the move to reveal himself would ease the woman’s fears, he gave her his best disarming smile and spoke. “Can you understand me? Do you speak Earth Common?” 
 
    The man perked up, and the woman calmed. 
 
    “I understand you,” the man said. “I can’t place the accent. Which family holding are you from? Or should I say, ‘were from.’ Pirates disavow the families.” 
 
    “Pirates?” Harmon asked. “If the word still means to you what it does to us, we’re not. Salvagers, yes. Pirates, never.” 
 
    “Salvagers?” the woman asked, her accent the same as the man’s. It wasn’t enough to make it difficult to understand her. “Do you mean scavengers?” 
 
    “Salvager, scavenger, same thing, I guess,” Harmon said. “Close enough, anyway. Maybe on a different scale.” 
 
    “If you’re not pirates, how did you know where to find this ship out here in the fringes?” 
 
    “We followed a ship,” Clip said, stepping up beside Harmon. He’d taken his helmet off. “Well, not really. Just its probable trajectory of flight. My boy did the math.” 
 
    “A boy did this?” she asked. “A ship from where? Outside the fringes? From another system? You say you’re not pirates, but you wear suits only the wealthiest families could afford for themselves, not their soldiers.” 
 
    “You keep saying ‘families,’” Harmon said. “Who are the families? Wait, before you answer that, where are the others? We know there are several ships locked on to this one. Who’s in charge? One of you?” 
 
    “Not us. We came with Ginard. He had the coordinates of this ship. We’re here to get what we can and give him his percentage,” the man answered. “He’s with others. You won’t put him in these things so easily.” He turned and lifted his hands slightly, indicating the powered cuffs. 
 
    “You wouldn’t be in them if you hadn’t tried to take Corporal Jilinger’s head off with a prybar,” Harmon countered. 
 
    “We had no weapons,” the man explained. “Ginard and the others do.” 
 
    Big Jon stepped up. His translated voice came out of his external speaker. It wasn’t a natural-sounding voice, but it was in Earth Common. “Weapons? What type?” 
 
    The scavenger stepped back reflexively. Harmon knew what Big Jon lacked in height, he more than made up for with his formidable presence. It wasn’t just the armor making him appear so, though it was different from all the rest, with what appeared to be two extra arms crossed at the suit’s chest. It was the way the short man carried himself.  
 
    The scavenger hesitated like he was thinking about not answering, but only for a moment. The look on his face said he didn’t want them to force the information out of him, pirates or not. 
 
    “Flechette pistols. Small lasers. Nothing strong enough to puncture the outer hull, but enough to kill a man, or make him wish he were dead.” 
 
    “What the frost!” Clip said. He put his helmet back on and locked it into place. 
 
    “Tell me where they are,” Harmon demanded. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Harmon pulled the drone’s view up on the screen of his face shield. He studied it, along with the rest of the boarding crew. Corporal Jilinger’s small drone hovered in the shadows of the ship’s power plant. Six men and two women stood near the ship’s reactor housings. The discussion revolved around the best way to shut down the ship and work to remove the fusion reactors. 
 
    “They’re gonna get someone killed, dude,” Clip whispered over the net. “I don’t think they have a clue what to do with something that big. You need skilled technicians, containment pods, special tools, and sensors. Man, there’s a list. If we don’t stop them, we need to get out of here with a quickness.” 
 
    “I hear them,” Harmon said. “I’m no technician, but I know what they’re saying isn’t the way. Zerith and the girls would have heart attacks at the thought of it. Why are you whispering? They can’t hear us though our helmets, you know.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m usually on the bridge of the ship, acting like I know how to be in charge when you do crazy stuff like this. Give me my computers and the Defensive Bridge any day over this. Pipe-welding chicks and flechette pistols? No, thanks. Anyway, whispering seems like the thing to do.” 
 
    “Chicks?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s a term I picked up studying old Earth. It means woman. A female. I mean, it might have been offensive back then. I can’t really tell from what I read.” 
 
    “Like when you called Kyla Hank’s ‘Old Lady?’” Harmon asked. “Maybe you better leave some of that language alone.” 
 
    “Yeah, you may be right,” Clip admitted. “She shook her fist at me and showed me every tooth. She can be mean, you know.” 
 
    “I hear you.” Harmon laughed. “Hey, Big Jon, we ready?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the sergeant major answered. “We are in position over here. My marines will rush from this side. We will not use weapons unless one of theirs proves able to inflict actual harm. I think the armor will stop them, but if they injure one of my troops, we will switch to lethal means.” 
 
    “Fair enough, but I think you’re right. We’ll come in from this passageway. They won’t be able to get to cover before one of the squads reach them. Go in one minute. Count it down from five. Out, here.” 
 
    Less than a minute later, Harmon stood ready, with a squad of marines behind him. Big Jon was on the other side of the power plant. A good leader knew when to lead and when to follow. Now was the time to lead. 
 
    On one, he sprinted around the corner and headed straight for the closest scavenger. The sensitive microphones on his helmet picked up the sound of his and the others’ heavy boots on the decking. When the first shot rang out, the built-in dampeners kicked in, muffling it. They didn’t silence it completely, as the ability to hear shots fired was nearly as important as seeing them. 
 
    He felt the impact of dozens of flechette rounds strike his chest and stomach area. The small darts went careening off in different directions, to bounce off the bulkhead and deck. Before the woman could fire another shot, he was on her, with the weapon in his grip. He pulled it from her hands and flung it behind him. 
 
    A flash caught his attention as his sensors indicated his shoulder armor status in the yellow. Another couple shots of the laser rifle would penetrate. They were more powerful than they’d anticipated. Before another beam could hit him, Corporal Jilinger had the man up on his toes as he pulled the rifle up. Before she could lift him completely, the sling snapped, and the man fell to the deck. 
 
    Harmon took his helmet off again once the scavengers were disarmed and surrounded. He indicated one of the men whose shoulder was bleeding heavily. The medic from Big Jon’s squad stepped over, pulled off his helmet and gloves, and inspected the wound. He pulled a syringe and bandages from his pack. 
 
    “Looks like he took a couple darts from ricochets, sir. They didn’t penetrate deep enough to damage the bone or socket, but he’s bleeding bad, and could bleed out. I can pull them and administer combat nanites.” 
 
    “Do it,” Harmon ordered. “Give him enough to ensure the wound isn’t fatal, no more. We don’t know if they have nanites here.” 
 
    “Roger, sir.” 
 
    Once the bleeding stopped, the medic bandaged the wound. The group of scavengers watched as he finished. None of them had spoken. 
 
    “Which of you is Ginard?” Harmon asked. 
 
    The wounded man raised his good hand. “I am. Who are you? Where did you come from? None of the systems have your accent. Which family do you represent?” 
 
    “Dude, we gotta figure out this family business,” Clip said, “and the system thing. They think the different planets or whatever in orbit around the stars are different systems. Man, are they in for a shock…one day.” 
 
    “We don’t represent any family,” Harmon said, “and no, before you ask, we’re not pirates.” 
 
    “Where do you come from?” Ginard asked. He grimaced as the medic put his arm in a sling. 
 
    “Never mind,” Harmon answered. “Tell me about this ship.” He waved his hand, indicating everything around him. 
 
    “This,” Ginard said, “is the Leviathan, what is left of it. A Free Ship. It and its crew were dedicated to overthrowing the families.” 
 
    “Which family?” Harmon asked. 
 
    “All of them. The tyrants ruling the Known Systems.” 
 
    “Tyrants?” Harmon asked. 
 
    “All of them,” one of the other men confirmed. “They control everything. The lands, the farms, the food. Who receives training, who gets nothing. Which families are favored, who’s not. Who must marry whom. In some cases, even who lives and who dies.” 
 
    “We saw evidence of that. We followed a small ship here from a moon. The colony there had been wiped out a few weeks ago. The ship isn’t here now. Do you know where it might have gone?” 
 
    The man glanced toward the other who’d spoken. It was a quick look, but Harmon saw it. The men knew something. 
 
    “When was this ship damaged and abandoned?” Harmon asked. 
 
    “A little over two weeks ago. We’re the first to arrive to scavenge it.” 
 
    “Who did this? A family? Whichever one it is.” 
 
    “No,” Ginard answered. “I was told the one you seek did it in desperation. It was because of a family, though. I can say no more. It’s not my place.” 
 
    “I see,” Harmon said. He didn’t. “Tell me where this person is now. I’m getting to the bottom of it all, one way or another.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what that means,” Ginard admitted, “but you treated my wound when you could’ve let me die. I would’ve died a free man, so there’s that, but I prefer to live. I’ll tell you where she took the fighter and who you must speak to when you get there.” 
 
    “She,” Harmon said. “Well, that’s more than I had before. Tell me, and I’ll tell you what you would’ve done had we not arrived.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Clip said, “if you’d gone ahead and attempted to crack the core of those fusion plants, your lives wouldn’t have lasted long.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “Harmon,” Jayneen said, “I am putting the external view up on the main screen. We are benefiting from one of Bahroot’s drones. He is relaying the video and data to us. It will be another day before we can use our own sensors.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jayneen. Adam, what do the readings tell us?” 
 
    “Sir,” the TAC officer said, “it appears the stripyards are located on a moon. It and four others orbit the planet you see on the screen. The largest is our destination.” 
 
    “What about the planet? Bahroot? I know you’re monitoring. Do you see any signs of activity on the planet itself?” 
 
    Bahroot’s cheerful voice came through. “No, Uncle Harmon. It appears there is automated technology in operation, but no intelligent life forms. There is mining on the largest continent, but the stations aren’t inhabited. My analysis shows the planet has an atmosphere with an oxygen content too low for continued exposure. A breathing apparatus would be necessary for most organic life forms in the galaxy, with few exceptions.” 
 
    He warmed to the subject. “I don’t think the Quaveedles would have the same problem. They benefit from high altitude, living on their home planet. Carnivorous non-sapient native species roam below them in the valleys and flat lands. They cannot safely reside at lower altitudes. Its oxygen content is also…” 
 
    “Bahroot!” Harmon interrupted. “You can tell me all about the Quaveedles some other time.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “The moon?” Harmon prodded. 
 
    “Without a doubt, there’s a colony thriving on the moon. It appears to be concentrated in one area. It’s interesting. The planet, because of its makeup and oceans, has an albedo of 0.5 and reflects light from both stars to the moons. Like the one we witnessed, that keeps this one warm enough to maintain its own atmosphere, but its average temperature is higher, due to the closeness of its host planet. It’s not natural—I have no doubt there’s terraforming to aid it—and it’s a different season here. Probably summer, especially given how dry it is.” 
 
    “Dry?” Harmon asked. “As in a desert moon?” 
 
    “Not quite a desert,” Bahroot answered. “It’s not like your home planet, Joth. It’s more like the planet Caldivar.” 
 
    Brickle spoke up from his console. “A savannah. Wide open, dry grasslands and rolling hills, giving way to rocky outcroppings. Sounds like a great place.” 
 
    “Maybe, Chief Brickle, but I’m not so sure,” Bahroot said. 
 
    “Yeah?” Harmon sat back in his seat. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Well, my drone and I are both getting closer as we speak. I’m moving at 45Gs and increasing velocity. Anyway, I can determine more of the makeup of the colony. It’s rundown and made of pieced-together structures against a long cliff and rocky area. Some of the structures aren’t fully enclosed. There are several areas resembling the back corners of Grandpa Rinto’s salvage yard. I detect a boneyard of hulls and pieces of small ships, hover craft, tracked vehicles, and some items I can’t readily identify.” 
 
    “Salvage yards,” Harmon said. “Sounds like the whole place was built from salvage.” 
 
    “Yes, I would agree with your assessment,” Jayneen volunteered, “only they call it a stripyard.” 
 
    “Have you located a spaceport?” Harmon asked. 
 
    “Yes, Uncle Harmon, of sorts. There’s a hard-packed area south of the buildings, where small- and medium-sized ships are located. When you arrive on the Hauler, it’ll be in much better shape than most of them. I’d suggest leaving a security team on it.” 
 
    “Already planning to, but that may not be an issue. I have the Tilmotal brothers doing a little touch up.” 
 
    “Hey, man,” Clip said from deep within the ship, “whatever they do to the Hauler better not be permanent. That was our first ship, man.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. It’s not.” 
 
    “Good. ‘Cause if you mess with the power plant or engines, I’m gonna go tell Kyla and Vera. You can explain whatever crazy idea you had to them.” 
 
    Brickle snorted. He turned one eye back to look at Harmon. “You want to be nervous as a flibble in a room full of moving gears, afraid of losing one of your three tails? Mess around and damage a power plant or engine the two senior chief warrant officers claim as their personal systems…and try to explain your way out of it while they stand there looking up at you with their hands on their hips and those teeth showing. That’s how you do it.” He shuddered. “Not me. No, thank you.” 
 
    “I know,” Harmon agreed. “Believe me, I know. It’s all external. Hank and Stan aren’t going anywhere near the power plant or engines.” 
 
    Private Norblon spoke up from her security position by the lift. “Hey, sir, what about the thrusters? Will they be around them?” 
 
    Harmon’s eyes widened in horror. “Oh, squat! Adam, you have the bridge. I gotta get down to the bay.” He left the bridge in a hurry. 
 
    While on the lift, Clip spoke to him through his personal comms connected to his earpiece. “This sounds like my kind of place to gather old or lost tech. I’ll empty most of the stuff from my kit so I can collect new stuff. There’s no telling what we might find.” 
 
    “We need to concentrate on the mission,” Harmon argued. “Find that ship, its pilot, and figure out what exactly happened…and if we need to get involved and do something about it.” 
 
    “Dude. You know we can’t save the whole galaxy. You’ve said it yourself.” 
 
    “I know. I know.” Harmon sighed. “You’re right. When we find her and talk to her, we’ll go from there.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Harmon threw a switch and adjusted something on the screen. He spun the pilot’s seat and looked back at Big Jon. “Are you really going to make me give an order?” 
 
    The sergeant major hissed in frustration. “No, sir, you know you don’t have to, but I don’t like it.” 
 
    “I know, and I appreciate it. Sometimes, one has to take a chance. This is one of those times. You can monitor us from here. If we need you, it’ll be obvious. You and the squad can come running. Just stay in full armor.” 
 
    “We’ll be all right,” Clip assured him. “It’s not like we are going unarmed.” He patted the small pistol under his vest. 
 
    Harmon’s hand strayed to the pistol in its holster low on his hip and tied to his thigh. It was nearly identical to the one the woman had worn on the Leviathan when the scrappers had attempted to fight off what they thought was a pirate raid. The clothes he and Clip wore were also replicas of the type worn by the men they’d encountered. The pants, shirt, and vest were plain in color, but comfortable. 
 
    “How do I look?” Clip asked. “The information Bahroot fed the replicator made it produce a pretty good set of clothes, but not the boots. I mean, mine were close already. Do you think anyone will notice?” 
 
    “I doubt it. We’ll rub them with a layer of oil and kick up some dust when we walk across the tarmac. Well, dirt field. Whatever.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, they stood beside the ship and watched the ramp go back up. It was warm, but not unbearable, especially for two men born and raised on a true desert planet. Beyond the town, grasses swayed in the light breeze. They seemed to go on for miles, with occasional short, sparsely green trees. 
 
    “Hank and Stan sure did a number on it,” Clip remarked, looking up at the ship. “She looks even older than she is, and she was old when we bought her.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Harmon agreed, “it looks like several sections were repaired. There’s ‘rust’ in places, mismatched paint, and scorch marks on the thrusters. Unless you get close, she looks like she fits in here on this field of derelicts.” 
 
    “Nothing another paint job can’t fix. It’s a good thing you made it to the bay before the brothers could pound on the thrusters to dent them. It would have blended better, but I don’t think that would have been worth the wrath of our four-foot-tall associates.” 
 
    “I hear ya,” Harmon agreed. “Zerith said he would’ve sided with them. I try to make it a rule never to anger warrant officers. Those technicians can pay you back in ways you can’t pin on them. Come on; let’s go into the town, or whatever it’s called. Act normal.” 
 
    “Normal? How am I supposed to do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Act natural.” 
 
    Clip looked around. “I don’t see the ship we saw in the security video. Do you think it’s in one of the hangars?” 
 
    “I don’t think so; you can see into most of them. It may be at one of the stripyards. Only way to find out is go look. Maybe the contact we’re looking for knows. Let’s go.” 
 
    As they passed some of the first structures, Harmon noticed how run down the place was. The inhabitants weren’t much better. They appeared hard, like the moon they resided on. Nearly everyone was armed, and no one greeted them or gave them a second glance, so he was sure they fit in. Until they spoke, anyway. He debated stepping into one of the shops to ask where they could find Mikarik, the name he’d been given by the scrapper. 
 
    They crossed several dirt streets, and Harmon saw what he was looking for. A bar. Some things remained the same on human-occupied planets, moons, or space stations. Where men and women inhabited, a place to grab a beer and a bite to eat would spring up. It was inevitable. 
 
    As they got closer, they heard cheering. Clip looked at Harmon in puzzlement. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say there’s a fight happening, and it’s not a bar fight.” 
 
    “Might be the only entertainment around,” Harmon suggested. “Nothing wrong with a good fight.” 
 
    They walked into the crowded establishment. It was like many across the galaxy. A long bar on one side, some tables, a tumble gambit table or two for those so inclined—and something most places didn’t have. 
 
    Near the back was a cage. The door was open wide, and two men were helping another out of it. The man wasn’t unconscious, but they could see he’d been in a fight. There were people around it, exchanging small pieces of paper and metal. 
 
    “Hey, is that money? Like scripts or credit or whatever?” Clip whispered. “Far out. They have coins. Square ones, but it’s like the stuff on Earth centuries ago.” 
 
    “Looks like it,” Harmon said. “Shut off like they are, they have no idea about the credit system the whole galaxy uses. They don’t use the same digital system, and they sure don’t use hard credit like we do with the chips in them.” 
 
    “We may run into a problem,” Clip said. “What if we need some of that…money, whatever they call it here, to bribe someone or whatever to find this Mikarik?” 
 
    A loud noise startled them, and they turned to see two men fighting at one of the gambling tables. Two big men rushed over and broke it up by beating the troublemakers down, then dragged them out the front door. Clip looked at Harmon with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “Let’s find out what we need to know and get out of here,” he suggested. 
 
    “Yeah,” Harmon agreed. “I’ll ask the bartender.” 
 
    Harmon eased up to the warped bar, made of a piece of wing from an atmosphere-only craft. With a raised hand, he caught the large man’s attention. 
 
    “You want a beer?” the bartender asked. He sounded impatient. 
 
    “No,” Harmon answered, “I need to find someone, and figured you’d know where the person is.” 
 
    The bartender tilted his head slightly. “Where are you from? I don’t recognize your accent. Which family?” 
 
    “None of them. I’m a free man.” 
 
    The bartender pursed his lips and nodded once. That was the right answer in a place like this. “The flames with all the families. May they all burn.” He waived a hand in dismissal. “I know most everyone. If not, I know someone who does. It’ll cost you. You need to buy a beer and leave a good tip.” 
 
    “I don’t have any, uh, any…?” 
 
    “Credits? You walked in here without a note on you? You’re wasting my time. Get out.” He turned to walk to the other end of the bar. 
 
    “Wait!” Harmon said. “It’s important I find Mikarik.” 
 
    The name caused the bartender to stop. He turned and walked back over. “I know Mikarik, but it’ll cost you. If I’m going to give up Mikarik’s location, it has to be worth the blowback. Get some notes and come back.” 
 
    “How?” Clip asked. 
 
    “Well, at least I know you’re not a couple of pirates.” He turned his head and spat. “You’d know to sell something or trade for it. Go figure it out. You’re still wasting my time. Don’t make me call my guys to throw you out.” 
 
    “They could try,” Clip said. 
 
    Harmon gave Clip a warning glance. As intelligent as he was, sometimes Clip said things before he thought about it. He looked around so he’d know which direction the bar’s security would be coming from. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” the bartender asked, his voice quiet and serious. “You trying to say you can fight? You’re not very big.” 
 
    “Not me,” Clip answered. “Him.” He nodded toward Harmon. 
 
    “Yeah? Well, there’s your answer.” He looked at Harmon. “Get in the cage and fight Rendlart. You win, and that’s an easy 200 notes. You lose, and you get 25 for trying. If you last one round, that is.” 
 
    Harmon looked down and sighed. It was beginning to feel like some kind of entertainment video. Stranger comes into a space station and fights in the local ring. Here, it was on a moon. Same scenario. It was overdone. 
 
    “Fine,” Harmon said. “Two hundred for the win, and you tell me what I need to know.” 
 
    “If you say so,” the bartender said. He sized Harmon up. “You’re a little over six foot and what…215, maybe 220? You won’t even get the 25 notes. Forget the rest.” 
 
    Harmon looked across the ring. His opponent was even bigger than Big Nick. He’d beaten the commander of Desert Shade in the combatives tournament a few years back. Since then, the man had been commissioned as an officer, and was also a trusted friend. 
 
    He doubted he could use the same tactic he’d used in the tournament. This guy was too big to shoot in on. He continued to study the man as he unstrapped his holster and took his shirt off to match Rendlart. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Clip asked as Harmon handed his shirt and pistol over. He took his earpiece out and added it to the items Clip held. 
 
    “Well, this isn’t some entertainment video. I’m not fighting this guy and getting the squat kicked out of me until I wear him down and beat him in the last few seconds of the final round. You can bet on that.” 
 
    “Good,” Clip said. “‘Cause I actually did bet on you.” 
 
    “What? With who?” 
 
    “Those three guys. I bet 500 notes you’d win in the first round. If it’s any consolation, Big Jon just said you’d do it, too. He said he’s not going to bother bringing the squad. You got this.” 
 
    Harmon shook his head. He looked at the men Clip had indicated. They were rough, yet slick at the same time. “Those three look like they’re part of a syndicate on Darloog. You’ve lost your mind. If they find out you bet without a credit…note, whatever, to your name, they’ll shoot you in the knee.” 
 
    “I have faith in you, man.” Clip said. He glanced back at the men. One slapped his fist into his palm a couple of times. “They do look like the Darloog type, though. Squat.” He whispered to those monitoring them. “Big Jon, stay ready.” 
 
    The fight overseer stepped out of the way, and a chime went off. Harmon sprinted toward the big man. At the last second, he veered toward the cage wall, jumped up three feet, and kicked off back toward him. As he was coming down, he landed a punch below the ear, slightly forward on his jaw. Redlart’s eyes rolled back, his knees buckled, and he dropped to the floor. Harmon turned and walked to his corner. The room was silent for a long moment. 
 
    Then the place erupted. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Harmon and Clip walked by the last pile of scrap and went into the cave. They rounded a bend and saw the place had power. It was lit brightly enough, there were no shadows. Three people stood beside a weapon on a tripod. Pieces of it were laid out on a mat beside it. They stopped talking when they realized strangers were among them. 
 
    Both men reached for their pistols. For a brief instant, Harmon thought of drawing his. He raised his right hand to let them know he had no intention of doing so. They didn’t draw theirs, but one man kept his hand on his. 
 
    “Which one of you is Mikarik?” Harmon asked. 
 
    The two men turned toward the woman. “I am,” she answered. She studied Harmon, pausing at his boots. “Do I know you?” 
 
    “No, but you know someone I’m looking for,” Harmon said. “My name’s Harmon. This is Clip. We’re looking for a pilot. She flew from a moon, destroyed some fighters, and ran a blockade. Do you know who I’m talking about?” 
 
    “Who’s asking?” Mikarik demanded. “Which family?” 
 
    “What’s with all this family business?” Clip asked. “Family this, family that. It gets old.” 
 
    “It does,” Mikarik agreed, “and that’s why you see this.” She indicated the crew-served weapon. “I’m afraid I can’t tell you where she is.” 
 
    “Can’t, or won’t?” Harmon asked. 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “Look, I just want to ask her some questions,” Harmon explained. “It’s not like I’m trying to grab her and haul her back to some tyrant. I just want to know what happened on the moon. A lot of people died there.” 
 
    “Where are you from?” Mikarik asked again. 
 
    “A system you don’t know about,” Harmon answered. “One where men and women have a say in how it’s run.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Clip agreed. “The guy in charge was elected as the system president by the inhabitants.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Mikarik said. “What’s a president?” 
 
    “It’s…it’s,” Harmon said, “the leader of the system.” 
 
    “And the people have a say in who leads them?” 
 
    “You could say that,” Clip answered. “Everyone eligible at the time voted for him.” 
 
    “If you have something to contribute to the cause to show you’re not with any of the families, I’ll tell you where Siva and her ship can be found.” 
 
    “Siva. So that’s her name. That’s new information to me.” Harmon reached into a pocket on his vest and pulled out the pieces of metal. “Here.” He held them toward her. “Here’s 600 credits.” 
 
    “It would have been 700, but some guys were a little short,” Clip added. “I told them if they didn’t have my other 100 credits within five days, Harmon would come looking for them. You shoulda seen them scramble out of the place.” 
 
    Clip stepped over to the weapon. “I’ll fix this for you, too. How about that? It looks simple enough to me. I can see that relay’s burnt.” He pointed. “You can bypass it by going around the little thing there. It’s a safety override. Maybe. It’ll have more than one, so it’s not a big deal. At least I think it isn’t. We can test it.” He slipped the pack off his back to get his kit. “I have some tools with me.” 
 
    “We have a bargain,” Mikarik said. She nodded once, firm in her decision. “Siva’s at the Rock.” She turned back to Harmon. “There’s an asteroid field. You passed it coming from Terryn’s Moon.” 
 
    “We did,” Harmon confirmed. “What’s the Rock? A planet, a moon, a space station beyond the field?” 
 
    “No, it’s an asteroid large enough to be a moon.” She paused and then added, “In the field.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 The Rock 
 
    Known System 
 
      
 
    Snow flew in from all directions, stinging Siva’s face in tiny pinpricks on skin already icy and raw. She pulled in a breath like a sob and cradled the crying babies next to her. She had to keep moving. Her legs felt like lead, burning with the effort it took to trudge through the ever deepening snow. She knew the ‘port was out there, she knew it…  
 
    But it kept getting farther away.  
 
    A figure loomed out of the darkness at her, wearing Arik’s face with a maniacal grin, hands reaching for the babies… 
 
    Siva sat bolt upright, screaming in the darkness. Her hands clenched at the bedclothes, searching for her dagger, even as her eyes adjusted to the dim, flickering firelight. The hearth, the table…this was the little house she’d been given. She wasn’t on Terryn’s Moon or the Leviathan. She was on the Rock, the large asteroid in an otherwise uninhabited belt. She was safe.  
 
    They were all safe.  
 
    She swallowed hard as the memory of the nightmare faded and patted the bed next to her, desperately seeking the warm little lumps of her children. It wasn’t light out yet, but she could see through a crack in the window shutters that the black night sky had begun to fade to the gray of false dawn.  
 
    Siva’s hand came down on a small, squirming body. One thin wail rose from the mattress beside her, followed by another. She grimaced in the darkness. Found them.  
 
    “Hush, sweet babies,” Siva said softly as she snuggled down into a half-lying position and pulled the infants close. “It’s all right, little loves. Mama’s here.” Dania hadn’t been lying when she’d said it got cold. The air had a definite bite, and Siva briefly considered getting out from under her warm blankets to go stir the fire.  
 
    Maxon’s hungry rooting convinced her to stay put. She bunched up the blankets and pillows to support him as he nursed and felt the last vestiges of her night terror disappear.  
 
    Siva nursed Maxon into insensibility, then repeated the process on the other side with his sister, Marya. Then she got up out of the bed, chafing her hands over her arms and quick-stepping across the frigid floor to stir the banked fire back to life. She changed both diapers, congratulating herself on doing so without waking the babies, then headed into the bathing room to clean herself up as well.  
 
    She was drying her hair with a rough cloth she’d found on a shelf when Dania rapped lightly on the door and pushed it open.  
 
    “Good morning,” the woman said. “I see you found the bathing room. Did you sleep all right?”  
 
    “We all did,” Siva said with a smile. “Thank you.”  
 
    “Good. I brought tea and breakfast to share. Let’s sit?”  
 
    Siva nodded and then found herself seated at the table, while Dania bustled about, pouring tea and setting out the folding chair and items she’d carried over in the large basket hung on her arm.  
 
    “Now,” Dania said once she’d taken a sip. Siva followed suit and found herself pleasantly surprised at the rich, mellow flavor of the tea. “I know you’ve been through a lot, but I thought you might like to know more about who we are and what we do here.”  
 
    “To be honest, I’m not sure that’s any of my business,” Siva said, looking down at the table as she set her teacup down and picked up a piece of toasted bread. She hesitated a moment, then she laid the toast down and met Dania’s eyes.  
 
    “Look,” Siva said, “you’re right. I’ve been through a lot. But I’d wager I’m not the only one here who can make that claim. As far as I’m concerned, you’re free people, doing what you can to survive. I may have grown up a family girl, but after the last few weeks…well. I can’t find anything to argue with in that.”  
 
    Dania stared at her for a moment, her smile growing. “Ooh,” she said, “Mother was right. I am going to like you.”  
 
    Siva snorted a laugh and picked her toast back up, taking a bite before going on.  
 
    “I just want a safe place for me and the babies for a while. If you say this is it, well…I’m not really in a position to disagree with you. But you should know I’m as likely to bring trouble to your door as anyone.”  
 
    “Remember how you said you’re not the only one here who’s been through a lot?” Dania asked, arching her eyebrows over her bright blue eyes as she cradled her teacup in front of her face. “Well, same goes for that. We have our defenses. In fact, that’s something I wanted to talk to you about.”  
 
    “Defenses?”  
 
    “Yes. Specifically what we call the Gate. Though it really isn’t a gate at all. You saw it when you came in.”  
 
    Siva narrowed her eyes. She couldn’t remember anything like a gate on the way to the Rock. Unless… 
 
    “The asteroid off-gassing?” she asked, incredulous. “I’d almost forgotten! You set it up to prevent anyone from getting here who doesn’t know the precise path!”  
 
    “Yes,” Dania said. “It’s worked incredibly well so far. It does take a lot of maintenance, though, and our resident pilot is slowing down a bit. I’d actually put the word out to Mother a few weeks ago that we’d be looking to recruit some more help if she found any likely candidates…and now here you are.”  
 
    “With a sweet little ship Mikarik fixed up.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Dania said with a smile. “She’s a wily one, is Mom.”  
 
    “There’s no way she had me pegged for coming out here. She couldn’t have known I’d—”  
 
    “You’d be surprised,” Dania said, waving a hand as if to say she didn’t need to hear exactly what Siva had done. “But Mom believes in keeping her options and possibilities open. She figured she’d set you up right, and if the opportunity arose to recruit you to help us…well then, she would. And it did.”  
 
    “Sooner than she expected, I guess,” Siva said. “Huh.”  
 
    “Maybe so, but here you are, with a ship and a need for a safe place. We can give you that, Siva. You just have to agree. And you don’t have to jump in right away. We’ll give you a couple weeks to get settled first.”  
 
    “What happens to my babies while I’m gone?” she asked, heart in her throat.  
 
    “They’ll be fine here. We have a crèche of sorts, because nearly all the parents have to work. They’ll play and learn with the others.” 
 
    Siva stared at the other woman, letting some of the hardness show in her eyes. Dania stared right back and sipped her tea. Eventually, Siva let out a sigh.  
 
    “I guess I don’t have much choice,” she said.  
 
    “Oh, you do,” Dania said. “You can leave if you want. You’re not a prisoner here. We even have some fuel and supplies we can sell you. But I think you know there’s nowhere else for you to go. I know it’s a lot to ask, but you’re going to have to trust somebody, Siva. It might as well be us.”  
 
    Siva looked over her shoulder at the bed, where Marya and Maxon lay cuddled together amidst the blankets. Then she sighed and let her shoulders slump.  
 
    “You’re right,” she said. “Fine. I’m in.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Two weeks later, Siva met her new work partner. His name was Renick. He was a tall, spindly-looking man who walked with a perpetual stoop to his shoulders. His thinning hair had gone gray, but he wore a luxuriously thick moustache that he stroked as if it were a pet of some kind. He had an easy smile and a quick laugh, but his dark brown eyes held a perpetual shadow. Siva wanted to ask whom, or what, he’d lost, but since they’d just met, it didn’t seem appropriate.  
 
    “Siva,” he said, sticking out a hand once Dania had finished the introductions. “It’s an honor to meet you.” They stood outside in the deliciously yellow sunlight, not far from the landing field where the GX still waited. Siva smiled and took his hand.  
 
    “An honor?” she said with an embarrassed little laugh. “That seems excessive.”  
 
    “Not excessive at all, girl!” Renick said, squeezing her hand. “Not if even half of what I’ve heard is true.”  
 
    “What…did you hear?” Siva glanced over at Dania, who shook her head with a smile and turned to walk away.  
 
    “Only that you saved your babies from an attack on your former family’s compound, stole a courier ship to escape, busted out of a blockade, got boarded by pirates, then brought down their ship when they threatened your kids. Plus, I know for a fact you evaded the opening layers of our Gate, even though you deviated from the flight path. That alone speaks to your serious flying chops, girl.” Renick grinned and stuck his thumbs in his belt. 
 
    “I just did what I had to do,” Siva said, feeling her face heat up in a blush.  
 
    “Exactly. You’re a true Mother, girl. You’ll do what you have to do to protect your kids. There’s no greater heroism in the universe. So, it’s an honor to meet you. Shall we get to work?”  
 
    Siva shrugged and nodded, happy to change the subject. “Sure,” she said. “Dania wasn’t able to give me too many details, but she said we’re maintaining the Gate.”  
 
    “Yep,” Renick said. He walked toward the landing field and the GX, gesturing for Siva to fall in alongside him. “That’s exactly right. We’re going to take your sexy little ship out and reset the off-gassing charges, then map our new path.”  
 
    “So the path through the Gate changes every time it’s used?”  
 
    “Yep. It’s like natural encryption. Elegant, don’t you think?” Renick grinned down at her as they walked.  
 
    “Yeah, kinda.”  
 
    “I thought so, too. I’ve been doing the work with my shuttle—” he pointed to a bulky, snub-nosed ship that squatted in the grass off to the side of the strip, “—but she’s not as young as she used to be, and she doesn’t have nearly the power or handy modifications your GX does.”  
 
    “You checked out my ship?”  
 
    “Oh, for sure. Couldn’t resist! Don’t worry, I didn’t break in or anything, just crawled all over her from nose to tail.”  
 
    Siva let out a laugh and shook her head. “Fair enough,” she said. “I can see you’re an enthusiast.”  
 
    “You know it. So, I’m gonna run over to my shuttle and get my tools while you unlock the door, all right? I won’t be long. I’m dying to see the inside!”  
 
    “Sounds good,” Siva said with another chuckle. She shook her head again as Renick broke into a long-legged lope toward his ship. Then she turned and keyed in the access code to the GX. By the time the panel beeped acceptance of her code and the hatch slid open, Renick was back at her side, holding a case of tools and what looked like an EVA suit draped over his arm.  
 
    “Welcome aboard,” Siva said as she gestured for him to precede her inside. He sidled past her, ducking his head, and whistled in appreciation as he got a look at the GX’s interior.  
 
    “Oh, this is beautiful,” he said, reverence in his tone, “and my case fits perfectly in this cargo rack here… oh, my! That’s the latest model of gravity couch, isn’t it? Is it as good as they say?”  
 
    “It kept the kids safe during maneuvering when I ran the blockade,” Siva said, leaning against the hatch. Truth be told, she felt a surge of joy at Renick’s appreciation. The GX had saved her life several times now. It was like part of her family at this point.  
 
    “So cool,” he said running a hand along the edge of the couch before turning to look at the cockpit displays. “Souped up avionics and comm gear, too, I see. She’s a courier ship?”  
 
    “Was,” Siva confirmed. “Now she’s…something else. Mikarik said she modified her to be a marauder, but I’m afraid I don’t have much taste for piracy.”  
 
    “No shame in that,” Renick said firmly, “and I know old Mik. She may be morally flexible on some points, but her work is solid, and that grappling suite will come in super handy for what we’re going to do.”  
 
    “Glad to hear it,” Siva said. She pushed off the bulkhead and made her way to the cockpit, sliding past him and into her seat. “We should probably get started, then.”  
 
    Renick slid into the copilot seat beside her and watched closely as she went through the startup sequence. When the engines roared to life, a huge grin split his face, and Siva could see him nearly vibrating with the desire to take the controls. Maybe next time, she promised him mentally. Let me get comfortable first.  
 
    “Okay, first customer,” Renick said as they arrowed up through the thin clouds and back out into the black. “DC2014BFC. That big one to the left there.”  
 
    “And what exactly are we doing?”  
 
    “You’re going to maneuver to the far side of the asteroid and match its vector, use the grappling suite to ‘dock’ with it, as it were, then I’ll go out EVA and reset the off-gassing charges.”  
 
    “Okay,” Siva said, taking a deep breath. It would be tricky, precise flying, but she thought she could handle it. She banked over to the left and let her acceleration take her toward the large hunk of neighboring rock. Then she poured on the speed for a 10 count before cutting the accel and using her angular momentum to bring her in closer to the surface.  
 
    “Renick,” she asked, her voice slightly dreamy as she concentrated on flying. “How did you guys come up with the concept of the Gate, anyway?”  
 
    “Hmm?” he asked. He’d climbed into the back and was in the process of donning his EVA suit. “Oh! Well, it just seemed to make sense. Everyone knows multiple belts are difficult to navigate because of the unpredictable orbits of the smaller pieces of debris, right? Well, I just thought, what if we managed to harness that unpredictability and make it predictable…predictable to us, anyway.”  
 
    “You engineered the Gate?” Siva asked, impressed. She twisted the throttle back and deployed her grappling gear with her left hand.  
 
    “Just the initial concept. My wife and some others came up with the particulars. We wired the asteroids with charges that are keyed to the control terminal back on the Rock.”  
 
    “How long did that take?”  
 
    Renick laughed. “We’re still working on it. I haven’t gotten all the pieces totally in place yet, and then there’s the matter of having to replace the spent charges, which takes up far too much of my time. But now that you’re here, I’m hoping to speed it up. Eventually, the plan is to have our sensors pick up any traffic in the area that might come close to the Rock, and use our charges to move the debris to either open the Gate, like we did with you, or close it, and make traffic circumvent. If we do it right, they’ll never get close enough to detect us.”  
 
    A shudder and a beep informed Siva that the grappling gear had locked on to its target. “All right, Professor,” she said, “we’re here. I’m calculating about an hour here before we have to move to the other side. Do what you gotta do.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Inside an hour, Siva could see why Dania so desperately wanted someone to help Renick at this job. The man was a genius, sure, but an absentminded, scatterbrained one. Once on the surface of DC2014BFC, Renick transmitted through the ship’s comm that he wanted to not only reset the charges, but also adjust them slightly to gain “more efficient performance.” His tinkering took so long, Siva barely made the window to reposition the GX to the far side before the BFC—which she began privately thinking of as the ‘Big Effing Chunk’—moved out of the optimal position for the trajectory back to the Rock.  
 
    It turned out flying around an asteroid belt was as difficult as everyone thought it was, even if the asteroid belt was your home.  
 
    Once on the far side, they had many more charges to reset, and again, Renick wanted to adjust the firing mechanisms. During the flight, Siva listened as he waxed eloquent about timing cues and how the power of the charges could be stacked to achieve synergistic effects. Siva found herself nodding along, even when she didn’t fully understand the scientific theory he was rattling off. Apparently, Renick had a tendency to go on and on. Siva chalked it up to a perk of working with a passionate genius.  
 
    By the time Renick had finished crawling all over the BFC, the GX was below the fuel she’d need to navigate to the other asteroids on Renick’s list, and so much time had passed that the trajectories would have been longer than they’d planned, anyway.  
 
    “We’re gonna have to cut this short,” Siva said as Renick shucked off his EVA suit in the back. “I’m almost at min fuel to get back home. You might have been a bit…optimistic…with your time and fuel planning this morning.”  
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that,” Renick said. “I just hate not to take the opportunity to fix things when it’s there. We can come back out and do the rest tomorrow.”  
 
    “Sounds good,” Siva said, spooling up the throttles and disengaging the grapples with a deep thunk. “Get strapped in. This might require some tricky flying.”  
 
    Fortunately for them, since the BFC was so close to the Rock, there weren’t a lot of smaller pieces of debris in between. Siva probably would’ve had enough fuel to dodge…but she was happy not to have to.  
 
    She was about to breathe a sigh of relief as they punched into the Rock’s atmo through a thin layer of cloud.  
 
    “What’s that?” Renick asked, pointing to the display on the horizon as the landing strip came into view.  
 
    Thin trails of what looked like smoke spiraled upward from the strip and the village. Siva felt icy foreboding snake a path up her spine.  
 
    “I don’t know,” she said, her voice totally empty and neutral, “but it doesn’t look good. Stay strapped in when we land.” She lowered the vertical control to start her approach, feeling her heartbeat accelerate. Where are my babies? 
 
    Suddenly, the GX lurched sickeningly to the left. The defensive systems—which she’d fortunately not yet toggled off—screamed their warnings as energy beams impacted the shielding on the right side of the aircraft.  
 
    “We’re taking fire,” Siva said in the same blank voice. Just like that, her panic drained away as she broke hard to the right, using the vertical control to add power to pull herself through the turn. She glanced to the side to make sure they weren’t about to turn right into a cliff or a tower, then glanced back down at the defensive readout. The screen showed the threat at five o’clock, to the right of her tail.  
 
    Siva considered her options. They were limited. In atmo, she couldn’t accelerate away, and with energy weapons, she couldn’t get out of range unless she got behind terrain of some kind. Unfortunately, they were over the wide, flat plain of the river, with no handy terrain nearby. The readout showed the power level of the impact to be relatively low; probably a hand-carried weapon. Someone was taking potshots.  
 
    Siva rolled out of the turn and pulled up higher into the vertical before banking over to the left to present a more complicated firing solution.  
 
    “Eff this guy,” Siva said, her voice still dead calm. She pulled back to steepen her turn and pitch her nose up, a variation of the maneuver she’d used during her blockade run—only this was in atmo, and the ground was terrifyingly close.  
 
    Still, she was committed. She came up hard and racked the controls over to pivot about the GX’s nose. Before Renick could so much as squeak, they were diving at the ground, right at some kind of truck-like vehicle with a man on top. The man held a lasrifle to his shoulder, pointing at them.  
 
    Siva stroked her trigger.  
 
    The anion blast was a thing of deadly beauty in atmo. While it would have been invisible in the vacuum of space, the blast ignited the manufactured air of the Rock’s thin atmosphere in a tight, blue-white beam for about a nanosecond. Until the vehicle that held the lasrifle-toting potshotter disappeared in a cloud of vapor.  
 
    Renick let out a low whistle of awe.  
 
    “Hang on to what you’ve got,” Siva said as she pulled steadily back on the lateral control and hauled in every bit of power the vertical control would give her. The GX’s engines howled as they went from low power to almost max to meet her demand. Siva felt herself whispering a plea, though she didn’t know to whom. It must have worked, though, because the GX shuddered hard and came to a hover, mere feet above the ground.  
 
    Siva took a deep breath and kicked the right pedal, snapping the GX into a hovering turn in place. Ahead of them, the line of buildings marking the community stood, smoke spiraling upward in ominous warning.  
 
    “Get on the comms,” she said to Renick. “See if you can get Dania or whomever on the line. Find out what happened.” She lowered the vertical control to keep from racing up into the sky, and nudged the GX forward into something between hovering and forward flight.  
 
    Beside her, Renick spoke in low, anxious tones into his microphone, but Siva didn’t listen to his words. She was busy looking outside for more threats. The speaker crackled, and Dania’s voice came through, loud and tense.  
 
    “Renick, we’re in the Hall,” Dania said, “in the back room. They’re shooting at us from the streets. They’ve got vehicles out there.” At this, Siva kicked the pedals to turn the aircraft back toward the large building they called the Hall. Dania had pointed it out as a place for community gatherings and celebrations, but it also had a back room and a commset where Renick monitored the Gate movements. Siva lowered the nose and picked up speed toward this new objective.  
 
    Within moments, she could see the vehicles Dania had mentioned. There were two of them, one on either side of the Hall. They were sleekly oblong, and so wide they filled the narrow dirt tracks that served as “streets” between the buildings. With no visible protuberances, a thin line of laser fire erupted from the side of one of them and hit the earthen wall of the Hall.  
 
    Siva pulled more power in with her vertical and nosed forward so the GX would accelerate while she climbed. Then Siva pulled the trigger. The sleek little vehicle must have had some kind of magnetic shielding because it didn’t immediately vaporize. Siva hung on to her icy calm and dialed up the power before firing again. She banked gently to the right, entering a gradual right turn as she did so. The air around the vehicle seemed to flicker, and then the vehicle itself misted, as the truck had done earlier, making Siva smile.  
 
    Apparently, Mikarik had given her anion cannon enough power it could overwhelm their mag shielding with brute force. Good to know.  
 
    Siva buried the GX’s nose and traded some altitude for airspeed as she racked the lateral control hard back to the left. The GX snapped into a tight left turn back to the Hall as Siva prepared to take out the other vehicle. The driver must have seen, because it took off, accelerating quickly along the dirt path away from her.  
 
    “Siva!” Dania’s voice crackled through the speaker. “Don’t shoot that thing! They took your babies! They’re on board!”  
 
    “Those vehicles must be space-going,” Renick said, his voice still frightened, but carrying a note of curiosity. “They appear to have shielding against your anion blasts, and I don’t see any other way for an invader to arrive.”  
 
    “No wings, no winglets,” Siva muttered. “How does it get out of atmo?” More importantly, how would she stop it? She poured on the speed, trying to keep the thing in sight.  
 
    “Maybe it can engage its thrusters once it gets enough velocity,” Renick said. “It wouldn’t need much to break through the Rock’s tiny gravity, even with the artificial assist we get from our terraformer…” He trailed off and leaned forward as much as his safety straps would allow. “Which appears to be malfunctioning,” he said, tapping the readout. “Look! You’re using far less power to accelerate than normal!”  
 
    “You’re right. Shit. These bungers could be in orbit any minute,” Siva said, her voice growing desperate as icy stabs of fear penetrated her combat calm. “Renick! They have my babies! Help me figure out how to stop them!” 
 
    Renick looked at Siva, then down at the vehicle.  
 
    “You won’t like it,” he said.  
 
    “I don’t care!” Siva’s calm fractured and fell away as the sleek little oblong shape gained speed. She poured on more power to accelerate faster. “I can’t let them take my children!”  
 
    “Match their speed,” Renick said softly, reaching down to tighten his seat straps, “and then hit them.”  
 
    Siva shot him a horrified look. He shrugged, though his face was pale with fear. “If they’re planning to leave atmo, your children are likely strapped into grav couches or something similar. They’ll probably survive a crash.”  
 
    “Probably?” Siva screamed.  
 
    “Do you see another option?” Renick asked quietly.  
 
    She didn’t. She looked back out at the vehicle speeding away from them.  
 
    “Shit,” Siva said, and buried the nose even further. “Hold on,” she said as they slowly overtook them. “This could get tricky.”  
 
    She eased back on the lateral control, holding her speed steady for a moment, then slowly, slowly pushed down on the vertical. She had to balance the energy just right to bleed off altitude without losing any of her speed. The GX descended, but she stayed right with the speeding vehicle. Siva felt Renick reach over and lock her safety straps into place.  
 
    She’d thank him later—if they both survived.  
 
    Once they were within a few feet of the vehicle, Siva could see it was using some kind of hover tech to keep it about 15 feet above the surface of the Rock. She didn’t know if that would make the crash more survivable, or less, but for some reason, it seemed like a good sign. She took a deep breath and dumped the vertical control out, letting the GX fall deliberately into another aircraft.  
 
    The belly of the GX struck to the left of center on the strange, oblong craft. A thud shuddered through the frame and Siva’s seat. Immediately, she hauled up on the vertical control and back on the lateral, climbing for all she was worth. The GX’s nose arced up and over, and Siva pulled her inverted in time to see the other vehicle veer widely to the left, overcorrect to the right, then roll over and crash into the ground.  
 
    “Comeoncomeoncomeon!” Siva said as she slammed her lateral control to the side, whipping the GX into a quick roll back to level flight. Then she dropped her vertical and pulled into a tight, 360-degree descending turn, allowing her airspeed to bleed off as she spiraled down into an approach next to the smoking ruin of metal that held her children inside.  
 
    They touched down, and Siva disconnected her straps, leaving Renick to stab out the sequence for emergency shutdown. Instinct had her grabbing the knife she’d superstitiously kept by the door before she punched in the cabin door opening sequence. Fear ripped through her, wringing her insides out with the thought of her children in the crash she’d caused.  
 
    “Siva, wait!” Renick called, but she ignored him and slipped sideways through the cabin door as soon as the opening would let her through. The scent of hot metal and thruster exhaust hit her in the face as she broke into a frantic run across the 50 meters of rocky ground that separated her from the wreck.  
 
    The ovoid vehicle had a seam in the side shaped like a door. It had cracked open from the impact, and Siva managed to get her fingers inside enough to get a good grip. She strained her ears, but she couldn’t hear anything over her own blood thudding through her skull. She hauled backward with all of her strength, thanking all that was good the Rock’s light gravity made moving the solid door easier than it should have been. She pulled it open, straining hard.  
 
    The sound of crying children spilled out, and her knees nearly buckled with relief. Two cries. Two living babies.  
 
    Fire erupted in her shoulder, knocking her back against the twisted metal of the mangled door. Siva cried out before she could stop herself and clapped her other hand to the wound. She couldn’t see through the gloom inside the wrecked vehicle, but the burn told her she’d been winged with a laser bolt.  
 
    She launched herself blindly into the dimness, sweeping her left hand aside as she did so. Luck smiled on her, as her hand impacted what felt like an arm, and her body hit another body hard enough they both crashed to the deck with a thud.  
 
    Air left Siva’s lungs with a whoosh, but she barely noticed. Rage burned through her as she raised and dropped her elbow into the face of the person below her. Bones cracked. She followed her elbow with her fist, punching over and over again, until her air came back all at once, making her cough.  
 
    Siva raised up again. Her eyes had adjusted enough that she could make out the mangled facial features of a woman. She sucked in a deep breath and looked wildly around, finding the laser pistol near her left foot. The assailant had dropped it—probably when she’d been tackled. Siva grabbed the pistol and pointed it at the woman’s throat.  
 
    “Who are you?” Siva asked, her voice guttural, harsh. “What do you want with my babies?”  
 
    Despite multiple facial fractures and a nose that looked like pulped meat, the woman let out a bubbly, mangled laugh. She spat a wad of blood and broken teeth and blinked dazedly up at Siva.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter who I am,” she said. Or at least, that’s what Siva thought she said. All the facial damage compromised her diction somewhat. “We’ll never stop coming. Not until she has the Terryn brat.”  
 
    A single name rang in Siva’s head like a bell. “Mondaav.”  
 
    More bubble-choked laughter. “It’s all about the bottom line,” she said, and struck. Siva hadn’t noticed the little knife in the woman’s left hand, not until the woman buried it in the laser wound in Siva’s right shoulder. The fire burning there erupted into full-fledged agony.  
 
    Siva wrenched backward, dislodging the knife, and pulled the trigger on the laser pistol. The woman’s throat exploded in a fountain of hot, salty red that pattered over Siva and the entire interior of the vehicle.  
 
    Pain surged through her, bringing exhaustion in its wake. But her babies were still crying, still needed her, so Siva put her good left hand against the nearest bulkhead and pushed up to her feet.  
 
    “Siva? Siva!” Renick’s voice seemed to come through a long tunnel.  
 
    “In here!” Siva called. Or tried to call, anyway. It came out as more of a croak, but Renick must have heard, because he leaned in through the doorway.  
 
    “Siva, the kids…” His anxious question trailed off and his eyes went wide as he got a look at the red-drenched interior of the vehicle.  
 
    “Alive,” she said, “but I need your help. Can’t carry them like this.” She gestured at her shoulder.  
 
    “Oh, Siva! Of course,” Renick said. He shook his head and stepped carefully into the vehicle. She could tell he was trying not to touch her, or the body…or anything, really. It was all a bloody ruin. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard and squared his shoulders. “I’ll get them for you. We’ll keep them safe, Siva, I promise.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Later, as Siva sat huddled near the hearth in Dania’s house with the other members of the community, she uttered the words that had been haunting her since the attack.  
 
    “They’ll never stop.”  
 
    Dania, Renick, and the others paused in their various discussions of what to do next, and all eyes turned to look at her. Siva raised her gaze and met their stares one by one.  
 
    “They’ll never stop,” she said again. “The Mondaavi. They know we’re here. They’ll never stop coming for my babies. The assassin said it herself. ‘It’s all about the bottom line.’ My children are a loose end, and the Mondaav Family will never let it go. We can’t stay here.”  
 
    Dania shook her head. “None of us can stay here, Siva. The terraforming is compromised beyond repair. Without Burman, none of us have the skills to fix it.” Sadness etched deep lines on her face. Burman had been one of those killed in the attack. He’d tried to defend the terraforming module the assassins had destroyed, but he’d been overwhelmed. They’d buried him with the others out in the field at the edge of town.  
 
    “Where will you go?” Siva asked. Dania’s eyebrows went up at her phrasing.  
 
    “Here and there,” Dania said slowly, peering closely at Siva’s face. “Most of us have contacts elsewhere on the fringe. We’ll just scatter. Harder to trace that way. We’ve got the big shuttle. It can fit everyone in cryo, so we can make the trip nice and slow.”  
 
    Siva nodded and turned her gaze to where Marya and Maxon lay, tucked into Dania’s bed next to some of the other babies and toddlers from the community. One of the older kids sat with them, her face sad as she looked down at their sleeping faces. She’d lost family members today, like everyone else. The woman next to Dania was holding a somber little girl whose father had died to save her. The little girl’s red-rimmed blue eyes felt like an accusation to Siva.  
 
    I’ve done this. I’ve brought this evil upon these people. It’s up to me to make it right.  
 
    Siva took a deep breath, straightened her spine, and looked back into Dania’s concerned eyes. “I brought them here,” she said. “They came looking for me and my babies. I brought this upon us all.”  
 
    Dania blinked, and a slow frown spread over her features. She gave a tiny head shake as if trying to dispel something interfering with her hearing.  
 
    “Are you…Siva, I’m sorry, I must have misheard you. It sounded like you were trying to take the blame for these drecksuckers showing up today. Is that what you’re trying to do? Because I really, really thought you were smarter than that.”  
 
    It was Siva’s turn to blink, her eyebrows rising in surprise. Dania got to her feet, pacing with taut energy, like a dangerous animal.  
 
    “Dania, listen,” Siva said, but Dania turned and cut her off with a horizontal slash of her hand, her eyes bright with anger and grief.  
 
    “No. You listen. You are ours. Even if they did come here because of your sweet little ones, that doesn’t make it any less true. We’ve accepted you. You three are family, like everyone else here. So don’t think you can take these precious kidlets and disappear from us, Siva. We won’t have it. You owe us—all of us—better than that!”  
 
    Siva took a deep breath and closed her eyes against the sudden sting of tears. She felt Dania’s hand on her head, stroking her hair.  
 
    “You’re not alone, Mama,” Dania whispered, wrapping her arms around Siva’s shoulders. “You’re not in this alone.”  
 
    That did it. The dam burst, and tears ran unchecked down Siva’s cheeks. She turned and buried her face in Dania’s shoulder. Her body shook with the effort not to sob out loud and further upset all the children. Around the room, several other surviving adults murmured their agreement. Siva raised her head to see her new friends looking at her, nodding. Over by the bed, the young girl watching the babies bent and pressed a light kiss to Maxon’s sleeping face.  
 
    Dania was right. This was family.  
 
    “I need your help,” Siva said, the words falling soft as snowflakes into the quiet of the room. Dania squeezed her once more and sat back on her own stool.  
 
    “Anything, Siva.”  
 
    Siva met her eyes, knowing her own were likely red-rimmed and bleak.  
 
    “I wasn’t wrong,” she said. “Mondaav won’t stop until my babies are dead. I have to stop them, and I can’t do that and take care of Marya and Maxon. I need—” She broke off, unable to say the words.  
 
    Dania understood. “They won’t thank you for leaving them,” she said softly.  
 
    Siva nodded. “I know,” she said, “but I can’t bring them with me, and we can’t just keep running. They’ll never stop. If I’m successful, I’ll be back before they’re old enough to remember that I was gone. And if I’m not…well…they’re young enough to forget me.”  
 
    Dania looked at her for a moment longer, then nodded slowly. “Of course,” she said. “You’re right. I’ll keep them safe for you until you come back.”  
 
    “And if I don’t—”  
 
    Dania reached out and grabbed Siva, her strong fingers biting hard into the meat of her good shoulder.  
 
    “You’re their mother,” Dania said in a low, intense, almost angry voice. “I will keep them safe for you until you come back!”  
 
    Siva nodded, unable to say anything else around the lump in her throat. Dania gave her another brief, hard hug before releasing her. Then, efficient and pragmatic as ever, she turned to discuss their next move.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dania’s plan, such as it was, was to load everyone up in Renick’s shuttle, including Marya and Maxon, and put them into cryo. Then Renick and his autopilot would take them…somewhere.  
 
    “Better if you don’t know where,” Dania told Siva firmly as they shivered in the failing atmosphere the next morning. The adults of the community had stayed up late into the night, talking plans and figuring out what they could afford to take. It wasn’t much, and the dropping temperature was a constant reminder that time was running out.  
 
    Dania and Siva each cuddled a sleeping baby. Dania had already settled her own kids in the grav couches on the shuttle. Once in orbit, they’d go into cryo, for as long as it took to get wherever they were going.  
 
    “Here,” Dania said softly. Siva turned to see her shifting Maxon to hold him up against her right shoulder. In her left hand, she held out something that looked like an antique, built of wiring soldered together with something that might have been a tiny power source. Siva took it in her free hand, raising her eyebrows in silent inquiry.  
 
    “For when you’re done,” Dania explained. “It’s a micro-transponder. Renick encrypted it. Press that bit there, and we’ll come find you, anywhere in the Known System. We’ll find you…and no one else will.”  
 
    “You’re sure?” Siva asked. She couldn’t help herself.  
 
    “Renick encrypted it,” Dania said with a grin. “He may look like a dumb stick jock, but he’s a mad genius under it all. Who do you think designed the Gate?”  
 
    Siva swallowed hard, nodded, and tucked the micro-transponder into an inner pocket she’d sewn to the inside of her shirt.  
 
    “Dania!” Renick called. “Bring those kids over here! We gotta move!”  
 
    “Mama won’t be long, my loves,” Siva murmured softly as they walked up the ramp to the shuttle. It dwarfed her GX as it sat on the landing strip, though it was still small enough to be classed as a planetary craft. Both babies allowed themselves to be strapped in with a minimum of fuss—they were old hands with grav-couches by then. Siva bent and pressed a kiss to each of their foreheads and then turned to hug Dania hard.  
 
    “I’ll keep them safe,” she whispered again, “until you come back.”  
 
    Siva nodded, not trusting her voice. She squeezed Dania one more time and let go. With a blown kiss to each of the babies, Siva turned and walked back out into the cold, toward her fueled up GX. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Zerith took a bite of a green- and red-striped apple and swallowed quickly. His tail moved back and forth in nervousness. “How about I sit in your seat, and you go down to the power plant and explain to Kyla about entering an asteroid field.” 
 
    Harmon held up his hands to ward off the very thought. “Frost, no! That’s on you, buddy. You’re the senior chief warrant officer. Top warrant in the entire fleet. That’s technician stuff. A good leader lets his subordinates handle their business. I refuse to micromanage you.” He sat back with a serious look on his face. “You tell her.” 
 
    “Technician stuff,” Zerith said. He took another bite and chewed slowly this time. He glanced toward Chief Warrant Brickle, who was oblivious to their conversation. He spoke up toward the overhead speaker. “Clip. Take notes.” 
 
    “About what, Zee?” Clip asked. “What are you talking about? And just so you know, I have the power plant security feed on my screen down here. I’m going to watch you tell her.” 
 
    “Then you should definitely take notes. About leadership.” 
 
    Zerith stepped over to Brickle’s console. “Brickle, go down to the power plant and inform Chief Warrant Officer Kyla and Chief Warrant Officer Vera we’ll be entering an asteroid field in six hours. There may be damage to the ship, and, at the very least, evasive maneuvers are imminent. It’ll undoubtedly put a strain on the shields and thus, the fusion plants themselves.” 
 
    “What? Me…sir?” Brickle stammered. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll cover your station while you’re absent from the bridge.” 
 
    Every member of the bridge was silent as Brickle slowly made his way to the lift. They all heard him muttering before the hatch slid shut. “You want to get a Caldivar killed? Order him to…” 
 
    Everyone burst out laughing. 
 
    Zerith popped the apple core into his mouth and spoke around it. “Delegation. A good leader knows how to delegate.” 
 
    They laughed harder. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” Ensign Renlo said, “we’re nearing the field. I can’t find a way in. Not only are the asteroids moving unpredictably, some of them have heavy metal content. That’s throwing the sensors off and giving me ghost images. I can’t pilot the ship through unless I have a path planned out. That would give me time to react.” 
 
    Harmon turned to the tactical officer. “Adam, can you find a way in?” 
 
    “No, sir,” Adam said. “It’s random and dangerous. I thought I saw a path moments ago, but it closed. Maybe we can destroy some of them and make our way in.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that, sir,” Bev said. “I like to think I am skilled with the weapons console, but I just do not know.” 
 
    “Jayneen, is that possible?” Harmon asked. 
 
    “Theoretically,” she answered, “but it is risky. We would need to use the mass cannon to ensure complete destruction of an asteroid. If we break off part of one, we could impact what is left. Even if we don’t hit it, it will hit other, smaller ones and could send them into the path of our trajectory. Enough impacts, and the shields will fail. Hull integrity would follow shortly after.” 
 
    Harmon knew the mass canon had been improved when the ship had spent extensive time in the shipyards after the battle in the Nazrooth system. It gathered the energy of four of the ship’s pulse cannons and released them as one. Even with the improvements, it was still an incredible draw of power, and he planned to use it only as a last resort. 
 
    “Yeah,” he agreed. “That’s out.” 
 
     “How in the frost do we get into the field and find the Rock?” He stood up and turned around. “Private Norblon, you come from a system where they mine asteroids. How do we do it?” 
 
    Norblon reached a long arm up and scratched the thick hair on her head. “The Larbink Rings are an asteroid belt, but it’s more like dozens of small moons. Their orbit around the gas giant is fairly stable. They’ve been mapped out for centuries. The theory is, the system’s so old, all the small asteroids were eventually pulled toward the larger ones and destroyed on impact, leaving only the big ones.” She shrugged. “A large enough asteroid can have its own gravitational pull. It’s not much, but it’s enough.” 
 
    “Great,” Harmon said. He paced. “I forgot. That’s another factor we need to be aware of in case we have to get close to one. One of the big ones, anyway.” 
 
    “Uncle Harmon.” 
 
    “Bahroot! Have you caught up to us, buddy?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m in turnover, slowing now,” the young AI answered. “I believe I can find a path. I’ve written a math equation that will allow me to predict and plot probable trajectories of the asteroids, given a limited area. All I had to do was…” 
 
    “Whoa!” Harmon interrupted. “You know I’m not good with all that math. If you say you can map a way through, I believe you. We’ll wait until your shuttle’s docked and you’re safely aboard.” 
 
    “Thank you, Harmon,” Jayneen said. “I do not know what I would do if he was in that type of danger, even if it is part of his duties.” 
 
    “Mom, I wouldn’t be in danger. I can predict…” Bahroot’s voice trailed off. 
 
    “Hey, buddy,” Harmon said. “You there? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “That’s not an asteroid,” Bahroot said almost to himself. “That’s a ship, and it’s coming out of the field. I couldn’t tell earlier if it was a heavy metal asteroid or what. It’s a ship; I’m sure of it. It should show on your sensors soon. It’s moving toward the edge of the field with no issues. They must have the same formula I devised. How is that…”  
 
    “Sir, I can confirm,” Adam said. “A ship has exited the field.” 
 
    “Good job, Bahroot,” Harmon said. It was then he realized Bahroot’s voice had trailed off again. “What’s wrong? What else have you found?” 
 
    “Another ship! It’s much larger. It came from behind a large moon-sized asteroid on the edge of the field. It couldn’t have been in the field itself. It’s accelerating on a path that’ll intercept the first one before we do.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    “Sir! My screens show a ship of unknown make and model.” 
 
    Pelson Landonna looked up from the small screen he’d been reading. It was more of the deals made among the families working together in this. “What do you mean unknown? We’re looking for any ship coming out of the field. Did another reveal itself?” 
 
    “It’s not coming from the asteroid belt,” the ship’s operations officer explained. “We’re tracking a ship from there. This is a new contact; one I’ve never seen. The readings of its shielding are far different from standard.” 
 
    “Shields?” Pelson demanded. “Are they armed? What type of…” 
 
    “Sir, I have launched missiles,” the weapons officer called out. He hadn’t been paying attention to the conversation around him as he followed his last directives. 
 
    They were committed. “Prepare a solution for the interloper!” Pelson snarled. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Salvage Title 
 
      
 
    “The newcomer has shields up,” Jayneen said. “They’ve launched missiles.” 
 
    “Battle stations!” Harmon ordered. Adam’s hand slammed down on a corner of his console. Alarms went off all over the ship. 
 
    Harmon sat down quickly. He called down to the other bridge. “Clip, talk to me.” 
 
    “The missiles aren’t aimed at us, though we might catch a stray. They’re attacking the first ship.” A moment later he added, “Dude, the first ship has some shields, but I can’t find anything that indicates they even have weapons. No laser turrets, missile launchers, or anything else. That’s a civilian ship.” 
 
    “Pirates?” Harmon asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so, Uncle Harmon,” Bahroot answered. “The attacking ship has been well maintained. I can find no indications of power fluctuations, environmental leaks, mismatched hull patches, or anything else normally seen.” 
 
    “Since when do pirates have decent vessels?” Clip asked. 
 
    “They don’t,” Harmon said. “I bet that’s a family ship. Get closer. Path, see if you can communicate with them. Verbal only, no visual. Attacking an unarmed ship is wrong, I don’t care what system we’re in.” 
 
    “The civilian ship is attempting to maneuver and throw off the incoming missiles. It looks like only two struck it. Their shields are showing a low output. They can’t take another volley.” 
 
    “Squat!” Harmon said. “Path, have you…” 
 
    “Harmon! The second missile salvo is tracking us. They launched at extreme range. Three minutes until impact.” 
 
    “Bev,” Harmon ordered, “get me a firing solution on their thrusters. Launch as soon as you can. Power up the pulse canons. Clip, you guys do your thing.” 
 
    “We’re on it,” Clip answered. “You fight the ship, I’ll handle defense.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Defensive Bridge 
 
      
 
    Clip checked his sensors one last time and then said, “One. Launch two salvos of shotgun missiles.” 
 
    “Roger, sir,” the Leethog sitting at the first console said. “Programed to detonate two seconds before impact with incoming missiles.” Clip smiled when he heard her say, “Roger.” 
 
    Two small hatches opened on the hull of the ship, and four missiles leapt from each. After a short time, the fuel was exhausted, leaving them nearly invisible to all sensors, and moving at a high velocity to the designated coordinates. When the eight small missiles detonated, the cones of steel balls in the warheads moved as a wall toward the missiles. When they struck, most of the missiles exploded. Others veered off, spinning off into space. Only two missiles survived. 
 
    “Two, engage the defensive lasers,” Clip ordered. 
 
    “Roger, sir,” another Leethog answered. Already prepared to discharge her duties, her small hands flew across the screen of her console. Everyone aboard the ship felt the slight vibration as dozens of small turrets turned as one and discharged shots at the incoming missiles. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Main Bridge 
 
      
 
    “First salvo is away,” Bev announced. “Twenty missiles tracking normally.” 
 
    “What about the civilian ship?” Harmon asked. “Adam?” 
 
    “Another salvo of missiles has been launched at it.” 
 
    “Path? Any luck?” 
 
    “No, sir,” the big Withaloo answered. His ear flicked against a small horn. “I am picking up a distress call from the other ship. They claim to be launching escape pods.” 
 
    “I can confirm,” Bahroot volunteered. He’d maintained an open channel. 
 
    “Bahroot! Get out of there. You don’t need to move through the battle zone. Get clear and stay back. That’s an order, Ensign.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Our missiles impacted,” Adam announced. “Six got through their defensives. Sensors indicate their shields are fluctuating. They are turning away from us.” 
 
    “Good,” Harmon said. 
 
    Over the speakers, Clip shouted, “Two missiles inbound. Prepare for impact!” 
 
    The explosions were felt by all as they rocked Salvage Title. “Forward shields at 75%,” Adam announced. 
 
    “That much?” Harmon said. “Ok. Their weapons technology is on par with many in the galaxy.” 
 
    Harmon used the comms in the arm of his seat. “Big Jon, get your repair crews on those shields.” 
 
    The marine platoon doubled as the damage control team. Off duty technicians joined them for emergency repairs during combat. “Roger, sir, they’re working on them. Covers are off the downed shield generators now.” 
 
    “Sir! The civilian ship is breaking up,” Adam announced. “I count seven escape pods moving away from it. The attacker’s veering away from us.” 
 
    “Squat,” Harmon said. “They never stood a chance. We need to gather those escape pods. Jayneen, will the tractor beams pull them in?” 
 
    “No, Harmon,” Jayneen answered. “I calculate the interference of the slight gravity of the nearest asteroid to be too much for us to break them away. Perhaps if we were close enough.” 
 
    Harmon used his comms again. “Bridge to Flight Ops.” 
 
    “Flight Ops,” 
 
    “Launch all fighters. Have them engage the landing struts and lock onto the seven pods. We have to get them. If not, they’ll burn into the nearest big asteroid like it’s a moon.” 
 
    “Roger, sir,” the lieutenant said, “but we have a problem.” 
 
    “Talk to me.” 
 
    “We only have six fighters fully mission capable.” 
 
    “Only six? What about the others?” What happened? 
 
    “Hanktilmotal and Stantilmotal, sir.” 
 
    “What have Hank and Stan done this time?” Harmon asked. 
 
    “I’m not quite sure, sir. They told me to mind my own business.” 
 
    “What?” Harmon said. “They know better than to throw their weight around. Launch what you’ve got. Bridge, out. 
 
    “Bahroot? You still monitoring?” 
 
    “Yes, Uncle Harmon.” 
 
    “You need to come back around. There are seven escape pods in danger out there, and I’ve only got six fighters launching to catch them. I need you to snag one with your shuttle.” 
 
    “I can do that.” Showing initiative, Bahroot added, “I’ll designate pods to the outbound fighters to ensure nobody goes after the same one.” 
 
    “Sir!” Adam shouted. “Missiles have been launched by the enemy ship. They’re headed for the escape pods. Four minutes until impact.” 
 
    “Clip, can you guys take those missiles out?” 
 
    “No can do. Jayneen says the pods may take some of the steel from the shotgun missiles as it expands after detonation. The ball bearings will tear through an escape pod like they do unshielded missiles.” 
 
    “Renlo, intercept those missiles. Get us close enough to use all the ship’s defensive lasers.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” 
 
    Everyone on the ship felt the G-forces as the ship increased velocity. The inertia dampeners strained to compensate, but it was still uncomfortable. 
 
    “Take her to the limit,” Harmon ordered. “Jayneen, deploy the mass cannon.” 
 
    “Deploying now. Two minutes until fully charged.” 
 
    Panels slid back opposite the open fighter bay on the ship. A large rectangular screen extended and slid up to cover the hatches for the side’s four pulse cannons. Several sections of the ship darkened as power was diverted from nonessential areas. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    “Sir, the scavenger ship is breaking up. I detect multiple escape pods.” 
 
    “Weapons, target those pods!” Captain Pelson shouted. “Ops, what’s the status of the incoming missiles?” 
 
    “I…they…sir, I’ve never seen anything like it. They appear to be smaller than our standard missiles, but the speed they’re achieving is unobtainable by something that small.” 
 
    “If they’re small, the shields should hold. I don’t…” 
 
    He didn’t finish, as he was thrown to the deck when the ship was rocked by missile strikes. Sparks came from the overhead lighting, and two systems started smoking, their operators struggling to get back to their stations. 
 
    “Give me a status report! What’s the damage! Pilot, change course! Put some distance between us!” 
 
    “Sir, we’ve been hit aft. Three thrusters are out, and shields have failed temporarily. They’re now intermittent.” 
 
    “Captain, the new ship shows signs of weakened shielding.” He paused and continued, “Missiles tracking on the pods.” 
 
    “Good! Come around. They can be damaged; they can be defeated. Move all excess power to forward shields. After we destroy them, I’ll demand respect from my father. My brothers will all move down in his eyes.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    “I have rerouted power, Harmon. The mass cannon is fully charged.” 
 
    “Take out that ship now. Bev, engage the forward pulse cannons, too.” 
 
    Everyone felt the reverberation as the four pulse cannons discharged one after another, one second apart. The lighting dimmed momentarily when the cannons on the starboard side fired as one into the rectangle. It held the surge for the briefest of instants, then a huge pulse of raw energy discharged and struck the unknown warship. 
 
    As the ship’s shields were down from the pulse cannons, and it was already venting atmosphere, the concentrated blast tore through it, shattering its spine and laying it open to the vastness of space. Internal explosions, as its power plants and stored missiles blew, turned the rest of the ship into pieces beyond salvaging. 
 
    “Enemy ship is no longer a threat,” Adam reported. “No escape pods detected. It’s breaking up.” 
 
    “Good,” Harmon said. “Our fighters and the civilian escape pods?” 
 
    “We were able to destroy the salvo of missiles. The last two fighters are moments away from connecting with pods. It’s going to be close. They’re in danger of impacting with an asteroid.” 
 
    “Path, put me through to those pilots. Who are they?” 
 
    “On the main screen, sir.” 
 
    Harmon looked up to a split screen showing the cockpit of two of the sleek fighters. Both Leethog pilots wore leather helmets from Earth’s 20th century. World War I, to be precise. Both had their goggles on. 
 
    “Hank! Stan!” Harmon said, stepping toward the screen. He could see beyond each brother through their clear steel canopies. The asteroid seemed to be growing at a rapid pace. “Get those pods and get out of there!” 
 
    “We are working on it,” Hank answered. 
 
    “How can we concentrate if we are being called?” Stan asked. 
 
    “Locked on,” Hank announced. “Pulling away now.” 
 
    “I am right behind you,” Stan added. “Race you to the ship.” 
 
    “Hey!” Harmon warned. “No racing. You have escape pods attached with people inside. What in the frost is wrong with you two?” 
 
    “Fine, we will not race,” Hank said. He sounded disappointed. “It is not often we get to pilot fighters anymore.” 
 
    “That reminds me,” Harmon said, “what did you do to the other six fighters?” 
 
    “We have the repair crews working on them. We are making them better.” 
 
    Harmon looked down and slowly shook his head. He took a deep breath, looked up, ran his fingers through his hair, and said, “Just get back here in a reasonable amount of time. Don’t push it. We have no way of knowing if those escape pods have any kind of gravity force dampeners.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Fighter Bay 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” Harmon asked. “I mean really sure?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Clip answered, “we think so. These are not just escape pods, they’re cryo beds.” 
 
    “Cryo. Who would believe it’s still used?” Harmon asked. He turned to the ship’s doctor. “Doc, are you sure it’s safe to wake them?” 
 
    “Yes,” the Leethog physician said. She’d been trained to deal with multiple races and had additional technology she could access if she was unfamiliar with one. “They are not in use by many races—Bith Gates negate the need—but the information is still available. The design is human, three centuries old—the technology, not the beds themselves. The information screens show them to be ‘in the green,’ as you humans say. I can wake them safely.” 
 
    “How many?” Harmon asked as he stepped closer and tried to see into one through the small, clear opening. 
 
    “There are 35 humans in them, five per pod. They are large and cannot be moved to the medical bay. I can have my assistants erect a shelter like the marine medics use in support of ground combat. We will need to do them one pod at a time.” 
 
    “Well, start with this one.”  
 
    “I have a request.” 
 
    “Sure,” Harmon said. “What do you need?” 
 
    “You, Commander Kolget, and the other human crewmembers. These humans have never seen another race. I am sure it will come as a shock. The thought of not knowing many races exist is nearly beyond my comprehension, but it will help keep them calm if there are humans here along with my assistants.” 
 
    Harmon glanced over to one of the medics, a seven-foot-tall blue Yalteen. “I can imagine,” he agreed. He thought of Brickle, a Caldivar with an elongated snout and three eyes, the Prithmar with their purple skin and lack of protruding ears, and other races who made up the crew of Salvage Title. The teeth on a Leethog unnerved many who already knew of the race. “We should set up a screen to play the video of the other ship attacking theirs, so they know we didn’t do it.” 
 
    “I’m on it, man,” Clip volunteered. 
 
    “One last thing, Commodore,” the doctor said. 
 
    Harmon waited to hear. “There are children among them…and infants.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Paradise Planet Ezan 
 
    Known System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Siva went back to Ezan, feeling there was a kind of sick, poetic justice to it all. Ezan was where she’d unwittingly given the Mondaavi the information they’d needed to annihilate her home and way of life. Ezan would be the place where she would begin to return the favor.  
 
    Of course, Ezan was a lot harder to get to this time. Before, Siva had simply arrived via a Terrynian courier ship to the planet and had been welcomed with all the pomp and circumstance afforded wealthy guests. This time, she still had a Terrynian courier ship, but it had been modified beyond recognition, and with the amount of weaponry it now packed, it wouldn’t do to fly up to the front door and knock, so to speak.  
 
    So that left sneaking in.  
 
    Dania had given her a some of the credits the Rock had siphoned from the mining operation in the asteroid belt. The metal chits that acted as the physical representation of monetary credits weren’t incredibly common, but they weren’t unheard of, either. It was standard for couriers and merchant vessels to carry some as an emergency stash in case they had unexpected expenses that couldn’t be resolved quickly. That was part of the reason courier ships were often armed—physical credits carried purchasing power everywhere in the Known System.  
 
    Siva counted out what Dania had given her and huffed a sigh. It was a hefty sum, but her plans were expensive, and she hoped it would be enough. Still, she didn’t have much choice, so she set her course for Ezan’s largest moon and spent the rest of the trip reading anything she could find on the various system broadcasts about the Mondaavi Family. There wasn’t much. Like most of the families, the Mondaavi guarded their privacy with vigilant jealousy. What bits Siva could find were mostly fragmented press releases from various Mondaavi-owned companies beamed from settlement to settlement. Nothing new or interesting. Nothing useful.  
 
    She arrived in orbit around Ezan’s primary moon—the fancifully named “Gateway To Paradise”—with a sense of relief. “GTP,” as the locals called it, wasn’t nearly as formal and luxurious as the planet itself. It was crowded and dirty, a bottleneck of humanity looking for a way to get to the promised fantasy of Ezan—and then rotting away on its doorstep as they failed.  
 
    “Unidentified courier ship, welcome to Gateway Orbit Six. Please activate your transponder and identify yourself with your valid reservation for short- or long-term docking.” The voice filling the GX’s speakers sounded bored. Siva sat up straighter in her straps and leaned forward to toggle the voice distortion and control.  
 
    “Request premium privacy protocols,” Siva said, and the side tone in her speakers told her that her voice had been appropriately scrambled to disguise her gender and age.  
 
    “Premium privacy protocols require prepayment. Please provide your reservation number.”  
 
    “Request physical payment and convenience surcharge for fly-in reservation to long-term docking.”  
 
    “You can verify possession of fees and 30% surcharge?” The voice sharpened, as if interested. Siva closed her eyes and hoped she wasn’t making a huge mistake.  
 
    “I can,” she said, and toggled on the video to show the stack of credits she’d locked in one of the cargo boxes in the back.  
 
    “Please stand by for verification.”  
 
    Siva remained silent, her hand tense over the acceleration control.  
 
    “Verification complete. Please be advised, the Ezan Corporation will hold the passengers and crew of the ship personally liable for any counterfeit physical credits, and criminal penalties, to include the death penalty, will apply. You have been confirmed for long-term dock Seven Alpha. Welcome to GTP.”  
 
    Her nav readout scrolled with docking instructions, and Siva let out the breath she’d been holding. She punched the “Accept” command and sat back in her seat as the GX rolled to comply.  
 
    Roughly an hour later, the GX came to a stop, securely nestled in the docking cradle attached to a long microgravity tube extending from one of the mini-stations orbiting the moon. Siva keyed in the defensive protocols Mikarik had added, then unstrapped and went back to collect the all-important credits. The premiums would mostly drain her stash, but if it got her to Ezan, it wouldn’t matter. No matter what happened, the GX would be safe, and she or Dania, or whoever, could come back and pick it up later.  
 
    Credits in hand, Siva punched in the command for the cabin door to open. As she’d expected, two electronic stevedores met her, weapons bristling and pointed right at her, center mass.  
 
    “Physical credit protocol engaged,” one of the e-stevs said through its electronic speakers. “Please remit payment immediately, or be terminated and your ship seized as compensation.”  
 
    Siva held out the case that carried the astronomical sum she’d agreed to pay. The e-stev extended two robotic claws, clamped them around the case, and retracted the extenders back inside its spherical outer casing. The weapons never wavered, and Siva had to force herself to breathe normally as the seconds seemed to stretch into eternity.  
 
    Finally, the e-stev let out a chime, and the weapons retracted into its sphere as well.  
 
    “Payment received. Reservation booked indefinitely. Please remit balance of payment for continued docking services by next planetary revolution cycle, or your ship will be seized as compensation.”  
 
    “Status of premium privacy protocols?” Siva asked quickly as the other e-stev withdrew its weapons.  
 
    “Premium privacy protocols engaged. Welcome to Ezan, Anonymous Guest.”  
 
    The two e-stevs turned and rolled away, disappearing into an alcove along the long corridor leading back to the mini-station’s central hub.  
 
    “Okay,” Siva said out loud. “One obstacle down. Now to get through the gateway and into paradise itself!”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    From the docking mini-station, Siva was able to catch a nearly-empty shuttle to the surface of GTP. As she’d observed through the GX’s sensors from orbit, the moon itself was a cramped, maze-like warren. There seemed to be little to no organization or government, and Siva found herself looking over her shoulder as she moved through the mass of bodies toward what a crudely lettered roadside sign proclaimed to be the “Ezan Hiring Authority.”  
 
    “Hey, pretty lady! What’re you doing? Don’t you know they eat pretty girls down on the surface?”  
 
    The words came from an older woman with a garishly made-up face who filled the doorway of a dilapidated structure along the main thoroughfare. Siva didn’t really want to stop, but the crowd ahead of her pulsed and backed up through a narrow spot ahead, and she found herself face-to-face with the woman in the doorway.  
 
    “Oooh, look at you! Listen to me, dearling. With a face like yours, you don’t want to go to the surface. They’ll use you up for a year, and then toss you out like the garbage they think you are. Come work for me instead!”  
 
    “As a whore?” Siva asked, keeping her tone as polite as possible. The woman threw back her head, her hair tinkling with the charms woven into them, and laughed.  
 
    “Yes! A whore, but an honest one, making an honest wage for your labors. Down there, you won’t have a choice, you know. At least my girls can turn away a customer if they feel they have reason.”  
 
    “Thank you for your concern,” Siva said, “but I’m just looking for domestic work.”  
 
    “Sure you are, dearling. That’s what they all say. Keep in mind, none of the houses will touch you once you’ve been used up for a year planetside!”  
 
    “I’ll take my chances.” The crowd ahead shifted, and Siva moved forward once again. The sound of the woman’s laughter floated after her.  
 
    “See you in a year!”  
 
    Siva rolled her eyes and turned her body to slide sideways into a space that had opened in the crowd ahead. She wouldn’t be here in a year. If it took that long, she’d find some other way to get to Mondaav.  
 
    Not that she had any idea how to do that.  
 
    Don’t borrow trouble, she reminded herself. Focus on the goal. Get inside Ezan, whatever it takes. Eventually, someone from the family is bound to show up here. And when they do… 
 
    Well. She wasn’t sure exactly what would happen when they did, but she’d think of something. She had to.  
 
    Finally, the press of bodies lightened, and she felt the crowd carry her up to the side of a building painted a uniform gray. Siva could see no windows, and only one metal door. Next to the door, a small plaque stamped with block letters hung. She stepped close enough to read it:  
 
    Resort Hiring Authority. No Unsolicited Inquiries, Please.  
 
    Siva huffed out a breath and squared her shoulders, then she schooled her face into a hopeful smile and knocked on the door.  
 
    To her surprise, the answer was almost immediate. So immediate, she had to jump backward to avoid being smacked by the door.  
 
    “Can’t you read?” a person of indeterminate gender and age growled at her from the shadowed interior of the building. “No. Unsolicited. Inquiries.”  
 
    “Yes, I know,” Siva said, “but I have an appointment, only I think there was a miscommunication, because my name wasn’t on the list earlier today when I arrived for my interview. So, I ran back to the ship that brought me here to get my confirmation notice, and I’ve only just made it back. The crowd outside is terrible!”  
 
    The person inside leaned out, and Siva got a glimpse of wispy black hair floating around a pasty face screwed up in a frown.  
 
    “You have a confirmation?”  
 
    “Yes,” Siva said, reaching into her jacket for one of her few remaining physical credits. “It’s right here.”  
 
    “Let me see it,” the person demanded.  
 
    Siva glanced around at the milling crowd still hovering close. More than one head turned their way in interest.  
 
    “I’d feel better if you’d let me in first,” she said, trying to make herself sound small and afraid.  
 
    The person looked around, made a huffing sound, and nodded once, sharply. They held the door out to the side, and Siva ducked under their outstretched arm to enter the dimly lit building. The metal door clanged shut behind her.  
 
    She turned to see the doorkeeper staring at her with an outstretched hand.  
 
    “You have 10 seconds to put your confirmation in my hand, or I call security and have you shot,” the doorkeeper said, with a slight, ugly smile.  
 
    “Yes, of course,” Siva said. She pulled the credit out of her jacket and laid it in the doorkeeper’s outstretched hand. Then she looked up directly into their eyes.  
 
    “As you can see,” she said, allowing her tone to take on a little more force and confidence, “I have experience as domestic staff for one of the great families.”  
 
    The doorkeeper’s heavy eyebrows shot up, and they looked down at the small fortune in their palm.  
 
    “Ah…so you do,” they said, closing their fingers quickly around the credit chit. “You’ll still have to take the entrance exams, of course…and if you fail, you’ll be flung out on your ear.”  
 
    “I’m ready to take whatever exam is required,” Siva said with her own tiny smile. “I’m just looking for a chance.”  
 
    “Hmmph, well. You’re confirmed for an interview, so it seems this is your chance. Follow me.” The doorkeeper turned on their heel and began walking down the darkened corridor that stretched away from the street outside. Siva took a deep breath and followed.  
 
    About halfway down the corridor, the doorkeeper stopped and gestured to an intersecting hallway turning off to the left. “Down there, third door on the right,” they said. “Wait there; someone will come get you for your exams. Which you’ll probably fail.”  
 
    “Thank you for your help and confidence,” Siva said. If the doorkeeper noticed her sarcasm, they didn’t show it. They simply turned and went back to their post by the metal door, presumably to await other applicants who had appointments…or the credits to bribe their way in, as she had.  
 
    The testing wasn’t nearly as onerous as the doorkeeper had made it sound. A bored-looking woman came into the small, bare room where Siva waited alone in the rows of seats. Siva could tell the tester was in a hurry because she barely glanced up before dropping into a seat and launching into a rapid-fire series of questions about the typical structure of a family estate and the various types of servant work contained therein. When Siva mentioned she had some familiarity with childcare and nursery maintenance, the tester sneered and rolled her eyes.  
 
    “This is Ezan, not some kiddie play world,” she said with a sigh. “We don’t have a lot of call for childcare, here. What else can you do?”  
 
    Siva bit her lip. She didn’t think piloting a starship or killing her way out of captivity would be super useful, so she shrugged and improvised. “Light housekeeping?”  
 
    “Light housekeeping?” the tester snapped. She rolled her eyes again and looked at Siva for the first time, irritation clear on her face. For a moment.  
 
    There wasn’t a reflective surface anywhere to be had in the featureless room, so Siva couldn’t have said what her expression looked like. However, as she stared at this blustering minor functionary, she felt her eyes go absolutely cold and hard. She would get in to Ezan, and she would find her next step here, regardless of what this woman said or did.  
 
    The tester’s eyes widened with surprise, and she quickly looked away as her hands began to tremble.  
 
    “Fine,” she snapped, surging to her feet and whipping a small card out of the folder she held in her hands. “Chambermaid. Take this and follow the green line to Iulio down at the end of the hall. He’ll give you a uniform and get you scheduled for a shuttle planetside.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Siva said, reaching out to take the card. The tester smirked, then jerked her hand back as if she feared Siva’s touch.  
 
    “Don’t thank me,” the tester muttered as she turned on her heel and marched out the door. “Pretty thing like you won’t last a month.”  
 
    Siva watched her go and looked at the card she held in her hand. Then she shrugged, got to her feet, and went out into the hallway to find the green line and Iulio.  
 
    Iulio, it turned out, was a young, pimply-faced man wearing Ezan livery and slouching behind a counter at the other end of the hallway from where Siva had entered. She walked up to his counter and gave him the card. He took it, looked at her, looked at the card, then looked back up at her with a smirk before reaching under the counter for a folded bundle of cloth which was, presumably, her uniform.  
 
    “Here you go,” he said with the same oily smirk. “Take those and follow me.”  
 
    Siva did as he’d said, following him through a door behind the counter into another series of twisting hallways, until she stepped into a room filled with rows of lockers.  
 
    “This one’s yours,” the oily youth said. “Place your thumb here to set the lock. Company can open the lock as well, of course, so don’t keep anything in there you don’t want us to see,” he added with a bit of a braying laugh.  
 
    Siva gave him a tight smile and pressed her thumb to the indicated pad. The locker gave a beep and a thunk, then swung open to reveal a hanger bar and two shelves. She glanced over her shoulder, but the oily youth had disappeared. She shrugged and changed into her new uniform: a pair of drab gray leggings and a form-fitting, long sleeved tunic falling to the midpoint of her hips. She hadn’t been given shoes, so she kept her boots on, but she tucked her serviceable flying coveralls into the locker.  
 
    Thank goodness this getup is warm, she thought as she slammed the door and thumbed the lock. Then she turned and, for lack of anything better to do, retraced the green line back to the counter where the oily young man waited.  
 
    He gave a low whistle of appreciation and looked Siva slowly up and down. Siva fought not to snort her derision. The kid was barely out of adolescence and hardly the kind of man she’d find attractive, even if she had the spare brain space to think of dalliance.  
 
    “Red line, sweetheart,” he said, pointing to another colored line on the floor. “That’ll take you to the planetside shuttle. Good luck.”  
 
    “Thank you,” she said and immediately wished she hadn’t when he winked in response. By sheer force of will, she kept her expression neutral and turned to follow the line toward the shuttle.  
 
    Within a few hours, she’d be on Ezan.  
 
    Then she’d see what there was to see. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ezan was as beautiful as ever, but Siva didn’t get to see it.  
 
    As soon as her shuttle landed, she was swept into the bustle of service at the largest beachside resort on the planet. It was the same place she’d vacationed at so long ago, easily the most popular destination. Though people often went to Ezan to get away and escape to secluded mountain or island locales, eventually, almost everyone came through this particular resort. News broadcasts and gossip bursts called it “the premier spot to see and be seen.”  
 
    Given all the information, Siva liked the odds of finding her quarry there…eventually.  
 
    It took a few weeks to settle into a routine. She and about 100 other female chambermaids slept in a huge dormitory that was part of the “city below the city,” housing the staff quarters and work areas. Siva had a single cot, a locking trunk, and the space of half a wardrobe to hang the spare uniforms she’d found waiting for her when she arrived the first day. She’d found shoes, too, but she continued to wear her boots…out of spite, more than anything.  
 
    Breakfast preceded Ezan’s dawn by a couple standard hours and was a mandatory affair. Most of the other maids used the time to chat and gossip, but Siva deliberately held herself aloof. She did pay attention to the assignments and announcements the management delivered during this time. The resort wanted to cultivate a “personalized experience” for their wealthy guests, so they made sure the staff knew the names and families of everyone they were assigned to wait upon. Siva listened closely for any hint of a Mondaavi connection. It was only a matter of time; she knew that. Everyone who was anyone in the families came to Ezan. However, it rapidly became crystal clear that as a chambermaid, she was a very small cog in this vast machine.  
 
    After breakfast, they headed out to their assigned areas of the resort and began the various tasks involved in cleaning up after the gusts. A dry, amused corner of Siva’s mind noted and cataloged the wide variance in people’s relative levels of tidiness…not to mention some of the things they brought with them on vacation. Apparently even the most sober of interplanetary diplomats enjoyed a bit of flogging when on holiday with his wife…or mistress.  
 
    It was hard to tell.  
 
    Mostly the work was easy. Pick up any items on the floor of the suite, replace any moved or overturned furniture. Make up the beds, wipe down the bathrooms, program the floor-cleaning bots. At the end of it all, sweep the entire suite with an ultraviolet disinfectant lamp.  
 
    Pretty simple stuff.  
 
    The hard part, she soon discovered, was avoiding the notice of some of the more sexually rapacious guests. She’d gotten the hint, first from the old madam up on the gateway moon, then from the comments at the hiring authority. Clearly, guests and resort management both expected the serving staff to serve—in whatever way required. For the first month on Ezan, a combination of luck and situational awareness kept Siva out of any compromising situations. She paid close attention to the habits of the guests to which she was assigned and was ever vigilant about avoiding their schedules and never being caught in the rooms. Though as a chambermaid, she was authorized to be aboveground to do her duties, Siva made a habit of ducking below into the servants’ passageways at the earliest opportunity.  
 
    Out of sight, out of mind, out of grabby, groping hands. That was how she liked it.  
 
    Until one of the Mondaavi checked in.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    She was a week into her second standard month on Ezan. That morning, she’d heard the name she’d been listening for, and she’d tracked down the assigned chambermaid and talked her into trading. Such transactions between the staff weren’t uncommon, the weakest maids often being bullied into taking on the worst guests. At first, the other woman hadn’t seemed keen on a trade, but Siva offered up her easiest assignment: the room of a woman traveling with a married couple. As far as Siva could tell, the woman hadn’t yet set foot in her own suite, preferring to spend her time in bed with her friends.  
 
    That did the trick, and, by midmorning, Siva let herself in through the separate servants’ entrance of one of the private cabanas the resort kept for the wealthiest of their guests. She’d begun to pick up the clothing left in the bedroom when she heard the door open and the unmistakable sound of half-drunken laughter. For a second, she froze, half-bent over as the dirty shirt she’d grabbed fluttered to the ground.  
 
    The front door to the suite slammed. She straightened and looked around, looking for a way to avoid notice. The open door to the suite’s palatial bathroom beckoned, and she ducked inside.  
 
    “Hello,” the guest said. Siva jumped and turned to face him as he leaned in through the open bathroom door. She hadn’t even heard him enter over the sound of the blood pounding in her ears.  
 
    “Hello, sir,” she managed to say. She looked back down at the veined stone of the vanity top. “I apologize for the intrusion. I’ll leave immediately.”  
 
    “Oh, heavens, no,” he said, his voice smooth and dark. He pushed off the door frame and beckoned for Siva to follow. She inhaled slowly and did as he’d bidden, stepping back out into the bedroom, and watching as he walked over to the wide expanse of the bed she’d made up.  
 
    “No,” he said as he dropped onto the bed, wrinkling the shiny, expensive fabric of the coverlet. “I think you’re exactly what I need. Come here.”  
 
    Siva swallowed hard and walked toward him. Without thinking too much about it, she grabbed one of the bottles of expensive liquor sitting atop the minibar as she passed and thrust it into his hands as soon as she came within reach. Then she stepped backward and retreated toward the front door.  
 
    The guest looked down at the bottle in his hand and let out a rippling laugh.  
 
    “Thank you,” he said, and Siva paused in her retreat. “This is excellent. You must have read my mind. Have I frightened you? I’m sorry, that wasn’t my intention. I just…I’m in the mood to celebrate, and celebrating is best done with a pretty girl, don’t you think?”  
 
    “Sir, surely one of the other guests—”  
 
    “Imbeciles,” he said, his tone developing a hard edge. He waved a hand as if brushing flying insects away from his face. “Most of my peers are. In any case, I’ve just received good news, but to share it with anyone of my own class would render the victory useless, or at least degrade the victory itself.” He chuckled again and opened the liquor bottle with a practiced twist of his wrist. “You see, it’s a secret.”  
 
    “A secret?” Siva asked, raising an eyebrow. “And you want to share it with me…sir?”  
 
    Another laugh, and he pointed to the edge of the bed. “Ooh, you’re a cheeky one, aren’t you? Sit.”  
 
    Siva didn’t move. He pushed up to his feet and swayed the tiniest bit before taking a step toward her. She slid backward, running through options in her mind. With his balance off, she could probably kick out a knee and bring him down long enough to get out of the room…but then she’d have to avoid being fired and evicted from Ezan. This job—and this guest—were her only viable leads to get to the Mondaavi.  
 
    But he brushed by her and took two low, cut-crystal glasses from the minibar cabinet behind her. She turned to watch him pour a measure of the liquor into each, and then he handed one to her. Siva was pretty sure she wasn’t supposed to drink on the job…but then, she wasn’t supposed to talk to the guests at all. With a shrug, she raised the glass to her lips and sipped.  
 
    He smiled at her. “Brave girl,” he murmured. “I like you more and more.” He took his own healthy sip, knocking back most of the glass’s contents and refilling it before going on. “Yes, it’s a secret, but you have a trustworthy face, and who’d listen to a serving girl, anyway?”  
 
    “Cleaning girl,” Siva corrected. “Sir,” she added.  
 
    Another chuckle. “Cleaning girl, then. You see, brave cleaning girl, my esteemed, heartless bitch of an aunt, the head of our family, has finally gotten herself into a bind, and I can’t help but find the entire situation delicious. If word got out, it could ruin the family, and by extension…me. But still delicious. So. A secret, but a delicious one.”  
 
    Siva said nothing, though a tingle like electricity ran along her nerves.  
 
    The Mondaav nephew drank again, draining his glass a second time before continuing. “She’s not known for making missteps, but I think in this case, my beloved aunt counted her tech before the prototypes were tested. Literally, in this case.” His chuckle rose in pitch until it screeched like a giggle. Siva smiled despite the grating in her ears and took another tiny sip of the liquor.  
 
    “Come,” he said, reaching out for her hand. She stiffened and tried to pull back, but he moved like a striking reptile, even with the amount of liquor he’d consumed. He pulled Siva behind him and headed to the low couch in the living room area of the suite. With a tug, he brought her down to sit beside him. “Relax and get comfortable.”  
 
    “I don’t think that’s part of my job, sir,” Siva said, trying to keep her tone light and teasing.  
 
    He snorted. “Your job is to do whatever I tell you to do, isn’t it? I’m a guest; you’re the help. That’s how these things work.”  
 
    And with that, he leaned forward, pressing his liquor-damp lips to hers.  
 
    Siva sat quietly, mostly still as she slowly reached for the knife she’d hidden against her ribs. The Mondaav nephew’s lips slid over hers, but it wasn’t the forceful engagement she might have expected. Instead, he let out a sort of muffled giggle-snort and sat back in his seat with a thump.  
 
    “Well, so much for that,” he said, raising his glass. “You’re lovely, I’m half-drunk, and I still wish you were a man. No wonder my aunt despairs of me. No little Mondaavi rug rats from me. Although she’d probably murder them if there were. She really is a horrid woman. Had the entire Terryn family killed, did you know that? Of course you didn’t know that. How would you know that? You’re just a maid.” He reached across her for a different bottle of liquor that stood on the small table beside the couch.  
 
    “That’s why I’ve got to go home, you know,” he said as he sat back, carefully pouring himself another drink. The neck of the bottle rattled against the rim of his glass as he let out another giggle-snort. “She’s found out that the tech she stole from the Terryns won’t work without a bit of Terryn DNA. Too bad she had them all massacred, hmm?” He leaned forward to put the bottle down on the floor between them, then took another healthy sip from his glass.  
 
    The giggle-snort returned yet again, causing the liquor to splash over his face as he progressed into a full-on laughing fit. Siva eased backward, trying to avoid the spray of expensive liquor.  
 
    “And now,” he said after choking down a swallow. He could barely get the words out between guffaws. Tears collected at the corners of his eyes. “Now, my beloved aunt’s arse is really on the line because she’s promised this tech to the new colonization consortium several of the families are forming. She spent the last two years working herself into a damned monopoly with them! And now…now…now that the House’s finances are entirely tied up in the success of the ‘Mondaav Terraforming Process,’ as she calls it… she can’t deliver!”  
 
    He doubled over, howling with more laughter that held a significant edge of hysteria. Siva eased back further and took a moment to put her barely-touched drink on the table behind her. Before she could stand up, though, the guest wiped his eyes and took a deep breath, followed by an even deeper drink.  
 
    “Ah,” he said. “Such cosmic justice. I could appreciate its beauty indefinitely if not for the fact that our entire family is likely to get slaughtered if we can’t come up with a solution. So, I’m called home. While my aunt detests me for various reasons, she recognizes that I’m the smartest and most socially connected of our family. That, and I’m one of the few she hasn’t gotten around to murdering yet.”  
 
    “Are you sure you’re not the most humble?” Siva asked, hoping to distract him enough she could get up and leave. She knew what he’d told her was important, but she hadn’t quite worked out exactly how yet. She needed quiet to think and figure out a plan.  
 
    “Ha!” he said. “I like you. What’s your name?”  
 
    “Siva.”  
 
    “Siva. You’re lovely and fun.” He looked over her face, down the length of her body, and back up. His eyes sharpened in calculation. “What would you say if I offered to take you away from here?”  
 
    Siva froze.  
 
    “Not like that,” he said, waving a hand in dismissal. “I told you, I like men, despite your loveliness. No. You could come with me, be my servant instead of Ezan’s. You already know how I like my liquor.” He raised his glass and, for the third time, drained it.  
 
    Siva inhaled, then reached behind her for her own glass. She raised it to her lips and took a slow sip, willing the pounding of blood in her ears to calm down, lest he guess how his offer had affected her.  
 
    “My lord,” she said, lowering the glass when she felt her voice was reasonably steady, “I believe I would say, ‘Thank you. I’m pleased to accept. When do we leave?’” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Of course, it couldn’t be that easy. Siva knew very well he meant to kill her. He could hardly do otherwise after telling her about his family’s impending ruin. While family members rarely noticed the presence of those who served them, that kind of knowledge would be too volatile to let slip out of his control. Inviting her to work for him was his way of making sure he had access to do the job. Like the old saying went: two people can keep a secret if one of them is dead.  
 
    He put on a good show, though. Siva had to give him that. She watched in silent amusement as he picked up the old-fashioned tablet screen that lay strewn with other detritus on one of the armchairs nearby and tapped out a command to contact Ezan’s staff offices.  
 
    “Yes, this is Nordeci Mondaav,” he said, his tone imperious. “I’m pleased to inform you the chambermaid Siva has found great favor in my eyes. She’ll be returning with me to the Mondaav system. I shall need you to draft up buy-out paperwork for the remainder of her contract and forward it to our solicitors.”  
 
    “Very good, sir,” the face on the tablet replied, carefully showing no inflection or surprise. Nordeci looked up at her and closed his right eyelid in a wink. Siva smiled, but inside her chest, anger smoldered.  
 
    “Excellent. We’ll be returning home immediately. Have my ship readied.”  
 
    “Of course, sir.”  
 
    Nordeci broke the connection with a touch of his finger and turned to Siva with a smile. A smile that became a full-blown laugh as her expression darkened.  
 
    “Did you expect that to be more difficult?” he asked.  
 
    “A bit,” Siva said, unable to keep the defensiveness out of her voice. “They didn’t even think to ask me. What if I’d been unwilling to go?”  
 
    Nordeci laughed again. “So naïve! My dear, I’m a member of one of the Families. Your willingness to go, or not, has very little to do with anything.” He lifted his glass again, but his eyes stayed sharp and steady on her face.  
 
    Siva drew in a breath, then forced her lips to curve in a smile. “Well,” she said, “I suppose it’s lucky that I am willing, in that case.”  
 
    “Precisely,” he said. “And I applaud your pragmatic attitude. Now, let’s get you out of that horrid livery and into something more suitable for a servant of the Mondaavi, shall we?”  
 
    “Something more suitable,” turned out to be a slinky, silvery sheath that flowed from the halter neck to the floor, minus a low, scooped back that left Siva bare to just above her hips, and a slit that ran halfway up her thigh. It shimmered like liquid metal when any kind of light played over it. It was so beautiful, Siva gasped when she saw it. It was also nearly impossible to move in, especially once Nordeci paired it with unreasonably high, thin-heeled sandals.  
 
    “This feels very…retro,” Siva said, turning slowly before the mirror in his bedroom. Nordeci stepped forward and took hold of her mass of long dark hair, piling it on top of her head.  
 
    “That, my little doll, is because it is ‘very retro,’ as you so charmingly put it. Historically inspired fashion is all the rage right now. You have a lovely, athletic body, and this design shows it off quite nicely. I don’t doubt that a dozen of my friends will be begging me for a night with you before we’re home longer than half a standard day.” He tilted his head to the side, his uncannily sharp eyes boring into hers.  
 
    Siva lifted her chin slightly and let the corners of her mouth lift in a wintry response to his challenge. “As my lord wishes, of course.” 
 
    “Ahhh, there’s that pragmatism again,” he said with a smile of his own. “We’ll get along very well, you and I.”  
 
    They didn’t have long to wait before the ship was ready. Unlike Siva’s little GX, Nordeci’s vessel fell squarely into the category of “yacht.” It was easily five times the throw weight of the GX, and boasted a crew of five, plus a full fighter escort. Siva raised her eyebrows when Nordeci mentioned the last, and he giggled in that snarky way of his.  
 
    “Interesting times, after all,” he said as he swept past her through the main hatch of the yacht.  
 
    “Indeed, they are,” she said for his benefit as she followed him aboard.  
 
    The hatch hissed closed behind them as Nordeci continued past the ship’s crew without a single motion of acknowledgment. He went straight to an opening in the interior bulkhead that led to a cabin smaller than his palatial cabana suite on Ezan, but surpassing it in luxury. A huge bed took up half the available space. Lush, colorful fabric carpeted the deck and conveniently muffled the dull roar of the yacht’s drive system. More fabric—a luscious blue and silver brocade—lined the bulkheads as well. Silver sconces dotted the walls here and there and emitted a soft, pale light that settled over everything. Siva felt like she’d stepped into a massive jewelry box and couldn’t help but smile.  
 
    “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Nordeci said softly, his voice for once devoid of innuendo or edge.  
 
    Siva nodded, her eyes drinking in the colors and textures of the suite.  
 
    “I think so, too,” he said. She turned to see his smile had gentled from its usual predatory sharpness. “I find I think best when surrounded by beauty.”  
 
    “Is that why I’m here?” Siva surprised herself by asking.  
 
    Nordeci straightened up as if startled by her question, then let out his normal, edged giggle. Then he turned and sailed on past the bed into the tiny bathroom beyond.  
 
    “Siva, darling,” he asked as he reached inside a cabinet and removed a small case, “have you ever tried Arconath?”  
 
    “No,” she said, fighting to keep the surprise out of her voice. Arconath was a potent hallucinogen, highly addictive, and extremely expensive. She found her jaw clenching slightly at the thought of her new patron indulging in something so self-destructive. Dissipation was one thing, but Arconath had a way of turning intelligent minds into vacant-eyed starers. Despite everything, Siva found herself rather admiring Nordeci for his brilliance and flair. The idea of him ending up that way tightened something in her chest. It seemed such a waste.  
 
    Nordeci giggled again. “No, I suppose you wouldn’t have. You should, you know. It gives the most wonderful high.”  
 
    “I’m not certain indulging in expensive hallucinogens is the best way for me to see to it that your needs are met on this trip,” Siva said smoothly.  
 
    “But what if I need you to do this with me?” he asked with another giggle. Then he stuck his lower lip out in a pretty little pout. “I hate flying alone. Trust me, you’ll thank me.”  
 
    Something dark flickered in his eyes. Siva looked at him, taking in the way he was leaning slightly toward her, watching her face. Had it come, then? Was this the moment he made his move? 
 
     “My lord Nordeci.” The pilot’s voice filled the room from some hidden speaker as a deep, throbbing thrum started under Siva’s feet. “Please secure yourself and your companion. We’re lifting in five.”  
 
    Nordeci huffed and rolled his eyes in annoyance.  
 
    “Fiiiine,” he said, sounding exactly like a petulant child. He put the small case back into the cabinet and shut the door with an audible snap. “We’ll fly later, because we have to fly now.” He let out another giggle at his little joke, then flounced over to one of the two plush armchairs in the room. He dropped himself into place and waved his hand idly to indicate Siva should take the other and strap in.  
 
    She did so, feeling relief wash over and through her. She wasn’t terribly worried about Nordeci’s chances of actually killing her, but she had no idea how she would get the crew to take her to Mondaav if he were already dead. It would be much easier if they could get underway before she resolved things.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The trip took longer than Siva had expected. The Mondaavi ship was top of the line, but it was a passenger transport. A fast and luxurious one, to be sure, but it was no courier ship. She found herself feeling quite superior about how much faster she could have made the trip in her GX, then she found herself amused at her sudden attack of superiority complex.  
 
    Nordeci fell asleep—or passed out, one of the two—during their initial orbit exit sequence, so when the pilot gave permission to unstrap, Nordeci remained snoring in his chair. Siva looked over at him, pursing her lips. He wasn’t a large man. Maybe…  
 
    She released the catch on her own safety harness and stood up, grateful for the opportunity to stretch after the enforced period of inactivity.  
 
    “My lord,” Siva said softly, walking carefully in her needle-heeled shoes over to his chair. The yacht’s sim-grav caused the blood in her legs to tingle as they woke back up. Nordeci didn’t move. She reached out and touched his shoulder. Shook him lightly. No reaction.  
 
    With a sigh, she released the catch and managed to get her hands under his arms. “Come on, my lord,” she grunted as she hauled him to his feet.  
 
    “Avram,” he sighed as he snuggled in close to her.  
 
    “I’m not your lover,” she gasped. She got her arm around his waist and his arm over her shoulder. While it worked out, he was heavy, much heavier than he looked. He mumbled and let his head fall forward against her chest. The movement upset her already-precarious balance, and she took a quick step backward to try to catch herself.  
 
    The needle-thin heel of her shoe let go with a sharp snap that reverberated up her leg, twisting her knee. Siva let out an undignified yelp as they went down hard. Luckily for them both, Nordeci’s obscenely large bed was directly behind them, and they landed on its welcoming surface with a bounce.  
 
    Siva bit her lip against the shooting pain in her knee and closed her eyes for a moment. She sucked in one breath, then another before experimentally straightening her leg and rotating her foot around her throbbing ankle. She hissed slightly, but it moved, and that was good enough.  
 
    Nordeci, too, dragged in a deep breath and let out a snore that blew Siva’s hair across her face. She wormed her hands under him and heaved. He slumped like a sack of tubers, but eventually rolled off her and onto his back. Siva sat up, made sure his airway was clear, and got slowly and carefully to her feet.  
 
    She pushed her hair out of her face and looked around, eyes assessing as she took in the details of the cabin. There had to be something here she could use. Something… 
 
    The darkened alcove of the bathroom caught her gaze. She pursed her lips and stepped toward it, limping on her broken shoe.  
 
    As soon as she crossed the threshold of the bathroom, a soft glow appeared from somewhere near the ceiling and filled the small space. Like the bedroom, the bathroom was a study in pure luxury. The synthetic stone washbasin gave the look and feel of natural minerals, but at a 10th the weight. Above it, a polished metal mirror showed her hair was mussed and her makeup smudged at the corner of her eye and mouth.  
 
    Perfect, especially when paired with the broken shoe.  
 
    Siva opened the cabinet and removed the case she’d seen Nordeci grab. Inside the case she found several primitive syringes like they’d used on the Rock, and a vial of shimmering gray-blue powder.  
 
    Before the Rock, Siva had never seen a syringe. Back on Terryn’s Moon, she and the other children of family retainers had been given access to modern medical tech, which included a nanite suite that would attack diseases and pathogens at the molecular level. Shortly after her arrival on the Rock, the medic had offered her inoculations against some of their common ailments, and he’d used a syringe. Siva had asked him where he got his equipment, and he’d given her a sad smile and said that drug use hadn’t changed much in human history. Apparently, certain compounds gave a much more powerful high when injected.  
 
    Of course, the medic had explained, that was also a damn good way to overdose.  
 
    Arconath, she knew from childhood cautionary tales and mandatory anti-drug classes, was usually inhaled. Thus, the fine-milled powder. She’d also heard, however, if injected, Arconath hallucinations and the accompanying endorphin high tended to take effect a good deal quicker. Hardcore Arco junkies always shot it up…and apparently Nordeci never did anything by half measures.  
 
    “All right, my lord,” Siva said softly as she pulled the small vial from the case, “let’s fly.”  
 
    She opened the vial and dusted about half the powder over the simstone counter, then blew it away, careful not to inhale any. Then she dribbled a bit of the water from the dispenser above the washbasin into the drug’s case, added the rest of the powder, and stirred it with the capped needle of the syringe. The Arconath quickly dissolved into a thick slurry. She added a few more drops to thin the mix, then uncapped the syringe and drew the whole lot of it up.  
 
    Siva held the syringe up to the light and pushed the plunger just enough that a shimmery bead of liquid formed at the tip. Then she squared her shoulders and turned to limp back into the main part of the cabin.  
 
    “Avram?” Nordeci asked as she approached the bed. He shifted and rolled toward her as she sat down, his eyebrows rising like he was trying—and failing—to open his eyes. “Did you feed him?”  
 
    “Shhhh,” Siva said. She reached out and brushed his hair back like she did with her babies when they were restless in their sleep. “Avram is fine. Everyone’s fine.”  
 
    “Don’t let her get him,” he murmured. “Keep him safe.”  
 
    “I will,” Siva promised. She swallowed hard against the sudden lump in her throat and closed her eyes momentarily. Then she opened them, leaned forward, and brushed her lips across his temple. “I’ll take care of everything, my lord. You just relax and know you’ll always have my gratitude.”  
 
    He let out a little sigh and turned his face toward her. Pain twisted inside her chest, but she pushed it away. She had to do this. They’d never stop.  
 
    Siva brought the syringe up and delicately slid the needle into the large artery in Nordeci’s throat. He shifted and muttered as she broke skin, but he quieted when she continued stroking his hair. Slowly, so as not to cause him more pain than necessary, she depressed the plunger.  
 
    In the end, it wasn’t too bad. Nordeci sat straight upright at one point, eyes wide open and unseeing. He gasped in delight and reached out as if to touch whatever floated in the air in front of him. Then his nose started to bleed, slowly at first, then heavier and heavier. He fell backward, and the bright red thickness of his blood ran down the side of his face and neck to stain the lovely, cloud-like softness of the bed coverings. His eyes rolled back in his head, and deep tremors spasmed through his body for a few moments.  
 
    Then he stilled, eyes open, a pure, joyful grin stretching his mouth.  
 
    “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself, at least,” Siva murmured, smiling back at him. “That’s the least I can do to thank you for bringing me here.”  
 
    She wiped the syringe down with a clean corner of the bedspread and placed it in Nordeci’s hand. When she let go, his lifeless arm went limp, and the syringe fell to the floor and rolled under the bed. So much the better, she thought. They’ll find it eventually.  
 
    Siva took one last look around the cabin, then started to cry.  
 
    “Help! Someone, please help! Oh, stars, he won’t wake up! Someone, someone please!” she called out, gripping the bedclothes near where she sat, as if she’d just woken up and discovered a cooling corpse next to her.  
 
    The door hatch hissed as one of the crewmen pushed it back. His face started carefully blank, but then fell into misery as he caught sight of his master.  
 
    “What happened?” he asked, stepping toward her into the cabin.  
 
    “I-I don’t know,” Siva sobbed, hunching in and letting her eyes and nose overflow. “We were…you know. We were partying, but I got a little drunk and broke my heel. And I was so sleepy! My lord was…he was so nice. He told me to lie down and sleep, and I did, I just laid back and…and…and then I woke up and he was like this!”  
 
    Siva straightened and reached out her arms in a plea to the crewman. Sure enough, he rushed forward and caught her up into an embrace. She closed her eyes and pressed her cheek to the rough fabric of his uniform.  
 
    “Damn you, sir,” he murmured, his breath stirring her hair. His arms tightened around her shoulders. “Damn you and those drugs.”  
 
    Siva clenched her fists in the cloth of the man’s uniform and sobbed harder.  
 
    “I’m s-so-sorry!” she stuttered.  
 
    “It’s not your fault.” He brushed her hair back in an eerie echo of the way she’d soothed Nordeci earlier. “Our lord was the best of men, but he had his weaknesses. We all knew this day would come eventually, damn him.”  
 
    Perfect. Siva let out another long, gasping cry and buried her face in her comforter’s neck. He turned so she couldn’t see the body anymore and continued to hold her close.  
 
    Siva’s ruse had worked. Nordeci was dead.  
 
    She was alive and on her way to find a reckoning.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    With Nordeci dead, Siva had very little to do. Nothing, in fact. She’d helped the crew clean up Nordeci’s suite and arrange him in his bed, so he’d arrive home looking somewhat dignified. She’d even cleaned up the evidence: bagging the bloodied linens for incineration, cleaning the carpet, disinfecting the simstone countertop in the bathroom.  
 
    All in all, it was terribly convenient. Siva wasn’t confident her best efforts were enough to defeat a dedicated investigation…but that was the beauty of playing to people’s expectations. No one seemed inclined to look below the surface of what they thought they should see.  
 
    So, for that reason, Siva took pains to appear as unremarkable as possible as they continued their trajectory toward Mondaav.  
 
    Unlike Lord Terryn, the Mondaav Family’s primary estate was on the surface of their planet. “Surface” was, in this case, a relative term. Mondaav was a gas giant, rich in the essential resources that had made the eponymous family wealthy. The estate was suspended in a low orbit, just inside the first layer of atmosphere. The entire complex boasted cutting-edge tech and was undoubtedly excruciatingly expensive to keep and maintain.  
 
    No wonder Mondaav needs new terraforming tech, Siva thought as she watched their approach to the gas giant from the feed in Lord Nordeci’s cabin. Few things carried as much value as the promise of new habitable territory in the Known System. People had killed and died for the chance to carve a new home out of the various bits of rock and gas littering the cosmic neighborhood.  
 
    As she had ample evidence of.  
 
    Lord Terryn had been as cagey as they got when he’d tied the terraforming process to his bloodline’s DNA. It was a brilliant concept for a failsafe, designed to ensure the process remained firmly in Terrynian hands and control. He might not have counted on Mondaav’s ruthlessness, but even so, Lord Terryn’s cleverness had ensured his enemy had plenty of incentive to keep his bloodline alive, even if only chained in captivity.  
 
    Of course, no one had figured Siva into their plans. But when it was all over, no one would forget her…or what she was willing to do to protect her children.  
 
    “Ready to get off the ship, Siva?”  
 
    The voice that broke into her reverie belonged to the crewman who’d found her with Nordeci’s body. He’d been kind and solicitous throughout the rest of the trip. Siva had done her best to hold him at arm’s length, claiming she still felt traumatized from waking up with a corpse. He was incredibly considerate and seemed to genuinely want to be her friend. She really hoped he didn’t come to regret it, later.  
 
    “Yes,” Siva said softly, giving a tentative smile. “Although with my lord dead, I’m not sure what exactly I’ll do here.”  
 
    “Always a need for more staff,” he said with an encouraging nod. “Just go see the head housekeeper and tell him your skills. Why did Lord Nordeci hire you?”  
 
    “He liked the way I mixed a drink.”  
 
    “Ah,” the crewman said, his smile shrinking. Siva suddenly felt a wave of guilt wash through her, as if she’d kicked a puppy.  
 
    “Well,” the crewman said, shaking himself as if rallying back from her unfortunate answer. “I’m sure you can do other work. You were on staff at Ezan, weren’t you? You could be a maid or…I know! Do you like children? I have a friend—” The thrum of the engines suddenly changed tone, and he shut his mouth with a snap, straightening up from where he’d leaned against the bulkhead near the door.  
 
    “All hands, prepare for arrival and docking.”  
 
    “I gotta go. Just remember what I said. Talk to the head housekeeper; he’ll get you straightened out!”  
 
    Siva gave her persistent new friend a small smile and a nod, then watched him hurry back to his post to perform his duties. A tiny part of her regretted the disappointment she was certain he’d feel when it became clear she had no intention of actually finding a job on Mondaav.  
 
    She had other plans.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    It was relatively easy for Siva to slip away from the crew in the confusion of docking and unloading. Her new friend, the crewman whose name she still hadn’t bothered to learn, came to collect her, and led her off the ship into a large area dedicated to loading and unloading cargo, low ranking passengers, and supplies from the massive fleet of Mondaavian ships docked alongside the estate station.  
 
    “If you follow that third corridor there, that’ll take you to the head housekeeper’s office,” the crewman said. “I’ve asked my chief to send a note ahead, so he should be expecting you.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Siva said, letting genuine warmth flow into her voice. “I can’t express how much I appreciate your kindness, and that of the rest of the crew.”  
 
    “We’re all pulling for you, Siva. What happened was terrible, but we all want to see you land on your feet.”  
 
    A high-pitched, warbling sound echoed through the vast space, and the crewman looked up toward the metal-trussed ceiling stretching overhead.  
 
    “Huh,” he said, “That’s odd. They didn’t have combat drills on the schedule…You go on now, and good luck! Hopefully, I’ll see you in the servant’s mess one night!”  
 
    “Thank you again!” Siva said, then turned to thread her way through the milling crowd of people and goods moving to and fro between the tubes servicing the docked ships.  
 
    She passed the third corridor and kept walking at an easy pace. Fortunately, she’d changed into Mondaavian livery, courtesy of the yacht’s crew. Her lovely but impractical silver gown had been ruined by Nordeci’s blood, so they’d kindly let her have a set.  
 
    Siva turned down the fifth hallway, mostly because there was a group of liveried servants going that way as she approached, and it was easy to blend in with them. They walked quickly, with purpose, and Siva lengthened her stride and tried to keep track of the twists and turns they took. Eventually she had to find the family quarters, right?  
 
    Wrong.  
 
    Somehow, she got separated from the group and found herself in a warren of maintenance tunnels. Siva could still breathe, so she was at least in an area serviced by life support, but the air tasted stale, and it was uncomfortably cold. A thick layer of dust lay over every surface she could see in the dim light from the widely-spaced panels overhead.  
 
    Despair crawled up the inside of Siva’s throat. She fought not to think about Marya and Maxon as she forced herself to keep moving forward, taking each turn methodically until she ended up turning back into a hallway dotted with her own footprints.  
 
    What if I die down here? What if I never find my way out and freeze to death? Or starve?  
 
    Siva shoved these unhelpful thoughts down and forced herself to focus. Right turns hadn’t gotten her anywhere useful. This time, she’d try heading left.  
 
    She couldn’t have said how long she spent down there, but eventually, the air in the corridor got warmer. She rubbed her hands over her upper arms and kept walking in the same direction until the feeling returned to her ears, nose, and toes, and she once again tasted the sweet air of fresh oxygen generators. This had to be the way…to somewhere, at least.  
 
    Eventually, Siva came to a door. It wasn’t much to look at, just a bare metal door with a primitive locking mechanism on this side. A small, rust-pocked bar slid through an equally decrepit bracket mounted on the doorframe.  
 
    Siva pursed her lips and reached out for the locking bar. Given the lock’s condition, she wasn’t at all confident it would move, but when she gave it an experimental tug, the bar slid back without much trouble. She listened for a moment, heard nothing, and pushed lightly on the door.  
 
    A metallic click heralded the door swinging inward. She stepped back, careful to stay shielded by the door itself. Her heartbeat pounded in her ears as she strained to hear, but the only sound she caught was the flow of air through the ventilation system. She licked her lips and leaned slowly around the door panel, peering into the space beyond.  
 
    Another hallway stretched ahead, ending in a T where she stood. Unlike the darkened bare metal corridor, however, this hallway was carpeted in brilliant green and blue, and paneled with what was either actual, organic wood, or the best simulation she’d ever seen.  
 
    Siva slipped her fingers around the edge of the door, which turned out to have the same wooden paneling on its opposite side. Apparently, she’d found some kind of maintenance hatch disguised to match the luxurious setting of the hallway. For a second, she wondered how many other maintenance access tunnels ran throughout the estate station… 
 
    The whirr of an approaching hovercart echoed from somewhere around a nearby corner, snapping Siva from her speculation. She carefully pushed the door closed, leaving it the tiniest bit cracked. Once again, she was counting on people’s tendency to see only what they expected to see. No one was used to seeing a hatchway there, if the rust on the lock was any indication.  
 
    Here’s hoping no one’s looking for one now, she thought as she wrapped her free hand around the hilt of the knife she’d hidden inside her pant leg.  
 
    She couldn’t see the cart turn the corner, but she could hear a small child crying, and the low tone of a woman’s voice as she attempted to soothe the baby.  
 
    “Hush, hush now, my little Avram. Azabeth’s here. I’m right here, little love.”  
 
    The drone of the cart intensified as they drew closer. Siva could hear the woman’s soft footfalls on the plush carpet. The baby’s cries slowly diminished, turning from full-throated wails of terror and rage into soft hiccupping sobs. The woman continued to croon soothingly, but Siva could clearly hear how her voice trembled.  
 
    “What happened?”  
 
    This new, deeper voice belonged to a different woman and came from further down the hallway, beyond Siva’s line of sight.  
 
    “She hit him!” the first woman said, pitching her voice quietly, as if she didn’t want to be overheard. Even so, her words throbbed with trembling intensity. “He’s just a baby! He cries because he wants her attention, and she leans over, smooth as you please, and just smacks him! And then demands he hush after she hurt him!”  
 
    “Be quiet!” the other woman said, and Siva heard quick footsteps approach and then abruptly stop. “You mustn’t speak so! He’s her son, and she has a right to do as she pleases!”  
 
    “But…”  
 
    “Stop! If you value your…job, you’ll quiet down now, and never speak of this again if you know what’s good for you!”  
 
    By then, the woman with the hovercart and the baby had moved beyond Siva’s sliver of vision, and she heard the sound of a door softly closing. In the renewed silence, Siva wondered what the other woman had been about to say when she substituted the word “job.” She rather thought it might have been “life.”  
 
    And finally, she knew who Avram was. She’d assumed he was Nordeci’s boytoy lover, but she’d been so very wrong. He was Nordeci’s cousin, Lady Mondaav’s son, and the heir to this entire estate.  
 
    Lady Mondaav, it seemed, was a neglectful and abusive parent, which explained why Nordeci had been so concerned about the child. A dissolute killer he might have been, but Nordeci had had a core of decency to his being. Siva felt a sharp stab of regret lance through her for a moment. She pictured the man’s beautiful smile as his blood ran out over the pristine white of his bed.  
 
    Him or me, she reminded herself. He’d never have stopped hunting me, not after what I’m about to do. His honor would’ve demanded it. Better that he died first, and my children get a chance to live.  
 
    That was the way it worked with the families. You had to kill them all, or they’d never stop.  
 
    Siva listened for another moment to ensure no one else was coming, then she slipped out of the hatch and pressed the door closed behind her. She checked, and she couldn’t see a seam where the door had been, but a gentle push against the panel opened it quickly enough. After a second’s thought, she scuffed the bottom of the baseboard with her shoe to make sure she could find the door again.  
 
    It was always good to have a way out, especially one unknown to anyone else.  
 
    The hallway was every bit as plush as her earlier glance had promised. Siva could see a door a few meters down on the left. She figured that was where the woman had gone with Avram. She swallowed hard against the sudden cold lump in her throat and started toward the door.  
 
    You have to kill them all, or they’ll never stop. 
 
    Siva reached out toward the old-fashioned polished metal knob on the door when the floor dropped out from under her. She stumbled backward, closing her hand around the doorknob. She fought to stay upright, her knuckles turning white with the effort. The universe came apart in a cacophony of sound and vibration that reverberated through the door and the floor and ricocheted through Siva’s chest and frame. Her breath left her lungs in a whoosh.  
 
    Siva blinked hard, mouth gaping as she tried to breathe. It seemed like forever before her breath came back, her stunned diaphragm working again after the shock of…whatever…had knocked the wind out of her.  
 
    What was that? Siva shook her head, trying to dispel the ringing as she turned the doorknob and pushed into the room beyond.  
 
    As she’d thought, it was a nursery. A young woman knelt beside a low bed, her long dark hair draping forward like a curtain as a small boy clung to her, his fat little arms peeking out around the back of her neck. The boy looked up as Siva walked in, his face scrunched up in a cry. She couldn’t hear a thing through the tinnitus.  
 
    “Come with me,” she said, hoping she sounded authoritative. She must have spoken louder than she’d intended to, because the young woman jumped and whirled, pushing the boy behind her back. “We must evacuate Avram to safety.”  
 
    “Who are you?” the woman said. At least that’s what Siva thought she said, based on the shapes her lips made. Siva shook her head.  
 
    “There’s no time. The compound is under attack. Grab his things; we’ve got to go!”  
 
    Siva didn’t know what was actually happening, but they must have felt the same upheaval she had in the hallway. An attack was as good an explanation as anything else, and it seemed likely to get them moving. Siva figured she’d get them into the maintenance tunnel, and then…  
 
    Well. Then she’d do what she had to do. For her own babies.  
 
    Siva pushed the thought away and focused on the woman’s face. Parallel tracks of tears ran down her cheeks, and her eyes were as red and puffy as the boy’s. The woman stared at Siva, then slowly nodded. She turned to murmur to the toddler behind her, then stood up and grabbed a bag and—Siva choked down a laugh—a chest carrier for the child.  
 
    “Good,” Siva said as the woman loaded Avram into the carrier. She could hear her own words a little better, and she modulated her tone accordingly. “Perfect. Right this way.”  
 
    She led them to the door and peeked out into the hallway to be sure no one else was coming. Then she beckoned the woman to follow and headed to the end, where she kicked open the hidden panel door.  
 
    “You first,” Siva said, standing aside.  
 
    “Where does this go?” the woman asked, eyes wide, her hand resting protectively on the kid’s back.  
 
    “Maintenance tunnels. No more questions. Get in!”  
 
    She hunched over Avram, murmuring softly to him as she ducked through the low passageway. Then she turned back to face Siva.  
 
    “Where is the lady?” Siva asked.  
 
    “Wh-what?”  
 
    “The lady! Lady Mondaav! Where is she?” She felt her voice sharp with intensity as she fought down the urge to shake the hapless young woman.  
 
    “In—in her quarters down the hallway. But…wait—”  
 
    “Stay here and stay quiet,” Siva ordered and slammed the panel shut one more time. Then she turned and sprinted back down the hallway, past the nursery door. As the ringing in her ears subsided, she could make out the noise of chaos and confusion filtering down from the far end of the hallway. A thrill of satisfaction curled through her stomach. Whatever was going on was to her advantage. Chaos could only be her ally right now.  
 
    Siva turned the corner and saw a set of ornate double doors facing her. Another explosion rocked the floor hard, sending her reeling against one of the walls. She slammed her shoulder into the wood paneling and just barely managed to keep her head from impacting as well. The floor pitched back the other way, and she staggered off the wall, grabbing the handle to the wooden doors and hauling them open with her body weight.  
 
    “What? What is the meaning of this?”  
 
    Siva staggered in through the door and was able to keep it from slamming shut behind her. She stood in a large room devoid of occupants, but stocked with luxurious furnishings and beautiful works of art. A fireplace burned with odorless flame on the far wall, filling the room with soft light. A long, low bar lined the wall to the left. To the right, blueish electronic light spilled through an open door onto the carpeted floor.  
 
    “You’ve failed to deliver on your end of the bargain,” a male voice said. It sounded tinny and electronic, like it came through a transmitter.  
 
    “I haven’t failed! I just need more time.” It was the same voice that had spoken earlier. A woman’s voice. One Siva recognized from both memory and nightmare. “Call off your attack, and I’ll have the tech to you within a standard month.”  
 
    “You’re already months past your delivery date, Mondaav. Either you’re holding out on us, or you never had the tech to begin with. Either scenario is an unacceptable breach of our contract.”  
 
    The blue light on the floor disappeared, as if someone had suddenly cut the connection. Siva heard Mondaav muttering something as she crept further into the room, easing around the shadowed perimeter to draw closer to the darkened door. She froze when she heard the crash of glass shattering, then Mondaav’s voice spoke clearly again.  
 
    “Lagan,” she said, her voice crisp, “prepare my private shuttle. The investors have come to call in their debts. We must fall back on our contingency plan.”  
 
    Silence in return. Siva crept closer to the door.  
 
    “I don’t care if they have a full blockade! I can’t stay here! Running is my only option until we get that blasted Terryn brat! Have your people find that ship, but ensure they know the child must be kept alive! No one under two years old dies until we have them all tested!”  
 
    Siva’s heartbeat pounded in her ears, and cold slithered through her, carving a pit in the bottom of her stomach.  
 
    “That it’s a warship is your problem, Lagan, not mine. I tire of your excuses. Make it happen!”  
 
    Warship? Siva sucked in a deep breath and forced her mind to focus and be still. Slowly, quietly, she slid her knife from its sheath. Other than the electronics, it had sounded like Mondaav was alone in there.  
 
    The time had come.  
 
    Siva stepped into the room. Mondaav sat at a large, antique-looking desk with several holo displays open in the air in front of her. With no hesitation, Siva walked calmly toward her enemy, lifted her knife, and buried it to the hilt in the place where shoulder met neck.  
 
    At least, that had been Siva’s plan.  
 
    Mondaav turned at the last moment, her eyes flashing wide, then narrowing in a heartbeat. Her hand shot to her hip, reaching for a holstered weapon. Siva reacted, stabbing her knife hand down along Mondaav’s arm, while her other hand reached to pin the weapon in place. The wooden chair teetered and crashed to the floor as they tumbled backward.  
 
    Mondaav hit the ground, letting out a grunt of pain. She raised a knee and hammered Siva hard in the upper thigh. Siva countered by slamming her head forward into her enemy’s nose. Pain exploded in Siva’s vision, and her eyes filled with tears, but twin streams of blood flowed from Mondaav’s nose and ran down over her chin.  
 
    “You’ll pay for that, you bitch,” Mondaav hissed. Siva didn’t answer, rolling over her, kicking the chair out of the way as she went, trying to pin her to the ground.  
 
    Unfortunately, that let up pressure on Mondaav’s gun hand. She moved so fast Siva couldn’t follow it and pulled out a tiny point-and-shoot lasgun. Siva struck out with her hand, grabbing Mondaav’s wrist, trapping the lasgun against her thigh. She squeezed, feeling the lady’s slim, aristocratic bones grind beneath her strong worker’s hands.  
 
    Mondaav grunted again, her face twisting into a snarl, and pulled the trigger.  
 
    Lightning shot down Siva’s leg in a line of molten pain. The stench of burnt meat filled the room. Siva cried out.  
 
    Mondaav’s face twisted from a snarl to a smile. She threw her head back and laughed, mirth tangled with madness and rage, the sound rippling out of her.  
 
    She was still laughing when Siva leaned forward and closed her teeth around the front of the bitch’s throat. Mondaav froze, then began to squirm and struggle, but Siva leaned into her and pressed her jaws together with all the strength left in her body. She felt the crunch of cartilage beneath her teeth.  
 
    Then she jerked backward, tearing out a chunk of flesh about the size of her palm.  
 
    Blood fountained up, blinding Siva as it sprayed forth. Siva hauled Mondaav’s wrist up and twisted until she heard bones snap. The woman let out a pathetic, gurgling cry. She writhed, but her strength was draining away along with the blood pulsing from her torn carotid. Siva let go of the broken wrist and wiped her eyes clear in time to see the cunning intelligence in Mondaav’s eyes fade. Her lips formed a question, but she couldn’t make any further sounds as she drowned in her own blood.  
 
    “You can’t have my children,” Siva said lowly. Comprehension flared for a moment in Mondaav’s eyes before they went slowly blank. 
 
    Siva collapsed over the body of her enemy. She hauled in one breath, then another, and spat out the chunk of meat and iron-tang of the dead woman’s blood. Then she rolled away, feeling her pulse slow as the blood-saturated carpet squished beneath her weight.  
 
    More explosions rocked the station as Siva slowly got to her feet, but none of them were as large as the previous two. Mondaav’s lasgun shot had grazed its way down her thigh—painful, but not incapacitating. She could deal with it for the moment. She picked up the little lasgun and wiped her knife on the hem of Mondaav’s priceless silk tunic. It was already ruined by all the blood.  
 
    With a muttered curse for every step, Siva limped her way back to the hidden panel in the hallway. As before, the panel swung inward when she pushed on it. No one waited inside. Siva let out a sigh and stepped through the hatchway. No use delaying the inevitable.  
 
    As quietly as possible, she slid the rusty metal locking bar home, then turned and crept down the maintenance corridor. She’d have been a lot stealthier if she hadn’t been shot, but she did her best, and hoped the muffled sounds of panic and chaos drifting down from above would be enough to mask her approach.  
 
    She got to the first turn before she found them. The young woman—Azabeth, she’d called herself— crouched next to the wall, holding the whimpering toddler in her lap as she rocked him slowly and crooned a soft lullaby. As the notes of her voice echoed back down the corridor, Siva froze, knife in one hand, and lasgun in the other. She stared, watching as a mother’s love took hold of the scared baby and soothed his faint cries.  
 
    Siva must have moved, or some sound startled her, because Azabeth lifted her head, her eyes going wide as she shot to her feet, turning to angle Avram away from this new threat.  
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you,” Siva said. And to her surprise, she meant it. “Or him.”  
 
    Azabeth backed up a step, her chest heaving as she breathed quickly.  
 
    Siva looked down at the weapons in her hands, then slowly sheathed the knife and tucked the lasgun in her belt at the small of her back.  
 
    “I mean it,” Siva said, her voice soft. “I’m not going to hurt you, or him. I can get you out of here, get him safe, if that’s what you want. Get you both safe.”  
 
    Azabeth lifted her chin and narrowed her eyes. “What do you want?” she challenged, her voice trembling.  
 
    Siva sighed as a wave of fatigue washed over her, buckling her knees and making her head pound.  
 
    “Same thing you do,” she said, reaching out a hand to steady herself on the cold metal of the bulkhead. “I want my children to be safe. I’m not a Mondaavian servant. I came here because Lady Mondaav was hunting my twins. I came to stop her. To stop them all.”  
 
    Azabeth’s eyes wandered down the front of Siva’s tunic, taking in the wide swath of darkness that was Mondaav’s drying blood. She shuddered and looked back up at Siva. To her credit, she didn’t flinch.  
 
    “Stop?” Azabeth asked.  
 
    “Kill,” Siva clarified. The word fell between them like a stone weight, echoing through the confined metal space of the corridor.  
 
    Azabeth took another step backward, then stopped. “Why—why would Lady Mondaav want to hurt your children?” she asked.  
 
     “Because,” Siva said, surprising herself once again as the truth came bubbling forth, “because one of my twins wasn’t born to me. One of my twins is the biological child of Lord and Lady Terryn and holds the DNA Lady Mondaav needed to satisfy her creditors. They’re attacking the station right now.”  
 
    Azabeth’s eyes narrowed. “Then you—”  
 
    “I was the wetnurse who got them out.” Siva stepped toward the younger woman, her words accelerating as she spoke. “My child and the last heir to Terryn, who’s now also my child because genetics don’t make a mother. Love makes a mother. Love and sacrifice. You hated Lady Mondaav for how she treated Avram, didn’t you? I heard you talking in the hallway. Your voice shook with rage when you talked about her hitting him.”  
 
    Azabeth sucked in a sharp breath, then nodded, her eyes flashing fiercely for an instant before she looked away.  
 
    “I thought so,” Siva said, her lips curving in a grim smile. “You love that boy, and you’d do anything to save him? Well, this is your chance. Come with me. Help me find my way to the docking deck. I can get us out, get us safe. I came here to end the Mondaavi line, so they could never come after my children again. But Avram doesn’t have to be Mondaavi, does he? Come with me and claim him as your own child. Raise him to be the kind of man you know he can be. Raise him surrounded by love and hard work, rather than by neglect, abuse, and excess.”  
 
    Azabeth lifted her gaze to Siva’s again and bit down on her lower lip.  
 
    “And you won’t hurt us?” she whispered. Siva shook her head slowly. “How can I trust you?” she asked.  
 
    “What choice do you have?” Siva said. The deck rolled under their feet as another, less distant explosion rocked through the estate’s superstructure.  
 
    Azabeth stumbled against the bulkhead, catching herself with the hand not cradling Avram’s head.  
 
    “All right,” she said. “My name is Azabeth.”  
 
    “I know,” Siva said, walking toward her and taking her free hand. “I’m Siva. Let’s get your son out of here.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The investors continued bombarding the Mondaavian Estate station as Siva and Azabeth made their way through the warren of maintenance tunnels. Siva wasn’t entirely certain which way to go, since she’d gotten so lost on the way in, but eventually she found a familiar path, and they progressed through the cold, abandoned part and back toward the huge docking deck.  
 
    Which was total chaos, as one might expect. All in all, Siva considered that a good thing, since people were panicking and running in every direction. She looked around wildly, hoping to find— 
 
    “Siva!”  
 
    She jumped a half-meter into the air at the sound of her name and pulled the lasgun out as she spun to put herself between Azabeth and the baby.  
 
    “Where’ve you been? We got worried when you just disappeared…oh stars! Is that blood? What are you do—Azabeth?”  
 
    Siva lowered her weapon slowly as the crewman from Nordeci’s yacht approached. He didn’t seem to notice, as his eyes were locked on the young woman behind her.  
 
    “Aza, sweetling, what are you doing here? Is that—” He peered around Siva. She turned and saw Azabeth pulling a light blanket up out of the chest carrier to cover Avram’s sleeping head.  
 
    “Hush,” Siva said, reaching out and grabbing his wrist. “Aza’s baby is sleeping.” She stared at him, willing him to understand her meaning. “We’re getting him out of here. Somebody assassinated Lady Mondaav in her quarters, right as they started the attack. We’re running. Can you help us?”  
 
    He flicked uncertain eyes from Siva to Azabeth and back. Once more, he looked down at Siva’s bloodstained chest, and she swallowed hard, wishing she’d thought to take something from Mondaav’s closet to cover herself up.  
 
    “Please, Bernardus,” Azabeth whispered. “I have to protect him.”  
 
    The crewman—Bernardus, apparently—set his shoulders and squared his jaw, then gave them a nod.  
 
    “Right,” he said. “Let’s go this way, then.” He turned, clearing a path through the surging crowd of people and equipment. After a moment, Siva could see he was heading for the far end of the docking area…right to Nordeci’s old yacht, in fact.  
 
    “Can you fly this?” Siva asked as they stepped through the hatch.  
 
    “I can get us into orbit,” he said.  
 
    “Good enough,” Siva said. She wasn’t used to these big, multi-crew ships. She could’ve figured it out, but her plan didn’t involve flying for long. If the investors were bombarding the compound, they would surely have a blockading force in orbit. In fact, Siva’d heard Mondaav say something about it on the call back in her quarters. If she’d had her tough little GX, maybe she could’ve run it like she had back on Terryn’s, but there was no way she was going to make it out of a system she didn’t know well in a ship with half the drive power of her own.  
 
    This time, the plan wasn’t to run the blockade at all. This time, the plan was to get shot down by it.  
 
    “Don’t bother with the grav couch,” Siva called out to Azabeth and Bernardus. “Just go for the lifeboat!”  
 
    Bernardus turned to look at her, his eyes wide, his brows furrowing in concern and worry.  
 
    “We’ll never make it past the force bombing the stars out of this place. Get in the lifeboat and strap in. We’ll let them think they’ve shot us down.”  
 
    Azabeth moved without further instructions. Bernardus, however, stood where he was and shook his head.  
 
    “It won’t work! They’ll see our transponder and know we’re survivors from the estate. We’ll be picked up and captured!”  
 
    “I’m going to disable the transponder,” Siva said.  
 
    “What? That’s insane! We’ll be totally adrift in the lifeboat! No one will ever find us! We can’t—”  
 
    “Bernardus,” Azabeth said, her voice soft but carrying as she leaned out from the lifeboat alcove. “I trust her. Please. She won’t let anything happen to Avram or me.”  
 
    Siva looked at Bernardus and nodded. In that moment, she realized how powerful love could be. Because he looked from Azabeth back to Siva, took a deep breath, and nodded. Then he headed over to the cockpit to key in the launch sequence. Siva followed him, watching over his shoulder to make sure everything he did made sense. It wasn’t the GX, but it wasn’t terribly different. After he was done at the panel, he straightened.  
 
    “Transponder is there,” he said, pointing to a box below the main instrument console. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”  
 
    “So do I,” Siva said. Bernardus gave her a tiny smile and turned to join Azabeth in the back. Siva pulled out her trusty knife and used it to pry open the transponder box. Inside, a mish-mash of wires and transistors lay in a tangled mess. She yanked the entire thing out and stripped pieces from it until she was satisfied nothing remaining could transmit their location on an open channel. She pushed the entire mess back up under the console, straightened, and tongued the micro-transponder out from where she’d affixed it to the inside of her cheek on the way to Ezan.  
 
    The yacht’s engines roared to life, the floor rumbling beneath her as Siva turned and headed back to the lifeboats. She ducked inside the lifeboat hatch as the ignition sequence caught, which sent her stumbling forward, nearly sprawling into Azabeth and the baby. Bernardus palmed the control and the hatch hissed closed as Siva got herself sorted out and into her own seat.  
 
    “Thank you,” Azabeth said softly as the acceleration pressed them back against their individual cradles. She still held Avram on her lap, which wasn’t strictly protocol, but the lifeboat only held three seats. He was awake and looking around with his hand in his mouth, though he sputtered and ducked into his mother’s chest as the lifeboat’s suspension fluid nozzles activated.  
 
    “For what?” Siva asked, closing her eyes against the mist. The suspension fluid would coat their skin, then shut down all but their most basic functions. It would keep them alive without oxygen, water, or food as long as the supply of fluid lasted—or until someone picked them up.  
 
    “For saving him—and me,” Azabeth said. That was the last thing Siva heard before the suspension fluid took effect, and she drifted into the black of oblivion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Salvage Title 
 
    Gate Sector 
 
    Salvage System 
 
      
 
    “Sir, we have emergence.” The tactical officer checked the readings on one of his screens. “Confirmed. It’s the Diamond Squadron with the Stealth Shuttle center of formation. Right on time, according to my calculations.” 
 
    “Thanks, Adam. Path, get me Bahroot and Captain Urlak, would you?” 
 
    “On screen, sir.” 
 
    Up on the main screen, the image showed the readouts of the operation screens. “Hi, Uncle Harmon. We’re back.” 
 
    “I see that. Were there any issues?” 
 
    The screen changed to a split screen with Captain Urlak sitting in his command seat.  
 
    Captain Urlak answered first, “No, sir. We were able to enter the system undetected. We maintained the diamond pattern for the entirety of the mission, as directed.” 
 
    “You mean Bahroot didn’t try to break free to run solo?” Harmon asked, surprised. 
 
    “Nope,” Bahroot answered. He sounded proud of himself. “Captain Urlak outranks me. He was in command of the intel operation, so I obeyed his orders. If I’m ever to command, I have to be able to follow, right?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Harmon agreed. “What did you find out?” 
 
    “Um, I gave a full report to Captain Urlak. Do you want me to tell you everything? Well, the first day we…” 
 
    Harmon raised a hand to stop Bahroot from continuing. He knew after four weeks of information gathering, Bahroot would go on for hours. “Let Captain Urlak brief me. That’s the way it’s supposed to happen. You were assigned to him.” 
 
    “Ok,” Bahroot said. He didn’t sound disappointed, more like he was eager to learn. 
 
    Urlak gave Harmon a half smile showing some of the small, sharp teeth all Kashkal had. His pale green face took on a serious look as he briefed his commodore. “Sir, we arrived in the system undetected and proceeded to traverse the golden zone. During the length of the mission, we mapped it all. I have forwarded the information to you.” 
 
    He continued, “Some of the planets we observed from afar as we were forced to maintain a discrete distance due to inter-system traffic. I am convinced we were not discovered. Several planets maintain sizable populations, as do moons; others are sparse. Ensign Bahroot was able to intercept many transmissions with the use of his drones. Like your trip into the system, he was able to recover them before we left, leaving no trace. 
 
    “We located the planet Ezan. As your informant described, it is widely known among those residing in the system as a pleasure planet. It does not appear to contribute any more than that to the system. We did not, however, hear any communication concerning Siva. Her name was not mentioned in any of the recordings, nor did Bahroot find her name on their version of ship manifests.” 
 
    “So he was able to hack into their systems?” 
 
    “It wasn’t hard,” Bahroot chimed in. “No one knew we were there, and I had plenty of time. I gathered all kinds of information, especially the terraforming stuff. Several of the families have their own versions and techniques. None of them are as efficient as the ones on the first moon we visited.” 
 
    “Urlak, did you encounter much in the way of warships?” Harmon asked. 
 
    “Several of the colonies—I say colonies, but they belong to families—have warships. None have anything more than a squadron with fighter support. There were no task force-sized elements. Upon your trip back, I advise a straight trajectory to Ezan. Bahroot was able to gain the proper codes to allow you to bypass security and get to the space station at Ezan. If you pass close to other occupied planets or moons, you may encounter them, since you insist on Salvage Title going solo again.” 
 
    “One ship, or a small squadron like yours, is about all I want there. It’s not like I can go in with a full task force. That would invite a battle I’d prefer to avoid. With the information you gathered and what I have from the refugees, I feel certain I can find Siva, bring her here, and reunite her with her babies. Plus I want to know what happened on that moon.” 
 
    “I understand, sir; I just wish I could convince you to go back with Diamond Squadron as an escort.” 
 
    “I hear you, but I’m trying to avoid having them think an invasion fleet’s arrived…unless one needs to.” 
 
    “Bahroot, break formation and get your shuttle on board. We came from Salvage to meet you here at the gate, and we’re headed to where you just came from. Urlak, good job. You and your squadron take some time. Go home to Evermore and take a vacation yourself.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. I will.” 
 
    One side of the screen went dark, then Bahroot’s transmission filled it. “Before I forget, call your mom. I know she’ll want to hear from you.” 
 
    “I did, Uncle Harmon. When it’s only she and I, our conversations are fast. Sometimes I wish organic life could communicate like we do. It takes forever to get an answer to a question from Dad.” 
 
    “We’re only human.” Harmon looked around at those on the bridge with him. “Well, you know. Some of us are human, others are who they are. We’re Beings. Flesh and blood and all that.” 
 
    “I try to remember. Working with Sergeant Galooth helps me to do that. I called her, too. I may outrank her—technically—but she’s my friend first.” 
 
    “And she’s a frost of an NCO. You two make a good team. When you get here, there’s more room in the bay now. Whatever improvements Hank and Stan did to the fighters is complete. They said they increased shielding on them. It seems to check out. I told them to hold off on the other six fighters until more evaluations are done. 
 
    “One more thing,” Harmon added. “Your mom should have transferred a frequency to you. I got it from Dania. When we get in-system, keep a search for it running. It may be irrelevant, but you never know.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Days Later 
 
    Salvage Title 
 
    Known System 
 
    Ezan 
 
      
 
    “Unidentified ship, welcome to Gateway Orbit Six. Please activate your transponder and identify yourself with your valid reservation for short- or long-term docking.” 
 
    Harmon looked up from his seat to Clip. “Exactly what Bahroot said they’d say.” They’d encountered no issues up to this point in the system. He nodded toward his communications officer. “You know the deal, Path. Get us a spot.” 
 
    Lieutenant Pathlo cleared his throat and answered the call. His Earth Common had less of a Joth accent than Harmon’s and Clip’s. He, like the other Withaloo, had learned at an early age, but learned from several sources, so the different system accents blended into a neutral one. “Request premium privacy protocols.” 
 
    “Premium privacy protocols require prepayment. Please provide your reservation number.”  
 
    “Request physical payment and convenience surcharge for fly-in reservation to short-term docking.”  
 
    “You can verify possession of fees and 30% surcharge?” 
 
    “Of course.” He sent a live feed of the stack of square metal coins produced by replicator. They were exactly like the few credits Dania had given Harmon for this purpose, down to the heavy metal they were comprised of. 
 
    “Please stand by for verification.”  
 
    “You think they’ll pass?” Clip asked. 
 
    “Bahroot says he programed it and triple checked,” Harmon answered. “Jayneen analyzed them, too. They’ll pass.” 
 
    “Verification complete, with contingency.” 
 
    “Contingency?” 
 
    “Affirmative. Our sensors show your ship is well armed. All warships are required to shut down all offensive systems for the duration of stay. Any deviation from this contingency will result in loss of privacy protocols.” 
 
    “That’s a wrinkle,” Clip said. 
 
    “No plan survives the initial encounter,” Harmon answered. 
 
    The voice continued, “System defense will be notified, and your ship boarded, by force if necessary. Please be advised that the Ezan Corporation will hold the commander of the ship personally liable for any counterfeit physical credits, and criminal penalties, to include the death penalty, will apply. You have been confirmed for short-term dock Nine Bravo. Welcome to GTP.” 
 
    The contract appeared on the small screen on Harmon’s command seat. He read it quickly and hit the ‘Accept’ tab. They had five days to find Siva and leave, or extend the docking contract. The docking instructions appeared. He hit ‘Accept.’ One good thing about it. The arm of the station they were docking had no view portals. That was part of the privacy protocol. No one could lay eyes on the ship. 
 
    “Renlo,” Harmon advised, “I’m forwarding these to you. Don’t scratch her paint.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Docking instructions.” 
 
    “Oh. Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “How do I look?” Clip asked. 
 
    “Ridiculous,” Harmon answered, “but don’t worry. I don’t look any better.” 
 
    They were both dressed in the new clothes Dania and others had advised him were appropriate before Harmon had left the refugees with Evelyn and JoJo on planet Salvage. Bahroot had taken the information from a high-end wardrobe company on the planet Ezan itself. They now wore the latest in fashion. 
 
    “Yeah, well, it doesn’t feel any better than it looks.” Clip reached down and tried to give himself some comfort room. “Whoever heard of men in skintight silver pants? Look at these things. The bottom of each pant leg flares out.” 
 
    “At least it covers our boots,” Harmon argued. 
 
    “This yellow shirt does nothing for me, either,” Clip added. “I look pale. At least yours is red.” 
 
    “Quit complaining. When we get to the end of the disembarkation tunnel, act like a well-to-do Tretran. I figure those who live in the gated beach communities from our old system would fit in with the families in this system.” 
 
    “Never did like many of them,” Clip remarked as they neared the end of the tunnel. 
 
    Credits in hand, they exited the hatch into the station. Two electronic stevedores met them with weapons pointed at Harmon’s chest.  
 
    “Physical credit protocol engaged,” one of the e-stevs said through his electronic speakers. “Please remit payment immediately or be terminated and your ship seized as compensation.”  
 
    Harmon held out one stack of hard credits. The e-stev extended two robotic claws, clamped around them, and retracted the extenders inside its spherical outer casing. The weapons never wavered, and Harmon had to force himself to breathe normally and act as if he’d been through this many times.  
 
    Finally, the e-stev sounded a chime, and the weapons retracted into their spheres.  
 
    “Payment received. Reservation booked for five days. Please remit new payment for continued docking services by six planetary revolution cycles, or your ship will be seized as compensation.”  
 
    “Status of premium privacy protocols?” Harmon asked.  
 
    “Premium privacy protocols engaged. Welcome to Ezan, Anonymous Guests.”  
 
    The e-stevs turned and rolled away, disappearing into an alcove along a corridor. The information map posted on a bulkhead showed it led to the mini-station’s central hub. 
 
    “It’s this way,” Harmon said. They headed toward the transport shuttle docking bay. It didn’t take long before the shuttle touched down on Ezan. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Two days later, Harmon was at his limit. “It’s no use. They won’t talk. None of them.” 
 
    “They’re too scared to break the number one rule,” Clip agreed. He sipped his glass of spring water, a limited stock from the south pole. “Discretion.” 
 
    “Yeah. I don’t understand it. The staff are treated like…well like indentured servants.” 
 
    “Slaves?” Clip asked. 
 
    “Might as well be. They’re treated far worse than some of those ridiculous pets some of the guest carry around. I hear they have to submit to every whim of the guests with no argument. That’s insane.” 
 
    “I like the beaches here, and the meals have been ridiculous,” Clip said, “but I’m tired of everybody jumping to do my bidding. That doesn’t sit well with me. I just want to tell them about the Bith Gate, about other races, about Salvage System, and what it’s coming to mean in our sector of the galaxy, of freedom…real freedom.” 
 
    “Me, too.” Harmon sighed, resigned. “Well, it looks like we go with Plan B. As in Bahroot. Finish up, and let’s catch the next shuttle off this fancy place. Besides, we spent nearly all the credits on clothes.” 
 
    “We couldn’t very well wear the same ensemble two days in a row. Perish the thought.” Clip spoke with dramatic wave of his hand and a close imitation of actual family members they’d met in the last two days. 
 
    Harmon snorted the water he was sipping, and a mouthful dripped down his shiny green shirt. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Salvage Title 
 
      
 
    Harmon leaned back in his seat, comfortable in his Salvage Fleet Uniform once again. “Talk to me, Bahroot.” 
 
    “I did it,” Bahroot beamed. “I cracked the security measures. It took me longer because the programing used isn’t modern. It was based on something I’d never encountered. I was stumped for eight minutes as I searched for references. I checked every colony, from every parent planet, all the way back to those leaving Sol System.” 
 
    “What was it?” 
 
    “It’s based on an initial program called AfeeMac. It was simple to bypass once I gained this information. I’m now fully versed in the 8,000-year-old program and all updates and modifications since.” 
 
    “Nice. What did you find out?” 
 
    “A Mondaavi ship left the day before we arrived. It had one more passenger on the manifest than when it arrived. I’m convinced it was Siva. Records indicate the ship we’ve been trailing was docked in a long-term slot. It’s since been confiscated for lack of the next payment installment.” 
 
    “Mondaav,” Harmon said. “Dania said that was where we’d ultimately find her, or what happened to her. She was kind of cryptic as to why.” 
 
    “I wonder how they’re doing back at Salvage,” Clip interjected. “Some of those people still had a haunted look about them when we left.” 
 
    “They’ve been through a lot,” Harmon said. “Evelyn took some leave to help them adjust.” 
 
    “The little ones were on their way to adjusting by the time we took them down to Bank Town. Seeing different races on board the ship became a game to some, with all the questions they had.” 
 
    “Kyla and Vera sure surprised me,” Harmon admitted. “The way they seemed to change around the little ones.” 
 
    “Uncle Harmon,” Bahroot interrupted, “I’ve verified the probable flight path of the Mondaavi ship to the planet Mondaav. It’s a gas planet. The Mondaavi Estates are located in a station orbiting it. I also mapped several moons with atmosphere orbiting it.” 
 
    “Send it to Renlo’s console and let’s be about it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Salvage Title 
 
    Near Mondaav 
 
      
 
    “Adam, are we still showing all offensive weapons powered down?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Good. When we round this moon, and the station can scan us, I want to appear as civilian as possible, so we have no issues docking.” 
 
    “We’ll become visible in three minutes,” Renlo announced. “There’s light traffic in orbit. It doesn’t make sense. One would think there’d be more ship movement…” His voice trailed off. 
 
    “Sir! I detect several squadrons of warships. All have weapons at the ready and shields up!” 
 
    “Battle Stations,” Harmon ordered. “Get the shields up to full power. Bev, bring the weapons online. Renlo…battle speed.” 
 
    “I’m outta here,” Clip said. He ran toward the lift, off balance as the inertia increased from the ship’s rapid acceleration. He was speaking into his comms as he went. “Jayneen, get the defensive lasers online now!” 
 
    “Talk to me, Adam.” 
 
    “Sir, it appears there are several small squadrons of warships maintaining a blockade. They have fighter support. The station is in ruins. Evidence suggests missile damage.” 
 
    “Uncle Harmon, there are ships from several families in the blockade.” 
 
    “Bahroot, take a direct route toward the system gate. I don’t want you caught up in this. Your shuttle doesn’t have ship-fighting weapons…or shielding. From what the sensors show us, we’re not getting away without encountering at least one group of them.” 
 
    “But Uncle Harmon, I’m picking up the signal you told me to watch for. It’s Siva. She’s in an escape pod in a deteriorating orbit around a moon.” 
 
    “Squat!” Harmon said. “Go get her and head toward the gate.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    “Missile launch!” Adam shouted. “Two destroyer-class ships have launched at us. Make that three. Thirty missiles inbound.” 
 
    “Tracking,” Jayneen said from deep within the ship. 
 
    “Bev, launch a full salvo. Split it between the two far destroyers. Engage the closest with pulse cannons.” 
 
    “Salvo away. Engaging pulse cannons now.” 
 
    Every crewmember felt it when the four cannons in the bow of the ship fired one second apart. Two had been added to the bow during the extensive repairs. Six seconds after the last shot, the sequence began again. The fight was on. 
 
    “Missiles reloaded.” 
 
    “Launch at will.” 
 
    The first 10 missiles reached their intended target. The last three encountered no shields remaining and penetrated deep. Their warheads shattered the smaller of the ships, leaving no survivors. The second half of the salvo achieved similar results on the other target. 
 
    “Sir, what appears on my sensors to be classified as a heavy battlecruiser has come around and launched missiles,” Adam announced. “We are danger close to its main laser, if I have their range guessed right.” 
 
    “Get us behind the wreckage of those ships, Renlo.” 
 
    “The third destroyer is out of action and drifting.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Defensive Bridge 
 
      
 
    Clip landed in his seat as the ship tilted during maneuvers. “Status!” 
 
    “Defense missiles have destroyed 23 incoming missiles,” Jayneen answered. “Defense position Two is prepared to engage with lasers when they come in range.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s keep it up.” He strapped himself in. “Three, get ready to launch two more salvos of shotgun missiles.” 
 
    “Roger, sir.” 
 
    Clip grinned at her usage of old military slang. His love of history was rubbing off on them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Stealth Shuttle 
 
      
 
    Bahroot completed his turnover procedures and decelerated at a pace no organic pilot could live through. He matched the pod’s orbit and drew it close by engaging the ship’s magnetic landing struts, designed for the purpose of keeping them secure in a fighter bay. Once it was locked on, he banked away, mindful of his velocity and the humans it would affect. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The flare of his thrusters was seen by a patrolling fighter from the House of Narville, a minor family, but a prominent one, nonetheless. The target didn’t show on the pilot’s sensors, but he saw it with his eyes. The young man took advantage of the opportunity to finally fire his dual missiles, not knowing his mothership was now in thousands of pieces. He banked away, low on fuel, trusting the guidance programming in the missiles. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bahroot noticed the incoming threat immediately. He maneuvered the shuttle so it would take the brunt of the missiles and protect the connected escape pod. The shield held when the first small missile struck. When the second hit, it faltered, and some of the fragments of its warhead penetrated the shuttle. Had there been an organic crew operating, it they might have perished when the atmosphere was sucked into the demanding vacuum of space. 
 
    Bahroot made a command decision and initiated a call. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Salvage Title 
 
      
 
    “Sir, we have incapacitated three destroyers, two frigates, and the heavy battlecruiser,” Adam said. “Our shields are holding at 80% forward, 85% starboard, 72% port, and 100% aft. The repair crews have fixed what’s possible without the advantage of a full shipyard.” 
 
    He continued, “They seem to be holding back their remaining ships and reforming the blockade deeper in space. I have plotted a route through; we can slip by before they can bring in reinforcements and completely close it.” 
 
    “Good,” Harmon said. “Renlo, lock in the route to the gate, and let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “Sir! You need to hear this,” Pathlo said. He put it on speaker. 
 
    “Salvage Title. This is Stealth Shuttle. Be advised, I have taken damage from missile strikes. Pod is secure. I am left with no choice but to set down on the moon. I say again, I am making an emergency landing on the moon.” 
 
    “Bahroot! Are you all right? Can you hold it together enough to land?” 
 
    “Yes, I think so.” Static crackled over the speaker. It cleared up momentarily. “I’ll put it down in an area away from populations. I calculated I’ll have enough time before the fusion reactor shuts itself down. The problem is, I think the fighter that got me may have tracked where I went. Stealth capabilities are nonexistent with the damage. It was unable to follow me into atmosphere, but he called it in. I couldn’t jam his frequencies.” 
 
    “Sit tight, I’m coming to get you,” Harmon declared. He didn’t need to tell the ship’s pilot not to move toward the gate. Without guidance, his bridge crew were already working to get close to the moon. “Looks like we can’t slip by just yet.” 
 
    Harmon called down to Flight Ops. “Grant, launch all fighters. Have them patrol in defense of the ship in pairs. Launch both shuttles. I know they have limited offensive capabilities. I want them to look dangerous, that’s all. Keep ‘em close. Prepare the Hauler for a mission, and power up my mech. Wait. Power up mine, and Sergeant Galooth’s mech, too.” 
 
    He unstrapped from his seat. “Clip, I’m going to need you to pilot the Hauler. Zerith to the Bridge. You have it until we return.” He motioned to Norblon to follow him. He made another call while on the lift. “Big Jon, meet me in the ready room off the fighter bay.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Harmon doublechecked his mech’s status. Everything was in the green. He had a full load of railgun rounds and both missile racks were ready. He toggled a switch, and Sergeant Galooth’s mech information scrolled across his center screen. He moved it to the screen on his left. His mech, like hers, had three screens in the cockpit. When he turned his head, it gave the illusion of the mech turning its head as the camera relays showed him the view outside the war machine. 
 
    He looked over to Big Jon and Norblon in their heavy battle armor. They were checking their kinetic rifles one last time. “You ready for this, Norblon?” 
 
    She looked up, the clear-steel shield on her helmet in clear mode. “Just like training, right, sir? I lock on to Sergeant Galooth’s mech with the electromagnet and make the drop with her. We both trust her machine to get us down to the surface safely.” 
 
    “You got it. We may not encounter resistance, but be prepared for a firefight. If the families send troops, we’ll have one. That’s why we’re dropping in. We want to get there first and set up a defense. Once it’s secure, we’ll extract Bahroot, grab the pod, and get off this rock.” 
 
    “I’m ready, sir.” She looked nervous. 
 
    “Good. This isn’t the first time the sergeant major and I have dropped together into a hot spot. Nothing to it. What could go wrong?” 
 
    All three marines groaned. Clip spoke over all comms. “I heard that. What is wrong with you, dude? Won’t you ever learn?” 
 
    “What? What did I say?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Harmon maintained the proper drop position and kept the mech’s arms and legs splayed to give himself control during the drop. He lowered its legs and engaged the jump rockets in the lower legs when his system indicated it was time. His mech landed softly with a flare. Galooth’s did the same. Both marines killed the power to the electromagnets, and the devices fell to the dirt between them and the mechs. They made their way to the smoking shuttle and the separate escape pod not far away. 
 
    Galooth piloted a much newer model heavy mech. She tore the ramp off the shuttle with the powerful claws. Norblon scrambled past the remains and went forward to get Bahroot from his slot in the operations center. Moments later, she emerged with his cube connected to a power cell. Harmon was relieved to see the normal lights on the front of the eight inch cube. The slate he normally used to speak through wasn’t attached. It had been damaged. 
 
    Galooth popped her hatch and dismounted her mech. She took Bahroot, climbed up, and leaned in. In moments, he spoke over the machine’s external speaker. “Much better,” he said, his voice cheerful. “It sucks when I can’t talk. I’ve initialized the destruct sequence for my shuttle. Once we’re in the Hauler, I’ll finalize it, blow it, and spread the shuttle in little pieces for half a mile.” 
 
    “Good. Once Clip is sure it’s clear, he’s bringing it down.” 
 
    On cue, Clip called Harmon. “Dude, there are three dropships headed your way. They came around the other side of the moon, safe from Salvage Title’s weapons. You might want to get some cover and get ready.” 
 
    “Let’s move,” Harmon ordered. He pointed with the mech’s claw. “To those rocks, away from the pod. Now!” 
 
    The dropships came into view moments later. Harmon fired all 18 missiles at the first one. It burned into the surface a mile away. Galooth emptied her missile racks in the same manner. The second dropship climbed for the sky, trailing smoke without having a chance to discharge troops. 
 
    The third, the largest of the three, landed a half mile away, and troops poured out, followed by two hover tanks. Their guns fired while on the move. One round hit a large bolder near the sergeant major and shattered it. It didn’t take out Big Jon. He landed 50 feet away, the maximum distance his jump boots would take him. He fired his rifle at the oncoming forces. 
 
    Harmon and Galooth bounded unpredictably toward the hover tanks, occasionally giving themselves a height boost with light taps of their jump rockets. Dirt and rocks from near misses showered their war machines. When they were close, they fired off their rockets, and both mechs rose into the sky so they could shoot their railguns down into the weakest armor of the tanks. Neither of them could elevate their main guns to follow the mechs. In moments, the tanks blew apart. One turret landed upside down, smoking. After the mechs landed, the railguns mounted to their arms mowed down most of the remaining armored soldiers. 
 
    Private Norblon fired shot after shot at the closing forces. Several times she was hit, knocking pieces of armor from her suit off with every laser shot. The enemy’s weapons were powerful. A soldier in a similar type of armor leapt around a large boulder and both raised their weapons. Norblon was slower. Her kinetic rifle was cut in two when it was hit. 
 
    She threw it at the taller solder’s helmet and stepped closer to grab his weapon. He ducked and hesitated, puzzled by her height. That was enough for her to get close. She crushed the weapon with the servo-assisted gloves. They fought like two prize fighters. Each blocked punches and the occasional kick. Norblon had the reach with her longer arms, but the soldier in the other suit dealt powerful blows. The rest of the battle faded, and it was just them, locked in a duel with one possible outcome: only one could survive. 
 
    Norblon’s opportunity came. It was unexpected, but she took it. She threw the suited soldier to the ground with a simple…hip toss. She followed the move by jumping high and landing on his helmet with both armored jump boots. She crushed it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Big Jon took a running leap onto a boulder. He jumped again without slowing and fired his jump boots. The fuel ran out as he reached the height he needed. He grabbed the edge and scrambled the rest of the way up the cliff, knocked the two unarmored soldiers off, and sent them falling to their deaths. For good measure, he kicked the crew-served laser off the ledge, too. They’d been setting up to take out Harmon’s mech. 
 
    Clip landed four minutes later, and they scrambled aboard. The ship rose slowly, shifted over, locked on to the pod, and they left the moon’s atmosphere, pushing the old scrap hauler to the limit of its inertia dampeners. 
 
    Salvage Title was still in its standoff with the family warships. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Main Bridge 
 
    Salvage Title 
 
    Deep in the Known System 
 
      
 
    “Are you ready, Bahroot?” Harmon asked. The young AI was connected to the secondary tactical console with Sergeant Galooth hovering nearby. 
 
    “I’m ready. The slates have been wired into the cockpits. I have all six under my full control. Let’s do this!” 
 
    “Whoa. Hold on there, buddy. There are a few more details I need to see to. Keep them in the bay until it’s time. Having those fighters available might just make the difference.” 
 
    “See,” Hank said, “we did a good thing. High four!” 
 
    “Yes,” Stan agreed as he slapped his brother’s palm with his own four-fingered hand. “It is good. Those shields will hold as well as a frigate.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Harmon admitted. “Now you two get down to the fighter bay.” The brothers scrambled to the lift. 
 
    Harmon looked at Clip and grinned. “Crazy. They added enough shielding in those fighters, Bahroot can remote operate them and stack them so we can pull the same move Captain Ellotta did in the war games. We’re going to break through the blockade. Once we break through, there’s no way they can catch us. Their ships don’t have the capabilities. They’ll discover the gate, but that can’t be helped.” 
 
    “I have a sneaking suspicion some of those families know about the gate, but keep it secret,” Clip said. 
 
    “I do, too, but you can bet I’m coming back with a couple task forces to let the whole system know. There won’t be a family ruler or warship left.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s the right move?” Clip asked. 
 
    “Frost, yes. And nobody’s talking me out of it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Defensive Bridge 
 
      
 
    Jayneen triple-checked the locations of the initial eight ships forming the closest part of the blockade. She ran 2,000 possible scenarios before calling up to the main bridge to Lieutenant Adam. It took 20 seconds. 
 
    “Adam, I have determined the route with the highest probability of success. I am sending the route now to you and Lieutenant Renlo.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the tac officer answered. “Once Commodore Tomeral returns to the bridge, we will begin the run.” 
 
    “It will not be long. I am monitoring him now.” 
 
    “Jayneen,” Clip asked, “what’s he doing down there in the power plant, anyway?” He raised both arms and stretched. He was still tense from piloting the Hauler to the moon’s surface and back. 
 
    “He went to speak to Zerith personally.” 
 
    “Yeah? I bet it’s ‘cause he didn’t want Kyla to hear his plan.” 
 
    “I do not have need of credit, but I will bet you for bragging rights,” Jayneen said. “I believe he went to see Zerith’s facial expressions and body language to determine if it is as crazy an idea as you and I believe.” 
 
    Clip reconsidered. “Never mind. I think you may be right.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Power Plant 
 
      
 
    “So,” Harmon asked, “do you think it can be done?” 
 
    Zerith paused with the purple-blotched tuber halfway to his mouth. He tilted his head slightly as he thought. “I think so. I wouldn’t attempt it, personally, but yes, I think it can be done.” 
 
    “If you’re sure it can be done, I’ll let ‘em know. I wasn’t going to do this if you thought the system would be too difficult to figure out.” 
 
    “No,” Zerith said around the mouthful, “I think it can be done.” 
 
    “That’s all I need to hear,” Harmon said. He looked around. “Probably need to let them know later.” He nodded his head sideways toward Kyla and Vera, who were talking to another technician on the other side of fusion plant three. Both looked like they’d touched up their makeup. Kyla’s lips were an especially vivid shade of red. 
 
    “Yes. Later.” Zerith agreed. 
 
    Harmon left the power plant to go back to the bridge. He stopped in the bay before continuing. Hank and Stan were standing beside two of the fighters, both wearing their leather helmets. Harmon shook his head at the sight. Then he did a double take. 
 
    “Stan. Where did you get that scarf?” 
 
    “I had it made,” the smiling Leethog answered. “Do you like how it contrasts with my jacket?” 
 
    “I told him it will be hot,” Hank said. 
 
    “You know there’s no wind to protect yourself from, or cold, for that matter,” Harmon added. 
 
    “I know. But I look good.” 
 
    “Well, you can’t wear them in the cockpit,” Harmon said, “and this time, you two can’t even wear the helmets. I need you in protective suits. Worn correctly, not how you usually do it when you fly a fighter.” 
 
    “Why?” Hank asked. 
 
    Harmon had their attention. “I’m gonna need you boys to take a little walk.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Main Bridge 
 
      
 
    Harmon reached over and engaged the comms on the arm of his seat. He set it to broadcast through the overhead speakers all over the ship. 
 
     “All right. It’s now or never. Battle Stations. I say again, Battle Stations!” 
 
    Throughout the ship, beings moved in haste to their designated positions. Off-duty crew members scrambled for their pre-engagement positions, ready to repair damage and fight fires. 
 
    “Renlo.” Harmon hesitated for a second. “Battle speed.” 
 
    Everyone on Salvage Title felt the G-forces increase substantially as the ship accelerated and banked to starboard. As they moved toward the far-off gate, six fighters took off from the open bay and formed up in a tight double-stacked wedge formation. They shot ahead. 
 
    “Sir,” Adam called out, “two of their formations are moving as anticipated. They are trying to block us between the smaller moons.” 
 
    “How many does that leave?” 
 
    “Four ships remain in the same area they have been patrolling. Two ships of the medium battlecruiser size, a destroyer, and a frigate.” 
 
    “Good. Renlo, be prepared to maneuver back their way.” Harmon called down to Clip, “Hit ‘em with a wall of steel.” 
 
    “You know it,” Clip answered. 
 
    Ten salvos of the defensive missiles shot from Salvage Title toward the four ships. When the 40 missiles exploded at the designated coordinates, the wall of small steel balls hit their shielding. All the shields held, even the frigate’s, but the combined kinetic energy reduced them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Slynon’s Folly 
 
      
 
    Captain Carlo Slynon sat back in his command chair, observing his crew at their tasks. All went about their business and did their best to stay out of his crosshairs. That was the way he preferred it. The few officers were family members or close allies. The enlisted crew members were skilled, but they weren’t ones he’d choose to ever associate with in his private life. 
 
    “Sir,” one of the men called out, “the unknown ship is attempting to go between the moons. I can’t determine where it intends to go, though. Perhaps Ezan…or beyond?” 
 
    “It has to be Ezan. There is nothing beyond, just open space until the next set of stars, hundreds of years away. House Krandall and Brevere will stop them. We stay here, according to our agreement.” 
 
    “Yes, sir… Sir! Missiles have exploded off our port side. They were undetected, but there can be no doubt.” 
 
    “You imbecile. Did you not record the ship launching missiles?” Carlo stood, clearly annoyed. 
 
    “Yes, sir but we only tracked them for a few seconds. It looked as if they were attacking the other fleets. It was hard to determine, as it launched a flight of six fighters, too.” 
 
    “If you can’t…” 
 
    Carlo didn’t get to finish the sentence before he was knocked to the deck. He scrambled back to his seat and strapped in. “Status?” 
 
    “Sir, we took a kinetic strike to our shields. Port shield at 85%. Forward shields at 90.” 
 
    Another crew member said, “Slynon’s Rage reports port shields at 30%. He says they don’t know what hit them, but their frigate can’t take another one. They’re attempting to repair shields now.” 
 
    “Sir! The enemy ship has changed its trajectory and is coming straight at us at a remarkable speed, one our ships can’t attain. Orders?” 
 
    “Put it on screen.” 
 
    On the main screen, symbols appeared of every ship in their sector. Both the other houses’ ships had overcommitted. They’d have to get around the small moon to help him and his fleet. It was bad enough the enemy was coming for them with weapons he’d seen had destroyed several other ships—now it could somehow send stealth missiles. 
 
    “Launch a full salvo. Ensure the others do the same. And where are those fighters now?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Main Bridge 
 
    Salvage Title 
 
      
 
    “Sir, all ships have launched missiles.” 
 
    “I expected that. Just those ahead?” 
 
    “No, sir, systems indicate the heavy battlecruiser in the other two squadrons launched 25 before we were able to get behind the moon. They are tracking us.” 
 
    “We’re on it,” Clip said in Harmon’s ear. “You worry about those ahead. We’ll stop these 25.” Before the link cut, Harmon heard him call for two scrambler missiles. 
 
    Harmon looked at Bahroot’s computer sitting at the spare console. “Buddy, have your fighters do their thing.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    Up ahead, the six fighters increased velocity, reaching twice the G-forces tolerable to most live beings in the galaxy. Bahroot moved them into the direct path of the incoming missiles. The shields held on three of them; the other three were destroyed. 
 
    “Missiles launched,” Bev announced. “Coming up on the range for the pulse cannons.” 
 
    “Fire forward cannons, Bev. Renlo, prepare to…to…aw, the frost with it. Prepare to do the Tomeral Turn.” 
 
    Everyone on the bridge knew the maneuver by its nickname. The entire fleet did. The ship would perform half a turnover procedure and pause so the pulse cannons on one side could be used. It would then continue turnover, and the stern cannons would engage the enemy. It went into an engagement in a controlled spin. The ship lost forward acceleration momentarily, but was still moving in the intended direction. 
 
    The frigate came apart when the six missiles designated for it struck. One missile made it through the destroyer’s defenses and caused massive damage. It started to turn away. Moments later, the raw energy from the pulse cannons shredded the bow and port side. Atmosphere vented, and it was out of the fight. 
 
    When the remaining ships launched another full salvo of missiles, they destroyed the three remaining fighters, but no missiles made it past the wreckage. The next salvo of Salvage Title’s missiles struck among the remaining formation. 
 
    “Three ships are out. They have one ship capable of attacking us, the largest, and we are in estimated range of their main weapon.” 
 
    “We’re almost where we want to be before we kick it in,” Harmon said. “I guess here’s where we see if their lasers are as good as you say they are, Bahroot.” 
 
    “They are, Uncle Harmon. The design is innovative. I have the information on them, but I’d like to examine the weapons system first-hand.” 
 
    “You may get the chance,” Harmon said.  
 
    The ship was hit by a laser, and everyone felt vibration as the shields struggled to hold. It was an attack they couldn’t defend against, except for the shields. 
 
    “Forward shields at 60%!” 
 
    “There’s our answer, and it ain’t good. Concentrate on their weapons!” 
 
    The pulse cannons were enough to stop the enemy’s attack momentarily while needed repairs were made. By the time they made it past the family ships, there was only one ship left, and Harmon didn’t plan to stick around to exact revenge on it. Not if it had repaired its main weapon. 
 
    “Damage report!” 
 
    “Sir, forward shields at 20%. Decks three, five, and seventeen on port side have been ruptured. All areas have been evacuated. Emergency teams are on site, working. Wounded have been moved to the medical bay.” 
 
    “Any casualties?” Harmon asked. He was afraid of the answer. 
 
    “None are reported at this time.” He knew whatever number he received could change. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    After several minutes, and the distance between them and the struggling battlecruiser widened considerably, he made another call. “All right, you two, we’re almost at our closest point. Go.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Two fighters launched from the bay. As one, they turned and made a straight line for an area of space away from the space port and planet Ezan. Where they were going, several ships were held in place by small, automated engines with thrusters strong enough to keep the ships stationary. Only one ship was their target. 
 
    One after the other, the fighters locked onto the courier ship. One landed on top, the other underneath. When the magnetic struts were secure, Hank and Stan exited their fighters and walked the hull of the motionless ship, magnetic boots engaged. There were no patrolling authorities nearby. Confiscated ships being held in open space had been enough deterrent through the decades. Apparently, no one had ever thought to attempt something like this. 
 
    Hank severed the tethers with a small hand-held cutter and called his brother. “There is the hatch. It should be simple enough to override the security. Be my guest.” 
 
    “No. After you.” 
 
    “You go.” 
 
    “No, no. I insist. After you.” 
 
    “After you.” 
 
    “Hey!” Harmon shouted. Bahroot had him tied into their communications. 
 
    Once aboard, it didn’t take them as long as it might have to figure out how operate the craft. Having instructions relayed from Bahroot helped. The brothers caught up to Salvage Title as the remaining family ships pursued them into open space. Occasional missile launches kept the pursuers at bay and ensured Salvage Title and her new prize made it to the Bith Gate and through without further complications. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Snow blew in from all directions, stinging her face with tiny pinpricks of pain…  
 
    Wait. That wasn’t right. She wasn’t cold. She was…warm?  
 
    Siva gasped and tried to open her eyes. Her eyelids resisted, feeling like they were glued shut. Panic rose like a tide within her, swamping her reason, driving upward to spill out— 
 
    “There you go, that’s right. Get it out.” That was a voice she recognized. A hand patted her back gently between her shoulder blades as Siva sat up and doubled over, retching, while the nerve endings in her face and hands burned their way back to life.  
 
    “D-Dania?” Siva managed to ask. It came out as a barely intelligible croak. Her throat felt like she’d swallowed a thousand naked knives. Her belly cramped with more roiling nausea. She heaved again, but there was nothing left inside her to spew.  
 
    “Yes, dear one.” Dania’s voice wrapped around her like a comforting blanket. At the moment, all Siva knew for sure was that Dania was important. Dania was safe. She had to get to Dania, though she had no idea why.  
 
    The hand patted her back once more as another attack of dry heaves racked her frame.  
 
    “You’re coming out of cryo; that’s why you feel so disoriented,” Dania said, “and you were pretty banged up when you went under, so that complicated things. The doctor here said you should be all right, it’s just going to hurt for a little bit.”  
 
    “Hurts a lot,” Siva croaked.  
 
    “Can you tell me where?”  
 
    “Face, hands…belly.”  
 
    “And your leg?”  
 
    My leg— 
 
    The moment Siva thought about it, her thigh erupted in fire. She reached out and clenched her fists around whatever she found within her reach—in this case, Dania’s shoulders. A mangled whimper-sob of pain wrestled its way past her lips, and she fought not to throw up again.  
 
    “Oh, good,” Dania said. “Thank goodness! I know that hurts, but we were so afraid you’d lose all feeling and have to have the leg amputated. They have amazing tech here, and I’m sure they’d fix you up with a prosthetic, but—”  
 
    “Who’s ‘they?’” Siva asked, sucking in a breath between each word to try to make the pain ease off. It worked, a little, and she was finally able to convince her eyes to open.  
 
    “What?” Dania asked.  
 
    “Who’s ‘they?’ Who has amazing tech, and where is ‘here?’ And—the babies!”  
 
    Siva’s spine snapped straight. Memory came flooding back, and she looked wildly around. Dania reached out and grabbed her face, forcing her to maintain eye contact and stop thrashing.  
 
    “Siva, SIVA!” Dania said. “Listen to me. Your babies are safe. They’re safe! I’ll have them brought to you in a moment, but you have to listen to me first!”  
 
    Gradually, Dania’s words penetrated Siva’s panic. She forced herself to focus on Dania’s face, Dania’s eyes. Slowly, she sucked in one breath and exhaled. Then again, willing her pulse to calm, and pushing her fear to the back of her mind.  
 
    Dania let go, her hands hovering tentatively next to Siva’s shoulders.  
 
    “Are you good?” she asked. Siva nodded, and Dania slowly lowered her hands to her lap. Siva realized she was sitting in a hospital bed, still wearing the blood-soaked Mondaavian livery she’d gotten from Nordeci’s ship so long ago…had it been long ago?  
 
    “How long have I been under?” Siva asked.  
 
    “A few weeks,” Dania said. “We were able to bring your companions right out, but your injuries complicated things.”  
 
    “And my babies?”  
 
    “Fat and happy, and spoiled by more love than any child could want,” Dania said with a small, strange smile. “That’s part of what I have to tell you. Marya and Maxon seem to have acquired some new…aunties, I guess.”  
 
    “Some of the people you mentioned earlier?” Siva asked, shifting slightly and pulling the matted shirt away from her body.  
 
    “Something like that. This will be easier if you let me tell it.”  
 
    Siva nodded, then looked around again. A bottle sat on a nearby table, next to the basin that—judging by the smell—she’d thrown up into. Siva took the bottle, opened it with a sniff, then took a deep, gulping drink of the water inside.  
 
    “Careful with that,” Dania said. “You don’t want to throw up again. Go slow, but do drink up. We were all super dry when we came out of cryo, too.”  
 
    “Who brought you out—” Siva cut herself off when Dania raised her eyebrows. She gave a little shrug and lifted the bottle to her lips again.  
 
    “Yes, I’ll get there,” Dania said. “We lifted off the Rock in Renick’s shuttle just after you left. Before we could even clear the asteroid field, we came under attack. It was over; we had no weapons, no way out. Renick ordered the last of us into the cryo lifeboats and stayed at the helm until the bastards blew him out of the black. Only thing was, the attackers weren’t the only ones out there. A man by the name of Harmon showed up right about that time—led to the Rock by my mother, just like you—and destroyed the attackers before they could return to whatever hell they came from. Then he scooped us up with his ships and pulled us out of cryo. Turns out, he was looking for you.”  
 
    “For me?” Siva nearly spat out the mouthful of water she’d been swallowing. She coughed and dragged in a breath before speaking again. “I don’t know anyone named Harmon.”  
 
    “No, nor did I. Nor did anyone in the Known System…but he knows you. Or of you, anyway. I’ll let him tell the full story, but the short of it is, he picked us up out of the black and brought us through the gate here.”  
 
    “Through the Gate? So, we’re…this isn’t the Rock.”  
 
    Dania shook her head. “No. Not the Rock. Not anywhere in the Known System, for that matter. The gate is what Harmon calls a ‘Bith Gate,’ and it allows near instantaneous interstellar travel between star systems. Well, not really near, sometimes it takes a few days, and not just between planets, or between binary partners like the Known System, but whole regions of the galaxy. And Siva…there’s so much more out here than we ever could have possibly dreamed!”  
 
    “But—”  
 
    “They kept it from you.”  
 
    The voice was male, and not one Siva recognized. She jumped and did her best to turn herself in the bed, but she got tangled up in the bedcovers and nearly pitched over onto the floor. Dania grabbed her and prevented an embarrassing and potentially very painful fall, and Siva righted herself in time to see a tall, muscular man walk through the door.  
 
    “Let me guess; you’re Harmon?”  
 
    “That’s me,” he said. Siva could understand his words well enough, though his accent was more than a little strange. All his vowels sounded flat and stretched, like his words had run together. He moved with his weight balanced forward on his toes, like a man used to physical combat.  
 
    “I suppose I owe you my thanks,” Siva said then.  
 
    “Well, that’s up to you, but I’ll happily take an explanation.”  
 
    “Of what, exactly?”  
 
    “Of what happened on the moon where we found the burned-out remains of a settlement and the remnants of the most sophisticated terraforming technology I’ve ever seen, plus the trail of one frost of a fighter jock blowing right through a blockade in the gutsiest move I’ve ever seen or heard of.”  
 
    Siva narrowed her eyes as her mind picked through his unfamiliar idiom to get to the bottom of his sentence.  
 
    “All right,” she said, once she’d parsed it, “but first, bring me my children.” She let her voice go cold, empty. She stared at him, aware that her eyes had gone flat and steady, the implicit threat clear.  
 
    To her surprise, he threw back his head and laughed.  
 
    “Burn me if I didn’t call it! I told them you’d demand to see those kids before anything else. You just won me 500 credit, girl!”  
 
    Siva didn’t move, didn’t change her posture. Harmon’s laugh stilled and his smile slipped away.  
 
    “All right,” he said. “They’re safe, like your girl Dania said. I’ll have Kyla and Vera bring them in.”  
 
    Dania slid closer and took Siva’s hand, squeezing her fingers and smiling reassuringly.  
 
    “Kyla and Vera are the aunties I mentioned,” she said. “They adore Marya and Maxon and have been loving them since we all awakened.”  
 
    “I look forward to meeting these women…” Siva started to say, keeping her tone guarded, but she trailed off when both Harmon and Dania shook their heads.  
 
    “Kyla and Vera aren’t ‘women,’” Harmon said. “They’re Leethogs. They’re an intelligent, starfaring race. Kyla and Vera are two of my associates, and you’ve never met smarter, tougher females…but they’re not human.”  
 
    “I told you there was more out there than we ever could have dreamed,” Dania said quickly, squeezing Siva’s hand again to bring her attention back as she spoke. “Harmon’s crew has dozens of species represented. Humanity is only one of them.”  
 
    “But how—”  
 
    “Y’all didn’t know about the diversity of the galaxy because the families kept your gate a secret. The gates are maintained by a race called the Bith, and they can take you all over the galaxy. Turns out, life is just about everywhere, and it’s pretty common for species to evolve to the point where they take to the stars. Then they eventually run into the Bith and get connected into the rest of the galactic infrastructure. That’s a good thing, because overall, it’s hard to oppress a population when everyone has access to interstellar travel and communications.” 
 
    He reached his hand toward her. In his palm, he held an earpiece. Dania turned her head and pointed to her own. Siva took it, put it in, and blinked rapidly as she fought to assimilate this information. Near instantaneous interstellar travel? Diverse alien species? Thousands of inhabitable worlds? How would she ever— 
 
    Movement near the door caught her eye, and she turned to see a furred figure, a little over a meter tall, lean tentatively into the room. The figure held a blanket-wrapped bundle in her arms and was followed by another, similar being. Siva swallowed hard and pushed the hospital blankets down so she could get shakily to her feet.  
 
    “You must be Kyla and Vera,” she said, her voice resuming its croaking sound. Only this time, it was because of the well of emotion surging up within her as she watched how tenderly these beings with their wicked-looking claws held her sleeping babes.  
 
    “I am Kyla,” the closest one said in her ear. “And this is Vera. Marya and Maxon have missed you, Mama.”  
 
    Siva broke. She gasped out a sob and fell forward, her knees hitting hard on the floor. Pain lanced up the side of her leg from the wound in her thigh, but she ignored it. She reached her arms out, her hands shaking with the need to hold her little ones, to cuddle them close, to feel them warm and safe, nestled in her grasp.  
 
    Somehow, she ended up seated on the floor, with Marya in one arm, and Maxon in the other. Dania had followed Siva to the floor and held her as she sobbed out her reaction to everything she’d seen and done to see her babies safe. Vera stood caressing one shoulder with the soft, leathery pads of her hand, while Kyla combed her claws gently through Siva’s tangled hair.  
 
    “It’s all right,” one of the Leethog ladies said. Siva never did figure out which one. “You did it, Mama. You brought them safely home.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A few days later, Siva met with Harmon again, this time outside under the oddly-colored sun of the world she’d learned was called Salvage. Harmon was watching a group of beings going through military drills in what looked like powered armor, but probably had another name Siva didn’t know.  
 
    “You look a lot better,” Harmon said without preamble as she approached. “When you woke up, none of us knew that all that blood on your front wasn’t yours.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Siva said, brushing a hand down the near-immaculate front of the tunic she wore. Even the cut of her clothing was slightly different here, but she found she didn’t mind. “I, uh, had to get creative.”  
 
    Harmon turned to face her, his eyebrows climbing up his forehead in inquiry. “Creative?” he asked, and his expression reminded her that she’d promised him an explanation. She smiled grimly and nodded.  
 
    “When I found my enemy, it didn’t go exactly as I’d planned. We ended up grappling on the floor. I tore her throat out.”  
 
    “Tore?”  
 
    “With my teeth,” Siva said quietly. She felt a flush burn in her cheeks. “I know how that makes me sound, but that was really my only option. Mondaav was the one who murdered Lord Terryn—that was his estate you found on the moon. She was coming after my children, and I knew she’d never stop. So, I stopped her.”  
 
    “Mmhmm.” Harmon nodded, as if what she was saying weren’t completely psychotic. “And why did this Mondaav person want your kids?”  
 
    Siva swallowed hard. “This stays between us?”  
 
    “If you like.”  
 
    “My daughter was born to Lord and Lady Terryn. My son was born the same week she was. I was her wetnurse.”  
 
    “So when the attack came—?”  
 
    “I grabbed both babies and ran. That was all I could think of to do. Then, with the rest of the family dead, I knew she’d be safer if I told people she was mine.” Siva took a deep breath, then let it out before continuing. “What I didn’t know was that Lord Terryn had encrypted his new terraforming tech and keyed it to his DNA. So my little Marya is the only human in—well, in the galaxy, I suppose—who can make the process work.”  
 
    “Seems to me, she’s yours,” Harmon said.  
 
    “On that, we can agree.” Siva gave him a tight smile before continuing. “Anyway, like you said, I ran the blockade in the GX-99 I stole from the hangar. I didn’t have much of a plan, other than to try to disappear, but then I got picked up by pirates.”  
 
    “The Leviathan,” Harmon said. “We saw what was left of her when we followed your trail—or at least, your probable trajectory, based on Bahroot’s calculations.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Siva said. “I set an explosion in one of the laundry facilities. I did my best to make it so everyone had a chance to get clear. That was the best I could do. If I’d stayed, Arik was going to blood test my babies and give Marya to Mondaav. So I did what I had to do.”  
 
    “And then?”  
 
    Siva shrugged. “Then I went to the Rock. Mikarik told me about it, same as you. She thought we’d be safe there. I thought we’d be safe, but Mondaav’s people found us there, too. I realized they’d never stop, as long as there was a single Mondaav left in the Known System. So I gave the kids into Dania’s care, and I went to handle business.”  
 
    “Just like that?”  
 
    Siva turned and looked into the eyes of the man who’d saved her and might condemn her now.  
 
    “Just like that. What you need to understand about me, Harmon Tomeral, is that there’s nothing I won’t do to keep my children safe. Nothing.”  
 
    Harmon returned her stare for a long moment. Siva could see the muscle at the side of his jaw working. She slowly tilted her chin upward, refusing to back down from his penetrating gaze. Finally, he let out a breath and nodded.  
 
    “Fair enough,” he said. “So, tell me, Siva Throatripper, what do you plan to do now?”  
 
    Siva blinked at the name, but decided to let it go, lest it become a permanent callsign in the ancient tradition of aviators as far back as anyone could remember.  
 
    “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I hadn’t really thought about it.”  
 
    “Want a job?”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    Harmon’s face split into a wide grin. “Surprised you, huh? Like I said, you’re one frost of a pilot. Friend of mine, Uriah Kelter, could use a jock like you in his Orbital Defense Corps. You don’t have to take it—you and the rest of your friends are welcome to stay here, whatever you decide—but the pay is good, and you’d be perfect. Plus, you could fly your own ship. I’m betting no one told you I had my boys grab your GX on the way out of the system, but I did. Classy little ship, that one.”  
 
    “I can’t leave Marya and Maxon…” Even as she said the words, Siva could hear the longing in her own voice. Harmon laughed and clapped her on the shoulder.  
 
    “You’ve got the entire female population of Leethogs, Withaloo, and a couple others to watch your kiddos. Those two and Azabeth’s boy, Avram, are quite the hit. He was a Mondaav, wasn’t he?” Harmon asked the question so casually, Siva almost didn’t notice. She did, though, and she froze, unwilling to spill Azabeth’s secret.  
 
    “Thought so.” Harmon nodded. “Well, he’s Azabeth’s now, and she’s ours, so that makes him ours, too. Just like you and Marya and Maxon. You’re all ours now, Siva, part of this big, crazy family we’ve built here. And we’d sure love to have you flying up there, helping to protect us all. What do you say?”  
 
    Siva took a deep breath and looked around at the odd-colored sunlight on the alien fields, at the diverse shapes and sizes of the various beings drilling, working, going about their daily business. She heard the distant sound of a child laughing on the breeze, and for the first time in a long time, her lips curved in a true, genuine smile.  
 
    “Thank you, Commodore Tomeral. I believe I’ll accept.”  
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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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