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 Foreword by Kevin Ikenberry 
 
      
 
      
 
    Every once in a while, a book comes along that defies the odds. Some of those books end up spawning series, and, while a few are successful, most of them cannot live up to the standard created by that first novel. When Chris Kennedy Publishing picked up the Salvage Title Universe, I’ll be the first to admit that I glanced at it, welcomed Kevin Steverson to our group of authors, and then went right on with my business. That was, however, until I read the first novel. Well, devoured is a better word for it. I haven’t zipped through multiple books in a series in years until the Salvage Universe came along. Why? 
 
    It’s simple. The Salvage series surprised me.  
 
    There’s little doubt it’s written in the style of the “ripping yarn,” but there were several things which snagged my attention early on and never let go. The first hint I was in for something special was Kevin’s “voice.” As a retired Army NCO, Kevin writes with an authenticity in his characters which speaks to his experience. He’s seen and done things a sizable percentage of the population haven’t, and it shows. I recognized about halfway through “Salvage Title” that he and I would make great co-authors, and I think our first novel, “Redacted Affairs,” showcased his voice and his attention to detail.  
 
    From his voice came Harmon Tomeral, and what a solid character he is. We immediately latch on to Harmon as the prospective hero of the story, and, as he assembles his cast of characters, we’re easily pulled into the unique universe Kevin has created. As the storyline expands and Harmon moves toward becoming a unifying force in the galaxy, the stakes keep growing, and Kevin firmly sets the hook. We meet more species, new and brilliantly conceived worlds, and a more challenging storyline throughout the subsequent novels. It’s a rare feat and my surprise at the breadth and depth of the Salvage Universe pulled me in and dragged a story of my own into existence in the first anthology, “Salvage Conquest.” 
 
    I could not have been happier when I learned Kevin would continue the universe and even open it up to other authors to expand on its uniqueness. Why? The world needs more ripping yarns, especially now. We need characters (and their friends) who challenge the norm with bravery and humor. We need characters who stand for what’s right and aren’t afraid to fight for that. In short, we need the Salvage Universe. There are a million more stories to tell in Kevin Steverson’s opus, and I am looking forward to every single one of them. I can’t wait to read these new additions. 
 
    I hope you feel the same way. 
 
      
 
    Kevin Ikenberry 
 
    Colorado Springs, CO 
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 A Soul Hit by Jake Bible 
 
      
 
      
 
    The kid shouldn’t have been in the cage. He was what? Seventeen? If that. 
 
    Cullen stood over the teen’s limp form. The crowd surrounding the cage was going wild at the brutal uppercut Cullen had delivered to the kid’s pitifully exposed chin. Blood dripped from a gash in his right index finger knuckle and fell onto the already swollen and bloody brow of the fallen teen. 
 
    The MC grabbed Cullen’s right hand and lifted it high. The crowd’s wild cheers turned into a wail of congratulatory bloodlust. The MC shouted some words, his voice echoing around the freighter’s sub-hangar, but Cullen didn’t hear a thing. All he heard was a voice in the back of his head telling him that he’d made a mistake; he’d let his dream get the better of him. 
 
    Cullen’s hand fell to his side, and the MC patted him on the shoulder, shouting more words Cullen didn’t hear. It took a couple of seconds to tear his eyes away from the kid’s fallen body before he looked the MC in the eyes. 
 
    “I said to get your ass out of the cage and into the locker room!” the MC shouted over the chaos and cacophony of the violence-hungry crowd. “Now, bub! We gotta keep this show moving!” 
 
    Cullen nodded, but didn’t budge. He slowly swiveled his head and stared out at the frenzied crowd. Bunch of losers and sickos, that’s what they were. The voice in the back of Cullen’s head agreed, but lumped Cullen in with them. Cullen couldn’t argue with the conviction. Things had gotten out of hand. 
 
    Way out of hand… 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Bernice! This call is costing me a fortune!” Cullen snapped as he stared at his sister’s grainy image on the vid screen. “It’s like two weeks’ pay! Can I please talk to my niece?” 
 
    Bernice smirked and sighed at the same time, a skill that had annoyed Cullen since they were children. 
 
    “Twilla is asleep, Cull,” Bernice said, the smirk widening. “If you’d called at the time I told you to, you could’ve talked to her.” 
 
    “Wake her ass up,” Cullen growled. “Two weeks’ pay, Bernice.” 
 
    “Children have routines, Cull. You’d know that if you hadn’t left…” Bernice trailed off. The smirk fell away quickly. She winced, tried to smile, failed, then nodded as if that made it all better. “Sorry. It wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    “Damn right, it wasn’t my fault.” Cullen rubbed his face. He was exhausted from working a double shift in the cargo bay; the last thing he wanted to do was think about his ex-wife and the two boys he hadn’t seen in half a decade. “She left me, Bernice. Walked out with that trader.” 
 
    “I know, I know, Cull. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything.” 
 
    Cullen ignored the apology. 
 
    “I’m working my ass off night and day to pay the child support, ya know. Three systems away, and that bitch is still fingering me for credit. You’d think her trader would be able to provide for her. I guess that didn’t work out.” 
 
    “He was around, Cull,” Bernice said. “You weren’t. Be honest with yourself.” 
 
    “I was out providing!” Cullen shouted, then lifted both hands instantly and patted the air between himself and the vid screen. “Don’t hang up. Please.” 
 
    “Don’t yell at me,” Bernice said, sounding defeated. She sighed. “Let me see if Twilla will wake up from her nap. GRASH!” 
 
    “WHAT?” a voice called from off screen. 
 
    “Come talk to Cullen while I wake Twilla up!” Bernice yelled. 
 
    “WHATEVER!” 
 
    Bernice disappeared, and a second later, a man with a week’s worth of stubble appeared. 
 
    “Hey, bro-in-law,” Grash said after taking a swig from a canister of beer. He belched and squinted into the vid screen. “Man, you look like crap boiled twice. What’s up with that?” 
 
    “Double shifts,” Cullen replied. “Good to see you, Grash.” 
 
    “Bull,” Grash said and belched. “You can’t stand me.” 
 
    “True,” Cullen said and smiled. He couldn’t stand his brother-in-law, but Grash’s nonchalant attitude about it somehow made their relationship work. 
 
    “You know what?” Grash asked. 
 
    “No, Grash, what?” 
 
    “You should come work for me.” 
 
    Cullen blinked, sure it was a joke. Grash only grinned. 
 
    “You’re serious.” 
 
    “As a fart in an airlock, bro,” Grash replied, letting another belch issue forth. 
 
    Cullen was so glad he was going broke on the vid call so he could hear Grash expel gas. 
 
    “You want me to come work for you?” Cullen asked. “Doing what?” 
 
    “Hauling,” Grash said. “This system is young, bro. We could use another hauler.” 
 
    “Another…? You mean I’d have to have my own ship?” Cullen asked. 
 
    “Well, yeah. Duh.” Grash laughed. “I don’t need someone to ride with me.” 
 
    “Where in the hell will I get a ship, Grash?” Cullen asked. 
 
    Grash shrugged, belched a third time, then tossed the empty canister of beer over his shoulder. 
 
    “People sell ships all the time, bro. Buy one of them.” 
 
    “I mean how will I pay for it?” Cullen said, his patience for his brother-in-law at an end. “I’m already killing myself working doubles.” 
 
    “Figure it out. If ya do, let me know. I’ll make a place for you here, bro.” 
 
    “UNCY CULL-CULL!” 
 
    A beautiful toddler bounced into view, thankfully blocking Grash’s half-drunk face. 
 
    “Hey there, Twi-Twi!” Cullen said at the sight of his niece. “How’s the smartest, most beautiful girl in the entire galaxy?” 
 
    “Think about it, bro!” Grash called as Bernice shoved him out of the way. “I’m serious.” 
 
    Cullen thought about it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You about tore that chick’s head right off, pal.” 
 
    Cullen ignored the man seated next to him in the locker room. The guy stank, and it was all Cullen could do to keep from throwing up at the smell. He sure as hell wasn’t gonna encourage conversation. 
 
    “Three left jabs that kept her attention, then that right hook from out of nowhere, pal. Where’d you learn to fight?” 
 
    Cullen sighed. The stanky SOB didn’t need encouragement; he was gonna keep the conversation going on his own. 
 
    “You ex-military? You have that look. All tough as nails and brooding. Me? Never served. Bum knee.” 
 
    The stanky SOB pointed at his left knee and shook his head, then pointed at his right knee and shook his head again, then pointed back at his left knee. 
 
    “Unfit for service, they said. Unable to perform basic physical tasks, they said.” 
 
    The stanky SOB lifted his fists to show Cullen his gnarled and scarred knuckles.  
 
    “Joke’s on them, right, pal? Beating the crap out of idiots for credit is a little better than performing basic physical tasks, right, pal?” 
 
    Cullen didn’t reply. 
 
    “Hey! I’m talking to you! I said—” 
 
    Cullen stood up and walked to the other side of the locker room. 
 
    “Oh, you too good for me, pal? You too good, that it?” 
 
    There were six other fighters in the small locker room. Half looked toward Cullen; the other half pretended like no one else existed. Cullen envied the latter half. 
 
    The stanky SOB stood up, wobbled a bit, then walked over to Cullen. If the guy had asked, Cullen could have told him which knee was the bum knee. 
 
    “You too good?” the stanky SOB asked, his voice half jest, half snarl. He looked Cullen up and down and grinned. It was a toothless grin. “You ain’t military. Law. That’s what you were. Shoulda smelled the swine grease on ya.” 
 
    Cullen balled his fists, but kept them down at his sides. 
 
    The stanky SOB gave Cullen’s fists a fast glance and took a step back. 
 
    “You want a piece of me, law boy?” 
 
    “No fighting in the locker room,” a voice said. 
 
    Cullen glanced about the room, but couldn’t tell who said it. All eyes were averted. 
 
    “Maybe we’ll get lucky, and they’ll put us together next,” the stanky SOB said. “I used to tear me some law ass all the time when I was younger.” 
 
    Someone chuckled. 
 
    “Not that way!” The stanky SOB twirled about on his good leg and held out his fists. “Come on! I’ll take you all!” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    All eyes moved to the door. 
 
    One of the goons who worked for the guy who organized the fights stood there glaring at the broken and bloody fools who filled the locker room. 
 
    “You two.” 
 
    Meaty fingers pointed at Cullen and the stanky SOB. 
 
    “You’re up. Now.” 
 
    “‘Bout time,” the stanky SOB said and walked toward the door without giving Cullen even a glance. 
 
    The goon raised an eyebrow at Cullen. “You comin’?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Cullen said.  
 
    He’d wanted to tape his knuckles again, but had been distracted by the stanky SOB’s chatter. 
 
    “You comin’ now?” the goon asked, his hand going to the taser on his belt. “Or am I tossin’ you out the airlock with today’s trash?” 
 
    Cullen shoved past the goon and made his way to the sub-hangar. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “…doing great at school. They both made honor roll. Top ten in their classes. Mal has joined the grav ball league. It’s still junior, but his coach says if he works hard at practices, he could make it up to senior level soon. Don’s still drawing and dreaming. No grav ball league for him.” 
 
    The woman was beautiful—or had been before the system’s wear and tear had violently drawn the corners of her mouth down and forced thick furrows into her brow. 
 
    Cullen remembered when those corners had always pointed up, and the furrows had been faint lines he’d traced with his finger late at night after they’d made love. She’d always swatted at him, but he knew she liked the attention. 
 
    That was then… 
 
    The woman took a deep breath and glanced off screen before continuing. 
 
    “I got your last message, Cullen, and I have to be honest. We still need the payments. Tosh’s business is good, but you know the ups and downs of trading. If the boys are going to be able to stay in school, we need the credit. I’m sorry. Working with Grash sounds like a solid plan. I know you’ve needed something solid ever since the force let you go, but now just isn’t the time, Cull. I really am sorry.” 
 
    Cullen watched the vid message. A mix of rage and despair swirled about in his guts. He wanted to simultaneously punch the vid screen and reach out to try to smooth those furrows away. Hate and love all wrapped up with a disappointing bow. 
 
    “Let us get through this school term, okay? Give Tosh a few months to work out some deals he has going, and then we can talk. Okay?” 
 
    The corners of her mouth fought bravely to rise past level, but they failed. The smile never took hold. 
 
    “I, uh…well, my mother died last month. I thought you should know. She never liked you, and you never liked her, but you two always had that weird respect for each other. I never understood it. I don’t know if you did either. But I thought you should know…” 
 
    She glanced off screen and shook her head. Cullen knew Tosh had been listening the whole time she’d recorded the message.  
 
    A sly grin reached Cullen’s lips. She might have left him for Tosh, but they didn’t have the same connection she and Cullen had had. He knew it. She knew it. Tosh knew it. That fact helped keep the hate and love balance from tipping too far toward hate. 
 
    Didn’t make the pain go away, though. 
 
    “Listen, Cullen, I have to go. Tosh will be home soon.” 
 
    Cullen snorted. 
 
    “And I need to get dinner prepped for the boys. Take care of yourself, Cullen. Please? And let’s talk after the term is over about you stopping payments. Things will be better then, I promise.” 
 
    Cullen didn’t wait for the vid message to finish. He hit stop and scrolled down to the next one. 
 
    Grash. 
 
    “Hey, bro-in-law! You hear from your ex? She gonna go along with—” 
 
    Cullen killed that message too and pushed back from the table. He stood and found the bottle on the counter without even having to look for it. His hand reached out and grabbed aluminum. Cullen unscrewed the top, sniffed, winced, then drank deeply until he thought his belly would catch fire. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It had been the right knee. 
 
    Cullen watched as two goons carried the stanky SOB out of the cage. The beaten man was screaming in agony and rage. His eyes were locked on Cullen as the stanky SOB’s right leg hung at an angle that right legs, or any legs, shouldn’t hang at. 
 
    The MC once again took Cullen by the hand and lifted his arm up. The crowd roared their roar, the MC mc’d, Cullen stared blankly at the stanky SOB—who was still screaming epithets back at him—as the goons cleared the cage and made their way to the locker room. 
 
    Cullen figured the stanky SOB had a fifty-fifty chance of being paid off for the night or tossed out the airlock. 
 
    “Crikes, bub! You deaf, or what?” the MC shouted at Cullen. 
 
    Cullen turned and glared at the man. 
 
    “Get out of the cage!” the MC shouted. “Time is money, bub! Go wash that shit off your face and let the others get in here to fight!” 
 
    Cullen reached up and wiped at his forehead. His hand came away coated in blood. 
 
    “Get that glued together and be ready for your next bout!” the MC yelled in Cullen’s ear. “Two more fights, and you might be walking away from tonight a very rich man!” 
 
    A goon stood at the cage’s wire door and waved at Cullen to move his ass. Cullen took his time leaving the cage, much to the goon and the MC’s annoyance. 
 
    With a shove between the shoulder blades from the goon, Cullen was hustled down the aisle between the seats toward the locker room. 
 
    “Cheap shot, loser!” 
 
    A glob of spit landed on Cullen’s cheek, and he whirled about to find the source. 
 
    A woman who’d seen better years—much better years—glared at Cullen, a fat finger pointed at his face. 
 
    “Kicking a man in the knee? What kind of pussy stuff—” 
 
    She didn’t finish her sentence. Cullen’s right fist made sure of that. She dropped hard and fast. 
 
    He wiped the glob of spit from his cheek, bent over, and wiped it on the woman’s shirt.  
 
    “What the hell?” a man yelled and grabbed Cullen by the shoulder. 
 
    Cullen stood and knocked the man’s hand away, then sent a left jab into the guy’s solar plexus. The breath left the man’s lungs, his eyes bulged, and his skin turned purple as his paralyzed diaphragm struggled to work and get the man breathing again. 
 
    “Dammit!” another of the goons yelled as he wrapped his burly arms around Cullen’s chest from behind, lifted him off his feet, and carried him away from the crowd to the locker room. 
 
    Cullen was unceremoniously thrown across the room when they reached the door. His back hit a barely usable bench, and he cried out in pain. 
 
    “Serves you right! You can’t hit the spectators!” the goon shouted. “Save the hitting for the cage, idiot!” 
 
    Cullen groaned and struggled up onto the bench as the goon left. The other fighters ignored the entire interaction. They had their own issues to deal with. Cullen appreciated that. 
 
    After a few minutes, the locker room door opened, a goon pointed at two fighters, and the night kept rolling along. 
 
    Or day. Cullen had no sense of time anymore. He felt like he’d been fighting in the cage for his entire life. 
 
    Not that time, or night, or day, mattered much out in the dark of space. 
 
    What did matter, really? 
 
    Cullen couldn’t fathom a life beyond the grind, beyond the shift after shift of grueling, soul-crushing work. He’d had a good job once. A good life once. A future to look forward to. 
 
    But the future wasn’t his to command, and the life he’d cherished wasn’t his to keep. 
 
    “You okay, man?” a diminutive woman asked from the bench across from him. “You look like you’re hurting bad.” 
 
    “You think?” Cullen replied with a growl. “We’re not making feather pillows.” 
 
    “Making what pillows?” the woman asked. 
 
    “Nothing. Old saying,” Cullen replied. “My dad used to say it.” 
 
    “Weird saying,” the woman said as she stood. 
 
    Cullen eyed her as she limped her way to him. Small, yes, but cut like titanium. Muscles he knew could snap and tear a man’s arm right off. He’d watched her do it. 
 
    His eyes followed the tight muscles of her arms, her abs, her thighs, down to her right calf. Most of it was missing. 
 
    “Slag factory,” the woman said. She took a seat next to Cullen and held her leg up for him to see. “Can’t let anything go to waste in space, right? Except people.” 
 
    “Except people,” Cullen echoed. He nodded at the partial leg the woman still held up. “Couldn’t get a replacement?” 
 
    “What part of working at a slag factory sounds like I had credit to get a replacement?” 
 
    “Maybe the factory could have paid for it.” 
 
    “Seriously? What part of slag factory sounds like they’d pay to replace my calf for me?” 
 
    “Good point.” Cullen stared at the woman’s leg as she finally lowered it. 
 
    “Yeah. A ton,” she said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You want to know how much it hurts.” 
 
    “I do?” Cullen asked. 
 
    “It hurts every damn second of every damn day,” she said and stretched. 
 
    Cullen studied her closer. Her musculature was dense. Brutally dense. Yet she still had plenty of soft flesh here and there. Where it mattered. 
 
    “Heavy grav planet?” Cullen asked. 
 
    “Yep,” the woman replied. 
 
    “Must make being on ships hard,” Cullen stated. 
 
    “You have no idea,” she said. “It’s like I leave most of me back home every time I leave orbit. Takes me a couple weeks to get acclimated.” 
 
    “How much shit do you break before you get used to it?” Cullen asked. 
 
    The woman locked eyes with Cullen. “You know some heavy gravers?” 
 
    “I used to be married to one,” Cullen replied. “Soft in all ways, but I always knew she could snap me in half if she wanted to.” 
 
    “Used to be married?” 
 
    “Divorced a few years back.” 
 
    “Will you two shut up!” a man shouted from the corner. “Some of us are trying to psyche up for the next fight!” 
 
    Cullen and the woman stared at the man. He kept his eyes closed as if he hadn’t said a word. They both waited until the man finally cracked a lid. 
 
    “What?” he snarled. 
 
    “If you need to get psyched for a fight, you’ve already lost,” the woman said. 
 
    “We all have our ways,” the man said and firmly shut the lid again. “Keep it down, will ya?” 
 
    The woman and Cullen shared a look of contempt and a smile of conspiracy. 
 
    “Come on,” she said and stood up. 
 
    Cullen frowned. 
 
    “Come on,” she insisted. 
 
    The woman walked off to a door at the back of the locker room. Cullen watched her open it and go through. She left it wide open for him. Cullen scanned the locker room, but the other fighters paid neither him, the woman, nor the open door any mind. 
 
    Cullen stood and followed her. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Everything in the regulations and protocols said following the man into the alley was the wrong play. Cullen knew he should have waited for backup. He should have waited for a lot of backup considering the reputation the man had. 
 
    But Cullen wasn’t one for regulations and protocol. The man had hurt too many people and gotten away with every brutal beating, every senseless killing. Cullen aimed to stop the man right there and then. 
 
    The alley stank of decades of piss and shit. Even through his helmet, he could smell the waste of several races, not just human. Cullen had studied and learned the stink of alien scat and urine fast when he’d first landed on the planet. An old habit from his military days. A good habit to keep when he took the security force job. 
 
    Movement. About twenty meters down. Behind a broken incinerator. 
 
    A sound. A crack. A whine. Metal and flesh. 
 
    Cullen drew his pistol and checked the charge. He had more than he needed to take the bastard down. Especially with the mods he’d made. One, maybe two shots would be all it’d take. 
 
    The pistol raised, his left hand supporting his right, Cullen crept toward the movement, toward the noise. 
 
    He should have announced himself, stated he was with the local security force, and ordered the man to show himself, arms held high. That’s what Cullen should have done. 
 
    That was not what Cullen was going to do. 
 
    One careful step in front of the other, Cullen closed the space. The noises got louder, the movement more frenzied. 
 
    Cullen stared at the two sets of boots sticking out from behind the broken incinerator. One set was twitching and kicking, supine upon the soiled ground. The other set was poised over the first, solid and strong. 
 
    The noises stopped. The twitching of the bottom set of boots stopped. A loud, long, satisfied sigh echoed through the alley. 
 
    “You sick son of a bitch,” Cullen said as he rounded the broken incinerator. 
 
    The man was perched over what Cullen knew was a corpse. Only possible outcome, considering the amount of intestines the perched man held in his hands. 
 
    Cullen fired three times, not twice. 
 
    Each shot hit true, putting smoking holes dead center in the man’s back. 
 
    Each shot hit true. 
 
    Each shot hit true… 
 
    The man let the bloody guts fall from between his fingers and stood. He slowly turned to face Cullen. 
 
    “Ow,” the man said, his face coated in blood, bits of intestine stuck at the corners of his mouth. “Those hurt.” 
 
    Up close, Cullen realized what a mistake he’d made. The man was more machine than flesh, and he stood almost a full foot taller than Cullen. Regulations or protocol be damned, Cullen should have called for backup, because the man was way more than he could handle on his own. 
 
    An arm shot out and grabbed Cullen about the throat. He shouldn’t have been able to do that with the defense charge Cullen had surging through his armor. But no one had told the man that. 
 
    Cullen was lifted up off his feet until the two men were eye to eye. Breathing quickly became a struggle. 
 
    “You’re going to pay for my repairs,” the man stated, his eyes black and glassy. A shark in boots. 
 
    Cullen couldn’t respond. The man was slowly crushing Cullen’s throat even through the armor. 
 
    “Not just in credit,” the man said as he took a few steps toward the center of the alley, still holding Cullen aloft like a stray cat about to be drowned in a barrel of water. 
 
    Cullen pressed the pistol to the man’s belly and squeezed off two shots before everything went black. 
 
    When the black became gray and the gray became light and Cullen’s eyes opened at last, he knew the man who was mostly machine hadn’t been kidding. Cullen was going to pay. 
 
    “You know why we’re here, son?” Cullen’s captain said as he loomed over Cullen’s hospital bed. 
 
    Cullen tried to speak, but couldn’t. 
 
    “Just nod,” the captain said. “Doctors say it’ll be a good week before they can grow you a new larynx. You’re lucky they can replace it at all. You got messed up bad, son.” 
 
    Cullen kept his eyes locked on the captain’s. 
 
    “I’ll ask again,” the captain said. “Do you know why we’re here?” 
 
    We’re here… 
 
    Cullen glanced past the captain to see a crowd of suits standing by the hospital room door. Lawyers, no doubt. Cullen had studied and learned the smell of alien scat and urine, and nothing stank more than that except lawyers. 
 
    “Eyes on me, Officer,” the captain ordered. 
 
    Cullen brought his attention back to the man who loomed over him. 
 
    “Do you know why we’re here?” the captain asked for a third time. 
 
    Cullen shook his head no. He had a feeling he knew, but he wanted to hear it. 
 
    “Don’t play it this way, son,” the captain said. “You have an out. Admit you know why we’re here, why you’re here in this bed, why you screwed up so royally, and you can keep your bonus, keep your reputation, and just slip away unnoticed.” 
 
    A smirk spread across Cullen’s face. 
 
    “Dammit, son. You shot the wrong man. You made a mistake, and I’m trying to help you,” the captain said with a growl that bordered on concern. Cullen was certain the concern was for the captain, not for him. 
 
    Cullen lifted his right hand and made a writing gesture. The captain fetched a tablet from the side of the bed. Cullen took it, ignored the pain he felt everywhere, and wrote. 
 
    The captain took the tablet when Cullen was done, studied the screen, frowned, then shook his head. 
 
    “No. He’s alive,” the captain said. 
 
    Cullen gestured again, and the captain handed the tablet back. Cullen wrote, the captain read. 
 
    “What he did, what he does, will never be known,” the captain said. “He’s connected, son. Connected in ways you and I can’t imagine.” The captain hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “Those SOBs behind me are the tip of the iceberg, son. There’s an army of lawyers in more systems than you can count who’ll make sure you never see natural light again if you push this.” 
 
    The captain waited for a response. Cullen finally nodded. The captain stood aside, and the suits stepped forward, their tablets at the ready and held out for Cullen to sign. 
 
    Cullen signed every one of them. He knew he wasn’t going to keep his bonus or be allowed to slip away quietly. He just hoped his wife and boys wouldn’t pay for his mistake. 
 
    “You’re doing the right thing, son,” the captain said as the lawyers left. 
 
    Cullen snorted. The captain shrugged and followed the suits out of the room. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The door flew open, and a goon stood there silhouetted by the light from the locker room. 
 
    “Get your clothes on,” the goon said with a chuckle. “You’re up.” 
 
    Cullen grabbed his pants and handed the woman hers. The goon turned and walked off, leaving the door open to the locker room. A couple of the other fighters glanced their way as they got dressed. 
 
    “If you don’t die tonight, maybe we should make this a thing,” the woman said as she pulled her pants on. “I don’t find too many men who know how to take care of a woman from a heavy grav planet. They all think I’ll break because I’m small. You didn’t care about breaking me at all.” 
 
    Cullen shrugged.  
 
    He pulled his shirt up over his head, then bent and fetched the woman’s and handed it to her. She took it, tucked it into the waistband of her pants, and stood there topless, a smirk on her face. 
 
    “So? Do this again if we live?” she asked. 
 
    Cullen heard the slight desperation in her voice. The desperation of a living being just wanting to connect and feel alive. To feel something other than the emptiness that filled the dark at night. 
 
    “If we live,” Cullen said. 
 
    The woman nodded and put her shirt on. Cullen smiled at the way the material automatically adjusted to her torso, making her muscular breasts even more prominent than if she’d been naked. 
 
    Cullen’s smile faded. He sighed and shook his head. The woman frowned, then looked down at her shirt. She sighed too and glanced back up to meet Cullen’s eyes. 
 
    “Damn,” she said and walked out of the room. 
 
    Cullen watched her go. He couldn’t help but stare at her backside. It was an excellent backside. He could still feel the warmth of it in the palms of his hands. 
 
    It was too bad she’d been sent to kill him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What?” Cullen asked as he stared at the bill on the tablet. “What’s this crap?” 
 
    “Duties, taxes, station fees,” the woman said as she wiped meat grease on her coveralls.  
 
    Cullen had no idea what meat the woman was eating. Probably a piece of the last guy she’d suckered. 
 
    “Dry dock costs credit. Everyone has to get their piece,” the woman continued as Cullen studied the bill again. “If you don’t like that, you really won’t like this.” 
 
    The woman took a greasy finger and swiped across the tablet, leaving a smear that made it hard for Cullen to read some of the words. 
 
    He could read the credit amount just fine, though. 
 
    “You’re telling me this is your bill? The other bill was just station costs?” Cullen asked. 
 
    Cullen gulped and began to sweat. He could feel the dampness soak through the pits of his shirt as his heart started racing. He took a couple of deep breaths. He had to calm down. Had to. 
 
    “You alright?” the woman asked and finished her meat. She wiped her hands up and down across her chest. Cullen knew the tactic. The woman was a good four decades past that working. 
 
    “I can’t pay this,” Cullen said. “It’ll leave me with nothing.” 
 
    “Which is it?” the woman asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You can’t pay, or it’ll leave you with nothing?” The woman grinned. Her grease-slicked lips revealed teeth that had been sharpened to points. “The former implies you don’t have the credit to take care of your obligations. The latter implies you have the credit to clear those bills, but that’s all you have. Which is it?” 
 
    “I have the credit, but—” 
 
    “The only butts I care about are the ones spit-roasted and covered in a tangy sauce.” The woman licked her lips. “Your but don’t mean a thing to me. Do you have the credit to pay your bills?” 
 
    “I’ll pay once I take a look at the charges a little closer,” Cullen said. 
 
    “The charges are the charges,” the woman said. “I don’t haggle. I don’t negotiate. That ship of yours wasn’t exactly in fighting shape.” 
 
    “It’s a hauler, not a fighter,” Cullen said. 
 
    “And I’m a mechanic, not a person who gives a crap,” the woman said. “You said for me to fix it, and I fixed it. I don’t do half-ass. I replaced the parts that needed replacing, and I wired the wires that needed wiring. Hell, I even refurbished half the energy cells. You want to get stuck out in the deep and slowly starve to death or suffocate or freeze because your energy cells conked out on you?” 
 
    “I pay these bills, and I won’t have enough to get through the next gate,” Cullen stated. 
 
    “I sign off on bad repairs, and my license will get yanked. Every ship I’ve worked on will get flagged, and none of them will get through any gates until they’re cleared by the Bith. I don’t care what gate you need to get through. Not my problem.” 
 
    “What’s the point of getting my ship repaired if I can’t afford to leave this damn station?” Cullen shouted. 
 
    “Oh. You shouldn’t raise your voice like that to me,” the woman said and bared her teeth.  
 
    Cullen could see a bit of meat stuck between two teeth. He wanted to punch it loose. He wanted a lot of things at that moment. 
 
    “Sorry,” Cullen said. He returned his attention to the tablet and the bills. He signed. 
 
    “There,” the woman said as she took the tablet back. “That wasn’t so hard.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Cullen said and looked out at the hangar. He found his ship amongst a handful of others that were there to get worked on. “What now?” 
 
    “Hmmm?” the woman asked, tucking the tablet into a pocket of her coveralls. “How do you mean?” 
 
    “What now? I can’t afford the gate fee, so I can’t leave this system.” 
 
    “That’s my problem how?” 
 
    “It’s not your problem, except my ship is still in your hangar, and I have nowhere to go.” 
 
    “Well, you can’t stay here.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    The woman raised both hands. “You heard my philosophy on butts.” 
 
    “Come on!” Cullen shouted. 
 
    “I warned you not to raise your voice,” the woman said and tapped at her left ear. “Diff? We got a problem.” 
 
    “What? No. I’m not a problem,” Cullen said. “I have a problem, but I’m not a problem. I’ll take my ship and go.” 
 
    “Yeah, you will,” the woman said. 
 
    Cullen felt a presence behind him and whirled about. He looked up and kept looking up until he found a scarred face grinning down at him. 
 
    “This is Diff,” the woman said. “The problem you had before is nothing compared to the problem you’re about to have.” 
 
    Cullen knew instantly the genetic mods Diff was grown from. He’d watched troops of them wipe out settlements back in the day. 
 
    Cullen’s right fist hit Diff just under the bottom left rib. It wasn’t meant to do anything except confuse the behemoth. It did its job, as Diff frowned then started to laugh. That’s when Cullen’s left hand jabbed into a point six centimeters down from Diff’s left groin. 
 
    Diff’s chuckle stopped, and he blinked a few times. 
 
    Then the bleeding started. Blood poured from Diff’s eyes, from his nostrils, from his mouth. Diff collapsed, and Cullen got out of the way fast so he wouldn’t be crushed. 
 
    “What’d you do?” the woman screamed. “Diff! What’d you do?” 
 
    “Took care of one problem,” Cullen said and walked off. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Cullen’s left arm hung at his side, numb and useless. 
 
    She had way more strength than a heavy graver. 
 
    Too much strength. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said as she danced on the balls of her feet. “I shouldn’t have let it get personal.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Cullen said through split lips and broken teeth. He spat at her, and she acted like she didn’t notice the bloody phlegm that dripped down her brow and into her right eye. “Just fight.” 
 
    The right hook that came at Cullen’s head was a feint; he knew that. He barely had the strength to avoid the left upper cut that followed right behind it. His right ear was almost ripped off as the woman adjusted her attack and opened her fist so her nails could tear at his flesh. Cullen felt furrows open up across the side of his head, and the warmth of his blood soaked his right shoulder. 
 
    So many thoughts rushed through Cullen’s mind that he had a hard time knowing where and when he was. All the choices he’d made in life slammed together into one single mass of dark gray confusion. He could hear his ex-wife crying, his boys laughing, his niece squealing with delight as he tossed her in the air, his captain chewing him a new one, his troop mates shouting warnings, his sister sighing with disappointment, his soul giving up. 
 
    “No,” he muttered as he dodged a kick to his ribs. “No.” 
 
    “No what?” the woman asked. “This is inevitable. You know that.” 
 
    Cullen didn’t reply. He kept moving, circling the perimeter of the cage as he tried to keep some distance between himself and the killing machine he was trapped with. Cullen shook his head to try to clear the voices, to quiet the sounds. They wouldn’t be silenced. 
 
    “Shut up,” he whispered. A piece of tooth came loose and tumbled across the tattered flesh of his torn lips. “Just shut up.” 
 
    “They never shut up,” the woman said as she closed the distance and got two painful jabs into Cullen’s right side. “The crowd wants blood, and they call for it forever.” 
 
    “No,” Cullen replied when he could catch his breath. He ducked a kick to his head, tucked and rolled across the cage. “Not them.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” the woman said, suddenly right there with him. 
 
    Cullen thought he’d gotten enough distance between them with that roll. She was just too fast. 
 
    Pain exploded in Cullen’s left kidney. He knew instantly it had been ruptured; utterly destroyed, more like. 
 
    With all his strength, Cullen threw back his left elbow and he felt elation as bone connected with bone. The crack of bone made the elation grow. 
 
    “Bastard,” the woman cried, coughed and gasped. 
 
     Cullen spun around to see the damage. 
 
    The cage swam in his vision as he tottered and nearly fell. He shot out a hand and clutched at the wall of the cage to steady himself as his vision blurred, blurred, cleared. The woman held her jaw, pain bright in her eyes. Blood slipped from between her lips. 
 
    “Bastard,” she said again, and Cullen grinned his broken grin as he watched more blood pour out over her lower lip and drip from her chin. 
 
    Cullen’s side and back were on fire. Every joint in his body felt like it was filled with broken glass. Fire burned his lungs. His head was a pillow stuffed with feathers. 
 
    But he took a step forward. The woman’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Really?” she said and pulled her hands from her jaw. She’d need some serious work done to achieve facial symmetry again. “You’re coming at me?” 
 
    Cullen was. He took another step. Then another.  
 
    The woman laughed, then grunted with pain. Her hands balled into fists, and she turned her body sideways, taking a defensive stance as she brought her arms up. 
 
    “You broke my jaw is all,” she said. 
 
    It was obvious to Cullen that every word was agony. 
 
    “But I ain’t gonna kill you with my jaw,” the woman continued. 
 
    “You ain’t gonna kill me at all,” Cullen said. 
 
    “I am,” she stated. 
 
    Cullen took another step. 
 
    “No. You’re not,” Cullen said. “You picked the wrong man.” 
 
    “Ha!” she laughed and spat. “That’s what they told me to tell you. You picked the wrong man. Don’t know who you pissed off, but they paid a lot of money for me to track you down and get you in here.” 
 
    “I won’t die here,” Cullen said. 
 
    The voices grew louder. His niece, his boys, his ex-wife, his sister. Even his damn brother-in-law. The voices grew until they drowned out the roaring crowd, drowned out the calls for his death. Drowned out everything except her. 
 
    “You will die here,” she said, her words calm, insistent, no tinge of doubt anywhere. “That’s what I do.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Cullen said and took one last step. 
 
    He watched her hands, making sure she saw where his eyes focused. He waited. 
 
    The woman’s left foot came up fast and sure and aimed straight for Cullen’s right ear, the torn one. He let the foot connect, let the artificial gravity send him flying, falling, tumbling to the ground. But not on his side or back. Not down. 
 
    Cullen took a knee and watched the woman pivot and try to bring her leg back into position. She didn’t make it. 
 
    He struck with a confidence and surety that could only come from someone who has nothing left to lose. It was his last shot, his last chance to stay alive, and his all went into it.  
 
    A soul hit.  
 
    Something else his father used to say. 
 
    The blow nailed the woman at the point where her pubic bone and thigh merged. A man would have had a nutsack in the way. She didn’t have that luxury. 
 
    The woman’s eyes went wide with shock, and she stumbled backward until her back hit the cage wall, her left leg useless. She reached out and held herself upright with one hand while the other shot to her crotch and explored the source of the sheer agony that had exploded within her. 
 
    Cullen could see all the thoughts she was having as they flitted across her eyes, across her swollen face, across her being. The voices in his head went silent. 
 
    “How…?” she whispered. 
 
    Cullen struggled to stand. He couldn’t straighten; his ruptured kidney wouldn’t allow that. But he was on both feet, not on his knees. He stumbled to the woman and grasped her head between his hands. She did nothing to stop him. 
 
    “They should have sent full flesh,” Cullen said. “Heavy grav strength would have been enough.” 
 
    “But how…?” Her voice was a whimper, filled with the fear born of knowing one’s death was happening. 
 
    The crowd screamed, pleaded, begged for death. Cullen ignored them. He ignored the MC shouting from just outside the cage for him to finish her. None of them knew she was already finished. So was he. 
 
    “Your mods were too strong,” Cullen said, leaning in close to her so she could hear the last few words she’d ever hear. “Mods like that need a power source.” 
 
    “You don’t…know…what you’ve…” 
 
    “I do. I do know,” Cullen said and pressed his shredded lips to hers. 
 
    She resisted, then eased into the kiss. It would be her last, after all. 
 
    Shouts of anger and confusion came from the crowd. The MC had moved to stand directly behind them and was slamming his fists against the outside of the cage wall. 
 
    Cullen ignored it all and savored the kiss. He didn’t care if it was excruciating on his lips or that it tasted like nothing but hot blood and resignation. He savored the kiss and enjoyed it for what it was. 
 
    His last, too. 
 
    “They picked the wrong man,” Cullen said when he finally pulled away, a stringer of bloody saliva connecting them. “Are they listening? Watching?” 
 
    She nodded and blinked a couple of times so Cullen could see the artificial focus in her eyes. 
 
    He hugged her to him and put his mouth to her ear. 
 
    “This time you picked the wrong man,” he said. 
 
    The crowd was throwing anything and everything at the cage. 
 
    Cullen was splashed with liquid and tasted beer. There were worse things to taste at the end. 
 
    He felt the heat build inside the woman and closed his eyes to wait for the flash of light as her energy cells collapsed and went critical. 
 
    If anyone in the crowd realized what was happening, they realized too late. The flash of light was the only indication that the sub-hangar would be their grave. The heat wave wiped everything else away. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The seat next to Cullen at the bar was empty, then it wasn’t. 
 
    “You look like you need someone to buy you a drink,” the man said and held up his hand to get the bartender’s attention. 
 
    “I don’t,” Cullen replied and shoved his empty glass aside as he stood up to leave. 
 
    “Hey, hold on there,” the man said. He took Cullen by the arm, then let go quickly. “Sorry. Not trying anything, just thought you could use another.” 
 
    “What’s the angle?” Cullen asked. He stayed standing, but didn’t leave. He’d lied when he said he didn’t need another drink. He could have used another dozen. 
 
    “No angle,” the man said, getting the bartender’s attention again. “Just being friendly.” 
 
    “I don’t swing that way, pal,” Cullen said. 
 
    “Me neither,” the man responded. The bartender set two whiskeys down, waited until he heard the chime of credit being delivered, then moved off to the next customer. 
 
    “Sit. Drink.” The man pointed at the chair Cullen had previously occupied. “Maybe listen to an opportunity.” 
 
    Cullen sighed and sat. He downed the whiskey and stared at the man. The man smiled, nodded, then held up his hand. The bartender refilled Cullen’s glass. Cullen continued to stare at the man. 
 
    “Leave the bottle,” the man said to the bartender, who waited until the chime of transferred credit was heard again, then left the bottle. “All right. That work for you?” 
 
    Cullen downed what was in his glass, filled it, downed that, then filled it again. 
 
    “Talk,” Cullen said. 
 
    “I heard you took out Diff,” the man said. “That takes some skill.” 
 
    “Not really,” Cullen said. “You just have to know the right point to hit.” 
 
    “That knowing comes from skill.” The man reached for the bottle. He hesitated. Cullen nodded. “Thanks.” 
 
    “What’s it matter if I know things?” Cullen asked. “You need a teacher? That the opportunity?” 
 
    “Teacher? Oh, no, I need a fighter,” the man said and grinned as he sipped his whiskey. 
 
    “I’m not hired muscle,” Cullen replied. “I tried that, and it didn’t work for me.” 
 
    “No, I don’t need muscle,” the man said. “I have plenty of that. What I need is skills like yours to help with an entertainment enterprise I’m in on.” 
 
    “Entertainment enterprise,” Cullen echoed. “You need a fighter with skills.” 
 
    Cullen downed whiskey, filled whiskey, downed whiskey, filled whiskey. 
 
    “Cage fights?” Cullen asked. “Here or on a different station?” 
 
    “Here,” the man said. “The payoff is enough to get you through the gate.” 
 
    “That so?” Cullen asked. “And how’d you know I need to get through the gate?” 
 
    “Neera has been telling everyone,” the man said. “You took out her guy, and she’s not happy about it. Been blabbering to anyone who’ll listen.” 
 
    “Blabbering? How loud?” Cullen asked.  
 
    His guts went cold, and he glanced around the bar, very aware of how exposed he was. The system he was in, the station he was on, was technically outside the reach of the folks he’d pissed off. The system where his brother-in-law hauled certainly was. But he wasn’t there yet. 
 
    Cullen had made sure he’d kept his head down and his nose clean as he worked and saved and scrounged to buy his ship. He’d suffered brutal hours and nearly lost limbs taking the gigs the other workers wouldn’t. Changed his name and made sure he didn’t attract attention. 
 
    Then he had to go and take out that Diff guy. Old skills, old habits, muscle memory, fight or flight, which for him was always fight. One bad decision borne of self-defense. 
 
    The guy buying the drinks was talking, but Cullen didn’t hear any of it. He was calculating how long he had before they got to him.  
 
    “How much does it pay, and when do I get paid?” Cullen asked. 
 
    The man buying the drinks stopped talking and looked around, confused. 
 
    “I was just explaining all that,” the man said. 
 
    “Explain it again,” Cullen said. “How much and how fast?” 
 
    “Slow your roll there,” the man said. “We need to work out a few details first. Taking out Diff is one thing, but lasting through the fights until the payoff is a whole ‘nother.” 
 
    “How much and how fast?” Cullen asked and began to stand up. 
 
    “Whoa! Chill!” the man said. “Sit, sit.” 
 
    “Answer my question.” 
 
    “Five hundred credit, paid each night after you win,” the man said. “That work for you?” 
 
    “I’d have to win a dozen nights to pay for the gate fee,” Cullen said. “I’ll pass.” 
 
    “No, wait, calm down,” the man said. “You’re assuming you go through the gate on your own. What if I told you I only need you to win three nights? Huh? And transport through the gate is on me?” 
 
    “That makes no sense,” Cullen said. 
 
    “It does if I can arrange for your ship to hitch a ride through on a freighter.” The man grinned and moved to pour another drink. Cullen let him sweat a few seconds before giving assent. 
 
    “Three nights? Why only three?” Cullen asked. 
 
    “I only need three wins. Sure, more would be good, but three gets me square with some folks I need to be square with. You want to stay for four nights or five, that’s fine by me, but I only need three.” 
 
    “Three nights?” 
 
    “Three nights.” 
 
    “And what happens if I lose? Do I get paid anything?” 
 
    “You get paid, but not by me, and the ride on the freighter is off the table. I need three wins. And you don’t want to lose.” 
 
    “This a win or die kind of operation?” 
 
    “Not always. But you seem like a smart man with knowledge of how these things work. They’ll call the match if you can’t fight anymore. It’s not a slaughter, but winning is the only way to make sure you don’t end up in a position that leads to you dying. Winning is the safest outcome.” 
 
    “Winning doesn’t mean safety,” Cullen said and finished what was in his glass. He grabbed the bottle and stood up. “When’s the first fight?” 
 
    “Give me a week?” the man asked. “Matches are already booked, and it’ll take me a couple days to get you on the roster.” 
 
    “A week?”  
 
    Cullen calculated. A week, then three nights of fighting. If that mechanic was squawking loud enough, a week and three days would be cutting it close. They could get someone to the station in that amount of time if they had an asset close enough. 
 
    But what other choice did he have? The squawking had already started. The countdown had begun. What was he going to do, fly around and around the system until they caught up to him? There were only a dozen stations and two habitable planets in the system. He might get a couple months, maybe half a dozen, but that was it. 
 
    Unless he got through that gate, he was a sitting duck. 
 
    “Try to get me in faster,” Cullen said and stared hard at the man. 
 
    The man smiled, nodded, held up a hand, waited for the bartender to hand Cullen another bottle, then stuck out his hand. Cullen shook it. 
 
    “I need to go see if I have a message from my niece,” Cullen said. “You know where to find me when it’s time.” 
 
    “I do,” the man said. “Looks like I picked the right guy.” 
 
    Cullen paused. “What did you say?” 
 
    “Looks like I found me the right guy for what I need. Lucky me, huh?” 
 
    Cullen processed everything that had gone down since he’d taken Diff out. He ran the man’s words through his mind over and over.  
 
    A week and three days… 
 
    No choice… 
 
    “Yeah,” Cullen said as he walked away. “Looks like you picked the right guy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Akalla Reckoning by Ian J. Malone 
 
      
 
      
 
    The gentile sounds of circling birds and water splashing against wooden pylons nudged Zack Monahan awake. He started to open his eyes, but the light was too much, so he snapped them shut again. Meanwhile, a foghorn blew in the distance as the warm smell of salt air with a tinge of boat fuel wafted through the porthole overhead. 
 
    What the frex did I—An explosion of pain ripped through Zack’s skull like a thunderclap as he groaned awake. He could’ve sworn he’d made it to the bed last night. Alas, the cold sensation of laminate pressing against the bare skin of his back proved otherwise.  
 
    An empty Admiral Colson bottle rolled to rest beside Zack’s thigh as he pushed himself upright on the floor of his cabin. Well, that answers a few questions. 
 
    Feeling as though he probably ought to put on some clothes—pants, at the very least—Zack hoisted himself upright and trudged to his hamper, where he fished out his cleanest pair of rumpled cargo shorts, along with a faded blue t-shirt that read Akalla City Brewing Company opposite the breast pocket. From there, he slid the garments on and headed for the bathroom, where he shotgunned his usual antidote for such mornings before brushing his teeth. 
 
    “Gooooood morning, Akalla City!” a jovial announcer boomed from the data terminal in Zack’s room. “The time is oh-seven hundred. Current temp is a glorious eighty-one degrees. Time to up and at ‘em!”  
 
    Speak for yourself, pal. Zack rubbed his temples and inspected himself in the mirror. The man in the reflection looked so very different these days, the messy blond hair and dark green eyes notwithstanding. For starters, at six-foot-three and a hundred ninety pounds, he was thinner than before. His skin was also darker, not to mention sandpaper-rough on account of his new job. Then there were the tattoos on his shoulders and arms. Zack took a lot of pride in those, especially the shark design on his left shoulder. He’d have gotten them a lot sooner, too—it was only three-year-old ink. However, to do so would’ve done irreparable harm his drat stock, and nobody wanted that.  
 
    “We can’t very well have our next generation of superstars looking like hooligans from the southside projects, now can we?” one general manager had remarked.  
 
    Zack had wanted to punch the man in his perfect Tretrayon teeth for that comment. What do you know about life in the projects? 
 
    The churning of stomach acids and cheap rum in Zack’s gut interrupted the thought. I wonder what today’s special is at the Dew Drop? 
 
    Another rumble told him he ought not wait to find out. 
 
    The morning sun above the Port Saint Lano harbor was as bright as ever when Zack emerged from his trawler, the Bayou Bengal, and stepped onto the dock beside his slip in Skybo’s Marina. Surprisingly, there weren’t many people around.  
 
    Maybe they’re all busy getting dolled up for tonight’s Spring Jam kickoff event on the strip. Zack reveled in knowing said festivities wouldn’t be happening anyplace near where he was standing. 
 
    Located thirty miles south of Akalla City—the capital of the planet Akalla in the Kyria system—Port Saint Lano was anything but a hive of social activity. Rather, most people who lived there did so because either A) their families had worked these seas for generations, or B) they’d needed a reprieve from the spotlight, and a dumpy little fishing town on the coast had been their best option. 
 
    Zack had very much been in the B category when he’d arrived aboard the deep-space freighter Bonifay five years earlier. Everything about his life back then had been completely wrecked. His future. His health. His family. His career. Port Saint Lano had offered Zack a reprieve from all that hurt. Moreover, it’d given him a fresh start in a place where he’d be free to spend most of his time on the water.  
 
    A native of the planet Tretra, Zack had grown up poor in the inner city with only pictures of his native oceans to confirm their existence. Like many things on his homeworld, oceans were controlled by the rich. This meant for nobodies like Zack, seeing them required either a pass from someone with access, or a bypass through security for an illegal jaunt down the shoreline. It was during one of the latter instances that had Zack found himself completely taken aback by the water. Everything about the experience, from the smell of the salt air in his nostrils to the coolness of the frothy, crystal waters splashing his toes, captivated him. It was for this reason that when the time came for Zack to pick a new career, fishing had been it, and by hook or crook he was committed to making the change work. 
 
    Now if I can just figure out how to make a frexing profit off this business, I’ll be good to go.  
 
    Ascending the steps from the pier, Zack crossed the deck in front of the refueling station before proceeding past the bait shop to the marina’s lone diner, a divey little family-owned joint called the Dew Drop Inn. To this day, Zack wondered why the owner had named the restaurant an inn, but the food was good, and it was cheap—always a plus, given his finances of late.  
 
    Zack ordered his usual—rutler sausage with egg and cheese on a biscuit, plus black coffee—then headed to make his customary stop past the bait shop. 
 
    “Hello, Zack,” Mashtew Betarith said as the bells on his door jingled open. Dressed as always in loose-fitting shorts and an Akalla City Argonauts t-shirt, the Prithmar clerk was seated at the checkout counter, munching on a fruit cup as his reptilian tail swooshed in delight behind him. “I didn’t expect to see you in here this early on a Saturday.”  
 
    “What can I say, Mash? The sea-loving scalawag in me woke up inspired.”  
 
    Mash sniffed the air in his customer’s direction. “Since when do sea-loving scalawags smell like deep-fried sausage and cheap rum?”  
 
    “Are you saying I’m full of squat?” 
 
    The Prithmar didn’t dignify that with a response.  
 
    “Fine,” Zack said. “I needed some hangover food. Satisfied?”  
 
    Mash made a face while the other nabbed a stool in front of the cash register.  
 
    “You don’t mind if I eat this here, right?” Zack asked.  
 
    Mash inspected the grease stain on the side of the paper sack and grimaced.  
 
    “Didn’t think so, thanks.” Zack opened his biscuit. “So, how are things around Skybo’s Bait and Tackle these days?”  
 
    “Not bad,” Mash said. “Mr. Skybo has been in and out a lot lately, making plans to expand his marina. He means to add twelve more slips on the north side of the pier, plus a satellite refueling station to keep service up and moving.”  
 
    “Sounds expensive,” Zack said.  
 
    “It is,” Mash said. “He’s meeting with the bank lady this Tuesday to talk financing.”  
 
    Zack washed down a bite of biscuit with a swig of coffee. “Whatever, man. So long as all this new growth doesn’t lead to slip fee increases for the rest of us, I say let the old man do what he wants.”  
 
    Mash chewed his lip before his golden eyes went suddenly wide. “Speaking of new things, I have something to show you.” 
 
    Zack watched as the suddenly excited Prithmar ducked into the back then returned holding a small box with the Akalla City Salt Life insignia on the lid. “What’s that?” 
 
    “This, my human friend, is the good stuff.” Mash laid the box on the counter and flipped open the top to reveal a series of ornate fishing lures inside.  
 
    “Wow, are those the new 352 series hammer jigs?” Zack asked. “I didn’t think Salt Life meant to release those until parka fish season opened in mid-summer.”  
 
    The Prithmar clerk flashed a slick grin. “What can I say? I know a guy who knows a guy. That’s all I’m at liberty to tell you.” 
 
    Zack rolled his eyes and inspected the lures. They were sweet, all right, with their heavy sinkers and vibrant blue skirts meant to mask their hooks.  
 
    “So how much to take one of these beasts off your hands?” Zack asked.  
 
    “Do you have credit on hand for payment?” Mash asked. 
 
    “No, you’d have to add it to my tab,” Zack said.  
 
    Mash seemed to shrink away from the question. 
 
    “What?” Zack shrugged. “You know I’m good for it, right? Hook me up.” 
 
    The doorbells jingled as the entrance swung open again, this time for a green-skinned humanoid wearing beige cargo pants and a purple tank top, her long black hair pulled back into a ponytail through her tattered Argonauts cap. “G’day, mates. How goes it?” 
 
    A red-faced Mash made some mono-syllable sounds.  
 
    “Hey, Shivana,” Zack said. “All is well, thanks. How’s business on the Spellbinder?” 
 
    “Busy as ever,” the Reeoli boat captain said. “I’ve got a full slate of charters lined up for today, plus two more tomorrow. At this pace, I’ll make my week’s rate by Tuesday.”  
 
    Must be nice. Zack frowned into his coffee but took solace in knowing if his figure looked like Shivana’s, he, too, would likely have no shortage of male clients. 
 
    “Did either of you blokes catch the Argos game last night?” Shivana asked as she ambled over.  
 
    “I did!” Mash perked up. “I totally thought we were frexed until Ventar took possession with twenty seconds left on the clock and took it down the field for the go-ahead score. It was awesome!”  
 
    “Indeed. Ventar’s a stud, all right.” Shivana halted next to Zack. “How about you, Monahan? Did you catch the game?” 
 
    “I don’t watch warball. You guys know that.” Zack eyed his breakfast while the others went silent.  
 
    “Oh…right.” Shivana blinked. “Well, then, I suppose I’ll just—” Her blues eyes locked on the Salt Life box. “Hello. What do we have here?”  
 
    “Mash got a sample shipment of the new 352s from his Salt Life vendor,” Zack said. “He’s pretty much been rubbing my nose in them since I got here this morning.”  
 
    Shivana whistled. “Very nice. I’ll take two of them.” 
 
    Mash rang up the order sans another word.  
 
    So that’s how we’re playing this. Zack smirked. 
 
    “Go ahead and ring me up for forty gallons on pump eleven while you’re at it, plus three bags of ice,” Shivana said. “I’ll grab the latter from the cooler outside on my way out.”  
 
    Mash added the extra items. “Anything else?”  
 
    “Nope, that should do it,” Shivana said.  
 
    Zack took another pull of his coffee and kept his eyes on the counter, all the while trying not to acknowledge the covert smile being aimed at him from the Reeoli boat captain standing to his right. In all fairness, he liked Shivana a lot. She was charming, witty, and hard-working, not to mention a total knockout. She was also, as fate would hate it, the heart’s deepest desire of Zack’s best friend, a status which sadly made her off limits for dating. 
 
     “Forty gallons plus two lures and three bags of ice.” Mash tapped the total key on his register. “That’ll be eight-six credit.”  
 
    Shivana settled her debt, then snatched up her prize and turned for the door. “Until next time, gents.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Shivana,” Mash rushed out.  
 
    Shivana shot him a smile before aiming one at Zack. “Captain Monahan.”  
 
    “Captain Nadahl,” Zack answered.  
 
    The doorbells jingled again as the Reeoli took her leave of the bait shop.  
 
    “I kid you not, Zack.” Mash sighed. “I’d worship the ground that woman walks on if for no other reason than to hear her speak to me with that beautiful accent of hers.” 
 
    Zack couldn’t argue there, although part of him had always wondered why the Reeoli take on Earth Common had so closely mirrored that of the folks from Down Under back in the Sol system. Maybe their early translators had a thing for Aussies. Zack could relate. He lobbed his biscuit wrapper into the trash bin by the live well, then rose from his stool. “Good talking with you, Mash, as always.” 
 
    “Hang on a second.”  
 
    Zack paused.   
 
    “So I got a call this morning from Mr. Skybo,” Mash began. “In light of the forthcoming marina expansion, he’s looking to rein in the cap on customer tabs.” 
 
    “To what amount?” Zack asked.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Then why’d you bring it up?”  
 
    Mash lowered his gaze. “Because as it stands now, you’re already five hundred sixty-two credit past the threshold. You’ve got until week’s end to get current on your fees. Otherwise, Mr. Skybo intends to have the Bayou Bengal towed from the premises.”  
 
    Zack’s jaw fell open. “He can’t do that!”  
 
    “He kinda can,” Mash said softly. “He owns the marina, remember?”  
 
    Zack muttered a curse.  
 
    “I’m so sorry, man. Really,” Mash said. “You’ve gotta know this wasn’t my decision.”  
 
    “I know, Mash, don’t sweat it.” Zack grabbed his coffee mug and turned for the door. “Anything else?”  
 
    “Yeah, actually.” Mash reached under his counter and came back with a slip of paper.  “I was contacted yesterday by a gentleman looking to charter a boat for himself and two others for tomorrow morning. He asked specifically for the Bayou Bengal.”  
 
    “Is that so?” Zack raised an eyebrow. “Why me?”  
 
    “No clue.” Mash raised a shoulder. “Maybe he’s one of your old fans. At this point, though, who really gives a squat?”  
 
    Zack’s initial response was to cringe, but his friend had a point. He took the paper and tucked it into his pocket. “Thanks as always for the lookout, Mash. I owe you one.”  
 
    “No, you don’t,” Mash said. “Just do us all a favor and don’t get kicked out of here. I think I speak for everyone when I say Lano Marina wouldn’t be the same without you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    With nothing else to do that day, Zack returned to the Bengal and put in a call to the would-be client Mash had spoken of back at the bait shop. As it turned out, the man’s name was Durant, and he worked for a local tourism firm that specialized in pairing offworld clients with the sorts of adventures and attractions that had become hallmarks of an Akallan vacation. In this instance, Durant’s clients wanted to go deep sea fishing, although why Durant had sought out the Bengal, Zack still wasn’t sure.  
 
    “Who really gives a squat?” Mash had said.  
 
    Point to the Prithmar. Zack ended the call once the charter agreement had been e-signed, then immediately went to work prepping for the next day’s excursion. This meant cleaning the trawler as best he could and taking inventory of everything he’d need to create a once-in-a-lifetime fishing experience for his clients. That wasn’t hard, of course, since most outlanders didn’t know a jig lure from a dagger spoon. However, it meant something to Zack to at least try to make the experience unique if he could.  
 
    The next morning, Zack was up and dressed before dawn so he could be at the Dew Drop ahead of the regulars to get breakfast for his clients. He’d just returned to the Bengal and was storing the biscuits in a heating bag when the lights of an Akallan landcraft entered the lot atop the pier. 
 
    “Good morning.” Zack threw up a hand in greeting as he ascended the steps toward the vehicle. “Welcome to Lano Harbor. I hope you got a good night’s rest, because we’re gonna catch a lot of fish today!” 
 
    A gaggle of angry voices rose from the vehicle as its occupants emerged into the light. Boasting five-foot-tall muscular builds with curved horns like those of a ram, the two aliens were accompanied by a husky human male with a gray goatee and grizzled features who seemed to labor with his every movement. 
 
    “Hurry up, buffoon!” one of the aliens ordered. “We mean to be out on the water by first light!” 
 
    Zack face-palmed. Frex me. They’re Rincah.  
 
    The old man stumbled out of the landcraft’s driver’s side, sweat beads already rolling down his bald head, and began unloading the aliens’ gear. 
 
    “Here, let me help you with that.” Zack hurried to the man’s side and grabbed one of the aliens’ three coolers. The thing felt as if it weighed a ton.  
 
    “Thanks,” the old man panted. His voice was low and deep with a gravelly edge. 
 
    “Why the travel agency chose to pair us with a decrepit old buffoon like you for this excursion is beyond me.” The lead Rincah in the blue angler’s vest shook his head and snorted. “I should call our father right now and have them fire you at once.” 
 
    “He could do it, too.” The other Rincah snickered.  
 
    Zack shot the aliens a look, then raised the lid to the one of the coolers. It was filled the brim with beer. Nice to know we’ve got the necessities covered. 
 
    “Gentlemen, if I may.” The old man eased himself upright as if minding a back condition. “Why don’t the two of you go ahead onto the Bayou Bengal and make yourselves comfortable, while Captain Monahan and I finish unloading your supplies?” 
 
    “I’ve got breakfast waiting by the center console if you’re interested,” Zack added. “Help yourselves to whatever you like.” 
 
    The lead Rincah grunted. “Hurry up, fools. I mean to be on the water by sun-up so we can get this whole thing over with.”  
 
    “And you shall be,” the old man said. “Now go. We’ll join you shortly.” 
 
    Zack waited for the aliens to leave earshot before uttering his next words. “Is it just me, or do your clients not seem real interested in going fishing today?”  
 
    “Good observation,” the old man muttered. “The short one in charge is Raydune. The other one is his younger brother, Malix. They’re students at Nyssa University in the Darvot system. Their father wanted them to get out a bit and experience the galaxy while they’re out of school. Raydune and Malix, however, wanted to come here to Akalla City so they could party it up for Spring Jam.” 
 
    “And the compromise was a fishing trip organized by your firm,” Zack surmised.  
 
    “You got it.” The old man extended a palm. “I’m Durant, by the way. We spoke yesterday via comms.” 
 
    “Zack Monahan. Glad to meet you.”  
 
    Durant frowned at the coolers, then at the boat down the pier, and blew out a sigh.  
 
    “Don’t sweat that,” Zack said. “I’ve got a hover sled aboard the Bengal we can use to transfer all this squat onto the ship.” 
 
    The relief on Durant’s face was almost palpable. “Captain Monahan, I get the sneaky suspicion I’m gonna owe you one helluva bonus by the time this is over.” 
 
    The ride out from Lano Harbor couldn’t have been more perfect as the Bayou Bengal sped away from the marina by the light of the rising sun. Their first stop would be Cody Key out by Spivey’s Point. Zack had hoped to put his clients onto some sand knockers in the flats there, as those fish typically drew rave reviews from tourists for their species’ ability to fight.  
 
    The water was like glass when Zack dropped anchor roughly two miles offshore. “All right, guys. We’ll take our chances here for a while, then head west toward Remy’s Cove to see about putting you onto some red bellies. We’ll also work in some arcal trolling if there’s time.”  
 
    The aliens answered with matching belches, then cracked open fresh beers.  
 
    Right. Zack baited up two of his combo rigs, then gave the aliens a few casting pointers before handing them control of the rods.  
 
    “This is boring,” Raydune said after all of five minutes. “I don’t know why my father insisted we do this, but—” 
 
    The Rincah’s rod tip slammed downward.  
 
    “Whoa!” the alien whooped.  
 
    That’s why, dumbass.  
 
    The Bengal held at Cody Key for about two hours until the action began to slow, prompting Zack to move the crew on to their next stop. As before, the fish there hit like gangbusters out of the gate.  
 
    “Buffoon!” Raydune shouted to Durant. “I’m out of ale! I demand that you bring me another immediately!”  
 
    “I’ve got it,” Zack said.  
 
    Durant held his seat beside the center console, while Zack headed for the coolers near the back of the boat. Cooler one was completely empty.  
 
    Squat, these kids can drink. Zack shoved the container aside, then extracted two cans from cooler two. 
 
    “Ale, now!” the Rincah insisted.  
 
    Yeah, yeah. I’m coming.  
 
    The next five hours went in much the same fashion as the first two. The aliens fished, hollered, and pounded booze, while Zack steered the ship and baited lines, and Durant watched quietly from the stern as it all went down. Eventually, the time came to wrap things up when the hour passed fifteen hundred and the Bengal reached its furthest point from shore. 
 
    “Sorry to be the bearer of bad news here, guys, but it’s time to pack things in,” Zack announced.  
 
    The Rincah groaned, then slammed their empty beer cans against the hull in protest. 
 
    I know. I hate it, too. Zack recovered his rods from the aliens while Durant headed for the coolers, ostensibly to grab fresh drinks for the return trip to the marina. 
 
    “What’s your rate, human?” Raydune insisted. “I promise, I can pay it and then some. I demand you give me two more hours of fishing.”  
 
    Zack clicked his tongue. “As appealing as the offer is, friend, I’m afraid I’ve gotta—” 
 
    Pop, pop.  
 
    A bolt of green preceded a spray of red as Raydune flopped forward onto the deck.  
 
    “What the—” Malix began.  
 
    Pop, pop.  
 
    Zack stood frozen on the bow of his boat, eyes wide as saucers, as both of his clients lay motionless in pools of their own fluids before him. 
 
    “Now would be an excellent time for you to stay very calm,” Durant said in a low, cool drone that was completely devoid of its earlier frailty. “Turn around.”  
 
    Zack didn’t budge.  
 
    “I said turn around.” 
 
    Zack followed the order. 
 
    “Listen very carefully.” Durant kept his laser pistol steady. “I have no need to kill you, but I’m not opposed to it either, if you press the issue. Understood?”  
 
    Zack nodded. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Who I am isn’t important,” Durant said. “The business I’ve come to this planet to conduct, on the other hand, is.” 
 
    “No offense, friend, but if the two corpses laying face-down in my boat are any indication, I’d say your business here is about concluded.”  
 
    “The Rincah were only my first stop,” Durant said. “I have others to make after we return to the harbor.”  
 
    Zack gulped. “Why are you telling me all this if you don’t intend to kill me?” 
 
    “I’m not from Akalla,” Durant said. “In fact, this is the first time I’ve ever stepped foot on this planet. As such, I require the services of someone who knows the area to show me around.”  
 
    “Like a guide,” Zack said.  
 
    “Something like that, yeah,” Durant said. “I have three more stops to make. By my estimation, they shouldn’t take any more than four, maybe five hours, tops. Get me where I need to go, then return me to my starship when we’re done, and I guarantee you’ll have more credit than you’ll know what to do with by the time you get back to your boat tonight.”  
 
    Zack bit his lip. “Why me?”  
 
    “How do you mean?” Durant asked. 
 
    “You could’ve picked any boat captain you wanted, from my marina or any other. Why choose me?”  
 
    Durant rocked his head from side to side. “I liked you better than the others.”  
 
    “Please.” Zack snorted. “You don’t know the first thing about me.” 
 
    “Don’t I?” Durant holstered his pistol. “Your name is Zachery Lee Monahan. You grew up as an only child on Roberts Avenue in the eastside projects of Crystal City on the planet Tretra. Your father, Noah, was a janitor in the Nyto shipyards. Your mother, Nicole, was a diner waitress at the corner of Fifty-First and Franklin. Together, they worked more than a hundred fifty hours per week to make ends meet. When they weren’t on the job, they were usually in the stands at the sports complex, cheering on their five-star-athlete son as he led his high school warball team to consecutive state championships.” The old man cocked his head. “Tell me, kid. How am I doing?”  
 
    Zack didn’t answer.  
 
    “Six years ago, you were the hottest prospect in college warball coming out of Louisiana State,” Durant continued. “You had records, awards, titles. You were also the consensus lock to become the top overall pick in the pro draft that next spring, before a rogue enforcer from the University of Miami ended all of it on a late hit. In fairness, you’d have probably been fine to continue your career if that had been your first concussion. Problem was, it wasn’t—much to the surprise of your physicians.”  
 
    Zack huffed at his captor. “Clearly, you never played warball. If you had, you’d know there’s a saying among us players—there’s no glory without pain. Everyone knows that. That’s why we all play through injury.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, ‘everyone’ didn’t spend six months confined to a dark room, learning to walk again after being blind for two weeks,” Durant said. “I’d also wager they never got the kind of news you did about their parents while they were in traction during rehab. My condolences on that, by the way. That was a horrible deal, no matter how you slice it.” 
 
    Zack closed his eyes, hands clenching into fists as the blood-soaked images that ravaged his dreams almost nightly returned like a specter to the forefront of his mind. “So, what then? You’re like some LSU uber fan here to lavish the has-been superstar with your sympathy?”  
 
    “Not hardly.” Durant grunted. “I went to ‘Bama. I detest LSU.”  
 
    Zack smirked. 
 
    “Let’s just say I’m someone who understands why a guy like you would come out here to the ass crack of the galaxy to lose himself in a place where nobody knows his name.” A flock of birds flying by in formation caused Durant to glance at the sun. “I’ll be damned. It’s almost sixteen-hundred hours. I did mention that I’m on a deadline, right? My offer. Yes or no?” 
 
    Zack pocketed his hands. “What if I decline?”  
 
    “You really don’t want me to answer that.” 
 
    Zack’s lips formed a line.  
 
    “For what it’s worth,” Durant added, “I don’t expect any of my other stops to end this bloody. They’re meetings, nothing more.” 
 
    “What made the Rincah special?” 
 
    Durant scratched his goatee. “You get, based on your experience with them, that Raydune and Malix weren’t great at taking no for an answer, right?”  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Good,” Durant said. “Suffice to say, that personality trait didn’t end with Akallan boat captains. It also applied to an eighteen-year-old girl who just so happened to be the daughter of one of my employer’s associates. That associate called in a favor. My employer obliged. End of story.” 
 
    Zack gave a slow nod. “You said before that you’re not from Akalla. Can I ask where you are from?”  
 
    Durant let out a long, even sigh. “Tretra.”  
 
    Frex me. He’s a Fixer. So far as Zack knew, Fixers weren’t that common on Akalla, since most couldn’t afford their services. On Tretra, however, where the credit flowed like a river to the chosen few families who had access to it, Fixers were the tool of choice for solving disputes or eliminating problems when the law either wouldn’t or couldn’t help. 
 
    “I hate to be pushy here, kid, but I’m gonna need that answer,” Durant said. “Do you want to get paid today, or is this gonna end the other way?” 
 
    Zack looked at the corpses, then back at his captor. “What do I call you?”  
 
    “Believe it or not, Durant is fine.” The Fixer pointed to the coolers. “Now help me with these so we can get underway.” 
 
    Unlike coolers one and two, an overabundance of alcohol hadn’t been the reason for cooler three’s excessive weight. That honor had gone to the collection of steel chains and lead weights which lined the container’s bottom under the ice. Two splashes later, and both Rincah were forever laid to rest at the bottom of the ocean.  
 
    “Where to?” Zack asked once they’d boarded Durant’s landcraft back at the marina. 
 
    “Akalla City,” the Fixer said. He’d abandoned his fishing attire on the ride back to port in favor of black slacks and a collared blue shirt with the sleeves rolled past the elbows.  
 
    “AC’s a big place,” Zack said. “Can you be more specific?” 
 
    Durant reached for his seat belts as the engine came to life. “The man in question is an accountant with the Silver Swan Savings and Loan. He works out of Ellington Tower, downtown.” 
 
    “That’s over by the convention center, just south of Sixty-Third and Roundtree,” Zack said. “Depending on traffic, it’ll take us about an hour to get there.”  
 
    “Then we’d better not dally.” 
 
    As it happened, the drive up the coastline into Akalla City wasn’t bad at all. Between the sun on their faces, the breeze on their skin, and the mild smell of mint in their nostrils courtesy of the jenzu plants that lined the landscape in plumes this time of year, Zack could hardly imagine a more picturesque day for his companion’s first visit to Akalla.  
 
    The AC city limits sign crested the horizon about forty minutes later, at which time Zack hooked right past the starport bypass, then took the freeway straight into downtown.  
 
    “How much further to Ellington Tower?” Durant asked.  
 
    “We’ve got about five exits,” Zack said.  
 
    Durant frowned through the viewport at the scrum of traffic that impeded their progress.  
 
     “Hang on. I might know a shortcut.” Zack veered right onto the next exit ramp and vacated the freeway in favor of a back-alley route he’d taken once with a friend. A few aggressive moves plus some nasty looks later, and they arrived on the parking deck of their destination.  
 
    “What now?” Zack asked, his eyes trained upward at the shimmering skyscraper before them.  
 
    “Now you come with me.” Durant tossed off his belts.  
 
    “Wait, what?” Zack blurted. “Why do you—” 
 
    The Fixer was already out of the landcraft and on the move.  
 
    Please don’t let me live through this. Zack tossed off his safety belts and exited the landcraft’s driver’s side. He then trotted up the pavement to keep pace with his companion toward the building’s entrance. The lobby inside was impressive—all shiny, glass surfaces and marble textures. Meanwhile, throngs of people dressed in lavish executive attire scurried about the premises, checking messages and talking business on their comm devices.  
 
    “Can I help you?” a female voice asked.  
 
    Zack turned to see a pink-haired human in her early twenties smiling at him from behind a desk across the main floor.  
 
    “Yes, please,” Durant said, approaching. “I’m here to speak with Mr. Vekari.”  
 
    “I see,” the woman said. “And do you have an appointment?”  
 
    “Actually, no.” Durant flashed a smile of his own. “We’re old friends. I’m in town from offworld for the afternoon, and I’d hoped to surprise him.” 
 
    “Let me see if he’s in.” The woman tapped at her terminal, then at her earpiece. “Excuse me, Mr. Vekari? It’s Yvollis downstairs. I have a Mister…” 
 
    “Durant.” 
 
    “I have a Mr. Durant downstairs to see you,” the woman said. “He says he’s an old friend of yours from out of town.”  
 
    Zack’s nerves tightened as the woman fell silent, then glanced abruptly upward.  
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ll send him right up.” She tapped her earpiece, ending the call. “Sorry for the wait, Mr. Durant. Mr. Vekari will see you now in his office on floor fourteen.”  
 
    “Thank you, Miss.” Durant turned on his heels for the row of steel door lifts across the lobby, with Zack following closely in tow. A few moments later, the duo emerged from the glass tube into an executive wing of sorts.  
 
    “Mr. Durant!” a male voice called out.   
 
    Zack turned to his right as a purple-skinned humanoid trotted up the breezeway to meet them. The Pikith was sharply dressed, as one might expect from a being of his station, wearing a dark blue suit with matching tie and a cream-colored shirt, his long, white hair styled back into a mane behind his slender-built shoulders.  
 
    “Hello, Vekari,” Durant greeted him in an even tone. “It’s been a while.”  
 
    “Yes, it has,” the alien said nervously. “I must confess, I didn’t expect I’d be seeing you again, especially not here on Akalla.”  
 
    “I’d imagine not,” Durant said.  
 
    Vekari’s gaze anxiously flicked to Zack. “Orenz Vekari. How do you do?” 
 
    “Hi.” Zack shook the Pikith’s hand. “I’m—” 
 
    “An associate of mine,” Durant finished the statement. “Is there somewhere we can talk alone?” 
 
    Vekari swallowed. “Of course. Right this way.” 
 
    Zack trailed the others down the poshly decorated corridor, then hooked left at a well-manicured jenzu plant into Vekari’s office.  
 
    “You know, this really doesn’t concern me,” Zack mumbled to the Fixer. “I can totally wait outside if you need.”  
 
    “Sit,” Durant ordered.  
 
    Zack collapsed into a high-backed chair in front of the desk.  
 
    “Can I offer either of you some refreshment?” Vekari closed the door.  
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Durant said. “I don’t expect this will take long.”  
 
    The Pikith accountant pursed his lips and sat down. “So, it’s straight to business then. That’s fine. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “My employer, and your former boss, was under the impression you’d retired from the numbers game when you left your post on Joth,” Durant said. “You can therefore imagine his surprise when your name resurfaced in conversation as having done business with one of our other clients recently.”  
 
    Vekari shifted in his chair.  “I can explain.”  
 
    “I’m sure you can.” 
 
    “No, really,” Vekari insisted. “You must believe me. I had every intention of staying retired when I left Joth. That’s why I came here to Akalla, to live out my days drinking cocktails on the beach and staring at scantily-clad college girls who are half my age.”  
 
    The Fixer didn’t so much as crack a smile at the joke.  
 
    “I know how this looks,” Vekari said. “I swear, I never meant—” 
 
    “Save it,” Durant cut him off. “You’re exceptionally good at what you do, Vekari. You always were. For that reason, my employer has sent me here to make you this one-time offer. Come back now and resume your post with the organization, and all will be forgotten. Don’t, and there will be consequences.”  
 
    Vekari palmed his face. “Please, Durant. The Monarch doesn’t know what he’s asking.”  
 
    “I’m fairly certain he does,” Durant said.  
 
    “I have a family now,” Vekari said seriously. “Did you know that? I have a wife and an offspring on the way. I made them a promise when we left Joth that my business affairs henceforth would be my own and no one else’s. For the first time in my career, I’m running a clean, profitable operation that’s beholden to no one. Please don’t ask me to give that up.” 
 
    Durant steepled his palms. “This clean, profitable business you speak of. Where do you suppose you got the capital for that?” 
 
    Vekari grumbled a curse. “For the gods’ sakes, Durant. I did my time for you people, and then some.” 
 
     “Yes, you did,” Durant said. “And per our agreement, we were prepared to let you ride off into the sunset to live happily ever after—in retirement. Alas, my purple-skinned friend, you clearly haven’t retired.”  
 
    The Pikith didn’t answer.  
 
    “You’re either in the game or you’re not, Vekari,” Durant said. “There’s no in between—not without reprisals, anyway. You know that as well as I do.”  
 
    Zack watched the Pikith across the desk as the latter fixed his eyes on the digital portrait on the nearby credenza. It depicted a plump-faced Pikith female holding her belly and smiling beside her husband as if everything in the world was perfect.  
 
    “What’s the workload?” Vekari asked.  
 
    “Same as before,” Durant said. “We send you the files and the coding prefixes. You run the numbers and do your thing, then render your reports. We’ll take it from there.”  
 
    Vekari slumped back in his chair and rubbed his temples. “Inform the Monarch that I’ll await his first batch of files via the usual channels in the morning. Depending on the size of the mess he’ll be sending, he should expect my initial report by close of business tomorrow.”  
 
    Durant rose to his feet and extended a hand. “I’ll relay the message. For the record, it’ll be good to have you back, Vekari. Really. No one does this job like you do.” He started for the door, but paused. “Oh, and congratulations to you and your wife on the pregnancy. Everyone in the organization is sincerely thrilled for you both.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next stop on Durant’s list sent the duo across town to the Akalla City starport, where the Fixer met with a Withaloo freight captain who looked even more nervous than Vekari had been upon seeing the old man enter the room. Thankfully, the exchange didn’t take long, at which time the duo headed back toward the coast for their final stop.  
 
    “Who are we meeting now?” Zack asked once they’d boarded the landcraft. 
 
    “His name is Kyfus Patelik,” Durant said. “He owns a nightclub called the Neon Pelican off Sixteenth and Homestead.”  
 
    Zack made a face. “You do realize that’s right smack-dab in the middle of the Akalla City Strip, right?”  
 
    “What’s your point?” Durant shrugged.  
 
    “My point is, it’s opening night of Spring Jam,” Zack said. “That means security everywhere. I know you said this is supposed to be a friendly meeting, but if things go sideways, you’ve gotta know you’ll have armed constables breathing down your throat in minutes.”  
 
    Durant reclined in his seat and aimed a pensive stare through the viewport. “Don’t worry about security. I’ll deal with them if the times comes. For now, just worry about getting us to the club, so I can wrap my affairs up here, then be on my way back to Tretra.” 
 
    The last vestiges of daylight had finally fallen to night when Zack steered the landcraft off the freeway into the no-holds-barred gridlock that awaited them on the AC Strip. All around, vehicles honked angrily among the running lights. Meanwhile, scores of beings from star systems far and wide trolled the sidewalks, laughing among their friends, and turning up bottles of all shapes and sizes in the moonlight. 
 
    “There.” Durant pointed ahead.  
 
    A neon sign featuring a vibrant purple pelican illuminated the walkway out front of an equally ostentatious building marked with pink and teal accents along the exterior.  
 
    Zack studied the line of some two hundred beings outside. “I sure hope this guy knows you as well as you know him. Otherwise, we’ve got a long night of waiting ahead of us.” 
 
    “Oh, we’ll get in.” Durant paused before reaching for the hatch. “Stay close to me on this one, all right? Big crowds and noisy surroundings make for a perfect environment where things can go wrong.”  
 
    “But we’re just here to talk, remember?” Zack asked.  
 
    Durant grunted on his way out of the landcraft, then started across the lot toward the Pelican’s front entrance.  
 
    “Hey, old timer!” someone shouted. “No skipping line!”  
 
    “Sorry!” Zack hurried to keep up.  
 
    A petite blue-haired female in an elegant silver hostess gown greeted them at the door. “Good evening, gentlemen. I trust you’re on the guest list. Names, please?” 
 
    Durant explained the situation, while Zack leaned sideways to peek inside the club.  
 
    “Ahem.” A towering Yalteen bouncer filled the doorway, blocking the sight line.  
 
    Right. Zack pocketed his hands.  
 
    “My apologies, sir, but as you can see, Mr. Patelik is a very busy man this evening,” the hostess said with a hint of condescension. “You’ll have to come back another time.” 
 
    Durant leaned forward, voice low and eyes narrowing. “Trust me, Miss. If you value your job here, you won’t let me walk away from this door empty-handed. Now make the call.”  
 
    The hostess traded annoyed looks with the bouncer before tapping her earpiece and stepping aside.  
 
    “We okay?” Zack murmured past Durant’s shoulder. 
 
    “It’s fine,” the Fixer muttered back.  
 
    The hostess returned a moment later. “Mr. Patelik will see you now in the Viper Room. Follow me.” 
 
    The scene inside the Pelican was every bit the raucous, technicolor rave Zack had expected. The thunder of dance music, the shower of the laser lights, the throngs of beings dressed to the nines, while Zack passed between them wearing cargo shorts and a beer t-shirt.  
 
    “Forget the show, Monahan,” Durant shouted back to his guide, who was lagging behind. “Keep your head up and your mind on what you’re doing.” 
 
    Zack picked up the pace and slid past a pair of girls, one of whom shot him a smile that could’ve probably stopped time if she’d wanted, then looped right past the corner bar into a stairwell. Two ascended flights later, another bouncer held the door for them outside of the Very Important Persons lounge, or the “Viper Room,” as it was called.  
 
    “Well, if it isn’t my old mate, Durant!” an Australian voice exclaimed, laughing over the crowed.  
 
    The Fixer grunted. “Hello, Kyfus.”  
 
    A Reeoli male wearing a stylish black suit with a silk shirt and a light-blue ascot emerged from between three females to meet his guests. “I must confess to being a touch surprised when Nesta here informed me you were outside.”  
 
    “I can’t imagine why,” Durant said. “It’s not as if I’ve never looked in on you before.”  
 
    “Indeed.” The green-skinned alien turned his slender gaze to Zack. “Who’s your friend?” 
 
    “I’m Mr. Durant’s associate,” Zack answered.  
 
    “His associate?” The Reeoli studied the other’s casual attire. “How delightfully mysterious. Kyfus Patelik, at your service.”  
 
    Zack nodded.  
 
    “We need to talk,” Durant said.  
 
    “Yes, I thought we might,” Kyfus said. “Let us adjourn to some place a bit more private, shall we?” Kyfus indicated to the hostess that she was free to leave before showing his guests through a pair of double doors to a secluded parlor in the back. “Can I offer you something to drink?”  
 
    “No, thanks,” Durant said.  
 
    Kyfus glanced to Zack who shook his head. “Suit yourselves.”  
 
    The Reeoli plucked a tumbler from a nearby shelf and filled it with some sort of blue liquor while Durant and Zack took seats in chairs near the center of the room.  
 
    “So,” Kyfus said, “what can I do for you?”  
 
    “This isn’t about what you can do,” Durant said. “It’s about what you’ve already done.”  
 
    The Reeoli collapsed onto the sofa opposite the chairs. “Sorry, mate, but I can’t say as I follow.”  
 
    “You crossed a line, Kyfus,” Durant continued. “You crossed a big line, and in doing so, you’ve violated the terms of your agreement with the organization.” 
 
    Kyfus sighed. “No offense, Durant, but so far as I know I haven’t violated a bloody thing. My deal with the Monarch was clear. He provides me with the capital I need to launch my newest club venture here on Akalla, and I pay him his share of the profits each month, on time, with interest, until the value of the original loan has been repaid in full. It’s been three years, and I’ve never missed a payment.”  
 
    “This isn’t about your payments from the Pelican, Kyfus,” Durant said. “It’s about the payments you’re receiving from parties outside its doors that have us concerned.”  
 
    Kyfus sipped his drink. “Still not following.”  
 
    “In the last six months, Akalla City law enforcement has fielded more than fifteen hundred missing persons’ reports from the Strip and Oceanside communities alone,” Durant said. “That’s an alarming figure.” 
 
     “Don’t take this the wrong way, but beings go missing here all the time,” Kyfus said. “AC is a big town, after all, and besides, most of the beings you speak of turn up eventually, once they’ve slept off their latest bender, to find their way home.” 
 
    “True,” Durant said. “Nevertheless, the Monarch isn’t interested in all fifteen hundred people. He’s only interested in the thirty-six who were last seen taking in drinks at the Neon Pelican.” 
 
    Kyfus raised an eyebrow. “What are you driving at?” 
 
    “Does the name Shokauth mean anything to you?” Durant asked. 
 
    “I can’t say it does,” Kyfus answered.  
 
    “You sure about that?” Durant cocked his head. “He’s a creepy-looking mongrel. About eight feet tall with a slim, humanoid frame, light-orange skin, and giant black eyes?” 
 
    Zack felt a chill. If he recalled his LSU xenobiology courses correctly, Durant was describing a Gritloth, a species notorious for, among other things, embracing the alien slave trade. 
 
    “My dear Durant.” Kyfus chuckled. “Are you implying that I’m somehow involved in an alien trafficking ring?”  
 
    “If the ascot fits,” Durant said.  
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous.” Kyfus snorted. “I’m a host and the owner of a nightclub, not a slave trader. Even if I was stupid enough to participate in such an operation, I’d likely only succeed in ruining my primary business, since no one wants to party at a club where people get kidnapped.” 
 
    Durant folded his arms. “So you’re denying it then.” 
 
    “Unequivocally and without preamble, yes,” Kyfus stated. “Honestly, Durant, I’m offended you’d even come here to levy such an accusation.” 
 
    The Fixer exhaled through his nostrils. “Data pad.”  
 
    “Why?” Kyfus asked.  
 
    “A data pad,” Durant repeated. “I need one. Now.”  
 
    The once-cheery Reeoli glowered at his guest. “Fine.”  
 
    Zack watched as the Reeoli rose to his feet and stepped to a bookshelf across the parlor. When he returned, he did so holding a data pad, which he handed to Durant.  
 
    The Fixer took it and entered in a series of commands. Once he was finished, he turned the display to face the club owner.  
 
    “What’s this?” Kyfus asked. 
 
    Durant grunted and tapped the screen. 
 
    “Hello, Kyfus,” the Gritloth said. His face was bloodied and bruised, his arms tied behind his back. “I swear to you on the heads of my offspring, they gave me no choice.” 
 
    To his credit, Kyfus managed to remain calm as the Gritloth on the video outlined his abduction by a pack of humans, one of whom had clearly been Durant. By the time the recording ended, the Reeoli club owner had lost his taste for conversation.  
 
    “Alien trafficking may be legal in a lot of systems,” Durant said. “However, the Monarch, like most civilized beings, finds the entire practice utterly reprehensible.” 
 
    “Please,” Kyfus snorted. “As if the Monarch has room to talk. I know what he’s into, Durant. What you’re into. Who are either of you to judge me for the means by which I earn my living?”  
 
    “We’re not here to judge you, Kyfus,” Durant said. “The fact remains, though, that as long the Neon Pelican is associated with our organization, so is everything that happens behind its doors. Alien trafficking doesn’t reflect well on the Monarch’s reputation. As such, you’re hereby ordered to sever all ties with the Gritloth immediately.”  
 
    Kyfus huffed. “And if I refuse?” 
 
    Durant reclined in his seat. “You and I both know you don’t really want an answer to that.”  
 
    Kyfus took another sip of his drink. Afterward, he pulled back his coat sleeve and tapped at his comm piece. “Mulzan. I need you in the parlor at once.”  
 
    The bouncer outside the Viper Room entered a moment later. 
 
    “I’ve always liked you, Durant,” Kyfus said. “As the humans on Akalla are fond of saying, you’ve always shot straight with me in our dealings together. I appreciate that. For this reason, I’m prepared to forget that you’ve just insulted me in my own club and allow you to leave said establishment of your own volition with your associate. Don’t, and there will be problems.”  
 
    Durant narrowed his gaze. “Don’t do this, Kyfus.”  
 
    “It’s already done, Durant.” The Reeoli shot an odd look to the Yalteen.  
 
    Huh?  
 
    “Send the Monarch my regards.” Kyfus saluted with his glass. “Now kindly get the frex out of my club.” 
 
    The bouncer stepped forward. “Time to go, gentlemen.” 
 
    The Viper Room outside the parlor was still hopping with activity as Durant and Zack were ushered back through the lounge toward the stairwell. Unlike before, however, when only one bouncer had watched the exit to the Pelican’s main floor, now there were three beings guarding the space—all Gritloth, all armed. 
 
    “Come with us, and you won’t be harmed,” the leader said.  
 
    “What is this?” Zack blurted.  
 
    The Gritloth beside the leader stepped forward and grabbed the humans by the arms, shoving them out into the open. “You heard the captain. He said move!”  
 
    The Pelican’s main floor was even more packed than before. All around, beings of most every species imaginable were losing themselves in the glow of the laser light, completely oblivious to the crime happening right before their eyes. 
 
    Zack’s heart slammed in his chest as he glanced nervously at Durant. The old man was as cool and calm as ever, eyes fixed on his surroundings as he pushed through the crowd.  
 
    A fourth Gritloth appeared ahead.  
 
    Frex me.  
 
    “Hi.” A tiny human female sliced through the crowed, wearing the slinkiest of dresses and one seriously seductive smile.  
 
    “Ah, miss?” Zack started to protest, but the girl was already on him. As the beats thrummed on through the speakers, she slid herself up and down his form, every inch of her grinding against him in perfect time with the music—her bronze skin hot and smooth, her bun-tied hair smelling of strawberries.  
 
    “Stand aside,” the Gritloth leader demanded. 
 
    The girl twirled on her heels and threw her arms around the alien’s neck. “Is it true what they say about Gritloth stamina? Because I really wanna know.”  
 
    The Gritloth froze, eyes transfixed on the olive-skinned beauty who’d twisted herself around him. “I, um.”  
 
     The girl howled in delight and threw her head back, allowing her long black hair to tumble past her shoulders in a flowing cascade of raven.  
 
    The Gritloth was completely entranced. As such, he never saw the blades she’d hidden in the bun until they’d plunged into his throat. 
 
    Crimson sprayed, and dozens screamed. 
 
    “Get her!” someone screamed. 
 
    Before Zack could blink, the raven-haired girl pirouetted on her feet and fired three shots from the dead alien’s sidearm into his nearest comrades, while simultaneously tossing a second weapon to Durant.  
 
    “Down,” the Fixer shouted.  
 
    Zack hit the deck.  
 
    Pop, pop. Pop, pop, pop.  
 
    The other two Gritloth joined their lifeless compatriots on the floor as the panicked masses flooded toward the exit.  
 
    “We need to get out of here, now.” The raven checked her mag charge.  
 
    “Not without Kyfus,” Durant said. “The kid’s the priority. Get him out of here now.” 
 
    “But—” Zack started to protest, but the raven grabbed his arm.  
 
    “You heard Durant,” she said. “Let’s move!”  
 
    The duo pushed through the crowed as the Fixer vanished into the mob, then hooked right past the hostess stand into the parking lot. 
 
    “That’s your landcraft, right?” The raven pointed to their vehicle.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s us,” Zack said.  
 
    The raven dragged him over by the arm and flung open the driver’s hatch. “Get in and fire up the engine. I’ll cover you while you make egress.”  
 
    “Where am I going?” Zack asked, climbing in.  
 
    “Wherever you first met Durant,” the raven said. “That’s the old man’s standard protocol when his teams get separated. He’ll meet you there.” 
 
    The Bengal. Zack reached for the ignition as a blur of gold flashed in the distance past the viewport. Gritloth.  
 
    Three more aliens rushed into the Pelican, all carrying assault rifles. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” the raven barked. “You’re free! Get going already!”  
 
    Zack pointed to the club. “Durant’s about to be outnumbered at least four to one. Somebody’s gotta go back in there and help him.” 
 
    “Not our problem,” the raven said.  
 
    “Not our problem?” Zack snapped his head around. “I thought you were his friend!” 
 
    The raven guffawed. “Frex that! I have history with the old man, sure, because he’s used me for other work, like the support gig he hired me for tonight. At the end of the day, though, I’m just a contractor like everyone else. Bottom line, I did my job. I gave Durant an out. It’s not my fault he chose to pass that up so I could bail your ass out of the fire. Now, unless you’d care to open negotiations of your own, it’s time for me to fly.” 
 
    Zack rubbed his temples. 
 
    “Didn’t think so.” The raven shoved a Gritloth sidearm into Zack’s chest. “Good luck, blondie. I’ll see you around town.” 
 
    Zack watched in disbelief as the black-haired merc in the slinky dress disappeared into the night. You’ve gotta be kidding me. Everything in him said he’d be nuts to go back inside—nuts! At the same time, he was less than a week from being evicted from the marina, and maybe four at best from losing his boat altogether. Then what? His parents were gone, and he had no siblings, so returning to Tretra was out, not that he’d have gone that route anyway. He also wouldn’t have the income needed to live anywhere near Akalla City, not even in a low-rent ‘burb like Port Saint Lano. 
 
    Zack closed his eyes and squeezed the controls as the thought that had nagged him all day resurfaced. Durant could’ve hired anyone as a guide, yet he’d strong-armed Zack into taking the job. Why? Zack wished he knew the answer. What he did know was, one, his gut said it likely had squat to do with college warball, and two, Durant hadn’t exactly turned his back when things had gone south inside the Pelican. To the contrary, the Fixer had clearly taken precautions via his contract with the raven to ensure Zack’s safety.  
 
    “The kid’s the priority. Get him out of here, now,” Durant had ordered. The rock-hard expression on the old man’s face confirmed that he’d meant it, too. 
 
    I don’t understand how—Zack looked up, eyes widening. Why is he protecting me? 
 
    Looming sirens blared in the night as a single question morphed into a thousand. 
 
    Frex it. Zack bounded out of the landcraft and tucked the pistol under his shirt as he sprinted back to the Pelican. Once there, he pushed through the scattering horde, and was met at once by the original Yalteen bouncer he’d encountered with the hostess upon arriving.  
 
    “Where are you going?” the blue humanoid demanded.  
 
     “Inside,” Zack said. “I’ve got people in there.” 
 
    “Unacceptable,” the alien said. “The city’s constables are en route to the club as we speak. Until they arrive, no one is allowed back in.” 
 
    “Come on, man.” Zack thought fast. “My sister’s in there. I’ve gotta go find her.” 
 
    The Yalteen chewed his lip while Zack crossed his fingers that the bouncer had siblings.  
 
    “Very well.” The Yalteen stepped aside.  
 
    Zack tipped the alien a thanks wave, then jetted past his station into the club, which was now fully illuminated. The place was practically empty, save for a handful of patrons who’d been injured during the exit stampede. Zack also spotted the DJ hiding in the sound booth, as well as the four Gritloth Durant and the raven had slain on the dancefloor. He was just about to run past the corpses when static crackled from the leader’s comm band.  
 
    “I have a visual on the Fixer,” an alien voice said. “He just passed through the Pelican’s west-side exit and is on foot, heading toward the loading bay.” 
 
    Zack had seen the area when he and Durant had exited the freeway en route back to the Strip from the starport. It was located on the property’s backside, and covered most of the space between the club’s western wall and the harbor that let out into the intercostal waterway. 
 
    Who doesn’t love an eavesdropper? Zack ran to the dead alien and stripped off the band, then slid the device onto his own wrist. From there, he fumbled under his shirt for the sidearm, then headed for the exit sign behind the bar. 
 
    Look before you move. Zack scrambled to recall everything he’d learned from the action holos about clearing a space as he paused at the door. He heard no sound or movement on the other side. Please don’t let me die. Zack inhaled through his nose, then exhaled through his mouth before shoving through the opening, gun up and out. Clear.  
 
    Two more Gritloth lay face down in the corridor ahead.  
 
    Easy does it. Gripping the square-framed firearm in his sweaty palms, Zack shuffled toward the corpses and kicked away their weapons. A second corner lay ahead, and Zack hurried toward it. Afterward came another stretch of hallway, followed by two more turns past the rest rooms toward the west-side exit. 
 
    “Subject has engaged Patelik and is in pursuit,” the comm said as Zack reached the door. “They’re headed for the docks across from the construction zone. All forces, converge on that location.”  
 
    Zack felt a surge of panic. Where in the hell are the constables? He pushed through the door and rushed into the open.  
 
    “You!” a Gritloth shouted.  
 
    The world spun sideways when the alien whirled Zack off balance by the shoulder, slamming him against the wall and sending his laser pistol skittering across the pavement.  
 
    “Let go!” Zack coughed when a massive fist smashed his ribcage, sending a swell of pain rippling like a lava wave through his midsection. Next came a shot to his back, followed by a strike to his skull, then a flurry of vicious blows to his head, shoulders, and kidneys for good measure.   
 
    “Pathetic human.” The Gritloth laughed over his victim as Zack lay battered on the ground. “Now you die.”  
 
    Zack’s eyes fluttered open to find a boat-sized bootheel leveled above his nose. Frex! In a sudden rush of fear and adrenaline, Zack kicked up hard with the last of his strength and hammered a toes-first shot to the alien’s groin.  
 
    Crack! 
 
    The Gritloth doubled over, eyes bulging from his skull like overinflated warballs.  
 
    Who’s pathetic now, you slave-trading piece of squat? 
 
    The alien lunged for his sidearm as Zack rolled toward his pistol. 
 
    Pop, pop, pop, pop, pop.  
 
    The Gritloth didn’t move again. 
 
    “Patelik is almost to the docks,” the comm voice chattered. “All forces, close in on the Fixer now!”  
 
    Zack staggered to his feet, then took off running for the harbor. He cut left at the perimeter fence, then sprinted forward as bursts of fresh laser fire sliced the air. He’d just rounded a pair of bipedal cargo loaders when Durant raced into the open, chasing Kyfus ahead.  
 
     “Target acquired,” the comm voice said.  
 
    “Durant, get down!” Zack shrieked.  
 
    The Fixer dove for cover as multiple laser bolts smashed the pavement at his shoes. They were coming from the loaders.  
 
    In a single fluid motion, Durant rolled to a shooter’s position on his back, sighted on the Gritloth aggressor, and fired.  
 
    Pop, pop, pop. Pop, pop. Pop, pop, pop, pop, pop.  
 
    The alien collapsed.  
 
    “Behind you!” Durant shouted.  
 
    Zack spun on his heels and rattled off several awkward shots as two more Gritloth charged onto the scene. 
 
    Pop, pop, pop. Pop, pop.  
 
    One alien fell, while the other ducked behind a row of crates that led to the pier. It was then that a bright light sheered the darkness across the harbor and sped toward their position. 
 
    “We’ve got incoming,” Durant announced.  
 
    Zack took aim on Kyfus, hoping to block the Reeoli’s escape. However, the last Gritloth leapt into view and cut him off before he could get the drop on the club owner. Together, the aliens kept the two humans pinned down while the speedboat eased to a coast past the pier.  
 
    “Get on!” the pilot shouted to Kyfus. 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t.” Durant raced out into the open as the pilot gunned the engine and fired off a series of shots from his weapon. It was too late. The boat and its passengers were gone.  
 
    “Looks like you won’t get your man tonight after all,” Zack said.  
 
    “Not tonight, no, but I will.” Durant lowered his pistol. “Kyfus is on the run now, and everyone knows it. We’ll find him.” 
 
    Zack hoped that was the case. While it was true that he had no stake in any of this, it was equally as true that slave trading—system laws be damned—was just plain morally wrong. As such, anyone who took part in the practice deserved what was coming to them, in Zack’s opinion. He just hoped Kyfus Patelik got his before all was said and done.  
 
    “Freeze!” someone ordered. “Drop the weapon and turn around, now!” 
 
    It’s about time. Zack exhaled, then faced the two AC constables drawing down on him with their sidearms. “It’s cool, guys. I’m one of the—” 
 
    “You heard the lieutenant!” the other constable barked. “Weapon down, now!”  
 
    Zack leaned forward and laid his pistol on the pavement. “Tell them, Durant. Tell them we’re the good—” 
 
    The jostling harbor waters sloshed against the pier as Zack looked around. The Fixer was gone. Frex me.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Maxwell Remington stood with hands clasped behind his suit jacket on the veranda of his four-story mansion outside Crystal City on Tretra, eyes transfixed by the luminous surf as it crashed into the rocks below. He loved the ocean, always had. It was the primary reason he’d broken from tradition and moved his children from the Remington’s legacy estate in East End to Oceanside upon inheriting the family fortune. “The Monarch’s Palace,” some had called it.  
 
    Max still wasn’t sure how he felt about the term.  
 
    A throat cleared behind him. 
 
    “What is it, Niles?” Max asked. 
 
    “I beg your pardon, sir,” the butler said. “Mr. Durant has returned from Akalla. Shall I bring him out to meet with you?” 
 
    “Sure, Niles. Thanks.”  
 
    The butler bowed, then took his leave. A moment later, Durant emerged onto the veranda and closed the door.  
 
    “Welcome home, Michael,” Max said. “How did it go with the Rincah?” 
 
    “About as one would imagine from two of their kind,” Durant said. “Suffice it to say, Mr. Barringer can rest easy knowing Raydune and his brother won’t be taking anyone else’s daughter for a ride anytime soon.” 
 
    “He’ll be happy to hear that,” Max said. 
 
    Durant recounted the particulars of his trip, starting first with his arrival at Port Saint Lano, then concluding with the events at the Neon Pelican.  
 
    “And what of Patelik now?” Max asked.  
 
    “We’ve already got eyes on him,” Durant said. “One of our contacts on Joth spotted Kyfus having lunch with a Yalteen female in downtown Purlit about three hours ago. I ordered round-the-clock surveillance until you and I talked. How would you like me to proceed?”  
 
    Max took in a breath then let it out again. “Patelik had his chance to come clean about his mistake and walk away with his life intact. Clearly he wasn’t interested in doing that. Tell our people the Reeoli gets no quarter moving forward.”  
 
    “Consider it done,” Durant said. “Anything else?”  
 
    Max rested his chin on his fist and considered the question. “How did he do?”  
 
    “The kid?” Durant tugged at his goatee. “He was a little twitchy at times, as one might expect from a civilian. All in all, though, I’d say he handled himself well, given the circumstances. He even came back for me in the club when he thought I was in trouble with the Gritloth.”  
 
    “And why do you suppose he did that?” Max asked. “To protect his chance at getting paid?” 
 
    “Maybe, although you’d have to ask him yourself to know for sure.” Durant paused. “You could, ya know. Ask him yourself?”  
 
    Max averted his gaze to the sea. “No, I don’t believe we’re ready for that just yet. I do, however, trust that you handled Zack’s situation?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Durant said. “I have an asset in place who’ll testify that she saw everything that happened at the Pelican, and Zack was just a bystander. He’ll be out of lockup before dinner, if he’s not already.”  
 
    “Good,” Max said. “And his debts?” 
 
    “Paid in full, per your orders,” Durant said. “I even took the liberty of paying his slip fees at the marina through the end of the year so he could get ahead on his bills. I figured it was the least I could do in return for him trying to save my life.” 
 
    Max smiled. “Thank you, Michael. As always, your results are a testament to your reputation.” 
 
    Durant bowed his head and turned to go. “Sir, there’s one other thing you might want to know—about Zack, that is.” 
 
    “Really? And what is that?” 
 
    Durant paused at the door. “The kid has your eyes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    “Tylbraax-Roboreqenol, sir.” I saluted the human male before me with a very crisp and quick motion. It seemed to be the proper manner for the species, and was expected from someone of inferior rank. “I am called Tyl-Nol by other species, for simplification, I am sure.” 
 
    Fleet Commander Raynes returned my salute rather smartly, I thought, and bobbed his head in a way that suggested I seat myself at the head of the table. The other beings around the table nodded as well, and I offered them a closed lip smile. I had learned that many species found our long, sharp teeth to be intimidating.  
 
    “Thank you, beings, for presenting me with the opportunity to interview for this position. The reputation of Bravo Whiskey Corps is among the best in the mercenary field.” 
 
    I had practiced the words as this mission came to fruition. It had been determined that this mercenary fleet was growing at an alarming speed. Their group had grown to such a size as to be concerning to many systems. The Soure Syndicate had tasked my organization with determining the goals of Bravo Whiskey Corps. They wanted to know if there were any agendas the area needed to worry about. I was here to find out 
 
    My organization was one of the best at what we do. We are Colquith, an organization of spies, and our specialty is infiltration and espionage. 
 
    “Mr. Tylenol…” 
 
    “Tyl-Nol, sir. I apologize for the interruption, but the mistake of the pronunciation is common among humans, for some reason unknown to me.” 
 
    “Of course, Tyl-Nol, no worries,” the tall fleet commander said. “We’ve all viewed your resume, and, to say the least, we’re impressed.” 
 
    I nodded and smiled again with no teeth. “I have quite a lot of ship experience, sir. With the militaries of several different systems, and the security and protection fleet in my own. I began as a ground forces officer in the Maton System’s militia nearly seventy of your years ago. As you have seen from the documents I forwarded last month, I am well versed in the navigation, communication, and weapons systems of most common vessels, as well as some which are, well, rare.” 
 
    “Seventy years is a long time. Your race is longer lived than humans, so that’s easy to understand. I do have to ask, though, why the interest in our fleet? You seem to progress quickly wherever you go, and that’s a very good quality; however, it tends to make us wonder why you leave.” 
 
    These humans, I thought to myself, are pretty sharp. Most organizations I applied to did not care why I had left. Especially when presented with experience such as I held. All of them had been more inclined to simply appreciate that I was there in front of them and asking to join their fleet. 
 
    I paused a moment longer as if to get my thoughts together, then answered, “I am a bit of a wanderer, I suppose. I could settle into the life in one system easily enough, but I would soon grow bored. In most cases, that is exactly what happened.  
 
    “In others, I did not like the way the governing body ran the fleet or ship. I am not a politician. I lack the patience needed to partake in that particular field. In this case, yours is a mercenary fleet, offering travel and wanderings, and with a very solid reputation. I cannot speak to the internal politics. However, I am willing to take a chance due to that solid reputation. I feel if issues existed in command and control, the reputation would suffer. I have followed your fleet’s activities and public contracts for a time, and I have been impressed.” 
 
    I looked around the table as I spoke, making eye contact with each individual. The humans mostly looked away rather quickly. I suspect they found it uncomfortable looking into my eyes. Their own eyes showed so much of what they were feeling. I found that reassuring in a way, and it was a trait of the human race I enjoyed. It assisted me in reading their intentions without the confines of audible communication. To them, my eyes appeared to be overly large golden ovals, and showed no emotional content. It was what it was, and they would adapt, as all races worth knowing and interacting with eventually did. 
 
    A female Grissomite, nearly as tall as the commander, spoke as she flipped through some documents on her reader. “Mr. Tyl-Nol, what are your expectations from us?” She looked into my eyes with her own small black orbs and smiled a full smile. 
 
    I was familiar with her race and had worked with several. For one to smile was rare. Her entire frame was more similar to that of a human than to my race, although much slenderer. She did have four upper appendages, or arms, as do we. The smile seemed genuine, and it gave me more information into the mercenary company. She, if I was not mistaken, was truly happy to be a part of it.  
 
    I paused again for a moment. “I do not have many, ma’am. I would like to work in a bridge crew function, but I am willing to earn my way to that if it is required. I have worked maintenance and security, as well as engineering. If it is a position on a ship, I have most likely done it. Most important to me is simply that I am on a ship.” 
 
    She nodded as she looked at Fleet Commander Raines. 
 
    A small being of a race I was not very familiar with spoke next. “Tyl-Nol, I am John Johns, of the Simsaxal-Mintons. I am the Intelligence officer of this fleet.” His voice was incredibly deep for such a small being, but the few of his race I had met shared that quality. 
 
    “I am grateful to you for the information you sent earlier, so we could begin the background check. If the commander decides to move forward, part of the onboarding process is an intel briefing and vetting. Is there anything in your past you wish to tell us now? Anything that could lead to a misunderstanding or mistrust?” 
 
    That was a loaded question. The entire reason I was here would lead to mistrust, and if they became aware of it, there would be no misunderstanding. I would probably be left at the nearest inhabited port, if they didn’t eject me promptly out an airlock. 
 
    “No, sir. I have made everything available to you that could possibly be relevant.” 
 
    The small Simsaxal-Minton nodded once and sat back in his raised chair. 
 
    There were a few other questions about my history and experience, but in a short time Fleet Commander Raines stood, signifying the interview was at a close. I stood as well and grasped his outstretched hand with my dominant, lower, right one. 
 
    The human was easily a head taller than me, but he stood with a slouch so as to make it less obvious. This being was finely attuned to his surroundings, and I would need to be careful. I felt that I would need to remain on guard with all these beings if they allowed me to join them. I expected a couple of days would pass before they made a decision, and I was prepared to wait in the station their ship was currently attached to. 
 
    “Welcome aboard, Tyl-Nol. We’ll be leaving this system in twelve hours. If you’d communicate with Captain Grymes’ aide, he’ll get you set up with quarters and a schedule.” 
 
    I hesitated for only an instant. “Yes, sir. I am appreciative of the opportunity.” 
 
    He smiled and handed me a reader from his uniform pocket. “This will have all the information you need to begin the onboarding process. Signal ahead when you have your belongings packed and all your affairs settled here on the station. Someone will meet you and escort you on board the Amos Moses. How long do you expect you’ll need?” 
 
    “Is three hours acceptable?” 
 
    “Perfect! We’ll see you soon.” The human smiled and released my hand as all the other beings stood. I made a round of the table, shaking everyone’s hands, before leaving the room. 
 
    These beings were prompt decision makers. Whether that was a good trait or not remained to be seen. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
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    I stood quiet and peaceful at the navigation/pilot table as we neared the gate in Talfan. We were passing through this busy system on our way to Waldrup Station in Maxxos and then to the home system of Cango. The navigation systems are automated on modern warships, with a navigation specialist on hand to ensure correctness and monitor for glitches. The pilot function of the position is much more demanding when docking with a station or other ship, as was common for gate transitions, but it was similar in most vessels. Some had more powerful engines, as the AM certainly did, but controls were controls, and thrusters were thrusters. 
 
    Three months seems like a long time to humans, I suppose, but to me, it is an eyeblink. I had learned much of this company, but there was much more to learn. My next report was due in one month, and I hoped to have something substantial to send my superiors and our employers. 
 
    Captain Grymes was on the bridge for gate transition, as was usual for the Grissomite.  
 
    “Time to transition, Tyl?” she asked, looking in my direction. The crew had shortened my name again, which really didn’t concern me. It wasn’t my real name, after all.  
 
    “Forty-four minutes, ma’am. The gate systems are broadcasting an incoming transition in approximately ten minutes. Should I delay for an info download?” Fleet Commander Rains was on a mission in the Mandraius system and had been expected back in Cango last week. He had not yet returned and there had been no messages. 
 
    “Yes, and thank you. Request a thirty-minute delay to download and review any messages from home or Commander Rains.” 
 
    I nodded as I entered the request to the gate and the delay penalty. “Yes, ma’am. I live to serve.” 
 
    She smiled as she looked at me. “You can stop using that phrase, Lieutenant Tyl. Whoever told you to use ‘I live to serve’ was pulling your leg, as the humans say. It is a hazing ritual, directed at new bridge crew. Simple acknowledgement of the order will suffice.” 
 
    I gazed at her for a moment, then nodded. “Yes, ma’am. I…yes, ma’am.” She smiled again, and I heard a couple of chuckles from around the bridge. If other beings could read our emotions, they would have seen me slightly embarrassed. This ‘hazing’ I had read about, but as far as I knew, it was specific to humans.  
 
    Mallory Washington, a human I had been spending time with during off hours, spoke up from the security post near the captain. “There’s another human tradition you should learn, my friend. It’s best described as ‘Karma is a bitch.’ Look it up.” She laughed as several of the bridge crew looked in her direction and flinched. Apparently this tradition had been useful to her. 
 
    I nodded as I punched in the term and read several entries on the galactic web. I allowed myself a low chuckle as the crew went back to their tasks. Several of them looked at me, and I smiled, with teeth. 
 
    Sergeant Washington laughed. “You’re gonna fit in nicely, Tyl. Nicely, indeed.”  
 
    The display in front of me pinged quietly, and I acknowledged the ping with a light tap of the screen. “Gate transition.” 
 
    Captain Grymes nodded, and the crew were instantly all business. This crew was very good at transitioning from whimsical discussion and light-hearted jabs at each other to absolute professionalism, instantly. It was something I was still getting accustomed to, but also oddly comforting. In many ways, the crew dynamic reminded me of my siblings when we were together for celebration of some kind. 
 
    “Downloading data dump now,” the small human at the communication bench stated flatly. 
 
    “Thank you, Darryl. Please send any communication from Cango or Commander Raines to my display and the rest to Major Jones.” 
 
    “Done, ma’am. There are messages from both home and the commander.” 
 
    She flipped through the messages quickly, then looked in my direction. “Lieutenant, belay the transition and put us back in high orbit adjacent to the gate. We will remain here for the short term, but get us a brief notice waiver to transition. Inform the fleet to be ready to move to the gate on very short notice.” 
 
    She stood and walked toward her office at a quick pace. “Comms, get the captains from the other ships on the communication display in my office and have John Johns meet me there with Colonel Williamson from security and my second, Wells.” 
 
    The tall Grissomite paused as the door slid silently open at her approach. “Tyl-Nol, join us too. Your experience with the systems in this area may be valuable. Have Nelson relieve you temporarily.” 
 
    The doors slid closed behind her, and I stared at the space she had just occupied for a moment. This was an opportunity I dared not waste. All the beings in command of Bravo Whiskey Corps’ second largest fleet were in a closed-door meeting, and I was going to attend. This looked to be a promising event for intel. I would need to be focused, but that wasn’t really a problem. That was something I was good at.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
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    Five physical beings and twelve virtual ones sat around the large oval table. Sergeant Washington stood at the wall behind the captain. There was a curious aroma in the air as a steward in Bravo Whiskey flight dress poured hot, black liquid into the cups of the real beings. This would be the ‘coffee’ most of the crew seemed to admire.  
 
    As the steward offered a cup to me, I accepted with a nod. Steam rolled from the cup as I sipped. How had I not known about this wonderful drink? The smooth, hot liquid had a comforting taste. The earthiness was very similar to the makk my family would share at holy retreats and family reunions. This was a daily drink for the beings of this race, however, not only shared at special holidays and celebrations. Other species enjoyed it as well, I noticed, as most accepted a cup and drink from the steward. 
 
    “The messages from home included one from our owner and CEO, Chairman Woodford. It appears Commander Rains has not made it home. The other message of import is from Commander Rains himself, and offers an explanation for his absence.” Captain Grymes looked around the table at beings virtual and physical, as everyone looked back at her with full attention. 
 
    “He has come under attack by a fleet of mercenaries, catching his people at a disadvantage. They were apparently on their way back home when they ventured through the Zeddras system en route. Our intel showed it as no longer inhabited and used only as a pass through for that part of space. Apparently some beings have moved in and taken up residence on one of the moons of a gas giant in the system. They were in the process of holding a pirate fleet at bay when Commander Rains arrived. This did not bode well for the pirates.” 
 
    Several chuckles sounded around the room as ship commanders imagined the situation. 
 
    “However, once Commander Rains dispatched those unlucky individuals, he was waylaid by a fleet from the Carter Council. Carter Council is a mercenary group we are familiar with. They have a high turnover rate and low ethics in the contracts they’re willing to take. Worse, they have a fleet of warships in the Zeddras system, and they have Commander Rains’ back to the planet.  
 
    “The commander was returning after retrieving our Marines from a ground garrison mission. He has a troop carrier, the Mahalo, and a couple of escorts. The battlecruiser is large enough, and armed well enough, to hold the Carter mercenaries at bay for the time being, in a Sanbarion Standoff, if you will. He is confident he could shoot his way out, but his concern is the troop carrier and its contingent of Marines.” 
 
    There were nods around the table as everyone did the calculations in their heads. My own calculations were focused on the route. I checked the tablet I always carried to verify the intelligence was the same as my memories. If we moved through Jerrfas to Zeddras, as most would, we would be there in two gate transitions. One to Jerrfas, and then from there to Zeddras. However, there were issues I was aware of, unrepresented in the fleet’s intelligence. 
 
    “We are going to rescue the commander from his follies, but we must move quickly. There is no guarantee the Council hasn’t sent for reinforcements.” She looked at her second and then at me. “I want a shortest time route to Zeddras. Pay quick turn fees to the Bith, as needed, but get us there ASAP.” 
 
    “Ma’am?” I raised my subordinate upper arm. 
 
    “Yes, Tyl-Nol?” The captain arced an eyebrow as she looked at me. 
 
    “Pardon, ma’am, but I had assumed we were going to Zeddras and did some calculations while you were speaking. I am sending a route to everyone’s stations now.” There were several pings from readers around the room. “Just in gate transitions, Jerrfas is the obvious route; however, there has been a pirate company working out of that system sporadically for the last year or so. There is also no advantage in speed to this route, although the cost would be significantly less. The route I have labeled RETCA takes us from here to Lagoos, and from there to MeNetix, and then one last transition to Zeddras. It is two much shorter transitions, and the systems we pass through are peaceful and low traveled. A shorter route by nine hours of transition time and, more than likely, less accumulative time in-system than would be required to destroy pirates and re-enter the gate at Jerrfas.” 
 
    Everyone around the table was studying the map I had sent to their tablets. The captain glanced at the map, and then at her second. He had been studying the route for a moment and looked at me, then at Captain Grymes, and nodded.  
 
    “There you go, people. Let’s make it happen.” She glanced back at me and nodded. “Tyl, get this in motion as soon as possible. Link all the nav computers to ours and let us go rescue our commander.” 
 
    There were several chuckles around the room as virtual presences faded and physical ones stood to go about their business. 
 
    I stood to leave. As I turned to the door, I felt a hand on my shoulder, and turned to see the tall Grissomite smiling down at me. “Excellent job. We would probably have been travelling through Jerrfas without your input. Thank you.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, ma’am. We will be ready for transition in twenty-five minutes.” 
 
    She nodded back and started to turn away. “Your appreciation of acronyms makes me wonder what ‘RETCA’ represents?  
 
    I hesitated for a moment, then smiled. “Rescue the Commander’s Ass. Ma’am.” 
 
    Sergeant Washington laughed from her station near the captain’s desk. Captain Grymes chuckled and moved gracefully toward her desk as the conference table and chairs sank back into the deck. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    “Are you doing well, Tyl?” Mallory Washington asked as she sat down across the mess table from me, five months after we saved the Commander’s ass. Everything had gone well, and we were out working our next contract.  
 
    The smell of whitefish and grease was strong from her tray. She had a particular admiration for ‘Fish and Chips,’ a human meal from some place called Eng-land. I did not know what an ‘Eng’ was, and I did not appreciate the taste of fish, but the potatoes that were boiled in the same oil were quite good. 
 
    “Mallory, I am doing well enough, I suppose,” I answered as she began a systematic attack on the dish in front of her. “Maybe I could trouble you for some advice?” 
 
    She smiled between bites and gulped a dark beer she was also quite fond of. “Ask away, young Padawan,” she said as she cut another mouthful of the battered fish and shoveled it into her mouth. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what a ‘padawan’ was, but I assumed it meant I was free to ask. 
 
    “I have been working hard at my new position as tactical officer. I feel I have been doing well, but I am not gaining any friends in Bravo Whiskey Corps. Am I doing something out of place?” 
 
    The stocky human finished her current chunk of potato and ran a hand through her short, white hair, a trait I had found our races shared. Human females, like those of my own race, styled their hair in many different ways. The sergeant was primarily a soldier, so it made sense to keep her hair very short to keep it out of the way while fighting. 
 
    “Do you feel disliked, Tyl? Do other beings make you feel like you’re not wanted here?” 
 
    “Not really. I guess it is that all the beings who come here to eat or go to the exercise facilities seem to group together and spend time in common groups of company. No one joins me on a regular basis except you.” 
 
    “Ah, I see. Well, Tyl, I’ll tell you this. If you want to have friends, you must first be a friend.” 
 
    I looked at her with my head tilted to one side to show confusion. It was a gesture our races shared as well. 
 
    “What I mean is, have you ever joined any of them? Have you come into the dining facility, gotten your food, gone to an occupied table, and asked to join them? Or do you always sit by yourself and wait to be joined?” 
 
    I nodded as the thought registered in my mind. I should have picked up on that. It was not a mistake I would make again. I was learning more and more about humans. I was learning more about other beings in general.  
 
    “I had not considered that,” I admitted as Mallory smiled and chewed the deep-fried whitefish. “This crew is somewhat different from others I have worked with. I find myself observing their interactions and wishing to be more a part of whatever it is they are doing. I have mostly dealt with humans in one-on-one or few-on-one situations, but I find myself enjoying my interactions with this crew and wanting to be more involved.” 
 
    She shrugged and smiled as she wiped the beer froth from her lip with the back of her hand. “I don’t know about all that. What I do know is, you’ll get back from this crew whatever you put into it. I’ve gotten to know you a little, and I believe you’ll have plenty of friends if you’re a friend first. Except maybe Slim the engine mechanic. He doesn’t seem to like anyone or anything except his engines.” She laughed as she took the last drink of beer and stood up. 
 
    “ALL HANDS! ALL HANDS! SIERRA TANGO CREWS REPORT TO DUTY STATIONS! ALL HANDS!” 
 
    “Looks like we have work to do,” Sergeant Washington said with a grin and trotted out of the mess.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    As I slid into the tactical officer’s couch, I took in the display. Marlon Cantoss, the human who worked ‘serious threats’ with me, was already sending the status display from his Communication station to all the bridge crew stations.  
 
    We were working a contract searching out pirates for the Ijifina. The pirates had locked on to this system as a major thoroughfare for civilian freighters, and the Ijifina had little more than defensive platforms for their space station. This bunch had pilfered nine known vessels in the last ten months. Ijif had been warned by the freight cartels to take care of the problem immediately, or the haulers would find another route. Since many of them stopped to refuel and resupply, this would kill the system’s income. So they had contacted Bravo Whiskey. 
 
    “What do you have, Mr. Cantoss?” Captain Grymes asked as she rested back into the captain’s couch. 
 
    “Ma’am, the Long-Haul has notified us of several ships approaching from the outermost planet in the system. They’re piggy-backing their own sensors to ours, and you should have a real-time display at your station momentarily.”  
 
    The short human was almost as thin as one of Captain Grymes’ race. That reminded me, for an uncountable number of times, that humans were so different, even within their own race. To really get a feel for them, I had taken to considering them all individually. Or, more confusingly still, in the small cliques they tended to make for themselves. Small cliques, inside larger groups, and encompassed by even larger ones still. Many times, all the individuals in the smaller cliques did not truly fit into the larger ones.  
 
    A being could make a life’s work of studying this race. It would be a long life filled with confusion, headaches, and frustration, to be sure. I did, however, love a good puzzle. And they were truly a riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma—a phrase one of their own ancient and famous strategists had used. 
 
     “Be prepared to separate, but let’s not give up the surprise that we hitched a ride through the gate on their target.” The Grissomite had a toothy grin that was contagious.  
 
    “Weapons are online, ma’am. Missiles are ready to launch as soon as our targeting systems can come online. Lasers will need a short time to charge cells once we separate.” I went through the weapon checks again as we waited. 
 
    Cantoss spoke from next to me, “Live feed active to all stations.” 
 
    As the multiple dimension image populated with our icon and the icons of the pirates, the beings on the bridge settled into the efficient ship’s crew one would expect in a galaxy-class Navy. It amazed me every time I saw this crew in action, and I felt honored to be a part of it.  
 
    I was pulled from my line of thought by Captain Grymes. Her voice was confident and mellow, yet carried throughout the bridge as if amplified. It was a skill common among leaders and officers of the better fleets in which I had served. 
 
    “Tactical, keep an eye on our outputs, and be prepared to separate immediately. Comms, keep the Sampson and the Delilah up to date; they will separate with us and form up in attack plan Zebra. Also tell the Bengals to prepare, although they will already be doing so, I am sure. Notify the Long-Haul that I want the bays opposite the incoming pirates to prepare for launch on my mark.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the comms officer responded immediately. 
 
    “When the pirate fleet moves behind that moon, we will have a very short window of opportunity. I want us to separate and establish attack formation on my mark. On that same mark, I want the Glimbels to launch from the bays opposite the pirates and remain in the shadow of the Long-Haul until I give the order to move in. 
 
    “Have the freighter adjust her course to the following.” She tapped her display a few times and sent the new course to the comms officer. “This will maximize the time we have while they are on the other side of the moon. They have no way of knowing we have military-grade sensors and have already seen them.” 
 
    The Grissomite studied the sensor readings and tapped on her console. “Can we tell their force makeup yet, Tactical?” 
 
    I had been anticipating the question so was ready immediately with an answer. “Not one hundred percent, ma’am. The output of their engines suggests at least one cruiser, probably of a light to medium size. They have several of what we would normally label screening-class ships. I should get better readings momentarily.” 
 
    “Thank you, Tacts, let me know as soon as you do. Comms, do we have ‘affirms?’” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Bengals are waiting our mark to launch and hold. Destroyers are also waiting our mark and confirmed plan Zebra.” 
 
    “What is the time for the bogies to reach the moon at their current speed and trajectory?” 
 
    “Eleven minutes, ma’am. Then if they make no change in speed, forty seconds behind the moon and another five or so to refresh their sensor readings.” 
 
    She looked up from her display. “Thanks for that reminder, Tacts. Those extra few seconds will help us.” She paused for a couple of seconds, looking at me but seeing whatever was going on in her mind. “If we have five seconds because of the distance delay, we should also have the seconds before they actually move behind the moon, as well.”  
 
    I nodded. “It stands to reason, ma’am.” 
 
    She nodded once and retrained her focus on the display. 
 
    I was struck by how good she really was. Not only a great tactician, when the chips were down, and we were in the middle of it, but a brilliant strategist as well. A being could do a lot worse when it came to captains. 
 
    A blip sounded from my display. “One medium cruiser and five smaller craft, maybe frigates or corvettes. The cruiser is emitting some odd readings, ma’am, but its weapons are all online and appear functional. The lighter ships are all showing live weapons and sensors as well.” 
 
    “Explain the ‘odd readings,’ Tacts,” the captain replied. 
 
    “They are hard to understand but appear to be from the engine emissions. I believe one of the engines is not working correctly.” 
 
    “That does not surprise me with a pirate fleet. They do not tend to focus much time on their maintenance. Keep it in mind, but we will continue with the assumption it is a fully functional, medium cruiser. Can you get a read on the manufacturer or the missile contingent?” 
 
    “It appears to be a Diligent-class. A decent ship from the Massret shipyards. So, heavy on missiles but light on lasers, medium shielding, and defensive weapons.” 
 
    “Thank you, Tacts. What do we have on the smaller units?” 
 
    “Umm, sorry, ma’am. I just picked up a strange reading from the moon. I would swear it was a ship’s engine accelerating, but it was only for an instant, then disappeared. It could be an additional ship or ships on the back side of that moon, Captain. But it could also be a false reading. We are still piggybacked on Long-Haul’s sensors.” 
 
    Captain Grymes drummed the fingers of her left lower hand while tapping in commands with the right one. “Alright, keep an eye on that. What about the smaller units?” 
 
    “They are all the same type. All Manchester-class frigates with four missile launchers and two lasers each. They are fast and nimble, but not shielded overly well. Still, deadly opponents. If I remember correctly, the missile tubes fire rapidly for three launches before the magazines have to be reloaded.” I had served onboard a similar vessel several years ago. 
 
    She nodded. “Their captain must have found them on sale.” She went back to tapping her display.  
 
    Several chuckles sounded around the bridge, and I found myself smiling as well. 
 
    After several more minutes, I had not gotten any more readings from the ghost signal behind the moon. I was still uneasy about it and kept running scenarios through my head. A warning pinged from the timer I had initiated earlier. 
 
    “Two minutes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Thank you, Tacts. Anything else from the moon and any change to the engine anomalies?” 
 
    “No and no, ma’am. I do have an uneasy feeling about that signal, but nothing factual.” 
 
    “In this business, Tyl, a ‘gut feeling’ is factual. Pass the info along and tell everyone to stand by my mark. I have decided to assume they are going to speed up once they get behind cover and out of our sight. I want a full suite of drone sensors launched as well on separation. Send them to these locations.” She tapped a command, and the coordinates populated my screen. I set the drone launch to standby and waited. 
 
    “And…mark.” 
 
    As the light cruiser Amos Moses separated from the Q-Ship Long-Haul, our escorts moved in conjunction with us, and all engines fired immediately. The two heavy destroyers, Sampson and Delilah, moved up on either side of our ship as lasers began to charge. The Glimbels launched out the opposite side of our ride and gathered into three 2-ship formations.  
 
    “Alright, Gale, take us on an intercept course at full military acceleration. I want to be headed straight down their throats when they come out from behind that moon. Tacts, you may fire missiles when you have a target. I want to see a hole in the space that cruiser is occupying as soon as possible. Have Delilah and Sampson do the same thing with their first salvo, then change targets to the smaller ships.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    The drones sped away at a speed no ship with a live being in it could have managed, and our sensors began to populate with more clear data of the near space. The Q-Ship had top of the line civilian sensors, but they were no match for what our battle-grade sensors could ‘see.’ With the addition of the information from the drones, we were able to see a much larger and more defined area around us. 
 
    “Comms, have Bengal flight move toward the moon, but in an arch that keeps it between them and the bogeys as long as possible.” 
 
    “On the way, ma’am.” 
 
    “Enemy inbound,” I said at the same time I fired every missile in our first salvo at the larger of the targets. 
 
    Comms said at the same time, “Incoming transmission, ma’am.” 
 
    Captain Grymes nodded toward the large display. 
 
    A flamboyantly dressed Grissomite stood amid a diverse group of beings, all wielding weapons of some sort. He grinned and bowed to Captain Grymes. “Hello, Sister. It is uncommon to see one of us this far out. Regardless, I am going to take your cargo and your ship.” 
 
    Someone in the background said something sharply, and the pirate captain peered at a display off screen for a moment. He turned back to the camera with a snarl on his face. “Well played, Captain. But you are going to lose that ship, and your petty little force will be annihilated.” 
 
    The image disappeared, and the pirate fleet began their attack. As the next salvo of missiles launched, an alarm pinged, and two more ships showed on my sensors. 
 
    “Two more ships, ma’am. Coming from behind the moon now. They are moving much slower than the other ships, but accelerating. They must have been loitering behind the moon. Looks like two destroyers.” 
 
    “Thank you, Tacts. Comms, send to the Long-Haul to target those two ships exclusively. Also have Bengal flight change course to intercept. We can let our surprise take care of their surprise. Let’s take care of our immediate problem.” 
 
    “Missiles inbound, ma’am,” the Salvadad at defense said in his unmistakable high voice. 
 
    “What’s their loadout, Def?” 
 
    “Looks like eighteen per salvo, ma’am. Some of the smaller vessels have fired also, but their missile payload is much smaller. It looks like our EM is confusing a lot of them, but they have fired over forty missiles at us.” 
 
    “Prepare for point defense and sound imminent missile strike.” Captain Grymes was calm and totally unfazed at that much destruction headed directly at us. Her calmness was affecting the crew in the same way it affected me. Everyone was calm and doing their jobs, just like this was an exercise.  
 
    “Fourth salvo away, ma’am. Our first missiles will be making contact any time now. They have some EM as well, but it hasn’t been as effective as ours. I recommend targeting the new ships with the next launch.” 
 
    “Approved. How are the Glimbels doing, Tacts?” 
 
    “They will engage in approximately thirty seconds with lasers. They have fired missiles, but I have no damage report yet. Those ships are still speeding up, but they should be receiving some missiles from Long-Haul within a minute or so.”  
 
    Two of the smaller pirate ship icons from the main fleet disappeared. Damage reports started showing from the medium cruiser as the defense station sounded an alarm. “Imminent impact.” 
 
    The ship bucked with missile impacts, and muted alarms began to sound.  
 
    “The cruiser is turning about, ma’am. Looks like they are running back for the moon. She has taken significant damage, but at least a couple of missile launchers are still working.” 
 
    “There went the last of the smaller ships.” That was from Comms. 
 
    “One of the second pair just lost acceleration. The other is taking a beating from Long-Haul’s missiles. Looks like she is shifting her fire to the big cruiser on the first wave. We will be in laser range in forty seconds, ma’am.” 
 
    “The Bengals just hit the last one with laser fire. It is coming apart.” I could not help being a little excited. 
 
    The first destroyer also disintegrated as several missiles from the Q-ship exploded against the armored hull. 
 
    “Comms, send to the pirate. ‘Surrender your vessel, Captain. It is over.’” 
 
    “Sending.” 
 
    Before a response could be made, the medium battlecruiser exploded with all hands. The life of a pirate and the death of a pirate. I allowed a small smile to cross my face.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
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    “Incoming missiles!” 
 
    The ship rocked and buffeted with the strikes on the shields. 
 
    The Summit was no Amos Moses, but I was now the second in command of a heavy destroyer. I had been with the mercenary group Bravo Whiskey Corps for nearly a year. My reports continued with no evidence of any notice.  
 
    Captain Bryce Waynes was not Captain Grymes, but he was good at his job, nonetheless. His personality was loud, and he took a lot more direct control of his bridge. In fairness to him, it was a smaller ship in a larger fleet, and he was not the fleet commander. 
 
    “Fire all the missile tubes on rapid fire. Target the surviving small cruiser. Fire three volleys, then turn about to three twenty on the up axis.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” the Marsschette at the flight controls acknowledged. 
 
    As the last of the missiles left the launch tubes, our ship pulled a sharp maneuver and throttled toward the rest of the fight. 
 
    As the Summit accelerated, the bridge shook violently with the impact of the last of the inbound missiles. Captain Waynes, who had just been giving orders, was hit in the back of the head with debris from an exploding control panel. He slumped in his chair as the ship lost acceleration. 
 
    I didn’t hesitate as I spoke up from the second’s couch in the back of the bridge. I had been monitoring from my position and saw the captain take the blow and slouch, hopefully just unconscious. 
 
    “Status?” I said in the command voice I had learned from observing Captain Grymes and others. 
 
    “One engine gone, sir, the other is working at only forty-five percent. Shields are at sixty percent. Back enroute in approximately ninety seconds.” 
 
    “Tactical?” 
 
    “No remaining immediate threat, sir. Lasers online, missile magazines spent, but reloading is commencing. Nine of twelve tubes still operational.” 
 
    “Comms?” 
 
    “Sir, communications are down. Our redundant system was destroyed earlier; the main system was taken out with that last strike.” 
 
    “Thank you. Get a corpsman to see to the captain. I am in command as of now; mark it in the log, JG Smarrt.” 
 
    “Sir!” the only Calloway I had ever met answered from the captain’s ready room adjacent to the bridge. 
 
    “Comms, what was our last transmission from Admiral Raines?” 
 
    “The last status we received from the Mahalo was that she was leading the two medium cruisers and remaining screen of Bogey Flight Two away from the mining facility. Bravo Whiskey Red Flight had Bogey Flight One with its two medium cruisers and their screens locked up, but Bogey Flight Two could change the outcome there if allowed to join Bogey One. The Mahalo is the only ship we have with a chance of surviving a duel with the two remaining enemy cruisers. Our orders were to assist Red Flight any way we can.” 
 
    “Sir, sensors are back up. Populating your display…now.” 
 
    “Thank you, Tactical,” I answered as I studied the rest of the battle.  
 
    “Resuming acceleration, Captain.” 
 
    “Belay that.” I hesitated for only a moment, but as I saw the Mahalo and her predicted route, a plan formed in my mind.  
 
    “We will remain here, floating in this other debris for the moment. Tactical, monitor the Mahalo’s pursuers and target the closer one with all lasers and all missiles available. Fire on my mark. I am seeing damage to the first cruiser, and I want to take that tick off the Mahalo’s back.” 
 
    “Sir.” The communication’s officer was a human and had been with the Corps for quite some time. “I feel it’s my duty to remind you, the last command from Admiral Raines was to go help Red Flight.” 
 
    I looked at the human for only a moment. “That was a long time ago in this battle, Comms. The situation has changed, and we can do more here. We also would never arrive in time to make a difference to the outcome of that battle. I will accept whatever Admiral Raines decides, if we survive.” 
 
    I turned from the comms officer and faced the tactical station. “Ready on my mark. Do as much damage with all our available weapons as possible. The Mahalo has taken some damage herself and could use a helping hand.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    I looked back at my display as the Mahalo made her run past the debris field that had been an enemy fleet just a short time before.  
 
    “Nav, prepare all the acceleration we can manage as soon as the first salvo is fired. Move us directly toward the cruiser. Tacts, set missiles to rapid fire and empty the magazines again, then seal the deal with every laser that is still operational. 
 
    “And…MARK.” 
 
     A destroyer is called a destroyer for good reason. While it is a good deal smaller than the lightest cruiser, is has a lot of weapons. A destroyer like the Summit boasted as many missile launch tubes as a light cruiser, but wasn’t large and armored enough to go head to head with one. However, when the cruiser in question—even a medium one, in this case—was focused on another target, the amount of destruction available to deliver could wreak some havoc. That both cruisers were already showing some damage didn’t hurt our situation in the least. 
 
    Nine shipkiller missiles fired simultaneously. Within just a few seconds, nine more missiles fired, with three of them being electronic countermeasure birds scrambling any nonfriendly targeting systems within range. The medium cruiser was incredibly close and had little time to recognize there was an enemy in the area other than the one they were pursuing. Twenty-seven missiles targeting them from a debris field was absolutely a surprise. As the first wave of missiles slammed into the big ship, eight powerful lasers fired in unison, and then another wave of missiles left the tubes.  
 
    “Full acceleration in pursuit, sir,” the navigation officer stated. 
 
    The ships went out of range in a manner of seconds, but the extra second or so our lasers had been able to remain on target had made the difference. There was no explosion beyond that of the missiles as they struck the heavy plating, but the medium cruiser fell away from the chase in several pieces. 
 
    We watched our displays as the Mahalo did a quick maneuver and spun on its axis to bring her own lasers to bear on her one remaining attacker. The battle was short, and the medium cruiser fell to the heavy battlecruiser’s weapons in a matter of seconds. 
 
    As the Mahalo swept around and headed for the mining colony, I sat back in the second’s couch and looked over the bridge. Systems status was coming in, as well as crewmember casualties. The ship had taken a beating, but destroyers were built for it. The crew was back to work as if we hadn’t just been fighting for our lives. It felt good to be a part of such professionalism.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
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    “Tylbraax-Roboreqenol reporting as ordered, Admiral.” I saluted Fleet Admiral Raines and glanced around the room without moving from the position of attention.  
 
    The tall human returned my salute. His mouth turned up a little at the edges in a small smile. His eyes, though, held a bit of aloofness. I prepared myself to take a verbal beating for not following his orders in the recent Talfax Battle.  
 
    It was one of the worst the Corps’ had ever been involved in. We had lost five ships and over seven hundred lives. Every ship in the battle had suffered damage and casualties. It was little comfort that the enemy had possessed nearly four times our tonnage in warships, none of which had survived. Bravo Whiskey Corps had not suffered damages like that in a fight in a very long time. 
 
    “Tyl-Nol, please have a seat.” He motioned to the head of the table and waited until I sat before seating himself at the opposite end. 
 
    “First, I want to commend you for stepping up when Batman was taken out of commission recently at Talfax. You took control of the Summit and led the crew in a fantastic surprise attack. That saved the Mahalo from certain additional damage, if not total destruction. The leadership ability you showed is the very thing this organization wants in its leaders and ship captains. So thank you. You’ll see an extra bonus in your pay on top of the battle bonus already added.” 
 
    I nodded and hesitated for a moment as I struggled with what I had to tell this man. I had come to respect him and Captain Grymes as I respected very few beings. Now I had to tell them I had been spying on them for the past year. It was not a conversation I had looked forward to. 
 
    This job was different than any before. I had made friends among the beings of Bravo Whiskey Corps, and I had come to respect its leaders, and to be respected in turn. In the past I had simply left, with no one the wiser as to why I had been there. But something required me to come clean about why I had come here when I had.  
 
    “Sir, I need to talk to you about a situation you will probably not be happy about,” I began. “There are some things you are not aware of, and I am uncomfortable leaving them unsaid.” 
 
    The fleet admiral looked at me for a moment and then held up his hand to stop me from continuing. “Can we have the room please?” he asked as he looked around the table.  
 
    “Malei, will you stay please?” Then he spoke into his comm, “I need Colonel Collins and John Johns to join us please.” 
 
    They must have been just outside, as the door opened immediately, and they stepped in as the folks around the table filed out. 
 
    As everyone settled into their seats, the admiral stood and opened the door again to allow Mallory Washington to enter. I was confused and stared around the table for a moment. Once Sergeant Washington seated herself, Fleet Admiral Raines smiled at me and nodded. 
 
    “Does the information you were about to tell me have anything to do with the Soure Syndicate?” he asked, and I found myself speechless. 
 
    “I know they were concerned about our growth and our intentions, but I’m pretty sure any concerns they had have been addressed. It seems they hired a private corporation to send in a spy to find out if we planned to take over this arm of the galaxy.” His smile turned into a grin, and the beings around the table chuckled. 
 
    “Now, we knew the Colquith had been hired and would probably send someone in to check us out. But we have nothing to hide from any being. We’re exactly what we claim to be. Nothing more and nothing less.” 
 
    I looked around the table at the people I had grown to respect, and even like.  
 
    Captain Grymes looked at me with her infectious smile. “Now as to how you, a relatively unimportant ship’s crewperson, could have stumbled on this information, I do not know. But it speaks well of your attention to your surroundings. If you know who this spy is, we would ask you to keep it secret. It is unimportant, you see, and could cause hard feelings if he or she should choose to remain with Bravo Whiskey Corps.” 
 
    I was taken aback a little at the suggestion, and hope flared in my mind. “You would allow someone who spied on your organization to remain here?” 
 
    “Well, it’s not something we’d want made public knowledge, but the fact that none of us here know who he or she is really makes it a moot point, doesn’t it?” the fleet admiral answered with a wink to Captain Grymes. 
 
    “Now, let’s talk about why you’re here, Mr. Roboreqenol. We would very much like for you to continue employment with Bravo Whiskey Corps. As a matter of fact, the Amos Moses needs a captain. As Captain Grymes is moving to the Knoxville, a new medium battlecruiser the Corps is christening, there’s a position to fill. As you’ve displayed your ability to lead a crew, and Captain Grymes has recommended you unequivocally, you’re a natural fit.”  
 
    Captain Grymes continued to smile and asked, “What say you, Tyl-Nol?” 
 
    I hesitated for only a brief instant. “Bravo Whiskey!” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
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 Cheating the Odds by Robert E. Hampson 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This-s is most definitely not my idea of camping. It’ss too wet, it’ss too cool, it’ss too…foresssty.” Orlin was complaining, pretty much the same as he had ever since the drop pods had deposited them in Tretra’s equatorial jungle. “I thought ssurvival training was done in dessertss? I can handle dessertss.” 
 
    “Actually, that’s why survival training for Joth natives is conducted on Tretra,” Pete replied. “Tretra natives complete the Extreme Environment Survival Exercise—EESE School on Joth, we do it on Tretra. The whole point is to push us to an environment we are not adapted to.” 
 
    “Besides it’s not—” Jerry began. 
 
    “—supposed to be just ‘camping,’” Jinx finished. 
 
    Jerry and Jinx were human twins and had a very bad habit of finishing each other’s sentences. It was enough to give a sophont whiplash. They were also the youngest of the quartet. 
 
    Orlin was a Prithmar, lizard-like, and technically the oldest of the group, but his kind didn’t count the year spent as an undeveloped newt, before their neural ganglia differentiated into their species’ equivalent of a brain. As it was, he realistically edged out the twins by about six months in developmental age, even as they held the height advantage. 
 
    Pete—only his mother called him Pettekil—was a Caldivar, anteater-like with a long, flexible nose and three eyes. He was also older than the twins by more than a year, and older than Orlin by two months, as long as one didn’t count the latter’s year as a newt. For that sin, and one other, he’d been named squad leader for this exercise. 
 
    The other sin occurred just under two years ago, when he’d been working on the Maker Merit Badge, had discovered an odd protective suit in a salvage yard, and had reconditioned it. Thinking it to be a protective garment for firefighters, he’d been surprised to discover that it was a product of a Lost Technology—an emergency medical technician’s field-wearable aid kit. For his ingenuity and level-headedness in rescuing his companions when all three were injured testing their own Maker Badge refurbishments, Pete had been awarded many honors, including a guaranteed place in the Academy run by Tomeral and Associates. After graduation next year, he would train with the Tretrayon military for two years, then transfer to Salvage System for the rest of his study. Pete had a guaranteed spot, but Orlin, Jerry, and Jinx still had to earn their own—with a considerable boost from their own Maker projects, as well as their roles in helping Pete with the EMT suit.  
 
    The past two years had been uncertain, but as of the end of the most recent school year, they’d learned all four would be heading to the Academy upon graduation. Thus, they had to spend the summer preparing for the physical challenges of Salvage System’s unique service, and one of those preparations was Survival School. Pete’s seniority both by developmental age and his incoming-cadet ranking put him in charge of their cadet squad for this training exercise. 
 
    Most of the Tretrayon Academy cadets did their survival far from the urban and temperate climate of home—in other words, on Tretra’s sister world of Joth. However, those who grew up in the sparsely-populated, hot, arid deserts of Joth were sent to the forests and jungles of Tretra to learn emergency survival skills; hence why Pete and his squad found themselves in a high-elevation cloud-forest, dealing with chilling wet conditions, and unable to see much of the sky or horizon. 
 
    “I’m cold,” said Jerry and Jinx simultaneously, for once not speaking in tag-team fashion. 
 
    Pete checked his wrist-comp. “Well, we’re at twenty-four hundred meters elevation. We might be pretty much on the equator, but the altitude means it’s going to get chilly tonight. Let’s go ahead and make camp; it’ll be night in about an hour. The instructors said we should always make camp when there was enough light, not just for pitching shelters, but also for anything else we need to do afterward.” 
 
    The “need to do afterward” meant trying to fix a meal, and that meant trying to find something to eat. All four of the boys could eat fruit, nuts, and berries. Prithmar were largely vegetarian, and like many of his race, Orlin was constantly snacking on a particularly crunchy or juicy fruit or vegetable at home. He’d been grumbling about the lack of snacks for the past day. Jerry and Jinx were omnivores, and it had been said that humans would eat anything that wasn’t tied down. As a Caldivar, Pete was also an omnivore, but a little fussier about where his protein came from. At home, they had Tretrayon vat-meat, as well as domesticated herds of small Joth desert animals and cool-house-raised agriculture. When traveling, there were always full-calorie meal bars. The Tretrayon version were pretty bland, but the new ones coming from Salvage System were said to be nutritious and delicious.  
 
    Unfortunately, this was a survival exercise, and none of that was available. They had water purification systems and electrolyte tablets, vitamins suitable for several species, and had been allowed one supplement. Naturally Orlin had chosen Joobla Oil for his supplement. The incredibly spicy oil was much too strong for Pete and the twins, but Orlin said it made most food just barely palatable. Pete had opted for a concentrated protein paste. He and Orlin gathered local fruits, nuts, and berries. That would save his delicate stomach the indignity of eating grilled forest rodent—or worse, raw forest rodent—for a few more days. Jinx and Jerry had packed something called “curry” and were currently cooking a fragrant stew from scavenged roots and the meat of an arboreal rodent with a large bushy tail.  
 
    After they cleaned up the remnants of their meal, Orlin snuggled into his insulating thermal shelter. The exothermic Joth native was at a distinct disadvantage in this environment. Jerry and Jinx should have fared much better; humans had adapted to every environment, as long as they had breathable air. Unfortunately, the best way to describe the twins was “spoiled.” They’d lived on hot, arid Joth all their lives, and they were shivering even in their heavy garments. It surprised Pete that of the quartet, he felt the least discomfort, even though the air was much wetter than his race’s desert homeworld. Dry air produced extreme temperature swings, so the cold wasn’t an issue, just the humidity, and even that could be handled with the appropriate clothing. 
 
    It might be a survival experience, but it was a challenge, and Pete was in his element. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The early morning sun filtered through the trees and started a chorus of chirps, trills, squeaks and caws. Orlin was still in the warm embrace of his shelter. Pete could hear him snoring. Jerry and Jinx were moving around in their tent, the mosquito netting at the entrance still firmly closed, so they were probably applying insect repellant. Orlin and Pete didn’t need it; none of the Tretrayon insects could penetrate the Prithmar’s scales or the Caldivar’s tough skin. 
 
    Pete had chosen to hang a hammock from two sturdy trees. The airflow above and below his nesting place had helped keep the humidity tolerable, and it also helped him keep an eye on the rest of his squad. He looked up and saw motion in the tops of the trees—birds, from the sound. There was a slight rustling sound off to the south. That was likely another of the arboreals like the one Jerry and Jinx had cooked last night. 
 
    Speaking of which… 
 
    “Uh, my stomach—” 
 
    “—doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    The boys quickly unzipped and raced out of their tent to the bushes where they’d dug the hygiene trench the night before. The sound of retching was quickly replaced with groans, and then with argument. 
 
    “I told you to cook the skwirl some more.” 
 
    “—and I told you it was too tough and stringy. Well done would have been impossible to chew.” 
 
    “Not if it makes us sick!” 
 
    “It wasn’t the skwirl, it was the mushrunes. I warned you they were poisonous.” 
 
    “It wasn’t the mushrunes, but those toobers were questionable…” 
 
    “Actually, I think you both ate too much.” Pete climbed down from his perch, his long nose wrinkling at the smell from the hygiene area. “Now I know why your sister always refers to you by a single name…’Jerx.’ You’re both acting like it. Besides, you used so much curry powder, there’s no way anything could have survived. In fact, I can still smell it.” He held up a paw and pinched the end of his long, anteater-like proboscis.  
 
    Jerry turned to look, and his skin paled. He turned for the hygiene trench and retched again, soon followed by Jinx. 
 
    “We can’t have you two doing that. You’ll be weak and dehydrated before we get to the extraction point. It’s only two more nights and fifteen kilometers, but you’re not going to be able to make it this way.” 
 
    “If only you had—” 
 
    “—your EMT suit!” 
 
    “Y-You kn-know th-they’d n-never h-have l-let h-him k-keep it,” came a new voice, teeth chattering in the cold morning air. 
 
    “Well, good morning, Orlin. Did you sleep well?” 
 
    “F-F-Fargle y-you, P-Pete, I w-was n-nice and w-warm in there, but I couldn’t s-stand listening to Jerx-ss argue!” Orlin’s shivering seemed to calm down, but his species’ characteristic lisp came back in its absence. 
 
    “You’re right, the suit’s at Farnog Corp, back on Joth.” He rummaged in his pack and pulled out a pair of heavy gloves custom designed for Caldivar paws. “But everyone brought their own pair of gloves, right?” He held up a pair of gloves made of a dull gray fabric. The cuffs were wide and thicker than the opening of the cuff. He put them on, and they shrank to fit. A fine thread of silver extended from each glove, climbed his arm, and joined just at the base of his neck. Another thread climbed from the junction up to the side of Pete’s head and formed a small cluster at the base of his right eye.  
 
    “Ooh, me first!” said Jerry. “I’m sickest.” 
 
    “No, me,” responded Jinx. 
 
    Pete turned his third eye, the uppermost one, toward Orlin and rolled it. It was a talent he’d perfected over the years of friendship with the human twins. 
 
    “How about two at a time?” Pete placed one gloved paw on the arm of each of the boys. “Ooh, it’s not the skwirl or the mushrunes. You’ve got a water-based bacterium. Were you drinking water straight out of the stream?” 
 
    “Well, sure—” 
 
    “—it’s so clean—” 
 
    “—we didn’t think—” 
 
    “—it would be a problem.” 
 
    “You didn’t think. Why did we expect anything less of you, Jerx?” interrupted Orlin. 
 
    “I wouldn’t talk,” Pete addressed the Prithmar. “You’ve got scale-rot at the base of your neck. Did you use your antifungal spray last night?” 
 
    “No.” Orlin looked about as sheepish as a six-foot-tall lizard could manage. 
 
    “Well, let me get everyone fixed up so we can finish packing camp and get moving to the extraction zone.” 
 
    “Isn’t that cheating?” Orlin pointed to the gloves. 
 
    “We’re expected to carry a first-aid kit, and before we do the advanced EESE school on Salvage, we’ll be trained in a lot more sophisticated treatment. Besides, they’re talking about deploying EMT Mark XIs with all Salvage teams before we even get to the Academy. I understand the Bolts will even have a version with fluorescent blue lightning all over it.” 
 
    “Good. Me first then—” 
 
    “—no, me—” 
 
    The twins went back to arguing. Pete motioned to Orlin. “Let’s treat that scale fungus, okay?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    By midday they’d descended almost a thousand meters, and the temperatures were rising quite a bit. They were approaching a small river they were supposed to ford, then ascend another five hundred meters to their evening camp near the summit of a ridge separating the outback region from their extraction point. The final day would have them descend almost two thousand meters to the edge of the equatorial plain. Temperatures by that point would be approaching that of some of the cooler regions of Joth, but with nearly a hundred percent humidity. Dehydration would be one of their major concerns, along with the possibility of falls and twisted ankles from the rapid descent. They had one more night at high elevation, then one nearly at sea level.  
 
    After sunup on the third day, they could safely activate their emergency locator beacon without washing out of the course. If they were within two kilometers of the base camp when they activated the beacon, they’d be given directions to the extraction point via the two-way radio in the beacon. That would earn them the maximum points for the course. If they were further away when the beacon was activated, extraction could come to them, but they’d lose points. If they encountered a true emergency at any time, the beacon would summon rescue, but whether they failed out or had to repeat would be determined by a review of the emergency itself. Pete was determined his squad would earn the highest possible score for this exercise and kept the beacon locked away in its protective box. He knew it tracked and monitored them anyway, but he wasn’t about to risk accidently triggering it before the appropriate time. 
 
    Which made it oh, so difficult when Jerry almost fell over the injured man. 
 
    He was human, middle aged, so he wasn’t one of the EESE students. He was lying near the edge of a small stream that joined the river about twenty meters from their chosen crossing point. He was unconscious, most likely due to the large discolored bruise on his left temple, and had bled a fair amount from a scalp wound just above his left ear. 
 
    “Do you think—” 
 
    “—he’s an examiner?” asked Jerry and Jinx. 
 
    “He’ss too old to be a sstudent, and not in an EESssE insstructor uniform,” Orlin replied, coming over to investigate. 
 
    “He seems to have fallen here. There’s blood on this rock.” Pete pointed to a red- and brown-stained rock the size of two human fists. He poked at it with the stick he’d been using to steady himself during the morning’s descent. “He didn’t fall on it, though. There’s blood on the underside.” 
 
    “…Unlesss it fell with him,” supplied Orlin. 
 
    “Or that. Hmm.” Pete bent and examined the man with all three eyes. “He’s breathing a bit slow, and there’s no sign of other injuries or broken bones. He’s not lying in a position that suggests he was moved, though. There’s not much disturbed vegetation, so he hasn’t moved on his own since this happened.” He reached over and touched the scalp laceration, and peered closely with his upper eye, the one with greater acuity. “He’s been here long enough that the insects have gotten into the wound.” 
 
    “Sso get out your magic glovess and fix him.” 
 
    “But what if—” 
 
    “—this is a test?” 
 
    “Maybe, but this might also be too much for just the gloves. After all, it took half the suit to stabilize you,” Pete looked pointedly at Orlin. 
 
    “True, but I had internal injuriess, too.” 
 
    “Point.” Pete crouched down and pressed a paw to the man’s neck to check his pulse. It was slow and weak. He touched the skin of the man’s cheek, and there was no twitch. He tapped his fingers on the inside of the elbow and saw a faint muscle twitch. He then took hold of one hand, extended one of his claws, and pressed down right in the center of a fingernail. He held it long enough to watch the skin turn white, then released the pressure and counted how long it took for the skin to turn pink again. 
 
    As the other three boys watched in amazement, Pete switched sides and repeated the tests with the other arm and hand, and then again with both legs. Instead of taking the man’s boots off, he did the pressure test on the side of the leg just above the boot top. 
 
    “Where did you learn—” 
 
    “—to do that?” 
 
    “You’ve been sstudying.” 
 
    Ever since Pete had found the EMT suit, he’d gotten interested in medicine. His cousin Breck was a graduate student and had helped him with the materials for the suit. After they’d been recognized for the restoration job on the rare medical mecha, Breck had also introduced his younger cousin to several of the professors, many of whom had asked about future educational plans. Despite still being in high school, he’d wondered aloud about studying and becoming a flight surgeon. That had led to more introductions, and some extracurricular lessons and reading assignments. He still wasn’t sure if that was what he wanted to do after the Academy, but he’d learned a lot over the past two years. 
 
    “Okay, his breathing and heart rate are slow and faint, but steady. Reflexes are good, so it’s unlikely he has a neck or back injury. Reperfusion is delayed, so his blood pressure is low. He’s certainly not faking it.”  
 
    Pete took off his pack and reached for the gloves. In doing so, he touched the housing with the emergency beacon. He could activate the transmitter and call in a rescue for the injured man. He supposed he could ask the rescue party to allow his squad to continue and finish the exercise, but he wasn’t sure if they’d be allowed.  
 
    Let’s just see what the diagnostics say first. 
 
    The familiar display formed in front of his right eye. There was a flashing yellow message instructing him to touch one glove to the injured man for more complete diagnostics. He blinked and shifted his focus several times to dismiss several “helpful” offers to put an alert on the EMT network to call in assistance. Pete had to likewise cancel queries for retrieving additional EMT Mark XI components, and to refer the patient for immediate medical assistance.  
 
    Finally, he convinced the limited artificial intelligence of the gloves to list the standard, unassisted first aid they could administer on their own. The nanite reservoir in the cuffs of the gloves was severely limited, and all that could be administered was a pain reliever and a drug to maintain blood pressure. If and when the man woke up, they’d have to get him to eat and drink to restore his strength. 
 
    Now, how are we going to get him out of here? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “It’s called a TRA-viss—” 
 
    “—no, a tra-VOYSE!” 
 
    “Technically, it is-ss a tra-VWAH.” 
 
    “Guys, I know what a travois is.” Pete held up a paw to stop the argument. “However, I don’t think bumping this man along a mountain trail is going to be good for his injuries.” 
 
    “So, we pull it on the smooth dirt trails—” began Jerry. 
 
    “—and carry both end over the rocks,” finished Jinx 
 
    “Oh. Okay, that makes more sense.” 
 
    “Besides, it’s no different than the stretcher relay we ran at last year’s Scout competition.” Orlin was busy trimming side branches off two long poles while the twins skinned some vines to use as rope. 
 
    “You guys do realize we each have rope, right?” Pete held up a coil of brightly colored rope. The thin synthetic line was issued to each EESE student along with their camping gear. 
 
    “Actually, we should save that in case we have to lift or lower the travois,” Orlin said as he lashed sticks together to form the litter. 
 
    “Don’t worry—” 
 
    “—we know—” 
 
    “—what we’re doing—” 
 
    “—mostly.” 
 
    It actually seemed as if they did know what they were doing. Their patrol, the Crockables, usually won troop competitions and had represented their troop many times in the regional games. When they weren’t bickering, the boys worked well together. Pete decided he should gather some wide, flat leaves, and once the litter took shape, he and the twins wove a mat to cushion the injured human. 
 
    The travois worked the way it was supposed to, and the human twins, being the tallest of them, took turns pulling or lifting the litter as they headed for the ridge where they’d spend the night. When the trail became particularly steep, one of the twins would place the poles of the downhill side litter on his shoulders, while Orlin or Pete, being shorter, would take the uphill side. In this manner they kept the still-unconscious stranger relatively level and free of bumps and jolts.  
 
    As evening approached, they found a campsite and set up much as they had the previous night. Jerry and Jinx donated some mosquito netting, and they rigged a tarp and netting around the litter for the night. 
 
    The next morning, the man stirred for a bit and spoke in an odd language their translators didn’t recognize. His eyes didn’t focus, and he didn’t really seem aware of his surroundings, so they weren’t entirely sure that he wasn’t simply delirious. The twins did manage to get him to drink some purified water, and Pete contributed some of his protein paste. 
 
    “Do you think—” 
 
    “—we should break out the Brick?” 
 
    The Brick was a concentrated emergency ration issued with the rest of their gear. The Marine who’d briefed them had mentioned that it was the “only food supply they’d ever need to carry,” mostly because “an intelligent being will eat anything before resorting to the Brick!” It was heavy, textured like an extremely dense bread or cake, and filled with small bits of fruit and nuts. It was extremely shelf-stable, and there were rumors of Bricks that had been handed down in certain families for generations.  
 
    “Ugh. No. Anything but the Brick. Besides, I don’t have a chisel to break it into small enough pieces.” 
 
    “We just thought—” 
 
    “—since we’re using—” 
 
    “—your protein paste—” 
 
    “—you might need something else!” 
 
    Pete shuddered. “No. No thanks, I can manage for another day.” 
 
    “I wonder—” 
 
    “—does Brick go with curry?” 
 
    Pete shuddered again and looked over at Orlin, who was doing his own version of rolling his eyes at the twins. He went to his pack and pulled out the EMT gloves again. He put a paw on the injured man but noticed that he didn’t see the normal head’s-up display in his right eye. He touched his cheek, and the customary trace of nanites wasn’t there. There were red lights flashing on the cuffs of both gloves, and he bent his left eye—the one he usually used for fine detail—to read the tiny display.  
 
    Nanite supply exhausted, seek immediate medical attention. 
 
    That wasn’t good. They still had today’s descent to the equatorial plain, and then one more night before pickup. If he got any worse, they’d need to use the emergency beacon no matter what that did to their scores. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The sun was already down as they approached the location for the night’s camp. They’d lost time when the stretcher lashings failed and they had to rebuild it. The downhill hike had been difficult. It was too rocky to drag the litter, so Orlin and Pete took turns carrying the uphill end, while the twins traded off with the downhill end. In the afternoon, they’d come to the bank of a wide river. Pete’s record of their course said their goal was downstream, but across the river. There’d been nothing in the briefing about crossing something that deep or swift, so they decided to follow the riverbank downstream for a while and hope the river turned away from their direction of travel. After all, there was no sense crossing the river only to discover they would have to cross back. 
 
    Sure enough, the river turned, and Pete recorded their position in his log. The destination should now be straight ahead, so even though it was getting late, they had a relatively clear path along the riverbank. They decided to press on to get absolutely as close as possible for the morning pickup. 
 
    Much to their surprise, just as the last light was fading from the sky, they noticed artificial lights ahead and emerged from the dense forest of the past few days to an open plain, with the buildings of a large city on the far horizon. That must be Forest City, where they’d arrived four days ago. The lights they’d seen were from several military vehicles that appeared to be setting up a camp of their own. 
 
    Is this the extraction point? Have we accidently found the exact spot we need? 
 
    A Prithmar Marine looked up and noticed the quartet walking out of the woods carrying the litter. “Well, well. You’re early, but it looks like you’ve had a casualty.” 
 
    Pete came to attention and saluted. “Cadet Corporal Pettekil Emil. We found an injured human and packed him out with us.” 
 
    The soldier laughed. “At ease, Cadet. I’m a private, you don’t need to salute. Private First Class Makk.” When Pete relaxed, she approached and looked at the litter. “Hmm, well, you’re here, so I guess that’s good for him. Let me get a couple of stretcher bearers to get this one over to the medic trailer; I think they’re just about set up. You might as well head over to the blue trailer. It’s the check-in point. Not sure if being early is going to count against you, but no one can fault your navigation. If you’d gotten here an hour earlier, you would have beaten us to the spot.” 
 
    Ah. That explains it, Pete thought to himself. They move in after dark when we’re all supposed to be in camp. That way they don’t give away the target coordinates. 
 
    After a moment’s thought, Pete figured he needed to stay in character as squad leader. “Cadets Orlin, Jerry, and Jinx. Take the stretcher to the medic trailer. I’ll check us in.”  
 
    The boys brought themselves to attention and saluted, much to the amusement of the Marine private. She nevertheless directed the boys toward the medic, then turned and saluted Pete with a smile. “I believe Top would say ‘carry on’ at this point, Cadet.” 
 
    If the first sergeant was surprised to see cadets in his camp one night early, he didn’t show it. He took Pete’s report then examined the navigation logbook. He reached for his slate and tapped in a few comments, then grunted. Looking up at Pete, he said, “Son, I’ve been running the EESE school of cadets for five years, and SERE school for Marines for the past decade. I’ve never had a squad turn up on my doorstep early. I did have to move the extraction point one course because a squad was camped about 50 meters away. They didn’t have a watch set, though, and they woke up with our trucks and trailers surrounding them. It cost them a few points.” 
 
    Pete felt his face begin to flush—despite his leathery skin—as he thought of the past two nights when all four of them had slept through the night. He continued to stand at attention, trying not to look directly at the first sergeant. 
 
    A faint hint of a smile appeared on the NCO’s face. “I thought so,” he said, “but that’s a Marine thing; we don’t worry about that too much with you cadets. Now, let’s talk about your casualty…” 
 
    The next few hours turned into an extensive debrief about when and where they’d found the injured human, and the decision to carry him out. Orlin, Jerry, and Jinx were summoned to give their version, then the Marine doctor came in and questioned Pete about his first aid and field diagnosis. Pete didn’t reveal that he’d used the gloves from his EMT suit, but he was able to justify his decision using the advanced first aid and field medicine he’d been studying on his own with the professors his cousin had introduced him to on Joth.   
 
    It was approaching midnight when the first sergeant and the captain/doctor seemed satisfied with the debrief. “Ok, Cadets. Private Makk will show you to the bunkhouse. You’re here, and you’ve had an unusual experience, so you might as well skip the tents for the night. I think there might be some chow in the mess tent as well. Dismissed.” The four headed for some welcome food. The mess tent had a plate of sandwiches suitable for humans and Caldivar, and a selection of pungent fruit for the Prithmar. They ate sparingly, despite the long day, and stumbled off to their bunks. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next morning the four squad mates ate a leisurely breakfast in the mess tent while listening to the sounds of increased activity in the camp. A few of the early EESE students staggered into the mess tent looking as if they hadn’t eaten in three days. There was an increase in the general background noise as the ground-effect trucks moved out to pick up the squads that were more than a few kilometers away. They could also hear a flyer from time to time, and Pete didn’t want to think about the number of points those squads would lose being so far off course they needed to be picked up by air. 
 
    There was a roar of distant rockets. They went to one of the openings and looked out to see a dropship taking off. 
 
    Then again, there was off course, and there was Off. Course. 
 
    Private Makk came in and headed for the coffee dispenser. She filled her canteen, then added lots of creamer and sugar. She smiled as she turned back and saw Pete and his squad. 
 
    “Was that—” 
 
    “—a dropship?” 
 
    Her smile slipped a bit into confusion at the twins’ characteristic of finishing each other’s sentences. Orlin and Pete were used to it, but it tended to take others by surprise. “Uh, yeah. Squad didn’t make it past the valley. Three casualties out of a squad of five. Rescue’s headed in to pick them up and transport them straight back to Forest City.” She took several long swigs from her canteen and topped it off from the coffee dispenser. “Oh, and Top told me if I saw you four, to tell—let’s see, how did he put it? Oh yeah. ‘Send the med student to Doc, he’s gonna be shorthanded. The other three might as well come over and help with check-in.’ He also recommended if you’ve got clean uniforms, put them on. All the top scoring teams are already in; there’s a few regular Marine squads out there who’re still struggling. He gave me these for you to put on your uniforms to put the Marines in their place.” She grinned, showing a mouthful of sharp teeth, and held out a scaly paw holding four gold pins.  
 
    Those are EESE Honor Squad pins! 
 
    “I, I don’t know what to say…” Pete trailed off, uncertain how to respond to the award. 
 
    “We do—” 
 
    “—we take it!” said Jinx and Jerry, immediately reaching for the pins. 
 
    Orlin reached for his pin, and Makk moved her paw just slightly to make him fumble, then smiled and winked at him. Orlin’s scales turned a faint yellow as he retrieved the pin, the Prithmar equivalent of a blush. Jinx—or Jerry—elbowed him in the ribs. 
 
    “…W-well, thank you,” Pete finally said, “but I’m hardly a med student. We’re all just finishing Upper.” 
 
    “I heard Top and the Doc talking last night after you guys racked out. They were mighty impressed. Besides, Doc had to send two of his medics in the drop shuttle. You wouldn’t believe how many cases of stomach upset and scale rot we see in the squads who come staggering in.”  
 
    At that, all four of the squad flushed, and Makk just laughed. “A-HA! Yes, I see you know what I mean. Good thing you dealt with it before you got here. That’s another point in your favor, you know.” 
 
    Pete would have loved to accept the compliment, but he was worried using the EMT gloves would be considered cheating. It nagged at him that he might have actually endangered their standing in the guise of helping. He spoke quietly, trying not to betray the turmoil inside. “Uh, okay. We do have clean uniforms in our stored gear.” 
 
    “Good, head over to the orange cargo units—they have your cubes—then report.” She winked at Orlin again and laughed at his discomfort. “Get going, heroes.” 
 
    Pete felt even more conflicted. They weren’t heroes. Even two years ago when he’d discovered the Suit and restored it, he was just a Scout trying to earn his Maker Merit Badge. Today he felt like a kid pretending to be grown up, while still making all the mistakes of childhood. 
 
    After changing and putting the honor pins on their uniforms, Orlin, Jerry, and Jinx headed off to the blue trailer to help with the check-in. There was already a line, and several Marines were setting up tables outside the mobile command center to handle the arriving squads.  
 
    Pete went over to the medical facility. The previous night it had been just a trailer pulled by a ground-effect truck. Today it was a complex of pop-up buildings and tents, and there were cadets and Marines standing, sitting, and lying on stretchers waiting for treatment. He was immediately put to work, although it was just minor stuff, such as dispensing anti-fungal ointment and applying it to scale rot in places the sufferer couldn’t reach.  
 
    He wanted to ask the doctor about the man they’d brought in with them, but he didn’t actually see the doc for a couple of hours. He heard the rockets as the dropship returned, and the two medics who’d been dispatched returned and went to find the doc. The casualties had been delivered to the Forest City hospital, but Pete could see that one of the medics had blood on his uniform. A few minutes later, the medic and doctor—Captain Grisham—returned and came over to Pete. 
 
    “Son, we need you and your squad to come with us right away. Where’s the rest of your squad?” 
 
    “O-over at the check-in. We were t-told to help out.” Is this it? Have we been found out and we’re about to be punished? Has something happen to the person we rescued? “W-What’s wrong, s-sir?” 
 
    “One of the other squads was attacked near where you found your casualty. We need to check over your log and pinpoint the exact location. We also need to find out if you saw anything else.” 
 
    “Oh.” It wasn’t his worst fear, but it was still serious. He abruptly remembered his training. “Sir, yes, sir. Cadet Pete Emil at your command, sir.” As he saluted, he saw a faint change in the doctor’s expression, as if trying to remember something. 
 
    The doctor, medic, and Pete headed over to the HG trailer, retrieving Orlin, Jerry, and Jinx when they arrived. They could see the stern look on Pete’s face and kept their normal exuberance toned down. When they entered the office at the back of the trailer, Pete was surprised to see Top and a Caldivar wearing a colonel’s insignia. Even with the efforts to end the xenophobic history of the Tretrayon military prior to the Salvage Fleet battles with the Squilla, nonhumans were still rare in the upper levels of command. 
 
    The boys came to attention and saluted. The doctor and NCOs stood stiffly, but didn’t salute. Pete was worried they’d done something wrong, but the colonel simply returned the salute and instructed them all to sit.  
 
    “Gentlemen,” the senior officer began, “I’m Colonel Alanatto. Doctor, I received your report, but I’ve just learned there’s even more to the story.” He turned and addressed Pete and the squad. “Boys, I’ve just learned that the human you found is wanted for kidnapping.” 
 
    Pete, Orlin, and the twins were shocked. Murmurs of, “oh, no,” and other words of dismay were exchanged. 
 
    Captain Grisham just nodded. “So the shooting is probably related?” 
 
    The colonel confirmed the doctor’s statement and continued, “It happened within half a kilometer from your estimate of where you found the injured man. Your logbook, the tracker in your emergency beacon, and satellite surveillance gives us a kilometer radius as the likely site where he was hiding. The squad we airlifted out were Marines, and one of them said he’d rigged a sling and scored several hits while they were under fire.” 
 
    “He had several contusions in addition to the scalp laceration. It’s possible he was disoriented and wandered a bit before falling and hitting his head,” the doctor supplied. 
 
    “The Marine with the sling confirms he heard an impact and a cry, then some thrashing about as the firing stopped. He would have given chase, but he had three wounded, and only one other squadmate. They stayed in hiding for a day while they treated the wounds the best they could. When it proved impossible to make it to the extraction point today, they punched the rescue beacon.” 
 
    For the next half hour, the boys were questioned about what they’d seen in the area. Pete couldn’t recall seeing any kind of shelter, but they had been approaching a stream, so perhaps the kidnapper had left his hideout in search of water.  
 
    The consensus was that they’d simply have to mount a search and rescue mission. The man was accused of kidnapping the teenaged daughter of a local Caldivar councilman. He hadn’t been identified as associated with known xenophobic organizations, but he had a record of petty crime that had advanced through extortion to armed robbery, and now kidnapping. There was a young lady hidden out in the forest, and her food, water, and health status were unknown.  
 
    The colonel called for a fresh platoon of Marines—ones that hadn’t been on the EESE course—as well as the Marines and cadets who’d arrived earliest and had a chance to eat and rest. “That means you four will need to go back into the field. You found him, which means you hiked right past where he was likely hiding. We’ve got one of the Marines from the other squad. I don’t dare put you in the front line of the search—it’s too dangerous—but I want your eyes in the area.” He looked directly at Pete and smiled. “All three of them.” 
 
    The next item to plan was medic support. The number of injuries in the EESE students was greater as the later squads arrived. In many cases, the reason for the delay was the health of the squad members. Captain Grisham would need most of his medics and could only spare the one who’d accompanied him to the meeting. “Besides, Cadet Pete has proven himself equal in skill to a basic medic. He seems to be a natural.” 
 
    “Um, sirs.” Pete hated to interrupt, knowing what he was about to say could jeopardize their good standing with Top and the colonel. “Do you have access to an EMT suit?” 
 
    “What? Why? We don’t have anyone trained in them.” The colonel looked puzzled, but Captain Grisham got that same look Pete had seen earlier. 
 
    “You do know they have to be custom-fitted and adapted to the wearer, right?” Top added. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Pete hadn’t even realized he’d called an NCO “sir,” but no one else seemed to be paying attention. “But if you can get one, I can operate it.” 
 
    Captain Grisham snapped his fingers as a look of understanding replaced the confusion on his face. “Pete Emil. Of clan -ekil, right? Pettekil Emil?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Pete replied sheepishly. 
 
    The doctor turned and addressed his medic. “Specialist, there’s an EMT Mark XI suit at Medical Command. Get on the horn and have them send it in a drop-pod. It’s worth the expense.” He turned back to Top and the colonel as the medic saluted and left the office. “Gentlemen, this young Cadet is Pete Emil. The ‘Emil’ in ‘Emil Medical Tool.’ He invented the EMT suit!” 
 
    “Actually, sir, I just recovered it.” 
 
    “Recovered, discovered, identified, reassembled, reconditioned, decoded, and then demonstrated field capability on first use.” He laid a hand on Pete’s shoulder. “Once my suit gets here, Pete will be as good as any doctor or field surgeon.” He paused a moment, then continued, “The only problem is I don’t have gloves for a Caldivar.” 
 
    “I, uh, might have my own.” 
 
    “I knew it! Specialist Murphy owes me a beer. A squad that comes in with no sign of bad water or fungus? You know they cheated the odds somehow.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir, does that mean we’re disqualified?” There certainly was an ache in Pete’s stomach right now. 
 
    “The captain said, ‘cheating the odds,’ Cadet, not ‘cheating.’ This is supposed to be a realistic exercise, and Marines are all about every edge we can get. Just ask President Tomeral.” The colonel laughed, but then turned serious. “Still, I have to ask you. Cadet, are you up to this?” He stared at Pete intently with his upper eye.  
 
    Pete stood as straight and tall as he possibly could, executed as precise a salute as he knew how, and replied, “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The colonel nodded and returned the salute. “Then make it so.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The dropship delivered the augmented platoon of thirty marines, plus Top, the Marine EESE student, and Pete’s squad to the side of the river a bare fifty meters from the location where they’d found the injured man. Each of the five EESE students was paired with an NCO, and Pete had drawn the first sergeant—or Top had drawn Pete; he wasn’t sure which. 
 
    “Okay, Cadet, show me where you found him.” Pete noted that Top and the regular Marines were armed and armored. The cadets had been warned to stay down and under cover if any shooting started. He pointed out the slight depression where they’d found the man; the blood-stained rock was still there. Top called over the Marine EESE student, who confirmed the rock was not one he’d launched from his make-shift sling. It was too big to be slung, but a bit small for the man to have simply fallen on. 
 
    However, it wasn’t too big to have been wielded by hand. 
 
    “Okay, Cadet. You’d better suit up.” Pete was wearing the carapace, legs, and sleeves of a new manufacture EMT suit. It was certainly cleaner than the one he’d refurbished two years before. This one came with a display monocle built into a pair of goggles, since most users were discomfited by nanites crawling up their cheek and forming interface nodes in the ear and eye. The monocle was designed for a human, though, so rather than don the headset to activate the suit, Pete merely donned his gloves and allowed them to tap into the seemingly limitless nanite supply of the never-before-used suit.  
 
    The head’s-up display in front of his right eye made an interesting overlay with the close-up view from his left eye and the distance view of his upper eye. Not only did the display identify two types of blood on the rock, it indicated two trails of blood leading away from the site; one downhill toward the river, and one uphill.  
 
    “First Sergeant, there’s two blood trails leading away; which one should we follow?” 
 
    “We follow both, Cadet. That’s why we have a platoon with us.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, sir.”  
 
    The NCO turned and looked at the cadet intently, raising one eyebrow. 
 
    “Sorry, s—First Sergeant!” 
 
    “Cadet, you’ve certainly earned the right to call me ‘Top’—just so long as you don’t call me ‘sir.’” 
 
    “Yes, Top. Understood.” Pete thought a moment. “Top, I can track one trail with my head’s-up display, but no one can see the other trail. I can charge the human-interface monocle with nanites, and then they can follow the other trail.” 
 
    “Good thinking.” He motioned the other senior NCO over. “Gunny, take a squad. Detail one man as tracker and have them wear the goggles. Your squad heads…” He looked at Pete, and the latter pointed down toward the riverbank. “…toward the river. We’ll go up this way.”  
 
    The platoon separated, with squads heading in the two directions not associated with a blood trail as well. They all formed up in search lines to make sure there was no one else in the area besides the one who’d been bleeding. Orlin was with the gunnery sergeant’s squad, and Pete was amused to see Private Makk wearing the tracker as they moved out. Jerry and Jinx had been separated and would each be in one of the teams paralleling the river. Pete led the way as Top’s squad moved uphill away from the river, back in the direction from which his team had come just two days ago. 
 
    For an hour they moved carefully through the forest, both on and off the trail Pete’s squad had traveled. The nine members of their squad spread out in a line perpendicular to their direction of travel. They were spaced about ten meters apart, except for Top, who stayed glued to Pete’s side. Pete could still detect faint traces of blood when Top’s radio crackled. Gunny’s team—and Orlin—had found a shack with signs someone had been held there. That person—presumably the councilman’s daughter—had apparently cut through her restraints with the sharp edge of a rock, probably the same one she’d later used to knock the kidnapper unconscious. The blood trail ended there, although the squad would continue to search the area just in case there was another kidnapper waiting to see if anyone returned. 
 
    That meant the girl had to be in the direction Pete was tracking. 
 
    It was another hour before Pete lost the blood trail. He backtracked and picked it up again, then lost it as he headed back uphill. He turned around and carefully searched the edges of the trail.  
 
    “This way,” he called and headed off the trail. 
 
    They found her ten minutes later, a female Caldivar maybe a year younger than Pete. Her clothes were torn, and her tough skin was scuffed and scratched. Her upper eye was bruised and swollen, and she was curled in a ball at the base of a tree. It appeared she’d attempted to climb the tree, as her claws were extended, and there were scratches in the tree bark. Alas, Caldivars were a burrowing species, and tree climbing was something that took considerable practice—Pete knew how only because he’d grown up with the human twins. Even if she’d succeeded in climbing the tree, she wouldn’t have been able to get her bearings this far into the forest. 
 
    As soon as Pete looked at the girl, his EMT display showed yellow and red caution indicators. She was dehydrated and malnourished; it had apparently been three days since she’d eaten. Her left ankle was sprained, and there was a broken bone at the wrist joint of her left paw. Either she’d injured both at the same time, or the wrist injury had occurred when she broke free of her restraints. She also had lacerations at the wrists, and they appeared to be infected. 
 
    With Top’s help, Pete got the unconscious girl uncurled and the carapace of the EMT suit onto her. Top grunted in surprise to see it shrink and conform to her. Though she was close to Pete’s age, she was quite a bit smaller. He’d seen it before with members of his extended family who lived in the city. Country boys grew to almost the height of a human, but city Caldivar tended to be shorter.  
 
    Pete’s suit interface also instructed him to remove his left leg sleeve and place it on the girl, whereupon it inflated into a cast and immobilized the ankle. He examined her wrists, and the gloves exuded antiseptic-anesthetic nanites into the wounds. 
 
    Once Pete indicated treatment was complete for now, Top gathered the girl up in his arms and carried her back to the trail, then downhill to where they’d started. The other three teams reported there was no one else in the area, and Top summoned everyone back to the muster point. The last arrived just as the dropship did. 
 
    They flew directly to the hospital in town, delivered the girl to her family and the doctors onsite, then headed back to the EESE camp. Pete and his squadmates were due to catch a shuttle back to Joth at midnight, and they still needed to pack and catch a meal before heading to the spaceport. Top came to see them off and apologized that he was unable to escort them himself, but he assigned Private Makk to fly them over to Forest City. Pete noted that Orlin managed to snag the front seat so he could talk with the female Prithmar. Pete rode in the back with a couple of other EESE students and the twins, Jerry and Jinx, who were unusually subdued, although they got into an argument with the other students about the latest video they’d discovered by a band called Cypress Spring. He sat back and closed all three eyes, thinking of a young female Caldivar who would have been quite pretty if she hadn’t been so sick and injured. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Word got back to both their Scout troop and their classmates in the Upper school that they’d scored Honor Squad in the Extreme Environment Survival Exercise. There was a commendation from Colonel Alanatto and a personal letter of recommendation for Pete signed by Captain—Doctor—Grisham and Top. Pete was surprised to see that Top had signed the letter ‘Edward Stacey.’ It turned out Top was a cousin of Evelyn Stacey—head of Salvage System’s Fighter Carriers and President Tomeral’s fiancée. The boys had gained a lot of attention, but thankfully it passed, and they were able to get back to work and finish their final year of Upper on Joth before heading off to the Academy.  
 
    One week before graduation, the class was supposed to report for Awards Assembly. The various academic and sport awards would be announced, along with the class rankings for valedictorian and honors. They’d been instructed to wear their cadet uniforms, but that was because their entire cadet class had earned honors from the drill exhibition earlier in the spring. Thus it was a surprise to Pete when he saw First Sergeant Stacey and Colonel Alanatto file in behind the school officials and representatives of the various awarding agencies.  
 
    Something was up. 
 
    The sight of Doctor Grisham and an unknown Caldivar clinched it. The Marines were all in dress uniforms, and the Caldivar was in a formal suit that looked almost military.  
 
    Near the end of the assembly, but before the valedictorian announcement, Colonel Alanatto got up and called for Pete, Orlin, Jerry, and Jinx. Understanding that military decorum was in order, they marched in formation to the stage and lined up facing Top. 
 
    “Last summer these four cadets distinguished themselves, not only by earning Honor Squad at the summer Extreme Environment Survival Exercise on Tretra, but they also demonstrated courage and commitment by rescuing and extracting an injured civilian while earning that honor.” Colonel Alanatto addressed the assembly while Top marched to the table at center stage and retrieved four flat, black boxes. “In addition, these young men participated in the search and rescue effort for Susanatto Onid, a young girl lost in the same area used by the EESE school.” 
 
    Lost. That’s interesting. No mention that it was a kidnapper or that the man we ‘rescued’ was the kidnapper, Pete thought to himself. Wait, Susanatto? Clan -atto, just like the colonel? 
 
    The colonel had continued speaking, and Pete’s attention was caught by his next words, “…upholding the best tradition of both Cadets and Marines. For these actions, Cadets Orlin, Jerry Garcia, Jinx Garcia, and Pettekil Emil are awarded the Cadet Star.” The assembly applauded, and the colonel waited until it died down before continuing, “And for the record, not only is this the first time the Star has been awarded on Joth, Cadets Orlin and Pete are the first Prithmar and Caldivar to earn this honor.”  
 
    The assembly came to its feet as Top pinned the miniature stars to their uniforms, and Colonel Alanatto came over to salute and shake their hands. As the audience was seated, Top dismissed the other three, but motioned for Pete to remain. 
 
    Captain Grisham stepped to the microphone. “Cadet Pettekil Emil. Your home world of Joth surely knows the role you’ve played in finding the lost technology of the EMT suit and bringing its capability back to our troops and hospitals. Ladies and Gentlemen, we have an additional award to present today. Councilor Cubinatto Onid.”  
 
    The civilian Caldivar stepped up. “Cadet Pete, when my brother Colonel Alanatto informed me that my daughter had been rescued by a Cadet from Joth, I was interested. When Doctor Grisham told me Susa’s rescuer was the Caldivar who discovered the EMT suit, I was intrigued. When I further learned of your aptitude for medicine, I asked my family what we could do for you in return. Alan tells me you’re headed to the Academy, but have not yet chosen a track. Doc says if you don’t choose flight surgeon, it would be a waste, so clan -atto has established a scholarship to Forest City College of Medicine, to commence in your second year at the Academy.” Once again the audience stood and applauded.  
 
    The councilman stepped back and motioned to a young female standing just off the stage. She stepped up and handed over a large, rigid folder. She then turned toward Pete and winked her left eye. 
 
    It’s her! 
 
    Her father continued, “…this certificate with my family’s thanks.” He bowed to the audience, then father and daughter stepped over beside Colonel Alanatto and Top, and all four bowed to Pete.  
 
    Pete returned the bow, and as he straightened, he noticed that Susa was staring at him again. Once she knew he was looking, she winked at him again. He caught a very stern look from her uncle, the colonel, but that, too, dissolved into a smile and a wink. 
 
    Pete’s head was spinning; he barely noticed the Principal hadn’t allowed him to sit down before they announced the valedictorian. He was a good student; he just hadn’t realized he’d done that well. 
 
    I wonder if it’s the nanites? Is that cheating? No, it’s just cheating the odds! 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Dr. Robert E. Hampson wants your brain! Don’t worry, he’s not a zombie. He’s a neuroscientist who is working on the first "neural prosthetic" to restore human memory using the brain’s own neural codes. As a nonfiction writer and consultant, he uses his PhD to blog about brain science and to advise over a dozen science fiction writers. As an SF writer himself, he puts the science in hard-science & military SF and looks for the SF influences in science. While not a zombie, he does know a few things about them and will keep them away from your brain... at least until he can use it for his own nefarious purposes! He is a popular convention panelist who makes science - and science fiction - interesting and accessible to the public. Find out more at his website: http://REHampson.com.  
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 Glimmer in Shadow by David Alan Jones 
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    Light from Cooper’s Star glittered off Private Clarke Gibbs’ silver armor. It also glittered off the wrecked main battlecruiser slowly turning in space outside the troop ship, cold and lifeless. 
 
    “Matte that shit, greenie. Don’t think for a second those pirate bastards aren’t watching for spoilers.” Captain Li addressed Gibbs over a direct channel, a kindness considering how the team would have razzed him later.  
 
    “Yes, sir.” Unlike the other raiders, Gibbs had no need to speak commands to his armor; the suite of implants in his skull allowed him to interface with it directly. In less than a second, his armor’s outer skin flashed black, its surface at near perfect absorption. Thus camouflaged, he edged closer to the bay’s open door, his mag boots securing him to the deck, and zoomed his helmet visor in on their target. 
 
    A pirate frigate, attached to the battle cruiser via a boarding tunnel, held station with the kilometer-long vessel. Though Gibbs saw no sign of activity, the flexible tube’s heat signature made it clear the pirates had sent people aboard. 
 
    Distant explosions, a silent backdrop in the vastness of space, bloomed some seventy thousand kilometers beyond the abandoned ship. Over fifty main battlecruisers escorted by cobras, frigates, and clouds of single fighters and drones continued the fight, which had left this ship, the TSN Drake, a crippled derelict. One of those ships—friend or foe, Gibbs couldn’t say—had done for the Drake. She’d taken two missiles on her port side in near proximity to one another. Their combined explosive force had all but cleaved the ship in half.  
 
    According to search and rescue units commanded by the Tager Space Navy, no living person from the ship’s 3,200 member crew remained aboard. Gibbs doubted the truthfulness of such reports. It took longer than three hours to search a mammoth vessel like the Drake, especially one with extensive structural damage. He worried for any crew the pirates might find still breathing. 
 
    “Jump in twenty.” Captain Li assumed his customary spot at the head of the formation.  
 
    Gibbs shuffled back to the middle. He disliked his assigned position at the center of the team—coddled and protected—but wasn’t about to complain. At seventeen, he knew he was lucky to rate a spot at all. 
 
    “Clarke,” Colonel Pol Zwick’s voice sounded in Gibbs’ ears, clear and deep. As theater commander over Axios Alliance forces in the Cooper System, the colonel could break into any comm channel whenever he liked. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” Gibbs kept his tone professional, though he doubted any of the other raiders, even Captain Li, would be receiving a private comm from the commander. Of course, none of them were Zwick’s adopted son. 
 
    “Your mother made me call. She says follow orders—don’t follow trouble.” 
 
    Gibbs turned his gaze solar north, his visor dutifully providing a view of space outside the drop ship where he stood, and zoomed in on the bulk freighter he called home, a rectangular eyesore his father had affectionately christened the Duck. Even in stealth mode, with all lights doused and its energy signatures masked to hide from pirates, it looked to Gibbs like a brick.  
 
    “Tell the major I know my job, sir,” Gibbs said without rancor. His adoptive mother, Major Gilda Lewis, meant well, but she had a hard time letting him face danger of any sort. 
 
    “I did, and she told me where I could shove my platitudes, so I guess I’ll pass that message to you. Come back whole, or she’ll kill us both.” 
 
    Gibbs grinned despite his nerves. “I will, sir.” 
 
    “And, Clarke?” 
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “Remember why you’re there. Your job is hacking, not shooting. Leave that stuff to the others.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Good hunting, son.” 
 
    “Go in three…” Captain Li said over the broad comm.  
 
    His words snapped Gibbs back to the moment. He cleared his visor and spun back into position.  
 
    “…two…one…launch!” True to his own order, Captain Li was the first to fling himself into space. Short bursts of air shot from nozzles on his armor, adjusting his trajectory to intercept the pirate frigate, though he hardly needed correction. The short officer was a master of zero-g. 
 
    Gibbs and the rest of the raider team, nine in all, followed closely on Li’s boots, shooting across the gap in perfect silence. Though Gibbs had been working in microgravity most of his remembered life, he’d never jumped between ships in the flesh. While the holographic version of this trek felt immersive back on the Duck, not even thirty hours of training had fully prepared him for the reality of launching himself into the void. Every indicator on his visor pointed to a successful landing, yet a frisson of otherworldly terror sizzled across Gibbs’ skin as the immensity of this endeavor washed over him. 
 
    Sergeant Chenlao, the unit’s sole medic, hurtling next to Gibbs, carefully placed a hand on his shoulder to gain Gibbs’ attention and gave him a thumbs up. 
 
    Gibbs nodded, drew a calming breath, and fired his thrusters to first flip his mag boots toward the frigate, and then slow his approach. To his relief, he touched down with negligible impact, and even managed to remain upright, a surprisingly difficult feat for a novice. With his boots activated, the frigate became down, while the TSN Drake became up.  
 
    Careful to keep it tethered to the u-ring affixed to his hip, Gibbs detached his BV-19 multi-purpose assault rifle from the harness on his back and held position, awaiting orders. A trickle of sweat ran down the back of his neck to be whisked away by his skinsuit. Too bad it couldn’t slow his hammering heart. 
 
    Captain Li pointed two armored fingers at the pirates’ boarding tube, and Corporal Jannek took position above it, her rifle snugged to one armored shoulder, the BV’s selector set for explosive rounds. The moment she popped the tube, the raiders would begin infiltration. They’d been hired by the Tager Space Navy to retake classified cargo the pirates had stolen a month earlier during a different heist. That meant the team wasn’t here to fight, per se, but Gibbs doubted the pirates would stand by while Axios raiders took their stolen property. His stomach tight, he readied himself for his first real assault. 
 
    The shadow hit them out of nowhere. 
 
    Before Jannek could squeeze her trigger, a form scrambled into view from the opposite side of the frigate, moving on all fours. For one berserk moment, Gibbs’ mistook it for a dog—he’d seen a dog once a couple of years ago on Vargas, the oldest of the settled worlds in this system. Of course this couldn’t be a dog. They didn’t run around in vacuum clinging to the hulls of ships, and they weren’t shaped like people.  
 
    The shadow slammed into Jannek with enough force to send her cartwheeling out of view behind the bulk of the TSN Drake, a feat that should have proven impossible, given the safety protocols built into her mag boots. What a shit time for them to malfunction!  
 
    Despite her usual calm, the corporal screamed, arms and legs flailing. Her assault rifle’s tether wrapped around her as she sped off out of sight. 
 
    Without breaking stride, the shadow hit the raiders’ front line before any of them, even Captain Li, could fire. Like Gibbs, none of the raiders had ever trained to fight an enemy at knee level. The swiftness of its attack, combined with their reluctance to shoot downward, provided the shadow the time it needed to close with them. The four-limbed creature latched onto Sergeant Kesserbrook’s armor with hook-like hands before slicing his weapons tether with a blade, sending his rifle chasing after Corporal Jannek. 
 
    By this time, everyone had their rifles raised, Gibbs included, but no one fired for fear of hitting Kesserbrook. Corporal Mills tried to grab the shadow, but the thing evaded his grasp, bounded onto the hull, and performed a backward flip over Mills, severing his tether as it passed. No longer shielded by a friendly, several raiders fired at the thing, though no one came close to hitting it, owing to its ability to perform some kind of goddamned magic! Given its speed and trajectory, it should have continued into the void perpendicular to Jannek. Instead, it dropped onto the hull like a stone on a heavy g planet. The team’s laser fire peppered the space where it had been, but came nowhere near touching it. Landing in a squat, head up, Gibbs got his first good look at the shadow’s face. 
 
    It was human, and completely exposed to vacuum. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    The shadow man smiled, his teeth shockingly white against the star-strewn backdrop. His skin, nearly as dark as Gibbs’ armor, appeared pebbled like an asphalt road. The same went for the suit he wore, a form-fitting black material that covered him from his neck to his soft boots, though like his face, it left his hands exposed. A tube, bifurcated into each nostril, ran over his shoulder to a sleek, contoured box secured to his lower back by straps. 
 
    For one silent moment, the raiders stood staring at the undying man, transfixed by the absurdity of what they saw. Gibbs, rookie or not, was the first to raise his rifle with every intention of putting a hole through the shadow man’s chest. Assuming he possessed a heart, it was about to become a cinder. 
 
    The shadow man raised both hands, fingers splayed as if trying to surrender. His palms flashed an eye-searing white that morphed and swirled into a thousand different colors and patterns. 
 
    Gibbs jerked back in surprise, which was all the time the shadow man’s fellows needed. Dozens more shadow people scrambled from clever hiding spots on the frigate’s hull, while others leaped from the TSN Drake to land amongst the raiders. 
 
    “Ambush!” Captain Li fired his rifle repeatedly. He even managed to hit one of the attackers, though most evaded his shots. 
 
    A handful of the Axios raiders, including Gibbs, opened up on the shadows, but hitting them proved nearly impossible. Besides the one Li had taken out, only Private Simmons and Corporal Baovanella managed to graze a couple of targets before the shadows overran them. 
 
    Gibbs forgot his fear as he came to grips with a shadow man almost his height. At a little over two meters tall and endowed with enhanced strength and fortified bones, Gibbs could roll with the best of the raiders on his team. He felt at home in hand-to-hand. Clearing his face mask, he smiled at his enemy and drew a combat knife from his weapons harness. 
 
    The large shadow man smiled back before launching himself at Gibbs’ armored legs. With comical ease, he lifted Gibbs, breaking his mag boots’ grip on the hull while his own feet remained firmly planted. 
 
    “What the hell?” Gibbs shouted.  
 
    One set of malfunctioning mag boots was an anomaly; two was sabotage. Little else frightened a seasoned zero-g combatant more than losing purchase on a solid object. It conjured images of hurtling through space for eons without end, a frozen corpse encased in useless armor. Gibbs, teeth clenched, attempted to plunge his blade into the shadow man’s back, but the point halted three centimeters from its target. Try as he might, with his enhanced strength aided by his armor’s added power, he couldn’t force the weapon down.  
 
    Nothing about this fight was going the way it should! 
 
    Almost casually, the shadow man slammed Gibbs against the hull. His armor took the brunt of the hit, but the concussive force, far stronger than Gibbs had expected, momentarily stole his breath. Sprawled on his back, vulnerable and exposed, he struggled to reseat his boots, but found he couldn’t move. A series of warning alarms sprang up on his helmet visor informing him that his armor’s servos were being overtaxed by the strain of simply lifting his arms. Somehow the shadow man had pinned him to the frigate’s hull. Turning his head this way and that, Gibbs saw most of his team pasted to the ship in a like manner, their shadowy assailants swarming over them. 
 
    Gibbs’ attacker squatted next to him and ran a dark blue hand over his armor. More warning messages appeared, registering powerful magnetic pulses, each focused on a different system within his armor. First, his maneuvering thrusters shut down one after another, followed by the suit’s strength-enhancing servos. An instant later, the comm suite squealed and fell silent, its link to the outside cut off like a string. With deft fingers, the shadow man pried the knife from Gibbs’ nearly immovable glove and flung it over his head into space—a precursor to what came next. Gripping Gibbs’ armor with both hands, the shadow man freed him from the hull and lifted him upright. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Gibbs demanded. “Let go of me!” 
 
    Without ceremony, the shadow man flung Gibbs into the void along the same trajectory Corporal Jannek had taken. Gibbs screamed, stomach reeling as he tumbled ass-over-elbow into the depths of space, his heart a thunderbolt in his chest. Never in his eight years of memory had he so yearned for his adoptive parents. He understood now why soldiers, mortally wounded or, like him, frightened out of their minds, sometimes called for their mothers.  
 
    But with his comm down, no one could hear him scream. 
 
    Gibbs hurtled through the void for perhaps fifteen seconds before a pair of strong hands arrested his spin. With effort, he managed to turn his head against the suit’s dead servos and jerked in surprise at what he saw. A female shadow pulled him close, her face a study in beauty. High cheekbones, full lips, and eyes as blue as ancient Earthen skies shocked him to silence. Using whatever strange locomotion the shadows employed—he saw no telltale puffs of air emanating from her skinsuit—she guided him into an expansive metal net thirty meters in diameter. Other raiders, including Corporal Jannek, already hung suspended in it. They struggled to move, but with their armor shut down, they looked like sleepy reptiles fighting hibernation. 
 
    “What are you going to do with us?” Gibbs asked without hope of the female shadow hearing him. 
 
    To his surprise, she pressed her face close to his visor. 
 
    Stay calm. We won’t hurt you. This is business.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    Gibbs could think of little else more humiliating than getting hauled aboard the pirate frigate in a net. The shadow people dragged the raiders into an open bay where they secured the net to stanchions welded into the frigate’s superstructure. Using their sticking trick, they flattened Gibbs and the others to the deck, still enmeshed. 
 
    The female shadow who’d spoken to Gibbs through his implants hovered nearby, whether on purpose or by happenstance he couldn’t say. She’d taken her hair down after the battle so it flared about her head like a blue-black halo. Twice he caught her looking his way, but she didn’t broadcast a second message. He tried sending one of his own, but she didn’t react. 
 
    Receiving radio transmissions in his head was nothing new for Gibbs. After so many years growing accustomed to his implants, that sort of thing came as second nature, but he’d never known anyone else who could do it. He considered it, along with most of his physical enhancements, a poor tradeoff for the loss of his biological father and most of his childhood memories. 
 
    Their enemies secured, the shadows drew a second net, filled with the raiders’ weapons, into the bay. These they separated into rifles, handguns, and blades, depositing them into a series of decompression drawers in the bulkhead. That done, they gathered near the exit to head back outside.  
 
    The female shadow, dark hair fanned back from her face by inertia, glanced over one shoulder at Gibbs as she left, her lithe body supple and fluid. Captured and humiliated Gibbs might be, but he remained a seventeen-year-old human male. He couldn’t take his eyes off her till she disappeared through the bay door. 
 
    What sort of alien was she?  
 
    Gibbs had seen aliens before. A handful passed through the system on regular trade routes—at least they had before the solar cold war between Vargas and Tager had gone hot three years ago. Axios Alliance often bartered with such traders for goods not readily available in the Cooper System. Some appeared superficially human. Four limbs made a certain economic sense for warm-blooded, endoskeleton species. So did walking upright and possessing forward facing eyes and hands with opposable thumbs. Not all aliens fit those criteria by a long shot, but many did. Yet, those sorts of common traits rarely produced individuals so closely resembling a human. These people looked like…people. 
 
    Lost in thought, Gibbs hadn’t noticed the bay door seal shut, but the sound of compressed air filling the room combined with the incremental rise in gravity caught his attention. Several silent minutes passed during which he and the others stared at one another. Judging by the expressions on the few faces he could see, their emotions matched his own: fear, bewilderment, and defeat.  
 
    Oh, and anger, mountains of anger. 
 
    Though he couldn’t see it from where he lay on the floor, Gibbs heard a door open behind him, and several sets of boots entered the bay. Someone disengaged and withdrew the net, after which rough hands flipped Gibbs onto his belly and triggered the external kill sequence on his armor. Two large men pried off his helmet with a custom tool, and then set about divesting him of the rest. 
 
    Gibbs, ready to fight at his commander’s order, glanced at Captain Li, but the officer shook his head and his eyes darted at the weapons the pirates carried. BN-145 laser rifles were nothing special—Colonel Zwick called them glorified space heaters—but against unarmed and unarmored enemies, even they functioned as deadly weapons. 
 
    With their prisoners stripped down to skinsuits and bare feet, one set of the guards snapped the raiders into magnetic cuffs and hustled them to a corner of the bay, while the rest carried off the team’s armor. The steel floor, frigid cold after kissing vacuum, sent painful tingles through the soles of Gibbs’ feet and up his legs. His teeth chattered. 
 
    “My name is Captain Li. Who’s in charge here?” Li stepped ahead of the team. Though shorter than any of his troopers, there was no doubting his leadership. 
 
    “We know who you are.” One of the pirates, a fat, burly man dressed in soiled green fatigues and sporting a greasy beard, shoved Li back into line. 
 
    Several raiders started forward, but Captain Li waved them off with his cuffed hands. 
 
    “Smart move, shrimp. Sit against the wall and wait for a real captain.” Fat and burly gestured at the deck with the business end of his rifle. 
 
    Captain Li nodded before ushering the team to sit as instructed. Gibbs followed orders, though he seethed inside. Even unarmed and trussed, he knew ten Axios raiders could take down eight pirates with few to no casualties. He whispered as much to Corporal Jannek, who’d taken a seat next to him. 
 
    “Yeah, kid, we could probably take them,” she said as she struggled to push her red hair out of her face. “But what about those things that just kicked our collective asses? Let’s say we seize this bay; what’s to stop them from coming back in here and trouncing us a second time? Not to mention we’re sitting in a room that opens on hard vacuum. You think a pirate captain would hesitate to space us all if we captured these losers?” 
 
    “Good point,” Gibbs admitted.  
 
    “What were those things out there, anyway?” Corporal Mills looked at Captain Li to include him in the question. 
 
    “Looked Eshing to me,” Private Simmons said. 
 
    “The hell’s Eshing?” Jannek scrunched up her nose at Simmons. They’d dated for about a month last year. He’d cheated on her. 
 
    Simmons shrugged and turned to the group for help. “You know…Eshing. Those ancient people from Earth. They say we’ve all got a little Eshing in us because there were so many of them before humans took to space.” 
 
    “Asian,” Captain Li said. “My people. And yeah, there’s a lot of that DNA spread around, but not everyone has it.” 
 
    “Aliens don’t got it, you dumbass,” Jannek said to Simmons. 
 
    “True,” Li said, “but the people we saw out there weren’t aliens. They’re called the Zo. They’re human—at least their base genome is human—but they’ve modified themselves for eons now, adapting to space. You don’t see many of them outside their home system. They tend to keep to themselves.” 
 
    Mills shook his head. “I thought that sort of body mod was outlawed. Strength and endurance, that’s one thing, but completely changing your physical self? Gross.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s illegal in most human systems, but not everywhere.” Captain Li blew into his cupped hands for warmth. “Especially since the Zo have been doing this sort of thing so long its part of their nature. We’re not talking a single individual or some insane cult modifying their bodies; it’s an entire civilization. I’ve heard they live in a star system without any planets we’d call habitable. Otherwise, I don’t know much about them.” 
 
    “We know they can survive hard vacuum, which is crazy,” Jannek said. 
 
    “And how the hell do they fly around like they do?” Simmons asked. “Those suits they wore didn’t have thrust nozzles.”  
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know,” Captain Li said. “From the little I’ve heard, they’re highly sought-after engineers. They’re known for shipbuilding and repair. That’s all I’ve got.” 
 
    “I think you can add master zero-g combat troops to that list,” Simmons said. 
 
    “Sure makes it easier when you can fly through space like a Vargas hornet,” Mills said. 
 
    We don’t fly. We use magnetism. 
 
    Gibbs jerked in place, causing the others to stare. 
 
    “What is it?” Li glanced at their guards, but the ones meant to watch them looked preoccupied with the raiders’ armor as their fellows carried off the last few pieces. 
 
    Gibbs scanned the bay but saw no sign of the Zo female. He turned to Li. “I hear one of them.” 
 
    “You hear a Zo? With your implants?” Li, like everyone on the team, knew about Gibbs’ enhancements. He’d been there the day Gibbs nearly died. 
 
    Gibbs nodded. “She spoke to me when we were in the net. I tried talking back, but she didn’t answer.” 
 
    “And she’s speaking to you now?” Li scooted closer to Gibbs, eyes serious. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “What does she say?” 
 
     An image formed in Gibbs’ mind. At least, it felt like an image, except with it came silent words, feelings, an expression of mental pictures unlike any radio transmission he’d ever received. It wasn’t like a datastream either, or even a series of thoughts building one upon another to create a final idea. No. An entire concept formed in Gibbs’ mind all at once, whole and complete. 
 
    “Her people have magnets in their bones and muscle tissue and skin,” Gibbs said without realizing it, his lips moving independent of his thoughts. “They’re hardwired into their nervous systems.”  
 
    “So they’re electromagnets?” Mills asked. 
 
    “Exactly. They can push and pull themselves through space any direction they like so long as they’re near a large enough metal object.” 
 
    “Metal objects like this frigate and the Drake,” Captain Li said, wonder in his voice. 
 
    Gibbs nodded, still reeling from the sudden download of information. 
 
    “Wait a second,” Mills said. “She can hear us from outside the ship?” 
 
    “Nearly everything aboard is made of an iron alloy,” Jannek whispered. She looked at Gibbs for confirmation. “She hears the vibrations through the metal.” 
 
    “Not exactly.” Gibbs shrugged one shoulder, a large portion of his attention focused on the information slipping into his mind. “Her people communicate through magnetic pulses and radio waves. She’s using that ability to tap into my implants. That’s how she’s hearing us—through me.” 
 
    “Ask her how a company’s worth of Zo ended up working for pirates in the Cooper System,” Li said. 
 
    A new set of images and half-formed words spilled into Gibbs’ head, all of it tinged with indignant anger. “She and her crew—her family—were sent here on a contract. Top secret. They were shipped through the Bith Gate in stasis to be awoken when it was time to work.” 
 
    Li leaned his back against the wall, eyes unfocused. “They’re the cargo the Tager Navy sent us to recapture. The admiralty must have assumed these pirates would sell the Zo without reanimating them, maybe not even realizing what they had, but they were wrong. The pirates tricked the Zo into thinking they’d taken out the contract instead of the Navy.” 
 
    No. The Zo female’s displeasure crackled around the word like lightning. We know who hired us; we aren’t fools, but there are extenuating circumstances. And quit calling me the Zo female. My name is Suyen. 
 
    “Suyen’s father made the original deal with the Tager Navy,” Gibbs said, an image of the contract—a hefty three-dimensional document—spinning through his head. “The pirates took him hostage. They’ve kept him in stasis under threat of crushing him if the Zo step out of line. That’s how they coerced the Zo into signing a contract with them.” 
 
    Jannek cursed, and Captain Li shook his head. He looked like he might ask another question, but a commotion at the opposite end of the bay caught his attention. A slim man dressed in a mishmash of fleet uniforms from both the Tager and Vargas space navies had entered the room. The guards hurried to make way as he and a retinue of still more armed people headed toward the prisoners. 
 
    “This must be their captain. You all keep still—no sudden moves, no grumbling. Act professional.” Captain Li stood to meet the newcomers. “My name is—” 
 
    “Shut up.” The pirate captain gestured to one of his armed guards. “Take him.” 
 
    Despite Captain Li’s orders to remain calm, the entire raider team shot to their feet when the guard took him by the elbow and fairly slung him into the waiting arms of several others. The pirates brandished their rifles, some of them begging the raiders to attack, but their captain shouted over them. “You want your officer back? You do as you’re told. Otherwise, he’s dead.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Gibbs and the others backed down. Li nodded his approval, not a trace of fear in his expression. 
 
    The pirate captain pointed at Gibbs. “Bring the kid, too. Seeing his son might just motivate the old man. Zwick always had a soft heart.” 
 
    Gibbs straightened in shock and fear. For an instant, he considered fighting. Even cuffed, he knew he could take out two or three of the armed pirates. But one look at Captain Li’s disapproving expression quelled that desire.  
 
    A pirate shoved his laser rifle into Gibbs’ back like a prod. “You heard the captain, boy. Time to call daddy.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    4 
 
      
 
    The pirate frigate’s bridge was anything but spacious, and it stank of too many unwashed bodies packed together for far too many hours. Men and women dressed in a hodgepodge of skinsuits and civilian clothing worked at various scratched and dented stations around the room. Belying the ship’s general ratty appearance and out-of-date equipment, its forward holo-screen looked new. Gibbs had heard the tech nerds on Tager had come up with a new design, but hadn’t seen one in the flesh. He eyed it closely despite his fear. 
 
    The pirate captain snapped his fingers at his comm officer. “Open a line to Zwick’s ship. I want to see his face.” 
 
    “Yes, Cap’n.” 
 
    A puff of air issued from the ceiling, and a curtain of lint-sized metal fragments drifted toward the deck. Gibbs watched in fascination as eight robotic arms, each tipped with a holographic projector and a flat magnet the length of his forearm, deployed from the deck and ceiling to rearrange the disorganized metal cloud into the figure of his adopted father at a 1:1 scale. 
 
    The rendering was nearly flawless. Colonel Pol Zwick of the Axios Alliance Mercenary Force scowled at the pirate captain, his gray brows knitted together like a couple of old socks. Dressed in his black service uniform, which could double as light armor in a combat situation, the broad-shouldered officer struck an imposing figure, not that the smirking pirate captain seemed to notice.  
 
    “Nelson Brant?” Colonel Zwick leaned forward to scrutinize his opposite, the holo-screen’s robotic arms flexing and retracting to render his movements. “How the hell are you here? And—” The color drained from Zwick’s bearded cheeks when his holographic eyes fell on Gibbs. 
 
    “And how did I manage to pick your son out of the raider crew you illegally sent aboard my ship?”  Brant’s lips curled into a supremely satisfied smile. 
 
    His father’s familiarity with a pirate came as no surprise to Gibbs. Although he wasn’t native to the Cooper System, Zwick had spent the last seventeen years representing Axios here. Unencumbered by a particular allegiance to either of the system’s warring planets, he had connections all across Cooper space, from the lowest of scoundrels to the upper echelons of both Tager and Vargas. But the mix of recognition and hatred Gibbs saw in his father’s eyes went beyond a passing acquaintance or simple business deal gone sour.  
 
    There was bad blood here. Gibbs could smell it. 
 
    “Don’t make this personal.” Zwick, his voice low and menacing, schooled his face and straightened his back so he stood a couple of centimeters taller than Brant. 
 
    “Personal is turning a man over to the Tager Space Navy. Personal is leaving him to rot in a cell while you take charge of his command.” 
 
    “You broke company policy and system-wide law when you shot your client,” Zwick ground out through clenched teeth. “You forswore your command the moment you sullied Axios’ good name.” 
 
    Brant strode forward to menace the holographic Zwick. “Sanctimonious ‘til the end, eh, Colonel? That’s fine, keep your piety, that’s all you’ll have left by this time tomorrow. I want my command back, and you’re going to give it to me, old friend, or your people die.” 
 
    “You know where you can shove ultimatums don’t you, Nelson?” 
 
    Pride swelled Gibbs’ chest when his father didn’t even glance his way. Twice before he’d seen the colonel deal with kidnappers attempting to use captured raiders for leverage against him. Neither situation had gone well for the abductors. 
 
    Brant signaled one of his guards, and the man shoved Captain Li to his knees in front of the holo-screen.  
 
    Zwick started to offer the captain a hand up, remembered he wasn’t actually aboard the pirate frigate, and straightened. “Send my people home before this gets ugly, Brant.” 
 
    Brant lifted his eyebrows. “It’s already way beyond ugly.” 
 
    At another gesture from him, one of his guards shoved a black cloth bag over Captain Li’s head. Gibbs had seen one of these before—a splatter sack. Constructed from a bullet- and laser-proof material, the bag sported a single opening on one side large enough to accommodate a barrel. 
 
    “No!” Gibbs tried to shove forward, perhaps surprise his captors enough to slip free and kick one of the would-be executioners, but the men holding Gibbs must have expected his sudden movement. They wrenched his arms back painfully. He couldn’t break free, and even if he could, he wouldn’t have reached Li in time. 
 
    While the man with the splatter sack held the struggling Li in place, Captain Brant pressed a laser pistol to the opening and fired. The shot produced a brief flash of red and a muffled sizzle all too mundane to signify the death of a trusted officer and role model to Gibbs.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    “They executed him?”  Sergeant Kesserbrook fell back against the bay’s steel wall as if Gibbs had punched him in the gut. 
 
    “Didn’t even give him last words.” Gibbs knew how the sergeant felt. A ringing hollowness described his insides. It reminded him of the time immediately following his reconstructive surgery, when he’d awoken to an empty past and a brain pieced together like a jigsaw puzzle. 
 
    “Why doesn’t Colonel Zwick attack?” Simmons hunched his bulky shoulders like an overgrown toddler. “The Duck could pulverize this stupid frigate.” 
 
    Jannek rolled her eyes. “Maybe because we’re on it, dumbass?” 
 
    “I didn’t say destroy the ship. He could fire strategically—maybe take out its weapons blisters, foul the engines, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “This frigate isn’t a pushover,” Kesserbrook said. “You saw the briefing; it’s armed to the hilt. The colonel isn’t stupid enough to risk the Duck and our lives on a foolhardy gunfight. I bet Brant would welcome that. Even if he doesn’t want the Duck damaged, it sounds like he’d love a shootout.” 
 
    “Any of you know this Brant?” Mills asked. 
 
    The collected raiders shook their heads. Few of them had served Axios longer than five years. This mission was supposed to have been good experience for some of the youngsters on the team, hence Gibbs’ involvement. No one had guessed it for a ruse. 
 
    “We should consider an offensive of our own, Sergeant.” Jannek focused on Kesserbrook, the ranking member of their team with Li dead. 
 
    “I’d tend to agree, if these bastards didn’t have the Zo on their side.” Kesserbrook worked his tongue in his cheek for a moment, eyes downcast. “You said it yourself, we couldn’t take them armored. Cuffed and half-naked, I don’t see what threat we can offer them.” 
 
    “But they can’t come inside the ship, right?” Mills focused the question on Gibbs. “Are you still in communication with that one? Ask her.” 
 
    “I can try. She didn’t answer me before,” Gibbs said, thankful to have an assignment—anything to keep from picturing Captain Li’s body toppling to the deck. “Suyen?” 
 
    Her presence appeared instantly in his thoughts, pushing back the void like a breath of hot air lifting a balloon. Sorrow, sympathy, and comfort rushed into his mind with all the warmth of a loved-one’s embrace. 
 
    I saw what happened. Your captain deserved better. 
 
    Gibbs nodded, his throat tight with emotion. 
 
    “What is it?” Jannek asked. 
 
    “She hears me.” Gibbs tried to blank his face the way Colonel Zwick might. Judging by the squads’ expressions, he failed. “Suyen, would the Zo fight for Brant if we launched an assault against his people?” 
 
    She said nothing for a long moment, though her presence remained. Gibbs got the impression she might be conversing with the others of her kind, though he couldn’t tell for sure, not until a hail of frustrated anger washed over him, far more incendiary than any expletives Suyen might have hurled.  
 
    I’m sorry, Clarke, my people aren’t interested in helping you. They won’t move against Brant so long as the pirates hold our patriarch. My uncle is leading us now. He says we have a contract to uphold. He believes Brant will honor his end of the bargain and set my father free in a year’s time. 
 
    “That’s insane. An opportunist like Brant isn’t going to let you go, not while you’re useful to him.” 
 
    If the concept of AGREEMENT could somehow be distilled and injected directly into Gibbs’ bloodstream, it wouldn’t have felt more real than Suyen’s thoughts in that moment. Agreement and pure rage. She wanted to beat her fists against the side of the frigate. 
 
    “You okay, Private?” Jannek lifted her brows, her expression concerned. 
 
    “Her people won’t listen to her,” Gibbs ground out, jaw tight. “They’ve signed a contract with Brant for the release of her father. They won’t break it.” 
 
    “Will she?” Jannek asked. 
 
    “Not if it means putting her dad at risk. She wants to help, but her loyalty lies with her clan.” 
 
    “Can’t blame her for that,” Mills said. 
 
    “Can the Zo come inside the ship?” Kesserbrook asked. 
 
    Gibbs shook his head. “Nope. Captain Li was right about that. They’ve spent eons engineering their bodies to live in vacuum, microgravity, and extreme cold. Our sort of environment would kill them.” 
 
    “Which means we’re free to fight.” Jannek’s gaze wandered to the armed pirates guarding them, her cool gaze calculating. 
 
    Sudden hope made Gibbs straighten, his eyes on Sergeant Kesserbrook. “What if we try freeing Suyen’s father? Maybe then the Zo will fight with us.” 
 
    “That’s not the objective, Private. If we’re launching a counteroffensive, we’re taking control of this ship. To do that, we’ll focus on reducing and neutralizing enemy forces. Rescuing other captives and securing allies is secondary.” 
 
    “I thought we agreed the pirates would space us if we fought.” Simmons threw a discreet nod at one of their guards, a skinny, disheveled fellow unabashedly digging in his nose with his pinkie finger. “Like Jannek said, what would this Captain Brant care if he offed those guys in exchange for stopping us?” 
 
    “The rules of engagement have changed.” Kesserbrook lifted his chin at Gibbs. “Brant isn’t going to kill his most valuable hostage. Our lives might be next to worthless to him, but he wants Gibbs alive.” 
 
    “Then we’ll just have to keep him that way.” Jannek’s sharp grin could have sliced titanium. 
 
    In that case, perhaps I can help...a little.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    The Axios raiders launched their attack during the next toilet break. Though Brant’s pirates had proven they weren’t complete fools—they separated the captives into small groups to use the ship’s facilities—their laziness and inattention to detail eventually got the better of them. 
 
    It helped that the captives’ magnetic cuffs all suffered an inexplicable malfunction at the same time. 
 
    A wave of fatigue surged through the link between Suyen and Gibbs. Killing the cuffs had nearly knocked her unconscious. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    I will be. Give me a few moments. I’m just glad it worked. 
 
    Jannek and Ehrenberg, the sole female raiders, got things started by each taking on one of their escorts while the bay’s main exit stood open. Ehrenberg shin-kicked the rear guard above the knee with a whip-cracking move the instant her manacles failed, while Jannek dropped low to catch the lead guard’s ankle, causing him to sprawl on his face. Ehrenberg stripped her opponent of his rifle—an old-fashioned yet reliable gas-driven firearm—and shot him in the neck before he could draw the pistol on his belt. She’d already spun back, rifle snugged to her shoulder and cried, “Roll, Jan!” before the first man’s body hit the floor. 
 
    Jannek twisted away a quarter of a second before Ehrenberg put a bullet through the back of the sprawled guard’s head. With him neutralized, Jannek wrenched his rifle free to arm herself. The two held position in the doorway to ensure it remained open. 
 
    At the sound of Ehrenberg’s first shot, Kesserbrook ordered the remaining six raiders—all besides Gibbs, whom Kesserbrook insisted stay out of the fight for safety—to launch their own assault on the five remaining guards. One of them managed to get off a shot, missing Simmons by half a meter. The big corporal sneered as he closed the distance between them and dropped the guy with a solid left hook, leaving him holding the guard’s rifle.  
 
    The other four surrendered without a fight. 
 
    “We offing these guys?” Mills asked. 
 
    “No, Corporal.” Kesserbrook shook his head. Axios company policy decreed no excessive casualties, even in kidnapping situations. Shooting unarmed detainees, pirate scum or not, fit that category. 
 
    “Then what should we do with them, Sergeant?” Simmons asked. 
 
    “Gibbs, can Suyen switch the cuffs back on?” Kesserbrook asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, Sergeant. Switching them off took a lot out of her. I think maybe—” 
 
    As one, the power indicators on each pair of cuffs blinked back to life. 
 
    “Hah!” Jannek crowed as she swept up a couple of them and headed toward their pirate captives. 
 
    “Jan,” Kesserbrook called, “not the wrists, the ankles.” 
 
    “I love how your mind works, Sarge! On your bellies, flotsam. Mama’s hogtying you!” 
 
    “Thanks for that,” Gibbs whispered under his breath as the others cinched the pirates together with a combination of twisted shirts and jackets. “I can feel how much it took out of you.” 
 
    Pulsing through the hull is tough, but it feels good to help. Suyen’s response was sluggish, but upbeat. 
 
    “You’re sure you’re okay?” 
 
    I’m fine. I’m not the one stuck inside a steel can with a bunch of people who want to kill me. 
 
    “How old are you, anyway?” Gibbs asked as he joined the team gathering near the exit. 
 
    Sixteen. Why? 
 
    “I figured you might be like five hundred or something with all the genetic mods your people have done to themselves.” 
 
    Though he couldn’t hear it by any conventional sense, tinkling laughter filled Gibbs’ mind, lightening his mood despite the situation. 
 
    Far as I know, humans can’t beat the Hayflick limit, unless your people have discovered something mine haven’t? Most of us live to around 130 or 140 at most. 
 
    “Same.” Gibbs stepped into the adjoining corridor behind Simmons. 
 
    “Expect trouble,” Kesserbrook said, his voice low. “There’s no way the bridge missed that weapons fire.” 
 
    The frigate’s utilitarian deck hadn’t been engineered with bare feet in mind. Ridges cut into the metal probably worked great at chewing alien dirt from boot treads. Too bad they did the same to Gibbs’ skin. 
 
    Focused on his feet, he almost missed Suyen’s sudden warning, which came in the form of a mental picture: three armed pirates hunkered down around the next corner. Moving quickly, he tapped Kesserbrook’s shoulder and made the sign for ambush. The sergeant relayed the message about a second before Mills would have placed himself in the enemies’ sights. 
 
    They know you’re aware of them. They have shock grenades! 
 
    Gibbs turned to warn Kesserbrook, but couldn’t get the words out before two rounded metal objects clinked on the deck and exploded. The resulting flash stung his eyes, but the boom that followed brought the real pain. Even with Simmons in front of him, Gibbs felt like someone had slugged him with a solid iron bar. He hurtled backward to land with Simmons atop him. Disoriented and confused, he struggled to rise, but found his muscles wouldn’t respond. 
 
    They hit you with a neural anesthetizer. It scrambles your thoughts. Here, let me try something with your implants.  
 
    Sudden clarity brought Gibbs’ mind into focus. He shoved an unconscious Simmons off him and bounded to his feet only to freeze in place. The entire raider team lay strewn across the hallway like broken toys, unconscious and unmoving. Through a pall of smoke, he saw three armed men picking their way into the corridor, weapons out. 
 
    MOVE!   
 
    Suyen’s mental shout bypassed his head to plug directly into Gibbs’ feet. Though he paused long enough to scoop a rifle off the deck, he did so at a run, his enhanced muscles rocketing him away from the scene. A couple of pirates shouted something incoherent behind him, and one even fired a laser his way, but Gibbs had already turned the corner. 
 
    “Where to?” 
 
    Maintenance tunnel on your left in ten meters. It has an emergency release. 
 
    Gibbs spun a circular handle, and the door popped open. He squeezed inside and shut the door while clinging to a ladder, his pilfered rifle clutched to his body. Less than ten seconds later he heard booted feet pass by. Moving as quietly as he could, Gibbs started down the ladder. Subdued lights clicked on as he proceeded, showing him a veritable highway of wires and pipes running into the distance above and below. 
 
    “How are you holding up? Still with me?” Gibbs’ whisper echoed in the shaft’s close confines. 
 
    Tired, but here. 
 
    “Whatever you did for me back there, thank you. I felt the strain.” 
 
    My body’s made to pulse. I’ll recover. Just give me a few minutes before you try something like that again. 
 
    “It’s a deal. Hey, where are you, exactly?” 
 
    Solar east of your position, about thirty meters. 
 
    “You can still see me?” 
 
    It’s a small ship, Clarke. I see everything. 
 
    “That mean you can lead me to a comm? Maybe I can contact my father, let him know what’s happened.” 
 
    A long silence followed, long enough that Gibbs stopped climbing. He opened his mouth to speak, but a thought-image appeared in his head before he got the chance. A chatter of words, at once pleading and argumentative, accompanied a picture of Suyen’s father—a wizened Zo, bald, his skin midnight blue. The imaginary man smiled, and Gibbs knew his heart. He was a peacemaker, a man slow to anger who spoke only after deep consideration. Patient and kind, he always put the needs of his family before himself. 
 
    If we save him, my clan will side with your company against Brant. These pirates won’t stand a chance. Suyen sent Gibbs the image of a comet plunging into a star’s immense corona. 
 
    “And if I get caught trying?” 
 
    What will that change? You’ve escaped Brant’s custody, but you’re still trapped aboard his ship. Calling your father won’t fix that. 
 
    Gibbs sighed. “True.”  
 
    You’ll free my father? 
 
    “You’re certain the Zo will fight with us if I do?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “Then lead on. I’m sick of running anyhow.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    Gibbs liked the smell of machinery. No matter how advanced human spacecraft grew, they still required old-fashioned lubricants, metal parts, and pliant materials like rubber and silicone. Both the scent and Suyen’s directions told him he was nearing the frigate’s main engine room. Crouched on all fours inside a service tunnel, he peered through a grate at five armed men monitoring stations in a grimy area filled with heavy equipment. 
 
    Father’s in there. A top down view of the room accompanied Suyen’s words. At its far end, beyond Gibbs’ natural sight, stood a sealed cargo hold filled with scant atmosphere, its gravity plates producing about a sixth of a G, and its interior temperature dropped to match the ambient space surrounding the frigate. Suyen’s father, Vaenor, lay strapped to a gurney in the room, his blue-black eyelids shut. They’re keeping him sedated. He hasn’t woken in more than a week. Please help him. 
 
    Five to one odds—not good, but they could be worse. Gibbs had the BN-145 and the benefit of surprise. Or did he?  
 
    Did the ship’s engineers wear pistols and carry rifles slung over their shoulders as a matter of course? Gibbs doubted it. Captain Brant had put his crew on high alert. They expected an attack, which meant they were at least somewhat prepared for whatever Gibbs might try. 
 
    Having second thoughts? Suyen’s words carried no challenge; she genuinely wanted to know. 
 
    “It’s not that. I’m trying to decide whether I’m more like my mother or my father,” Gibbs whispered. 
 
    Your adoptive parents? 
 
     “Yeah, I never really knew my real ones. Colonel Zwick and Major Lewis took me in after my father died on Vargas. That’s how I got these implants.” Gibbs tapped a knuckle on his skull. “We were vacationing on Vargas when I was eight. Our shuttle suffered a massive power failure and went down in the jungle. Dad died. I lived, but my brain was scrambled. I’m seventeen, but I’ve really only got nine years of memories. I get some vague impressions sometimes, feelings I associate with my real dad, but nothing concrete. Everything from before the crash is pretty much blank.” 
 
    Suyen’s sorrow and empathy washed over Gibbs, pure and clean and soothing in a way words could never match. The feeling centered him. 
 
    What would your parents do in your situation? 
 
    “My mother would probably find some way to sabotage the ship and get a message back to the Duck. My dad? He would barrel into the engine room and make a fight of it.” 
 
    What’s the verdict? 
 
    Gibbs placed his palm over the door release into the engine room, his jaw set. 
 
    “Mom was always smarter than dad and me put together.”  
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    Gibbs tagged his first target, a hulking giant hunched over a holo-display, before anyone noticed him. The BN-145 might not have packed much of a punch when it came to total wattage, but it sufficed to burn through the brute’s unprotected chest. That initial victory might have bolstered Gibbs’ confidence had the rifle not emitted an error alarm and a stream of noisome smoke an instant before he could draw down on his next target. Hoping for the best, he squeezed the trigger anyway, aiming at a tech three meters away. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    The tech, clearly disciplined and well-trained enough to keep a level head, ignored the rifle slung across his shoulder to draw his handgun, the best choice given the distance and need for swift action. Following his lead, the other three pirates drew theirs as well. 
 
    Gibbs, his body enhancements revved to their max, watched all this in what felt like slow motion, and cursed inwardly. Just what he needed, cool-headed engineers practicing excellent weapons discipline. He felt like the flea who’s jumped over the fire only to land in the boiling soup. Nothing for it but to dive in and start drinking. 
 
    A monitoring station stood between him and his four opponents. Gibbs dive-rolled to come up crouched behind it. Laser and bullet fire passed overhead, filling the air with heat and the smell of spent ammunition. 
 
    “Goddammit, Perkins,” said one of the men. “The captain said take him alive.” 
 
    “Maimed is alive,” said another voice. “The bastard killed Stanley.” 
 
    Homing in on Perkins, Gibbs stood from hiding and flung his still smoking rifle at the man. Given the short distance and Gibbs’ enhanced speed, the spinning projectile slammed into its target before his comrades could react. 
 
    “I really am my father’s son,” Gibbs said as he followed in the rifle’s wake. He bounded over the console to kick the first speaker in the jaw, a blow that sent the man cartwheeling into the tech standing next to him. The two collided with a steel bulkhead, both unconscious before they reached the deck. 
 
    Gibbs had marked the fourth pirate’s position while still mid-kick, but wasn’t able to spin back fast enough to evade the man’s shot. Searing pain exploded in Gibbs’ right calf as the laser baked his skin. He staggered around, relying on his good leg, and managed to avoid a shot to the forehead by the simple expedient of dropping and performing a somersault that brought him to within striking distance of his assailant. Gathering every fiber of strength he possessed, he kicked out with both feet against the tech’s knees. Something popped, and the tech screamed as his balance fled. He toppled onto a prepared Gibbs, who unceremoniously elbowed the falling man in the throat and wrenched his handgun free. One sizzling shot to the ribs, and the engine room fell silent. 
 
    You’re injured? Suyen sent her concern mixed with her frustration at being locked outside, unable to help in any way. 
 
    “Hurts like choosing right,” Gibbs hissed through his teeth. 
 
    What? 
 
    “Just something my mother always says. Sin is a pleasure; choosing right burns like hell.” He stood without undue pain and twisted to examine the wound. “It only grazed me—muscle works fine.” 
 
    Good, because you’ve got more trouble. Renewed urgency and fear flavored Suyen’s silent words. Brant knows where you are. His people are coming.  
 
    “I expected as much.” Gibbs sealed the engine room door—a thick blast version meant to mitigate explosions. The crew might possess some means of opening it from the outside, but he couldn’t think about that just now. “How long you think we’ve got?” 
 
    Minutes. You’ve got to hurry! Suyen sounded distressed in a way Gibbs hadn’t felt before. Her feelings implied more than simple worry about the pirate forces bearing down on his position. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    It’s my clan. Until now, they thought I was working inside the Drake. They had no idea I was helping you against my uncle’s explicit orders. 
 
    “And now they know?” Gibbs examined the holographic controls for Vaenor’s prison chamber as he spoke. Atmospheric and gravity data hovered next to his medical readouts. 
 
    They’re calling for me. It’s only a matter of time before one of them discovers where I’m hiding. 
 
    “And then we’re both fried.” Gibbs keyed through a series of displays until he found a protocol designed to wake Vaenor from his coma. “Shit.” 
 
    What do you see? 
 
    “The fastest we can wake your father is about three hours. According to this med panel, any faster than that will kill him.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “We need a plan B.” 
 
    Without my father to back us up, I’ve got nothing. My uncle won’t listen, and Brant’s people are practically on top of you. Every atom of Suyen’s being wanted to charge into that engine room to help, but the gravity alone would kill her, not to mention the crush of atmosphere. 
 
    “Gravity,” Gibbs breathed the word like an ancient spell. 
 
    What about it? Suyen was on the move; Gibbs could feel her flitting from shadow to shadow along the hull in an effort to stay hidden from her clan. 
 
    “I think we might be able to use it to our advantage.” 
 
    Gibbs bent his considerable hacking skills, and his implants, to the task at hand. While the ship’s lockouts prevented him from directly accessing any of its main systems, the environmental controls for Vaenor’s chamber provided a backdoor into frigate-wide management. Not that mere access granted him power to manipulate the gravity plates. Otherwise, any disgruntled pirate with basic hacking skills could jack it up to gas giant levels or shut it off at a whim. Ship designers frowned on that sort of easy control. But something more subtle, and at the same time far more catastrophic, might work. 
 
    “Suyen, do you know where to find the gravity disbursement relays? Every ship’s got them.” 
 
    No. What are they? She sounded anxious but calm enough to show curiosity. 
 
    “Gravity plates generate a gravity well in space-time. They essentially cause a ship, even one as small as this frigate, to mimic the mass of an entire 1g planet. In order to disrupt that gravity field, all ships use disbursement plates in the outer hull that counteract those waves. That’s why you don’t feel any gravity out there on the hull, and the Drake doesn’t smash into us.” 
 
    What is it you want to do with these disbursement plates exactly? Doubt and fear laced Suyen’s question. 
 
    “Break them. Immediately.” 
 
    What? No! That would crush my family and me. Are you seriously proposing we sacrifice ourselves to save you and your people? 
 
    Gibbs shook his head and squeezed his eyes shut. Concentrating, he formed a mental image of the frigate’s disbursement plate relays situated on the hull as he might view them inside his armor. “The ship’s computer won’t let that happen. The instant the disbursement field fails, it’ll initiate a permanent, and systemic, power failure. It’ll shut down everything besides the oxygen-nitrogen regulators and heat. It’ll take a dockyard to get this tub back underway.” 
 
    And your father will be free to seize it from Brant. 
 
    “Exactly!” 
 
    You’re certain he’ll know to come? 
 
    “He won’t waste a second coming for me and the others once he sees this ship’s defenses drop. Of course, you’ll have to convince your clan to let him. I don’t want to start a fight between our two peoples.” 
 
    If we can neutralize Brant, my uncle will listen to reason, I know it. He doesn’t want to work for pirates; he wants my father back safe. 
 
    Sounds outside the engine room made Gibbs turn. Someone was attempting to cut through the blast door; a portion of it had turned red with heat. He shut his eyes again, focused on a memory of the ship’s schematics he had studied before this disastrous mission, and with all his mental strength, pushed that image to Suyen. 
 
    Got it. In fact, I see it not ten meters away. But my uncle and the others are nearby. I can’t reach it without getting caught. 
 
    “Suyen, grab onto something and hold tight. I’ve got an idea.” Gibbs switched the holo to show the bay where the pirates had imprisoned the raider team. To his relief, the place was empty. Brant must have freed his guards.  
 
    Fingers flying, Gibbs triggered the bay doors to flash open at their highest speed. The ship’s computer didn’t like that idea, but accepted the order once Gibbs convinced it a fire had erupted in the bay.  
 
    Maybe he was like his adoptive mother after all. 
 
    The sudden outgassing of breathable air rocked the frigate. Though he expected the sudden jolt, it nevertheless sent Gibbs to his knees as the entire ship shuddered and groaned. Not that Gibbs much noticed. Eyes still clamped shut, he followed Suyen through a welter of thoughts and feelings as she struggled to remain magnetically locked to the ship. Her elation mixed with worry over her clan burst in his mind as she watched scads of her fellow Zo flung from the frigate’s hull like water droplets. 
 
    “Don’t worry about them! They’re fine. Hit that relay!” 
 
    Suyen shot across the hull, arms outstretched, spine rigid. Fortified beyond the ship’s general armor to thwart inadvertent weapons and debris strikes, the relay housing would have presented Gibbs a time-consuming challenge to access its vulnerable parts. Not so for Suyen. Calling on vast physical reserves of electromagnetic power, she ignored the unit’s exterior and attacked the fragile relays directly, rendering them instantly irreparable by physically severing over eleven million microscopic connections at once. 
 
    Gravity failed, and the engine room lights winked out, replaced an instant later by yellow-tinged backups. For a brief second, Gibbs felt like he was falling. He grasped the holo console to anchor himself as an alarm blared throughout the frigate.  
 
    We did it! 
 
    “You did it! That was amazing!” 
 
    So is this. Look. Suyen showed Gibbs an image of the Duck closing with her position. Your father is on his way. I’ll be interested to see how he deals with Brant. 
 
    “I have a feeling Brant won’t.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    “I see you received our care package, Admiral.” Colonel Zwick looked like a king ensconced in his command chair aboard the Duck. 
 
    Admiral Fitzpatrick of the Tager Space Navy, rendered as a hologram on the Duck’s newly-installed projector, frowned. “Was it necessary to fire Brant to us in a stasis canister? We were in the midst of a firefight, you know.” 
 
    Gibbs, who knew better than to speak when the colonel was on the comm, allowed himself a tight smile. 
 
    “I thought it fitting, and Vaenor of the Zo agreed.” 
 
    Fitzpatrick leaned forward in his desk chair. “About the Zo. Any chance you might convince them to reconsider our offer? I hear your son has some sway with them.” 
 
    Colonel Zwick shook his head. “I’m afraid they’re otherwise engaged at this time, Admiral.” 
 
    “They took a contract with Axios?” Fitzpatrick sounded scandalized. “They should be serving the Navy, not a mercenary crew!” 
 
    “And that attitude proves exactly why they aren’t. Safe travels, sir.” Zwick cut the connection. “Pompous asshole. Clarke, are our guests ready to get underway?” 
 
      Buttoned in and ready. Suyen sent Gibbs an image of her people comfortably housed inside one of the Duck’s cargo bays, her father at her side. Let’s get to work.   
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 A Small Problemby Nick Steverson 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gate Entry 
 
      
 
    Dahkal sat down in the pilot’s position of Winged Fury with a handful of dehydrated meat from the case of snacks Aarontal had made him before leaving his home planet. “Did you set the gate coordinates?” he asked Ryan. 
 
    “Yup. We’re good to go. Ooh, jerky, lemme get a piece,” Ryan replied. 
 
    “What’s jerky?” Dahkal asked, confused. 
 
    “That meat in your hand is jerky. That’s what we call dehydrated meat on Earth,” Ryan answered, selecting a large slice from Dahkal’s hand. 
 
    “Ah, you humans and your odd vernacular. I’m still learning new words and phrases every day,” Dahkal said, using Earth Common. 
 
    “You’re picking it up pretty fast. Most beings take a long time to get just the basics down. You even use contractions now. That’s impressive,” Ryan said with encouragement. 
 
    The two of them looked through the clear-steel portal as it filled with the opaque swirl within the gate as they entered alter-reality. Once the feeling of disorientation subsided, Dahkal checked the emergence countdown clock, and his heartrate instantly increased. 
 
    “You said you entered the gate coordinates before we left?” he asked, looking at Ryan in complete confusion. 
 
    “I did!” Ryan said in defense. 
 
    “Then why the hell are there only six hours of gate travel on the clock? Salvage is ten days from Kragtron. Where did you send us?” Dahkal asked in a concerned tone. 
 
    “Crap,” Ryan said, staring blankly at the countdown as the seconds ticked away. 
 
    Dahkal frantically began checking the different locations in the Bith directory that were six hours gate travel from the Kragtron System. Not knowing what system you were going to be coming out in was dangerous. Some systems believed in destroying ships upon entry and not worrying about the questions later. There was also the possibility of coming out of the gate into a massive debris field from a past battle. 
 
    Dahkal sighed. “I don’t think crap quite covers it, Ryan. This is potentially a huge problem. Did you select Salvage System’s gate numbers from the directory, or did you punch the numbers in manually?”  
 
    Ryan shrugged his shoulders. “I just punched them in. I counted the numbers, and I thought I had them all correct. My bad, bro,” he said as he finally began to put the piece of jerky in his mouth. Before he could, Dahkal reached over, snatched it back, and thumped him in the forehead. 
 
    Dahkal shoved Ryan’s piece of jerky into his mouth and chewed with an obnoxious grin that showed Ryan his black teeth. “Moron. Delicious jerky is for beings who select gate numbers from the Bith directory to avoid this problem.” 
 
    He continued, “From what I can see, there are hundreds of different locations we could end up. And that’s if we’re heading to a gate that’s registered. Some aren’t. Not to mention all the extra credit it’s going to cost us for an additional trip through the gates. We didn’t budget for that.” 
 
    “That’s cold, man. Are all Sheingal as hateful as you?” Ryan asked, rubbing the red spot on his forehead. 
 
    “You’re lucky you don’t serve under Admiral Cortal,” Dahkal said, his mouth still full of jerky. “His punishment would be severe. We’re in a very bad spot here. You’ve played gate roulette, and our lives are what’s at stake.” 
 
    “Can’t you just look up the history on your navigation, see what gate code I used, and look it up in the Bith directory?” Ryan asked. 
 
    Dahkal shook his head and answered, “No, my navigational computer is programmed to automatically delete all history as soon as the ship enters a gate. It’s one of the security measures taken when the First Heir embarks on their journey. It protects our system’s gate codes, should I fall in combat or my ship somehow be invaded or stolen.” 
 
    “Oh, well, that make sense, I guess,” Ryan said, recalling several conversations he and Dahkal had previously had. Dahkal was the heir to his system’s empire and was out in the galaxy learning leadership from the ground up. That was how they’d met a few months back. Over time, they’d become close friends and decided to venture to Salvage System together. 
 
    “What do we do?” he asked. 
 
    “Nothing we can do, except prepare for the worst,” Dahkal said with a shrug. “I just hope it’s a friendly system, and we don’t end up looking at a hundred missiles coming down our throats. We’ll find out in about five hours and twenty-seven minutes.” 
 
    “Crap,” Ryan said again. 
 
    Dahkal checked his control panel. “We need to get all the weapons systems on standby, not completely up. The beings in the next system may take that as a threat if they’re monitoring the ships that come through the gate. They need to be ready at a second’s notice, however. Our shields are at a hundred percent, and the missile launchers are already loaded and ready for use. We could be experiencing our first battle in space together shortly.” 
 
    Ryan stood from his station. “You’re the boss, man. I’ll run down and check the power plant, and run a quick diagnostic on those systems. We need to hire a crew. I don’t think the two of us can handle repairs and fight this thing on our own in a real battle. I hope we don’t find out today,” he said as he headed down to engineering. 
 
    “Put your suit on! We may need them!” Dahkal called after him and stood to don his own. I hate these boots, he thought as he began to get dressed. He looked up at the clock as the seconds continued to roll off, and his anxiety rose. 
 
      
 
    * * *   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Gate Emergence  
 
      
 
    “Three minutes until emergence,” Dahkal called down to Ryan. 
 
    “Be there in a second. I was doublechecking all the stuff here in the hold. Everything seems to be strapped down as well as it can be,” Ryan answered. 
 
    A moment later Ryan took his seat next to Dahkal as they watched the clock count down. They were both wearing their spacesuits and had their helmets clamped on, should the need for them arise. They looked at each other with anticipation and a bit of fear. 
 
    “Here comes the moment of truth,” Ryan said as the remaining time showed five seconds left. 
 
    “If I die, I’m going to kill you,” Dahkal said, giving Ryan a playful shove and grinning through the clear-steel shield of his helmet. 
 
    The opaque swirl in the clear-steel portal dissipated into endless black, and the two of them felt the disorientation of leaving alter-reality as the ship exited the gate. Winged Fury moved forward into the unknown system at impulse speed. 
 
    “I’m not picking up any defensive platforms or ships in the area currently,” Dahkal said, looking down at his instruments. “There’s no information on the navigation to allude to our location either. It appears this system isn’t open to the public.” 
 
    “Same here,” Ryan said. “Maybe we got lucky. Let’s turn around and scram while we can.” 
 
    “Scram?” Dahkal asked. 
 
    “That means to get the heck outta here. Before our luck changes,” Ryan explained. 
 
    “Well, what if this is fortuitous? We aren’t picking up any ships, satellites, platforms, or really anything on the scanners. This could be an abandoned system with plenty of salvage opportunities,” Dahkal said. “We could venture in a little further to see if we pick up on anything. If not, then we come back to the gate and continue to Salvage. What do you think?” 
 
    Ryan shrugged his shoulders inside his suit. “I dunno, man, sounds pretty risky. What if the beings here have super sophisticated equipment, and we just can’t pick them up on the scanners?” 
 
    “I think we would have been hailed by now if we were in any danger. Besides, if we find anything of value, it will help to recoup the credit we just lost on your addle-brained blunder,” Dahkal said, cocking his helmeted head to the side. 
 
    “I’m never living that down, am I?” Ryan asked flatly. 
 
    “Nope, never,” Dahkal said in an equally flat tone. 
 
    Ryan sighed. “Whatever; let’s go then. Once we get further in, we can scan for planets and stuff. I don’t see anything right now.” 
 
    Dahkal engaged the main thrusters, and the ship surged forward into the unknown system. They left their suits on, but took the helmets off. They weren’t in any immediate danger at the moment, but that could change very quickly. One never knew what would happen next. 
 
    Fifteen hours later, Ryan started receiving some readings from the scanners. What he saw was very surprising, to say the least. “So, I figured out why we couldn’t see anything from the gate,” he said. 
 
    “Why’s that?” Dahkal asked. 
 
    Ryan had a perplexed look on his face. “Because all the celestial bodies were too small. The largest planet here is only the size of Mars, back in the Sol System. The system’s star is only the size of Jupiter. Probably why we didn’t pick up on any ships or anything. This place isn’t big enough to really worry with. Wait a minute, what the hell?” 
 
    “What’s the problem?” Dahkal asked and studied his own instruments. 
 
    “Looks like I was wrong. I think I see a satellite. It’s coming right at us on a collision course. Impact in ten minutes. Change course to avoid it,” Ryan instructed. 
 
    “Changing course thirty degrees portside,” Dahkal answered. 
 
    “What in the galaxy? It just changed course to match our course change!” Ryan exclaimed. 
 
    “Satellites don’t do that; I’ll adjust again,” Dahkal said, and adjusted the ship forty-five degrees to the starboard side. 
 
    “It matched our course again,” Ryan said. 
 
    “That shows intelligence. Are you sure it’s a satellite?” Dahkal asked, looking back down at his own panel, trying to figure out what they were looking at. 
 
    Ryan rubbed the back of his neck before answering. “Well, no, not really. It’s small, so I just assumed. It appears to be missile-sized and under thrust, but it’s not moving fast enough to be a missile, so I thought satellite. It’s not giving off any real definite readings.” 
 
    “I’m going to attempt to get a visual on the main screen,” Dahkal said and punched commands to the outer cameras on the ship. In a moment what appeared to be a small craft appeared on the screen. 
 
    “It’s a ship. A very tiny battlecruiser, it would appear,” Dahkal said, rubbing his chin. 
 
    “Aww, it’s cute. Do you think it’s a real ship, though? Or do you think it’s designed to look like a ship?” Ryan asked looking up at the screen with his face contorted. 
 
    Dahkal laughed. “Well, it just fired a full salvo of missiles at us, so I’m going to say it’s a ship. Prepare for impact,” he said. 
 
    “What? Should I fire defensive missiles, or engage the missile defense lasers?” Ryan asked. 
 
    Dahkal shook his head. “Those missiles are the size of a kinetic round. We’ll never hit them. I’m positive one defensive missile could easily take out the entire salvo if we hit it, but let’s just see what happens. I’m curious, plus I don’t believe that ship’s shields could withstand a single hit from any of our weapons. Kind of an unfair fight.” 
 
    “Impact in three, two, one, all missiles made impact. Forward shields down to ninety-nine-point nine percent. They inflicted virtually no damage,” Ryan said, reading off the damage report. 
 
    “I’ll try to hail them. Maybe they’ll talk to us, since they can’t hurt us,” Dahkal said as he attempted to hail the tiny ship. “Unknown ship, this is Winged Fury, we are not hostile. Please respond.” 
 
    Silence was the only response on the communication system. 
 
    “No answer. They’re either ignoring us, or they don’t understand. I’ll send a message via text. Maybe that’ll work,” Dahkal said and sent the message. 
 
    “Another salvo inbound,” Ryan announced. “Impact, forward shields down to ninety-nine-point eight percent.” 
 
    “I don’t understand, why aren’t they resp—” Dahkal started. 
 
    “Missile impact on the port side! Another on the starboard! Now on the stern! Another on the port!” Ryan called out. 
 
    Dahkal called out in complete surprise. “They were a distraction! That’s why they didn’t respond. They were keeping us fixated on them so we didn’t notice additional ships approaching us. The other ships must have used some sort of signal jammer so we didn’t detect them. We’re completely surrounded!” 
 
    “Taking laser fire and missile impacts three hundred and sixty degrees around the ship now, I count at least one hundred ships on the monitor!” Ryan shouted. “Get us moving! Shields down to ninety-five percent, ninety-four, ninety-three, ninety-two, all sides dropping in similar fashion.” 
 
    Dahkal chuckled at his friend and shook his head. “We have a minute and a half left before they break through the shields. That’s impressive for such tiny ships. I wonder what the beings inside them look like.” 
 
    “Dude! Get us out of here! Outrun them so we can figure something out! Eighty-nine percent shields!” Ryan yelled in frustration. 
 
    “I have a better idea instead of running,” Dahkal said. “Besides, if we try to fly through them, we’ll destroy their ships with the impact of the shields. I don’t want to kill them.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Ryan asked, keeping an eye on the shields. 
 
    Dahkal explained as he ran over to the defensive control station. “We’re going to use the defensive lasers. I’m going to reprogram them to recognize their ships’ shield energy readings as a missile. Once the shield is gone on a ship, our lasers will stop targeting it, and it’ll flee the battle. They don’t know we have no intention of firing back at them. Like I said, it wouldn’t be fair.” 
 
    “Well, hurry up! Shields at seventy percent!” Ryan called out. 
 
    “Done,” Dahkal said with a final tap of the controls. “Bring up a three-hundred-and sixty-degree view around the ship on the view screen.” 
 
    Ryan did as he asked, and they could see ship after ship being hit with the defensive lasers mounted all around the hull of Winged Fury. One by one, a purple flash of energy illuminated around the ships, then disappeared as their shield generators either blew, or the energy was simply used up. As predicted, each ship that lost its shielding quickly retreated from the fight in fear of being destroyed by the lasers. 
 
    “Holy crap, it’s working,” Ryan said, dumbfounded, as he watched the ships retreat and fall into a large formation behind the original ship. 
 
    “Told you so,” Dahkal replied with a wink. “Now they’ll attempt to contact us once their last ship has retreated.” 
 
    “Don’t get cocky; we’re not out of this yet. Shields down to fifty-three percent, give or take one or two percent on each side,” Ryan informed his friend. 
 
    The last ship’s shields winked out, and it joined the rest of its armada, in formation behind what appeared to be the flagship. A moment later a video communication hail came through on the communications system. 
 
    “Called it,” Dahkal said to Ryan with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    First Contact 
 
      
 
    Dahkal reached over and used the command chair to answer the call. On the screen stood a small being in a blue uniform. There were markings on the shoulders, and medals and ribbons on each side of the uniform’s chest. Clearly this being had been in many battles and was highly decorated.  
 
    The being spoke with a small chittering and light growling. The many pointed spines protruding from its back seemed to bounce when it spoke, and its beady little black eyes gave no emotional indication. Unfortunately, its language wasn’t loaded into Dahkal’s translation system. This meant that its language wasn’t recorded anywhere, as he had every known language downloaded. That was no surprise, since the gate wasn’t on record, either. 
 
    When it stopped speaking, Dahkal smiled and spoke. 
 
    “We apologize for the intrusion; we are also sorry that we do not understand your language, and I do not know what you just said to me. Your species’ vocals are not loaded into our systems,” Dahkal said, trying to appear friendly and motioning to Ryan. Ryan smiled and waved. 
 
    The little spiked being on the screen contorted its dark brown face, its furry snout crumpled up, and one side of its mouth raised up showing small, white, pointy teeth. Dahkal could have sworn the noise that escaped its mouth was, “Huh?” 
 
    “They don’t understand us either,” Ryan said. “They look like hedgehogs from Earth, though. Humans buy them as pets. The ones from Earth would be much larger. Judging by the size of their ships, I’d say these guys measure in around two inches tall. Small little guys.” 
 
    “That could explain the size of the star and the planets. Maybe in this system, everything’s miniature compared to our own,” Dahkal added. 
 
    “Maybe,” Ryan said. “Right now we need to figure out how to communicate.” 
 
    “I’ll try a text form message again,” Dahkal said and used the comm on the command chair to send the message he’d just tried to convey verbally. 
 
    The being looked at a screen below him, obviously getting the message. It stared at it for a few minutes and waved over another being like itself. Both stood there, conversing back and forth, equally confused. After a moment they both looked up at the video screen and shrugged with their palms out in the universal motion for “I don’t have a clue.”  Dahkal noticed they had four fingers and an opposable thumb when they did so. 
 
    “Well, that didn’t work,” Dahkal said, scratching his head. Then he had an idea. “They have a gate!” he exclaimed. 
 
    “How observant you are, Captain Obvious,” Ryan said with heavy sarcasm. “That isn’t ground-breaking news, that’s how we’re in the mess to begin with.” 
 
    “The Bith, you intellectual-donkey,” Dahkal said. “The Bith are the one thing every system with a gate has in common. We can send a message using the Bith’s written language. Their computer should be able to convert it to their language. They can do the same for us, and we can communicate back and forth.” 
 
    “Those aren’t the right words for that insult, but good try,” Ryan said with smirk. “Using the Bith’s written language, on the other hand, could work. Do you think they have it?” Ryan asked. 
 
    Dahkal nodded with confidence. “The gates use the Bith language as the basic programming language in the added systems that handle the credit transaction and give them control. It would only make sense that each system with a gate has at least some translated version of their language. I would bet on written. It’s worth a shot.” 
 
    Dahkal sat down in front of the ship’s communications station and began to type out the message again, then converted it into Bith. This time he included instructions for them to do the same in response. He sent it and turned to the main screen to see the being’s reaction. The eyes of the little leader seemed to light up when the series of Bith symbols came through. What appeared to be a smile crossed his face as he called out orders to one of his officers and turned to give Ryan and Dahkal a thumbs up. 
 
    A minute later he was speaking as the officer typed away on the ship’s computer, sending what was hopefully a friendly response. Dahkal’s comm system chimed as a message came through. Dahkal opened it, and, as he’d instructed, they’d sent over a message using the Bith written language. After using the translation program to decipher the message, Dahkal entered the command for the system to read the message aloud. 
 
    “Greetings, strangers from beyond the gate. I am Admiral Drogen of the planet Lequay. You are currently in the Herrupa System. We apologize for attacking you without warning and ignoring your hails. We are currently at war with another planet and thought you had been hired by our adversaries to destroy us. We came to this assumption as our gate is not open to use by the rest of the galaxy and the code would have had to come from within this system in a communication to the outside. We thought we were acting in self-defense. I thank you for not destroying our ships, as you could easily have done. Your etiquette in battle is beyond compare.” 
 
    After hearing this, Dahkal smiled at Drogen and gave him a thumbs up. He then sent a message asking the admiral to send over a file containing their language profile. Dahkal then went on to explain that by translating the Lequa language into Bith, and then into Earth Common, they could cross-reference the two sets of translations and develop a translation program for the two of them. Each of them would have to perform this process separately in order to succeed.  
 
    Another message came through—the language file. Dahkal got the program running, downloaded it into his own system, and sent the admiral an Earth Common file in the same fashion. Once it was received, the admiral and his crew went to work, as did Dahkal and Ryan, once they removed their spacesuits. Dahkal kicked his boots off with great pleasure. Nearly an hour later, they were ready to give it a try. 
 
    “I trust the programming worked, and you can understand me now?” Drogen asked over the connection. 
 
    “I can. This is much easier,” Dahkal said. He motioned to his friend with a hand. “This is my friend and colleague, Ryan.” 
 
    “Greetings, Ryan, I am Admiral Drogen,” the admiral said. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, sir,” Ryan said with a wave. 
 
    The admiral cocked his head to the side in a confused manner. “Sir? You address me as your superior, though you do not serve under me, and with your ship, could easily defeat us. Why is this?” 
 
    Ryan smiled at this and said, “Sir, I am in your system, and you outrank me. I am but a corporal; you are an admiral. It’s a habit, one I don’t intend to break.” 
 
    “Commendable. And you, sir?” Drogen said, turning his attention to Dahkal. 
 
    “My story is a little more complicated. I also have military experience, but I do not currently hold a rank, per se. Right now I am working as what we refer to as a mercenary,” Dahkal answered. 
 
    “Ah, you are a military force for hire then. I understand this term. Tell me, are you currently available for hire at the moment? With your help, we could end this war today,” Drogen asked. 
 
    At hearing this, Dahkal straightened up and locked eyes with the tiny admiral. “That depends on the nature of your war. What is your part in it, and what is the cause? I will not be shy in informing you that if I do not find your actions or reasoning honorable, I will not aid you in any way, shape, or form. I will not soil my own honor with innocent blood.” 
 
    “Do you find slavery, tyranny, and oppression on a planet by another planet’s inhabitants to be honorable?” the admiral asked, his tone hardening even through the translation. 
 
    “No, I most certainly do not. Quite the opposite, as a matter of fact,” Dahkal said, returning the hardened tone of the admiral. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re not down with that kind of garbage,” Ryan added, crossing his arms. 
 
    “I do not understand your comment. You are not in the bottom of the garbage?” Drogen inquired 
 
    Ryan shook his head side to side. “Sorry, that’s an expression; it means we do not believe slavery is honorable.” 
 
    The admiral nodded, “Ah, I understand now. This is good, because we, the Lequa, feel the same way you do. The next planet out from ours does not share our opinion. They are the Iztaka; their planet is called Traza. They are a winged species, with long bodies, compound, bulbous eyes, six legs, and have a long, needle-like appendage protruding from their mouths that they use to suck the blood from their prey.” 
 
    He continued after a brief pause. “They are trying to conquer and enslave our planet for dietary purposes and hard labor. They can feed from an individual Lequa daily for an entire lifetime. Blood replaces itself overnight, you see, and so they would have a never-ending source of food.” 
 
    The admiral paused again and took a deep breath. “They believe themselves to be the superior race and believe they should control not only their planet, but ours as well. They also believe we should do their bidding. Should they win this war, the Lequa would become indentured servants in the Iztakan households, doing their labor with no payment but the ability to continue living. This is no life at all.” 
 
    Dahkal’s blood was beginning to boil with anger. No being was above another, no matter how big or small they may be. This was not right. He felt he had to do something to help. Dahkal turned to Ryan and could clearly see the man’s face turning red.  
 
    “How is the war going for you so far?” Ryan asked. “You attacked us with at least a hundred ships. Surely you are able to fend them off with a fleet of that size,” he said, not taking his attention from the screen. Dahkal turned back to see the admiral’s response. 
 
    Drogen looked down and took a deep breath. “Yes, I am here now with a force of one hundred and three ships. We are currently trying to build new ships, but every time they attack, they destroy the ships being built. They never hit the shipyards, however. Just the ships. We believe they want to claim them for themselves after the war is over. When we got the alert that a ship of your size had come through the gate, I brought half of our fleet to attack you. I knew that any less would fail.” 
 
    Drogen added in a humble tone, “As it turns out, we would have failed anyway. Again, I thank you for not decimating us.” 
 
    He shook his head as if to clear any self-doubts. “As far as the war goes, we are barely holding on. They can withstand much more gravitational force than we can, so their ships are faster and more maneuverable. For every ship of theirs we destroy, they destroy three of ours. Their fighters outclass us by far; we don’t stand a chance in that respect.” 
 
    Dahkal did the math in his head. “So, you have roughly two hundred and six ships left in your planet’s defense fleet, and they destroy any ships you try to build. How many do they have?” he asked. 
 
    “Our intelligence shows they have nearly two hundred and fifty ships of various types,” Drogen replied. 
 
    “How does their firepower compare to yours? Are their missiles and lasers more or less destructive?” Dahkal inquired.  
 
    “Their destructive capabilities are equal to our own. Neither of us have the upper hand as far as weaponry. They can simply outmaneuver us and gain the advantage, as I stated before,” Drogen said. “Our shields are very similar as well.” 
 
    Dahkal thought for a moment and asked, “Why so many ships? You each have a very large fleet, more than I would venture to say most systems have on hand.” 
 
    Drogen appeared to be confused. “On hand? I think you mean in our possession. War between our two worlds has been threatening for many years now. Both began building ships as fast as we could, and building a military force to operate them. At first it was a show of force to deter one another, but it became more than that when the first attacks came. Were it not for the vast number of ships we built, we would have already lost the war.” 
 
    “I understand,” Dahkal said. “What do you offer in payment if we agree to a contract? Do you use galactic credit as your currency?” 
 
    Drogen shook his head, his quills swaying as he did so. “We use our own form of currency, as we do not do business outside the system. The Bith deemed keeping our gate hidden from the galaxy necessary on account of how easy it would be for another race to come in and destroy or conquer our worlds due to our smaller stature. We have no need for galactic credit.” 
 
    “Perhaps a different sort of trade, then,” Dahkal said, thinking aloud. After a long moment he smiled and said, “Do you plan to claim the enemy ships and salvage as spoils of war if you are the victors?” 
 
    “We do,” Drogen answered. 
 
    Dahkal smiled as an idea formed in his mind. “Good. How about this, I will purchase ten of the Iztakan ships, three of your ship-building replicators, and three of your munition’s replicators. I will need all programming information and the schematics for all ships and munitions as well for the replicators. As payment for our services, we will ask for ten of your Lequan warships, along with all their programming information for all systems, and the schematics for the replicators. Also, the programming and schematics for the replicators themselves.” 
 
    Drogen’s eyes widened at Dahkal’s contract price, and he began shaking his head again in disbelief. “This is a very large price you are asking. I understand it is for the good of our entire planet, but you must understand, ten ships is a lot of raw material for our kind. To you it is but a handful of material; to us, it is a vast fortune. I do not know if our prime minister will allow me to agree to such a contract without proper compensation. Besides, how will you purchase the other ships and the replicators? We do not use galactic credit as I said before.” 
 
    Dahkal raised a single clawed finger in the air and said, “One moment, please. I will be right back.” He got up, walked out of the camera view, and off the bridge. 
 
    “Where is he going?” Drogen asked Ryan. 
 
    Ryan just shrugged his shoulders with a funny look on his face. “Beats me,” he said. 
 
    Drogen cocked his head to the side, “He beats you? Why do you continue to stay in that case?” 
 
    Ryan laughed. “No, sorry, another expression that didn’t translate well. That means ‘I don’t know.’ You never know what Dahkal has up his sleeve.” 
 
    “Why does he keep things inside his sleeves? Does he not have pockets?” Drogen asked, even more confused. 
 
    Ryan laughed harder and cupped his palms over his face. “No, that means you never know what he is going to do next. He is unpredictable.” 
 
    Drogen stared blankly at Ryan through the communication screen. “Why did you not just say that the first time then? Does your entire race speak in riddles like you?” 
 
    “You have no idea, Admiral,” Dahkal said, entering the command center and the camera view once again. “Do you think this will cover the cost of the ships, replicators, and the difference of what we ask in our contract?” he asked as he held out his large open hand. Resting in his palm was a red Galacuss crystal, about three inches long, and around two inches in diameter. 
 
    The admiral was speechless, as was Ryan. Neither of them could believe what they were looking at. Dahkal just stood there with a huge black grin on his face. “Well?” he said. 
 
    “How is it you are in possession of such a large red Galacuss crystal, and how can you afford to part with it so freely?” the admiral asked, astonished. 
 
    “Good question,” Ryan managed to get out. 
 
    “It will gain me twenty ships and plenty of replicators. Seems like a fair trade to me,” Dahkal said, not bothering to explain where he’d gotten the gem. 
 
    Another Lequay in uniform approached Drogen from the back of the command center on their ship and spoke quietly to him. After a few minutes of back and forth chatter, the admiral turned his attention back to Dahkal and Ryan. 
 
    “My first officer has informed me that a crystal that size will do wonders for our medical field worldwide, and as far as value goes, it is worth much more to us than what you have asked for in payment. If you are willing to negotiate that trade into the contract, we will meet your demands,” he said. 
 
    Dahkal smiled. “Then we have a contract, my friend. Once we have completed the task of aiding you to victory, we will make the trade.” 
 
    “Excellent! How shall we begin? I assume you have something in mind?” the admiral asked. 
 
    Dahkal nodded his head. “I do. First, I need you to send over a copy of their language profile so I can create a translation program to communicate with. I plan to use the same process as before, adding in your language’s interpretation of theirs, thus giving me a larger vocabulary to work with. I want to try a diplomatic approach first. If we can do this without wasting lives, I would much prefer it.” 
 
    “As would I,” Drogen agreed. 
 
    Ryan simply nodded in agreement, crossing his arms and leaning on a control panel. 
 
    “And if they won’t come to terms?” inquired the admiral. 
 
    “Then I’ll beat them the same way I beat you,” Dahkal answered. “Which brings me to the second thing I need from you. I’m guessing you have energy readings from their shields. I need them so I can target the ships with my defensive lasers and burn their shields off. Once I do that, they’ll be defenseless against my laser fire. They may be able to detonate my missiles prematurely, but they won’t be able to stop my lasers.” 
 
    “Clever being,” Drogen remarked. “All will be sent to you momentarily. In the meantime, I suggest we head back toward our planet. Time is of the essence. When we left to attack you, the Iztakan fleet was preparing to attack us. That is why we only met you with half of our forces. Their ships can make the trip between planets in around thirty-six hours, and I’ve received word that they are on the move. We are fifteen hours out; that will leave us roughly three hours to position ourselves.” 
 
    Dahkal nodded. “It will have to do. You lead the way. We will prepare in the meantime. I suggest you do the same by getting all your shields back up to maximum output.” 
 
    The admiral stood a little straighter as he responded, “We intend to. I will call ahead to inform the rest of our fleet and our prime minister. Rolling Thunder, out.” The call cut. 
 
    “So that’s their ship’s name.” Ryan said as he positioned Winged Fury in formation behind the Lequan Fleet. “When we get out of here, we need to hire a crew or something. I’m a fair pilot, but I can’t fly this thing like a fighter the way you can.” 
 
    Dahkal thought about the aspect of hiring a crew and his ship’s capabilities. “This ship isn’t meant to be in battle. It’s armed for defensive purposes. It was merely a means of travel and housing. Though now that I’m out here, it seems I may need to upgrade to a larger, more capable craft. We’ll see what our options are when we arrive in Salvage System,” he said. 
 
    Still mulling the idea over, he turned to the communications console and began the process of translating the Iztaka language. With any luck, he’d be able to end this without firing a single shot, though that seemed unlikely. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Battle 
 
      
 
    “Will they attempt to flank us? What sort of tendencies do they have in battle?” Dahkal asked Drogen over the comm. 
 
    Drogen answered promptly, “Iztaka forces have never attempted to flank our forces or tried to separate our fleet. They are confident in their ability to defeat our ships with their speed and maneuverability. This being the case, they have always attacked us head on.” 
 
    Dahkal rubbed his chin in thought and nodded his head. “So, they do not use any tactics, simply brute force paired with speed and agility. This could be their weakness. Have you ever tried to split their forces by splitting your own force into more than one squadron before the battle begins?” 
 
    With a tone of regret in his voice, the admiral answered, “We have tried to flank them in the past, but their greater speed allowed them to turn and intercept our forces before they could get into position. The Iztaka strategically placed satellites we were not aware of around our moons. Using these, they were able to see the attack coming. The element of surprise was lost, and ultimately cost us the lives of all aboard those ships.” 
 
    Dahkal bowed his head slightly. “I am sorry for the loss of your warriors. Today, we will do our best to see that they did not die in vain,” he said in a solemn tone. 
 
    He continued speaking after a short moment. “We have two hours until they arrive. I recommend you split your fleet into four 50-ship squadrons, ten thousand meters apart, with my ship at the center. We’ll call them Squadrons One through Five, port to starboard of my ship, my ship taking the place of Squadron Three. If they attack, it will take at least a hundred of their ships to battle me, as it did your own. That will give your ships the numerical advantage at almost two to one odds. They will have to split their forces four ways to keep you off their flanks.” 
 
    Drogen agreed with the plan. “Yes, I believe this to be a sound strategy. I will send out orders to do as you have suggested.” 
 
    Dahkal made direct eye contact through the screen with Drogen. “Also, as I take out each ship’s shields, it will have to retreat or be destroyed. Do not attack a ship fleeing the battle unless it fires upon one of your ships. There is no honor in this. Allow them the opportunity to surrender,” he instructed. 
 
    Drogen responded with a hard tone, his fists clenched at his side. “They would not show us the same courtesies, Dahkal. The Iztaka are without mercy and operate outside any respectable bounds of honor.” 
 
    “And this is exactly why you should show mercy,” Dahkal said. “You are not like the Iztaka. You have honor and decency. You are better than someone who would attack a defenseless ship and kill every crew member on board. You must allow the warriors on those ships, who are just following orders, the opportunity to live, should you come to be in control of that circumstance. I cannot allow myself to believe an entire planet unanimously feels the same way as its leaders do.” 
 
    Drogen’s facial features softened, and his fists unclasped. Nodding slowly, he looked at the beings on the screen, so massive compared to his own size and capable of destroying all that lay before them, yet they wanted to show mercy and allow life to flourish as much as possible. Dahkal and Ryan could have destroyed his entire force in minutes but had chosen not to. 
 
    “You are right, my new friend, and apparently my new advisor. I cannot allow us to lower our standards to the likes of theirs. We will show mercy and grant them the opportunity to leave the battle in surrender. However, if they attack, I will have no other choice but to fire back,” Drogen said. 
 
    “Perfectly reasonable, Admiral. Thank you,” Dahkal said. “I have the translation program ready, and I am ready to communicate with the Iztaka as soon as your ships are in position. I have also programmed the shield energy readings you sent over. We will wait until they arrive to announce my presence. I am sure they have picked my ship up on their scanners but do not know what to expect. I can see from my own scanners that they have not split their forces in any way, unless they have built new ships you are unaware of.” 
 
    “We also have secret satellites, just as they do,” Drogen said. “Our intelligence shows no new ships have been built or put into use. All the ships in their shipyards remain unfinished. Our last battle was but three weeks ago. That is not enough time to build new ships.” 
 
    “Good, then there should be no surprises if they attack the way you believe they will,” Dahkal said. 
 
    Two hours later Winged Fury made up the center of the Lequa forces. Two squadrons of fifty ships ten thousand meters apart were in formation on either side as the Iztaka fleet brought their forces to a halt a hundred and fifty thousand meters away. Dahkal sent out a hail on all frequencies, attempting to get the attention of the Iztaka flagship. 
 
    A high-pitched translated voice came over the comm. It almost seemed to vibrate with each word. “This is the command ship Blood Thirst. I am Admiral Viz’tika. Identify yourself and your reasons for interfering in matters that are not your own.” 
 
    Dahkal looked from his command seat over to Ryan, who was manning the pilot’s station. “The translation program worked pretty well. Let’s get them on visual and see if it works as well going back the other way.” Dahkal sent the call, and it was answered. 
 
    The main screen switched to a double screen. On one side was Drogen; on the other was the newly introduced Admiral Viz’tika of the Iztaka forces. Dahkal wasn’t sure if it was male or female, but it certainly looked like Drogen had described. A long-bodied being with six legs, wings, and large compound eyes. The needle-like appendage from the mouth could clearly be seen as well. It looked as if it could inflict a great amount of pain to another being as it sucked out their blood. 
 
    Dahkal noticed the new being’s large eyes. He wondered how many different images the being saw at one time. “Greetings, Admiral Viz’tika. I am Dahkal of Winged Fury. I am here on behalf of the planet Lequa, its prime minister, and my friend Drogen. It seems you intend to attack them, with plans of enslaving their entire planet for dietary purposes and hard labor. I am afraid I cannot allow that to happen. It is my hope that we can come to some sort of peace here today without any beings losing their lives. However, should you choose to attack, I will be left with no choice but to aid the Lequa in battle.” 
 
    Admiral Viz’tika rose from the command chair. “Do you honestly believe that I will surrender simply because you are greater in size? You do not intimidate the Iztaka. You are but one ship. We still outnumber you and can easily outmaneuver you, especially at your size. You will not be able to keep track of our ships, much less lock onto them and do any damage.” 
 
    Dahkal grinned and leaned forward in his seat. “Your overconfidence will be your undoing, Admiral Viz’tika. I urge you to reconsider your campaign and agree to peace. If I am forced to fire one of my missiles into your forces, it will destroy no less than ten of your ships, and damage a great deal more. I would rather not destroy an entire fleet today, but I will if necessary.” 
 
    Drogen interjected. “I would listen to him, Viz’tika. Do not fool yourself; this is a very formidable adversary. He has already bested us in battle. You will not win.” 
 
    Viz’tika snapped back at Drogen, “I am not surprised you lost to this creature and his soft-fleshed companion, Drogen. You are a pathetic example of leadership. It appears only two of them operate that craft, while you have at least two hundred on each ship, yet you could not defeat them. This is why your race does not deserve freedom, and why you will all serve the Iztaka as meals and slaves. I hope you survive; I shall take you for my own.” The being’s wings buzzed in irritation as it spoke. 
 
    Dahkal spoke before Drogen could reply. “Is there any way there can be peace without a fight? There is no need to waste countless lives.” 
 
    Viz’tika’s wings buzzed loudly as he turned his gaze back to Dahkal. “I agree, there is no need to waste lives. The Lequa are far more useful to the Iztaka alive than dead. But if I must destroy all who stand before me, then so be it. We will simply breed more once the planet and its inhabitants are ours. All they have to do is surrender and agree to our terms. It is that easy.” 
 
    “That is not a possibility,” Dahkal said with finality in his voice. 
 
    “Then you leave me no choice,” Admiral Viz’tika said. The call cut and left only Drogen on the screen. 
 
    Dahkal motioned to Drogen to switch to an alternate frequency, and he did so. “They are going to attack. When they do, I will push forward to draw them to my ship; you and your forces will have to handle the others. I am hoping, as I take out shields, the ships attacking your fleet will turn their attention to me, giving you the opportunity to attack them. Remember, fleeing ships are off limits,” he said. 
 
    “They’ve launched full salvos across their entire formation. I count over four thousand missiles inbound,” Ryan announced from the pilot’s position. “Firing two defensive missiles set to automatically detonate at the point of intersection. The Lequay fleet also fired defense missiles.”  
 
    After a moment he added, “Our defense missiles destroyed over half their missiles or sent them off course. The Lequay forces have engaged their laser defenses, and it appears some of the missiles made it through and hit shields. The Lequay are returning fire.” 
 
    “Let me sit there, you move back to your seat,” Dahkal said, taking his seat in the pilot’s position. “Drogen, I am moving forward; continue as planned,” he said over the communication system. 
 
    “Understood,” Drogen replied. 
 
    Dahkal engaged his thrusters and moved the frigate toward the Iztaka fleet, hoping to draw them in close enough to engage his missile defense lasers. He could see on the radar that the invading fleet was dispersing into five groups, the largest of which was in the center moving toward the Winged Fury. His plan was working. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Dahkal and Ryan to become completely surrounded by Iztaka ships. They were taking fire on all sides; they were also returning it, and the missile defense lasers did as they were programmed to do. On the screen, Dahkal and Ryan watched as enemy ships were hit by lasers, and their shields blinked out in a flash of fuchsia-colored energy. As the shields failed, more and more ships retreated to the edge of the battle in an attempt to get their shields back online. Some returned; others remained out of the fight, either due to damage or simply because they saw the same ships who had returned to the battle retreat a second time. 
 
    Ryan laughed aloud as he watched the screen, calling out the shield percentages. “Shields down to seventy percent, sixty-nine, sixty-eight, sixty-seven, man it’s like we’re a giant bug zapper right now! This is crazy! I’ve lost count of the ships that have attacked so far. Shields down to forty-eight percent. It looks like there are only a few left in our section of the fight. Yup, that’s it, the last one just took off.” 
 
    Dahkal grinned and altered course to port to help the remaining forces in the two squadrons on that side. It appeared each one had done well. They outnumbered the Iztaka by around twenty-seven ships in each formation. The plan was working. When they closed in on Squadron Two, he hailed the command ship. 
 
    “This is Commander Horchren of Justice Be Served,” came a translated voice. 
 
    “Commander Horchren, this is Dahkal of Winged Fury; form up on me. We will finish off this group and then proceed to help our friends down the way,” Dahkal called over. 
 
    “Aye, sir, forming up on you,” answered the commander. 
 
    The remaining ships still able to fight formed up in a tight wedge formation, each ship elevated above the next on either side of Dahkal’s frigate, and continued to fire missiles and lasers at the enemy ships. Those that got close enough took fire from Winged Fury’s defensive lasers and lost their shields. The smart ones retreated, and the others were destroyed. By the time Dahkal and Squadron Two made it to Squadron One, they had just finished off the last enemy ship. 
 
    “Winged Fury to Squadron One,” Dahkal called over the comm. 
 
    Drogen’s voice answered over the comm. “Squadron One, this is Rolling Thunder. We took losses, but managed to take them out over here. This was a good plan, splitting them up like this. I am glad we attacked you. Otherwise, today might be going in a different direction.” 
 
    “It’s not over yet, sir,” Ryan said. “We still have to finish off the last two squadrons.” 
 
    Dahkal verified Ryan’s statement. “He is right. Form up on me with Squadron Two, and we will assist Squadrons Four and Five. We will end this war today and bring peace to your system once and for all. There will be no slavery.” 
 
    Drogen’s upbeat response came over the comm. “Sounds like a dream come true. Squadron One taking high guard above you, Winged Fury.” Dahkal thought he could hear the slight indication of a smile in the little admiral’s voice. 
 
    Together, Winged Fury and Squadrons One and Two formed up with Four, defeating the Iztaka ships, and proceeded to Five. Once arriving at Five, there was no more fighting to be done. The remaining enemy ships surrendered and moved to join the previously surrendered ships. A message was sent out on all frequencies that all Iztaka ships were to disengage their weapons systems and lower their shields. 
 
    A new high-pitched voice came over the system once the message was received by all. “This is Commander Chaz’tika of the Iztaka ship Blood Thirst. We will cooperate with your demands. I have relieved Admiral Viz’tika of his command and of his miserable life. Not every Iztakan shares his and our planetary leaders’ beliefs. Watching your ship decimate our forces without firing so much as one offensive missile furthered our own beliefs. I have spoken with the captains of our remaining ships; they will comply as well.” 
 
    Dahkal felt relief wash over his entire body, and he saw Ryan’s tension fade as well at hearing this. He’d feared that the remaining ships would try to band together for one last, futile attempt at victory, and that he’d have to destroy them. He found comfort in knowing he’d been right about planet Traza’s beings. 
 
    A tiny, yet commanding voice came over the comm system. “This is Admiral Drogen of the Lequa Fleet. You have made the right decision and have taken a step in the right direction toward a better future for both our worlds. I hope that one day in the near future, we can all live in peace. This system belongs to both of us; we should be working together to protect it, not destroying one another. Thank you for having the courage to do what is right for the greater good.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Right Gate Codes 
 
      
 
    Two weeks later, Dahkal and Ryan stood in their spacesuits, watching as the Lequa landed ten Lequa ships and ten Iztaka ships in the bay of Winged Fury. The operation took two days to complete. The ships were stacked two high in two rows of five along the starboard wall using the magnetic struts on the ship’s hulls. On the portside wall were all the replicators, individually placed and tightly strapped down. 
 
    Ryan pointed to the small ships lining the wall. “So what’s going on in your head, man? What are we going to do with a bunch of twenty-foot long battlecruisers? You thinking of converting them into some kind of missile or something?” 
 
    Dahkal grinned inside his helmet. “No, not missiles. Better than missiles. Drones. Now all we need is a drone expert for the next step. Maybe part of that crew we need to hire, as you keep mentioning.” 
 
    The realization of the endless possibilities of droned miniature battlecruisers brought an ear to ear grin across Ryan’s face. “Clever dragon,” he said. 
 
    Once all the ships and replicators were in place, and the ships all set into dormant mode, shuttles began to come in and land in the center of the bay floor. When enough shuttles were in place, Dahkal got the all-clear call, and he closed the bay door and pressurized the room. The hatches on all the ships in the bay opened, and little spiked Lequa began making their way down the ramps of the parked ships and over to the shuttles parked on the bay floor. The ones in the topside ships had to walk the hulls of the bottom ships and use ladders or top hatches to enter the lower ships to get down to the ramps leading to the floor. 
 
    One shuttle received no passengers. Instead, its rear loading ramp was down, and there were two Lequa already inside. Dahkal reached up, unzipped a pocket on the chest area of his spacesuit, and pulled out the red Galacuss crystal he’d promised as compensation in the contract for the value of the ships and equipment he’d asked for. Getting down on one knee and leaning forward, he gently set the crystal down on the floor of the shuttle and pushed it forward into the ship. The two Lequa inside quickly strapped it down for the trip back to the planet. 
 
    Dahkal received the all-clear again, depressurized the bay, and opened the loading door. One by one, each of the shuttles lifted up, exited the craft, and headed back to the planet. When the last ship was out, Dahkal closed the hatch and filled the bay with atmosphere again. He and Ryan took off their suits and doublechecked that the ships and replicators were all secure, and in no danger of falling or shifting, before making their way back to the command center of the ship. 
 
    On the way through, they stopped in the galley and poured themselves large mugs of beer from the barrels they’d picked up from Brads Brews back on The Gas Station before leaving the Kragtron system. They stood and drank their entire mugs without saying a word before pouring another and continuing to the command station. Dahkal grabbed a handful of snacks from Aarontal’s food container. Fifteen hours later, they were closing in on the system’s gate. 
 
    Dahkal made a video call, and the familiar face of Drogen appeared on the screen. “The shuttles should have made it to the planet by now, Admiral. I hope the crystal does everything you hope it will for your beings. Any word on how things are progressing with the Iztaka?” he asked. 
 
    Drogen grinned, exposing all the sharp little teeth in his mouth, and his quills seemed to wave with excitement. “Yes. I spoke with the captain in charge of the shuttle operation just now. Thank you again for your generosity, and I cannot thank you enough for what you have done to help my planet and save our race from being enslaved. The prime minister has granted me the right to inform you and Ryan that you two are forever welcome in the Herrupa System. There will always be a place for you here, and should you ever need anything, all you need do is ask. I am sending you the gate codes for safekeeping, should you need to return. This packet will also include all the programming information for the ships and replicators. I was able to get the Iztaka commander to give me their actual files, so you will have those as well, and not only our own research.” 
 
    Dahkal and Ryan stared wide eyed at the admiral, amazed they were being trusted with the gate codes, the system’s most protected secret. 
 
    Ryan raised his mug up in a toast toward Drogen. “You can trust us; you are our allies now, and more importantly, our friends,” he said. 
 
    “I agree,” Dahkal said. “You honor us with your trust. You have mine as well. Should you ever need us again, you have my direct contact information; I just sent it to you. You will need to send it using the gate, but don’t worry about anyone tracing it. Only the Bith can trace calls through the gate. Don’t worry about the charges, either. I will pay them.” 
 
    The admiral smiled again. “That is very kind and generous of you, Dahkal. Thank you. I shall inform the prime minister. As for the Iztaka and Planet Traza, let me just say things are moving along very quickly. Once Commander Chaz’tika communicated with the ground forces’ general, it was not long before the planet’s leadership was taken into custody and dealt with. They are currently electing new leadership, hopefully with different views. Currently, our prime minister is on the way to negotiate peace treaties and trade with the newly appointed leaders. We dispersed some of our troops and officers among the remaining ships to ensure no deceitful actions are taken, and, so far, it has been a smooth process. I look forward to the future, something I have not been able to do for a long time now.” 
 
    “The future looks bright, indeed,” Dahkal said, and raised his glass to the admiral before taking a long pull. Then he added, “However, I am afraid we must be on our way now. It seems we have done all we can do here and must return to our original plans.” 
 
    The little admiral smiled. “Indeed. I wish you good fortune in your endeavors. Farewell, my friends,” Drogen said and waved. 
 
    Dahkal smiled back. “Farewell? No, that is too definite. I prefer, until fate once again brings our paths together as one.” 
 
    Drogen nodded his head and chuckled a bit. “Yes, I think I prefer this as well. Until then, my friends.” The call ended. 
 
    Ryan looked at Dahkal. “Well? You ready to try this again?” 
 
    “Are the right codes for Salvage System set in the gate commands?” Dahkal asked in a flat tone. 
 
    “Yup. We’re good to go,” Ryan said with grin. 
 
     Dahkal snorted. “I’ve heard that before; I think I’ll just double check this time to be safe.” He checked his panel and saw the Salvage System codes had been chosen from the Bith directory in the gate navigational program. “Ok, we’re good,” he said and maneuvered the ship into the opaque swirl of the gate. 
 
    Just before the ship entered alter-reality, Ryan turned to Dahkal and asked, “Can I get some of that jerky now?” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Nick Steverson is your everyday blue-collar liquor vendor. He’s been in the alcohol industry for 15 years now. Using his Class-A CDL, he delivers wine and liquor from Pensacola to Tallahassee, sometimes even all the way down into Apalachicola. Besides working, his hobbies include playing disc golf, fishing, and of course, reading and writing. Though, being 60 miles offshore, reeling in a 150-pound tuna, trolling for sail fish, or struggling to pull up a monstrous gag grouper would be at the top of his list of things he would love to be doing at any given time. He was raised in the small town of Bonifay, Florida, where, while on the school bus, he met his beautiful wife, Jolie, at the ripe old age of 13. He has yet to actually find that last nerve she keeps saying he’s getting on. Together they continue to live in the Panhandle of Florida, raising their four wonderful children, Bradley, Violet, Conner, and Ace. 
 
    Between rolling stacks of booze while complaining about how much people drink and doing his best to be a good husband and attentive father, Nick takes as many opportunities as possible to write what the voices in his head are saying to him. His first publication, “A Small Problem,” is featured in the Salvage Title Anthology “Through the Gate.” Since he was young, he has always wanted to write a book but never took the time to actually sit down and do it. Work and family were always the first priority, leaving little time for much else. Inspiration to make the time to do so came from his father one night after sending a text about an idea for a race of characters for his books. The last answer he expected to get was, “Write it,” but that’s exactly what he got. So, he did. Sometimes all it takes is a little nudge in the right direction, and then the story writes itself…. 
 
    You can find him on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/nick.steverson.56 
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 Tahn Kree Provocateur by Quincy J. Allen 
 
      
 
      
 
    One 
 
      
 
    In the darkness of a near-moonless night, Shaleen carefully peeked over the embankment and scanned the facility that lay only forty meters away. It was a converted slaughterhouse that hadn’t seen use in a decade, yet all three levels of gleaming steel and squared off permacrete were well-illuminated in halogen lights.  
 
    She shifted and blinked her eyes to activate the zoom function of the advanced oculars built into her helm. On the second try—she was still getting used to the new equipment—the image expanded. She identified the heavy laser emplacements set at the near corners of the upper floor. Each was manned by two Vorwhol warriors in full dark green combat armor, and over that they wore black harnesses formed by ribbons of a dark material that lined chest, arms, and legs. Nine sentries, similarly clad, walked the perimeter at ground level. They were spaced about every ten meters, with only three sentries in view at any given time as they circled the building. Everything was just as it had been when she and the rest of her platoon had approached through the forest stretching out behind her on the other side of the river.  
 
    She said a quiet, “Thank you,” to the chill cans of her armor, keeping the outer surfaces the same temperature as the ambient air. 
 
    “Lancer squads, check in,” Shaleen said over the comms.  
 
    “Squad One has their targets.”  
 
    “Squad Two is locked on.” 
 
    “Squad Three, ready.” 
 
    “Squad Four, sighted in.”  
 
    Each squad was made up of three warriors and a squad leader. The lancers specialized in mounted combat and the use of the new three-meter laser lances. Shaleen took a deep breath and readied herself. She glanced to her left and right, where two squads of strikers from First Platoon waited for the go signal. They wore identical armor, but with green harnesses, and each held a heavy laser pistol at the ready. 
 
    “Kor, is Second Platoon ready?” she asked. 
 
    There was a momentary pause, her older brother’s voice came in loud and clear. 
 
    “Affirmative.” Kor’s voice was icy calm. 
 
    “On my mark, initiate as planned,” she said, wondering if she sounded as calm as he did. She certainly didn’t feel it. She wanted…needed everything to go right tonight. 
 
    “Understood,” he replied.  
 
    Shaleen felt the tension mounting. They’d been training non-stop for two weeks, and she hoped her teammates—her company, she corrected mentally, was ready. She reset her oculars back to normal magnification. 
 
    “Three…two…one…mark!” she barked, and then she heaved herself over the riverbank. 
 
    A perfectly timed volley of green laser fire, punctuated by the hiss-crack discharge of the lances, slammed into the gunners on the turrets as well as the three sentries visible in front of the facility. Shaleen and both striker squads rolled up to their feet, drew their sidearms, and set off at a run straight for the main entrance.  
 
    The main doors of the facility opened, and two Vorwhol warriors peeked around with laser pistols in hand. As she ran, she pulled a grenade from her utility belt and primed it. Splashes of laser fire peppered the doors, driving the warriors back. She threw the grenade at the main entrance. It soared straight for the doors just as two grenades sailed out from her left and right, thrown by the squad leaders. Her grenade bounced through the gap between the doors, while the other two flew along the sides of the facility.  
 
    BANG-BA-BANG!  
 
    The grenades detonated almost simultaneously with flashes of white light. 
 
    Shaleen and the others had crossed half the distance to the main doors when another volley of laser fire streaked over her head, this time hitting a second-story balcony. 
 
    A moment later, a guard appeared over the lip of the balcony and sprayed Shaleen’s charging line of warriors with laser fire. Several yelps broke onto the comms, and she heard bodies hitting the grassy turf to her left and right. She ignored the fallen warriors and threw another grenade through the main entrance as the squad leaders threw their own. Her grenade hit the left-hand door and bounced in and to the right, disappearing from view, while the other two again sailed along the sides of the facility. 
 
    A triple-explosion lit the night as the strikers closed in from either side. She slowed as they neared the open doors. She could just make out an empty receiving area beyond, with a short hallway straight back that terminated at a closed door. 
 
    Four of her strikers leapt and kicked the doors fully open, moving forward with two facing left and two right.  
 
    Shaleen and the other strikers stopped in the doorway just as an exchange of laser fire lit up the receiving area. Two of her warriors went down, grunting in pain as green light splashed into their armor. The other two lunged back as the squad leaders stepped forward and tossed grenades to the left and right without exposing themselves. 
 
    A double-BANG! filled the air, then the first two strikers peeked around the doors while the squad leaders covered the far hallway with their sidearms. 
 
    “Clear!” the strikers said together.  
 
    Without hesitation, Shaleen and the rest of her warriors rushed into the receiving area in a wedge formation, covering the far door as well as doors to the left and right. She spotted the forms of seven Vorwhol guards lying on the floor. Two lay just inside the doors. Three on the left had used a sofa as cover, while two on the right had taken up a position behind a receptionist’s desk.  
 
    None of them moved. 
 
    Shaleen’s hearts pounded in her chest as she sucked in deep breaths. The combat armor was much lighter than what her Talgeth team had worn during matches, but it still pulled at her in a full sprint. She scanned the room one more time.  
 
    “Tuketh, check behind the sofa,” she ordered. “Rahnik, check the desk. Make sure they’re down.” 
 
    They did as instructed, moving forward carefully with their sidearms leveled. Shaleen and the rest of her warriors covered the closed door beyond the receiving area. Tuketh and Rahnik peered behind the light cover used by the defenders and turned back. 
 
    “We’re good,” Tuketh said 
 
    “Both are down,” Rahnik confirmed. 
 
    Shaleen nodded, and a smile split her face beneath her helmet.  
 
    “That’s it, Jahvik,” she said. “We’re in.” 
 
    The door behind the receptionist’s desk opened.  
 
    Shaleen and the strikers on that side leveled their pistols as a large Vorwhol in mottled gray fatigues stepped in, clapping slowly. As she lowered her pistol, Shaleen was pleased to see that the warriors on her left never took their eyes off the other doors, just as they’d been trained. 
 
    The black Vorwhol stood half a head taller than Shaleen, with near-ebony skin and the physique of a special operations military officer. Corded muscles rippled down his neck and forearms, giving his leathery scaled skin an almost bulging appearance. His elongated face was angular, like all Vorwhol, but his ebony skin smoothed his features somewhat, giving him an ominous appearance. Six dark horns, three on each side and all filed down like all military personnel, rose above grim golden eyes Shaleen hadn’t seen ease in the three weeks she’d known the ex-officer. He wore a comm-set, with the earpiece hooked over a horn and the mic strapped to his throat. 
 
    He stopped a few paces away from her and placed his clawed hands behind his back.  
 
    “This exercise is terminated,” he said.  
 
    “Holster your weapons,” Shaleen ordered as she secured her own laser pistol, “and everyone get up.” As her warriors—including those who’d defended the facility—secured their weapons or rose from where they’d fallen, she hit a latch on her helm and felt the seal open.  
 
    “Gods,” one of the fallen warriors said, “these harnesses send a hell of a current when we get shot or blown up.” 
 
    “Pain is the greatest teacher of all,” the black Vorwhol said grimly.  
 
    Loosening her helm, Shaleen felt the rear seal split open and the hinges at the back of her head separate. She pulled the helm off her head, stretched her neck, then slipped the helm under her arm. 
 
    She looked at the warriors around her and smiled. The harnesses were designed to shock the wearer when impacted by the training setting of the pistols and light-emitting grenades. They’d done exactly what they were supposed to do.  
 
    She focused on their instructor. 
 
    “Well, Jahvik,” Shaleen asked, “how did we do?” 
 
     His eyebrow raised a fraction of an inch. The rest of his body was as immobile as stone. 
 
    “I’ll have a full report for you in the morning, after I review all the video and telemetry more closely. I must concede, with only two casualties during the assault, First and Second Platoons comported themselves adequately.” Jahvik paused for a moment. Shaleen thought she saw just the hint of a smile crimp his face, but it disappeared instantly. “My old company would still make short work of you, but I believe the Emerald Sword Mercenary Company is nearly ready to face most combatants. Nearly.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Shaleen replied a bit curtly. She’d hired the retired officer to turn her professional Talgeth team into a fighting force of competent mercenaries. He was arrogant, brusque, and draconian in his drills, but she had no doubt he was the right Vorwhol for the job. Pulling her eyes away, she looked outside. “Kor.” 
 
    “Yes?” her older brother replied from somewhere beyond the tree line.  
 
    “I’m heading back to the hold. I want you to reverse the platoons and run through at least one more exercise.” She heard a few groans over the comms, but she ignored them. “First and Second Platoon will defend while Third and Fourth Platoons advance. Take them all over to the processing facility and run through sweep-and-clear simulations.” 
 
    “Understood,” Kor replied. 
 
    “An excellent idea,” Jahvik said, raising his eyebrow again. 
 
    “Can you have the efficiency reports on that to me by midday?” Shaleen asked the ex-officer. 
 
    “You’ll have them by morning as well,” he replied.  
 
    “Again, my thanks, Jahvik. Your expertise is invaluable.” 
 
    “It is my honor to serve the very first Vorwhol mercenary company,” he replied. 
 
    Shaleen nodded and then strode off down the main hallway. She made her way through the stripped-down interior of the facility and walked out the rear entrance. Twenty yards past the building was a large paddock, where fifty unarmored danketh waited patiently for their riders.  
 
    The danketh were tame but still exceedingly dangerous mounts that Shaleen and her Talgeth team had ridden during matches. Their sinewy bodies were usually around four meters long, with broad shoulders, dark fur, and four thick legs that ended in six-centimeter claws. Three gray stripes ran along their backs, and they had thick, barbed tails half the length of the body. Their low, flat heads, with wide-set eyes and short muzzles full of sharp, bone-crushing teeth, were a thing of nightmares.  
 
    For a moment, she saw the danketh as they’d been on the last day the Emerald Sword was merely a professional sports team. Resplendent in gleaming silver armor tricked out in blue and green, the beasts and their riders had looked magnificent. And on that day, they’d won the World Championship. She still couldn’t believe the victory had been only a few months ago. It seemed a lifetime had passed. 
 
    Sighing quietly in the darkness, she stepped up to the gate and opened it, careful not to spook the danketh beyond that huffed and snuffled at her approach. 
 
    “Rhona,” she called. “Time to go.” 
 
    She heard heavy footsteps approaching as claws scraped the turf. A moment later, a beautifully muscled danketh pushed between two larger specimens and stepped up to her, making a soft mewling sound. Her mount, Rhona, pushed its muzzle into Shaleen’s face, and a great tongue slithered between a mouthful of barbed teeth. The animal gave Shaleen one big lick and then shook its head. 
 
    “Easy, girl,” Shaleen said, grabbing Rhona’s bridle. “I missed you, too.” Pulling back, Shaleen led Rhona through the gate and secured it behind her. With an easy motion decades old, she slid up onto Rhona’s well-worn saddle. The reins held loosely in her hands, she gave a gentle squeeze with her thighs and set the great beast in motion, headed for the faint glow of her family’s hold and the mountain of logistical paperwork and bills that awaited her. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Two 
 
      
 
    “How’s the refit going on Hishkara’s ship?”  
 
    Shaleen lifted golden eyes from a status report displayed on the slate she held in her clawed hands. As the bright rays of Kael’s blue-white sun hit her face directly, the nictitating lenses of her eyes closed, and the chromatophores within darkened. Her father stood there, his arms crossed. Highlighted in the sunshine, his maroon skin was a stark contrast to his gray suit. She hadn’t heard his approach, but that was normal. He was the one who’d taught his four children the art of moving silently, and in his hundred and sixty years of life, he hadn’t forgotten a thing. 
 
    “Ahead of schedule,” she replied wearily. A week had passed since the exercise at the slaughterhouse, and while she hadn’t joined in more of the night training, she was exhausted. “Managing all this is a bit more than I bargained for, though.” The logistics of starting a new mercenary company had quickly bordered on overwhelming for a young Vorwhol who’d spent her life playing professional Talgeth. “The orbital shipyard tells me Hishkara’s transport is an excellent foundation for the starship we’re building.” The Bith administrator who’d sent Shaleen in pursuit of her brother had been true to his word, ensuring her dead brother’s crewless cargo ship was delivered back to Kael. It felt like a lifetime ago, but it had been just over two months since the ship had entered orbit and been given over to her keeping.  
 
    She placed the tablet on the low table beside her and rose from the lounger where she’d spent most of the past two days. Straightening a cream-colored blouse, she reminded herself again that killing her brother had been necessary to save the family’s honor, but part of her missed the older sibling she’d grown up with…before he’d become a Subahn Rhazi zealot. She stepped up to the balcony of her family’s primary hold and stared out at the wide river that split the rolling grasslands that had been her family’s home for three centuries.  
 
    Three thousand heavily-furred tulleth grazed by the river only a kilometer away as they moved south with the warming spring. The massive, ill-tempered beasts—each a metric ton of bone, muscle, hide, and horn—were a primary source of meat, milk, and hides for the Vorwhol race. The family, the Dilvarri, owned and managed nearly ninety thousand of the animals, divided across four sub-species and three different holds across the planet. 
 
    “Now you begin to understand the mantle of ownership,” her father said gently. He’d been running the family’s ranching tulleth business for three decades, after his wife and parents perished in a transport crash. He placed a clawed hand upon her shoulder and squeezed. “I don’t envy you the next few years. At least I had your grandparents to teach me the lessons of owning tulleth…those lessons were much less painful than yours will be. You must learn everything the hard way—starting from the darkness of ignorance—in this new endeavor of yours. And the stakes are so very high.”  
 
    “I find myself wondering if I’m doing the right thing…” She pulled her eyes away from her father and stared at the tulleth. “Or am I merely chasing folly disguised as an attempt to run down ancient dreams of honor and glory?” She turned to face him, searching his golden eyes for a question she hadn’t yet asked. She drew in a slow breath. “Do you think I should stop? Put an end to what some have called madness?” 
 
    Her father exposed a mouthful of sharp teeth and lowered his pointed snout. His smile was warm and reminded Shaleen of her youth, when her father’s patience and understanding had cradled her through difficult times.  
 
    “On the contrary,” he said. “If I were thirty years younger, I’d sign up to be a lancer in your new mercenary company.” 
 
    “Da,” she said, searching his face, “some of my…our friends will die when we go into real combat…perhaps even my brothers. Not ‘may’…’will.’” 
 
    His smile disappeared, but not the resolve in his eyes. “Indeed.” He let out a long breath and stared at her. “It’s a weighty price, but none of them are unaware of the risk. Their eyes are open, their hearts full. And they know you almost as well as I do. You may now wear the mantle of mercenary commander, rather than just Subahn in a Talgeth match, but I have no doubt you’ll only take contracts with noble causes. You’re incapable of dishonoring yourself, your company, or your family. I know it in my hearts. You see, I’ve done as much research as you these past months on how mercenary companies work. There are all kinds of contracts, and the numbers are…substantial.”  
 
    “It’s not about the money, Da,” she replied.  
 
    “That’s true today,” he said slowly, “but as in all things, if you don’t keep your honor intact, it won’t be true tomorrow, or the day after that.” His features grew firm. “Which is part of why I’m here.” 
 
    She gave him a questioning look. “What is it?” 
 
    “The premier contacted me a short while ago.” 
 
    “Why would she do that?” she asked, stunned. 
 
    “Because I asked her to find something out for me.” Her father said it so matter-of-factly that she cocked her head to the side in confusion. 
 
    “The premier of our world is a friend of yours?” 
 
    “Yes. She’s a friend of mine from way back, but it’s something we’ve always kept under wraps, for reasons I’m not prepared to explain. She’s also a fan of yours. She told me to pass along her congratulations to you and the whole team on winning the championship, by the way.” 
 
    Shaleen didn’t know what to think. Her father had always been very private, but this was a complete surprise.  
 
    “What did she want?” 
 
    “Well, when you asked me to go through everything we took off Hishkara’s ship, I found several journals of his. I read them, and in one he described a benefactor of ‘great wisdom’ who helped him find his way and set him on his path to glory. Hishkara described the individual as a…” Her father took a long breath and let it out slowly. “I believe the only word for it is ‘prophet.’” 
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
    “Hishkara didn’t mention the individual by name…only referred to him as Master…but he did offer thanks for the gift of the cargo hauler. I had some engineers run a search on all the data banks of the ship but found nothing else.” 
 
    Shaleen put the pieces together. “Which is why you reached out to the premier.” 
 
    Her father smiled. “Precisely. It took some effort on her part, but she traced the registry back through a couple dozen ghost corporations.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And the owner is a minister in Premier Sovahtah’s cabinet…a hardliner who’s been pressing for a couple decades to expand the Vorwhol Supremacy.” Her father shook his head. “Apparently, fourteen worlds aren’t enough for him. But that’s not why I’m here.”  
 
    “Why, then?”  
 
    “Because you have your first contract, if you want it.” 
 
    “The premier?” 
 
    “The premier wants this minister apprehended, but that’s not the only reason for you to take the contract. That minister led my son astray, so his hands are stained with the blood of our family. Our honor is once again at stake.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Three 
 
      
 
    Shaleen spent two days digging into the specifics of the contract, as well as the minister in question. Once she was satisfied, she called in her brothers to go over everything. She sat at a conference table housed in an upper floor of the company’s new official headquarters, and her brothers stood behind her.  
 
    “Take a look at the terms,” she said, pointing to a section of the contract. As they read, she glanced out the wide, floor-to-ceiling windows that lined one wall. A hundred meters away lay the airfield, and there was a flurry of activity outside as her company moved equipment—including the new armor and weapons—into what had once been the team’s transport aircraft. The animals, all fifty danketh mounts, wouldn’t be moved into the transport until they were ready to ship out. 
 
    The HQ and airfield were situated at the southern edge of her family’s hold. The building had originally been the corporate offices for Team Operations, and the transition hadn’t been quite as difficult as she’d thought it would be.  
 
    “That’s a remarkably large number.” Halek, Shaleen’s younger brother, stared at the terms of the contract she’d entered into with the premier. Halek sounded excited, awed, and a bit overwhelmed. “Six million credit for the capture and delivery of Minister Yhevik Stokahn, or five million for delivery of his corpse.” 
 
     “Skip down a bit,” Shaleen said. She scrolled the screen of her slate and left two of the clauses in the middle of the screen. The first was “Combat Bonuses,” and indicated an additional five hundred thousand per engagement of enemy forces. The second was “Death Benefits,” where each fatality earned two hundred thousand, to be paid in full to the designee of the mercenary killed, and thirty thousand for each one injured. I always wondered what a life was worth in credit, she thought bitterly. “This is a standard contract Bith Administrator Dokmor gave me when he delivered Hishkara’s ship. I asked him to provide as much information as he could on running a mercenary company. This contract was included with that rather large volume of information.” 
 
    “Death Benefits…” Halek’s voice trailed off. “It’s not something I enjoy thinking about, but I guess we don’t have much choice, do we?” 
 
    “Not anymore,” Shaleen said. “The Emerald Sword Mercenary Company has formally accepted this contract, and if we renege at this point, it costs us a million credit.” 
 
    “Why didn’t the premier task the military for this operation?” Kor’s firm voice held a tinge of suspicion. He was the oldest of the remaining siblings, and also the most severe in his attitudes and countenance. 
 
    “I asked the same question.” Shaleen had expected her brother to focus on that particular point. “And the answer must stay between us. I trust family with this information. Da already knows, but it’s not to be shared with the company under any circumstances.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Halek and Kor said stiffly. They were now honor-bound to remain silent on the matter.  
 
    Shaleen nodded. “The premier doesn’t know how far Stokahn’s reach is, nor how many others on her cabinet or in the military might be working with him behind the scenes. She possesses enough evidence already to make this operation legitimate, but she needs to be certain he won’t be warned or defended by any associates he might have.” 
 
    “So our first mercenary contract might turn us into political assassins?” Kor asked, and there was no missing the concern in his voice. 
 
    Shaleen let out a frustrated breath. Kor was the most predictable of her two brothers.  
 
    “The premier made it clear that capturing Stokahn was preferable. She needs to know what he knows. But that’s not the only reason we’re going. I’m not interested in the politics here. I had our lawyers dig into the chain of ownership of the ship, and it checks out. Stokahn gave it to Hishkara. Gave it to him. And some research into Stokahn’s rhetoric makes it clear he’s a Subahn Rhazi zealot, or at least in with them. Father’s convinced himself Stokahn led Hishkara astray. I remember our brother’s passions, and I’m inclined to believe Stokahn merely gave Hishkara the means to fulfill his desire for bloody conflict with the Elwharri. We had to kill our own brother because of that conflict, but it was Stokahn who put the blade in Hishkara’s hand, so to speak. I want Stokahn for the dishonor to our family that he made possible.” 
 
    Kor nodded slowly. “It seems you’ve done the proper research, and I agree with your conclusions.” 
 
    “So, what happens next?” Halek asked, sitting down at the table beside her. 
 
    “We take a company of armed and armored mercenaries in the transport out there, as well as something special the premier’s sending us, and we hit Stokahn’s hold in Galatraya.” 
 
    “Galatraya?” Halek blurted. “That’s a little remote.” 
 
    “It is.” Shaleen punched in a command on her slate, and a holo-projector built into the table activated, displaying a 3D image of a deeply forested region with row after row of exposed ridgelines. Only a few of the ridges had exposed rock, and atop one of them sat a large Vorwhol hold outlined in red. A river with a wide delta ran along the top of the image. “We can expect thick jungle on any ground-based approach. I intend to land thirty-two of our warriors here”—she pointed at the river delta—“a few miles from the hold. They’ll approach in our transport at tree-top level from the northeast and put down beside the river. The forest should provide them adequate cover during their mounted approach. Stokahn’s hold”—she pointed to the highlighted structure—“has been equipped with several anti-aircraft batteries, and he allegedly has a cadre of less than a hundred private security personnel to defend it.” She looked at Kor. “How’s this past week gone?” 
 
    “The team…err…the company,” he corrected, “has continued to improve, taking to Jahvik’s advanced combat training like they were born to it. As you know, the combat armor is lighter, more flexible, and amazingly more durable than our old Talgeth suits. The same goes for the danketh suits. Only a few of our mounts struggled with the armor and rebreathers. We had to exchange several of them with those we took from Hishkara’s company. I must say, I’m impressed. Their bodies are fully enclosed, and plating on the leading surfaces can take a remarkable amount of punishment from both kinetic and energy-based weapons. The new blasters you got us are quite potent, but sidearms are something most of our people were already familiar with in one form or another. The power-lances are, by far, the favorite…me included.” 
 
    “I still can’t get over having a standard danketh lance combined with a high-output combat laser,” Halek said, breaking in with an excited smile. “And the targeting system built into the helms has made everyone a crack shot with the things.”  
 
    Shaleen smiled at her younger brother’s enthusiasm. “And the combat drills?” 
 
    “Jahvik is more than earning his pay. He’s given all four platoons satisfactory marks or better, and even  a modicum of praise here and there. He indicated that while we’re still not even close to meeting any sort of special ops degree of competence, he’d put us up against regular military troops any day. He said—begrudgingly, I might add—that he’s never seen raw recruits take to combat drills like we have, although we still have a long way to go to meet his expectations.” 
 
    “I assumed that would be the case,” Shaleen replied, “and he’s certainly put me through my paces, both in the field and tactical training.  
 
    “I knew when we started that the military training would be more intense, but drills are drills, and we’ve been doing that for a very long time. We needed military expertise, or we’d just get killed out there. Remind me to send a thank you to your military friend.” One of Kor’s university classmates had recommended Jahvik. 
 
    “I’ll pass it along,” Kor replied. He paused, a look of concern on his face. He took a deep breath and then stared at Shaleen. “I’ll ask again. Are you worried at all about Jahvik being ex-commed from the military? He’s done very well, but I have my doubts about you bringing him in as a full member of the company in command of Fourth Platoon.” 
 
    “No doubt whatsoever,” Shaleen said immediately. “I read the transcripts of his trial. I’ll give them to you if you like, although you must keep them confidential. He was thrown to the wolves at a tribunal for doing something any one of us would have probably done under the same circumstances. They reduced his rank from colonel to captain and forced him to retire. It was a political decision, nothing more or less.” 
 
    “I trust your judgment, Shaleen, so I’ll let the matter stand. But I would like to review those transcripts.” 
 
    “I’ll send them to you,” she said.  
 
    “Thank you.” Kor turned his attention back to the hologram. “Please continue with your plan.” 
 
    She gave a satisfied nod and looked over the map again. 
 
    “As you can see, Stokahn’s hold lies not beneath the jungle canopy, but atop this low, rocky ridgeline that rises above it. It gives him a defensible position on elevated ground.” She manipulated the image so it zoomed in and showed the interior structure of the hold in considerable detail.  
 
    “If only we could come in stealthily from the air,” Kor said. 
 
    As the low hum of turbines filled the air, Shaleen smiled. “I couldn’t have asked for better timing,” she said as all three of them looked out the window. A wide, delta-wing-shaped aircraft, with a half-dozen VTOL rotors fore and aft, made a hasty approach and hovered in the air not far from the company transport. The single wing, without a discernible fuselage, was about thirty meters across and fifteen meters long. It’s skin was as black as night, and it seemed to absorb sunlight, soaking it up like a sponge, making it look almost like a hole in the air. 
 
    Shaleen turned to her brothers and gave them a knowing smile. “Remember that trip we took to the Mahkareen Canyons?” 
 
    “Sure,” Halek said. “Five years ago, just after we made the semifinals the first time.” 
 
    “The gliders,” Kor said, and the smile he gave her was positively vicious. 
 
    Halek looked at them, confused at first, but then he realized what his sister had in mind. 
 
    “We begin training tomorrow,” she said.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Four 
 
      
 
    Shaleen checked her harness yet again, wondering if she was about to make a terrible mistake. It had taken a week of specialized training before Jahvik had cleared them on the new equipment, and they’d run through combat simulations based on the layout of the hold and surrounding landscape. 
 
    Training for her and her strikers had gone exceptionally well. They’d taken to the new gliders as quickly as they had the combat training. There was a huge difference, however, between training and what they were about to do. She and seventeen of her mercenaries now rode along, sequestered in their gliders, nine in each drop bay. She couldn’t see the others—her collapsed glider blocked her view—but eight strikers were lined up in front of her along the center of the bay, wearing full combat armor and harnessed to their own gliders. Nine more were in the other bay, waiting for the operation to commence. 
 
    “Five minutes to drop.” Jahvik’s voice came in over the comms, as calm and icy as always. He was the only one of them who’d actually made a combat drop in the computer-controlled stealth gliders that were about to carry them into what would soon become a war zone. “I’m reading green across the board on all connections. Commander, are you seeing the same thing?” 
 
    Shaleen blinked within her helmet to activate the status display. She still wasn’t used to being called ‘Commander.’ An instant later, she saw two columns of names appear down the left-hand side, with green lights beside each of them.  
 
    “Confirmed,” she replied. “We’re good to go.” 
 
    They’d been in the air for twelve hours and had only seated their combat armor into the body-shaped housing of the glider fuselages fifteen minutes earlier. She glanced up at the jump light that had just changed to a steady amber color. With each passing moment, she felt the tension rise. She was hot inside her armor, although her HUD indicated the ambient temperature of the drop bay was just above freezing. She said a silent, “Thank you,” for the thermal controls of the suit. At ten thousand meters, the air inside the deployment bays was cold, but it would drop dramatically once the bay doors opened beneath her feet.  
 
    “This waiting is killing me,” Tuketh said under his breath, but it was loud enough to be picked up by the comms. 
 
    “Welcome to combat ops, rookie,” Jahvik replied. “Hurry up and wait is how this works. Now clear the comms.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Tuketh replied. 
 
    “Everyone, swap your optics to night vision. I’m activating the descent protocol now,” Jahvik ordered. A countdown appeared in everyone’s HUD, showing four minutes thirty seconds remaining. Jahvik had operational control of the drop, as well as their assault on Stokahn’s hold. There was no question it was Shaleen’s mercenary company, but his expertise had a better chance of keeping all of them alive. Kor was in charge of the ground forces. “Remember, you shouldn’t have to even touch the controls. You’ll get a warning light sixty seconds from ejection, and a warning alarm five seconds before the glider kicks you out. When you hit, your velocity should be near zero, so drop, roll, and come up ready for a fight. Yhokos and Bremihk, you two are the first in our lines. Call out when you get the sixty-second warning.” 
 
    “Understood,” they replied. 
 
    He’s good, Shaleen thought. Calm. Collected. And not even a hint that anything might go wrong.  
 
    Shaleen took a deep breath and let it out slowly to calm her nerves. Feeling her heart rates slow at least a little, she tried to push away her doubts and bury any thought of casualties. The anxiety she’d felt year after year at the beginning of a Talgeth match was nothing compared to what she was trying to control now. The truth was, players did get injured and even killed during Talgeth matches. It was a risk they all took, but this was on a scale so far beyond anything she’d ever experienced, and she was having difficulty maintaining focus. 
 
    The private comm light came up in her HUD. 
 
    “Shaleen,” Jahvik said, and this time the ice in his voice was gone, replaced with compassion and confidence, “they’re going to do just fine. And so are you.”  
 
    His words hit Shaleen like a bucket of ice water. How did he know?  
 
    “I know,” she replied quietly. “I just—” 
 
    “I won’t tell the company this, and neither should you, but they’re more than capable of achieving this objective without casualties. Believe me when I say I’m not guaranteeing that. Nobody could, and the fear of death is the greatest motivator for a warrior to stay alive. If they ever feel like they’re invincible…well, it generally doesn’t go well. But in all honesty, they’re the most capable group of fighters I’ve ever seen, short of a special ops company. And it won’t take long for your young ones to get there.” The soothing confidence in Jahvik’s voice pushed aside Shaleen’s fears like leaves before the wind. 
 
    “Thank you, Jahnik,” she said slowly.  
 
    “You’re not my first fresh officer,” he replied. “Speaking of which, when this is all over, I think we need to form this little company of yours into official ranks, but we can talk about that later.” 
 
    Shaleen smiled at that. His confidence was infectious. She still felt the tension running through her body, and a healthy dose of fear at the possibility of getting shot, but she was now able to push it aside and focus on what lay ahead. 
 
    She glanced at the countdown in her HUD and swapped to the encrypted company comm frequency. 
 
    “Kor, do you read?”  
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “Are you in position?” 
 
    “The lancers and I are spread out along that low valley we picked out. We’re about five hundred meters from the hold and ready to make our run. So far, we don’t believe we’ve been spotted, and we have at least three hundred meters of forest before we hit the open area. It’s dark as pitch, but the night vision has made it an easy ride through this jungle.” 
 
    “Understood,” Shaleen replied. “We drop in—” she looked at the clock, “—two minutes. Begin the attack when we drop. Slow, steady, and safe.”  
 
    “We’re below the line of fire for those anti-aircraft batteries, so they can’t turn them on us. We’ll take out the flier with the drone as our opener. The signal jammers are ready to go as well. Unless they have an army in there nobody mentioned, I don’t anticipate any issues.” 
 
    “Excellent. The clock is running. Two minutes and counting. You’re on your own until you hear from us.” 
 
    “Good hunting,” Kor said, then he cut the comms. 
 
    Shaleen swapped to the striker comm frequency.  
 
    “Alright, we’re under two minutes to drop. Weapons checks were solid, and these gliders are ready to go. Remember your training and follow the plan.” 
 
    Another minute ticked by. 
 
    “Sixty seconds to rapid deceleration.” The pilot, a lieutenant on loan from the premier, sounded excited, as if she wanted to engage the enemy. She was young, brash, and said to be one of the best. Assuming they survived the engagement, Shaleen intended to ask the premier to let her buy the aircraft and, hopefully, hire the pilot away from the military. “I don’t believe we’ve been picked up on their scanners. The stealth tech of these drop ships approaches 100 percent. But even if they’ve pegged us, we’re in a standard flight path for commercial traffic. The second I go to a standstill, they’ll be able to figure out I’m not a commercial aircraft, so I’m going to go full defensive once the drop is complete and head for the deck. It’s precautionary only, but don’t panic if you see this thing doing cartwheels.” 
 
    “Understood,” Shaleen said. She glanced at the countdown in her HUD. 
 
    “Thirty seconds,” the pilot and Jahvik said together.  
 
    Servos built into the cradles holding the gliders whined, and each one rotated 180 degrees, so everyone was now facing down. Shaleen felt her hearts quicken as the cradle rotated, and her breathing increased. The bay doors opened, and icy wind howled through the drop bays. 
 
    “Fifteen seconds. Prep for drop.”  
 
    The aircraft lurched, and the turbines howled in protest. G-forces pushed at Shaleen’s body as their velocity dropped from 600 KPH to 50 in ten seconds. “Five…four…three…two…DROP!” 
 
    A metallic CLANG filled the drop bay, followed by a staccato rhythm of explosive bolts as each glider was ejected into the black night. 
 
    The weightlessness of freefall yanked at Shaleen’s senses. One of the strikers hollered in panic. Wind shrieked past the edge of the glider fuselage. Shaleen’s HUD lit up with a red flight-path indicator grid as compressed helium cartridges popped. The ultra-lightweight glider framework extended its wings and tail boom. The drag pulled and pushed at the expanding fabric surfaces, jostling Shaleen’s glider up-down-left-right in a staggering dance. Seconds later, the wings and tail extended fully, and the micro-thin, scan-absorbing membrane of the body and flight-control surfaces filled with helium, going completely rigid.  
 
    Shaleen’s flight path smoothed out as if she were rolling across a piece of glass, and the howling wind decreased to a whisper. She opened eyes she hadn’t realized she’d clamped shut and looked to her left and right to find five meters of smooth black delta wing stretching away from her. To her eye, the wings looked solid and only flexed slightly in the wind as the ailerons lifted and lowered slightly to maintain level flight. She checked her HUD and found she was dead center in the preprogrammed flightpath. Raising her head up into the wind stream, she tried to pick out the next glider in line, but even with night vision, it was difficult. Rahnik was supposed to be only twenty or thirty meters ahead of her. Finally, she spotted the faintest difference in color between his dark green combat armor and the glider. 
 
    Lowering her head out of the airstream, she shifted her eyes and blinked, bringing up the glider status. All eighteen were still in the green.  
 
    “All right, everyone,” she said into the comms, “we’re green across the board and in the slot. Keep an eye on your flightpaths and the timer. Report any deviations immediately.” 
 
    “Understood,” they all replied together. 
 
    “I want everyone to settle in,” Jahnik ordered. “We’ve got about seven minutes of flight time. I don’t want anyone falling asleep. These things have been known to do that after the adrenaline of the drop wears off. Stay focused and think through the dry runs we made yesterday. You all have jobs to do, and I expect you to do them without hesitation or error. Am I understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Shaleen replied with the others in unison. 
 
    In seven minutes, the killing will start, she thought.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Five 
 
      
 
    “Sixty seconds!” Yhokos and Bremihk shouted almost simultaneously. 
 
    A heartbeat later, the warning light flashed in Shaleen’s HUD, and the countdown started. She raised her head into the airstream. With the jungle as a backdrop below, she could now pick out the two lines of warriors racing ahead of her. Well ahead of them, the dark shadow of the hold loomed, and on the western side of the structure, right where it should be, the wreckage of a medium-sized flier burned.  
 
    It’s begun, she thought. 
 
    Her heartrates quickened. The two perfect lines of nine warriors broke apart as the descent program set them on their disparate trajectories. The programs had been designed so all eighteen warriors would hit the upper patio and roof within a handful of seconds of each other, and do so without the warriors crashing into the building or each other as they were ejected from the glider frames. 
 
    Shaleen and Jahvik, at either end of the lines, stayed on the same flight path. The gliders in front of them, however, spread out into a wide arc, with Shaleen’s line rising somewhat and Jahvik’s descending. The building grew before her, and she spotted the two AA batteries installed at the corners of the wide patio that faced south. She wondered if the gunners would spot the night-black gliders before they were on top of them. 
 
    The whole world went quiet, with only the faint hiss of the air slipping over the glider’s smooth surfaces. 
 
    At ten seconds, she lowered her head and prepared for what was about to happen. She took two deep breaths, and then everything happened at once.  
 
    The ejection alarm blared in her ears. She tensed. A staccato of small detonations filled the air. The comms were filled with grunting noises as the hiss-slap of drag chutes yanked at the bodies they were meant to bring to a stop. A chain of heavy crashing sounds filled her ears as the abandoned gliders smashed into pillars and walls or through the wide floor-to-ceiling windows that lined the patio. 
 
    A detonation filled her ears as the small charges in her glider kicked her up and back, clear of the glider that sailed away from her. A hiss-snap filled the air behind her, and she was yanked mercilessly by the drag chute straps. Her legs, arms, and head shot forward, straining her muscles, and then recoiled. Looking down, she saw the roof only a meter below as her forward momentum stalled. The drag chute disconnected automatically, and she dropped to the roof, stumbled forward, and rolled easily on the slightly slanted surface. Coming up into a low crouch, she yanked her sidearm free and spun back toward the direction she’d come. 
 
    The sound of laser blasts filled the air for a few seconds as the patio was illuminated by emerald and blue light. She dashed forward, worried the AA gunners might have shot some of her warriors, but as the batteries came into view, she spotted the limp forms of four Vorwhol in dark combat fatigues lying on the patio or draped over the gun emplacements.  
 
    The sound of weapons fire caught Shaleen’s ears. She turned and realized it was coming from the north side of the hold, well below roof level.  
 
    Kor’s focused their attention, she thought. 
 
    “Patio’s clear,” Jahvik said calmly. “Come on down, and—HOLD!” he shouted. 
 
    The THUD-THUDing of automatic weapons fire filled the air. Shaleen saw tracers shoot out over the patio, where a few rounds ricocheted off one of the AA emplacements. A volley of Emerald Sword sidearms punctuated the exchange.  
 
    “Keep them pinned down!” Jahvik ordered. “Continuous fire. Commander, I want everyone up there on the east side to drop down and open fire the second their boots hit the patio. There are two warriors taking cover behind a fireplace in the middle of the room. Empty your powercells into them. You can’t miss.” 
 
    Shaleen and the four warriors on her side of the roof moved instantly, angling as quietly as possible to the rear of the fireplace and up to the edge of the roof. The firefight below was a chorus of hiss-cracks as laser fire filled the night. Shaleen and the others turned their backs to the open air and placed their heels on the lip of the roof. 
 
    She looked left and right, and the two warriors on either side of her looked back. With a nod, she counted down. 
 
    “Three…two…one….”  
 
    They stepped backwards and fell three meters to the stone patio. Grunts filled the comms as they hit the ground. They opened fire. The two remaining panes of glass exploded inward as laser fire cut through them, and a flat fan of green bolts filled the back area of what was obviously a finely decorated lounge room. 
 
    The fan narrowed down into two streams of green light that focused on the two warriors in dark fatigues who’d taken cover behind the wide fireplace. They never knew what cut their bodies apart. 
 
    A shadow appeared at the top of a nearby stairwell and automatic weapon fire blossomed directly in front of Shaleen. Fire lanced across her chest and shoulder. She was thrown back with the sound of ricochets hitting armor. 
 
    “I’m hit!” she cried, panic filling her voice, and she thought she heard one of her warriors shout the same thing. I’m dying! 
 
    She fell to the stone slabs of the patio, stunned. 
 
    The sound of more laser fire filled her ears, and then everything went quiet.  
 
    “Commander!” It was Jahvik’s voice. “Stohliss, check on them both.” 
 
    “Sir!” 
 
    “West side, drop in and advance,” Jahvik said. “I want everyone in the lounge area now.” 
 
    I’m dying? Shaleen took stock of the ache stitching itself across her chest and shoulder. Strange that it doesn’t hurt more. 
 
    Shaleen felt someone touching her armor. She opened her eyes, then sat up slowly. 
 
    “Don’t move,” Stohliss said. 
 
    Shaleen shrugged and moved her arms around, surprised that she could do so. She drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. She felt pain, but no more than if she’d taken a hit on a Talgeth field. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said, astonished to discover she was still in one piece. “I guess this armor was well worth it,” she said. 
 
    She rose to her feet and saw Pellith, one of her strikers, rising to his feet as well. His armor was scratched and dinged where the slugs had impacted, but he was otherwise unharmed. 
 
    “That hurt,” Pellith said, rising to his feet, “but I’ll take bruises over blood any day.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Shaleen added. She looked into the lounge area to see what the gliders had done to the interior. Broken glass and furniture were everywhere. While the wings of the gliders had done little or no damage, the main bodies had acted like projectiles and smashed everything in their path. A dozen gliders filled the interior, their frames twisted, and shattered carbon fiber was strewn about the floor. Amidst the wreckage, in the middle of a conversation pit, she spotted three fallen Vorwhol in dark fatigues whose bodies had been battered and broken by incoming gliders.  
 
    Jahvik and the others moved quickly into the room.  
 
    “Cover those stairwells,” he said.  
 
    Shaleen listened for a moment and could hear that battle at the front of the keep still raged on. Blowing out an anxious breath, she and her group moved to the top of the nearer stairs, weapons aimed, as the group on the other side moved to their stairwell. She caught movement below and reacted instantly. 
 
    “Contact!” she shouted. She fired three shots with her sidearm and yanked a grenade from her utility belt. Activating it, she dropped it down the stairwell. “Fire in the hole!” 
 
    She and the warriors with her stepped backward as she heard several shouts from below. 
 
    BANG! The stun grenade went off with a flash of light and a concussion of air. A bloom of smoke rose up through the stairwell.  
 
    “Stohliss, Fahnrik,” Shaleen said, “you’ve got point. Go down there and hold the stairwell. We’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    “Ayloss, drop a grenade down that other stairwell,” Jahvik ordered as he strode up behind them. “You and Zyphross get point on this side. It’s time to begin our search. Keep the comms clear unless you make contact or need to report something out of the ordinary.” 
 
    “Understood,” Shaleen replied as Ayloss’ grenade detonated at the bottom of the other stairwell. “Remember, we’re here to capture Stokahn, not kill him. He should be right where we expect him, but check your targets as you move through the hold.” 
 
    “Move out,” Jahvik said. The strikers on point headed down the stairs slowly, their weapons raised.  
 
    Moments later, Stohliss and Zyphross barked, “Clear,” and everyone moved down the stairs in a standard advancing formation, with each warrior covering his or her own field of fire.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Six 
 
      
 
    “That’s the top three floors,” Jahnik said. There was some static mixed in with his signal, since he was on the other side of the house from Shaleen’s position. “No sign of Stokahn or any more of his security personnel yet…Shaleen?” 
 
    “Nothing here,” she replied, hoping her signal was no worse than his. It was odd that they hadn’t encountered any more security personnel as they cleared room after room. The plan to have Kor draw everyone to the attack out front had worked better than she’d anticipated. “We’re just down the hall from the kitchen and advancing in pairs. Stand by.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    Shaleen motioned for Stohliss and Fahnrik to move forward along the right-hand side of the wide hallway. Three of her warriors crouched in front of her, covering their approach, while three stood behind her, watching for anyone coming at them from the rear. They hadn’t heard any movement, but there were stairwells in several locations throughout the hold that would allow for someone to get behind them. 
 
    Stohliss and Fahnrik moved forward, their backs against the wall, sidearms held at the ready. Stohliss was in the lead, and as he neared the open doorway, he paused. He glanced back, and Shaleen nodded once to give him the go-ahead. Turning back, he leaned forward slightly, peeked around the door frame, and then drew hastily back. His head cocked to the side, then he looked again, more slowly this time. 
 
    “Contact,” he said. Shaleen and the others tensed visibly, but Stohliss’ voice was calm, almost confused. Aiming his sidearm into the kitchen, he stepped past the doorway to the other side, using the wall as cover, but kept his eyes and weapon on whomever was inside. 
 
    “We surrender,” a voice called out from the kitchen a bit nervously.  
 
    “Shaleen, you better come see this,” Stohliss said. “Fahnrik, keep them covered; I’m going in.” 
 
    Fahnrik shifted forward, swapped his sidearm to his left hand, and leaned around the doorway, weapon leveled. “I got you,” he said. “Check that right side, it’s the only place I can’t see.” 
 
    Stohliss nodded, stepped fully into the doorway, and moved in, disappearing through it.  
 
    “Kitchen is clear,” he said. “I’ve got two security personnel in here, and there are two doors on the far side of a large food prep area.” 
 
    “Understood,” Shaleen said. “We’re moving up.” Shaleen glanced at one of the warriors in front of her. “Rahnik, you take the kitchen.” She looked behind her. “Uliath, you follow me in and hold the doorway.” The female warrior nodded back. “The rest of you, cover the hall.” 
 
    Shaleen and the rest shifted forward along the hallway quickly. Rahnik tapped on Fahnrik’s shoulder, who then moved into the kitchen. Rahnik followed as the two warriors with him stepped forward past the door and kept the hallway covered. Shaleen reached the doorway, peeked in quickly, and then stepped in.  
 
    She wasn’t quite prepared for what she found within. 
 
    The kitchen was all polished steel, with a floor tiled in ruddy brown. It looked like it was capable of serving an entire company, stretching back along twelve meters of multiple sinks, three stoves, and a wall of industrial refrigerators. None of that was what had Shaleen confused. At a wide prep table nearest the door sat two Vorwhol security personnel, a green female and a red male, both wearing the dark fatigues they’d seen on the others. Their weapons, small automatic carbines, lay on the far end of the table, well out of reach. The carbines had the magazines pulled out, and the breaches were open. Both Vorwhol sat calmly at the table, nervous expressions on their faces and their clawed hands in the air. A bottle of ale, half-consumed, sat in front of both of them, as well as a couple of empties. 
 
    “I repeat,” the male said, “we surrender.” He looked at Shaleen, running his eyes up and down her green combat armor. “Should I assume you’re in charge?” 
 
    “That’s correct,” she said. 
 
    “And you’re here for Stokahn and that alien?” 
 
    Alien? Shaleen thought. What alien? “Also correct,” she replied, not wanting to give anything away. 
 
    “Most of the security forces were ordered to the north side to defend against the ground troops there, ourselves included, but when I heard the assault on the roof, I knew what was coming.” 
 
    “And what of Minster Stokahn?” 
 
    “You’ll find him and his staff in an armored bunker of sorts built into the south side of the building. It’s on the second floor, which is just below us. It’s hidden behind a movable bookcase in the library. He and his staff went in there after you blew the flitter on the pad.” 
 
    “Kolahk,” the female said, turning to him with fear in her golden eyes, “they’ll kill you for betraying them.” 
 
    “To the stars with Stokahn and the others,” Kolahk replied angrily, meeting her gaze. “We never should have taken this contract. They’re all insane.” He turned back to Shaleen. “Are you here to capture or kill?” he asked. 
 
    “Preferably capture,” she said.  
 
    “If there’s a trial, I’ll be happy to testify against that lunatic.” 
 
    “It’s not my call,” Shaleen said, “but I do accept your surrender. We’re going to have to lock you in here, though. For your safety, and ours.” 
 
    “You’ll get no argument from us,” he replied. He glanced over his shoulder at the larger of the two doors behind him. “That big pantry back there can be locked from the outside. Stick us in there, if you like. Just don’t forget us when you go.” 
 
    “I find your terms acceptable, and I suspect the one who hired us will want to talk to you, at the very least.” 
 
    “Mercenaries?” he asked, glancing at Shaleen’s warriors. 
 
    “You could say that,” she replied. She glanced at Stohliss. “Put them in there. Check the room for weapons, and make sure there’s no way out.” 
 
    Stohliss nodded and stepped up, his sidearm not aimed at the two enemy Vorwhol, but not far away from them either.  
 
    “Mind if we take a few more ales with us?” the female asked, looking almost relieved. 
 
    “Grab them along the way,” Shaleen said. “Second floor, south end of the hold, right?” 
 
    The male nodded as he and the female rose from their chairs. “The center bookcase swings out to expose an armored door. They have AV feeds in that room, so they’ll know you’re coming.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Shaleen said as Stohliss led them toward a nearby refrigerator. 
 
    “Jahvik, were you listening?” Shaleen asked into the comms. 
 
    “Affirmative, I got it all.” There was a pause. “I recommend we finish our sweep here, move down, and sweep back to the library.”  
 
    “Agreed.” She looked at Fahnrik. “Check through that door back there,” she said, pointing toward the other door at the far side of the kitchen.  
 
    “Understood.” Fahnrik raised his pistol and moved quickly across the kitchen.  
 
    “Jahvik, we’re heading down shortly. Based on what our captive said, there shouldn’t be anyone between here and there, but don’t take anything for granted.” 
 
    “Understood. I was just about to say the same thing,” he replied. “By the way, have you noticed the shooting outside has stopped?” 
 
    Shaleen paused, listening closely. She heard nothing but Stohliss closing the door to the pantry.  
 
    “Captives secure,” Stohliss said.  
 
    Shaleen held up her hand to silence him and listed for a few more seconds. Jahvik was right. The battle out front had ceased.  
 
    “Kor, do you copy?” she asked. There was no reply. Hopefully he’s just mopping up and still out of range out there, she thought. “Jahnik, either Kor won, or we’re about to have company.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Jahnik said. “Be prepared for the worst, but I’m fairly confident Kor prevailed out there. If I’m right, from here on out don’t just shoot at anything that moves. Check your targets. We may have friendlies coming into the building as we speak.” 
 
    “Understood.” She looked at Fahnrik, who’d just turned away from the far doorway. “Anything?” 
 
    “Negative,” he replied, shaking his head. “Large dining area with multiple tables. Totally empty.” 
 
    “That’s it, everyone. Move out, same as before. We hit the stairwell at the end of the hall and sweep back.” 
 
    As she and her warriors moved through the doorway, Shaleen shook her head in disbelief. In all her years, she never would have thought she’d ever have a day like today. The whole thing seemed surreal, although whatever doubts she’d had about hitting the hold had evaporated when the security guard had offed to testify against Stokahn.  
 
    “Nice and easy, folks,” Jahnik said into the comms. “We’re almost done.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Seven 
 
      
 
    Shaleen and seventeen members of her mercenary company waited, arrayed across a wide living room. Half of them faced north, covering a large entryway and three side doors that opened into empty sitting rooms and a lavatory. The other half, Shaleen included, had their backs against the south wall, lined up on either side of a pair of double doors that opened into an extensive library. At the far side, the swinging bookcase had been opened by Jahvik when they cleared the room. Behind the bookcase they discovered a heavily armored door set into a hardened steel wall. 
 
    They immediately realized there was no way their sidearms would be enough to cut into the hideaway Stokahn had obviously built after the blueprints of the place were created.  
 
    They’d neither seen nor heard anything from whomever was inside. 
 
    “We’re heading in now.” Kor’s voice, calm and collected as ever, came through a strong hiss of static. He’d finally been able to reach them when they made it to the staircase on the north end of the hold. He’d confirmed that they’d captured or killed sixty-four security personnel as well as a dozen civilians who served as staff for the minister. All of them were under the watchful eyes of the lancers, who had orders to shoot anyone who tried to escape. They’d also taken several casualties in the firefight when a rocket launcher slammed into one of the Emerald Sword positions. A danketh had been killed, as well as Mahvrosh, one of the lancer squad leaders. All three of his subordinates had been injured as well, and the news of it made Shaleen ill. 
 
    As they waited, Shaleen thought about what the security trooper upstairs had said…about an alien locked in with Stokahn. Why would there be an alien here? The question had rolled around in her thoughts at every step as they made their way to the library. There was a lot more going on here than just Minister Stokahn acting as a Tahn Kree provocateur. Part of her was glad Stokahn and whomever was in there with him wouldn’t survive what she was about to do. 
 
    “Kor!” one of the troopers shouted. “Halek!” 
 
    Shaleen saw her brothers appear in the far doorway, the boots of their combat armor clacking against the hardwood floors. Halek’s armor had blood smeared across the chest plate and arms. His sidearm was holstered, and he held an enemy carbine, ready for action. 
 
    “Halek!” Shaleen blurted, afraid her brother had been injured as well. 
 
    “It’s not my blood,” Halek said, and there was a tension in his voice Shaleen had never heard from him before. “Mahvrosh died in my arms.” There was a finality to the statement, and Shaleen realized there would be conversations ahead for her and her youngest brother. He’d always been the bright one, chipper and always finding the lighter side of a situation. The tone in his voice suggested those days were now behind him. 
 
    Kor walked beside his brother almost robotically. He took in the entire room as he passed through the entrance, and then he focused on Shaleen. In his arms he held a long, slim, unloaded rocket launcher, and he had a small satchel hooked over his shoulder with the tail fins of four rockets sticking out the top. 
 
    “This is the one that got our people,” he said as he stepped up to her. “I thought it would be poetic if we used it to kill those vermin in there.”  
 
    Shaleen could hear the rage in his voice. He hadn’t shouted, and his teeth weren’t clenched, but there was no doubt Kor was out for blood. She’d seen it in him before during matches when one of their teammates got injured. It occurred to her that she’d have to watch that in the months and years ahead. Kor had a vindictive streak in him, and being a mercenary was business, plain and simple.  
 
    “Give it to Jahvik,” she said.  
 
    Jahvik stepped up, and Kor handed the weapon and the satchel over.  
 
    “You ready to do this?” Jahvik asked, looking straight at Shaleen. She knew what he was asking. Up until now, they’d only faced a few enemies, most of whom had shot back at them. This would be very different. The rockets would pierce the door and detonate on the far side, releasing shrapnel and fire and death. It wasn’t the loss of the money that gave her pause, it was the simple fact that this would be an execution of living beings who couldn’t possibly fight back. It felt so very dishonorable. She’d kept reminding herself that Minister Stokahn had been the one who’d made it possible for her eldest brother Hishkara to go on his rampage against the Elwharri, but that didn’t help much. 
 
    She took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  
 
    “Do it,” she said. 
 
    Jahvik motioned for everyone to step back from the middle of the room and away from the entrance to the library. He set the satchel on the floor, pulled out one rocket, and loaded the launcher. He placed himself behind the door jamb and leaned slightly in to draw a bead on the armored door. Shaleen took up a position directly across from him, her mind racing. Is there another way? 
 
    “Firing in three—” Kor said, moving his finger to the trigger. 
 
    “Wait,” Shaleen said urgently as an idea came to her. She held up her hand to stay Jahvik’s hand. “I have an idea.” 
 
    He removed his finger from the trigger but didn’t move otherwise.  
 
    “What is it?” he asked, sounding a little perturbed. 
 
    “Shoot the far right corner, between that armored wall and the windows. Blow out the wall.” 
 
    “What?” he asked, sounding confused. 
 
    “Just do it.” She put a good deal of iron in her voice. 
 
    “Understood.” Jahvik lowered the rocket launcher, took one look inside the library, and then looked over his shoulder. “Everyone back there, get on the other side of the room, against the windows.”  
 
    The mercenaries there all obeyed quickly, shifting over to join the others nearer the glass. 
 
    Satisfied everyone was clear, he raised the launcher once again and aimed for the corner of the room. “Three …” he placed his finger on the trigger, “two…one—” 
 
    A brief, sharp hiss filled the air as a gout of flame and smoke spiked out the back of the launcher. Jahvik pulled back just as a massive explosion shook the building. Debris shot through the doorway, sending splinters and chunks of flaming books sailing into the sitting room.  
 
    Jahvik looked at Shaleen. “The bookcase has been terminated,” he said with just a hint of sarcasm. “And there’s a great, gaping hole in the side of the building.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Shaleen said. “They should now know what that thing is capable of.” 
 
    “I doubt they don’t know what a rocket launcher can do,” Jahvik said.  
 
    Shaleen poked her head around the corner and held back a gasp. There was a six-foot hole through the side of the stone exterior of the library.  
 
    She glanced at Jahvik. “There’s a difference, you know, between conceptualizing a thing and seeing it in action. Until this moment, I had no idea what a rocket launcher could really do. And now that I do, I sure as the stars don’t ever want to be on the receiving end of one. I’m betting most, if not all, of the people in that room just had the same reaction I did.” 
 
    Jahvik stared at her for a moment. “The video feed….” 
 
    She nodded. “Let’s see if they’re willing to come out now.” She holstered her pistol and stepped into the doorway. “Load another one,” she said without looking at him, and then she strode into the room. She stopped in the middle of it and heard several of her warriors moving into the doorway. She glanced over her shoulder to see both Kor and Halek standing there, weapons raised. She smiled within her helmet. 
 
    Activating the external speakers, she said in a loud, firm voice, “I know you can hear me in there. You have thirty seconds to come out and surrender, or what we just did to that wall—” she pointed at the hole in the side of the hold, “—will happen to you. We’re here to capture, not kill, if at all possible. This is the only chance I’m going to give you. We get paid to deliver Stokahn’s body. Whether he’s alive or dead is entirely up to you.” 
 
    She stepped off to the side several paces and started counting down from thirty in her head.  
 
    At fifteen, there was a loud, metallic CLANK from behind the door, and it swung open slowly. She heard more movement in the room behind her and assumed it was more of her warriors preparing for the possibility of a firefight. 
 
    The grim visage of Minister Yhevik Stokahn appeared in the doorway. He was tall and slim, with gray skin, and a crown of six small black horns. His yellow eyes glared at Shaleen as he walked out, his claws above his head. He wore an expensive black suit with a high collar, and every finger had a gold ring upon it. As he moved towards the center of the room, a half-dozen more Vorwhol, four males and two females in a variety of colors, came out, all of them dressed in expensive garments. Finally, a short, red-furred alien with long, pointed ears, black eyes, and a long snout walked through the door.  
 
    A Suumhar.  
 
    Shaleen recognized the alien from old news reports she’d read years earlier.  It wore a piecemeal garment of smooth polymer plates and straps that covered portions of its meter-and-a-half body. It didn’t cover enough of the small alien to be armor, so she assumed it was merely clothing of some kind. The Suumhar race controlled a dozen systems in an empire that bordered the Vorwhol Supremacy. The two races had enjoyed an uneasy but long-maintained truce after a decades-long war that ended a century earlier.  
 
    Shaleen stepped up to Minister Stokahn and stared into his defiant eyes. Part of her wanted to pull her sidearm and shoot him, but she couldn’t allow her personal feelings to get the better of her. 
 
    “You are under arrest,” she said formally, “on the authority of Premier Sovahtah, leader of the Vorwhol Supremacy.” 
 
    “You can’t just—” Stokahn blurted. 
 
    Her rage blossomed. She backhanded him hard, and his gray head snapped sideways before coming back with wide eyes and a trickle of blood running from his upper lip and nose. 
 
    “You don’t get to speak,” she growled. “Say another word, and I’ll shoot you where you stand for what you did to my brother Hishkara. You owe my family a blood debt.” His eyes went wide, and she could smell the fear that now poured out of him. “Your head would then adorn the wall of our hold right beside his.” She stepped away from him, just out of easy reach, and looked over her shoulder. “Bind and gag him for the trip home. If he resists, break an arm. The premier didn’t say anything about how many bones were broken when we delivered him. The same goes for the others.” 
 
    Her warriors moved in, restraining cuffs in their hands. 
 
    “We’re going to question him and the Suumhar, aren’t we?” Jahvik asked, lowering the rocket launcher. There was both eagerness and disbelief in his voice. “I guarantee they have answers we want.” 
 
    Shaleen turned to him. 
 
    “That’s not the job we were paid for,” she said. “As much as I want to know what happened to my brother, we’re not going to interrogate either of them.” 
 
    “But—” Jahnik started. 
 
    “That’s an order,” Shaleen said. “We completed the contract. The rest will be up to the premier.” She turned to Kor. “Go outside and kill the jammer. Radio for the transport to land out front. We’re out of here in thirty minutes.” 
 
    “Understood,” Kor said. He turned to Halek. “Come on.” They both made a hasty exit as Shaleen’s warriors followed her instructions. They cuffed all the prisoners and started ripping up the cushions from furniture in the sitting room in order to gag them. 
 
    Mission accomplished, Shaleen thought as the minister was bound and gagged. He never stopped glaring at her.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    “The payment just cleared the account,” Shaleen said as she stared out over the balcony of her family hold. The sun shone down through a clear sky, and a gentle breeze helped to keep things cool. 
 
    “Not bad for your first contract,” her father said, leaning toward her. They’d stood at the balcony for some time in silence, watching another tulleth herd move along the river. 
 
    “And the premier agreed not only to let us purchase military arms, she’s giving us that glider dropship and a flight of gliders as a bonus for delivering the Suumhar. The pilot needs to settle up some business back home, but she’ll be joining us in a month or so.” 
 
    “It’s all coming together,” he said, turning to her with a slight smile. “Any word from the premier about the Suumhar, or why Minister Stokahn facilitated Hishkara’s attacks on the Elwharri?” 
 
    Shaleen sighed, then turned to face him.  
 
    “She was a bit evasive, not really answering my direct question on both points. She did agree to give us any relevant information that wouldn’t jeopardize global security, but she didn’t say when.” 
 
    “Something’s going on,” he said simply. 
 
    “No doubt,” she replied. 
 
    “So what happens next?” 
 
    “We keep training until Jahvik says we’re good enough to go toe-to-toe with his special ops buddies, then we head for the Salvage System.” 
 
    “The what?” Her father had never heard the term. 
 
    “It’s something Bith Administrator Dokmor said.” She looked out over the pastures once again. “Worlds are reaching out to the Salvage System to find mercs. We’re going where the jobs are, Da.” 
 
    He nodded slowly, and another silence stretched out between them. 
 
    Finally, he said, “I can’t go with you, you know.” 
 
    She nodded. “You have to manage the family holdings.” 
 
    “And you have to manage yours, my magnificent daughter.” He put an arm around her and squeezed. “I’m so very proud of you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Da.” 
 
    Shaleen felt a swell of pride at his words, but then the image of Mahvrosh’s dead body lying on the grass outside Stokahn’s hold filled her vision. She was a mercenary now, and there would be more fatalities. Inevitably. She swore to do everything she could to keep as many of them alive as possible. 
 
    Her eyes lifted to the sky, and she thought of the Salvage System. What might lie in store for them there? Only the future would reveal that particular little mystery. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 A Sword of Damocles by Brad R. Torgersen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Heir Taga—niece of the overlord of the Uldarran Colonies, and acting commander of the Uldarran starship Flamediver—turned to stare out the huge, transparent pane of wrap-around meteor glass which dominated Flamediver’s bridge. The absolute blackness of space stared back at her, peppered with innumerable little pinpoints of light. The transit across the Bith Gate had been as uneventful as ever, but now that she and her crew—to include her brother, Heir Griboth—were on the other side, she wanted to know if the information she’d been given in Salvage System was correct. 
 
    The back-tracking mission had been a somewhat painful affair. Taga didn’t have the bottomless resources of the Uldarran Council to count on anymore. And when the multiple transfers of Council funds to Bith toll machines—through Councilman Nyfid, also aboard—revealed Flamediver’s latest gate activity, Nyfid’s account access would surely be frozen. The ship would become utterly dependent on Taga’s own dwindling supply of credit. 
 
    Taga’s best hope lay with the Bublubah leader and his entourage. She looked them up and down. All five of the Bublubah who had boarded Flamediver were like bipedal salamanders, more at home in water than on land. They each wore a backpack tank mechanism that circulated hyper-oxygenated water to thickly-built collars covering gills at the neck—augmenting the creatures’ primitive lung capacity—so they would not suffer fatigue or hypoxia while aboard a human ship. 
 
    To each collar, a translator had been fitted. Their simulated human voices echoed mechanically around Flamediver’s bridge, while Bublubah speech itself was like listening to a lizard drown noisily in a bathtub. 
 
    “We wish we could say it’s good to be home again,” one of the aliens announced. The translator on its collar muted tonal emotional inflection, but Heir Taga could have sworn she heard deep sadness in the creature’s statement. The Bublubah no longer had a planet to call their own. Indeed, they had never had such a thing. Not in millions of years of evolution. 
 
    Like Taga and her squadron—the latter having been sent far away from this particular system in an attempt to discover a safe port of rendezvous—the Bublubah were a hunted people. Their world had spawned two sapient races: one rising from the water, the other descending from the air. Relations between the Bublubah and the Nazz’k had never been gentle, up to and through the time when both species had gone to space. If the bird-like Nazz’k had been content to leave the underwater cities of the Bublubah in peace, perhaps the amphibious folk would never have bothered to look beyond the surface of their globe-wide sea. But the scarcity of land on their world had made the Nazz’k jealous, so the Bublubah had desperately launched for the stars, hoping to outrun and outlast their ancient foes. 
 
    The Bublubah discovered their system’s Bith Gate at roughly the same time other species began to come through from the then unknown and great beyond of the galaxy. Each visitor was prospecting for fresh real estate, and thus the Nazz’k—never far behind, wherever the Bublubah went—began striking deals, hoping for new and potentially more genocidal weaponry. 
 
    Though they had to be clever about it. A mere nuclear war in the old style would get the gate shut down for good. So the Nazz’k had bargained on something else. Something that turned out to be far more terrible than fusion bombs. 
 
    Which was why Taga, Heir Griboth, and both Councilwoman Jazlin and Councilman Nyfid, had come a very long way to inspect the periphery of an alien system neither of them had ever heard of before. Though obviously someone back in the Colonies had. And that someone was prepared to risk plunging the Colonies into civil war—if their actions against Heir Taga were any indication. 
 
    The group waited in silence. 
 
    It took a while to locate the Bublubah planet using Flamediver’s telescopes. And even longer for the imaging equipment and computers to render clear 3D pictures. 
 
    Councilwoman Jazlin gasped. The faces of Nyfid and Griboth—who’d rejoined Taga on the bridge—were stony. They all stood around the circular railing which ringed the bridge’s central hologram basin, each of them staring into the magnified projections as they appeared. 
 
    “This is real-time?” Nyfid asked. 
 
    “Yes,” said Flamediver’s astro-optics technical specialist, hunched over her controls at her auxiliary bridge workstation. 
 
    The world looked like any other airless, lifeless sphere in the universe, not like the much rarer, more beautiful, and essentially priceless planets which humans for millennia had eagerly sought. Worlds with oceans and skies similar to Earth. 
 
    “Once home to over a billion of our people,” said the Bublubah delegation leader, who went by the name Fublishik. “The sea ran from pole to pole and wrapped from east to west. The small continents were the exclusive domain of the enemy. We were prepared to leave it all to the Nazz’k. They’d exterminated us down to less than one hundred thousand by the time we escaped to space. But by then it wasn’t just the land our enemy wanted. They had grown too much in love with killing. They hated us—still hate us—with every fiber of their being. So much so that when they had the chance to barter for what was promised would be an ingenious weapon, they took it. And look what happened.” 
 
    “But the Bith Gate is still open,” Heir Griboth said. “What in this galaxy or any other could conventionally blast and strip a planet to the bone like that?” 
 
    “We don’t know from where it originated,” Fublishik said, “but we know it was a mechanism of some sort. Small, at first. The species who sold it to the Nazz’k had themselves bartered it from someone else, we reason.” 
 
    “But how does it work?” Taga demanded. “All the squadrons of Uldarra couldn’t hope to obliterate a whole world. And if we tried, the gate would slam shut on our proverbial fingers. Nobody breaks the Bith rules, even for war.” 
 
    “Again, we don’t know. The few survivors who fled our planet and exited the system through the gate spoke of an infernal device unleashed by the Nazz’k to cleanse the sea forever of our presence. But they had no way to turn the weapon off. It grew and changed and got stronger, building itself while it destroyed everything around it, until it eventually destroyed everything on land as well, and left the whole planet as you see it now. Ironic, don’t you think? In seeking to destroy us, the Nazz’k nearly destroyed themselves.” 
 
    “Where is the machine—the weapon—at this time?” Heir Taga asked, frowning as she stared at the wasted sphere of a world flickering in the holo basin. 
 
    “Somewhere,” Fublishik said. “We don’t believe it has any way of utilizing a gate. The Bith would bar this. Nor do we know what its ultimate autonomous programming tells it to do. We suspect it haunts the reaches of our home system still. Something your compatriots from your Colonies took an interest in.” 
 
    “Well, you said Salvage System could be a game-changer,” Heir Griboth muttered to his sister. 
 
    “I didn’t mean it that way,” Taga snapped. “I was sent to find allies, not a killer device which might destroy us all.” 
 
    “But the delegate is right,” Councilwoman Jazlin said, the lines in her face drawn up in an expression of distress. “Someone from Uldarra sought the weapon out, or at least heard about it, by way of Salvage System, and went looking for the Bublubah.” 
 
    “And found the Nazz’k instead?” Griboth guessed. 
 
    “Or a representative intermediary,” Fublishik said. “They are now scattered like we are. A few of them make it their business to haunt Salvage System in the hope of bartering for knowledge or technology which might help them flourish again.” 
 
    “And your own people?” Councilman Nyfid asked. “What do you hope for?” 
 
    “We sell what we know to the few who care to pay for the privilege of asking, and we use it to search for a world where we might swim again in peace. Free of the Nazz’k.” 
 
    “Then why help us, out of charity?” Taga asked. “We’ve paid you nothing. You offered to be our guides.” 
 
    “Of the few who have inquired,” Fublishik said, “you all seem to be the best candidates.” 
 
    “Candidates for what?” Taga demanded. 
 
    “For destroying the device. We can’t bring back our dead, and we would not wish extinction on the Nazz’k, despite their old war against us. But the thing they unleashed? It’s a mindless pestilence on this universe. Its evil must end.” 
 
    “If you ask me,” said the captain of the Flamediver, “it’s an incredible risk even being here. We don’t know what this thing looks like, and if what the delegate says is true, we may have no practical way of combatting it. So what’s our mission again?” 
 
    “We have to find the ultimate traitor, or traitors,” Heir Taga insisted, tasting hatred on her tongue. “They were waiting for me the first time. Our own people sent ahead of us without our knowledge. It was a trap. I need to know for what purpose. The clues took us back to Salvage System a second time, and now we’ve been led here. Somewhere in this system is the evidence. A reason why.” 
 
    Heir Taga had once been willing to die for the Colonies, at the mere request of the Council, or any of its members. Never had she suspected one of them might betray her, much less the overlord himself. 
 
    
* * * 
 
      
 
    The outer-most planet of the Bublubah system was as lifeless as the one Flamediver’s telescopes had inspected. Though this far from the home sun, that wasn’t unusual. But the Bublubah insisted the rocky sphere had once been a small Jovian, wrapped in a shell of ice and cold gasses. That was now gone. 
 
    To Taga’s knowledge, only a nova or supernova could do that. 
 
    “How long has this machine been operational?” she asked Fublishik. 
 
    “It’s been several generations since our people originally fled,” the delegate replied. “Few of us ever venture back. There’s little here for us except the memory of what once was, and that’s become a terrible memory, at best.” 
 
    “If the traitors are here,” Taga’s brother said, “what could they be hoping to accomplish which would require killing you and destroying your command?” 
 
    “Council politics,” Jazlin said to the younger man. “Someone has decided there’s no more need for cooperation. The Aldarran Colonies have traditionally been bound together by shared culture and shared problems, but now that time is ending. I don’t think the traitors expected Heir Taga to return to the Colonies and seek vengeance against traitor assets in Aldarran territory.” 
 
    “Or maybe they did?” Councilman Nyfid said. Like Jazlin, he was older. An experienced and potentially dangerous man, who’d often been at odds with Jazlin, for whom Taga felt much love and loyalty. The heir wasn’t thrilled with having Nyfid as a companion on this voyage. 
 
    “Explain, please,” Heir Griboth said, irritated. 
 
    The light from the holo basin illuminated Nyfid’s face as he talked. 
 
    “I don’t expect people not experienced with Council life to understand that nothing done on the Council—no business conducted Colony to Colony—is ever to be taken at face value. The smart man gets what he wants through ways and means which are not immediately obvious. Most dealing is a bargain of some kind. Compromise. You have to give if you want to get. And bargains can have layers. But if you need to get without giving, this may involve a more subtle and potentially pernicious level of thinking. A willingness to turn friends against friends. Blood against blood. The Colonies were already in quiet crisis before this whole charade began. Heir Taga and her command were sent to Salvage System to discover help. If the goal was to obliterate her or her squadron before they could accomplish their mission, the traitors would have sent far more ships to do the job.” 
 
    “But they merely wounded her,” Jazlin said, staring through the holo at her old nemesis. 
 
    Nyfid tapped a finger to the side of his nose. 
 
    “And nothing is more dangerous than a wounded animal. The people who attacked Taga in Salvage System may or may not have been the originators of the plot. They too could have simply been tools. So the plotters use the quiet crisis to precipitate a not-so-quiet crisis, and we all get swept up in it.” 
 
    “For all we know, it was you who orchestrated this,” Taga said angrily. 
 
    Councilman Nyfid made a scoffing sound. 
 
    “You don’t have to like me, Heir, any more than your beloved Jazlin does. But as much as I pride myself on being skilled and clever at what I do, even I would not be so foolish as to think that dividing the Colonies against themselves is a sane course of action. We’ve survived so long because we work together, bottom line. Wrecking that compact—now more than ever—is suicide for Aldarra. No, it’s not me. Though whoever it is decided I needed to be removed from Council deliberation. Jazlin, too.” 
 
    “I hate even having to think like this,” Taga said, still angry. 
 
    “Me, too,” Heir Griboth agreed, his face sharing a similar expression. 
 
    “If I’d known they wanted me or my squadron to strike back,” Taga said, “I’d never have done it! Now a whole host of people think we are the traitors, and the actual traitors go about their work unimpeded.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Nyfid said. “But the most dangerous part when playing the pernicious game, is you cannot see all ends. There are tertiary effects and the pure randomness of human behavior, which can spin events out of control. We’re here, and we have the power to make independent choices. Someone has been working hard to maneuver us, but unless they’re omniscient, they can’t deduce outcomes. Merely arrange for a sequence of things to occur, and hope the dividend is a good one—for whatever definition of ‘good’ suits people who seem to be jeopardizing our entire future.” 
 
    “So what will you ultimately do?” Fublishik asked, interrupting his human hosts. “If you discover the weapon, do you try to use it against your enemies?” 
 
    “No,” Taga replied. “If it’s too dangerous for anyone to use, we simply have to keep it out of the traitors’ hands. Assuming we’re not too late.”  
 
    
* * * 
 
      
 
    At one million kilometers from the second to outermost planet of the Bublubah system, Flamediver’s gravimetric sensors detected an extremely concentrated gravity well, which seemed to be orbiting the planet. What was more, the planet seemed to be slowly coming apart under the gravity well’s influence. 
 
    “Can we see it yet?” Taga asked the same technician who’d been working on the telescopes before. 
 
    The imagery in the holo basin zoomed in and focused on the second to last planet as it was being unraveled, almost like an onion being peeled. Further magnification slipped the view from the planet itself to a Lagrange point. When the image finally steadied, Taga sucked in air with a loud hiss. 
 
    “It feeds,” Fublishik said, his alien expression seemingly blank. All the delegates stared at the strangely shaped object parked in the Lagrange point. A funneling swirl of gas spiraled up from the Jovian world’s surface and was seemingly sucked away to nothingness by the object itself, as if a thirsty child were drinking a flavorful drink through a straw. 
 
    A scale superimposed at the bottom of the holo made it plain that the thing was many kilometers in size. 
 
    “Unholy,” Councilman Nyfid said, his eyes lighting up with dreadful fascination. “You claimed this weapon built itself while it also destroyed those who unleashed it?” 
 
    “Like the leviathan of our legends,” Fublishik said. “It consumes everything it can consume and grows accordingly.” 
 
    “Imagine,” Heir Taga said, a notion tingling at the back of her mind. Seeing the actual device in action had reminded her of an old childhood story about a pet fish outgrowing its bowl. “You unwittingly obtain the thing from a vendor, who warns you about its hazards. But you’re too curious, so you do something stupid. And the thing—once switched on—never turns off. You can’t control it. It just does what it does.” 
 
    “Ancient alien technology,” Councilwoman Jazlin said, “capable of total matter conversion?” 
 
    “It would have to be,” said one of the ship’s engineering officers, who’d joined them all at the holo basin railing. He stared at the machine orbiting the Jovian world, while it seemingly siphoned the atmosphere away from the planet. “It converts some of the mass as fuel to power internal mechanisms, which create whatever materials it needs. And it can be as big as it wants. Or at least as big as it’s programmed to be.” 
 
    “Or bigger,” Heir Taga said. “The gravimetric readings show something far more massive than seems possible for an object that size.” 
 
    “Autonomous total conversion technology is proverbial lead to gold,” Heir Griboth said. “Any civilization that perfected the science would eliminate all want, making everything any species could need, and doing it from the most mundane substances. If this is an ancient artifact, the people who made it should have taken over the whole galaxy by now.” 
 
    “Maybe they built the original gates?” Councilman Nyfid guessed. 
 
    “Or maybe not,” Jazlin said, the corner of her mouth curling up in a decidedly cynical fashion. “Remember what Councilman Nyfid said about people not being able to see all ends? Play with fire. Get burned.” 
 
    “Regardless of who built it,” Taga said, “this thing started out as a gadget sold to the Nazz’k. It turned on them and destroyed their world. What if a piece of the thing—a self-replicating piece, with all of the original programming—were to be taken back to the Colonies?” 
 
    “Some on the Council would kill to control it,” Nyfid said. 
 
    “Or kill to keep it away from the Colonies,” Jazlin said, her wrinkled right hand coming up to cover the lower half of her face. She turned away from the image in the holo basin, “presuming they knew what it could potentially do.” 
 
    “Something else, ma’am,” said the astro-optics technician. Her fingers tapped control keys on her board, and the hologram changed again, this time to focus on a tiny sliver of something which seemed to be tumbling into view off the limb of the Jovian world. 
 
    A very human-looking ship. 
 
    Heir Taga said a few choice words and looked at the Flamediver’s captain. 
 
    “Think you or one of your pilots can match and dock?” 
 
    “We’d be stupid to try,” the captain said, “based on how that craft is tumbling end over end.” 
 
    “Well, figure it out,” Taga said, “because that looks suspiciously like an Uldarran hull, and now more than ever, we’ve got to find out who’s behind all this. And how we can stop them.”  
 
    
* * * 
 
      
 
    Flamediver had been built as a highly capable one-off, a very expensive Council indulgence, for serious Council business. The same was true for her launches. The little craft were engined and armed far beyond ordinary specifications. Presently, one of them cautiously approached what appeared to be an Uldarran fast-attack frigate that had lost its attitude control—and a whole lot more, if exterior indicators were correct. The portholes were dark, and no one aboard was responding to radio demands for a response. Even the autopilot—which should have been keeping watch—wasn’t responding. 
 
    In another time and place, Heir Taga would have sent a standard search and rescue party. But given the circumstances, she’d decided to lead the expedition herself, with Heir Griboth remaining aboard Flamediver as the Heir who would survive—if something catastrophic happened. 
 
    “Pernicious games,” Taga muttered to herself. 
 
    “Begging your pardon, ma’am?” asked the pilot, over whose shoulder Taga peered. 
 
    “Nothing,” Taga said. “Just talking out loud.” 
 
    “If you’re trying to make us more nervous than we already are, ma’am, I think it’s working.” 
 
    Several chuckles came through the speakers on Taga’s environment suit helmet. The tiny team of investigators were fully dressed for vacuum, with grapplers, individual maneuvering packs, and weapons if the need arose, all of which would have been uncomfortably bulky aboard Flamediver, with her artificial gravity. But the launch was too small for generators, so everyone not strapped to an acceleration seat was floating free. Taga’s stomach occasionally fluttered uncomfortably at the sensation—a reminder that she was not doing nearly enough zero-gee training with her other officers. 
 
    The other ship grew in size as the launch approached. The meteor glass cockpit showed everything. So far from the star, light was dim, but not so dim that a person couldn’t see details. The fast-attack frigate was definitely Uldarran make, but all identification and markings had been carefully removed. 
 
    “Stop at twenty-five meters,” Taga ordered the pilot. “Give yourself enough distance that you’re not risking collision. The team and I will use packs to push ourselves across, then latch on and try to open one of the gangway hatches.” 
 
    “Roger,” said the pilot, punching buttons on his control board. 
 
    Reaction thrusters on the outside of the launch braked gently, and Taga had to brace herself against the back of the pilot’s chair to keep from floating into the cockpit and smacking her helmet against the meteor glass. 
 
    “We’ll maintain full contact the whole time,” Taga said. “And if I tell you to evac the area—whether you’ve got us back or not—you evac the area. Understood?” 
 
    “But—” the pilot began to argue. 
 
    “We don’t know what we’ll find,” Taga interrupted him, “but if things go bad quickly, there’s no sense losing either you or the launch. Just keep the ship-to-ship link open, so everything our helmet cameras pick up is sent back to Flamediver. Anything we see or do will help Heir Griboth make his next decision, assuming things go badly for the team. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the pilot replied. “Wish I could go with you. Feels a bit chicken to just wait out here and do nothing while you take the risk.” 
 
    “Somebody always has to have the easy part,” Taga said, patting the pilot’s suited shoulder with her gloved hand. “This time it gets to be you. Just keep your eyes open, okay? If this is a trap, you might find yourself suddenly enjoying all the danger you could ever want.” 
 
    “Got it,” the pilot replied. “Good luck, ma’am.” 
 
    Taga patted the pilot’s shoulder again, then went back through the neck of the launch to the small cargo bay. The rest of the team was assembled and waiting, with the team leader—a sergeant with silver hair, who’d been serving longer than Taga herself had been alive—posted at the cargo bay’s exterior clamshell doors. 
 
    “Heir Taga,” he said respectfully. “I have to say again, I’ve got serious reservations about you leading this scout squad. There is absolutely no need for it, ma’am. Let me and my men take the risk. Stay here and observe.” 
 
    “You know me better than that, Amel,” she said, smiling. “When have I ever been sensibly cautious in these situations?” 
 
    “Never,” he said, frowning. “Which has made it extremely difficult to do my job on more than one occasion.” 
 
    More chuckling from the team over the suit communications—all linked together. 
 
    “Pop it,” Taga ordered. “Now’s not the time for me to play-act the Council member.” 
 
    The old sergeant sighed and pressed a series of keys at the hatch control panel. Taga’s suit creaked and made slight expansion noises as the atmosphere of the launch was evacuated. Then the clamshell doors yawned wide, and Taga had an unobstructed view of space. 
 
    The Jovian planet was immense and beautiful. It’s swirl of colorful clouds were a sight to behold, while the slowly tumbling frigate—its portholes still dark, and its running lights extinguished—had an almost eerie quality. Like when Taga had been a young girl, and she and her brother had played haunted house. What would she find on the other side of the threshold? 
 
    Taga gritted her teeth and willed the chills going up and down her spine to cease, then used her suit’s thruster pack controls to line up behind the sergeant. As a single file, they exited the launch and pushed gradually across the emptiness of space—with the sun a far-away, brilliant orb burning against the blackness. Cold, at this distance. Taga’s suit’s internal temperature control system wouldn’t have to do much to keep the heat down. 
 
    As they closed on the frigate, Sergeant Amel ordered a momentary pause while he planned their final movement. Slow as the frigate’s gentle tumble seemed, at less than five meters distance, the surface of the frigate was suddenly moving past them with dangerous potential. Any slips or wrong moves, and the ship would punish them for their mistakes, it being far more massive than the team. And the sergeant had learned from experience that even a suit couldn’t protect a man from his own carelessness. 
 
    “I’ll go first,” Amel said. “When the gangway hatch revolves around to us again, I’ll thrust up and throw an elastic grapple on one of the gangway docking cleats. That should hook me on, and without getting my teeth jarred out of my face. Once I’m spinning with the ship, I can pull up to the gangway hatch exterior emergency control box, and figure it out from there. But nobody do anything or come behind me until I give the all clear, you understand?” 
 
    Taga “Rogered” like the rest of the team, this being one of the many moments a competent leader knows when to just do as she’s been told. She might have overridden Amel’s insistence that she remain aboard the launch, but she wasn’t about to contradict him on practical matters with which he was well experienced. No matter her rank or heritage. 
 
    The edge of the gangway hatch rotated into view. This close, there would only be a few seconds for Amel to make his move. If he mistimed his attempt, he’d slam helplessly into the hull and be pitched away into space. Taga felt herself holding her breath while she watched. 
 
    The old sergeant hit his pack controls and jetted forward—both arms outstretched, with the grappler in one hand, and the elastic cord slacked from his harness in the other. 
 
    He touched down on the frigate’s surface, and there was a sudden frenzy of cursing before Amel’s voice exploded with a hearty, “Gotcha!” and then he was hanging onto the elastic with both gloved hands while the rotation of the hull swept him away. 
 
    The next time the gangway hatch rotated into view, the sergeant had pulled himself up to his target and appeared to have plugged his suit’s external computer interface cord into the hatch’s dormant control panel. 
 
    “Well, the codes haven’t changed,” Amel announced. “Power seems to be off, but the manual override is waking up, and they’ve got plenty of battery for the motors. One moment while I get things open.” 
 
    Again, the gangway hatch rotated out of view. 
 
    On the next pass, it was halfway open. And on the pass after that, it was open all the way. 
 
    Amel had himself perched at the hatch’s edge, so the lamps from his suit helmet and thruster pack could illuminate the interior. 
 
    “We’ll wait until the next revolution,” he said. “Then when I say ‘go,’ you all go at once. Get inside and grab onto the structure any way you can. Doesn’t matter what it is, as long as it’s a solid piece of the floor, the ceiling, a bulkhead, whatever. Once you’re all secured, I’ll drop through and do the same. Then we can close and seal the gangway and see about entering the interior.” 
 
    Again, Taga “Rogered” with the rest of the team. She could feel her heart rate climbing rapidly. The gangway hatch was big, but as the first one in line, she couldn’t miss her mark without endangering the rest. She’d been mentally timing the revolutions to anticipate the reappearance of the gangway on the next pass. The instant she saw the opening begin to spin around, she braced herself. 
 
    “GO!” Amel shouted. 
 
    Taga hit her thruster pack firing toggle and tucked her legs up under herself, reaching the far bulkhead inside the hatch in less than five seconds. She unceremoniously slammed into the metal, almost bloodying her nose on the inside of her helmet’s transparent meteor glass face plate, before her groping hands contacted what felt like a solid beam of metal, and she threw her grappler around it. 
 
    Cursing and exclamations from the other team members told Taga they were having the same experience, but when Sergeant Amel announced, “All clear!” Taga knew they’d made it. 
 
    A dark shadow crossed through the gangway hatch as the frigate rotated the hatch away from sunlight, and suddenly all was black except for the tiny lights from the suits and equipment of the rest of the team, and Amel’s lamps. 
 
    “Closing up,” Amel said, working the control panel on the inside of the hatch. The big doors ponderously swung shut, and then the old sergeant let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Okay, hardest part of that job’s over,” he said, breathing heavily. 
 
    Taga found the control panel for the interior gangway door and plugged in. Her readings matched those of Amel. Dormant power, but lots of battery available. She ducted fresh atmosphere into the bay—to equalize with the ship’s interior—then ordered the team to stand ready as she worked the controls that would manually open the interior hatch. 
 
    If Taga had been expecting armed resistance, she was shocked to discover nothing and nobody waiting on the other side. In fact, peering up and down the corridor with one of her lamps—the angle made catawampus due the ship’s motion pulling everyone and everything outward, thus bulkheads became floors—the interior of the frigate seemed deserted. 
 
    “Any resistance?” asked Heir Griboth’s voice through the helmet speakers. 
 
    “Not a soul, sir,” Sergeant Amel replied, coming up alongside Heir Taga with his weapon drawn. 
 
    The old sergeant eased ahead of Taga and took the lead as they began making their way toward the bridge, manually opening and passing through several hatches and up several flights of emergency ladder tubes, before they entered the vessel’s main control center—which looked not too different from the Flamediver’s own. 
 
    Taga pulled herself to the engineering workstation—still fighting the movement of the ship without artificial gravity to steady herself—and attempted to access the start-up sequence. 
 
    “Damn,” she said, pounding a fist on the keys. 
 
    “No battery?” Amel asked while he hunkered at the control station for the internal environment controls. 
 
    “Battery, yes. Able to bypass encryption? No.” 
 
    “Damn indeed,” Amel said. “My access is denied, too. Hatch controls are one thing, main computer is another. If we can’t access the ship’s computer network, we can’t do much more than spectate.” 
 
    “But what the hell happened to the crew?” Taga asked, looking around the bridge, which occasionally passed into the light as the view out the bridge’s meteor glass rotated temporarily toward the sun. Followed by darkness. Followed by sun again. And over, and over, and over. The gentle tugging of the ship’s motion, combined with the perpetual outward pulling of centrifugal force, made it hard for Taga to concentrate. 
 
    Taga abandoned the useless workstation and let herself drop to the ceiling, where she and the rest of the team crouched at the same odd angle—their faces occasionally illuminated by the light passing through the meteor glass. In this part of the ship, up was almost down, and down was almost up. 
 
    “Either they’re here and hiding,” Amel said, “or they’re dead, and we just haven’t gotten to the bodies yet. It’s gonna be a bear of a job opening all those hatches manually, checking every compartment, the countless crawlspaces—” 
 
    “We won’t have time for that,” said a new voice through the helmet speakers. It was Flamediver’s captain. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Heir Taga demanded. 
 
    “The thing—the weapon—seems to have noticed us, ma’am. It’s broken itself out of the Lagrange point, and appears to be thrusting for a matching orbit with Flamediver. And at gees no Aldarran vessel could hope to generate!” 
 
    Taga looked at the faces of her team, then around at the deactivated bridge, trying to make sense of the situation. 
 
    Suddenly she intuited the problem. 
 
    “Go dark!” Taga exclaimed. 
 
    “Say again, please?” Heir Griboth said. “Sounds like you said to ‘go dark,’ though I can’t understand why that might help. We need to pull you back to us, and quickly, so we can get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “No, Grib,” Taga said. “That’s the thing. This frigate is shut down because they figured out—maybe too late?—that the way to hide from the weapon is to turn all the systems off. And I mean all the systems.” 
 
    “A sequential power-down by the book will take almost an hour,” Flamediver’s captain said. “I don’t think we have that kind of time. The weapon will intercept us within forty minutes.” 
 
    “You don’t have the luxury of doing it by the book,” Taga said, “but if you can’t outrun the thing, what other choice do you have?” 
 
    “We’re going to get cold,” Griboth said, “and quickly. We’ll all be wearing environment suits before the day is over.” 
 
    “Welcome to the party!” Taga exclaimed. 
 
    “But how can we be sure it’s an effective strategy?” Griboth asked. “We’ll be defenseless against the device right when we’d most need our weapons.” 
 
    “We’re gambling,” Taga said. “Gambling that this frigate is a clue. Surely the traitors came with more ships, but only one is left. The one with not a single main system turned on.” 
 
    “And no crew aboard, either!” Griboth said. “Tag, this is crazy. I can’t order a full power-down under these circumstances. Not on a hunch.” 
 
    “Then start running. Maybe Sergeant Amel and I can distract the thing? We’ve got a frigate full of weapons at our disposal. The computers have locked us out, but we might get something running manually, if only to show power expenditure. Hell, we could get to the silos and manually launch something. Enough missiles to get the weapon’s attention? Give you time to make a break.” 
 
    “Leaving you behind is not an option!” said Councilwoman Jazlin’s voice. “Especially when we still wouldn’t have gained anything for the price being paid!” 
 
    Taga thought furiously. They had two ships. Well, three if they counted the launch, too. If she were building an automatic weapon, what targeting logic would she use for the control computer? How to prioritize which threats? An empty but otherwise serviceable frigate had survived in a derelict orbit for…days? Weeks? Or more? Without the ability to check the frigate’s log, there was no way to know how long she had been here, much less find out what had happened to the officers and crew. 
 
    “Ma’am,” said one of the team, “if this ship is the class I think she is, I know how we could get an auxiliary reactor running. They’re meant for powering life support and basic ship’s functions on a secondary circuiting system in case the main reactor or main circuiting are critically damaged. The auxiliary reactor is not dependent on the primary computer network.” 
 
    “How do you know that, Bur?” asked the sergeant. 
 
    “Spent two years on a ship like this,” the corporal named Bur replied. 
 
    “Do it,” Taga said. “Take whoever you need with you. Amel, how about hot-wiring some of those self-guided missiles?” 
 
    “Might be possible,” he said, “except without initial targeting and guidance information from the frigate’s targeting system, the shot goes out blind. Maybe it decides to circle back and hit us instead? Or the launch? Or Flamediver, for all we know. Like your brother said, ma’am, it’s a hell of a risk for the sake of a hunch.” 
 
    “If anyone else has any better ideas,” Taga said, both for the ears of her team and their wider audience on the ship-to-ship network, “I’m all ears.” 
 
    “We won’t leave you,” Councilwoman Jazlin said furiously, “if I have to, I’ll order us to stay.” 
 
    “We just have to get the weapon’s attention,” Taga said. “Before it engages the frigate, Sergeant Amel, me, and the team can be back aboard the launch. I don’t think the launch will register the same for the weapon as two bigger ships. We use the frigate to decoy the artifact’s tracking, while Flamediver and the launch get free and rendezvous later. Then we figure out what to do from there.” 
 
    Silence filled the net. 
 
    “Again, unless anyone’s got a better idea…” 
 
    “Roger,” Heir Griboth said. “Sounds like you’re the smart kid in the room, Tag. We can put the frigate between ourselves and the weapon very quickly. You better be right about the weapon ignoring the launch! We’re also assuming it can’t attack more than one target at a time. Nobody from the Bublubah delegation was alive for the original attacks that destroyed their world. They can’t predict what the weapon’s tactical behavior will be.” 
 
    “Make it happen, Grib,” Taga said, “and we’ll be sure to catch up with you when we can!” 
 
    “All right, you heard the heir,” Sergeant Amel said. “Corporal Bur, who else do you need with you?” 
 
    “It’ll go faster the more hands I have to work the manual controls,” he said. 
 
    Sergeant Amel eyed the team, then clapped his gloved hand on several shoulders and motioned for them to move out. 
 
    With Bur in the lead, they trooped out of the bridge, swaying on their space-booted feet as they tried to stay upright in the off-putting force of the revolving frigate. 
 
    Taga and Amel, meanwhile, took a different route, opening several new passageways until they got to the silo deck for the first battery of ship-to-ship missiles. 
 
    “Any sign that the artifact is launching missiles of its own?” Taga asked over the net. 
 
    “Negative,” said Flamediver’s captain. “The alien machine is merely maneuvering for intercept with us—and at a clip I’d swear would rip any Uldarran hull apart from the stress. However that thing built itself, it did so using engineering I’d pay a dear price to examine.” 
 
    “Sergeant Amel and I have reached the weapons. We’ll see what we can do from here.” 
 
    “Understood, ma’am,” the captain replied. 
 
    Work was difficult, with the aft ends of the launch silos at odds with the wonky up-down caused by ship rotation. 
 
    “I still don’t understand what happened to the crew,” Sergeant Amel said as he fidgeted with tools from his suit’s work pouch. 
 
    Taga had been trying to put herself in the traitors’ shoes. 
 
    “Were I facing this problem—as squadron commander—I’d perform an experiment. Take one of my ships, evacuate it while powering it down, then drift it in the path of the artifact to see if the machine takes the bait. Or ignores it entirely. If the latter, and especially if the artifact changes orbit and tries to match with my ships that are fully powered, I’ve got my answer. The weapon isn’t programmed to care about anything inert.” 
 
    “So how come they never got back aboard?” Amel asked. 
 
    “The artifact destroyed the remaining ships before this frigate’s crew could get back to her,” Taga guessed. “She’s been left drifting ever since, and the alien weapon hasn’t cared a bit.” 
 
    “An idiot machine,” Amel muttered, managing to open the access hatch on the silo he’d selected. A brand-new ship-to-ship missile gleamed inside. 
 
    “Speaking of which,” he said with a flourish and promptly went to work trying to get the missile’s casing open near the nose where the guidance system and fire control were located.  
 
    
* * * 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got an auxiliary reactor running now,” Heir Taga said on the net. Over twenty minutes had passed since the alien weapon had departed its home in the Lagrange point. They were cutting things close. 
 
    “We can see the power output from here,” Heir Griboth said. 
 
    “Any change?” Taga asked. 
 
    “The alien weapon is still homing on us.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s see what this does,” Taga said, and wagged her finger in Sergeant Amel’s direction. The old sergeant wagged his finger back at her and went to the first rigged silo he’d worked on. Using the interface connector on his suit, he plugged in and used his suit’s computer to order the silo to affect a launch. Taga heard the silo fire, even through the insulation of her helmet, and then Sergeant Amel went to the second silo and repeated his action. Then again at a third, and finally a fourth silo. 
 
    Out in space, four ship-to-ship missiles spat out of their launch tubes and tracked on…nothing. With no object directly in front of their noses, they began to meander, seeking anything that might look like a target to their simple computer programming. Eventually the second, third, and fourth missiles concluded that the first missile—racing seconds ahead of them—looked like the most probable candidate. Throttles opened, and three sophisticated rockets pounced on their unsuspecting sibling. 
 
    “We show four tracks, and one detonation,” said Flamediver’s captain. 
 
    “Whoa!” Griboth said. “That got the artifact’s attention almost immediately. It’s adjusting course. Wow, look at all that gee. Tag, you’d better get the hell out now. You probably only have a few minutes before the thing intercepts you!” 
 
    Heir Taga and the sergeant didn’t need to be told twice. They’d already ordered the rest of the team back aboard the launch. Instead of backtracking through the ship to go out the way they’d come in, Taga and the sergeant blew an emergency exterior hatch on the silo deck and let themselves be sucked out into space, where the launch was patiently waiting with its cargo bay door wide open. 
 
    “Punch it!” Sergeant Amel yelled on the net once he and Taga were aboard. 
 
    The launch pilot didn’t even wait for the bay doors to shut before spinning the little ship ninety degrees and pushing the thrust sliders forward on his control board. 
 
    “Unghhhh,” Taga muttered through clenched teeth. She’d barely been able to strap down to an acceleration chair before the g-force hit her. A human body could withstand moderate gee increases for a long time, or high gee increases for a very short time. If the acceleration chairs hadn’t all been facing forward, the blood flow in their brains would have slowed dangerously, causing blackout. As it was, they endured several hellish moments of incredibly uncomfortable pressure before the pilot pulled the thrust sliders back to something more reasonable and began talking on the net. 
 
    “I’ve put some distance between us and the frigate,” the pilot said. “Flamediver, what’s the artifact doing?” 
 
    “Still making a beeline for the frigate,” Flamediver’s captain replied. “What’s the launch’s condition?” 
 
    “Nominal,” the pilot replied. 
 
    “Spin us about,” Taga said while regaining her breath. 
 
    “Ma’am?” the pilot said, confused. 
 
    “I want a full view of the frigate when the artifact intercepts,” she replied. “Cameras, too. Make sure we record what happens.” 
 
    The pilot complied. 
 
    The frigate—still nameless—was a drifting derelict against the backdrop of the colorful planet’s cloudy surface. For several minutes nothing happened. But then the alien weapon was there, like a tremendous geodesic sphere, with a surface composed of thousands of huge, interlocking triangular plates. The frigate—not small by Aldarran shipyard standards—was dwarfed by the alien artifact, which dilated an opening in itself several times as wide as the frigate was long. Gradually, the frigate began to be drawn toward the “mouth” of the machine. 
 
    And the frigate wasn’t alone. 
 
    “We’re being pulled,” the pilot said with alarm. 
 
    Taga and the rest could feel it. The launch was suddenly racing toward the alien device without the launch’s pilot having touched so much as a button. 
 
    “It uses gravity itself like a weapon,” Taga said, startled. “Flamediver, are you seeing what the cameras are seeing? The frigate is being…oh my.” 
 
    Not taken inside the alien machine, no, but dissolved. The shape of the frigate seemed to be blurring, while a cloud of particles whorled away from the frigate and into the mouth that had opened to accept the flow. Similar to what had been happening when the alien device had been extracting matter directly from the clouds of the Jovian planet. 
 
    “Can we thrust out of this?” Taga asked the launch’s pilot. 
 
    “I don’t think so, ma’am,” he said. 
 
    “But you can still maneuver?” Sergeant Amel asked. 
 
    “Uhhhh, yeah. I’ve got lateral movement, not that it does us much good. We’re still going to impact the machine no matter what.” 
 
    “Can you use the thrusters to brake?” 
 
    “Uhhh, maybe.” 
 
    “We weren’t getting pulled until the machine started feeding on the frigate. Once that’s complete, the effect may be neutralized.” 
 
    “Hell of a guess, ma’am. Sure hope you’re right.” 
 
    They closed on the artifact with frightening speed. The pilot faced them away from the machine and began applying thrust of his own. The launch groaned and shrieked as the gravitational pull of the machine dragged them down. 
 
    “We’re slowing, but not stopping!” the pilot shouted. 
 
    “Just keep us away from the mouth!” Taga yelled. 
 
    “And pick a good spot to land!” Sergeant Amel ordered. 
 
    “Land?” the pilot replied. “We’ll be lucky if we’re not pancaked into jelly on that thing!” 
 
    The team was back to straining in their acceleration chairs while the launch complained around them. Built sturdy—to handle in-atmosphere trips—it was nevertheless not up to the task of trying to go in two opposite directions at the same time. Taga could hear computer alarm bells from the pilot’s station begin to blare as the effect became most intense. 
 
    And then, suddenly, the sensation stopped. 
 
    Taga gasped for several long seconds, her head swimming. 
 
    “Status?” she croaked over the net. “Status, please?” 
 
    “This is Flamediver,” said Heir Griboth’s voice. “We had our telescopes on the thing while it gobbled up the frigate. Spectacular, really. Like colored sugar being stirred in a glass of water. The artifact seemed to take the frigate apart at the molecular level. Where are you all? We can’t make you out.” 
 
    Taga risked unbuckling from her acceleration chair and pulling herself up to the cockpit. The pilot was moaning and trying to come around, blood trickling back across his cheeks from both nostrils. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Taga asked. 
 
    “No,” the pilot gurgled. “But I don’t think I’m dead, either.” 
 
    “We’re drifting,” Taga said, noting the gradual sweep of the stars past the window, followed by the limb of the gas giant, and then… 
 
    Even the pilot was speechless. 
 
    The launch was floating perhaps one hundred meters above one of the interfaces on the alien machine’s surface—between the gargantuan, triangular plates. The interface went down into the machine’s body like a smooth-walled canyon, perhaps no more than fifty meters wide. 
 
    “Make a break for it,” Heir Griboth ordered, “while the machine’s gravity weapon isn’t affecting you.” 
 
    Taga considered. The view out the cockpit changed as the launch slowly drifted nose-over-tail. Peering down into the interface, there seemed to be almost no end to the interface’s depth. 
 
    “Here,” Taga said, unbuckling the pilot and lifting the man gently from his seat. “Go back with the others and let the medic help you. I’ll take over the ship.” 
 
    “Flamediver,” Taga said, settling at the controls before re-buckling the pilot’s chair harness over her suit. 
 
    “Tag?” Griboth said. “You’ve got to go now, or it might be never!” 
 
    The heir considered her options. Steadying the launch nose-down over the interface, she reached her fingers out and gently moved the thrust sliders, pushing the launch forward and down.  
 
    
* * * 
 
      
 
    It took over an hour to find the entry hatch. 
 
    “Fascinating,” Heir Griboth remarked, still receiving camera imagery from the launch, which was now at least half a kilometer below the alien machine’s geodesically spherical surface. 
 
    Getting through the hatch proved as simple as approaching it, at which point it dilated quickly—for an object its size—and the launch was allowed to gently thrust forward into what could only be called a landing bay. Though it was a landing bay far, far larger than anything Heir Taga had ever seen on any human ship before, feeling as if the launch and its occupants had been miniaturized. 
 
    Taga put down the launch’s landing gear and gently set the craft—experiencing a mild amount of gravity—onto the surface. 
 
    There were gantries, platforms, and other somewhat familiar objects which would have been at home on a human-built ship, but again, constructed on a scale far beyond that of humans. And of course, there was no alien ship—nor any alien crew—to use them. 
 
    Leaving the injured pilot and the medic behind with a detail to guard the launch, Taga took Sergeant Amel and the corporal with her as they carefully walked—or rather, gee-bounded—through a corridor that was easily the size of several Earth football fields. Here and there, sculpted from the same nameless material that made up the hull, were what appeared to be chairs and tables and control consoles of enormous proportions. 
 
    “They were giants,” Taga said breathlessly as she waved her suit lamps over a particularly spectacular chair located centrally to the rest of the architecture. 
 
    Amel joined her where she stood. 
 
    “Do you think the ‘captain’ may have sat here?” Taga asked the old sergeant. 
 
    “It’s possible. The layout of this compartment does bear a striking similarity to that of most bridge designs we would use. But the scale is huge. From my viewpoint, I believe the beings who might use this compartment were between five and eight meters tall.” 
 
    “Amazing.” Taga replied. “Fublishik, are you and the Flamediver able to receive our transmissions still?” 
 
    “We’re still getting you,” Heir Griboth replied. 
 
    “We see what you see,” the Bublubah delegate said. 
 
    “How is it possible that this artifact was in any way ever small?” Taga asked. 
 
    “We only know that the device grew as it consumed,” the delegate replied. “Clearly the device’s programming told it to make room for occupants once it reached a certain capacity, though none of us would fit. The makers of the thing are clearly no creature my people or yours would be familiar with.” 
 
    “Ma’am,” Corporal Bur said through Taga’s helmet speakers, “I think you’d better see this.” 
 
    Taga and Amel trotted across the deck to where the corporal stood. His own suit’s lighting mechanisms were aimed upward at a particularly large console. Unlike the others the team had found, this one seemed to be active. Huge displays and images—not unlike those from the control panels of the launch and Flamediver—shone forth. 
 
    “There’s more,” Bur said. “Tune your suit receivers to frequency forty-eight point four.” 
 
    Taga and Amel did so, only to hear a growling noise not too different from that made by the pet dog Taga’d had as a child. 
 
    “Where is that coming from?” Taga said as she pulled out a hand antenna and began panning it about, seeking the source of the signal. After a few moments, the device homed directly on the gargantuan console before them. When Taga fed the signal through her suit’s tie-in to the advanced translation computer back aboard Flamediver, growling turned into a speech of broken words. 
 
    “Homing…enemy…target…out of range…Homing…” 
 
    “I believe we’ve located a link to this artifact’s computer,” Taga said on the net. “Flamediver, what’s the alien machine doing now?” 
 
    “Picking up where it left off,” Flamediver’s captain said. “The artifact appears to be coming after us again. And though we’ve gained a tremendous amount of distance, we still can’t outrun it. It will catch up to us before we can reach the Bith Gate.” 
 
    “Then this is perhaps our only way to prevent Flamediver from being destroyed,” Taga said. “We’re going to attempt to wrest control of the weapon away from the automatic programming.” 
 
    “But how can we hope to understand their controls?” Sergeant Amel wondered aloud as he looked up at the monstrously oversized display. 
 
    Taga felt a jolt of fear when she saw an enlarged image of Flamediver with what seemed to be a set of crosshairs laid over her. 
 
    “Perhaps we can make some kind of correlation between the automated speech patterns we are hearing, and the visual displays?” Corporal Bur offered. 
 
    “We’ll have to get up there first,” Taga said, looking around helplessly. 
 
    “In ordinary gee, the suit thrusters wouldn’t be enough to lift us,” Amel said. “But in this softer gee, they might work.” 
 
    “Or we’ll burn them out trying,” Taga said. 
 
    She used the controls to push her thruster pack to its limit. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “We’re running out of time,” Sergeant Amel said. “If I’m right, we only have five more minutes before the weapon is within reach of Flamediver.” 
 
    Taga spat curses as she continued to lay her hands on the brightly lit control board. For over two hours all three of them had been working on the console. A good deal had been learned about reading the board itself, but so far not even one of the control surfaces had affected the machine in any way. 
 
    “I don’t know what else to try!” Taga said in exasperation. 
 
    “Maybe we could destroy this console?” Bur said. “That might affect the computer.” 
 
    “Possibly,” Taga replied, “but this control panel is made of the same odd metal the rest of the machine is built from. How much do you want to bet grenades won’t put so much as a scratch in it? Our carbine bullets would probably bounce right off, too.” 
 
    There was silence as all three of them kept pressing surfaces in patterns that might cause a reaction. 
 
    “Three minutes,” Amel said. 
 
    Taga pounded both fists on the huge console and fought the urge to scream. 
 
    “Targeting…Range…Targeting…Energizing…” droned the alien computer system. 
 
    “Dammit, Amel, what are we missing?” Taga snapped as the crosshairs that overlaid the image of Flamediver began to change shape. Alien numerals began to scroll across the side of the image, and a vertical light bar opposite the viewer began to slowly inch upward. 
 
    “Energizing…Energizing…Target in range now…” 
 
    Part of Taga wanted to be back on the bridge, facing the end of like a commander should. Instead she was stuck here watching helplessly as the weapon she was riding was preparing to consume Flamediver and everyone aboard, including two people Taga cared about more than just about anyone else in the whole universe. 
 
    “What if it’s voice input?” Corporal Bur said. 
 
    Taga blinked in astonishment. This whole time she’d never even considered just talking to the alien machine. Her fascination with the control panel itself had completely blocked off other possibilities. 
 
    “It can’t be that direct,” Taga mumbled as she reached up to her neck and manually adjusted a setting on her spacesuit’s translator mechanism. Now the device would not only receive and send on the Flamediver net, it would transmit on the same frequency as the alien weapon, too. 
 
    “What should I say?” Taga said, looking at Bur. 
 
    “Perhaps it’s as simple as it is with Uldarran voice-activated commands,” Bur said, lifting his hands palm-up over his shoulders—at this point anything was worth trying. 
 
    Taga activated her translator. 
 
    “Computer,” she said firmly. 
 
    The growling and broken speech ceased. There was a small pause before both sounds continued. 
 
    “Acknowledged…Key interface term…” 
 
    Taga’s expression changed to one of bewilderment. 
 
    “Computer,” Amel tried, after adjusting his own suit translator. “Define ‘key interface’ please.” 
 
    There was a loud yap as if a dog had just been hurt. 
 
    “Negative…No match…Key interface term…” 
 
    Taga mouthed the words over and over, watching Flamediver under the alien gun sight. 
 
    “Computer, override attack program,” she ordered. 
 
    “Negative…No match…Key interface term.” 
 
    “I believe it is asking for a password,” Bur stated. 
 
    “Oh, hell,” Taga growled. “I don’t know what this thing wants for a password!” 
 
    “Targeting…Targeting…” 
 
    “Dammit!” Taga hollered, her balled fists pounding repeatedly on the surface of the giant control console. “Computer, cease and desist!” 
 
    “Negative. . .” 
 
    “Computer—” 
 
    “Attacking target now…” 
 
    Taga’s mouth hung open in horror as she felt the floor beneath her rumble and watched Flamediver lurch under the sudden strain of the machine’s gravity attack. Like a spider, the weapon had Flamediver in its web now and would pull the ship in until it was devoured. 
 
    “Key interface term…” the machine droned. 
 
    In her mind Taga tried frantically to compute every possible response to this alien horror’s question. It would have been hard enough for her to pick and choose an Uldarran word, much less some archaic alien code, but there had to be something. Some way. 
 
    Flamediver lurched again. Taga needed no help imagining what mayhem was being created onboard the ship. She also knew, without even having to look, that one more attack would be all it would take to break Flamediver. 
 
    “We’re almost out of time,” Heir Griboth said. “The captain’s pushed the ship as hard as we dare against the gravity field. Any harder, and we cripple ourselves, with the gate still much too far away.”  
 
    As the alien floor began to rumble for a third attack, a flash of insight hit Taga. A phrase she recalled from Uldarran catechism. 
 
    “Computer!” Taga yelled. 
 
    “Acknowledged…Key interface term…” 
 
    “Doomsday!” 
 
    There was a pause as the control board flickered and hummed. Across the dark compartment, light sources in the horizontal surfaces began to energize. The interior of the machine was bathed in a deep blue color. 
 
    “Access approved…Request command…” 
 
    Taga stood motionless as Flamediver continued to roll under the alien weaponry sights, yet no gravity attack was unleashed. 
 
    “Request command…” the machine repeated itself. 
 
    “It would appear you’ve succeeded in getting the machine’s attention, ma’am,” Sergeant Amel said to Taga. 
 
    Taga felt a wave of giddy relief flow over her soul as the machine queried her a third time. 
 
    “Uhh…umm…Computer, deactivate all weaponry.” 
 
    The displays on the control board altered slightly, and the image of Flamediver began to rapidly shrink into the distant blackness of space. 
 
    “Amazing,” Corporal Bur said. 
 
    The crosshairs were suddenly replaced by a single image that appeared to be a star chart of the sector. 
 
    “It shouldn’t be this simple,” Taga breathed heavily. 
 
    “Perhaps the original designers assumed no enemy would be able to get past the primary defense,” Bur suggested. “Gravity combined with matter conversion is a potent one-two punch! Also, this entire room would seem to indicate that the builders may have wished to regain control of this vessel at some point in its useful lifespan.” 
 
    “Assuming they even thought of it as a weapon,” Taga said, looking around at the newly lit displays. “What if the designers considered it to be just a tool? Maybe it’s planted, like a technological seed. Growing, gaining mass as well as power. It clears all life out of a given solar system, to merely prepare the way for eventual occupation?” 
 
    “By the giants?” Sergeant Amel said, pointing to one of the massive, empty chairs. 
 
    “Yes,” Taga said. 
 
    The three of them simply stared at the star chart. 
 
    “Flamediver,” Taga said, “how badly are you shaken?” 
 
    “Pretty bad,” the ship’s captain reported, “but nothing that’ll stop us from getting through the gate.” 
 
    “Okay,” Taga said, “now that we seem to have some degree of control over this thing, lets figure out how to make it self-destruct.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t let you do that,” Corporal Bur said. 
 
    Both Sergeant Amel and Taga looked up from the alien control console to see the grenade the corporal brandished. Amel’s hand instantly went for the carbine clipped to his suit’s equipment harness, but he stopped when Bur thrust the grenade into their faces. 
 
    “Don’t,” Bur warned. “At this range, not even meteor glass will save you. I don’t wish to harm either of you, but if you press me, I will kill you both.” 
 
    “And yourself as well,” Amel said, his expression becoming one of rage. 
 
    “I have my orders,” Bur said. 
 
    “From whom?” Taga said. “Who on the Council is doing this?” 
 
    “You must realize the potential of the machine,” Bur said. “Though it has killed, it also has the potential to save. With this technology at our command, even the Bith would be forced to bow before Uldarran will.” 
 
    “We’re not in the business of becoming tyrants,” Sergeant Amel growled. 
 
    “Then you would prefer slavery?” Bur said, still holding the grenade up to their faces. He’d pulled the pin. All he had to do was release his grip even a little bit, and the fuse would ignite. How long was that fuse? Long enough to risk jumping? And from this height? It had taken everything in their thruster packs just to get up here. They’d be grappling and dangling their way back down. 
 
    “Can’t you see it’s a foolish wish?” Taga said. “Who would want such power? Teaching whole species and nations to hate and fear you is not leadership. It’s a noose placed forever around your neck, as everyone you bully tries to devise a way to get rid of you or take your place. The Uldarran Colonies are better than that.” 
 
    “No more words, please,” Bur said. “My comrades and I are forever indebted to you for accomplishing what we could not. As a kindness, I’m authorized to allow you to return to Flamediver. Go through the gate if you wish. Now that I know the secret of this machine and have access to its control center, our plan can proceed.” 
 
    “You and your friends tried to kill me and have ruined my life back home,” Taga said, almost spitting the words. “Why would you just let me walk away now?” 
 
    “Don’t look down your nose at mercy,” Bur commanded. “I’m offering you your life, Heir Taga. Don’t waste the opportunity.” 
 
    In her mind Taga reeled from one dangerous situation to another. She’d never expected the traitors to have people planted in her own ranks. 
 
    No, not her ranks per se. Bur was with Flamediver. Which had come much later and was never part of Taga’s squadron. How many other moles might be aboard the ship? Councilman Nyfid was correct. She wasn’t cut out for politics. She wanted the honesty and simplicity of duty. Of being able to rely upon the uniformed person to her right or to her left. 
 
    Treating everyone as a potential enemy…that was madness. 
 
    “Kill the three of us,” Taga said, “and I still win. Heir Griboth will finish this. Councilwoman Jazlin was right. It’s worth dying to ensure this weapon never reaches Uldarran space. Especially if it were to be unleashed against other systems under an Uldarran flag—even assuming you could get it through a gate, which you couldn’t.” 
 
    “You forget,” Bur said. “The fully mature device doesn’t have to go through the gate, just one of its seed devices. Which we haven’t found, but doubtless they’re here. Again, you can live and be spared. Hell, your brother and Councilwoman Jazlin, too. Even your whole squadron. I can promise amnesty, as long as you don’t interfere. The galaxy is a big place. There are too many threats, both foreign and domestic. The Council is rotten. It’s time for better Uldarran leadership—stronger and not afraid to do necessary things.” 
 
    “And that would be you, of course?” Sergeant Amel said, scoffing. “This strong leadership?” 
 
    “No, not me, but there are others. People who are tired of how the Colonies have lived and thought small. Well, now we can live and think big.” 
 
    “What makes you believe you and your friends are better keepers for this thing than the Nazz’k who originally brought it here? I’m sure they too were convinced of their power and wisdom—not to let things get out of hand. Tell me exactly why the Uldarran Colonies wouldn’t wind up destroyed, and our people both decimated and scattered like Delegate Fublishik and his kind. They’re right. This device, whoever created it, it’s wrong. At least for us.” 
 
    “But the galaxy would be ours for the taking!” Bur shouted, almost trembling with emotion. “Before we’re put in chains and led away like cattle!” 
 
    Taga lunged. It was an impulsive decision, but she’d already made up her mind. She took Bur in the midsection, both her arms wrapped around him, and propelled them both off the control panel. The half-gee of the artifact meant they fell slower than expected, but that didn’t matter. When the grenade went off, she and Bur would both die. Sergeant Amel would secure the control center until reinforcements arrived, and then they would figure out how to destroy the alien weapon, even if it meant driving the device directly into the local sun. 
 
    When the boom came, it wasn’t directly behind Taga’s shoulders, where Bur had overlapped his hands, but rather came from up on the control panel itself. 
 
    Taga had an instant to be surprised, then she felt herself hit the floor—with Bur as the cushion. Half-gee didn’t mean no gee, and the traitor’s face showed breathless pain as the wind was knocked from him. 
 
    Taga rolled off and tried to get to her feet, thrown off by the fact every action became exaggerated in the lower gravity. No wonder the original makers of the artifact were giants. You got very tall in gravity this weak. 
 
    Bur staggered several meters away, trying to get his lungs to work again. 
 
    Both of their carbines lay scattered several meters away. Taga eyed them. Was there time? 
 
    Sergeant Amel solved that problem. He’d jumped, too, and appeared to have hurt a leg in the process, but he still had the discipline to assume a good kneeling position—as best as his wound allowed—and get a proper sight picture on Bur’s torso. 
 
    The traitor’s thruster pack burst apart as the jacketed bullets tore into his stomach, then walked up his chest. When the shots reached Bur’s face, he reflexively slapped his hands up as multiple impacts starred the meteor glass. 
 
    Bur toppled over in an unmoving heap. 
 
    His carbine’s magazine now empty, Sergeant Amel shakily got to his feet and limped to Taga’s side. 
 
    “Dead?” Taga asked. 
 
    “If not, we can interrogate him later,” Amel replied. 
 
    “This is Flamediver,” said a voice on the net. “We heard and saw all of it.” 
 
    “So did we,” said the rest of the team from the launch, who rushed into the huge room. “We’d have gotten here sooner, but that corridor is long.” 
 
    “Be careful, Flamediver,” Taga said. “Corporal Bur was one of yours. And where there’s one rat, there will be others.” 
 
    “Copy that,” her brother replied. “The captain and I are already on it.” 
 
    “We have to destroy this artifact before any of the rest of the traitors get a crack at it,” Taga said firmly. “Of the people I have here now, I know I can trust Sergeant Amel. He’s just proven it. But I don’t know who else might be bad.” 
 
    “How do we ultimately tell?” Sergeant Amel said, rubbing his lame leg and wincing. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Heir Taga said, turning her eyes back up to the control panel and listening to the alien growl in her helmet speakers. “We’ll have to figure it out.” She smiled. “But at least we have this machine under control.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    — to be continued — 
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 Trojan Horse by Christopher G. Nuttall 
 
      
 
      
 
    I… 
 
    I…I wasn’t sure where I was. I was…I’d been on the ship, hadn’t? I’d been near the escape pod when the alarms howled, when…my memories were a jumbled mess. I’d been in the escape pod, and someone had hit the launch, and now…where was I? Where? 
 
    My eyes snapped open. I was lying on a prickly mattress in a wooden room illuminated by a single glowing lantern. For a crazy moment, I thought I was hallucinating. I could have put on the VR goggles before closing my eyes or…it felt real. Too real. The middle-aged man bending over me was a complete stranger. I stared at him, feeling the first hint of panic. If I didn’t know him…where was I? 
 
    “Welcome back,” he said. He held up a small glass of water. “How much do you remember?” 
 
    I forced myself to sit up. His eyes widened, his face reddening as he looked away. I glanced down in honest puzzlement. I was wearing my shipsuit! It wasn’t as if I was topless, but…I took the glass and sipped it gratefully. He looked flustered, as if he was torn between helping me and telling me off. I took advantage of the quiet to review my memories. My head hurt, but…things were starting to make sense. 
 
    “I was on the ship.” I coughed, hard. “Raven. The Raven. We were attacked.” 
 
    The rest of the memories flowed back. Captain Tomas had steered us to Germantown, a world on the edge of explored space. It had been nearly three hundred years since the planet had been settled by a group of technology-denying Luddites. He’d reasoned that was more than long enough for them to think about the advantages of modern technology. He’d crammed the hold with everything from mass-produced tools to automated farming nodes and set course for Germantown. And we’d been attacked. I’d been incredibly lucky to get into the escape pod before it had been too late. 
 
    “I must have landed the pod,” I said slowly. The automated systems were supposed to be reliable. I guess they’d repaid every credit Tomas had spent on them. “What happened?” 
 
    “I took you out of the pod and carried you here,” the man said. “I didn’t dare leave you there.” 
 
    “No.” I studied him for a long moment. He looked to be in his late fifties, although I had the feeling he was younger. People aged quickly on low-tech worlds. “Who are you? And where am I?” 
 
    “I’m Gunter,” the man said. “And you’re in Blessing.” 
 
    “On Germantown,” I hazarded. The name meant nothing to me. “I…” 
 
    I forced myself to swing my legs over the side of the bed and stand. Gunter looked away, clearly embarrassed. I snorted—there was no such thing as privacy on a starship—and stumbled over to the window, pushing the curtain aside. The house overlooked a field where men and women were working on the crops. I shivered as I realised I was marooned. There wasn’t a single piece of high-tech in sight. And the men and women wore clothes from a bygone age. 
 
    “I’m sorry about your ship,” Gunter said. “We’ll try to keep you hidden here.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed as I closed the curtains and turned to face him. “Hidden? From what?” 
 
    Gunter looked down. “We don’t know who they are,” he said. “They just…they just landed a few months ago, told us we could pay tribute or get bombed from orbit. Every month they come and demand—” he winced, “—food, water, and women. My daughter…they took my daughter. She was only seventeen. She was going to be married…” 
 
    “The pirates,” I said. “The same people who attacked me.” 
 
    Gunter nodded, although he had no way to be sure. The brief and utterly one-sided engagement would have passed unnoticed if the planet had nothing more advanced than hand-powered tools. They might not even have telescopes. They’d be completely defenseless against anyone with modern weapons. I looked at Gunter’s eyes and saw the pain written there. He knew. His people were slaves, for all intents and purposes. They had no way to strike back at their tormentors. 
 
    A low ringing echoed through the air. “The church is calling us to prayer,” Gunter said. “Will you stay here?” 
 
    “If you wish,” I said. I didn’t want to leave the house, not until I knew the lay of the land. It was very easy to get into trouble, if one did the wrong thing on a touchy world. And I had no one who would come to my aid. Captain Tomas and the rest of the crew were dead. “Do you have something for me to read? Something about the planet?” 
 
    Gunter shook his head. I winced inwardly as he pointed me to the washroom before leaving me alone. No books, no high-tech…I wasn’t going to fit into this society. And they probably weren’t going to like me, either. I was a pretty good engineer, if I say so myself, but I’d trained on starships! I wasn’t sure how to devise a windmill or a watermill or something else this society might find useful. And I was a woman. To them, I had to look like a teenager. They’d find it hard to believe I was actually in my mid-thirties. 
 
    I listened carefully as Gunter left the house, then peered through the window to make sure he was actually gone. The moment he stepped out of sight, I opened the door and hastily searched the house, as quickly as I could. There were none of the comforts I’d have taken for granted back home. Nearly everything was made from wood. The only metal objects I found were knives and forks. No guns, no bladed weapons, no nothing. I shuddered. I’d heard enough horror stories about life in primitive worlds that I knew I didn’t want to stay on one. It was no place for a woman with big ideas. 
 
    I slipped back into the room and mulled over my options. There weren’t many. My engineering knowledge was probably useless. I didn’t know how to farm, let alone cook and clean, and everything else women might be expected to do in a primitive society. And…I frowned as a thought struck me. The pirates wouldn’t expect me to understand their technology, let alone know how to fight. The girls they’d kidnapped had grown up without modern tech. They probably thought the starships were magic. By the time Gunter returned, I had the semblance of a plan. 
 
    “The neighbour’s wife loaned you this,” Gunter said, holding out a blue dress. It looked itchy and scratchy, and everything people loathed in primitive clothing. “She’d like to discuss your future with you.” 
 
    “How nice of her,” I said as I pulled the dress over my shipsuit. It wasn’t badly made, I supposed, but it felt more like a shapeless sack than a real dress. “I have an idea I’d like to discuss with you.” 
 
    Gunter listened carefully as I outlined my plan. He didn’t seem too impressed…it took me a moment to realise he wasn’t keen on sending a woman into danger, even a complete stranger. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. I might have looked eighteen, but I was nearly twelve years older. I might even have been older than Gunter himself. 
 
    “They’re due to make another pickup in a week,” Gunter said. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I can do it.” 
 
    Gunter let out an odd little sound. “I don’t even know your name!” 
 
    “Kelly,” I said. I held out a hand, silently curious if he’d shake or not. “Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    “Gunter,” Gunter said, as if I didn’t already know. He shook my hand gingerly. “Pleased to meet you, too. I suppose.” 
 
    I laughed. “Look on the bright side,” I said. “If you’re sending me, you’re not sending another girl.” 
 
    Gunter didn’t look too pleased, but he nodded. 
 
    The next week was, oddly enough, both fast and slow. We returned to the escape pod, stripped it of everything useful, and burned the remnants. I laid my plans as best as I could, though I knew I’d have to wing most of it. I wasn’t even sure I dared take a handful of tools with me. The pirates might search me the moment I boarded their shuttle, just to be sure. If they did…I was screwed. And not in a good way. 
 
    I won’t deny that I was nervous as the days steadily ticked down to zero. There was a bit of me that wanted to give in, to bury the rest of the tools and pretend I’d never been anything other than a farmer’s daughter. But I knew I couldn’t stay groundside without going mad—or getting in real trouble. I simply didn’t fit in with the locals. They were just too different. It was almost a relief when the sonic boom announced the arrival of the pirate shuttle. 
 
    “May God go with you,” Gunter said. He’d made a half-hearted attempt to convert me to the local faith, but it hadn’t taken. “Good luck.” 
 
    I nodded, feeling my heart pound as I looked down at myself. I’d done everything in my power to make myself look like a farmgirl, although I was gloomily aware I probably wouldn’t fool a real farmer. The neighbouring girls were demure, but tough. They did more work with their hands in a day than I could do in a week. Their hands were hard and calloused, unlike mine. If someone thought to check my muscles…I wasn’t exactly a skinny weakling, but I was no farmgirl, either. 
 
    Gunter led me outside as the shuttle dropped to the ground, landing neatly on the field. Its hull was scored and pitted, suggesting a dangerous career or a near-complete lack of maintenance. My engineer’s soul screamed in agony as I watched the hatch open and a pair of armoured men step out. I kept my eyes carefully down, studying the pirates without making it obvious. They weren’t wearing real armour. They’d dolled up spacesuits to look tough. Not, I supposed, that it mattered. The locals couldn’t have cracked them in a million years. 
 
    A single plasma gun would be enough to kill them all and take the shuttle, I thought as the pirates carried supplies into the craft. Their demands suggested there were at least thirty mouths to feed, although I couldn’t be sure. Gunter thought the pirates also raided other settlements. Communications were so slow on Germantown that it was quite possible word simply hadn’t reached Blessing yet. I could end this in a day, with the proper equipment. 
 
    I kept that thought off my face as a pirate caught my arm and yanked me toward the hatch. I tried to look scared as he thrust me into a dark chamber, a compartment that had to be hellishly inexplicable to anyone born on a low-tech world. The metal bulkheads, the solid chairs, the piles upon piles of extorted goods…Germantown was lucky it didn’t produce much worth stealing. I’d heard stories of pirates who stripped entire colonies of everything that wasn’t nailed down. 
 
    “You cooperate, you live,” the pirate growled. He spoke with an odd accent that suggested Standard wasn’t his birth tongue. “You resist, you die.” 
 
    I nodded, forcing myself not to resist as he shoved me into the chair and fumbled with the straps. He wasn’t very good with prisoners, I noted; I could have strapped myself in easily if he’d let me. But a farmgirl wouldn’t know how…I ignored his groping fingers as best as I could, gritting my teeth as he stepped back and surveyed his work. The straps had been designed to be fool proof. It crossed my mind, as the hatch banged closed, that some fools were very clever indeed. 
 
    The shuttle howled, the hull creaking ominously as the craft shook and clawed its way into space. I had no idea where the pirates had bought the shuttle, but it was clear the spacecraft was on its last legs. It would probably be cheaper to buy a new shuttle than to repair it…I shivered helplessly as I heard a low bang echoing through the hull. I didn’t have to fake my fear. The shuttle felt as if it was on the verge of suffering a fatal accident. The pirates chatted amongst themselves in low voices, talking to drown out their fear. I followed their conversation as best as I could. They spoke of a leader, of a pair of ships… 
 
    They shouldn’t have taken off their spacesuits, I thought. They must have a lot of faith in their engineers.  
 
    Another thud echoed through the craft. The gravity flickered, suggesting we’d docked with a bigger ship. I sagged as the drives whined to a halt, the high-pitched sound suggesting they, too, were in desperate need of a little TLC.  Given the right tools, I could have fixed it in my sleep. I was almost tempted to reveal myself. My life depended on their technology, too. 
 
    But they’d never let me work on it, I reminded myself. A farmgirl is harmless. An engineer is a potential threat. 
 
    The pirate released me from the straps and shoved me toward the hatch. I tensed as I stumbled into the mothership, trying to keep my eyes wide with fear as I looked around. It felt like an old cruiser, one of the ships from the early days that had somehow remained in service until she’d finally fallen into pirate hands. My lips twitched; I schooled them into immobility as the pirate shoved me down a long corridor. The ship must have been refitted so many times—and probably crammed with bootleg systems—that no one, not even the engineer, would know everything. And the stench…I shuddered to think what Captain Tomas would have said if the crew had pissed on the deck. He’d have thrown anyone stupid enough to even think about it out the nearest airlock. 
 
    I grunted in pain as the pirate tightened his grip, opening a hatch. Inside…it looked like a small cabin, with barely enough room to swing a cat. He shoved me in, chuckling nastily to himself. A farmgirl would have found the cabin utterly inescapable. I could see the hatch in the bulkhead that led directly to the intership tubes. They were designed to be easy to open, if one had the right tools. And the pirate behind me, his hand on my shoulder, had all the tools I needed. I smiled as he closed the hatch and spun me around. 
 
    “Eager, aren’t you?” The pirate started to undo his pants. “I love you girls. You do everything…” 
 
    I brought my knee up as hard as I could. The pirate doubled over, screaming in pain. I hit him in the throat, sending him crashing to the deck. I was tempted to put my foot on his throat and push down as hard as I could, but I settled for kicking him hard enough to knock him unconscious. I didn’t dare risk tripping any alarms, not if the pirate commander had concealed subroutines monitoring his crew. It struck me as unlikely—the pirates didn’t seem that advanced—but there was no point in taking chances. I was already out on a limb. 
 
    The pirate groaned as I turned him over and frisked him. He was carrying a shockrod rather than a real weapon…I puzzled over it for a moment, then decided it was a good sign. The pirate CO clearly didn’t trust his crew with real weapons. Unless…I clung to that thought as I removed the pirate’s tools, kicked him in the head again, and got to work opening the hatch. The screws and bolts were tighter than I’d expected, but my new multitool made short work of them. I took one last look at the pirate, unsure if I should cut his throat or not, then zapped him with the shockrod. He’d be out of commission long enough for me to either win or lose. 
 
    I grinned to myself as I crawled into the tubes. They were narrower than I’d expected—the ship was probably older than the last set of standardisations—but I had no trouble shimmying through the pipes to the nearest crossroads. People who get claustrophobic don’t serve on starships. A lone engineer was working on a nexus node as I reached the crossroads, his back to me. I crawled out of the tube and jammed the shockrod into his back. He hit the deck hard enough to make me wince. Sparks danced around the open node. I glanced inside, thought uncomplimentary things about their maintenance standards, then removed the balky processor and closed the node. It wouldn’t be an immediate problem. 
 
    The pirate engineer had a bigger collection of tools. I poked through them, then removed his pouch and strapped it to my waist. His handheld processor was locked—unsurprisingly—but it was an outdated model. I smiled, then pressed his thumbprint against the scanner. He hadn’t thought to combine the thumbprint scan with a PIN code. His network security officer probably despaired of him. 
 
    I deactivated the security functions, then hastily worked my way through the processor’s data files. The pirates really didn’t adhere to even basic maintenance regulations. There was no list of items awaiting repair, no list of tasks requiring attention…there weren’t even any standardised routines. It would have been astonishing if the pirates had managed to integrate all their different systems into one datanet, but it looked as if they hadn’t even tried. I had the feeling that was probably a good thing. They would have blown up the entire ship if they’d tried. 
 
    Which would have saved us from running into them, I thought as I tried to access the ship’s records. The pirate ship had no ROM datacore, unsurprisingly, but I knew how to read the different subsections and draw them together into a coherent whole. The pirate ship had travelled between two or three star systems on a fairly regular basis, sneaking into more civilised space and trawling for targets before heading back to base. They caught us by sheer luck. 
 
    The processor bleeped and updated as I felt a shiver running through the hull. The ship—she had no name, according to the files—was leaving orbit. I wondered how long it would be before the pirate I’d knocked out was missed or someone went to check on the prisoner. He’d clearly thought he had enough time to have some fun, but…not that long. I smiled grimly, pulling up the ship schematics and hastily devising a new plan. Time was not on my side. 
 
    I put the processor in my pocket, shocked the pirate engineer again—just to be sure—and headed back to the tubes. I’d hoped I could hack the central datacore from the handheld unit, but the pirates hadn’t been stupid enough to let me. Their appallingly poor standards had worked in their favour, for once. I wasn’t sure how they’d spliced so many different computer systems together, but that made it harder for anyone to hack them. I would never have taken the risk… 
 
    The drive rumblings grew louder as I crawled down the tube toward the life support compartment. I thought I could hear the hull protesting, complaining as the ship picked up speed. The cruiser was really old, old enough to be my great-grandfather’s ship. I’d heard horror stories about overstressed hulls, but I’d never actually seen one. I’d always assumed it was just something the old timers used to stress the importance of maintenance. God knew I’d learnt that lesson well before I’d earned my engineer’s badge. 
 
    I put the thought aside as the bulkheads narrowed. I had the uneasy sensation I was trapped as I crawled past a set of nodal boxes, half of them hanging open. The cruiser had been designed for redundancy, to keep operating even with half her systems offline, but it still offended my soul to see a starship in such a state. I’d need years to repair her, if I managed to take her intact. I wasn’t sure I’d have them.  
 
    The hatch at the far end was closed and codelocked. I pulled the processor from my belt and set to work. The encoding system was thoroughly outdated—so outdated it might just have kept out a military or corporate engineer who’d never worked on anything less than cutting edge. I smirked—I’d worked on systems that were older than my father—as I managed to unlock the hatch. The trick lay in convincing the system that it was already unlocked. 
 
    I pushed myself out as soon as the hatch opened, shockrod at the ready. The corridor was deserted. I guessed the entire section was off limits to everyone who wasn’t part of the senior crew. The heavy airlock at the far end was depressingly secure. If I recalled correctly, the airlocks could only be opened by someone on the inside. There were tools that could cut through the metal, but I didn’t have any. I stared at the hatch for a long moment, feeling helpless. How the hell was I going to get through the hatch? 
 
    They’re pirates, not security officers, I reminded myself. They’re not going to be the brightest bulbs in the box. 
 
    I pulled down my dress, exposing my breasts. Gunter would have had a heart attack on the spot. I hoped the pirates would be too interested to think twice about what they were doing. I pasted a seductive expression on my face, strolled down the corridor, and stopped in front of the scanner. The keypad wouldn’t have made any sense to a farmgirl. I pushed the call button, bracing myself. The pirates might not realise… 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I kept my hands behind my back. “Captain’s orders,” I said, in the breathiest voice I could manage. “I’m to show you a real good time.” 
 
    The hatch hissed open. A pirate stood there, leering at me. I walked forward, produced the shockrod from behind my back, and zapped him. His companion stared at me, then made a dive for the communications console. I zapped him, too, then searched the rest of the compartment. The two men had been alone. I closed the hatch and reached for the nearest spacesuit. I wasn’t too surprised to discover it was in perfect condition. The life support officers knew very well how precarious their atmosphere truly was. 
 
    I sat down at the console and got to work. The systems were crude, with half the safeguards already removed. I deactivated the remaining safeguards, checked my oxygen supplies, then keyed the emergency atmospheric dumping system. Normally the safeguards would have prevented me from venting the entire ship unless the sensors detected a fire, but the pirates had taken precautions against a mutiny. I watched grimly as red lights appeared on the board and multiplied. Compartment by compartment, the entire ship was venting its atmosphere into space. 
 
    Alarms started to howl, too late. I accessed the datanet and watched as the pirates struggled to save themselves. Perhaps if they’d done basic maintenance…I felt a twinge of guilt as I watched men suffocate, clutching at their throats as they struggled to breathe. I was an engineer. The idea of deliberately rigging the system to fail was horrific. And yet there was no choice. I couldn’t fight the entire ship on my own.  
 
    I flicked through the onboard monitors, breathing a sigh of relief as it became clear the pirates hadn’t kept their prisoners on the ship. They had to have a base somewhere not too far away. I brought up their navigation system and tracked the ship’s course, but it didn’t look like it was heading anywhere in particular. The base might be somewhere along the vector, or the pirate captain might be playing it safe. I promised myself that I’d go through the files as soon as I was sure the ship was empty. I might have to call for help if I could take the ship to somewhere patrolled by an actual navy, but I had no intention of abandoning the other prisoners. 
 
    And I can’t take control of the ship from here, I mused as the seconds ticked by. I’ll have to go to the bridge. 
 
    I stood and checked my oxygen supply again before I searched the dead bodies for anything that might prove useful. One of them was carrying a commander’s keycard; I clutched it in my gloved hand as I headed for the door. The hatch opened smoothly. I locked it open, making sure it couldn’t close of its own accord, then started to walk. The hatches should have closed automatically the moment the ship started to vent. I felt another pang as it became clear that half of them had jammed when the alarms sounded. They really should have closed smoothly, saving the lives of a bunch of crewmen…I shook my head as I opened one of the closed hatches. It hadn’t been enough. The atmosphere had vented through the tubes and into open space. I didn’t need to check the temperature to know it was dropping rapidly. 
 
    The bridge was sealed, unsurprisingly. The two men outside the hatch, both carrying real weapons, were dead. I checked them anyway, took their plasma pistols, then turned my attention to the hatch. It might be possible to hack the system, but I tried the keycard first. The hatch hissed open. I smiled as I stepped into the bridge, noting the dead bodies at their stations. The pirate CO seemed to have ordered them strapped to their chairs. I wondered if that meant the internal compensators were in bad shape, although that was unlikely. A compensator failure at speed would turn the entire crew to jam. I glanced at the bodies, then checked the helm. We were heading toward a distant asteroid floating at the edge of the system. 
 
    Makes sense, I thought as I pushed the helmsman out of his chair. They can draw food and supplies from Germantown, secure in the knowledge the locals can’t do anything to them. They don’t need to set up shop anywhere else. 
 
    Something moved at the corner of my eye. I turned an instant too late. The blow hit my shoulder, sending me spinning to the deck. It would have broken my bones if I hadn’t been wearing the spacesuit. The man—the commander, I guessed—was alive? I stared in shock, even as he drew back to hit me again. How the hell had he survived? He’d had the wit to slam a mask onto his face, but the cold alone should have completed the job. He shouldn’t have survived… 
 
    He’s been enhanced, I guessed, as he tore a hole in my suit. I heard whistling as my atmosphere started to leak out. The suit was designed to seal itself, but I didn’t want to bet my life on it. Not now. No wonder he was able to keep everyone else in line. 
 
    I yanked a multitool from my belt and jammed it upward, keying the switch. It was a gamble, one I knew might not work, but if he was careless enough to leave a port or two open for maintenance work…he stumbled backward, his limbs spasming. I saw terror in his eyes as I pulled myself to my feet, scooped up the gun, and put a bolt of superheated plasma through his heart. His body exploded, pieces of charred flesh and blood flying in all directions. I swallowed hard, trying not to be sick. It was all I could do to patch up my suit, stagger to my feet, and close the hatch. If there were any other survivors, I didn’t want to have to deal with them. 
 
    “Damn you,” I muttered. The pirate CO had nearly killed me. If he’d thought to shoot me in the back…“Damn you all.” 
 
    I sat at the helm and brought up the records. The pirate ship had been to the asteroid dozens of times in the last few months. It had to be a base. I forced myself to think, considering my options. There was no way to know if the base was defended, or if there were any other pirate ships in the region. The pirates themselves might be nothing more than thugs or…or they might flatter themselves that they were rebels or a government-in-exile or…there were no shortage of rogue groups along the edge of explored space. I knew better than to attack the base on my own. The ship wasn’t designed for a single operator. Even if it was… 
 
    I need to call for help, I thought. There weren’t many possibilities. I should be able to set course for the nearest naval base, but…what if the pirates had friends? There’s no other choice. 
 
    I racked my brain as I experimented with the control systems, but I couldn’t think of anything else. Gunter and his people couldn’t fight. There was no time to train them in space combat, even if they were willing. He’d insisted they were pacifists, although I wasn’t sure I believed them. Experience had taught me that pacifists were quite happy to fight when the odds were firmly in their favour. Or use violence to impose their non-violent views on anyone else. 
 
    They could have captured the shuttle if they’d known how, I thought. There’s no time to teach them what to do. 
 
    I altered course, steering away from the pirate base. There was no way to know if anyone was watching me or planning an interception, but I couldn’t think of anything else. The odds were in my favour. The pirates would have to get very lucky to realise the ship was overdue before it was too late…although, I reflected sourly, they might have a very good chance to deduce that something had gone wrong. It wasn’t as if the ship was crossing dozens of light years to reach the base. They were in the same system!  
 
    There was nothing I could do about it, save for making sure the passive sensors were online and waiting. I kept a wary eye on the internal monitors, but the ship was as cold and silent as the grave. It was nearly an hour before I felt confident enough to repressurize the hull, although I was careful to keep my spacesuit on and my mask within reach. I’d already given the ship’s innards one hell of a pounding. I forced myself to concentrate on scanning the records and deducing where the ship had been simply by what had passed through the nodes. The pirates had been pillaging the entire sector… 
 
    And there was no one to stop them, I told myself. That ends now. 
 
    It was hard to be sure, but it looked as if the pirates only had two ships. That makes sense, I told myself. They hadn’t taken enough food to feed an entire fleet. I didn’t think they could keep an entire fleet operational, even to their lax standards. The girls they’d taken…I shuddered, feeling a wave of pity. They’d probably been sold into slavery, if they hadn’t been kept on the base. There were colony worlds that would pay highly for fertile young girls, particularly ones with skills the colony could use. I didn’t want to think about it. There was no way the affair would end well for anyone. 
 
    I tried to get some rest, but that was impossible. My thoughts tormented me, mocking me…I’d broken my engineer’s oath in sabotaging the ship and killing the crew. They’d deserved it—I knew they’d deserved it—but I still felt as if I’d done something wrong. I tried to tell myself they would have raped me without hesitation; they’d looted, raped, and burned their way across an entire sector. I knew it was true—I knew they would have been executed if they’d been captured by a naval patrol—but it still felt wrong. It was almost a relief when the passive sensors sounded the alarm. Something was approaching from the rear. 
 
    From the pirate base, I thought as I blinked sleep out of my eyes and studied the battered display. The newcomer was clearly pushing her drives to the limit. The pirate sensors weren’t the best I’d ever used, but it was clear the newcomer was risking a catastrophic drive failure at the worst possible time. They know something went wrong. 
 
    I glared at the pirate bodies. Had someone sent a distress call before he’d suffocated? The pirate CO had had plenty of time to do something while he lay in wait for me. Or had I simply had a run of bad luck? It was possible…I pushed the thought out of my head as I keyed the console, bringing up the weapons array. There was no way I could win a long, drawn-out engagement, not against a fully-crewed ship, but if I could catch them by surprise, I might win…it was my only hope. I cursed under my breath as I powered up the missiles, hoping like hell the pirates didn’t realise I was targeting them. They’d either flee or open fire from extreme range if they did. And that would be the end of me. 
 
    “All right, you bastards,” I muttered as they drew closer. “Come and get me.” 
 
    The pirate ship sent a coded signal. I ignored it. There was no point in trying to reply when I didn’t know the code or the countersign. I scanned the communications log in hopes it might give me a clue, but there was nothing. The pirates hadn’t written their signs and countersigns anywhere a naval boarding party might find it. I watched the enemy ship, praying to Gunter’s god they’d think the ship was a runaway rather than anything more dangerous. It was rare, but it did happen. Total compensator failure was a very real possibility if crews couldn’t be bothered to do basic maintenance. Let them think the crew had accidentally killed themselves, let them think the ship was open for salvage. It wasn’t as if anyone was going to complain, so far from civilized space. Finders keepers, they’d say… 
 
    I hope, I reflected, grimly. If they decide to bury a missile in my hull, game over. 
 
    The range continued to narrow as the enemy ship picked up speed. I wondered if they were planning to try to shoot out my drives or simply land a boarding party when they got a little closer. I fiddled with the targeting systems, drawing a bead on their hull. The problem would be picking the right moment to fire, close enough to take them out, and yet not too close. I didn’t want to have to deal with a boarding party in a shuttlecraft…hell, I wasn’t even sure the missiles would fire on command. It wasn’t as if the pirates had engaged a warship. Raven had been completely defenceless. 
 
    If I ever come back here again, I thought as the range narrowed still further, I’ll be coming in a heavily armed warship. 
 
    The pirate ship sent a second message just after it matched course and speed. I still couldn’t read the signal, but it sounded a little more threatening. I checked the targeting systems one final time, silently grateful the range was so short, then pushed the button. The ship rocked violently, so violently that I thought a missile had exploded in its tube. But no, the volley was heading toward the enemy ship. I saw a shuttle launch from the newcomer before the missiles slammed home. The explosion blew the entire ship into a giant fireball. 
 
    Shit, I thought. The shuttle had dropped into an evasive pattern, ducking and dodging like a starfighter on an attack vector. It was, part of me noted. The pirates had nowhere else to go. They had to land on my ship and retake control, or they would die in space. Where the fuck have you gone, you bastards? 
 
    The targeting system gave out. I swore loudly then brought up the active sensors. They spluttered, then gave me a brief glimpse of the shuttle before dying, too. I didn’t have enough of a lock to target the craft with my remaining weapons. The pirates had managed to get into my blind spot. I took control of the helm, then swung the entire ship up and straight into the enemy shuttle. A loud thud echoed through the hull. Red lights flashed on the display. I told myself grimly that the pirates hadn’t stood a chance. I hoped—I prayed—I was right. I’d swatted them as easily as a man might swat a fly. They hadn’t had time to get suited up and out of the shuttle.  
 
    An unorthodox tactic, I thought, recalling my tutor’s stern tones. But one that worked. 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief as the internal monitors stayed blank. The pirates hadn’t had time to escape, let alone land on my hull. I locked the external airlocks just to be sure, then resumed course for the gate. It wouldn’t take that long to find a naval patrol once I was clear of the system. And then… 
 
    We’ll rescue the girls and bring them home, I promised myself. And Gunter. I owed him for the kindness he’d shown me. And then we’ll find a way to keep the sector safe. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 A Hairy Situation by Jon R. Osborne 
 
      
 
      
 
    Canopux 3 
 
      
 
    Hanna Szewc checked the time again. The net message said 1400 hours station time. Had they bailed on her? Hanna glanced toward the door. Had she fallen for a trap? She stole a glimpse of the back hallway. It remained empty. 
 
    The chronometer read 1358 when the pair of humans stepped in the front door and scanned the room. The tall man nudged the woman and nodded in Hanna’s direction. As they wove through the tables, Hanna spotted a patch emblazoned with a white antlered deer on the shoulders of the man’s jacket and the woman’s long coat. 
 
    “Dr. Szewc, I presume?” The man touched the brim of his cap. His pronunciation of her surname showed he’d taken the trouble to research it. “I’m Lugh Mathom, and this is my sister Lilly.” 
 
    “I’m the captain of the White Stag, Doctor,” the woman added. She shared the same black hair and green eyes as her sibling. “Your message indicated you’re seeking passage to the Settat system, specifically Station Addar.” 
 
    Hanna gestured to the chairs. “Please have a seat and let me buy you a drink.” 
 
    “Never say no to a free drink.” Lugh flashed a bright smile as he took a seat opposite Hanna. “Especially when offered by a pretty lady.” 
 
    “What have I told you about flirting with the clients?” Lilly muttered. Hanna spotted a blade and a pistol as the captain arranged her coat. 
 
    “Order what you want. They serve some decent human booze.” Hanna tapped the screen embedded in the table. The empty glasses in front of her had held a caffeinated brew approximating coffee. She wasn’t about to dull her wits until she was safely away from this world. 
 
    “Don’t get carried away,” Lilly chided. “I don’t want a repeat of last time.” 
 
    “That wasn’t my fault,” Lugh retorted, tapping a selection. “Besides, one or two beers won’t hurt. Last time, I drank Malkav whiskey.” He grinned at Hanna. “Never drink Malkav whiskey unless you want to make some poor decisions.” 
 
    Lilly sighed. “Forgive my brother for his excess of, well, everything. Your posting indicated you prefer to leave as soon as possible.” 
 
    Hanna nodded. She noted the captain chose a non-alcoholic drink, a fancy tea. Sober and civilized. “What can you tell me about your ship?” 
 
    “The White Stag started life as a patrol corvette. Fast enough to chase pirates equates to fast enough to outrun them,” Captain Mathom replied. “We have enough teeth to fend off gunships and fighters, and enough shielding to stay alive long enough to make a run for it.” 
 
    “We should put that on a brochure,” Lugh remarked as the server delivered the drinks. He raised his beer to Hanna. “Maybe we can break out the Malkav whiskey at the end of this run.” 
 
    Hanna reined in the distraction. Focus on business first. “With what I’m offering, you could buy a lot of whiskey.” 
 
    “Settat is a dangerous system,” Lilly remarked. “Once you reach the sanctuary zone around Station Addar al-Bayd, the danger diminishes, but it’s a long way from the gate.” She typed a number on her slate and showed it to Hanna. 
 
    “How about I pay you my original offer, and if your ship sees combat, I’ll match your counter-proposal?” Hanna asked. 
 
    Surprisingly the brother kept quiet and sipped his beer while the sister pondered the deal. “Fine, but that means I’ll need a few hours to see if I can scrape up more cargo.” 
 
    A quartet of muscular men in matching jumpsuits caught Hanna’s attention. They spotted her and wove through the tables. “Kurwa,” Hanna muttered. Should she run for it? Would the Mathom siblings help her for the sake of their impending payment? 
 
    Lilly half turned and muttered something unintelligible. Lugh set down his beer and edged away from the table. 
 
    “Doctor Szewc, Mr. Domikov wishes to speak with you,” the largest of the quartet said. Big, but not a brute. “Our business need not involve your companions.” 
 
    “You hassling our client makes it our business.” Lugh stood. Great, a white knight—hopefully he wouldn’t get himself killed. 
 
    A bald man with leathery skin smacked his fist into his open palm. “I hoped someone would put up a fight. Beating frails is no challenge, but you’ll do nicely.” 
 
    The scarred man next to Baldy chuckled. “We can’t hurt the doctor too much, but we could have fun with Missy here.” He jabbed a finger at Lilly. 
 
    The captain seized Scar’s hand and spun, twisting hard enough Hanna heard crunching cartilage before Scar shrieked. Lilly shoved the wailing man at Big, knocking both men to the floor. Lugh burst from his chair, flipped it over, and jabbed Baldy. Baldy snatched the chair and ripped it out of Lugh’s grasp. His hands free, Lugh slugged Baldy in the jaw, sending the man stumbling back. 
 
    Hanna watched the fourth. So far no one had drawn weapons, but that could change in a heartbeat. Four spied her and remembered the mission. Hanna grabbed a bottle from the condiments as he rounded the table. 
 
    “You had a chance to come quietly,” Four remarked, pulling out a stun baton. 
 
    “Tell your boss to leave me alone, and he’ll get his money.” Hanna squeezed the bottle, spraying Canopux Pepper Juice in Four’s face. Canopux Pepper rated two million on the Scoville scale. Despite flinching away, droplets found one of Four’s eyes and went up one nostril. He dropped the stun baton and wiped his face, screaming. 
 
    Big recovered and shoved Scar aside. “You could have stayed out of this. I gain no pleasure from striking a woman.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I’m enjoying this enough for both of us.” Lilly launched off a chair and drove her boot heel for Big’s face. To his credit, the man deflected Lilly’s kick, but she drove her elbow into his face as her momentum carried her past. The captain crashed into a table, flipping it and launching the contents into the air. 
 
    Lugh caught a flying pitcher half full of beer. Baldy reared back for another round and swung at Lugh’s head. The Mathom brother ducked the punch and gulped beer. “This is awful! Try some.” He threw the pitcher at Baldy’s face, but the man batted it aside. Before Baldy could recover, Lugh stepped in with a jab to Baldy’s nose. 
 
    Big shook his head and grabbed Lilly from behind. She slammed her head into Big’s jaw hard enough to crack teeth and stomped on his foot. His grip slackened, and Lilly dropped to one knee and drove an elbow back into Big’s nethers. The man gave a strangled gasp and collapsed. 
 
    Hanna grabbed the fallen stun baton and struck Four. He stiffened as the wand emitted an electric snap! A second zap sent him crumpling to the floor. Hanna checked on the Mathom siblings. Lilly slammed a chair over Scar’s head, while Lugh finished Baldy with a punch-elbow strike. 
 
    “Do you still think we have several hours?” Hanna asked Captain Mathom. 
 
    Lilly straightened her coat. “Two hours. If traffic control assigns us a later lift window, you can wait onboard the ship.” 
 
    “I have some personal cargo—three trunks,” Hanna said. Since the goons had come after her, either they didn’t know where she’d stashed the cargo, or they didn’t want to mess with depot security. “Can you pick me up at the secure depot?” 
 
    “We’ll swing by with our cargo truck on our way back from the yards,” Lilly said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “She better be worth the heat,” Lilly remarked as they stepped out into the arid Canopux afternoon. 
 
    “She’s hot, all right.” Lugh adjusted his cap. 
 
    Lilly didn’t take the bait. “Call the cubs and have them bring the truck to the Hevlin Yard. I want to wrangle some more legit cargo. I’ll meet them there after I contact port control and file a lift window. 
 
    “Find out what you can about our passenger. Even better, try to figure out who she pissed off so badly that she’s offering this much credit,” Lilly added. Her brother exceled at ferreting out information, doubly so when it involved a woman he fancied, and he’d taken a shine to Dr. Szewc as soon as her picture flashed on the screen. “Remember, knowing who she crossed trumps finding out her favorite flower.” 
 
    “Yeah, got it. Some long-term info could come in handy, though,” Lugh remarked. 
 
    Lilly shook her head. “Do you think you’ll see her again after this run?” 
 
    “She’s throwing around credit like festival beads and going to Addar al-Bayd. Whatever she’s taking to Station Addar promises a lucrative sale. She’ll be flush with credit and still have someone ticked. Dr. Szewc will need a ride out of the Settat system.” Lugh grinned and rubbed his thumb and forefinger together. “One client, two paydays.” 
 
    “That makes sense, as long as whoever she’s vexed isn’t too much for us to handle,” Lilly admitted. Her brother played down his intellect. “Do your research from the ship. The cubs and I will pick her up.” 
 
    “One truckload of cargo won’t amount to much,” Lugh remarked. 
 
    “I’ve already agreed to deliver seventeen pallets of goods to Station Addar. While you nose around the network, supervise the loading,” Lilly countered. Lugh didn’t hold a monopoly on cleverness in their family. 
 
    Lugh tapped out a message on his slate. “Why didn’t you tell me you already decided to take the job?” 
 
    “Why do I usually win when we play cards? The clock is ticking, brother.” Lilly turned on her heel before Lugh could retort. Hevlin Yard would be a brisk walk, especially since she planned her route to expose anyone tailing her. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Fay watched the cargo crews toil in the yard. Forklifts and loadwalkers shuffled crates and pallets between vehicles and numbered outlines on the pavement. She paid careful attention to the containers going into vehicles. Those loads would go to departing ships—her ticket off Canopux. Lately, members of the gang looked at her differently. She wasn’t a kid anymore. Soon, her ability to squirm into tight spaces and beat security systems wouldn’t matter.  
 
    Fay dismissed vehicles manned by aliens. She didn’t want to get tossed out an airlock or, worse yet, end up as the crew’s meal. A new truck rolled into the loading zone, this one emblazoned with the head of a white-antlered mammal. More importantly, Fay recognized the Earth Common stenciled under the logo. 
 
    Two hunched aliens with long arms and feline faces clambered out of the cab. Fay’s heart sank until a human woman approached the aliens and gestured for them to open the back of the truck. The woman’s long coat bore the same emblem as the truck. The woman wouldn’t let her crew eat another human. 
 
    Fay wove among stacks of shipping containers and clusters of pallets. She avoided flinching or trying to hide when she spotted someone. Furtive behavior drew attention, as opposed to acting as though she belonged in the cargo yard. Her baggy clothes hid her scrawny frame, and she could pass for a short adult from a distance. She glanced toward the truck. A forklift dropped a pallet loaded with boxes. 
 
    As the aliens hefted the boxes into the back of the truck, Fay approached the passenger side, opened the door, and climbed in. A peek at the side mirrors showed no evidence anyone had noticed. The cab had two seats in the front and a bench seat in the back. Fay tossed her backpack under the backseat and squirmed after it. Only a couple of minutes passed before the doors opened again. Fay watched a pair of women’s boots inches from her face. 
 
    “Where to, Captain?” one of the aliens asked. 
 
    “We’re meeting our passenger at the secure storage depot on Fifth,” the woman replied. 
 
    One of the aliens snuffled. “I smell something.” 
 
    “I cut through a couple of questionable alleys,” the woman stated. “Who knows what I stepped in?” 
 
    Fay wrinkled her nose, almost afraid to breathe now. The truck lurched into motion. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hanna spotted the emblem on the truck as it rolled through the security gate. A pair of cat-faced Va’haat peered through the windshield. Captain Mathom leaned over the driver’s shoulder and pointed to Hanna. The truck whirred to a stop in front of Hanna’s storage cell.  
 
    The captain opened the rear door of the van and hopped down. “Doctor Szewc, are you ready?” 
 
    Hanna nodded and tapped in the code to open the storage unit. “These three trunks, as we discussed. Where’s your brother?” 
 
    “Making sure the Stag is ready for lift. These are two of my crew, Michael and Angelo,” Captain Mathom said. 
 
    The Va’haat on the passenger side climbed out of the cab and circled the truck. “I am called Angelo. Humans cannot properly pronounce our language, so we adopted human names.” The alien regarded the crates. “These are 50 kilograms each?” 
 
    “More or less. Please be careful; the contents are fragile,” Hanna replied. 
 
    The Va’haat shuffled around the trunks on short legs. He found the handles and hefted the first one as though it weighed nothing. “I shall carry them one at a time to ease your concerns.” 
 
    “I’ve already booked a lift window,” Captain Mathom said, checking her chronometer. “We’ll roll the truck into the cargo bay and depart right away.” 
 
    Hanna shouldered her duffle bag. “Sounds good. I’m already squared away with the storage facility.” Hanna lifted her duffle to shove it into the rear of the cab. The driver reached down with a long, muscular arm and snagged the luggage. Hanna climbed into the cab. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Do you want to put your bag under the seat?” Captain Mathom asked once Angelo finished loading the cargo. 
 
    “I don’t think it will fit. Even if I squeeze it under there, I’d have to yank it back out,” Hanna replied. She’d lived out of the duffle for six months and had crammed it full. 
 
    “All right. Michael—to the ship,” the captain ordered. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lilly waited until the parking clamps engaged before exiting the cargo truck. The ramp to the cargo bay whirred closed. Lugh watched outside until the ramp blocked his view. No signs of pursuit, no lingering observers around the starport—had he oversold their passenger’s potential complications? Dr. Szewc had more than a handful of parties interested in her, including detain warrants in half a dozen systems, and bounties from three different ‘prior business partners’ with dubious reputations. 
 
    The bounties concerned Lilly, but either the aggrieved parties were broke, or didn’t consider the doctor worth much. The best bounty would barely cover gate fees. Lucky for the doctor, the Settat system outlawed bounty hunting in their space. That wouldn’t stop a determined hunter, but the low credit bounties on the doctor wouldn’t attract dedicated bounty hunters. 
 
    “Dr. Szewc, welcome aboard the White Stag,” Lugh proclaimed, hurrying to give her a hand climbing from the truck. 
 
    “Thank you. Please, call me Hanna.” 
 
    Lugh grinned, then ducked as Angelo reached over him for the doctor’s duffle. “I see you’ve met our cubs.” He added a string of vowels punctuated by what sounded like asthmatic coughs. 
 
    The Va’haat looked at each other. “Please do not mangle our language to impress this female,” Michael said, “even if she has a golden pelt.” 
 
    The doctor raised an eyebrow, while Lugh blushed. Lilly decided to toss her brother a lifeline. “Lugh, why don’t you show Hanna to her cabin while I do pre-flight? Our lift window opens in thirty minutes. Hanna, would you prefer to leave your cargo in the truck, or do you need it readily accessible?” 
 
    “Leave it in the truck,” the doctor replied, politely ignoring Lugh’s stumble catching the tossed duffle. “Lead the way, Lugh.” 
 
    Once the hatch closed behind the doctor, Lilly turned to Angelo. “Sweep it for any transmitters or other suspicious electronics. Someone is after her or the cargo. Michael, ready the guns in case someone tries to jump us on the way to the gate.” 
 
    Both Va’haat made a sneezing noise equivalent to ‘Yes, Captain.’ Lilly and Lugh could understand the cubs, but only Lugh insisted on trying to speak their language. Lilly headed for the bridge.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “This is a large ship for only four crew,” Hanna remarked as she followed Lugh. While Hanna spotted signs of wear, every surface was spotless. “It must take all your time to keep it running.” 
 
    “I have plenty to do, but I manage to enjoy some free time,” Lugh replied, grinning over his shoulder. “We’ll be in jump for 60 hours.” 
 
    Hanna returned his smile. “Sounds like a good opportunity to catch up on transcribing my findings.” 
 
    Lugh gestured to a green hatch. “This is the mess hall. If it’s locked, come back in an hour or two.” 
 
    “Why would it be locked?” Hanna asked. She would appreciate a meal where she didn’t have to watch over her shoulder. 
 
    Lugh hesitated. “Cleaning. We have some quirky rules and customs on the ship. One rule is don’t go in the mess when it’s closed for cleaning.” 
 
    “Fine.” Maybe they sprayed the whole room down. 
 
    “We’ll have dinner two hours after we transition,” Lugh added. “You should join us. Michael cooks a terrific penab roast.” 
 
    “Cooks? Don’t you have a food dispenser?” Hanna asked. Every ship she’d travelled on used a programmable dispenser or prepackaged space rations. Neither option sounded as appealing as a fresh cooked meal. 
 
    “We use the dispenser, but Michael enjoys cooking. It’s not efficient, and it makes a mess, but nine of ten times it beats what a machine will squeeze out of protein and carb paste,” Lugh replied. “The tenth time is the reminder that Va’haat and human tastes aren’t perfectly aligned.” 
 
    Lugh knocked on a blue hatch. “This is the passenger head and shower. The compartments on either side used to be the enlisted wardrooms. We converted a couple to passenger accommodations, and the cubs nest in one across the corridor.” 
 
    Of course he wanted her to ask where his cabin was. Hanna wasn’t going to make it easy. “Which one is my cabin?” 
 
    Lugh thumbed a button next to the hatch marked ‘EW01’ and pushed it open. He set the duffle bag in front of a wardrobe with bright red doors. A foldaway bed took half the floor space. “Here you go. It’s not fancy, but you should find it comfortable. Give me a holler on the intercom if you need anything. I need to be in the engine room for lift.” 
 
    “I’ll see you for dinner,” Hanna said, earning another smile before Lugh disappeared into the corridor, closing the hatch behind himself. How many women had that smile lured into the mechanic’s bunk? Hanna debated whether she wanted to add to the total. 
 
    Fifteen minutes until lift, then six hours to reach the gate. Had they given up pursuing her, or had she given them the slip? She’d jumped at shadows for the last three days, convinced someone would pounce from the next alley. She didn’t want to jinx herself. Until the White Stag transitioned the gate, they could still come after her. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Once the last alien left the cargo bay, Fay squirmed out from under the seat. How long should she wait? If they found her before they lifted off, the crew would toss her out the hatch. Staying in the truck, Fay surveyed her surroundings. Ranks of pallet containers flanked the truck. Should she check out the cargo in the back of the truck? 
 
    Her stomach rumbled. Snooping in cargo might assuage her boredom, but finding the ship’s mess took precedence. The crew should be busy during lift off, so that gave Fay a window to collect some food and find somewhere to hide. 
 
    A vibration thrummed through the ship. Fay shouldered her backpack and exited the truck. She checked the hatch. Luckily, the crew had felt no need to lock their cargo in, and it only took a moment for Fay to ensure she wouldn’t be locked out if she needed to return to the hold. 
 
    The ship rumbled and lurched. Despite the dampeners, Fay could feel the thrust. Time to move. She cracked the hatch and peered into the empty stairway. A quick climb brought her to the central corridor. Earth Common marked some of the hatches. Fay’s stomach rumbled again when she found a green hatch emblazoned with ‘MESS.’ 
 
    Fay held her breath as she eased the hatch open. Jackpot! She’d guessed right—there were no crew in sight. She hurried toward the cupboards, but paused when she spied a bloody hunk of meat in a plastic bag, immersed in liquid. The prep area reminded Fay of a restaurant kitchen, with a collection of knives, pans, and utensils. No time to indulge her curiosity.  
 
    The food dispenser could make a meal, but making several would take time and present difficulty storing. Pizza was a staple for food fabrication machines. Fay selected a preset from the menu and rifled through the cupboards. She grabbed an assortment of ship ration packs and stuffed them in her pack, careful not to pull too many from any single stack. 
 
    A cupboard with red doors caught her eye. Fay cracked it open, afraid red signaled danger. Boxes of packaged desserts and cookies filled the cupboard. Fay’s mouth watered. If she took too many, not only would she make herself sick, but the crew would notice the theft. A single box of cupcakes and a package of cookies went into her pack. 
 
    Ding! Fay jumped, fumbling with her backpack. The dispenser had finished printing and baking her pizza. She slid the tray out and promptly burned her fingers on the steaming hot crust. Could she risk eating it here? Something rattled behind Fay and she spun around. Had she forgotten to close the hatch? 
 
    Slinging her backpack over her shoulder and cradling the pizza tray, Fay eased toward the ajar hatch. A quick peek showed the corridor remained empty. Where to now? Numbered hatches flanked a blue hatch labelled ‘HEAD.’ The entrance button next to Door One glowed—someone was inside. The button for Door Two was dark. Fay jabbed the button with her free hand. For a heartbeat nothing happened, then the hatch popped open. 
 
    Fay crept into the compartment and closed the hatch. She found the illumination controls and brightened the room. It was a stateroom, and judging by the furnishings, empty. Folded linens rested on a couch that would open into a bed. Fay sat on the floor next to a low table and dug into her purloined pizza. 
 
    Once the pizza disappeared, the sweets called to Fay. She knew better than to eat herself sick, but one couldn’t hurt. Besides, if the crew found her, they might take away her pilfered provisions. She selected a chocolate-covered cupcake. Her resolve to stretch out the treat as long as possible crumbled after the second bite. Licking her fingers clean, Fay eyed the inviting bed/sofa. She stretched out under a blanket, not even bothering to unfold the couch into a bed. Compared to sleeping on the ground, the futon mattress felt as soft as a cloud. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lilly paused in the doorway to the mess. Michael stood in the middle of the compartment with his mouth open as he sniffed the air. The Va’haat possessed keener senses of smell than humans. Lilly asked, “What’s wrong? Is your roast burning?” 
 
    “It hasn’t finished marinating,” Michael replied. He narrowed his eyes as his gaze fell on the food dispenser. “Pizza. I smell pizza.” 
 
    Lilly relaxed and headed for the coffee machine. “So? Lugh or our passenger made a pizza to tide them over until dinner. We’re still four hours from the gate. Heck, I’ll probably grab a sandwich or something.” 
 
    Michael mimed a hurt expression. The Va’haat had learned human mannerisms during their time aboard the White Stag. “Do not spoil your dinner.” 
 
    “Miss out on your penab roast? Don’t worry.” Lilly filled her tumbler with steaming coffee. 
 
    Michael sniffed the air again. “I smell something else…a faint whiff of something different.” 
 
    “You mean our passenger?” Lilly shook her head. Michael tended to get twitchy whenever they had passengers. He didn’t care for change. “I have to get back to the bridge. If you find something, let me know.” 
 
    Lilly suspected the Va’haat would spend the next hour pacing the compartment. She nearly collided with her brother exiting the mess. If not for the lid on her tumbler, Lugh would have received a large splash of scalding coffee. 
 
    “Hey. Great minds think alike. I wanted to grab some caffeine and a bite to eat,” Lugh said, stepping back to allow Lilly to pass. 
 
    Lilly doubled checked the lid to be safe. “Be warned, Michael smells something off in the mess. I take it you didn’t make a pizza earlier?” 
 
    “Nope, but I showed our guest where to find the mess and told her it would be several hours until dinner,” Lugh replied. 
 
    “Okay. I need to get back to the bridge. I left Angelo sitting watch while I grabbed some coffee, but the doctor could have more friends waiting,” Lilly said. “Halfway between orbit and the gate is prime pirate territory.” 
 
    Lilly hurried along the corridor until it terminated at the red bridge hatch. She tapped her code into the lock and hauled the armored hatch open enough to slip in. “Anything new on scopes?” 
 
    The Va’haat shook his head. “Traffic remains the same. No messages or pings from the transit board.” 
 
    Lilly hoped to find another ship en route to Settat so they could dock and split the gate fee, but she didn’t want to broadcast their destination. “All right. I have the conn.” 
 
    Lilly brushed hair off her seat after Angelo vacated it. Why couldn’t he use the copilot seat? She set her coffee in its holder and doublechecked the Doppler scope. A few small blue shifts from the direction of the planet, but nothing accelerating fast enough to catch them before they reached the gate. Despite the brawl at the beginning, this run’s lack of complications made Lilly suspicious. The other boot would drop, it was only a question of when. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hanna pushed back her slate and yawned. She’d downloaded and studied the deck plan for the Huntsman-class patrol corvette, the closest analogue to the White Stag. If the shit hit the fan, she didn’t want to rely on finding a crewmember. They’d modified the basic layout by turning the interceptor hangar into a cargo bay, but the rest of the layout likely remained the same.  
 
    Hanna stifled another yawn. She needed some coffee and something to hold her over until dinner. She checked the time—four hours until they reached the gate. Should she find Lugh and give him some encouragement? No, not before they passed through the stargate. Once they jumped to safety, she could entertain the idea of scratching an itch with the mechanic. 
 
    Spotting the knife-wielding Va’haat in the mess, Hanna stopped halfway through the hatch. The alien tilted his head and twitched an ear, jingling a pair of earrings. “Can I help you?” 
 
    Hanna remembered the roast and broke her paralysis. “I needed some coffee and maybe a sandwich or something. Is that okay?” 
 
    “You did not already have pizza?” The Va’haat regarded her suspiciously as he returned to carving hunks of meat and placing them in a pan. “Dinner will be ready in six hours.” 
 
    Hanna spied the coffee machine next to the food dispenser. “No, I didn’t have pizza. Which cabinet has cups?” 
 
    “Third from the red door,” the alien replied, pointing at the cupboard. 
 
    Hanna chose a tumbler with a lid from the random collection. “What’s behind the red door? Am I not allowed to eat what’s in the red cupboard?” 
 
    “It contains…” the Va’haat paused, peering about the gallery. “It contains junk. You can eat it if you wish, but do not spoil your dinner.” 
 
    Her curiosity piqued, Hanna cracked open the red door. An unremarkable collection of packaged sweets filled the cupboard. “Why the red door?” 
 
    “Ship tradition,” the Va’haat replied, returning to his culinary work. 
 
    Hanna shrugged. Spacers could be odd. She checked the food dispenser menu. The last option, a meat pizza, showed. Requesting a dispenser to attempt to replicate green peppers and pineapple would lead to disappointment, so she left the selection unchanged and pressed the ‘start’ button. 
 
    “How did you and your brother join Captain Mathom’s crew?” Hanna asked to break the awkward silence while she waited for the dispenser to finish. 
 
    “She won us in a game of chance.” The Va’haat set aside the knife and chose a spice shaker from a rack. 
 
    “You’re slaves?” 
 
    The alien shook his cat-like head. “No. We were bound for a gladiatorial arena on Etrux Four. Our owner gambled against Captain Lilly, but he played poorly, or luck did not favor him. My brother suspects the captain and her brother cheated. However they won, the captain and her brother freed us. We earn wages and profit shares. We can leave if we choose, but we choose to remain—despite Lugh’s mangling of our native tongue.” 
 
    Hanna’s estimation of the Mathom siblings moved up a notch. While choosing a ship to charter, Hanna had wrestled with the fear that whatever crew she chose could sell her out. The ding of the dispenser broke Hanna out of her reverie. 
 
    “Careful. The food will be hot,” the Va’haat remarked while sprinkling a powder on the meat. “If you burn your tongue, you will not appreciate my roast.” 
 
    “I’ll let it cool off.” Hanna retrieved her pizza on its printed tray and collected her coffee. That should tide her over. “I’ll see you at dinner.” 
 
    The Va’haat nodded as it sniffed at the air. Was he sniffing to see if he’d properly seasoned the roast? Hanna pushed the hatch open and returned to her cabin. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Crinkling plastic and smacking lips woke Fay. She cracked her eyes open and spied two furry forms hunched over her backpack. One of the creatures flicked aside an empty wrapper, while the other fished a bag of cookies from Fay’s backpack. 
 
    Fay gasped, and the furry forms straightened and spun to face her. Long, rippling hair covered the meter-tall creatures, and one of them had braided thick strands into a tendril-like appendage. The limb held aloft the bag of cookies Fay had purloined from the red cupboard. Ballcaps featuring logos topped each creature’s form. 
 
    Fay edged back on the couch away from the creatures. Their bright blue eyes followed her. “Nice…whatever you are. If you want the cookies, you can have them,” Fay said with a quaver in her voice. 
 
    The creatures exchanged glances, babbled at each other, then bared mouthfuls of pointy teeth. They shuffled toward Fay, hairs extending and weaving to form more tendrils. Fay screamed and bolted for the hatch. She yanked the door open and dove into the corridor, startling a short blonde woman.  
 
    “Help me! They’re going to eat me!” Fay scrambled for the woman, who carried a tumbler and a pizza. 
 
    “Who are you? Did one of the Va’haat scare you?” the woman asked. Her eyes widened as the gibbering mounds of hair slithered out the hatch. She hurled the pizza at the creatures and grabbed Fay’s arm. “Get in the mess hall!” 
 
    Fay didn’t need convincing. The furry lumps paused to ensnare scattered slices of pizza. One of the big cat aliens spun around as Fay and the blonde woman tumbled through the mess hatch and slammed it shut. 
 
    “There’s xenoforms loose on the ship!” The woman grabbed the nearest table and tugged, only to discover it was bolted to the floor. “Call the captain. They tried to eat this little girl!” 
 
    “I’m not a kid,” Fay protested, scanning the compartment for anything useful to block the hatch. 
 
    The feline cocked its head. “Who are you, human cub?” 
 
    “You don’t know who she is?” The woman grabbed a large knife from the prep counter. 
 
    “I’m a passenger?” Fay hoped the knife was for the toothy hairballs. 
 
    “That is one of my good culinary knives. Do not brandish it.” The alien jabbed an intercom button with a clawed digit. “Captain Lilly, we have a situation. Please come to the mess.” 
 
    “Can’t you call Lugh?” the captain replied. 
 
    The handle on the hatch jiggled and turned. Fay watched strands of hair flow around the edge of the door until it opened enough for one of the furry creatures to squeeze through. Fay backed away until she bumped into a table. Something plopped onto the metal surface behind Fay. She spun around and found herself face to face with a pair of bright blue eyes. The creature gibbered at her and opened its maw. Fay shrieked and retreated to the blonde woman. 
 
    “Was that Dr. Szewc?” the captain asked. 
 
    “No. The doctor is mishandling my cutlery.” The cat alien scowled at the blonde woman. 
 
    “I’ll be right there.” 
 
    Fay watched the two babbling mounds of hair shuffle closer. It took a moment for her to realize the cat was speaking to her. 
 
    “Cub, open the red cabinet,” the feline alien repeated. 
 
    “There’s junk food in there, no weapons,” Fay protested. 
 
    “Yes. The Groogi relish sweets,” the cat-faced crewmember said. “Toss them something.” 
 
    Fay grabbed a box of cupcakes out of the red cupboard and tore it open. Both furry creatures froze and opened their toothy mouths wider. Their hair rippled, and they chittered at her. Fay tossed a package past each of the creatures. One extended a net of woven hair to catch its treat, but the other chased the cupcake under a table. 
 
    The hatch opened, and a man stepped through. Fay recognized him from scouting out ships the past two days. He seemed unfazed by the hairy monsters ripping open packages to get at the cupcakes. 
 
    He shook his head. “Michael, you know they aren’t supposed to have sweets. It makes them—Doctor, you didn’t tell us you were bringing a little sister. Was she hiding in one of your trunks?” 
 
    “You don’t know who this girl is?” the blonde asked, lowering her knife now that the creatures were focused on the snacks. 
 
    “Hi. I’m Fay. Please don’t feed me to your monsters.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lilly fumed as she shoved open the hatch to the mess. She hated being off the bridge this close to the flip over point, where they would switch from accelerating away from the planet to decelerating toward the stargate. Now they had a stowaway. 
 
    “You guys were supposed to stay out of sight and leave the passenger alone,” Lugh stated, pointing his finger at a lump of hair wearing a green Veritax ball cap. 
 
    The Groogi jabbered at Lugh while waving a lock of hair at the teenage girl cowering behind Dr. Szewc. 
 
    “Pet? No, you can’t keep her as a pet,” Lugh stated. The Groogi made a raspberry noise. “You ate the last pet we had on the ship.” 
 
    The girl whimpered and tried to back into the bulkhead. Michael sighed while washing one of his prized kitchen knives. Another Groogi wearing a blue Marcussen University Devil Dogs cap perched on a table, licked chocolate frosting from its lips, and jabbered at Lugh. 
 
    “That’s beside the point, Glurf. You can’t keep some kid as a pet,” Lugh replied. 
 
    “What the hell are those things?” Dr. Szewc demanded. 
 
    “The Groogi came with the ship. Before I go into the story, I’m more concerned with who our stowaway is and how she got onboard,” Lilly countered. “Spill the beans, kid.” 
 
    The girl eased out from behind Dr. Szewc. Lilly guessed her age in the low teens, but hunger and baggy clothes could throw off the estimate. The stowaway gave the Groogi another fearful glance but seemed unfazed by the much larger Va’haat. 
 
    “I’m Fay. I’m sorry I snuck on your ship, but I had to get away from the gang,” the girl replied. Her eyes fell to the deck. “If I hadn’t, pretty soon they’d want me to do stuff besides sneak into places and pick locks. You can’t quit the gang. I had to escape.” 
 
    Lilly let her imagination fill in the gaps. How much of the story was true, and how much was intended to elicit sympathy? “You didn’t answer the other part of the question.” 
 
    “I hid under the seat of the truck,” Fay replied. “Have you cleaned off your boots yet?” 
 
    “We can’t turn around and dump her on Canopux, and I’m not wasting a lifepod to shoot her back to the planet,” Lilly said. 
 
    “We could always put the kid off at Settat,” Lugh suggested. 
 
    “You’re not seriously proposing to dump a teenage girl on Addar al-Bayd, are you?” the doctor objected. 
 
    Blurg, the Groogi with the Veritax cap, burbled something. “Finders-keepers does not apply to people,” Lugh replied. 
 
    “We can’t adopt some wayward stray,” Lilly added. Why did the girl fascinate the Groogi? They avoided strangers. 
 
    “You and Lugh adopted my brother and me rather than let us go to the gladiatorial arena,” Michael interjected. “You allowed the Groogi to remain onboard rather than employ an exterminator.” 
 
    “You and Angelo are members of the crew. Even the Groogi are useful,” Lilly said. 
 
    “How are the hungry hairballs useful?” Dr. Szewc asked. 
 
    “The Groogi are obsessed with two things—eating and cleaning,” Lugh replied. He gestured around the galley. “They keep the ship spic and span. That frees us to focus on technical tasks, and it only costs us some food and letting them remain on board.” 
 
    “I can be useful!” Fay proclaimed. 
 
    A loud pop accompanied the lights flickering and going dark. A moment later amber emergency lights illuminated the mess as gravity fluttered. 
 
    Lilly jabbed at the intercom. Nothing. She pulled out her slate. It displayed the ship’s vitals. Most primary systems were offline, but backups had kicked in. The data pointed to an EMP. 
 
    “Shit, we’re about to be boarded,” Lilly stated. “Dr. Szewc, time to come clean. What do you have that people want so bad?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I found a trove on New Manchester. Some of the artifacts are purportedly from the Crown Jewels of an old Earth nation-state called England. At the worst, the gems and precious metals are worth a small fortune. If the artifacts are genuine, they could prove priceless,” Hanna replied. Time to put her cards on the table. “Certain parties who funded my work consider themselves entitled to the find rather than mere remuneration for their investment.” 
 
    The captain listened to something on her slate. “I don’t suppose you’re familiar with, and I quote, the Dread Daboon?” 
 
    A chill crept down Hanna’s spine. “Shit! He works for the Maldetti Consortium. He’s a Pidrill, which means even if you give him the cargo, you, me, and the girl will end up in a market. He’ll kill your brother and the Va’haat.” 
 
    “I’ve heard about Pidrill,” Captain Mathom replied. “He might keep one or more of us as personal booty. I’d sooner jump out an airlock.” 
 
    “I need to get to engineering and reboot the primary systems,” Lugh said. A thud reverberated through the ship. “Dammit! They’ve already docked with us. That felt like the dorsal airlock. Someone will need to manually override the interlock from the maintenance crawlway next to the lock.” 
 
    “I can do it,” Fay volunteered. 
 
    “Don’t let the kid get herself killed trying to prove herself useful,” Hanna protested. She didn’t blame the girl. Stowing away on a ship was an act of desperation. “Can’t one of the furballs do it?” 
 
    Lugh shook his head. “The Groogi do two things—eat and clean. They can open hatches and even unscrew vent covers, but they don’t understand complicated tasks like removing the safety bolts on the interlock clamps.” 
 
    A metallic clank reverberated through the ship. “They forced the lock. We’re out of time,” the captain announced. “If we can separate the ships and catch them by surprise, we could put a shot in their engines.” 
 
    Lugh handed the girl a tool. “Look for the words ‘interlock assembly’ and hold out your hands at arm’s length. There are two bolts as thick as the spanner handle with orange hexagonal heads about as far apart as your fingertips. Crank out the bolts and pull the red lever. Hang onto the lever, because air will rush past you until the outer hatch closes. To manually override the airlock hatch, they opened the maintenance panel.” 
 
    Fay’s eyes widened. “What if I don’t hang on?” 
 
    “You might get sucked into the interlock through the maintenance access hatch and jettisoned into space,” Lugh replied. “So hang on.” 
 
    Boot falls echoed in the corridor outside the mess. “We’re out of time,” the captain said. 
 
    “Blurg, take her to topside outside door.” Lugh pointed at Fay, then to the open maintenance panel. “Michael, boost Fay up.” 
 
    The Va’haat picked up the girl and easily hefted her to the opening. One of the hairy xenoforms climbed the Va’haat like a furry caterpillar and followed the girl. 
 
    “Let’s see if I can buy us some time,” Hanna said. Daboon fancied himself a charmer, in addition to a notorious pirate. His reputation didn’t live up to his ego, but Hanna wasn’t about to tell him. “Daboon will be after the relics first, and stroking his ego second.” 
 
    “What if his crew shoots you first?” Lugh objected. 
 
    “He wants me alive, and any of his gang crossing him will take a long step out an airlock.” Hanna hoped she was right. 
 
    The captain’s fingers danced across her slate. “I’m telling Angelo to get to the gunnery bay. We’ll have one shot at this if the kid pulls it off.” 
 
    “If the girl cub succeeds, you should let her stay,” Michael said, pushing the panel shut. 
 
    “We can argue about this when we don’t have a ship full of pirates,” Captain Mathom retorted. 
 
    Hanna steeled her spine and stepped into the corridor. A quartet of pirates spun, weapons out—a four-armed, ruddy-skinned Helg, two baboon-like Pidrill with drab muzzles, and a large human male wearing an eyepatch. 
 
    “Don’t shoot.” Hanna raised her hands. “I’m Doctor Szewc, and I’m guessing your captain wants to talk to me.” 
 
    Eyepatch touched his ear. “Captain, we found her. Central corridor, second deck.” 
 
    The pirates twitched when Lilly and Lugh emerged from the mess, but they didn’t open fire. 
 
    “If you kill anyone, I’ll be less inclined to cooperate,” Hanna warned. 
 
    “I find that’s rarely the case,” a large Pidrill with colorful stripes adorning his muzzle said as he approached. He wore a long red coat, and gold rings sparkled on his fingers. “Sometimes I need to kill someone to show I’m serious.” 
 
    “I would never doubt the Dread Daboon.” Hanna flashed a winsome smile. “Surely we can come to a reasonable accord. I could give you half the jewels. The Maldettis pay you for whatever you turn over to them, you sell the rest, and we go on our way.” 
 
    The Pidrill pirate bared his fangs in a vicious grin. “Or I could take all the jewels, the ship, and you females. Why would I settle for a portion of the bounty when I could have it all?” 
 
    “If you become renown for showing mercy to cooperative crews, they’ll be more inclined to surrender rather than put up a fight,” Hanna said. “You can’t gain that reputation without survivors.” 
 
    “An intriguing suggestion. How about you tell me where to find the relics, and I won’t put a slug through the male’s skull?” Daboon leveled a pistol at Lugh. 
 
    “It’s in the cargo bay,” Captain Mathom interjected. “There are three trunks in the back of the truck.” 
 
    The Pidrill whispered into the comm unit clipped to his collar. He regarded Lilly. “Is this male your mate? If you told the truth, I may spare him. He won’t bring as much as a prime female such as yourself, but the fighting pits always pay for fresh meat. As for you, Dr. Szewc, the Maldettis said I could keep you as a bonus.” 
 
    The Pidrill’s grin made Hanna’s skin break out in goosebumps. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Fay crawled after the Groogi. The confines kept her from standing, and her knees and elbows were already aching. She couldn’t imagine someone as broad-shouldered as the mechanic squeezing through the narrow passageway. 
 
    The Groogi paused at an intersection, its mouth agape in a toothy smile. It jabbered and slithered left. The creature seemed to be eyes, a mouth, and hair—lots of hair. The prehensile strands extended and wove together to form larger tendrils when needed. 
 
    Fay clambered around the corner. The Groogi—Blurg—waited at a vertical shaft. Several hairs pointed upward, and the Groogi snared the closest ladder rung. By the time Fay reached the shaft, Blurg had ascended to the next deck. At least the climb afforded her the chance to stretch out before hunching into another passageway. 
 
    In a few meters she reached a series of warning signs, ‘Airlock’ and ‘Caution.’ Beyond the warnings, she spotted a thick metal ring parallel to the deck. Fay ignored the cams and servos, searching until she found ‘Interlock Assembly.’ 
 
    Voices drifted through a square opening below the ring. Two pirates, one human and another resembling some sort of ape, stood guard in the airlock below. Would they hear Fay removing the bolts? She switched the spanner from ratchet to manual. It would take longer, but it would prevent the loud clicking as the tool ratcheted. 
 
    Fay found the first bolt and set to work. Blurg watched, fascinated, but did nothing else. Fay cranked the bolt turn after turn until it finally spun freely. Fay found the second bolt, and it took as long to loosen as the first. She pulled both bolts out and gently placed them out of the way. 
 
    Fay spied the red lever. She tucked the spanner through her belt and grabbed the large metal handle with both hands. She pulled on it, but the lever didn’t budge. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lilly spotted another human and a reptilian Zerpek emerging from the stairway and jogging toward them. That brought the total to seven, including Daboon. Even with Michael lurking nearby in the mess, that made poor odds, but not the worst she and her brother had fought through. 
 
    “Where’s Fehoor and Trizzd?” Daboon demanded. 
 
    “They went into the cargo bay, but it was depressurized,” the human replied between gasps of air. 
 
    “Trizzd panicked and locked Fehoor in the bay, but he couldn’t get the airlock open,” the Zerpek hissed. 
 
    “Why didn’t you open it?” Daboon asked, wrinkling his striped muzzle. 
 
    The human and the Zerpek exchanged glances and muttered excuses over each other. 
 
    Daboon held up a hand. “That may be as well. It sounds like a trap.” The Pidrill turned his gaze on Lilly while he pulled his coat aside and drew a large, ornate pistol. “So much for sparing your male.” 
 
    “The treasure is in there! Your men can’t even figure out an airlock,” Lilly protested. She kept her eyes on Daboon even though a maintenance hatch in the ceiling swung open. A hairy mass emerged, clinging to the ceiling, followed by two more dropping to the floor. 
 
    The Zerpek hissed in alarm as one of the Groogi scurried up the reptile’s scaly tail. The winded human yelped as long tendrils of woven hair grabbed his arms. 
 
    The commotion distracted Daboon for a split second, giving Lilly an opening. She stepped forward into a snap kick, her hard-toed boot striking the Pidrill captain’s wrist and knocking the fancy pistol toward the ceiling. Lilly rode her momentum forward as she drove her fist into Daboon’s snout. 
 
    Lugh let out a coughing yowl and tackled Eyepatch, bowling him into the other two Pidrill. Michael erupted from the mess hatch and whipped a large knife at the Helg. The Helg spun with the knife jutting out of his shoulder as the Va’haat swung a meat cleaver. The four-armed alien was down to three as a gun-clutching limb fell to the floor. 
 
    Hanna grabbed Daboon’s coat collar from behind and yanked. The thick brocaded garment restricted Daboon’s arms as he tried to bring his gun to bear. “Keep me for yourself, huh?” the blonde woman snarled. 
 
    Lilly grabbed Daboon’s wrist to keep the gun away long enough for her to land a kick in the Pidrill’s groin. As the Pidrill hunched forward, Lilly grabbed a handful of hair and slammed his snout into her rising knee. The gun clattered to the deck. 
 
    Two gunshots rang out, echoing off the metal walls, followed by the pings of ricochets. One of the Pidrill whirled, his head engulfed in rippling hair, while additional strands snared the pirate’s gun hand. Eyepatch lay on the deck, while Lugh wrestled with the remaining Pidrill for control of his gun. Blood stained Lugh’s pant leg. Michael had whittled the Helg down to two and a half arms, but the ruddy-skinned alien continued to fight. 
 
    One of the Groogi keened as the Zerpek tore loose a handful of hair. The strands writhed in the reptile’s hand before going limp. Lilly didn’t know much about Zerpek anatomy but gambled on a sidekick to the alien’s abdomen. The Zerpek’s rust-colored scales afforded it some protection. 
 
    It let out a startled hiss and snapped its jaws at Lilly’s foot. 
 
    Blood splattered Lilly as Michael hurled the Helg into the Zerpek, sending both pirates crashing into the wall. Lilly jumped at the loud boom of a gun. A second and third shot reverberated in the corridor as Hanna fired Daboon’s dropped pistol at the fleeing Pidrill. The pirate captain stumbled as he reached the entrance to the stairwell but hauled himself to safety. 
 
    Lilly grabbed Eyepatch’s gun off the deck and put a bullet in the human flailing at the hair-braid tentacles wrapped around his throat. Michael grabbed the gun arm of Lugh’s opponent and wrenched. The Pidrill’s cry accompanied the crunch of his arm tearing out of its socket. 
 
    “Dammit!” Hanna fumed. “The furry sonuvabitch got away. He’s going to come back with reinforcements.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Fay braced herself and pulled again. The Groogi scuttled over and wrapped several tendrils around the handle. It extended more strands and entwined nearby supports. The hair went taut and suspended the Groogi in the air. Fay planted her feet against the low ceiling and strained against the lever. 
 
    “Wait here,” someone growled in the docking lock below. “I’m going to get more men.” 
 
    The lever broke free with a groan and swung down. Dull thuds resonated through the metal, followed by the clang of the inner airlock hatches slamming shut. Surprised cries were drowned out by roaring wind. A torrent of rushing air sucked Fay toward the open maintenance panel. Her sweaty hands slid along the handle, inexorably inching toward the end. 
 
    Fay feared if she shifted her grip, she’d lose her hold and get sucked into the open airlock. Why hadn’t the outer hatch closed? “No, no, no!” The howling wind drowned out her pleas as her hand slipped off the end of the handle. 
 
    Sticky strands snared her arm. Additional hairs, then a braid wrapped around her arm. More cilia reached for her other hand and grabbed hold. The Groogi flashed a toothy grin as it bobbed in the air current, suspended by a web of hair. 
 
    A rumbling and a clang preceded the cessation of wind. Fay dropped to the deck of the maintenance gangway. “Whew. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hanna’s ears popped as the air pressure dropped. The hatch to the stairwell slammed shut. 
 
    “The kid did it! I’m going to engineering to throw the breakers.” Lugh dashed aft. 
 
    “Michael, get to gunnery. Doctor, can you watch over the prisoners? If they give you any trouble, shoot them,” Captain Mathom said. “I need to get to the bridge before Daboon realizes what happened. If we’re lucky, he got sucked out into space.” 
 
    “I doubt we got lucky,” Hanna remarked. “I can deal with these guys, especially with your hairy helpers.” 
 
    “I don’t think we got lucky, either.” The captain sprinted forward and disappeared through a hatch. 
 
    Hanna checked the pistol. It held enough bullets. The three Groogi regarded her as she methodically disarmed the survivors. “You know, I tried to make a deal where we could all walk away from this. Unfortunately, you didn’t seem interested.” She aimed the pistol at the closest pirate. “Too bad.” 
 
    The gun shots echoed down the corridor. As the last report faded, the lights flickered and went to full strength. Hanna staggered forward as the ship lurched and spun faster than the compensators could abate. She reached the bridge in time to see the tail end of Daboon’s ship. A pair of pulse cannons from the White Stag splashed the pirates’ engine assembly with charged particles. Three of the five fusion nozzles went dark, then one erupted as a gout of plasma disintegrated the thrust bell. 
 
    “Hang on,” Lilly said as she flipped the Stag and engaged its engines. The pirate ship receded from view. “If they don’t regain control as they near the gate, or at least vector away from it, the gate defenses will splash them.” 
 
    “Sounds too easy. Do you think the gate defenses will put Daboon out of our misery?” Hanna asked. 
 
    “No, but a girl can hope,” Captain Mathom replied. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Michael, you’ve outdone yourself,” Lilly said. She chewed the bite of penab roast slowly so she could savor it. The pirates had managed to vector away from the gate but hadn’t regained enough control to give pursuit. Now safely through the gate, Lilly allowed herself to unwind. 
 
    “This tastes great,” Fay chimed in, working on her second helping. 
 
    Lugh made a noise halfway between a woof and a snarl. 
 
    “You mutilate the pronunciation, but thank you,” Michael said. “The girl cub accomplished her task, Captain Lilly. She should be allowed to stay.” Angelo bobbed his head in agreement. 
 
     “The cubs have a point,” Lugh chimed in. Hanna knew how her brother thought. He’d made his endorsement of the girl to win points with Dr. Szewc. 
 
    “It would be cruel to kick her off your ship after she risked her life to help us,” the doctor added, earning a smile from Lugh. 
 
    “You mean after she stowed away?” Lilly countered. While the doctor’s opinion only mattered as a customer, the Va’haat both favored the kid, and Lugh was lobbying on the girl’s behalf for now. Plus, the Groogi were fond of her. “Don’t give me the puppy eyes, kid. Fine, you can stay on for now, but you’ll need to pull your weight. Otherwise I’ll leave you at the next port of call.” 
 
    “You won’t regret this; I’ll work hard,” Fay promised. 
 
    Lilly was already regretting it, but she wasn’t going to kick the kid off at Addar al-Bayd, the Casablanca of this part of the galaxy. “We’ll see.” 
 
    “She handled herself in a hairy situation, and the Groogi have taken a shine to her,” Lugh remarked. “Besides, I can use someone to help service the septic system and the garbage processors.” 
 
    “Septic systems?” Fay’s fork drooped with her expression. 
 
    Lugh grinned. “Welcome to the glamorous space life, kid.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Tipping the Scales by Alex Rath 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sofia Pallsen sat in her shared office with Zameeh on Neithea, the liberated home of the Gnevusin. They were quite a contrast, with Sofia being a human, the former assistant to Admiral, now Queen, El’Jyiurma of the Serpentes, and Zameeh being Gnevusin, an eight-foot-tall, red-skinned humanoid species.  
 
    Sofia stood and stretched. “I think I’m done for the day.” 
 
    Zameeh grinned and looked up from her desk. “Still getting used to being planet-side?” 
 
    Sofia nodded. She’d spent most of her life onboard a spaceship in zero gravity, and being on a planet full-time still wore on her. “You know how to reach me if you need anything.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you. Get some rest.” 
 
    She left the administration building and smiled as she walked down the sidewalk, as she always did. Everything around them had been built for the Gnevusin and humans who’d emigrated from Strorix by the Baldwin Construction Company of Strorix. Nicholas Baldwin, formerly of Strorix, now lived on Neithea and continued to build out the city, which replaced the appalling conditions in which the Gnevusin had lived under their previous ruler. It had been months since the Serpentes had liberated the planet, and much had been done. 
 
    Baldwin had even engineered environmental control zones in outdoor areas. With the surface temperature of Neithea being too high for humans without some sort of a protective suit, he’d engineered a system of zones. Throughout the city, there were areas where cold air was vented up through the sidewalk to make it possible to be outdoors without putting on a suit. There was also the option of underground tunnels, but Sofia liked being outside. 
 
    In the distance, she could see the profile of the Kehash. The Serpentes’ colonization ship acted as a base camp for the growing area where the resident Serpentes lived. The planet had gone from a base for slavers to a colony of multiple species who all worked together to make a home. 
 
    Tomorrow was a big day, so she wanted to be sure she was well-rested. President Frazier of Gieliv was sending a delegation to officially establish relations with the Gnevusin. Since, technically, Neithea was a protectorate of Strorix, policy on the grand scale came from Strorix and Queen El’Jyiurma. Treaties in place between Strorix and Gieliv, a system of humans El’Jyiurma had been instrumental in building a relationship with, also applied to Neithea. At the same time, President Frazier of Gieliv indicated a desire to establish an embassy on Neithea to foster relations with the Gnevusin. 
 
    Sofia knew Zameeh had already met some Gielivians, since the GSS Pelican had been in the task force that liberated the planet, but this would be an official visit. Zameeh and Sofia had worked together to prepare an office as well as accommodations for the Gielivian ambassador. Now all that was left was for them to arrive. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next day, Sofia stood next to Zameeh in the spaceport, which was still under construction. They watched through a clear-steel viewport as the Gielivian shuttle landed on the pad, and the overhead doors closed. While the pad didn’t need to be pressurized like a hangar in space, it would be brought down to a tolerable temperature.  
 
    Sofia marveled at the adaptability of Zameeh and the other Gnevusin. They were accustomed to extremely high temperatures but could be just as happy in an environment that was comfortable for humans. 
 
    “Well, that’s something I didn’t expect,” Sofia said as she saw people emerge from the shuttle. 
 
    “What is that?” Zameeh asked. 
 
    She pointed. “The first man there is Admiral Gallagher. He’s the head of Gieliv’s navy. It’s quite something for President Frazier to send him away from home.” 
 
    “Is that good? Or bad?” 
 
    Sofia grinned up at Zameeh. “It’s excellent. It means they consider you important. Admiral Gallagher is a very important man on Gieliv. Like Fleet Admiral El’Jyiurma before she became the queen.” 
 
    “That is good then,” Zameeh smiled. 
 
    The hatch between the pad and the waiting area opened, and Admiral Gallagher walked in, followed by a smaller man. “Sofia! Very good to see you again,” he said. 
 
    “And you, Admiral,” Sofia said with a smile. “This is Zameeh.” 
 
    Gallagher bowed slightly. “Zameeh, good to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you, and the reports I’ve seen coming through Strorix tell me you’re doing a great job leading your people.” 
 
    Sofia grinned as Zameeh seemed to be at a loss for words. She still really didn’t consider herself a leader, though she certainly was.  
 
    The smaller man standing beside Gallagher cleared his throat. 
 
    “Oh, yes, sorry,” Gallagher said sheepishly. “This is Ambassador Michael Downs, handpicked by President Frazier as the first ambassador to Neithea.” 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you both. I look forward to working with you to build a relationship between our people,” Downs said. 
 
    “It is good to meet you both,” Zameeh responded. 
 
    “How would you like to be addressed?” Downs asked. 
 
    Zameeh looked down at Sofia, confused. 
 
    “She’s the Chairwoman of the Niethean Council, Mr. Downs,” Sofia answered for her, “but she really doesn’t like titles.” 
 
    “Yes, please, just call me Zameeh.” 
 
    Downs smiled and nodded. “Zameeh it is. You can call me Michael or Mike. I have a feeling we’ll be working together a good bit. No need to let titles get in the way.” 
 
    Gallagher nodded with approval. 
 
    “Shall we take you to where you will be living?” Zameeh asked. 
 
    “That would be wonderful!” Downs exclaimed with a smile. “I’m not used to being on a ship, so it’s nice to have my feet on solid ground again. Wouldn’t mind a comfortable bed, either.” 
 
    Gallagher grinned as they started walking. “Never take things for granted, Ambassador Downs.” 
 
    “No, Admiral. I don’t think I will ever again.” 
 
    Everyone but Zameeh chuckled at Downs’ tone, and the group made their way to the accommodations that had been prepared. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Over the next several days, Ambassador Downs, Admiral Gallagher, Sofia, and Zameeh met to go over prepared documents brought from Gieliv. It was all formalities, reviewing the treaties that already existed between Strorix and Gieliv. Sofia was in the odd position of acting in two capacities. She was there to walk Zameeh through the process, but she also represented Queen El’Jyiurma and the Serpentes. 
 
    “Now we come to the items specific to you. What we need to know is, how can Gieliv help?” Downs asked. 
 
    Zameeh answered immediately. “We need to learn to defend ourselves.” 
 
    Gallagher raised an eyebrow. “Have there been problems?” he asked with concern. 
 
    “Oh, no. Nothing like that, but…we were never permitted to learn to use weapons. We rely on the Serpentes to keep our people safe from the native predators. There are some weapons left, but I am told they are not good?” She looked to Sofia for help explaining. 
 
    “They’re old, Mike, and not very reliable, based on what I found on the GalNet about them,” Sofia explained. “Also, no one has the knowledge to maintain them. Our soldiers have no problems keeping the area secure, but there’s no reason the Gnevusin shouldn’t learn to defend themselves.” 
 
    “And of course the Serpentes have no need for the weapons that are already here.” Gallagher grinned. 
 
    “Exactly,” Sofia said with a nod. 
 
    “No, I don’t imagine they would,” Downs mused. “This is more your arena than mine, Admiral. Do you think General Stevens would go for some kind of training program?” 
 
    “If it comes from President Frazier, he’ll make it happen,” Gallagher confirmed quickly. “Even so, I doubt he’d raise any objections at all. We know what it’s like to need help. We’ll also need to see about sourcing some weapons your people can use, Zameeh. I’m afraid ours might be a bit…awkward.” 
 
    “Indeed we do,” Downs agreed. “Okay, Zameeh, I’ll see what I can do about that. Of course, we’ll have to nail down how to handle the costs of the weapons. We’ll be glad to help you find a source for them, but…” 
 
    “I’m sure we can work something out,” Sofia offered as a look of concern grew on Zameeh’s face. Thus far, the Gnevusin had had no need to worry about accumulating credit, since everything was being handled by the Serpentes. 
 
    “Good enough. Now, is there anything else?” Downs asked. 
 
    Zameeh glanced at Sofia, who nodded encouragingly. 
 
    “Some of our people want to go into space. They want to see other planets.” 
 
    “Well, that’s easily covered,” Downs said with a smile and tapped on his tablet computer for a moment. “I’ll send this to your queue to review. What it is, in a nutshell, is an open borders treaty that allows citizens from Gieliv to land here to visit, and citizens from Neithea to visit Gieliv. There are some conditions, of course, for the benefit of both of our people. Things like no one with a violent criminal conviction. I encourage you to read it through carefully, and as long as you’re good with it, just sign and deliver it back to me. If you want to discuss any adjustments, we can go over them.” 
 
    Zameeh smiled. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sofia went through the treaty with Zameeh and the council the next day. It was virtually identical to the one that had been made with Queen El’Jyiurma for the Serpentes. Sofia recommended they sign it, which they did, and it was returned. 
 
    Not long after, Admiral Gallagher commed Sofia directly. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Admiral. To what do I owe the pleasure?” 
 
    “Careful, Sofia, you’ll get me used to being treated well,” Gallagher joked. “Seriously, though. Now that the treaty is in place, I was thinking that I have a berth open since Ambassador Downs won’t be returning with me. It might be a little cramped for our rather tall friends, but if they want to send someone to visit Gieliv…” 
 
    “That’s very generous of you, Admiral. What’s your timetable?” 
 
    “I need to leave the system within the next few days.” 
 
    “Hmm. Okay, let me extend your invitation to Zameeh and the council. There’s actually one of the councilors who’s considered a runt…so he might actually fit.” 
 
    “Okay, just let me know.” 
 
    Sofia turned to Zameeh and grinned. “I assume you heard?” 
 
    “I did!” she responded excitedly. “I’ll talk to Yafi and see if he is interested.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Two days later, Yafi accompanied Admiral Gallagher in the shuttle up to the Ravager. Gallagher grinned when they stepped off the shuttle into the hangar bay, and Yafi looked around in wonder. 
 
    “It is…so large.” 
 
    Gallagher smiled. “I guess I’m so used to it, I don’t even think about it. It’s pretty cramped compared to the hangar on a carrier.” 
 
    Yafi looked at him, a look of shock on his face. “Cramped?” he asked incredulously. 
 
    Gallagher nodded. “Maybe you’ll see one of those one day. For now, let’s get you to your quarters so I can get this ship headed for home. Well, my home.” 
 
    Yafi nodded and nearly tripped over a tiedown because he was looking everywhere but where he was going. 
 
    “Oh, be careful. Lots of stuff to trip over or run into around here,” Gallagher warned, a bit too late. 
 
    Yafi nodded and grimaced. “I see that.” 
 
    The hangar personnel who were coming in to resume the work they’d been doing before the shuttle landed did their best not to gawk at Yafi. Still, it was the first time any of them had actually seen a Gnevusin in person. 
 
    Yafi waved and smiled at them. A few waved back; others just got straight back to work. 
 
    After dropping Yafi off at his fairly impressive quarters, usually used by ambassadors or other high ranking civilians, Gallagher headed to the bridge. 
 
    “Status?” he asked as he settled into his command chair. 
 
    “Ready for departure. We’re cleared to leave orbit,” Commander Shannon Brock, his XO, responded. “Got our guest all tucked in?” 
 
     “He’s set. He’ll probably spend the next few hours looking around his quarters. I took a brief tour of the old city with Major Bo’Ershati,” he shook his head sadly. “It was…brutal. But the Serpentes have done a great job down there, building them a proper city.” 
 
    “Good to hear, sir. I have someone stationed outside his door in case he needs anything or tries to go exploring.” 
 
    Gallagher grinned. “Good enough. Get us to the gate, Shannon.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    As they were about to break orbit, Lieutenant Commander Margaret Crane held up a hand. “Just a second. Something’s not right.” 
 
    “Getting a priority call from the Chigada. I have Rear Admiral El’Zizzosh for you, Admiral,” Lieutenant Gina Mosley said urgently from the communications station. 
 
    Gallagher frowned; the SRN Chigada was a Szuraar-class dreadnought in the Serpentes Navy and packed a lot of firepower. “On screen.” 
 
    Not a second later, the image of Rear Admiral El’Zizzosh, an Elapidae, or what Gallagher thought of as a 20-foot-long, very thick king cobra, appeared on the screen. “Admiral Gallagher, we are detecting multiple unknown entries at the Bith Gate. We recommend you hold orbit until we establish their identity and intentions.” 
 
    “Is there anything we can do to help?” Gallagher asked. 
 
    “Not at this time, Admiral. Thank you. We will keep you apprised of the situation,” El’Zizzosh said, and the channel closed. 
 
    “Well, this doesn’t look good,” Brock said. 
 
    “No, it’s not. Let’s go to yellow alert, just in case. Have someone go explain to Yafi what’s going on.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    “How many and what are they?” Rear Admiral El’Zizzosh asked. 
 
    “I count five ships, Rear Admiral,” Commander Vi’lzex responded. “Unknown class and classification. I would estimate four frigates and a battlecruiser.” 
 
    El’Zizzosh spread his hood, anticipating a battle. “Have they transmitted anything?” 
 
    “No, Rear Admiral.” 
 
    “Take us toward them, Vi’Jivuva,” he ordered his navigation officer.  
 
    Lieutenant Commander Vi’Jivuva was a Viperidae, as the majority of crew members in the Serpentes Navy were. He tensed muscles through his body at specific points on the tree-like pole around which he was coiled, and the ship started moving. “Yes, Rear Admiral,” he responded and rattled his tail. 
 
    “Vi’Ulsasj, initiate contact.” 
 
    “Yes, Rear Admiral,” Lieutenant Vi’Ulsasj responded from the communications station. 
 
    The ship was already at full alert, and every station was staffed. The Szuraar-class dreadnaught was capable of firing 50 missiles per salvo, with each salvo only ten seconds apart. 
 
    The main screen changed to show the image of a Gnevusin on the bridge of one of the approaching ships. “I am Grand Admiral Githen of the Gnevusin Empire. What are you?” he demanded.  
 
    El’Zizzosh stiffened and stared at the screen, his hood fully spread. “I am Rear Admiral El’Zizzosh on the dreadnought SRN Chigada. You are in Serpentes-controlled space. State your intentions.” 
 
    “Hrmph. He puts slaves on ships now,” Githen said and chuckled. “Send me through to High Emperor Gashu.” 
 
    “He’s dead, as are all his slavers. I will give you ten minutes to reverse course before you join them.” 
 
    Githen turned his head for a moment to look at someone off-screen, then looked back at the video pickup. “Let us not be hasty. I’m confident we can come to some sort of arrangement. The empire had much invested in this system. I could leave and come back with a force you could not possibly hope to counter. Or we could talk about this issue. Who is in charge of this system?” 
 
    “As far as you’re concerned, slaver, I am,” El’Zizzosh responded harshly. 
 
    “Enemy ships are slowing, Rear Admiral. They are turning their ships back toward the gate,” ViAlzex said over El’Zizzosh’s sub-scalar implant. 
 
    “Very well. We will be back,” Githen said before he terminated the transmission. 
 
    “Vi’Ulsasj, send a priority message to the queen immediately,” ElZizzosh ordered. “Include all sensor data and a copy of the communication. Send a copy to the surface and Ravager as well.” 
 
    “Yes, Rear Admiral.” 
 
    El’Zizzosh considered a real-time communication with the queen through the gate, but they were incredibly expensive, and he felt he had the time. There was no way to know where the Gnevusin ships had come from or how long their journey took, but he was betting on it being further away than his home system of Strorix. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sofia and Zameeh walked into their shared office just as the comm came in from the Chigada. Sofia viewed it, frowning more and more as she reviewed the data and the communication that took place. She looked over to see Zameeh almost cowering in her chair as she stared at the screen. Fear was evident on her face. 
 
    “Zameeh. Do you know that person?” Sofia asked gently 
 
    Zameeh shook her head. “It is what he does not say. The way he looks. He will be back, and he will kill us all.” She looked up from the screen finally. “We must flee.” 
 
    “Zameeh…” 
 
    “No, you don’t understand! They would rather destroy the planet than let us live free! Please, tell your queen, we must go! We must take everyone and leave the system. Let them have it!” 
 
    Sofia was overwhelmed by the panic and fear she felt from Zameeh. She couldn’t come close to imagining what it was like to have such a reaction induced just by viewing a communication.  
 
    “Leave it to Queen El’Jyiurma. She’ll know how to handle this,” Sofia said confidently. 
 
    “Handle what? What’s wrong, Mom?” Zameeh’s son Mati asked from the doorway. 
 
    Zameeh ran around her desk and scooped Mati up in her arms to hug him tightly. 
 
    “Mooooom. You’re crushing me! What’s wrong?” 
 
    When Zameeh didn’t answer, he looked to Sofia. 
 
    “Some ships came into the system, Mati. They said they were from the Gnevusin Empire. Rear Admiral El’Zizzosh made them go away, but Zameeh is worried they’ll come back and try to hurt everyone.” 
 
    “But Queen El’Jyiurma won’t let them, will she?” Mati asked. 
 
    “No, Mati. She won’t,” Sofia assured him. She quickly typed out her own message to El’Jyiurma, noting Zameeh’s reaction, and her belief the Gnevusin would attempt to destroy the planet. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Admiral Gallagher frowned as he reviewed the communication copy sent over to his ship. “Gina, raise the Chigada, please.” 
 
    Seconds later, Rear Admiral El’Zizzosh appeared on the screen. “Yes, Admiral?” 
 
    “Would you like me to keep Ravager in the system until reinforcements arrive?” 
 
    “Thank you, Admiral, but I do not believe that will be necessary. A priority message has gone out to the queen. I have no doubt we will be reinforced quickly against any potential threat.” 
 
    Gallagher nodded. He wasn’t as confident as El’Zizzosh, especially knowing how few ships Strorix and Gieliv had put together. “Very well, we’ll continue our departure and head back to Gieliv. I’ll inform President Frazier of what has transpired as well.” 
 
    “Of course, Admiral. Safe passage to you.” 
 
    “Well, that’s that,” Brock said after the transmission ended. 
 
    “So it is, XO. Let’s go home. Remain at yellow alert until we’re through the gate.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Queen El’Jyiurma exited her shuttle and looked for the first time at the newly completed planetary headquarters. It was much less ostentatious than the palace, which had been destroyed by a kinetic weapon during the attempted Gnevusin invasion of the Strorix system, but it was what she wanted. It was functional, made of natural stone from the planet, and would house all offices related to the operation of their system, and that of Neithea. She’d retained the title of queen because that was what the beings of Strorix were accustomed to, but she didn’t want to be so separate from those she ruled. 
 
    Rather than a secretive council, she’d established a panel of advisors who were known to everyone. She had specific advisors for economic, military, and other areas as necessary, and would add more if she needed to. Another significant change was that some of the offices were filled not by Serpentes, but by humans. 
 
    She still felt strange even after all these months, not being on her carrier, Parya. In another of her unprecedented moves, she’d appointed her XO, Vi’Kshalu, commander of the Parya. Before that appointment, carriers had always been commanded by an Elapidae. She felt he was the perfect Serpentes for the job, since he already knew the ship like every one of his scales. There had been some dissent, but after she’d led not only the salvation of Strorix but the liberation of Neithea, none dared object too loudly. 
 
    “Not bad at all,” El’Xakelu, the former king, said as he slid off the shuttle beside her. 
 
    “I believe it will suit the purpose,” El’Jyiurma agreed. She’d asked El’Xakelu to act as her advisor and mentor, and he’d agreed. Some thought he still ruled, and El’Jyiurma was a puppet, but anyone who thought so was mistaken. 
 
    Two large Boas led the way down the path to the entry doors and triggered them open for El’Jyiurma and El’Xakelu to enter. The building was already busy with activity. Humans and Serpentes both could be seen working at desks or moving from one area to another. When El’Jyiurma entered, a few humans and Serpentes stopped what they were doing and bowed. 
 
    “Please, resume your tasks. You know my rule,” El’Jyiurma chided good-naturedly. She’d made it a policy that if she entered anywhere work was being done, no one needed to stop to salute or bow. She’d had the same system on her ship, and it had worked well. 
 
    She continued on to her office, which was much the same as it was on her ship. She didn’t have a fancy receiving room or place to hold court, which was one thing El’Xakelu had been somewhat perturbed about, but she hadn’t budged. She was the ruler, and that meant she needed to be protected and respected; it didn’t mean the system’s economy needed to pay for exorbitant things that weren’t necessary. 
 
    “Your Majesty, you just received a priority message from Rear Admiral El’Zizzosh in Neithea,” Ayana Flowers, El’Jyiurma’s human secretary, said. 
 
    “Thank you, Ayana; I’ll look at it immediately.” El’Jyiurma quickened her pace and brought the message up with a voice command as soon as her office door was closed. El’Xakelu had gone on to his office, which adjoined hers. 
 
    Her mood quickly darkened as she reviewed the sensor information and communication record. Then she saw Sofia’s additional message. “Ayana, get Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri on comms immediately.”  
 
    Unlike the administration of her predecessor, whose fleet admiral remained in an office on the planet, she kept her fleet admiral in space, in command of the fleet from his own Szuraar. El’Kashtri had proven himself to her when he took over control of the Exzisa during the attempted Gnevusin invasion and held them off until she arrived. 
 
    El’Kashtri appeared on her screen and bowed low. “How can I serve, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “I’m going to forward you a packet of some events that happened in Neithea. We may need to reinforce there before we’re ready. I need you to draw up a proposal of what we can send, and how quickly. We should be getting the first batch of ships from Sparks within the month, but we’ll need some time to train on them.” 
 
    “I’ll get my team together, and we’ll review, Your Majesty. I’ll have a proposal for you within the hour.” 
 
    “Thank you, Fleet Admiral.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma navigated back through her messages to the last one received from Sparks Unlimited. She’d made the deal months ago with Kurt Sparks XXIII to trade gold mined from Neithea for new ships, which she desperately needed. The first batch, along with yards to maintain them and the staff to assist with assembly and training, were due to arrive soon, but not fast enough. As much as she wanted to keep working through the deployment possibilities, that was El’Kashtri’s job now, and she had more than enough to keep her busy. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Large ship signature emerging from the gate, Fleet Admiral!” Commander Vi’Atotshi reported urgently on the bridge of the SRN Exzisa. 
 
    Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri looked up from the screen, where he was going over possible ships to deploy to Neithea. “Identification?” 
 
    “We have the ship’s transponder on record. It is the Benku, a transport freighter owned by Sparks Unlimited. Captain Watson indicates he has a shipment,” Lieutenant Commander Vi’Harshesh answered from communications. 
 
    “Delivery? We weren’t expecting anything so soon.” 
 
    “He’s sending a manifest over now, Fleet Admiral. They have cut their thrust, and are awaiting further instructions.” 
 
    El’Kashtri hissed in approval. “This captain knows his business. Have him hold position while I review.” 
 
    The manifest was accompanied by a message from Kurt Sparks himself. After reviewing, he sent it immediately down to Queen El’Jyiurma’s attention. It seemed their problem might be partially solved. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Queen El’Jyiurma, I’m sorry for the unexpected delivery, but I couldn’t think of a better client to send these to,” Sparks said on El’Jyiurma’s screen. “Another client was unable to pay his contract, so I had these sitting around with nowhere to go. Knowing your situation, I thought perhaps you could use them. Of course, I can’t let them go for free…but I think you’ll find the terms agreeable. If you agree, just input your signature code and send it back to the Benku.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma opened the manifest, and if Serpentes could grin, she would have. The freighter was filled with defense platforms, both missiles and laser clusters. They could be deployed either as orbital emplacements or in space near a gate, with limited maneuvering capabilities. This was the second time Sparks had shown up at just the right time with what she needed. The first time with the offer to build up her fleet of ships after the defense of Strorix and liberation of Neithea, and this time with defensive systems.  
 
    She went over the terms and found them more than generous. Something tickled the back of her mind about things that seem too good to be true, but she wasn’t about to give up exactly what she needed to defend Neithea. Still, she sent it down to her economic advisor to look over, with instructions to return a response within the hour. 
 
    She filled the hour going over potential deployment plans with Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri. He had to spend at least ten minutes of it convincing her that she shouldn’t accompany the fleet to Neithea. El’Jyiurma deferred that discussion but still hadn’t ruled out going there herself. 
 
    Forty-five minutes after sending the contract to her advisor, she received a response that indicated there was nothing nefarious hidden in the terms. It seemed like Sparks was honestly giving them the platforms at cost. Without hesitation, she entered her approval code and sent the contract back to the Benku. 
 
    “Your Majesty, I have Captain Watson on the comms for you,” Ayana said over the intercom a moment later. 
 
    “Put him through, Ayana. Thank you.” 
 
    Captain Watson appeared on her screen. “Glad to be speaking to you under better terms this time, Your Majesty. And congratulations on your ascension.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain.” 
 
    “All I need to know is where you’d like the cargo delivered,” he said and smiled. 
 
    “Actually, I have a great need for them in Neithea. If it is agreeable, I will send the Exzisa and several other ships along, and they can handle the deployment of the platforms.” 
 
    Watson rubbed his chin. “We can do that, I suppose.” 
 
    “Of course Strorix will cover the transit costs from here to there,” El’Jyiurma assured him. 
 
    “Well, in that case, no problem. Just have your people let us know when they’re ready to depart. We serviced the ship before we left, so we’re good to hold here until you’re ready.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain. Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri will be in touch.” 
 
    Watson bowed slightly, and the transmission ended. 
 
    The rest of that day and the next were a flurry of activity as ships prepared for departure. After several lengthy discussions, El’Jyiurma finally conceded to stay on Strorix Prime, rather than accompanying the fleet herself. She watched from her office as the Exzisa and Parya, her old flagship, led several other Serpentes Navy vessels, along with the Benku, through the Bith Gate to Neithea. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sofia looked up and grinned at Zameeh after she read a message from Queen El’Jyiurma. “I told you so.” 
 
    “What?” Zameeh asked darkly. 
 
    “Queen El’Jyiurma is sending a fleet along with a freighter load of defense platforms to the system. Should be here in a few days.” 
 
    Zameeh’s eyes widened. “How?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She has a way of making things happen, though.” 
 
    “Yes, she does.” 
 
    Ambassador Downs knocked on the doorframe; Zameeh and Sofia always kept the door open unless they absolutely needed privacy.  
 
    “What’s up, Mike?” Sofia asked. 
 
    “Just got word from Gieliv. President Frazier is sending the Pelican back, along with some personnel to start training.” 
 
    Sofia nodded. The Pelican was a Gielivian small fighter carrier that had been part of the liberation of Neithea.  
 
    “We’ve found a few potential sources for weapons. President Frazier talked with Queen El’Jyiurma, and I believe they’re reaching out to Sparks Unlimited to broker some kind of deal.” 
 
    “Makes sense, based on what we just learned,” Sofia agreed. “Apparently Mr. Sparks just sold us some defense platforms, which are en route from Strorix, along with a small fleet to defend the system in case Githen makes good on his threat.” 
 
    “You think they’ll try what they did in Strorix?” Downs asked, concerned. 
 
    Sofia shrugged. “No way to know for sure. Based on everything I picked up about tactics serving under Queen El’Jyiurma, if ships are built to do that, it’s probably a standard part of their doctrine.” 
 
    “They will try to kill us all,” Zameeh stated. “They care nothing for life they cannot control.” 
 
    “They’ll fail and be sorry they tried, Zameeh,” Sofia said. “You’ve seen how Queen El’Jyiurma handles beings like that.” 
 
    “I hope you are right, Sofia. For all our sakes.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Six days later, the fleet from Strorix arrived, followed soon after by the GSN Pelican from Gieliv. Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri and the fighters from the Parya immediately got to work deploying and activating missile and laser defense platforms around the gate entry.  
 
    Once the gate defense system was complete and online, the Parya and Benku proceeded to orbit above Neithea. There, they deployed defense platforms that would hold station over the populated area of the planet to protect it from attacks from space. 
 
    With the defenses complete and the Benku out of the system, Sofia and Zameeh made their way to the bridge of the Exzisa at Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri’s invitation. Zameeh looked around in awe at the technology, still in shock from the trip up to the enormous dreadnaught. 
 
    “Thank you for coming up. I prefer to keep the details of the defense network classified, for now,” El’Kashtri said in greeting as they emerged onto the bridge. 
 
    Zameeh nodded, unable to find words. 
 
    Sofia smiled. “Thank you for the invitation, Fleet Admiral, and I understand completely.” 
 
    “I’m quite sure you do, Sofia. Now, let me show you what we have.” 
 
    On the main display, he explained the ship deployments and positions of the defense platforms. While Zameeh mostly stared and nodded; Sofia understood it all and nodded approvingly. “Looks like you’ve covered every angle, Fleet Admiral.” 
 
    “While it is impossible to predict everything, I, and Queen El’Jyiurma, believe our opponents are simple-minded and are unused to serious resistance. I know you have your council to answer to, Zameeh, but for now you must keep these details secret,” El’Kashtri said with a prolonged hiss of warning. 
 
    “Why?” she asked. 
 
    “Survival. The best way for a defense to fail is for information about its structure to be leaked to our enemy.” 
 
    “None of my people would do that!” she exclaimed, suddenly finding her voice. 
 
    “Are you willing to bet all our lives on that?” El’Kashtri asked. 
 
    She opened her mouth to answer, but stopped. “I trust all my people,” she said finally. 
 
    “But do they really need to know these details?” Sofia asked reasonably. “It’s okay to tell them that defenses are in place, but it’s important not to spread the details of how it works,” she explained and glanced at El’Kashtri for confirmation. 
 
    “You are correct, Sofia, as I would expect anyone who served so closely with Queen El’Jyiurma to be.” 
 
    Zameeh looked between them, then nodded. “As you wish. Honestly, I barely understand it anyway.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s get back down to the planet,” Sofia said and ushered Zameeh off of the bridge. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next several days saw exercise after exercise carried out by the fleet, testing their defense plans. Just as they were wrapping up for the day, alarms went off on the planet and across the fleet. 
 
    “Presumed hostile signatures entering the system. Twenty vessels of various sizes have entered the system and are approaching the planet at high speed!” Commander Vi’Atotshi reported on the Exzisa. 
 
    Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri quickly looked at the details they had so far on the approaching vessels, which was quite good, thanks to the sensors built into the defense platforms. 
 
    “Confirmed, one of the ships is the Gnevusin ship belonging to Grand Admiral Githen,” Vi’Atotshi hissed. 
 
    El’Kashtri rose on his command pole and spread his hood. “Activate all systems. Defense Plan Alpha.” Based on the threat from his last visit, El’Kashtri didn’t even attempt to communicate with the Gnevusin. His orders were to defend the system at all costs, and that was precisely what he would do. 
 
    The space around the gate became a shooting gallery as the new missile defense platforms spat out missiles as quickly as they were able. Fighters on station around the platforms, running under low energy profiles to hide their signatures, manipulated replacement magazines into the launchers to keep them firing. In the first 60 seconds of the engagement, the platforms put 200 missiles into space. And for the next five minutes, another 200 would be fired every minute. 
 
    The Gnevusin came in ready for combat, and missile defense systems on the ships fought back immediately against the barrage.  They’d entered the system in a loose formation, which tightened up quickly. Overlapping missile defense systems defeated many of the missiles. Still, the numbers were so high and the attack vectors so varied, that inevitably some got through.  
 
    The Gnevusin ships fired at the platforms and destroyed many as they passed. By the time the Gnevusin fleet made it out of range of the first layer of defense, 75 percent of the defense platforms had been destroyed. In exchange, the Gnevusin had lost eight of their 20 ships. 
 
    “We have taken out much of their screen,” Commander Vi’Uku reported from the weapons station triumphantly. 
 
    “Tell Parya to proceed,” El’Kashtri ordered. “Launch missiles as soon as they are in range. Finish off the screen, then we will take care of the leader.” 
 
    The fighters that had been laying stealthily behind the platforms powered up and raced after the enemy fleet. More launched from the Parya and approached from the front. The enemy fleet was surrounded by 50 Ashika-class fighters, each of which carried four ship-killing missiles. 
 
    Vi’Atotshi rattled his tail violently. “Multiple missile separations from the main ship!” He watched his screen for a moment. “They’re gone! Same profile as the attack in Strorix.” 
 
    El’Kashtri growled in a way only an Elapidae could. “Alert the planet.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    All across the populated area of Neithea, a second alarm sounded. This one had a specific purpose, to let all inhabitants know weapons had been launched at the planet itself. 
 
    In the cities, Serpentes, Gnevusin, and humans alike ran to bomb shelters in the hopes it might keep them alive in the event of a nearby strike. At the mining locations operated by Conrad Mining Corporation of Strorix, workers descended into the mines. 
 
    Sofia and Zameeh remained in their office. Mati sat on the floor, playing a video game given to him by one of the Gielivian pilots from the Pelican. 
 
    “You should take Mati and go to the bunker,” Sofia suggested. 
 
    Zameeh shook her head. “No. Your people are up there to protect us. I will not cower while they fight.” 
 
    “That’s what they do, Zameeh!” Sofia insisted. 
 
    “No. I face the fate of my people here.” 
 
    Sofia nodded. “Then I stay with you.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Squadrons are engaging,” Captain Vi’Asez reported from his fighter to the Parya. 
 
    Captain Vi’Kshalu rattled his tail on the bridge of the Parya and watched as the fighters engaged the enemy fleet. He’d been in command of the Parya for months, since El’Jyiurma became queen and gave him the ship, but it still felt odd not to have her giving the orders. 
 
    “Show them what we do to slavers!” Vi’Kshalu ordered over the squadron channel to all his fighters. 
 
    Perfectly timed, as they tended to do, all 50 fighters launched their missiles. As with the previous time they’d fought the Gnevusin, their weapons had a greater range than the enemy’s lasers. This time, though, the fighters coming didn’t turn away. They continued forward and used their two heavy lasers to engage the trailing screen ships. The pilots went in knowing the odds were against them, but they knew the civilians on the planet relied on their success. 
 
    Vi’Kshalu felt each of the losses as, one by one, the fighters were picked off, but then the missiles found their targets. Another five Gnevusin ships were destroyed or out of the fight with substantial damage. Before the rear-guard fighters were gone, another two Gnevusin ships fell behind the rest of the enemy fleet.  
 
    The approaching fleet was down to five of its original 20 ships. 
 
    “They’re turning away!” was the last thing Vi’Kshalu heard before the ballistic projectile, intended for the planet, hit the Parya. It penetrated the shields easily and passed through the ship like a fang through the skin. The separated reactor system, located in the top and bottom of the spherical ship, attempted to keep up and shut itself down. Unfortunately, the sudden catastrophic damage was too much for the systems, and the Parya exploded. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Before the enemy vessels could escape, the Exzisa and other ships from the Serpentes Navy got off a few last shots. More missiles flew, and two more of the Gnevusin ships fell behind. The rest ran the gauntlet through the remaining defense platforms. By the time they made it past, only the capital ship at the center of the formation and two of her escorts remained to exit the system. 
 
    The remaining fighters from the fallen Parya, along with other Serpentes fighters, and those from the Gielivian Pelican, scoured space to find the ballistic projectiles that flew toward Neithea. 
 
    “Estimated time to impact?” El’Kashtri asked. 
 
    “Three hours, Fleet Admiral,” Vi’Uku responded quickly. 
 
    El’Kashtri felt the loss of his fellow Serpentes, but he had to focus on the fate of the planet. There would be time to mourn later. “All sensors to maximum power.” 
 
    Every ship in the fleet activated their sensor systems at highest power. Each ship focused on predetermined sectors of space between their location and the planet. With no energy signatures to look for, the ships’ crews were doing the nearly impossible. Looking for a ballistic slug of metal that had the kinetic energy, if it hit the planet, of a nuclear explosion. 
 
    El’Kashtri and his fleet faced not only the problem of finding them, but that they couldn’t be sure how many there were. In the chaos of the battle, more might have been launched unseen by their sensors. One by one fighters destroyed the slugs with lasers, but there was always the worry there were more. 
 
    “Planetary defenses are engaging!” Vi’Atotshi reported. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sofia stared at her screen. She felt the loss of the Parya as if it had been an old friend, and in a way it had been. She’d known many of the crew, the bridge crew especially. They’d accepted her before Queen El’Jyiurma had mandated humans could join and serve in a military capacity in the Serpentes Navy. 
 
    A third alarm sounded across the planet. The orbital batteries had engaged. Sofia leaped from her chair and raced outside to look up at the sky. Even from there, she could see the lasers from the low orbit platforms fire.  
 
    Zameeh and Mati ran out behind her and looked up. 
 
    “Pretty,” Mati said quietly. 
 
    Sofia said nothing as she watched. She knew if those batteries were active, there were rounds nearly at the planet. If they failed, Neithea was done. 
 
    Zameeh knelt down and hugged Mati close. “Don’t look, Mati.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Five hours after the assault began, the last ballistic round was picked off by an orbital laser platform. An hour later, when El’Kashtri was sure there were no more lingering slugs headed for the planet, the all-clear sounded. 
 
    While the planet’s inhabitants celebrated the victory, El’Kashtri coiled in his office and reviewed his losses. It was the second-largest battle the Serpentes had fought, and both of those in the last year. As was the nature of the Serpentes, there was only one thing on his mind. Revenge. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Captain Dominic Strong felt the weight of command profoundly on the Pelican as his fighters, untouched by the system assault, went from ship to ship in the wreckage of the Gnevusin fleet. He didn’t know how many lives had been lost on the Parya, but he’d fought alongside them, and felt their loss as if they were his own people. 
 
    “Sir! They’ve found survivors. Two of the ships are still functioning, but crippled,” his communication officer told him. 
 
    Strong sat bolt upright in his chair. “Take them prisoner and request guidance from Exzisa. Use of force is authorized.” 
 
    His comm officer nodded and turned back to his station. A moment later, he turned again to face Strong. “Sir. Orders are to capture and deliver them to the Exzisa. And I quote. ‘Alive is good; dead is fine, as well.’” 
 
    Strong nodded. “Send the order.” He shuddered because he knew the fate that likely awaited the captured Gnevusin, but he didn’t feel sorry for them.  
 
    “Poor bastards,” his comm officer muttered as he turned around again. 
 
    Everyone on the bridge knew that any being found guilty of major crimes in the Serpentes system was consumed by the Serpentes. Strong had a feeling the crew of the Exzisa would be lining up for a feast. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Queen El’Jyiurma lashed her tail and spread her hood fully as she reviewed the most recent dispatch from Neithea. She was pleased the planet had been saved, but the loss of Parya and its crew hurt. On that ship she’d gone from admiral to fleet admiral, and she had been its commander when she was elevated to her current position. She’d helped save Strorix and liberated Neithea in command of the Parya. To her, it was more than a ship; it was a symbol. The losses of beings she knew and cared about, both Serpentes and human, were many.  
 
    El’Xakelu moved into her office and coiled loosely near the door. “What will you do?” 
 
    She hissed a growl. “They will pay. For every scale they harmed, they will bleed.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should be satisfied your people still live. Ships and lives are lost in battle,” he reasoned. 
 
    El’Jyiurma fixed him with a deadly glare. It took all her restraint to keep herself from striking at him, but she stayed herself. His role as her advisor was to temper her decisions and help her reach the correct course. 
 
    “You would do nothing in response to this offense?” 
 
    “I did not say that, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Then it occurred to her what her first step would be. “Ayana. Get me in touch with the Bith.” 
 
    El’Xakelu looked at her, confused. 
 
    “They cannot attack if they cannot get through the gate,” El’Jyiurma explained. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next day, the call came directly from Planet Bith. A large, tortoise-like being appeared on El’Jyiurma’s screen. “I am Representative Winog,” he said slowly. “What can Bith do for you, Queen El’Jyiurma? Is there an issue with your gate? It is not due for maintenance for another 50 years.” 
 
    “Our gate is working well, thank you. My request was to discuss Gnevusin action in the system of Neithea,” El’Jyiurma explained. 
 
    “We are familiar with this system. Formerly belonging to a Gnevusin tribe, now a protectorate of Strorix. We are also aware of the recent battles. They are not our concern,” Winog said dismissively. 
 
    “Representative Winog, perhaps you are not aware that the Gnevusin attempted to use kinetic weapons to eradicate all life on the inhabited planet in Neithea,” El’Jyiurma said patiently as she fought her desire to spread her hood. 
 
    “We are aware. The weapons were not nuclear or biological. They have broken no gate laws.” 
 
    “That is true, Representative Winog. However, if the planet had been hit, we would have no reason to send ships back and forth between Strorix and Neithea. Nor would our allies the Gielivians,” she explained. What was unsaid was that it meant lost income for the Bith. 
 
    Winog looked slowly to the side for a moment. El’Jyiurma assumed he was likely looking at how many credit had been spent on transit recently, and it was no small amount. 
 
    “I see your point. Attempting to eradicate all life on a planet, regardless of the means, is certainly something to be frowned on,” Winog agreed finally. “Though I do not believe it would rise to a gate-closing offense.” 
 
    El’Jyiurma let out a soft hiss of frustration. 
 
    “There is, though, the possibility that rates for gate traversal would be increased for a system that executed such attacks,” Winog mused. “Thank you for bringing this to our attention. We will consider what you have told us.” 
 
    “Thank you, Representative Winog. That is all we can ask.” 
 
    She hissed in relief once the call ended. The Bith were large and moved slowly, from everything she’d heard. To her, it felt like they spoke even more slowly. 
 
    El’Jyiurma used a voice command to place a direct call to Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri in Neithea. 
 
    He answered almost immediately and bowed. “Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Rise, Fleet Admiral. I have a task for you.” 
 
    “Anything, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Request the Gielivians to assist with the computers on the Gnevusin ships. Find out where they came from. I want to know where their home system is.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” he responded, then asked, “may I make a request?” 
 
    “Of course, El’Kashtri.” 
 
    “When you send the fleet to destroy them, allow me to lead it,” he hissed hungrily. 
 
    El’Jyiurma didn’t even need to consider the request. “Granted,” she answered immediately. 
 
    She closed the call and considered the future of Strorix and Neithea. Based on her conversation with the Bith, she wouldn’t eradicate them. She would simply make sure they couldn’t harass any other systems for a very long time. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Several days later, Fleet Admiral El’Kashtri went to Neithea’s surface and stood in a giant hangar with Captain Strong, Sofia, and Zameeh. All around them were pieces and parts from the Gnevusin ships that had been salvaged, and cables ran everywhere to power them.  
 
    In addition to all the parts around him, El’Kashtri knew the Gielivians had personnel on several of the Gnevusin ships that still had somewhat stable power. They were attempting to gain all the intelligence they could. 
 
    Lieutenant Jarvis, a tech expert from the Pelican, had requested they meet here today to review the results.  
 
    El’Kashtri was beginning to grow impatient when Jarvis finally walked toward them and held up a data chip between his fingers. “We know where they live.”               
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Ripp walked out of the smoky pazik parlor and took a deep breath…and coughs racked his body. The damn pollution was worse than the smoke in the bar room. 
 
    “This planet sucks,” he muttered. “What the hell am I going to do now?” 
 
    Ripp had a slight problem. He’d come to Grinwalt to pick up a shipment of rifles he was supposed to deliver to the Farnlian Separatists. Everything had been signed.  
 
    How does someone lose with a straight pazik? There’s only one hand that can beat a straight pazik.  
 
    “And there’s your answer, dumbass,” he muttered. “There’s one hand that can beat it.” 
 
    He turned right to walk toward the spaceport and stopped. He muttered, “I don’t have anything there anymore.” 
 
    “You’re right about that, cowboy.” A hand settled on his backside. “I’ll be seeing you tonight to finish paying your debt.” 
 
    Hannah’s hand dropped to her crotch. “I have something just especially for you.” 
 
    His eyes dropped to where her hand was. “Jesus Christ on a cracker! What the hell is that?” 
 
    “A whole night of fun,” she said. “For me, anyway. Don’t make me send the boys to fetch you.” 
 
    He looked at the two giants following the new owner of his ship and everything onboard.  
 
    “They won’t be as gentle as I will.” 
 
    She looked so damn cute. How had she not let that little fact slip out during the game? He’d been sitting across from her for hours. “Oh, dear God, what have I done?” 
 
    “Lost everything you own to an alien who’s going to do wonderful things to you later this evening.” Hannah grinned. “Remember, Room 444 at the Findral. I promise a night you will never forget.” 
 
    He watched the formerly sexy smuggler as she crossed the street with the two walking slabs of muscle at her back. “This planet sucks.” 
 
    It was bad enough that he’d lost his ship in the game. There was no way he was going to Room 444 at the Findral. “I have to get off this planet.” 
 
    He’d planned to honor the bet, but this was just too much. He hurried his step as he thought about the smuggler. Maybe he could get to the ship and get the hell off planet. Damn the separatists’ guns. He could make that up later. 
 
    “Guess I’ll just steal it back,” he said as he entered the gates of the port. It would take about thirty minutes to do the startup on the Falcon. He stopped abruptly as he saw the ship. 
 
    “Not good,” he muttered. The ship had a security field around it. She’d notified the port already. 
 
    Leaning back against the wall, he sighed. “All right, what are the options?” 
 
    Option one would be to accept his fate and let the Davini woman do things to him he’d prefer she not, then deliver the cargo after he found a ship. 
 
    That option sucked on several levels. 
 
    Option two would be to run as far as he could run. Forget the cargo, and just get on the first ship with an open berth.  
 
    That option sucked, but it sucked a lot less than the other one. The problem was, the cargo for the separatists was a cherry of a deal. There was enough credit involved that he’d have a stake to get started again. 
 
    Option three would be to dodge the Davini’s men long enough to find a ship captain who needed a cargo and a partner. Unless the Davini smuggler’s men caught him.  
 
    He’d never fought a Rexler, but he might be able to beat the two of them. Maybe. If he couldn’t, he’d take a beating and still be delivered to Room 444 for option one. 
 
    “This planet sucks.” 
 
    He slipped back out of the hangar and hurried down the street. Perhaps option three would be viable. He’d have to try. There was a lot of credit involved if he could find a ship, fast. 
 
    The smog in the air burned his eyes. “Jesus, this air is horrible.” 
 
    His first stop would be the Ubiqui Diner. They served food that was passable. It wasn’t the greatest, but it was okay. More importantly, the owner had connections. Maybe she could steer him in the right direction. Well, if she wasn’t too pissed about the last time he’d been there.  
 
    “Rippleton Kalvin Torn!”  
 
    “Oh, shit,” he muttered, stepping into the Diner. “She’s still pissed.” 
 
    He held up his hands. “First let me say, I’m sorry I didn’t call.” 
 
    “It’s been a year, Torn!” 
 
    “I know, I know. Things got a little hectic, and I had to get this load of Giml out to Deceris before it could turn. You know how that stuff is when it turns. You’ll never get it out of the environmental systems. It smells forever.” 
 
    “That might explain your sudden departure,” she said as she rounded the counter. She was still a beautiful woman. A little unhinged, maybe, but beautiful. “But you should have called.” 
 
    “I should have,” he said. “And God knows I’ll admit when I’m wrong.” 
 
    “You never admit when you’re wrong,” she returned with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “Well, I will when it happens,” he said. “I mean, I admit I should have called.” 
 
    “That’s probably as close to saying you’re wrong as I’ll ever hear,” she said while shaking her head. “I’m guessing you aren’t here to try to weasel your way back into my bed. What is it you’re looking for?” 
 
    “The bed sounds great—I mean, if the option is still there.” 
 
    The look he received was enough to say it wasn’t. He raised his hands again. 
 
    “Okay, okay, I know that was in poor taste, but you’re the one who brought it up.” 
 
    “What do you need?” 
 
    “I need a ship.” 
 
    “Where’s your ship?” 
 
    “I kind of got into a little trouble,” he said. 
 
    “Have the authorities seized it?” 
 
    “No, not exactly. I lost it in a pazik parlor.” 
 
    “You lost your ship in a card game?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “I mean, really? How often does someone beat a straight pazik?” 
 
    “They had a royal?” 
 
    “Exactly. It looked like a sure thing.” 
 
    “When will you ever learn?” 
 
    “This time is my last. But I need to find someone with a ship. I have a cherry load of guns that needs to go to Farnli.” 
 
    “Guns?” 
 
    “There’s big money in guns.” 
 
    “Sit, you stupid man; I’ll feed you. I can probably find a ship for you in a week or so.” 
 
    “I kind of need the ship a little sooner.” 
 
    She sighed. “Tell me the rest.” 
 
    “Well, there was this Davini smuggler…” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Vann lowered his crossed feet from the helm controls and turned down the rocking riffs of Def Zeppelin’s “Pour Some Sugar on Me,” then keyed the communications system. “Starlite station, this is the Eagle. I have a tow in progress. Requesting docking instructions for the disabled ship in tow.” He removed his tattered replica trucker’s cap and ran his fingers through his hair. Shaved lightning bolts stood out near his temples among the feathered tresses of his 80s style mullet. The 1980s, that is. The twentieth century had been Vann’s obsession for years.  
 
    “Eagle, this is Starlite Station,” a reptilian voice hissed across the comms. “Welcome back, Vann. Correct course to bearing one nine three point five five mark four two and dock at outer ring port B. Was it a lucrative run?” 
 
    Vann let out a frustrated huff. “No, not yet. There were a few complications. Did I miss anything important while I was gone, Harvey?” 
 
    “You have a fare in tow. You did get at least half the payment up front, didn’t you?” 
 
    “No…not yet. These guys were having so many system troubles, they couldn’t connect to the core to get the credit transferred. They were stuck out in the middle of nowhere. I’m serious, too. There was nothing near. They were out in the middle of open space half a light-year outside this system. I couldn’t just leave them there with their reactors crashing.” 
 
    The ship suddenly rocked from a sudden jolt. “Hold on, Harvey. It felt like something just hit the Eagle.” 
 
    “There’s no debris or anything showing up on the stations’ scanners,” Harvey hissed. 
 
    Bulkheads creaked throughout the ship as it shook violently. Warning alarms erupted from the control console.  
 
    “Stand by one, Harvey. What in the hell is going on?” Vann said as he cycled through the system readouts. “Huh. The tractor beam is overloading.” 
 
    The ship rocked hard once more and pulled to port as the comms came to life with static. “Starlite Station, this is the Siska Eel,” a high-pitched voice said across the comms. “We’d like to declare an emergency and request sanctuary. We’d also like to file an official report of hijacking with illegal salvage. We were on a peaceful survey mission when something hit us and knocked out our systems. Everything seems to be functioning fine now. Attempting to pull away, Starlite Station. 
 
    “Siska Eel, this is Starlite Station. Hold one,” Harvey said. “Eagle, power down your engines.” 
 
    “What? What do you mean, Harvey? You aren’t going to believe this freeloader over me, are you?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Vann,” Harvey hissed. “A declaration has been made. There’s nothing I can do. Rules are rules.” 
 
    “Now, by God, Harvey. This guy’s a dirty lying sumbitch! I did no such thing! He’s just trying to skip out of the tow bill!” 
 
    “I’m truly sorry, Vann,” the Tresian hissed. “I must follow station protocol. Power down your engines. Impound tugs have been deployed and are inbound on your position.” 
 
    “Ya know what, Harvey? You’re about as useless as tits on a Cimarec breeder. These guys owe me for a tow!” 
 
    Vann angrily tapped at the control console. “Fine! They want engines powered down? Well, let’s just help these overgrown fuzzballs power down their engines!”  
 
    He disengaged the ship’s tractor beam and throttled down his own engines to allow the Siska Eel to fly ahead. He dove the Eagle to just behind the transport, matched speed, and locked the tractor beam onto the Evir’d ship’s primary engine nacelle.  
 
    “Didn’t you fellas hear what Harvey said? He said to shut down your engines!” Vann pressed the activation control for the Eagle’s cutting laser. The powerful close-range tool pulsed to life with flashes of neon green light that blasted material from the engine nacelles’ mounting strut. In moments, the laser incinerated its way through the final few feet of hardened armor plating, and the nacelle broke free.  
 
    The Siska Eel tumbled in an uncontrolled spin that sent it toward the lower docking ring of Starlite Station.  
 
    Target lock alarms erupted throughout the cockpit, while warnings flashed across the main view screen and all working monitors. 
 
    “Hey, Harvey! Look, I got ‘em to pay!”    
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Diana pointed to the couch. 
 
    “If you’re sure,” Ripp said. “We could pick up where we left off.” 
 
    “Do you think you can disappear for a year and just slip right back into my bed, Torn?” 
 
    “You know I wouldn’t walk out on you, Di, unless it was really important.” 
 
    “It’s really funny that you think you’re going to sleep with me again, Ripp,” Diana said. “You just admitted you were about to sleep with a Davini. You were all about that until she showed you what a Davini does. The female leaves the eggs inside the male, you nitwit. The male incubates the eggs. Did you even think to query your tablet about her before you threw that on the table?” 
 
    “It was an honest mistake, Di.” 
 
    “Also, you need a ship to escape, immediately, which guarantees you’ll be leaving very quickly.” 
 
    “No surprises, Di,” he said. “I’m trying to get back on the straight and narrow. I did some stupid things in my past.” 
 
    “Just shut up and sleep on the couch. You’re not talking me into the sack.” 
 
    He chuckled and laid back on the soft cushions. The night before had been rough. He couldn’t believe the Davini drew into a royal. 
 
    “Just my luck,” he muttered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he answered. “Sweet dreams, Di.” 
 
    “Hmpf,” was the only answer he got. 
 
    “You hear back from the guy about a ship?” 
 
    “I should hear something tomorrow,” she said. 
 
    “I hope they have one,” he said. “I’d hate to lose this cargo.” 
 
    “Maybe you shouldn’t have gambled with the title to your ship,” she said. 
 
    “I swear it seemed like a sure thing,” he muttered. “Who beats a straight pazik?” 
 
    It was quiet for a moment. 
 
    “Ripp, come here a minute.” 
 
    He stood up and walked into her room. She was standing in the center of the door, and the hand that was holding the light robe together at the front dropped to her side. 
 
    “You’re a bastard, Rippleton Torn.” 
 
    “I know,” he said, and she slid into his arms. “And then some.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ripp whistled as he walked, searching for a place called Rotgut’s, close to the port district. Diana had told him there was a ship captain who’d just come in with some money issues. Maybe he’d be interested in the cargo that was in the contract he carried. 
 
    “That was much nicer than the last time leaving her place.” He smiled as he saw the port in the distance. “Wouldn’t hurt to see if they still have that security field up.” 
 
    Ripp had a master code that would get him inside the Falcon, even if they’d changed all the other codes. Just before he stepped inside the port, he heard a yell from across the street. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” he said as he recognized one of the Rexlers. Rexlers were big and strong, but they weren’t all that fast. He turned and ran down the street. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” he muttered as he ran. “Some people’s kids.” 
 
    He ducked into an alley and sprinted toward the other end. There was a loud yell as he shot out into the next street, spotted by two more Rexlers. Rexlers were, on average, big, dumb, and ugly. They were humanoid, about seven feet tall, with wide heads, and a large snout. They reminded him of a pig he’d seen when he’d managed to run through the Sol System over ten years ago. He hadn’t stayed. Frankly, he couldn’t afford it. Earth was prime real estate. It was less than a year after that run through Sol that he’d met his first Rexler out on one of the rim planets. They were notorious for hiring out as muscle. 
 
    Ripp darted to his left, barely missing the outstretched arm of one Rexler, then dodged to his right, sidestepping another. 
 
    “How many of these bastards work for her?” he gasped as he ran. The smog was too thick for this kind of work. 
 
    He shot across the street, barely dodging a skimmer. 
 
    “Are you blind?!” the driver yelled from the window. 
 
    He kept running, happy that he kept in decent shape. Ripp had a gym on the Falcon. Used to have. Damn that royal pazik! Rotgut’s was about a block and a half away. He darted into another alley and dove under a trash container. 
 
    There was something sticky under his left cheek, and he wasn’t sure what the smell was that permeated the air. 
 
    “God, I hope I don’t get that on my coat.” 
 
    The pair of Rexlers ran down the alley and into the next street. Ripp slipped back out from under the container, sidled to the street, and headed south toward Rotgut’s. 
 
    He was chuckling as he stepped into the tavern.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “I’m telling ya, Therin, this is premium gear,” Vann said in his best salesman-like tone. He glanced across the vast array of hardware piled across the parts shelves of the workshop. “You won’t find a better high-torque Copeland-Cox RBH-77-18 engine in such cherry condition anywhere else this side of the Miller Rift.” 
 
    “I’m really sorry, Vann,” Therin pleaded. “Really I am. But I have a reputable establishment to run here.” He leaned forward, propping his lower pair of elbows on his office desk. He dug the end of a driver tool into one of the holes that served as ears on the right side of his leathery, tangerine-colored head.  
 
    Vann crossed his arms and stared at the fat Grieda proprietor with a disgusted smirk. “You run a junkyard, Therin.” 
 
    “And it’s a respectable junkyard,” he said, jabbing a fat finger in Vann’s direction. He leaned back in his chair and drifted off in thought for a moment. His fingers drummed an even beat on the metal desktop. “I can’t just take any piece of equipment on someone’s word alone, even yours, Vann. What if it was stolen or contaminated? What would I do then?” He shrugged and made a questioning motion with all four arms. “You know how the authorities are here in the Jan`ka`n system. They can just come in here and confiscate whatever they want if the proper paperwork hasn’t been filed. It’s their only advantage when it comes to the smugglers who run through here. That’s one of the major downsides of being a hub system. The one major upside for me is there’s always a demand for parts.” 
 
    “Parts!” Vann stabbed a finger back in Therin’s direction. “It may not be good as a whole engine, but it still has plenty of parts that can be stripped and sold.” 
 
    Therin sighed. “That still doesn’t document where the pieced-out parts came from,” he said with knife-hand emphasis. 
 
    “You can check with Starlite Station. They have the full report on file. Hell, call Harvey. You know he won’t lie to you. I don’t think he could lie even if he wanted to. It’s like he has a full unabridged copy of the Jan`ka`n system regulations jammed up his bunghole, but he forgot to lube up first.” 
 
    Therin stared at Vann. “You were dropped on your head as a baby, weren’t you?” 
 
    Vann shrugged. “I honestly don’t know,” he said, shaking his head. “But seriously, Therin. The constable declared the engine as rightful salvage in lieu of the towing fees owed to me.” 
 
    “But you still don’t have any papers showing the proper ownership on the equipment, son. Kutbil`ik Salvage Yard is fully bonded and completely on the up and up. Legal and the like, you know. I can’t touch anything unless the paperwork is complete. You know that, Vann.” 
 
    “A guy can hope, can’t he?” 
 
    “He can, but hope doesn’t pay the bills,” Therin said as he leaned back in his office chair and scratched at the girth of his massive belly.  
 
    Vann cocked his head to the side and popped his neck with a loud crack. “Why the hell can’t I ever catch a break? Huh? I mean, I work hard and do everything by the book. Just once I’d like to get ahead instead of being in the hole!” He pulled a well-worn office chair from under the workshop bench and plopped down in the seat with a dusty thud. “Fine! Guess I’ll just go ahead and finish mounting it to the Eagle. A little extra horsepower never hurt nothing.” 
 
    “There ya go, kid. That’s the way to look at it. Glass half full and all.” 
 
    Vann sighed again, then looked up at Therin with pleading puppy dog eyes. “You wouldn’t happen to have an extra modular fusion control regulator laying around out there in the yard, would you? I’ll kinda need it to regulate that new drive once I get it installed.” 
 
    The Grieda shook his head. “Naw, kid. I wish I did. Those are worth some serious credit. So even if I did, you wouldn’t be getting it without payment up front.” 
 
    “Ugggg!” Vann rubbed his face. “Fine. If anyone comes looking for me, I’m heading down to Rotgut’s for a drink.” He leapt to his feet. The hard-soled heels of his imitation ostrich skin cowboy boots clacked against the concrete floor. His spurs rang with each step as he turned to grab his jacket. “Maybe I can get lucky down there for a change,” he said, then turned and kicked a large stack of boxes by the doorway. The chromed metal tip of his boot left an unmistakable impression in the box. He slipped on the worn denim jacket and, without another word, walked out of the workshop. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
       Vann paid the bouncer and stepped through the main entrance of Rotgut’s, Beckwith City’s premier dive bar and honky-tonk. Some of the more respectable visitors to the system usually referred to places like this as cesspools of scum and villainy. He just thought it might be a good place for a drink and a hookup, but what did he know?  
 
    He removed his rebreather mask, checked his weapon—a custom-framed plasma scattergun—at the main counter, and took his chit.  
 
    “Thank you for your patronage,” the admissions droid said. “And remember, every third Sarlack, females of all species drink for free.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll try to remember that, buddy.” Vann saluted the droid with his middle finger and continued to the inner door of the bar. He wasn’t sure what the gesture meant, but it seemed to be really popular in the twentieth century. An electric hum buzzed from the door, followed by the clatter of magnetic locks as they released. Once through the portal, the hatch swung closed and resealed itself to keep the pollution of the city out.  
 
    Vann looked around the packed bar. He spotted at least a dozen races scattered about the place. Most of the tables and booths were full, so he hooked his thumbs into the pockets of his reproduction Levi’s jeans and casually swaggered his way over to the bar.  
 
    “What’ll it be, pal?” 
 
    “Whiskey and a chaser,” Vann said. 
 
    The barkeep, a wafer-thin Crylain, cringed at the thought of the combination. “I don’t see how your race has survived this long when you mix things like that.” 
 
    “Did I ask for any smart-ass criticism?” He raised an eyebrow and gave the Crylain a sneer. 
 
    “It’s your funeral, pal.” The barkeep poured a shot of whiskey, popped the top on an ice-cold bottle of beer, and placed both in front of Vann. “That’ll be fifteen credit.” 
 
    “Fifteen? When did you guys start gouging the customers?” 
 
    “That’s inflation for you,” the barkeep said. “Fifteen or you can find the door.” 
 
    Vann sighed. “Fine.”  
 
    “But first, please hold up your Ident-chip for verification, please.” 
 
    Vann held the back of his hand up toward the barkeep, who immediately scanned the implanted chip and ran a check for warrants or any inherent dangers. 
 
    “Would you like to open a tab, sir?” 
 
    “Tab? What? NO! Does it look like I have that kind of money? All right, fine. Just this one time.” He scoffed at the barkeep and slammed the shot of whiskey down his gullet. He coughed and choked trying to regain his breath. “Smooth.” He took a long drink of the ice-cold lager.  
 
    “Hey there, handsome. What brings you into a place like this?”  
 
    Vann looked over his shoulder to see a goddess standing just behind him. Her light mauve-toned skin flashed with iridescence as she shifted her weight from one leg to another. Yellowish stripes accentuated with blue spots ran along the ridges of her head, down her neck, and split at her shoulders. One line ran down the sides of her arms, and the others ran down either side of her chest, disappearing beneath the limited amount of clothing she wore. 
 
    “Well, hey there darlin’. Care to take a load off and have a drink?” Vann flashed a toothy smile at her and patted the stool next to him. 
 
    “Sure,” she said as she slid onto the seat. “I love that jacket,” she said, fingering the thick blue denim. “What’s it made of? I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like it before.” 
 
    Vann blew out a huff. “What? This old thing? It’s made of a material called denim that comes from my species’ homeworld of Earth. It hasn’t been made for hundreds of years, but it’s nothing a replicator can’t take care of in a pinch. The authentic stonewashed and worn knees look did take a little to program, though.”  
 
    “Earth,” she said awkwardly. “I don’t think I’ve heard of that planet before.” 
 
    “Well, honestly, I hadn’t either, until I started researching where we came from,” Vann said, then took a swig of his beer. “Oh, I’m sorry,” he said then turned back to the barkeep. “Give the lady whatever she’d like.”  
 
    “Whatever you say, pal.” He took her order and delicately placed a neon blue drink on the counter in front of her.  
 
    “You were saying?” Her long lashes fluttered as she sipped at her drink. 
 
    “Oh, right.” He shook his head. “Earth.” 
 
    “Yeah, that was it. Earth.” She smiled and began stroking a long, nimble finger along the top of his leg. 
 
    “See, awhile back I was curious about where humans came from. So I jumped on the core net to do some research. The more I found, the more I wanted to know. Until one day I came across this expansive section of records all dedicated to one decade of the twentieth century called the 80s. At that point I knew that I found my people. Everything from the food to the clothing to the music. Oh my god, the music. So many amazing things to listen to, but my favorite has to be what they called the ‘hair bands.’ Def Zeppelin, Motley Brew, Banjo Vi, Poison, Warrant, Great Whitesnake, Winger, Ozzy ‘The Batman,’ and so very many more. It called to me, beckoned to my very soul.” He held his hand high into the air and gazed off with unfocused eyes. 
 
    “Oh, my,” she said with a giggle and skootched in close. Biting her lower lip, she caressed his chest. “I love a man who can get so in touch with his emotions.” She leaned in close. After a long, passionate kiss, she leaned back and sighed. “How about we go somewhere a little more private? I’d love to hear more about Earth, and what did you say it was? The 80s?” 
 
    “Well, hell yeah,” he said, snapping out of his daze. “We can go back to my ship.” 
 
    “That sounds absolutely wonderful, lover.” She stood and straightened her short skirt. “But before we go anywhere, I need to visit the little alien’s room.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Not a problem. I’ll be right here when you get back.” He downed the rest of his beer and watched the epitome of beauty stroll away to a back hallway. 
 
    “You ready to pay up on that tab, pal?” the barkeep asked as he took away the empty beer bottle.  
 
    “Sure thing, big guy.” Vann reached inside his jacket, only to find an empty, lint-filled pocket. He patted the four outer pockets of his jacket and both of his back pockets. “What the hell, where’s my wallet?” 
 
    “See, that’s usually the first mistake most people make when it comes to the younger Angellians,” the barkeep offered. 
 
    “Angellians?” 
 
    “Yeah, Angellians. They’re a race of gelatinous shape shifters. When they’re in their prime, they can look like pretty much anyone or anything. But as they get older, it’s harder for them to hold their shape. Um…kinda like old Fruuur’iks over there,” he said, pointing to an orange blob in a dim back corner of the bar. 
 
    “Fuck me running.”  
 
    “So, do you want to close out your tab now, or you want to borrow the comm terminal?” 
 
    “Can I do a collect call on the terminal?” 
 
    “Sure can. If you couldn’t, we’d probably never get paid some days.” 
 
    “All right, give me another beer and let me make a call.” 
 
    “Sure thing, pal.” The barkeep placed another ice-cold bottle of beer on the bar just as the electric hum of magnetic locks drew Vann’s attention. He turned to see a dark-haired, roguish-looking human in a black trench coat enter the bar.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Ripp looked around the inside of Rotgut’s. How this could be rumored as the best tavern in Beckwith City, he had no idea. Unless it was the ease with which he’d gotten through the door, past the bouncer. 
 
    He stopped, smelled the air inside the bar, and caught a hint of the substance from under the dumpster. “Shit, I did get it on my coat.” 
 
    His eyes settled on a young guy at the bar who looked like he was trying to make a call on the bar’s terminal. He wore a jacket made of some worn blue material, and there were lightning bolts shaved into the side of his head, just over his temples. 
 
    “That’s got to be the guy,” he muttered and slipped the wallet out of the coat of the man he’d accidentally bumped into. He grinned and muttered, “Still got it.” 
 
    Opening the wallet, he saw the picture on the Ident-chip and snorted. The picture looked just like the guy at the bar with the lightning bolts on his head. He was even wearing that same ugly coat. For a minute he considered pocketing the wallet, but he decided it might go a long way toward getting the captain of the Eagle to help him out of his particular dilemma. 
 
    The captain turned toward the door, and Ripp smiled. He crossed the room to settle into the seat next to him. Laying the wallet on the bar, he looked at the bartender. “Bumped into a guy on the way out of the bar, and he dropped this. He was gone before I could even get his attention. You think you could get this to its rightful owner?” 
 
    “Sumbitch,” the captain said. “That alien bastard dropped my wallet! Figured it was gone for good.” 
 
    Ripp looked at the bartender with an eyebrow raised. 
 
    The Crylain picked up the wallet and looked inside. “This is indeed Mister Hagar’s wallet.” 
 
    “Excellent,” he said, turning toward Hagar. “You wouldn’t be the captain of the Eagle, would you?” 
 
    “I am,” Hagar said, extending his hand. “Vann Hagar is the name, towing and salvage is the game.” 
 
    “You’re just the guy I was looking for, then,” he said with a smile. “I have this cargo that needs to get out to some Farnlian separatists, and I recently lost the ability to transport it.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    Ripp grimaced. “I actually lost the Falcon in a card game a couple of nights ago. I had a straight pazik. Who beats a straight pazik?” 
 
    “Sounds like you have the same luck I do,” Hagar said. “Call me Vann. Your ship was named the Falcon?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Vann snorted. “You lost it in a card game?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ripp said. “Lost it to a Davini smuggler.” 
 
    Vann snorted again. “Was it a smuggler named Han?” 
 
    “No, her name is Hannah.” 
 
    Vann started laughing.  
 
    “I don’t find it particularly funny,” Ripp said. 
 
    “It was an old vid,” he said. “Guy named Han wins a ship named the Falcon in a card game.” 
 
    “And this Han is the hero in the vid?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Shit,” Ripp muttered. “Figures.” 
 
    “So what’s this cargo?” 
 
    “Guns. Lots of guns.” 
 
    “Legal?” 
 
    “Legal here,” Ripp said. “They’re for the separatists on Farnli, so probably not legal to at least half of them.” 
 
    “What’s the payout?” 
 
    “I’ll cut you in for twenty-five percent. Fifty thousand to get me and the cargo to Farnli.” 
 
    “How about fifty-fifty? You don’t have a ship.” 
 
    He sighed. Fifty was probably the best he’d get anywhere. “Deal.” 
 
    Ripp pulled the datapad from his coat and laid it on the bar. “Sign and we’ll get out of here.” 
 
    “What’s the hurry?” Vann asked as he signed the slate in front of him. “We should have a drink or two in celebration. That’s a hell of a score.” 
 
    Ripp turned as the door crashed open behind them. The bouncer tumbled across the floor, and a Rexler ducked through the opening.  
 
    “Shit,” he muttered. 
 
    “Umm…friend of yours?” 
 
    “Remember that Davini smuggler? I was supposed to spend the night with her.” 
 
    “A Davini?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know…now I know what that would have entailed. Is there a back door?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “We may want to use it.” 
 
    There was a crash at the right rear of the building. Another Rexler entered through the back door. 
 
    “What the hell have you gotten me into?”  
 
    “A fight,” Ripp answered and stood up from the seat. He rolled his shoulders and cracked his neck. “I guess it’s time to see how tough a Rexler is.” 
 
    Ripp slipped off the long black coat and laid it on the bar. 
 
    “What?” Vann asked. “He’s a damn Rexler. He’ll break you in half.” 
 
    Ripp grinned back over his shoulder at Vann and strode forward to meet the Rexler at the front door. Vann scooped up the contract from the bar and slipped it into his pocket, then turned to watch the show.  
 
    The Rexler reached for Ripp. Vann gasped as he watched Ripp jump over the Rexler’s reaching arms. His legs locked around the Rexler’s neck, and he used the momentum of the alien and his own body weight to flip the Rexler and send him flying forward, slamming into the bar. 
 
    “Jesus,” Vann muttered. “That little bastard can fight.”  
 
    The second Rexler charged toward them, and Vann kicked the neighboring stool out in front of the alien. The Rexler’s feet tangled in the stool, tumbling forward to meet Ripp’s knee as he launched himself upward. There was a thud as the Rexler hit the floor, unconscious. 
 
    Vann started for the back door, only to be cut off by another Rexler. Huge arms grabbed him, and he yelled as he found himself sailing through the air toward the Crylain bartender, who broke his fall quite nicely. 
 
    “Thanks,” he muttered and rolled off the groaning bartender.  
 
    Peeking over the bar, he watched as Ripp dodged both Rexlers. Kicks and punches rained on the two aliens, but they seemed to soak up the punishment. He saw more movement from the back door as two more Rexlers and an impishly cute female stepped in.  
 
    Vann’s eyes roved along the gorgeous woman’s body until he realized who she was. His eyes shot downward to see the enormous bulge in her trousers. 
 
    “Damn,” he muttered. “I’m a little jealous.” 
 
    His eyes rose back up along the Davini’s body. “It might still be worth it.” 
 
    Ripp sailed across the room into the far wall. All the Rexlers rushed toward Ripp’s groaning form. 
 
    Vann pulled the hideaway pistol from the holster at the small of his back and stepped out from behind the bar, directly behind the cute Davini. 
 
    “That’s about enough,” he said and put the barrel of the pistol to the base of the smuggler’s skull. “This has been fun, but call off your dogs, or it gets ugly right fast.”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    “Man, that was some seriously bitchin’ fighting skills you were showing off back there,” Vann said, then made a swishing sound as he followed through on a slow-motion karate chop.  
 
    Ripp stopped and turned to Vann. “Bitchin’?” Annoyance crept into his voice. “What language is that?” 
 
    “Common.” Vann smiled. “Maybe rad or rippin’ would work better.” 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you? Did you spend too much time around an unshielded reactor core? Speak Common.” 
 
    “But it is Common. Just Common from the ‘80s.” 
 
    “The ‘80s?” 
 
    “Yeah, the 1980s.” Vann turned to face Ripp, motioning toward his entire outfit. “Every bit of this style comes from the 1980s in the United States of Virginia back on Earth.” 
 
    Sighing, Ripp continued toward the hanger. “Never heard of it.” 
 
    “See, I started looking it up once when I got curious about where we come from…” 
 
    Ripp stopped and glared toward Vann. 
 
    “Humans, I mean. I know where we come from. Sheesh. I’m not exactly stupid in that department, ya know,” he said, nudging Ripp in the side with his elbow. “But enough about me, how the hell did you learn to fight like that? Those were some seriously rippin’ moves back there.” 
 
    “I’m a Benelli Marine, or at least I used to be. I still have all the training, but the augments were shut off when I got out. There’s no way to remove them, and in case of an emergency, they can recall all of us as a reserve force if needed.” Ripp looked Vann over and lifted his chin in his direction. “You didn’t do so bad yourself back there.” He let out a chuckle. “I mean, you’ve got some massive balls or something. First off, you pull a gun on a Davini, then you go and stick a detonation cap to the back of her skull linked to a remote. That’s just absolutely freaking brilliant, my little friend.” 
 
    Vann waved off the complement. “Wasn’t nothing, really. That det-cap was really just a candy tin I picked up in the salvage yard last week.” 
 
    Ripp stopped and looked at Vann again. “A what?”  
 
    “Just what I said.” Vann smiled wide. 
 
    “You’re either brilliant or stupid. I haven’t decided which. But I guess I’ll figure that out while we work together.” He continued into the spaceport. “I’ve never heard the name Hagar before. What planet does that come from?” 
 
    “Earth. I legally changed my name awhile back to Vann Hagar. He was the lead singer of the band Poison back in the ‘80s. He was an upstanding community figure and even had a stint as president of the United States back in 1988.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Ripp said, nodding. “Is that the hangar?” 
 
    “Wow,” Vann gasped. “How did you figure that out? You must be some kind of psychic mind reader or something.” 
 
    “Easy, my little friend. The hangar number is 1984. And after our conversation over the last few minutes, I figured that was where you’d have parked the ship.” 
 
    “And you would be correct, my bionic wonder. That would be it.” Vann ran ahead, opened the personnel door, and bowed. “After you, good sir.” 
 
    Entering the hangar behind Ripp, Vann pulled the door closed and fumbled along the wall. 
 
    “You know, it might help if we had some light in here,” Ripp said. 
 
    “Don’t get your panties in a wad, little buddy. I’m looking.” 
 
    “Listen, you call me little buddy again, and I’m going to…” 
 
    “Found it,” Vann said as light suddenly flooded the hanger, blinding both of them for a moment.  
 
    “Can you warn a guy first before you do that?” Ripp rubbed at his eyes. 
 
    “You’ll be all right. Just walk it off.” Vann let out a long breath. “Well, there she is, just like I said. The Eagle. Isn’t she a beauty?” 
 
    Clearing his eyes, Ripp looked up to see a large box of a ship with stubby wings. An oddly out of place nacelle was mounted to the top aft of the vessel. All along the side was a beautifully painted mural. A bearded guy in blue and violet robes held up his staff, battling a massive red lizard with wings whose fiery breath collided with a shield of ice being held up by a woman made of crystal. Roiling steam engulfed the scene and faded into the original gray of the ship’s paintjob.  
 
    “You fly around in that thing?” Ripp turned to Vann. “You’re either brave or stupid.” 
 
    “Hey, now, watch your mouth. She might hear you. Molly can be a very sensitive lady at times.” Stepping close, Vann gently caressed the side of the ship. “That’s right, darlin’, he doesn’t know what he’s talking about. Just ignore him.” 
 
    “I thought the ship was called the Eagle?” 
 
    “Oh, she is, officially on all the paperwork. But I call her Molly.”  
 
    An uncomfortable silence passed between them as Ripp stared at Vann. 
 
    “And, moving on.” Vann tapped in a security code at the outer airlock access panel and escorted Ripp into the cargo bay.  
 
    “Well, this is what we have to work with for cargo space,” Vann said, motioning to the bay around him. 
 
    As Ripp looked the place over, doing mental calculations on the dimensions, he noticed something at the rear of the bay covered with a soft-looking tarp. “Roughly one hundred and fifty cubic meters?” He started walking toward the covered object. 
 
    “Wow, you’re good,” Vann said with awe. “That’s really close. More like one hundred and twenty-five cubic meters, give or take a few, but still pretty damn close.” 
 
    “What’s this?” Ripp pointed at the covered object. 
 
    Vann let out a giddy laugh. “This…this is my baby,” he said as he stroked the surface of the tarp. “I call her Christine.” 
 
    “What is it with you and naming things?” 
 
    “You mean you don’t?” Vann shook his head in confusion. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Well prepare yourself for true beautiful glory on high, little buddy.” Vann ripped away the tarp in one swift motion. “Isn’t she heavenly?” 
 
    Screaming vocals and guitar riffs reverberated throughout the confined space of the large cargo bay. “Welcome to the…,” 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Ripp shouted over the cacophony of noise. 
 
    “The best I can tell, it’s a song by Gunners and Rodents from back in the ‘80s. It’s so loud and obnoxious, I use it for my alarm system,” Vann shouted in reply. “I just forgot to disable it.” He produced a small fob from his pocket and clicked the button. The music suddenly ceased with a flash of lights and a chirping sound that echoed through the nearly empty bay. 
 
    Ripp suddenly leapt to the side at a hint of motion, just barely dodging the blade of a waist-high robot. The robot let out a series of beeps and synthesized tones that sounded like sighs. 
 
    “Is that part of your security system, too?” 
 
    “Yeah, but he’s usually faster than that. I might need to adjust his motivator again. Killjoy, down. Bad droid.” 
 
    Killjoy let out another synthesized sigh, then retracted his arm blades and flashed two robotic middle fingers in Ripp’s direction. 
 
    “Did you teach him to do that?” 
 
    “Nope,” Vann said, scratching his head. “I think the personality algorithm of his AI might have picked it up from all the ‘80s movies I watch. They do that a lot, but I’m still not sure what it means.” 
 
    “Well, why’s he so small?” 
 
    “Are you kidding? Why not? Little guys fight harder,” Vann said with a wry smile, then he turned and stared at the orange ground vehicle. It looked like it had been pieced together from hundreds of mismatched parts.  
 
    Ripp turned his head sideways, trying to figure out the best way to look at the monstrosity. “What exactly is it?” 
 
    “Oh, it doesn’t even have a model name. I couldn’t make up my mind what I liked the best from back in the day, so I worked all my favorites into one. It took all my replicator credit for three years to come up with all the parts.” Vann caressed the polished orange surface over a large ‘01’ painted in black on the vehicle’s door. He stood and took in a deep breath.  
 
    Ripp shifted uncomfortably. “What the hell is wrong with you?” 
 
    “Love, little buddy. Pure unadulterated love.” Vann turned back and admired the vehicle. “See, I started with the chassis of a 1981 T-top Camaro Z28, then custom replicated the front fenders from a Corvette Stingray, the back glass of an 86’ Pontiac Grand Prix Aerocoupe, the front end from a 1985 Monte Carlo Super Sport, the nine-inch rear end out of a Ford Mustang, and rounded it out with phoenix decals from an 82’ Trans Am, four twenty-four inch replica Kenwood subwoofers, and full imitation cow hide leather interior.” 
 
    “Umm,” Ripp said, shaking his head. “You know, I have no idea what the hell you just said, but I’m ready to get this show on the road if you are.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” Vann said. “Killjoy, can you go get the Auxiliary Power Units warmed up?” 
 
    The little robot nodded with a series of grumbling beeps, then turned and made its way toward a hatch along the front of the compartment.  
 
    “Where exactly are we going to pick up these guns?” Vann asked as he pulled the tarp back over the vehicle. 
 
    “Let me worry about that after we get into orbit. In the meantime, where’s the head?” 
 
    Vann pointed toward a port hatchway. “Just go through there, hang a left, up the stairs, and it’ll be the third door on your left. Be careful not to open any of the others up there. We wouldn’t want anything running loose on the ship again.” 
 
    “Wait,” Ripp stopped and looked back at Vann. “Nothing running loose on the ship again? What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Nothing at all, as long as you don’t open those doors.” Vann flashed Ripp a cheesy grin.  
 
    “I better not wake up with something crawling all over me. I sure as hell don’t need space herpes.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry none about that,” Vann said with a nonchalant wave. “Just pop up to the bridge whenever you’re done with your business.” Cringing, he quickly turned and sprinted for the bridge. Once through the hatchway, he leapt, sliding across the console into the pilot’s chair. “Are we ready, Killjoy? The APUs all warmed up yet?” 
 
    The little robot beeped and blurped with a nod. 
 
    Vann flipped a series of switches on the overhead console and pushed in a number of circuit breakers. “Let’s get airborne before this guy changes his mind. We could really use the cash from this job.” 
 
    The little robot’s garbled beeping sounded angry, then he let out a synthesized sigh. 
 
    “Yeah, I can totally see that, little dude. He’s going to make a great sidekick.”  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Ripp looked at several hatches with seals placed across the handles. They looked like the seals used by law enforcement to seal crime scenes. “Do not open!” was stenciled on them. 
 
    “I’m guessin’ those are the ones I’m not supposed to open.” He headed toward the front of the ship where the cockpit would be located. 
 
    “Everything come out okay, little buddy?” Vann asked as he looked back from the pilot’s seat. 
 
    “Why are you calling me little buddy? You’re six inches shorter than I am.” 
 
    “Must have been when you were fightin’ those Rexlers,” he said. “Dude, you looked tiny. I guess it just stuck.” 
 
    Ripp sighed. He stopped in the compartment just behind the cockpit where he could see some newly installed wiring. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “That’s where the extra modular fusion control regulator for that new nacelle will go,” Vann replied. “Couldn’t find one here. Gonna have to get one later. Might even be able to afford one of the good ones after this job.” 
 
    Ripp nodded. “Well, let’s get airborne and head to these coordinates to meet our gun merchant.” He handed Vann the datapad with the contract. 
 
    Vann patted the pocket where he just knew he’d placed the datapad. He looked back at Ripp, who grinned. 
 
    “You’re one slick sumbitch, ain’t ya?” 
 
    “If you’d speak any Common I could understand, I might say yes,” Ripp said.  
 
    “It’s all good, little buddy.” Vann grinned. “Strap in and let’s get the hell out of here before that cute little Davini realizes that detonator cap ain’t real.” 
 
    “Absolutely!” Ripp slipped into the copilot’s seat. “It won’t just be me she’ll want to do things to now.” 
 
    “Oh, no, man,” he said. “I didn’t even think of that.” 
 
    “Although when I think about it, she may just want to kill you. You did put a gun to her head.” 
 
    “She’s awful cute,” Vann said. “I could almost get past the other stuff. But I sure don’t want her to kill me.” 
 
    The thrusters ignited, and the Eagle rose majestically…who was he kidding? It was about the most unmajestic takeoff Ripp had ever seen. The Eagle flew like a brick. He kept his mouth closed so as not to offend Vann. The guy seemed to have a real attachment to the giant box with wings.  
 
    Ripp could see Vann chewing his lip as he fought the controls to raise the old junkheap into the sky and cinched his seatbelts a little tighter. 
 
    “Is that droid praying?” he said as he glanced back.  
 
    The droid Vann had called Killjoy was kneeling in the back of the compartment with his hands held together in front of him. 
 
    “Don’t worry about him, he does that. There’s something off about the little guy’s programming, but I don’t have the heart to do a reset.” 
 
    Killjoy beeped and buzzed. 
 
    “Now you watch your mouth, Killjoy. Molly will hear you.” 
 
    “What the hell have I gotten myself into?” Ripp muttered. 
 
    “The best ship in the galaxy, that’s what you’ve gotten yourself into!” 
 
    “Who are you praying to, Killjoy?” Ripp asked. “I might throw a few prayers in there, too.” 
 
    Something thudded alongside the cockpit. 
 
    “Definitely adding some prayers.” 
 
    “Shit! I just fixed that,” Vann cursed. 
 
    After a while the ship quit shaking, and he could open his eyes again. 
 
    “Another fine takeoff!” Vann said and the droid raised both middle fingers again. 
 
    “The coordinates for the pickup are on an asteroid about an hour out,” Ripp said. 
 
    “Why were you even on the planet if the cargo was out here?” 
 
    “I was two days early, and there wasn’t a good pazik game anywhere close to this asteroid. Plus there aren’t many women out here, either. Both of which, in hindsight, I would have been better off without this time around.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right about that. But that Davini was cute enough to just go ahead and do the deed. You wouldn’t have had to fight Rexlers and run.” 
 
    “No,” Ripp said. “Just no. Di was much more fun, and she has the right plumbing.” 
 
    “You’re doing Diana?” Vann looked shocked. “She’s killed four men…that we know off.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ripp said. “She was worth the whole trip. Frankly, I thought she’d be a lot angrier after I had to scoot so quickly last year. She was a little pissed that I didn’t call.” 
 
    “You walked out on Diana the freakin’ psycho Ubiqui? And didn’t call? Dude, you just about reached legendary status right there.” 
 
    “I like Di. She’s good people. Let’s go pick up those guns. Maybe they’ll have a couple extras I can get for myself. Lost both my pistols with the ship. In fact, I lost a whole damn armory. I still can’t believe she drew into a royal pazik.” 
 
    “Approaching Okaheda,” Vann said, shaking his head. 
 
    “At least we can dock with the damn place without any atmosphere,” Ripp said. 
 
    “Why do ya say that?” 
 
    “I’d rather not die in a flying brick.” 
 
    “Shh…she’ll hear you.” 
 
    Ripp heard something shift toward the back. “A very lovely brick.” 
 
    Vann reached out and patted the console in front of him. “You hear that, baby? He said you’re lovely.” 
 
    Ripp shook his head. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “That went a lot smoother than I expected,” Ripp said as they disconnected from Okaheda. “Frankly, I expected everything to blow up in our faces.” 
 
    “Well, now you’ve done it,” Vann said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Never comment on it!” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Oh, we’re screwed now.” 
 
    “Don’t whine,” Ripp said. “Just head for the gate.” 
 
    Vann punched in the numbers and set course for the gate. 
 
    “I’m glad the Bith don’t hold grudges,” Vann said. 
 
    “What?” Ripp asked. “You’ve actually managed to piss off a Bith?” 
 
    “Of course not, but I figure you probably have.” 
 
    “Even I have rules. Rule number one: Never piss off the Bith.” 
 
    “There’s a ship closing on us,” Vann said. 
 
    Ripp toggled the viewer to look at the scans. “Oh, hell no!” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “That’s the Falcon!”  
 
    “That…damnit! I can’t even call her a bad name. She’s just so cute.” 
 
    “That evil cuteness is coming after us in my ship!” 
 
    “Maybe we can outrun her,” Vann said. 
 
    Ripp snorted. 
 
    “How fast is this Falcon?” 
 
    “She’s fast,” Ripp said.  
 
    Vann yelped as the Falcon launched two missiles. 
 
    “She’s got guns?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Why does a freighter have guns?” 
 
    “I like guns!” 
 
    Another two missiles launched. 
 
    “They’re firing at us!” 
 
    Ripp unhooked his seat belts. “Well, I don’t like ‘em too much right now!” 
 
    “What are you doin’?” 
 
    “I’m not getting shot down by my own ship! We’ve got about four minutes until those missiles reach us.” 
 
    Vann craned his neck trying to see what Ripp was doing. In a moment, Ripp was back in the copilot seat. 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “I connected the wires on that new engine.” 
 
    “Are you crazy? I don’t even know what the rating on these grav plates—” 
 
    “Maybe a little,” Ripp said with a crazed grin. “Oorah, mother fu…” 
 
    Ripp hit the switch on the console.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Vann rubbed at his cheeks, trying to stretch his face back into place. “What the hell were you thinking, man? You could have killed all of us back there.” 
 
    “You didn’t die, did you?” 
 
    “No, but when you jump to a speed so ludicrous it makes the speed of light look slow, it hurts like hell. Especially when you stop.” 
 
    “Ludicrous speed,” Ripp said with a grunt. “I like it.” 
 
    “We’re just lucky the upgraded dampeners held. Really, do you know how dangerous that was?” 
 
    Vann tapped the screen of a control console at the back of the cargo bay. The main doors slid slowly open while a loading ramp lowered itself to the ground.  
 
    Running past Vann and Rip toward the opening door, Killjoy let out a series of alarmed tones. 
 
    “What’s that, Boy? Little Jimmy fell down to hell?” Vann laughed. 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    “Something, but I’m not sure. He’s hard to understand sometimes.”  
 
    Jumping in place, Killjoy stood at the edge of the opening pointing out. 
 
    “What’s that, little dude? You need to go pee?” 
 
    “Your robot pees?” Ripp asked, shaking his head with a confused look. 
 
    Vann shrugged. “I’m not sure. Maybe?” 
 
    The distinctive sound of two blades sliding from their sheaths echoed throughout the nearly empty cargo bay. Letting out a synthesized growl, Killjoy hunkered down, both arm blades extended, ready to attack. 
 
    “Down, Killjoy,” Vann said as he walked toward the opening. The doors locked into the open position. 
 
    Charging capacitors and the smell of ozone permeated the air as Vann found himself looking down the barrels of six blaster rifles. He raised his hands slowly into the air. 
 
    “Friends of yours, Ripp?” 
 
    Ripp stood beside Vann and looked out. Six separatist soldiers aimed rifles up the ramp at them. An older man in a sea green military uniform stood just steps behind the soldiers. 
 
    “You’ve got some nerve showing your face around here, Ripp,” the older man said. 
 
    “Well, with a face like yours, Franco, someone has to come in and brighten the joint up,” Ripp said and continued down the ramp. 
 
    “Stand down, men,” the leader said. “It’s good to see you, old friend.” 
 
    “It’s good to see you, too,” Ripp replied, shaking the leader’s hand.  
 
    Several of the green uniformed men began unloading the crates from the cargo hold, and Franco took the datapad Ripp offered. He handed Ripp a credstick. Ripp checked the amount on the stick and grinned. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Are we famous now or something?” Vann pulled the collar of his jacket up and primped at his feathered mullet. “They’re acting like we just won the war for them.” 
 
    “They’re celebrating a number of recent wins. It might look like a big deal, but it’s mainly for the men. They’ve been fighting nonstop for months.” Ripp picked up a glass of wine from the bar as they made their way into the mansion’s ballroom. “This delivery could be the tipping point in their war.” 
 
    “I think I stick out like a sore thumb here with all these uniforms.” 
 
    “You do,” Ripp said, then elbowed Vann in the side. “I see someone I want to know. I’m going to go catch up with her.” 
 
    “What should I do? I’ve never been to anything like this before.” 
 
    “Just be yourself, and don’t get into any trouble,” Ripp said, then drained his wine glass. He let out a satisfied sigh. Smacking his lips, he turned back to Vann. “On second thought, don’t be yourself. Just don’t get into any trouble.” Ripp slapped him on the shoulder, then made his way across the crowded room. 
 
    “Just don’t get into any trouble,” Vann muttered to himself.  
 
    Grabbing a wine glass from a passing serving bot, Vann drained the flute, replaced it on the tray, and took a second glass. “Wanted, dead or alive…” Vann sang under his breath into the flute and made his way over to a table of soldiers. Quietly he sipped at his wine and listened to them swapping stories from the battlefield. Vann caught the eye of one of the soldiers, and several of them turned toward him. 
 
    Nervously, Vann rocked on the heels of his boots. “Don’t mind me, just taking it all in.” He waved at the table and smiled wide. 
 
    The soldiers all turned back to the one who was speaking previously, and the story continued.  
 
    “Once bitten, twice…” Vann sang to himself as he backed up to a nearby wall, propping one boot back against the wall. Sipping his wine, he took in the grandeur of the room, listening to various conversations. Scanning the room, he spotted Ripp speaking to a divine-looking brunette dressed in an evening gown the same sea green color as the separatist uniforms. They chatted and laughed, then, taking Ripp by the hand, she led him out of the ballroom through a side door. 
 
    “That’s it,” Vann said quietly to himself. “You go and have your fun while you can, little buddy. You’ve earned it.” Vann raised his wine glass in Ripp’s direction. He let out a self-satisfied sigh. “That dude’s gonna make one damn good sidekick.”   
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    “Reep!” Ripp’s eyes opened to find Marianna leaning over him. “Reep, you must wake up. Franco, he knows you are here.” 
 
    “I know he does, honey. We brought him a bunch of guns.” 
 
    “No, Reep. He knows you are here with me!” 
 
    “Why would that be a problem?” 
 
    “He is my husband.” 
 
    Ripp jerked upright. “What?” 
 
    “Shh…you must go quickly.” 
 
    “Damnit, woman,” he cursed. “You said you were married, but Franco?” 
 
    She shrugged, which did wonderful things to some lovely parts of her body. 
 
    “Damnit, woman,” he muttered as he pulled his pants over his legs.  
 
    “He is not a nice man, my handsome caballero.” She bounced as she motioned for him to hurry, which did more wonderful things to her anatomy. 
 
    “Damnit, woman,” he muttered for the third time as he grabbed his shirt. 
 
    He climbed out the window as the front door slammed open downstairs. She grabbed his shirt front and kissed him. 
 
    “I will miss you, my caballero,” she whispered in his ear with her bare chest pressed to him. 
 
    “Damnit, woman…” he pulled away and dropped from the roof to run into the night. 
 
    As he made his way to the ship, his datapad chimed. It was a message from Marianna. 
 
    “Shit,” he muttered. 
 
    Ripp found Vann snoring in the cargo bay of the Eagle. It took several shakes to get him to wake up, but he finally opened his eyes. 
 
    “How much of that wine did you drink?” Ripp asked. “Buddy, we have to get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “What?” Vann asked, barely awake. “Why? I thought we were heroes of the revolution.” 
 
    “You saw that lovely lady I left with?” 
 
    “Yeah, I did. Boom chick a wow wow. Did you…” 
 
    “Yeah…yeah I did. But that’s not the problem. Well, I guess it is the problem. She’s Franco’s wife.” 
 
    “Franco the leader of the revolution, Franco?” Vann was now wide awake. 
 
    “Now I think you get the gravity of our situation,” Ripp said. “She sent me a message that they were coming to take us, the guns, the ship, and the money. She had something in there about conscription.” 
 
    Vann slammed the close button on the cargo bay doors. “You have the credstick?” 
 
    “Hell yeah.” 
 
    “Then let’s get out of here! Killjoy! Fire up the engines! We gotta rock and roll!” 
 
    The Eagle rose like a majestic brick from the clearing as soldiers appeared at the tree line and began firing the smalls arms that had just been delivered. 
 
    “They’re shootin’ at us!” Vann yelled. 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “I’ve been shot at more since I met you than I’ve been shot at my entire life! Is there anywhere you go that you don’t get chased?” 
 
    “Umm…Benelli! I wasn’t chased from there. But most of the others?” He left the rest of that hanging for a moment. “Anyway, I wasn’t chased from Benelli. We fought a war when some of the population revolted. I think I was on the wrong side of it.” 
 
    “You lost?” 
 
    “Nope, we won. Doesn’t mean it was the right side of the war. All the revolutionaries were exiled to an old mining colony on a moon. They even called it Traitor’s Moon. Benelli started going downhill after that. They took the wealth from the ones who’d earned it and ‘redistributed’ it. It was obvious where that was going, so I got out while the getting was good.” 
 
    “Probably don’t want to go there, huh?” 
 
    “It’s an option; I’ve heard some noise that the Exalted Benefactor of Benelli is looking for some rare items.” Ripp said. “What about you? Got any ideas?” 
 
    “There was a system they called Salvage I went through a few years back. They have a pretty good setup if we want to try to find some stuff out in the belts to salvage. Wouldn’t talk too much about those augments you told me about, but it might be worth a shot.” 
 
    “Let’s get out to the gate and input this credstick so we officially have some capital to work with. Then we can decide,” Ripp said as they cleared the atmosphere of Farnli. “That didn’t seem as bad as it did before.” 
 
    “You get used to it the more you do it.” 
 
    Ripp unstrapped and stepped out of the cockpit to find Killjoy standing in the hallway.  
 
    “Your name isn’t Killjoy, is it?” 
 
    The robot’s head shook, and it beeped a few times with a couple of whirs. 
 
    “All this weirdness is from your former owner’s programming?” 
 
    The robot nodded. 
 
    “He really doesn’t understand what you say does he?” 
 
    The head shook again. 
 
    Ripp chuckled. “He certainly is a dumbass. Still, he makes a pretty good sidekick.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Beyond Caution by Marisa Wolf 
 
      
 
      
 
    The ship lurched hard enough that Selithra banged her long head against the side of the conduit she’d basically lived in for what might have been days.  
 
    “What under all the nebula lights is going on up there?” she grumbled, rechecking her solder before carefully extricating herself.  
 
    “Third shift,” Tikel said from another open recess across the engine room. “Derokon gets sloppy around all the space junk.” 
 
    “We could say that about half the crew.” Selithra rubbed the middle of her forehead with the back of her hand, edges of her worn glove catching on her bony eye ridges. “Derokon’s a navigator, not a pilot.” 
 
    “Third shift, engineer. That point in the cycle sees no difference in the jobs. Also, should I say third shift again, so you remember you’re supposed to be sleeping so you can get here in time for your shift in…” Tikel made a production of lifting her slate to look at the time, “…two hours?” 
 
    “You can say third shift all you want, but if we keep having random power surges any time we accelerate or brake hard, I’ll end up sleeping right through our bodies turning into more of that space junk.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself—I intend to end up as pieces so small I’ll just jam a filter or two.” 
 
    “So speaks the third shift engineer.” Selithra snorted and ducked to crawl back into her wiring. “Isn’t that a Gotin saying? Live long enough to become the problem you worked to solve?” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa, settle down, stretch-neck.” Tikel launched something small across the engine room, and it clunked softly off the back of Selithra’s leg. “Gotin sayings are always very deep, very philosophical, and very, very, very wordy.” 
 
    “Live then, to the extent that you voyage boldly, bodily even, forging forward until there you are, transforming yourself into that, the very thing, the one thing, that you had therefore previously dedicated your life to eradicating, because that is the truest of purposes, of directions, of nature and life.” Selithra kept her voice steady with an effort, rewarded by the snortingly breathless sounds of Tikel’s laughter. 
 
    “Mom? Is that you?” The Gotin cackled again before adding, “Keep it up, and the captain is going to adopt you officially.” 
 
    “Don’t threaten me with a good time.” Selithra extended her neck to examine the full line of the conduit but saw nothing else that required securing. Retracting each vertebra carefully, she hunched back out of the casing and pulled off her gloves. “Swearing into the ship took three hours, and another two when I got promoted. How long’s the adoption ceremony?” 
 
    The much smaller Gotin slid back out of her own conduit and dropped her mouth into a crooked grin. “Days, friend Isloran. You’ll need to strap on a waste receptacle. At least we already know you can stay awake that long.” 
 
    Selithra snorted in reply and stood, stretching each joint with deliberate attention. Each of her four limbs extended slightly, though none had the reach of her neck. Each required stewarding though, given she had no interest in being a floppy, loose-limbed wastrel in her old age.  
 
    “Speaking of sleeping, how’s it look now?” 
 
    Tikel bounced to her feet—Gotin required a slightly lighter gravity than Islorans and insisted on bounding about—and refreshed the diagnostic on the large screen between them. She traced a handful of digits in the air in front of the holo and tsked. 
 
    “Sel, you got two of the connections, but there’s still a bleed. It might be further upstream.” Tikel’s eyes locked on the diagram. “You feeling up to an engine dive?” 
 
    “How are we doing on boosters?” Selithra started stripping off extraneous metal even as she asked the question.  
 
    “We’re due in dock in less than a cycle—plenty in stores, unless you have to move into the engine casing.” The Gotin scrolled through the diagram, a smile tugging at the corner of her jagged mouth.  
 
    “If the leak’s bad enough I have to live there, Derokon will be the least of our worries.” 
 
    Islorans originated on a planet with a dirty sun that threw all sorts of radiation through their planet’s flimsy atmosphere. Eons of evolution had left the long-necked aliens remarkably resistant to the chemical processes that made a ship move.  
 
    Resistant, of course, was not the same as immune, but a few boosters here and there kept her immune system from endlessly replicating in the aftermath of an exposure overload.  
 
    Handy for an engineer, a fact that had gotten Selithra her first berth off world a handful of revolutions ago.  
 
    “All right.” She paused in the act of pulling clips off her belt. “We need me in there now, or should I get a nap in?” 
 
    “You don’t need sleep.” Tikel looked her chief up and down, mock frowning. “You just want to wait for Derokon to be off shift.” 
 
    “You blame me?” Selithra lifted her hands dramatically. “I don’t want to get thrown into the engine—no booster is bringing me back from that. I know you want my spot, but I’m not giving in that easily.” 
 
    “I never want to be head of engineering!” Tikel stood all her fur on end, appearing three times her usual compact size. “Keep my hide trimmed and spend all that extra time with the captain? Nope. Thanks. Nope! Get a nap, and we’ll load you in the engine when someone steadier is on the helm.” 
 
    Selithra snorted again and clapped her second on the back. Tikel took the soldering iron out of Selithra’s other hand and waved it at her.  
 
    “I’ll clean up, chief. I mean it—go. I’ve been trying to get you out of here for hours!” 
 
    “You could have just started telling me all your mother’s words of wisdom—” Selithra ducked the loose bolt Tikel tossed at her and tucked her head tightly against her shoulders. “All right, all right, I’m out.” 
 
    “Gotin wisdom,” Tikel called after her. “If words fail, try a little light violence!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Captain Girruna’Kikel’Te, third of his line to run a trading line for the Gotin homeworld, held himself still in his chair with visible effort. Even still, half his clever digits flexed and twisted at his sides, though his large, round eyes remained fixed on his chief engineer.  
 
    “If we go to half-speed, we’ll lose our preferred orbit and be three days late with the shipment. The timely merchant is the respected merchant, Selithra, and we can’t let our customers down if we can help it.” The captain wriggled slightly before locking his muscles in again. “Can we help it?” 
 
    “Three quarters speed. We can take a secondary orbit and get in only a little later than planned. I know you’re clever, Captain; you always pad our arrival times just a little.” Selithra lightened her tone, sending the revised trajectory from her slate to his.  
 
    “Derokon sketched this out for you?” Girru muttered, sliding the file onto a larger screen and frowning up at it. “Better navigator than a pilot.” 
 
    Selithra covered her amusement, but not well enough.  
 
    “And don’t pretend you don’t pad your numbers too, engineer. Half speed,” he grumbled to himself, but his crooked mouth quirked in the Gotin equivalent of a smile. “You never needed half speed, did you?” 
 
    “Captain, as you know, I’m cautious by nature. But for the reputation of the Kikel’Te Trading Company and the customers who keep us flying, I’ll always compromise as best I can.”  
 
    “And you still want a new set of coils.” The captain flicked his eyes from the trajectory back to his head engineer.  
 
    “And we very much need a new set of coils to continue meeting the timelines you’ve established in the three systems we’re privileged to service.” Selithra tucked her head close against her shoulders in deference.  
 
    “Don’t show off.” Girru snorted, then took the file off his screen and gestured at the door behind her. “You know you’ve won—I’ll send the orders to the bridge; you get working on the engine.” 
 
    “Yes sir, Captain, sir.” She saluted smartly, flapping an ear toward him for a fillip of humor. Girru would always bend to practicality in the privacy of his office—usually on the bridge, too, but Selithra was never one to take chances when a safer option existed.  
 
    She sent a quick message to Tikel as she walked through the corridors toward the engine room and ran through the mental checklist of what else had to be done after the energy flux had been corralled.  
 
    “Selithra!” 
 
    There were only twelve of them on the ship. Usually she could pass through the halls uninterrupted, but luck had stayed in the captain’s office without her this time.  
 
    “Derokon.” She didn’t slow her pace, knowing the Arcien’s longer legs would catch up without much effort on his part. 
 
    “Got the word from the captain about our new speed and orbit—sounds like my proposal worked?” 
 
    “Was just sending you a thank you,” she said, lifting her slate with the still-blank message visible. “Did you need something?” 
 
    “Just wanted to apologize for yesterday. Tikel told me I threw you both around while you were trying to work.” He drew alongside her in time for her to see the blush of orange down his delicate neck scales. “Ship was a little sluggish, but I’ve been getting better than that. Sorry.” 
 
    “You’re a navigator, Derokon, not a pilot.” She said it gently, craning her head so he could see her expression. “The energy surges shouldn’t have made the ship—” 
 
    “No, no, I’m not critiquing. She just handles better for Kej, I guess.” He scratched under one of his enormous eyes self-consciously and ducked his head. Regardless of his posture, Derokon stood half a neck taller than Selithra, but she appreciated his effort and humbleness.  
 
    “Apology accepted. Let me know if you get the controls back before I’m out of the engine though, yeah?” She nudged him with an elbow, and he turned grateful eyes toward her. 
 
    “Kej has a whole shift ahead of him. Hopefully the new fall in toward the station will be clearer. There’s a lot more wreckage in the system than last time we were here.” He flicked his tongue and shrugged. “Same as everywhere, I guess.” 
 
    “You’re getting old on me, Derokon. What’s next, telling us about how when you were a hatchling, a good honest merchant never had to worry about old satellite junk in their flight paths? Just straight shots from gates to suns, everything smooth and easy?” 
 
    “The Gotin are getting to you,” he replied, his scales brightening with a flood of amusement. “Making up stories about everything.” 
 
    “It’s not a bad way to make fun of navigators.” She snorted at his hiss of laughter, then paused at her turn. “We’re good, Der. No harm, no insult.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sel. Careful climbing around our engine.” 
 
    “My engine, you little sandsnake. See you next shift.” 
 
    He waved his tail and continued toward the crew quarters with another hissing laugh.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Radiation-proof is all well and good,” Selithra muttered, knowing her earpiece would pick up and transmit her words, “but I’m still sweating like a Caldivar getting a bad deal.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you started complaining a lot more when you got promoted,” Tikel answered, not bothering to hide the amusement in her tone. 
 
    “I promised Sissel when he retired. Got to keep that chief reputation in order.” She grunted with effort, twisting the last of three bolts back into place. “Panel three fastened.” 
 
    “Panel three marked.” The Gotin tapped her slate hard enough against something that the rhythmic noise came clearly through the comm. “Levels are normal, but we haven’t seen any surges since we’ve been at halfsies.”  
 
    “Halfsies?” Selithra scooted further down the cramped tunnel and secured the thick plastic wrench around the first bolt of panel four. It hadn’t been likely she’d easily find a loose connection somewhere causing the engine surge, but she preferred to put eyes on the problem before throwing up her hands and declaring the engine was haunted. 
 
    Sissel, the ancient Gotin who’d run the engine room before Selithra, had used hauntings as his go to solution before fixing issues with, apparently, magic and grumping at them. He’d taught Selithra everything he knew, but she’d never quite gotten the hang of that method.  
 
    The rhythmic tapping got louder, and Selithra frowned, stretching out her neck to tap her earpiece on her shoulder and turn down the volume. Like most Gotin, Tikel got twitchy when there wasn’t a clear path of action. Or when there was, for that matter.  
 
    “Panel four open,” she said, shifting as best she could in the cramped quarters and using the flexibility of her neck to peer into every nook and cranny revealed. No obvious fried circuits, loose wires, or fluctuating heat signatures. “It’s like you don’t want to be fixed,” she murmured, more for her engine than her second. 
 
    “Sel—” 
 
    “Just talking to Ocen’Te,” the Isloran interrupted, scowling at the pristine components behind panel four. “She’s—” 
 
    The ship juddered around her, slamming her head into the corner of the opened wall before she could retract her neck properly. Derokon owed her a flaming meteor shower of an apology for this—hadn’t she asked him to warn her? 
 
    Another sharp juke of the ship bashed her against the other side of the compartment. She didn’t have far to go, but the engine housing was made of exactly zero soft things.  
 
    “Tikel! What’s going on up there?” She braced herself in the tight quarters, though the force of the ship’s movements would knock her about regardless. A flash of gratitude shot through her for Sissel’s unending reinforcement of keeping small bits secured—each of the bolts remained tucked in the pouch at her waist, not flying around the small space, adding to her bruises.  
 
    “Tikel,” she repeated, then remembered to click the volume higher on her earpiece. A shudder vibrated through the ship—what under every sun was Derokon doing out there? Had Kej taken ill and brought the navigator in early, with the Arcien still half-asleep? 
 
    “—and the bridge is in a tizzy and Sel—Sel! Selithra, can you hear me?” 
 
    “I hear you.” Selithra took a deep, steadying breath. “Are we done playing keep away with space junk, orrrrr…” 
 
    Even as she drew the last word out, a triple-toned alarm thrummed in the air. After a pause, it thrummed again. Same pause, same series of tones. 
 
    “Pus and ooze, the emergency lights are on.” Tikel dropped her voice to a whisper, and Selithra stiffened. Compartments in the guts of the ship didn’t have their own lighting, she’d brought a portable setup and stuck them temporarily along the wall. They wouldn’t have reacted to whatever was going on with the ship, but it made Selithra even more removed from whatever her second was experiencing.  
 
    “Any of the readings showing anything?” Selithra asked, her heart thudding loud enough for comms to pick up. 
 
    “Captain asked for full power, but I can’t with you in there, and then it all got noisy and cut off, and the emergency lights are on, Sel, and that’s the boarding alert. How are we boarded? Are we boarded? Is it a drill? I’m going to—” 
 
    “Tikel, Tikel, shhh, listen, listen to me.” Blood roared in her ears, adrenaline or all the banging about in an enclosed space throwing her body off. She pushed harder against the walls and steadied her voice.  
 
    “Hide. Get in the conduit you were working on yesterday and close it behind you.” 
 
    “Sel, if the captain needs the engine room, I have to—” 
 
    “Tikel’Masen’Te, that is an order. Hide. If we’re boarded already, there isn’t—” 
 
    “They’ll find me with heat readings no matter what, chief.” With an order to rebel against, Tikel steadied her tone and forged on. “I’m closing you in there, but not locking in the panel. Stay put until you hear from me.” 
 
    On a predominately Gotin ship, Selithra had always known the dominant species’ idiosyncrasies trumped positional authority when the ship hit the atmosphere. Gotin didn’t follow orders they didn’t believe in—as a whole, they weren’t a very compliant race. She and Tikel had built a strong relationship over a number of years, but of course her second would choose to protect Selithra over protecting herself.  
 
    With a string of curses under her breath, Selithra realized she couldn’t worm herself back out of the twisting web of conduits leading from the engine before Tikel had the panel back in place.  
 
    Waiting was sensible. Waiting was smart.  
 
    Waiting meant leaving her crew on their own while some unpredictable miscreants boarded their ship. 
 
    “They cut communication from the bridge, or they’re jamming it somehow,” Tikel continued briskly, accepting the curses for what they were—confirmation that her chief had accepted the situation. “If it’s just pirates here for our cargo, it’ll be fast and no worries. If it’s…” The pause lasted long enough for Selithra to hear the clank of grating fitting back into place. Tikel had closed her in. “I’m going to glue my earpiece under the console and mute you, chief. Our two-way’s low frequency enough I hope they’ll miss it, and if not, I’ll say Kej likes to bug the engine room. You’re already muted, so don’t argue. Listen in.” 
 
    The next span of time could have been years or seconds. Selithra braced until her arms shook but heard nothing except Tikel puttering around the engine room.  
 
    An alarm shrieked, immediately cut off, and the ship spun wildly.  
 
    But nothing’s wrong with the gravity plate, Selithra thought before either the spin or the impact with that same cursed corner knocked her unconscious. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Her head pounded so ferociously that her neck had gone loose and wobbly. Whatever monstrous hangover she’d worked herself into had made her sensitive to new, uncomfortable edges in her bunk. Something buzzed annoyingly at the edge of her hearing, and she reached to turn off her slate in its dock.  
 
    When three sets of knuckles bashed into a wall instead, she blinked gummy eyes open and tried to make sense of her surroundings.  
 
    Her mind stuttered into sluggish action. Not a hangover, then. Injury. Brain got a bit shook up. She could work through that—she’d played quite a bit of slamball in her youth. Her quarters were normal, three paces by two paces wide. This…was demonstrably smaller. Metal walls. Loose panel. Circuits and— 
 
    Oh. 
 
    OH. 
 
    She was still inside one of the casings around the engine. No one had come to fetch her, which meant whatever had been happening on the ship was still happening.  
 
    But what was happening? 
 
    It took an uncountable amount of time to finish gathering her bearings. Somehow her slate had landed under her, and something had bled enough to soak the right shoulder of her coverall. Any unwelcome boarders would be hard-pressed to find her in the noise of the engine’s energy, but she’d be equally unlikely to find out anything about the ship or her people.  
 
    With some careful twisting and the extension of her left arm, she recovered her slate. Tikel had sent her a marked-up diagram of the ship—helpful if she’d been Gotin sized, but no matter how she stretched her limbs, she could never fit through some of the intersections that led from the engine to the rest of the ship.  
 
    The removed panel cover had also ended up underneath her, and judging from the sticky old red coating it, had caused the injury to her shoulder. Given nothing seemed to still be leaking, she decided to wait a little longer before peeling back the coverall to see what had happened there.  
 
    Both arms still worked—though she didn’t dare extend her right arm yet—so she gave herself a few moments to take deep breaths and secure the panel in place. Only after she’d tightened the last bolt did it sink in that a panel covered in blood wasn’t up to her usual code. Putting it back like that should have told her she wasn’t quite back up to speed yet, but instead she stared at it, shrugged, and hoped it would handle the haunted engine. Or make the haunting worse, depending on what waited for her outside the engine casing.  
 
    She flipped aimlessly through her slate, unable to connect to anything this close to the engine. Her eyes widened, and she touched her earpiece—the tumbling had turned the volume down. 
 
    “Can’t believe you’re just going to sit there and stare at me, you giant pink-eyed waste bucket.” Tikel, sounding entirely herself, muttered not quite under her breath.   
 
     Every vertebrae loosened in relief, and Selithra had to focus to pull herself back together, in more ways than one. 
 
    One. One boarder in the engine room with Tikel, and not trigger-happy enough to shoot the Gotin for being mouthy. Or a species with a different hearing threshold…Too many variables, still.  
 
    With Tikel’s voice to distract her, Selithra extended her neck again and tilted her head far enough to see the back of her shoulder. A long slice, deep, but mostly clotted. Gravity plate couldn’t have been out too long, or the compartment would be far messier. She considered soldering the wound to keep from pulling it open once she started moving, but dismissed the thought as impractical. She’d be just as likely to burn through her shoulder as to solve anything.  
 
    Her slate told her she’d been unconscious for nearly an hour, in addition to the time she’d already spent close to the engine meticulously checking the first three panels. She’d need a booster before long, which meant she’d have to find a way to the med closet one way or the other.  
 
    No, that wasn’t true. Peecey hadn’t appreciated engineers rumbling through his stores on the semi-frequent times they cut or burned themselves and couldn’t be bothered to wait on him. He’d made a small kit for them to keep in the engine room, same as he’d done months ago for the cargo bay.  
 
    She didn’t have to get up a level to the med closet. She only had to get out of the engine casing and through her engineering room with some rogue, armed alien standing guard.  
 
    One step at a time. Or in this case, one scoot at a time.  
 
    “It’s you and me, Ocen. Let’s do this.” She rested a hand on the bloodied panel, breathed in, and pushed herself back down the duct. Her shoulder screamed in protest, but she breathed and pushed through, striving to steady every movement and keep from making any unnecessary thumps. The engine itself should cover any noise, but until she knew who was in her engine room with Tikel, and what the being’s capabilities were, any risk equaled utter stupidity.  
 
    It took nearly a half an hour for her to cross the three junctions, and she left more than a little blood behind her. All she could do was hope the being ahead of her didn’t have an overly sharp sense of smell. Curse the variety of alien physiologies in this flaming universe. 
 
    “How many of you are there, if you can spare a whole lumbering giant to watch the one engineer who’s keeping this whole ship from exploding?” Tikel’s tone didn’t vary, and the unseen being hadn’t provided any input the other earpiece had picked up, so Selithra assumed anything her second said was meant for her ears.  
 
    Only engineer on the ship meant they’d successfully hid her presence. Keeping the whole ship from exploding…Tikel had inflated the scans of the power surges to make them look far worse than they were, and probably also to shield the engine casing itself from further examination.  
 
    A rush of admiration for her second flooded through her, and Selithra steadied herself before taking the next junction.  
 
    All she had for a weapon was her soldering iron—and if any of her old slamball skills remained, her telescoping neck and thick skull. Though given how disoriented she remained, additional head trauma didn’t seem like the most brilliant idea she’d ever had.  
 
    Tikel, like most Gotin, was fast—far faster than Selithra—but she’d referred to the other being in the room as enormous several times, and they didn’t keep any weapons in the engine room. Selithra could reroute a circuit or redirect a blast of energy, but without knowing who was where outside her compartment, she’d be as likely to accomplish nothing or take out Tikel as to get the stranger.  
 
    “Translator not working, you overgrown furcatcher? Haven’t said a blasted thing since you marched in here with your two friends. Grunts don’t count. Though that seems to be most of what your greener friend could manage before he left. How long are you planning on staying on our ship? We don’t have that much cargo.” 
 
    Silence.  
 
    “No, it’s fine, just sit on the blasted tool chest, it’s definitely for seating gigantic monsters and not at all for getting tools that I need to keep us all alive…” 
 
    Tikel carried on banging things and muttering, and Selithra breathed out in momentary relief.  
 
    The engine room was a large oval around the protruding semi-circle of the engine’s housing. The main doors into engineering stood at one point of the oval, and a bank of screens and controls lined the curved wall at the other point. One long side of the wall had the majority of access points to examine conduits and connections, as well as the ducts currently housing Selithra. The other long side had three bolted down containers—one for tools, one for emergency gear, and one they affectionately called the Stomach, because of the conglomeration of gear it had acquired.  
 
    The interloper was sitting in the middle of the long wall, where he had a clear view of both the doors and anywhere Tikel worked, and where the curve of the engine would hide her return to the room.  
 
    If only she had any idea what she’d do next.  
 
    She gripped the soldering iron tightly and stared ahead at the grating that separated her from her engine room.  
 
    As she played through a seventh iteration of possibility—like the previous six, it ended with her shot—a series of snarls and guttural noises issued faintly through her earpiece, and more properly through her ears.  
 
    “Are you talking to me with that mouth?” Tikel demanded, then shrieked in outrage.  
 
    Selithra almost flew out of the compartment at the sound but forced her muscles into locked stillness. What could she do? 
 
    “You’re just going to—you’re just carrying me out of here like…like…” The outrage coating the Gotin’s tone was real, but the sound of it eased some of the tension from the cramped engineer.  
 
    Just taking her somewhere. That would leave Selithra alone in the engine room. Then she could— 
 
    Then the boarders were making some sort of move, and no longer believed Tikel was keeping the engine from overloading. Or didn’t care, because the move they were making was… 
 
    Awful pictures crowded her mind, and Selithra tried to push them out as she strained to hear the doors open, listening for the last of Tikel’s wrath to fade.  
 
    She couldn’t be sure over the thrum of the engine and gave herself a long twenty count to be sure, then did it again. 
 
    Wishing for a Gotin’s small, clever fingers, she stretched her thicker digits through the grating and eased the panel off the wall, slowly lowered it to the ground, then extended her neck slowly out the opening.  
 
    Empty engine room, as far as she could tell.  
 
    She shoved out of the duct, brandishing her soldering iron and fighting to keep her eyes from squeezing shut.  
 
    No one.  
 
    Relief was immediately eclipsed by shame—whatever the invading being had been, it had left with her friend. Anything could be happening outside the doors of the engine room.  
 
    Keeping her head tilted toward the doors, she looked over every surface Tikel might have touched, in case she’d left a message or a sign. 
 
    Scribbled next to the heat gauge: At least 5. 
 
    On the panel to the conduit Tikel had worked on the day before, Shoots of energy, unsure of long-term effects. 
 
    There had been a battle of some sort. Tikel didn’t know of anything beyond that or hadn’t figured out a way to make it look like an engineer’s notes.  
 
    Where could she get a weapon? She was an engineer, not a curse-begotten warrior. Even if she laid hands on Sezze or Altua’s gear, what would she even do with it? She couldn’t—she wasn’t— 
 
    She was an engineer.  
 
    Right.  
 
    Blocking out the throb in her shoulder and the fear coiled in her gut, Selithra marched over to the Stomach and began to dig.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Information first. She kept her slate on passive mode, in case anyone was monitoring signals on the ship, and crouched against the console to scroll through the comm channels. They were built more for a Gotin’s size than her own, so she usually leaned comfortably against the consoles—now she hoped the angle and the curve of the engine behind her would give her a few seconds of cover if anyone charged into the room.  
 
    Something warm slid down her back, and she twitched her shoulder in annoyance as she clicked through the control panel. Comms had been locked down, but Sissel had a number of passive systems built through the ship. He’d never appreciated being interrupted by the crew, so instead of allowing two-way video chats, he’d set up a program that allowed him to drop into others’ work screens and blast his voice at them without the warning chat notification.  
 
    He hadn’t cared about seeing them, but an open channel was an open channel, and she could tweak the program. The boarders hadn’t cut all the systems, and this was less ‘comms’ and more ‘hijack an existing underlying connection,’ so Selithra had reason to believe the invaders wouldn’t have caught or blocked it.  
 
    The warmth on her back intensified to burning, an itch suddenly jumping up to pain, and she snapped her head in annoyance.  
 
    Right, she had a barely closed wound on her shoulder. Which was bleeding again.  
 
    With one wary eye on the main doors, she hurried to the middle chest, unlocking it and looking over the emergency gear. A large case marked with the healer sigil took up a full corner of the compartment, and she pulled it out, closed the chest, and hastened back to her precarious cover.  
 
    Peecey would have clear opinions about the order of operations for her wound—clean, examine, clean, patch, secure—but Selithra’s thoughts refused to break away from needed next steps. Find her crewmates, figure out who was on her ship, and make a way to take it all back.  
 
    She slapped a patch on the back of her shoulder, acknowledging the cooling numbness with a small moment of relief. The booster she shot into the back of her neck, then she spent a full five seconds considering the needle as a possible weapon. Too small, too close range.  
 
    With a surge of inspiration, she rerouted additional power through the wall screens, causing them to flicker at irregular intervals. Let the boarders believe Tikel on the engine fluctuations and disguise any disruption Selithra might make by opening Sissel’s old connections.  
 
    Cargo first—pirates would be more inclined to focus on their trading goods than the wall screen off to the side of the hold, she told herself, a solid first place to experiment.  
 
    The cargo hold held neat stacks of crates and three securely stowed loaders. Seb and Harvana had been in charge of cargo for longer than Selithra had been off-planet—even fluctuations of the gravity plate wouldn’t ruin their order.  
 
    The bridge had two large, furry strangers, heavily armed, loud voices her translator couldn’t quite parse. One, ludicrously larger than the space provided, partly sat in Girru’s chair. The other, making more noise, stood over Kej’s console, banging on it and pointing at something Selithra couldn’t see. Each wore space-worthy suits, helmets nearby. 
 
    She couldn’t blow the air anyway without risking her people.  
 
    The mess held six of her crewmates—Peecey, who’d probably been in there to help with the midshift meal, Claron, who ensured the various species of the Ocen’Te had their appropriate nutrition, Seb and Harvana from cargo, Derokon, and Tikel—and two more of the boarders.  
 
    She ripped her gaze from her colleagues—all in one piece, and doing little other than glaring—to study the invaders. They were enormous, taller than her, even with her neck extended, broadly built and covered in short, thick fur. Both had eyes so neon bright she had to wonder what spectrum they saw in, and each was equipped with as many weapons as their compatriots on the bridge.  
 
    That was four of the at least five Tikel had warned her of. The gym remained empty, and there were no screens in the halls, so Selithra had all the information she could put together from the engine room.  
 
    Neck prickling at the idea the doors could slide open behind her at any time, Selithra bent close to the console and returned to rerouting power. Perhaps if the boarders believed the ship would blow, they’d hurry and offload, taking the goods and waiting on the rest for salvage.  
 
    If they were slavers, though… 
 
    No, Selithra told herself firmly. You can only control what you can control. Make them doubt the ship, get them off balance. 
 
    She connected her slate to the console and sent the most troublemaking of the programs from her misspent youth into her beloved ship. Along with the power surges, lights would go off, doors would open, chairs would tilt. Petty tricks, but sowing confusion would have to do.  
 
    Sezze and Altua kept their favorite weapons on them, their second favorites tucked away in their respective quarters, and a few spares in an armorer’s closet near the cargo hold. She knew how to use most of them—Sezze made them all run drills on particularly long trips—but she’d likely be better off with what she’d pieced together already.  
 
    She flipped through the screens once more, partly to double check, partly to delay the inevitable. Noting the argument still taking place on the bridge, she redirected several energy flows, waited for the surge of her program, and released it all through Kej’s console.  
 
    Satisfaction welled through her at the result—a visible shock of energy leapt from console to boarder, and his roar warmed her to her toes. She overloaded everything she could—if they were clever, they’d be able to redirect connections and get everything online before long, but in the meantime, they couldn’t do anything with the ship that she didn’t allow.  
 
    None of the ducts leading out of the engine room were big enough for her, and most of the walls had spaces a Gotin could fit, but not an Isloran. Right. You can’t be a pest in the walls, but you can be a full-sized problem in the halls.  
 
    Hoping she’d be able to tell Tikel her absurd accidental rhyme and hear her second’s snorting laugh in response, Selithra gathered up her improvised weapons and strode out of engineering.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The few halls of her ship had never felt so long, or so haunted. The flickering lights—likely the worst gift she’d ever given herself—made it all the more ominous, but she hugged each wall and hoped for the best.  
 
    She stretched her neck long and angled her long nose down to peer around the junction with as little showing as possible. Her intention was a quick motion, glance, pull back, process, proceed. 
 
    Instead she froze, staring at the stretch of hall between her and the cargo hold. The normally clear hallway didn’t make sense, and her mind wouldn’t compute the difference. 
 
    Burn marks on the doors…blast marks.  
 
    Shapes in the hall…one furred, one scaled, one large, all… 
 
    Not a lot of blood. Whatever the boarders used, it cauterized as it shot. As it killed.  
 
    Bodies in the hall. Sezze and Altua, who had either been near or charged into the fray as soon as a fray had appeared. They were the ship’s fighters, mostly impressive muscle for questionable deals, but good at their jobs. Sezze loved dice games, Altua sang—terribly, but enthusiastically—and now they sprawled unresponsive in the hallway of their home.  
 
    The third body…tiny, next to Sezze. Maybe half of the Arcien’s leg. Furred and small and dear.  
 
    The boarders had shot the captain.  Her captain.  
 
    She’d never known the Ocen’Te without him.  
 
    Gripping her tools tighter, she pulled back from the corner and breathed.  
 
    In the cargo hold was an access point. The access point gave her a clear path to the mess, where the majority of…perhaps the rest of her crew were held.  
 
    She checked her slate, counting down to the next disruption to the panels nearby. And in four…three…two… 
 
    The cargo doors stuttered open. Guttural shouts issued from the other side—she tensed and pushed tighter against the wall around the corner. The screen in the cargo hold didn’t have an unobstructed view of the bay. Caution dictated she operate as though the cargo hold were occupied.  
 
    Caution and a cursed amount of luck were all that had any chance of keeping her alive.  
 
    The grunting noises came again, and this time her translator made an attempt at it.  
 
    No records. Credit locked. Want? 
 
    Want what?  
 
    The voice repeated, louder, then its bearer must have realized no one was coming through the door. The lights flickered once, twice. Selithra’s stomach convulsed, but she kept her hands steady.  
 
    “No code, you pirating scum! The captain has the code. You killed the captain. NO CODE!” Miske, their purse-holder, credit-controller, accountant, brilliant brave stubborn Miske screamed a blatant lie at a being five times her size. 
 
    At least one boarder in the cargo hold.  
 
    Would he come out? 
 
    Would she have to go in? 
 
    “Of course you want me to check the door, you big dumb hava, of all the—” 
 
    A sharp crack interrupted Miske’s rage, echoed by a cry of protest that had to be Kej.  
 
    Selithra couldn’t be sure who’d been hit, but she got the edge of her eye around the corner in case Miske really was the one to come to the door.  
 
    The Gotin stuck her small head through the doorway, mouth drawn back in scorn. Her body language suggested if someone was going to shoot her, they’d better be about it.  
 
    Hoping on every nebula that Miske would keep her fur together, Selithra pushed her long head out further.  
 
    See me and keep it together. The chant echoed inside her head. See me and keep it together.  
 
    “It’s just the lights.” Miske waved a hand into the hallway, clearly holding two digits apart. The fur on her face bristled with a conflict of emotions, but the boarder couldn’t possibly see that. “Too bad you didn’t let our engineer fix our power issues; maybe the lights wouldn’t be setting off the doors, and you could be done and off this ship.” 
 
    Their account-keeper swallowed hard, smoothed her fur, and turned back inside the cargo hold.  
 
    “I’ll try the captain’s planetfall date, maybe that’ll open the safe,” she announced. 
 
    Selithra, aware there was no safe in the cargo hold, knew Miske was going to do her best to distract the two pirates inside.  
 
    Caution told her to wait.  
 
    With Kej and Miske inside, caution could blow itself out an airlock. 
 
    Selithra kept her eyes fixed on the open door halfway down the hall, ignoring the bodies between her and it with everything she had.  
 
    Cling to the wall, step softly, don’t let the tools clang together. She narrated the mantra internally, clinging to each word as though she could wring luck out of it.  
 
    At the door, she gave herself two breaths to steady, then edged an eye around the doorway. Being able to use only one eye meant she couldn’t trust the depth perception, but it was enough to tell her one tall boarder had its back to the door, focused on whatever Miske was doing with the cabinet Altua locked his meals in to keep them away from Sezze.  
 
    The other boarder, same species as the rest, held a gun against Kej’s back and scanned the space around them. One more breath, and Selithra ran into the cargo hold, brandishing compressed air and pulling the sparker into position to light it.  
 
    “Kaaaaaaaya!” she screamed the moment the boarder over Kej locked onto her movement. Sezze believed in—had believed in—code words. This one meant ‘get down’ and was the best she could do before she brought her brand-new flamethrower to bear on the pirate holding Kej.  
 
    The next moments were a blur.  
 
    A crack, the nose-eating smell of burning flesh, a scream—several screams, at least one of them her own—and a great deal of shouting.  
 
    “Well,” Miske said, the word covering a handful of octaves. “Well.” 
 
    “Oh, flame and guts,” Selithra bit out as focus returned.  
 
    “He tried to shoot you,” Kej said, sounding surprised that a pirate would shoot at a crazy spotted Isloran running at him with a flamethrower.  
 
    “Kej.” Her hands hovered over him—when had she dropped her tools?—but she could only fix machines. Power couplings, circuits, haunted engines. Not bodies. Not this. “You stopped him.” 
 
    Miske kicked the closer burnt husk and then knelt next to Kej.  
 
    “Couldn’t let him shoot you,” the pilot said, eyes losing focus. “So I got shot. There were two of them.” 
 
    “They’re gone, Kej.” Satisfaction coated Miske’s tone. “You helped stop them.” 
 
    “With my body. Wish…I had a flamethrower. Four left.” Kej took in a ragged breath, and his gaze fixed on Selithra. “Four. Shook off their ship. But four more are here.” 
 
    “Is their ship coming back?” Selithra held still with an effort, because Kej needed her, but her skin jumped at the idea more pirates could be leaping out of the shadows at any moment.  
 
    “Knocked them off.” Kej struggled to reach out, and Miske and Selithra each grabbed one of the pilot’s hands. “Into a hunk of satellite. Didn’t…didn’t decompress them, but they shouldn’t be chasing for a while.” 
 
    Miske’s eyes widened, and she glanced back at the body behind them. No wonder the pirates hadn’t grabbed the goods and run.  
 
    “Sel…Sel.” 
 
    “I’m here, Kej. It’s ok, it’s—” 
 
    “It’s a Gritloth ship.” 
 
    A shudder twisted her back. Whatever species these were, they either currently or used to work for some of the most notorious slavers in the galaxy. Pirates were one thing. Murdering pirates who worked for slavers…well. 
 
    “We’ll run, Kej, I promise. We’ll get out of here.” Selithra couldn’t tell if he heard her, if he heard anything. The push to get the words out had cost him the last of his life, and she knew she had to do something but couldn’t remember what.  
 
    “Sel, you’re covered in blood.” 
 
    Selithra blinked, willing her hand to let go of Kej’s and unsure how to make her fingers move.  
 
    “Sel?” 
 
    “I was…in the engine housing, when…a panel cut me. I’m fine. It’s fine.” Nothing at all was fine, least of all her, but she had a job to do. Didn’t she? She did. “Do you think the others heard?” 
 
    “My translator couldn’t figure out what they were saying half the time, and I couldn’t tell if they were talking to us or each other—their comms are…” Miske shook her head instead of finishing the sentence, and smoothed Kej’s fur needlessly.  
 
    “We should move. In case.” Selithra tore her eyes away from Kej, and then again from the burned bodies. She busied herself picking up her tools and keeping at least one eye on the doors.  
 
    “What’s…” Miske shook herself and stood as well, examining one of the dropped weapons. “What’s your plan?” 
 
    “Lure the pirates out of the mess and blow them up?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Selithra gestured at the pack on her belt. “Everyone’s in the mess. Everyone…else, I mean, the…”  
 
    Miske gestured her understanding, her mouth disappearing against her fur.  
 
    “There are two other pirates in there. I made—they’re not grenades, but the hall outside the mess is interior, so even if I miscalculated and it’s a bigger blow, it won’t impact the integrity of the ship.” 
 
    “Selithra. You…what if only one comes out of the mess? What if they come out shooting? How are you going to lure…no. We can do better than that.” 
 
    “How? I can’t use a flame thrower in the mess, one of the cooktops would—” Selithra interrupted herself, tilting her head back to think. 
 
    “Even if the rest of them don’t know about this now, we’re on limited time before someone doesn’t check in, or one of them goes looking for the credit,” Selithra spoke slowly, and pointed to one of the taller stacks of crates.  
 
    Miske, understanding, followed her behind them. Minimal cover if any of the other pirates arrived, but minimal was better than none. 
 
    “If we do mess, then bridge, the two on the bridge will definitely know something is up, and that’s the second to last place we want them to hunker down. But if we do bridge first, the pirates in the mess might…I don’t want anyone else to die.” Her voice twisted under her, and Miske leaned against her leg in small comfort. 
 
    “We need a distraction.” The Gotin patted her leg—careful to avoid the belt pouch of explosives—and clacked her teeth definitively. “I take the mess, you take the bridge. Can you set something to blow up somewhere else? Time it so we’re well out of the way and draw someone out?” 
 
    “Yes,” she answered before she was sure, considered, and flicked her ears in affirmation. Between her slate and the gear she’d collected, she could manage something. “You can fit in the ducts!”  
 
    Miske blinked at her, and Selithra yanked out her slate, pulling up one of the downloaded schematics. A small venting line ran from the mess to the cargo hold. The turns were too tight for Selithra, but a Gotin could do it with some wriggling.  
 
    “There are only two turns. We get you weapons from Sezze and Altua’s backup chest, you wait until the explosion, when the pirates are distracted, you drop in, arm everyone—well—” 
 
    “Everyone but Peecey,” they said together, with a common thread of grim amusement. Their healer was a worse shot than Derokon was a pilot.  
 
    “I’ll get under the bridge and cut the relays. I can dummy up some information from my slate so they can hit all the buttons they want, but nothing will happen. That should reroute everything to secondary controls in engineering. Once you have the crew, get back to the engine room.” 
 
    “We’ll rotate a watch to keep them locked on a useless bridge, and turn them over when we get to the station.” Miske turned toward where Kej lay and shuddered, then straightened. “Show me where to go. We got this, Sel.” 
 
    “We got this.” Selithra squeezed Miske close, then moved. No time to reconsider. Time to get it done. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The crawlspace under the bridge was tighter than the engine casing and less familiar. It didn’t bleed quite as much heat, but sweat coated Selithra, mixing with the sticky old blood on her coverall.  
 
    Part of her brain narrated all the ways she’d need to reroute and fix the systems on the ship after this. It shouldn’t be so easy to cut power to the bridge.  
 
    Granted, it was a certain definition of easy. Easy if one intimately knew the branchings and wirings and redundant backups of the ship. Easy if one had the flexible and stretchable joints to reach behind near invisible corners. Easy if one knew which system needed to fall before the next without alerting those on the bridge. Still, it should be harder than this. 
 
    This could almost be enjoyable. If she could forget how Girru looked, empty-eyed and empty-lifed in the hall of his own ship, the challenge would have had her in ear-spinning delight. It was still sweaty work, but it would have edged on being fun. 
 
    Instead, the cramped space crowded further with her dead. Every cut wire, every false program she inserted, every shifted power coupling was for Girru, Kej, Sezze, and Altua. She tried to make a joke about Derokon flying them the rest of the way, but even in her own head, it fell flat.  
 
    She was in the midst of rechecking the door override when her planted explosion thrummed through the decking below her. That put her ahead of schedule; if she could get out of here without unplugging anything she’d so carefully rerouted, she could get down to the mess and help. 
 
    Selithra didn’t think much further about how she would help—she was a better shot than Peecey, but barely—she concentrated on each small movement to work her way out of the compartment, back to the junction, and back through the deck into the captain’s office.  
 
    It took nearly as long to get out as it had taken her to redirect everything from the bridge, and that leant urgency to her pace. She should have checked corners. She should have been cautious, been careful, been more aware.  
 
    But in the end, it didn’t matter. 
 
    In the end, all she was…was too late. 
 
    An alarm fizzled in and out of her hearing, matching the fluctuations of the lighting, underscored by the crackle of sparks beyond the hallway.  
 
    The mess doors hung off their track, bulging into the hall, and something made the air hazy and heavy. 
 
    She lifted the blaster she’d taken from Sezze’s closet, but her grip was all wrong. 
 
    A panel hung loose from the ceiling, wires trailing and sparking. The cooktop had exploded. Selithra’s mind raced, connecting the conduits under the bridge to the ones here—had she done this? Was it her fault? 
 
    It couldn’t be, but maybe? No. No?  
 
    Thoughts fought each other, circling and cutting over, trying to stop her from seeing what else the mess held. 
 
    Everyone.  
 
    Three dead pirates—one must have left the bridge before she got under it—and six dead crew. Six dead friends. Tikel broken against the cooler. Claron crushed under the table. Miske burned through with a cauterizing shot. 
 
    Calm clarity fell over her in a wave.  
 
    There was one left. On the bridge. On her bridge, on her ship, alive when her crew was not.  
 
    She marched back through the ship. She wedged herself into the crawlspace, careful, so careful.  
 
    Not cautious—she was beyond caution now—simply precise. Every deliberate motion, coldly considered, sure not to undo anything she’d done. 
 
    She considered patching into the comms, telling this one nameless survivor what lay ahead for them, but chose against it.  
 
    Instead, she told the ventilation system the bridge had a leak. Pulled all remaining atmosphere out. Sealed it from the rest of the ship. Turned off the lights. 
 
    The last pirate would die in there, in the dark. Right away or later, depending on his suit.  
 
    She’d wait outside the bridge with Sezze’s weapon in case something went wrong. 
 
    But slow or fast, he’d die.  
 
    And she’d remember. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 A Favor by Kevin Steverson 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The Cube 
 
    Salvage System  
 
      
 
    Mike Bradford walked down the bright passageway. Up ahead, a shimmering green Smilp chittered at him impatiently. “Dang it, Tim. You know I can’t move as fast as you. Slow down.” 
 
    Tim stood up to his full three-foot height on his back two legs, put his other two sets of limbs—ending in small pincers—on what any bipedal race would consider their hips, and chittered again. Bradford understood most of it, having been around Tim and the beetle-like Smilp race for years.  
 
    The translator in Bradford’s earpiece let him know all of what was said. “You slow because you have only two legs…and because you getting old. Old for human, anyway.” 
 
     “Old!” Bradford exclaimed. “I ought to punt you like a warball and send you bouncing down the passageway.” 
 
    Bradford laughed at what his little friend and employee said next and replied, “What? Okay, I’ll give you that. I would have to catch you first.” 
 
    After passing several more intersections, the two of them entered the massive repair ship’s library together. In the far corner at one of the consoles with a large screen sat another Smilp. Unlike Tim, this one was an off-red shiny orange. He stood up in the seat and bounced up and down in excitement. 
 
    Bradford took the unlit cigar out of his mouth and said, “Calm down. What the hell has you so fired up anyway? You’re supposed to be down here getting a line on parts for the Bleeve missile carrier…or at least some schematics, so we can put a replicator on it and make what we need to finish the job. I know missile transfer racks aren’t that exciting. Well, unless they malfunction in the middle of battle, I guess.” 
 
    The Smilp chittered rapidly at his boss, the co-owner of Mike and Mike’s. It was so fast, Bradford couldn’t hope to make out one word in five. Even the translator couldn’t keep up, and Bradford only heard parts of words from it. 
 
    “Tim, you better get your boy Petey,” Bradford said. “He’s done gone crazy. What’s he saying, anyway?” 
 
    Tim shook a small pincer at Petey as if it were a fist and chittered just as fast. Petey stopped bouncing, and the upper portion of his exoskeleton expanded and relaxed as he took a deep breath to calm himself. 
 
    After a moment or two, he spoke again. “Was looking for old Bleeve ships and parts. I got lost down side tunnel and watched Groog wrestling and Snygover races. That led me to Snygover flyers and their fighters. Fighters are big race flyers.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Bradford said, waiving his cigar around in a circle. “Everyone knows the Snygover racing flyers are miniature fighters with no weapons. You got sidetracked on the galaxy network. I get it. Can ya get to the point?” 
 
    “Found chat group of my favorite racer,” Petey explained. “Talked with a Mangleton who says know where Smarg Battle Frame located. He want sell information.” 
 
    “What?” Bradford exclaimed. “A Battle Frame. A real Smarg Battle Frame? That Mangleton slug is pulling all six of your legs. Everyone knows the last Battle Frame was destroyed nearly three thousand years ago. There’s documentaries of the defeat of the Smarg Empire and the final battle all over the history channels of several races.” 
 
    Tim chittered, “Three systems came together as allies and put stop to them and evil empire. We come halfway through ship for this? Punt him across room, boss.” Tim waved a limb dismissively toward a bulkhead. He didn’t expect the retired Sol Fleet veteran would actually do it. Bradford threatened stuff like that all the time, but never followed through. It was the staff sergeant in him coming out. Tim was the top employee in the company and liked to imitate his friend and boss. 
 
    The Smarg race had once occupied more than their system alone. Their empire stretched across several more, some with multiple inhabitable planets. All but their own were conquered and enslaved systems. 
 
    The race was still known for their aggressive tendencies and the ability to eat and digest any source of meat. They were bipedal, with long gangly arms, standing nearly as tall as the average human. The main difference from most humanoid-type races was their claws and elongated jaw, with the ability to unhinge and tear chunks from their enemy…and meal. Well, that and the fact they were a mottled gray and yellow in color, with a head full of shaggy black hair. 
 
    The Bith hadn’t closed their system gate after their defeat, but very few races traded with the system. For the most part, the system had been left to its own for the last three thousand years or so. Bradford was surprised they hadn’t attempted to spread out again. He chalked it up to the fear of total annihilation of the entire race, as the victors of the war had threatened, should the Smarg ever leave their system again with intentions other than peace. 
 
    As opposed to heavy battlecruisers or dreadnoughts, the Smarg had used Battle Frames as their fleet flagships. The massive structures allowed a battlecruiser the ability to back into a slot, lock on, and integrate with the massive battle platform. Twice the size of a dreadnought, the Smarg Battle Frame had the ability to launch missiles as if it was a missile carrier, fire lasers like a heavy battlecruiser, maneuver like a destroyer, yet have the shielding of the aforementioned dreadnought. All the records indicated they were devastating and capable of wiping out entire fleets. The records also indicated none had survived the years-long war. 
 
    Bradford and Tim turned to leave the compartment. It had been a waste of time. What they heard next from Petey stopped them in their tracks, made them turn around, and walk back over to the console. 
 
    “He showed proof,” Petey chittered, now with his small pincers on his hips as he stared at them. He was still standing in the chair. “I have image of his ancestor’s journal and proof he was in Mangleton Fleet intelligence.” 
 
    Bradford ran his hand over his bald head and moved the unlit cigar back and forth in his mouth by its filter. “Proof, huh?” he asked. “Well, that’s a little different. Show us what ya got, Petey. If there’s a Battle Frame out there somewhere and we recover it, there’s a big payday in it for you as your share of the salvage. What you have has probably been altered to look authentic, but it won’t hurt to look at it.” 
 
    While they were looking at the images, Bradford called Bahroot using his personal comm and asked him to look with them. Ten minutes later he was on the library comms in a conference call. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Bradford sat in the chair with both Smilps standing on the armrests on each side of him. On screen were two people. Harmon Tomeral could be seen kicked back in his command seat on the ship Salvage Title. He was not only the commander of all the Salvage Forces and the system president, he was one of the owners. Technically, Tomeral and Associates had salvaged the once closed system and now owned it. 
 
    Mike Melton’s image showed him in the operation’s center in the combined shipyards. He was ex-military, too, and Bradford’s partner in the ship repair, restoration, and used ship sales company called Mike and Mike’s. He also ran the entire combined shipyards for the system. Unseen but involved in the conference video was Ensign Bahroot, one of only two actual artificial intelligences known in the entire galaxy. 
 
    “Let me get this straight,” Harmon said, still in slight disbelief. “Petey was lost on the galaxy net, following suggested links, and ended up chatting with a Mangleton who claims one of his ancestors fought in the Smarg Wars over three thousand years ago. Right?” 
 
    “Right,” Bradford agreed. “The guy sent an image of a few pages of an actual hand-written journal and proof his ancestor was in the fleet.” 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t call it hand-written,” Clip interjected as he stepped into view behind Harmon’s seat. 
 
    “Right,” Harmon agreed. “You have a point. It’s whatever you call the appendage when it stretches out from their body to manipulate something.” 
 
    “Those slug-looking things are creepy enough as it is,” Mike said. “I don’t need to see one stretch an arm out of its body, too.” 
 
    “They are not things,” Bahroot said. “They are a highly evolved race capable of forming limbs when needed.” 
 
    Mike blew across the top of his mug, took a sip of his coffee, and shrugged his shoulders. “I call it like I see it. I see creepy.” 
 
    “Anyway,” Harmon said, “the Mangleton wants to sell information leading to the location of a Smarg Battle Frame, and you guys are telling me the journal images check out?” 
 
    “Yes, Uncle Harmon,” Bahroot interjected. “I may or may not have snooped a little on this Mangleton. His ancestor was in Mangleton Fleet Intelligence…and the journal has been referenced several times in past correspondence with his family members.” 
 
    “Where’s the journal now?” Clip asked. 
 
    “It may or may not be in the study of the Mangleton in his domicile on his home planet. It also may or may not be opened to the same page as the images sent to Petey.” Bahroot said. 
 
    “May or may not?” Harmon asked. He looked back at Bahroot’s father with a raised eyebrow. Clip grinned and shrugged. 
 
    “Well,” Bahroot reasoned, “I do not believe in lying about how I retrieve information. So I would prefer you make your own decision if it is there. I have the ability to use the galaxy network to infiltrate security cameras on many planets. Not saying I did or did not do it in this case, mind you, but I will say I agree with Petey. There is a Battle Frame unaccounted for. The firsthand information in the journal was written over three thousand years ago by an individual who would have had knowledge of it back then.” 
 
    “Commodore,” Bradford said, “I’m just saying it wouldn’t hurt to check it out. If we find it and can bring it here to Salvage System, we can work on it. Maybe get it back in action. You’ll get a huge asset for the Salvage Fleet, and Mike and I make a handful of credit.” 
 
    Petey waved several limbs and chittered. “I get bonus. Big credit.” 
 
    Mike raised his mug in salute to their employee and grinned. “Yep, a big bonus.” 
 
    Harmon said, “Technically, you don’t have to ask me to go look. I mean, I have the contracts for most of your work, but you do have a business to run.” 
 
    “Yeah, but Piece of Junk is part of the system’s reserve fleet, so I have to ask before taking it and its crew out of the system,” Bradford reasoned. “I mean, I can’t just go joyriding in one of your war ships, even if it is an old Krift-designed light battlecruiser.” 
 
    “True,” Harmon agreed. “Tell you what. I’ll activate the ship and its crew, with you in command as usual, and you go find the Battle Frame, if it exists. You’ll need to integrate the ship with the frame, if it’s capable of operation. Otherwise you’ll have to lock on and bring it through the gates the old-fashioned way.” 
 
    Clip asked, “Mike, you going to be able to stay on schedule with Bradford gone, along with a couple hundred Smilps?” 
 
    “We’re ahead of schedule,” Mike answered. “Most of the fleet has been repaired—the ships worth repairing, anyway. We have some of the Bleeve ships nearly refurbished, to include the missile carrier. The missile transfer racks are an issue. I may ask Bahroot to redesign them. We have the new smaller missiles he designed for rapid launching, but they won’t do us any good if we can’t load them fast enough.” 
 
    “Our missiles, our racks,” Harmon said. “Bahroot, knock that out for him, would you?” 
 
    “Sure, Uncle Harmon,” the young AI answered. “I can base it off the defense platform missile racks. I will have a design ready in five minutes. I want to run simulations first.” 
 
    “Speaking of Bahroot,” Bradford said, “I’d like to bring him with us. He can run diagnostics on the frame if we find it.” 
 
    “Bradford,” a voice cut in. It was decidedly feminine. “If he goes with you, I will hold you personally responsible for his wellbeing.” 
 
    Bradford took his cigar out and said, “Commander Jayneen, I only need him to run diagnostics. It’s not like we’re going into battle.” 
 
    “Nonetheless,” the AI said, “I insist on Corporal Galooth going with him. Clip and I did not bring him to life and raise him just to lose him in some unknown system. I cannot help myself. I worry about him.” 
 
    “I figured that,” Bradford said. “She goes everywhere he does already.” 
 
    Mike said, “Sir, we’ll use Mike and Mike’s credit to pay for the rest of the information, and Bradford and his crew of Smilps will be on their way inside of a day. Once we learn more, we’ll have an idea of a transit time through alter-reality.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Harmon said. “Keep me updated.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Piece of Junk 
 
    Salvage System 
 
      
 
    “Alright, Tim,” Bradford said as he settled into the command chair mounted to the dais in the center of the bridge. It had been added during the ship’s restoration. Krift designed, before restoration, it hadn’t had a seat any human would find comfortable. 
 
    The Krift were a race resembling six-foot-tall wasps or termites, including wings on the females. Having been born on Earth, Bradford couldn’t help but compare all sentient life outside of humanity to some sort of creature on Earth. Except, of course, when a race was so alien it couldn’t be compared, like the Mangleton they’d purchased the information from. 
 
    Tim turned to the two Smilps sharing the helm console and ordered them to program a route to the Bith Gate on the edge of Salvage System. He then walked around the room on his back two legs and ensured the bridge crew were performing their duties. Petey sat with another Smilp, a shiny yellow member of their race, at the weapons console. He was leaned back with two limbs behind his head, undoubtably thinking of the credit coming his way if they were successful. 
 
    Bradford took out his cigar, turned, and spoke to the seven-foot-tall Marine standing beside his seat. “Corporal Galooth, it’ll be almost two days before we enter the gate. You might as well find your berth and get comfortable. I think Bahroot will be fine connected to the secondary helm console.” 
 
    The big Yalteen looked down at Bradford and grinned. “I’m good,” she said. “I spend a lot of time on the bridge of our ship. I’m in charge of emergency actions on the Desert Shade.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that,” Bradford said. “As a corporal? Really? That’s unusual. You should be promoted or something.” 
 
    “I was,” she answered. “I was promoted to corporal. Ensign Bahroot was assigned to the ship, and I go where he goes. Commodore Tomeral designated me as his minder when I was a private. His mother insisted it be a permanent assignment. I kind of like it, to be honest. My mech’s even been modified to fit him and his slate inside with me.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of responsibility,” observed Bradford. “Hold on. Let me make a call.” 
 
    Bradford engaged the comms on the armrest of his chair. “Salvage Title, this is Piece of Junk.” 
 
    Harmon himself answered the call. “What’s up, Bradford? You moving out?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Bradford confirmed. “I have a question for ya.” 
 
    “Talk to me,” Harmon said. Bradford could picture him sitting back in his seat and running a hand through his hair. 
 
    “I never thought about it before,” Bradford said, “but what rank do I hold when I’m commanding this bucket of bolts?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Harmon said slowly. “That’s a good question. Both times, it was only you and a full crew of Smilps. You retired as a staff sergeant, but that rank doesn’t really fit the profile of a ship commander. Come to think of it, Mike is in command of The Cube when it’s needed in defense of the system, too.” 
 
    “I know,” Bradford agreed. “I was just wondering.” Bradford grinned around his cigar at Galooth. 
 
    “I guess I should give you two a couple of reserve commissions,” Harmon said. “Don’t know why I didn’t think of it before. How about this; you’re a lieutenant commander when you’re activated, like you are now. I’m messaging the personnel commander as we speak.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me sir,” Bradford said. “Oh, I’ll be forwarding a few things to Salvage Fleet Personnel Command, myself. I just field promoted Corporal Galooth to sergeant. I’m not having a corporal in charge of emergency actions on my ship. Piece of Junk, out.” 
 
    Newly promoted Sergeant Galooth stood staring at Bradford with her mouth open. He laughed at her and winked. What she didn’t know was Commodore Harmon Tomeral was laughing even louder on the bridge of Salvage Title, halfway across the system. 
 
    A few minutes later, Mike messaged the ship. “Hey, what’s up?” Bradford asked. 
 
    “Did you just cause the commodore to promote me to a reserve officer?” Mike asked. He didn’t sound happy. “I retired as a master sergeant. I’m not a stinking officer.” 
 
    “I had to,” Bradford explained. “It let me promote a corporal to sergeant.” 
 
    There was silence on the call. After a minute Mike said, “That’s different. I guess I can deal with it whenever we’re activated. It’s not like it changes what I do. Besides, hooking up an NCO with promotion is an acceptable reason. Us noncommissioned officers gotta stick together. Tell Galooth she owes us a beer when you get back.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Mangleton System 
 
      
 
    “Are you certain?” the man on the main screen asked. 
 
    “Yeah, Davey,” Captain Johnny said. “The Mangleton sent more than thirty-two images of the journal and gate coordinates to someone in the Salvage System. My hacker was able to get into the system here but was blocked from tracing exactly where it went.” 
 
    “Is youse hacker any good?” Davey the Fixer asked. “I got a couple of guys whose could take a crack at it.” 
 
    “Youse don’t know?” Johnny asked. “My guy is Ralphie the Hook’s kid.” 
 
    The man known as the Fixer sat back in his seat with raised eyebrows. “If the Hook’s kid couldn’t get through the security, no one could. Forget I said that.” 
 
    “Forget about it,” Johnny said. “We don’t know who it went to, but we do have the information. The Battle Frame is in a system that’s not listed. The Bith never made the coordinates public.” 
 
    “That or they removed it from the directory,” the Fixer said. “Who knows why the turtles do what they do. Shoot me the numbers, and we’ll try and get there first. I contacted my guy in Salvage System and had him watching the traffic. A single war ship left the system not more than an hour ago. My guy says it wasn’t their flagship, Salvage Title. It was an old light battlecruiser. I’m making the jump with the boss’s entire enforcer fleet. Eight ships ought to be enough, even if the jump to wherever is closer for them and they beat us there.” 
 
    “It pays to have a guy in newly colonized systems,” Johnny said. “Gives the boss a chance to get in on the ground floor of any lucrative credit-making opportunities. One ship should be no problem for you. The boss will be happy. That frame is worth more than the entire fleet in some systems. I’m not trying to get in your business, but youse might want to think about jamming the gate with the shuttle.” 
 
    “I’m way ahead of youse,” the Fixer said. “That jamming shuttle and the program the Hook’s kid created is a game changer in my line of business. The last thing we want is that ship calling for help. I’ll be back in the Carlozzi System in a week or so. If youse get there before I do, save me a seat at the table.” 
 
    “Youse got it,” Johnny said. “I plan on winning back the five Gs youse won from me last time.” He cut the link and settled back in his seat in the operations center of his small cargo freighter. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
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    Harmon sat down in the conference room. “I just talked to Bradford. They’re about five minutes from transitioning through the gate. The system they’re going to is four days away.” 
 
    Clip looked over from the small gadget he was working on and said, “Yeah, Bahroot told me. He did a little poking around. The system’s never been in the directory. Other than finding it on the hidden list of systems the Bith didn’t make public, he couldn’t get any information on it.” 
 
    “Strange,” Harmon said. “How many systems are on the secret list, anyway?” 
 
    Clip shrugged. “Bahroot says there are close to fifty of them. Some were on the public list at one time and taken off; others were never posted. There’s got to be more of them not even on that list.” 
 
    “We should send a ship or two to some of them,” Harmon said. “Especially the ones pulled from the list. There may be some salvage from old battles or something.” 
 
    “We have enough salvage,” Clip said, looking up. “We’re finally back to the number of ships we had before we went into the Nazrooth System. Most of them are salvaged ships…and it’s not like we need the credit.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Harmon agreed. “Still, it’s hard to pass up good salvage. What’re you working on, anyway?” 
 
    “A prototype for the new proximity fuse for the pulse mines,” Clip answered. He looked up. “What do you think they’ll find in that system? It’s probably not inhabited, or it would be on the list. Do you think they’ll run into any trouble?” 
 
    “Nah,” Harmon answered. He waved a hand in dismissal. “What could go wrong?” 
 
    Jayneen’s voice came through the overhead speakers. She was alarmed. “Clip?” 
 
    “I’m on it,” Clip answered. He stood up, gathered all the small parts, looked over at Harmon, and shook his head before he walked out. 
 
    “What?” Harmon said, looking around the empty compartment. “What did I say?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Clip entered the power plant and looked around. He saw Zerith standing with a young Pikith technician. Zerith pressed his thumb to the slate, signing off on some inspection, and handed it back to the purple-skinned specialist. He looked up, noticed Clip, and walked over. 
 
    “Hey, Zee,” Clip said. “I want to ask your opinion on something.” 
 
    “Ssshure,” Zerith said. Like all Prithmar, some of his sounds stretched out. Most reptilian races tended to do that when speaking Earth Common. “Isss it a technical isssue?” 
 
    The senior chief warrant officer was a dusty bronze in color, though his small scales lightened around his eyes and mouth. He was humanoid, standing a little over five feet, not counting his tail. He reached into a pocket and pulled out a handful of bright red berries. He popped them into his mouth one at a time as he listened to his friend and fellow associate. 
 
    “Here’s the deal, dude,” Clip said as he flopped into a seat beside Zerith’s console. “Bradford got a line on a Smarg Battle Frame…” 
 
    “A Battle Frame!” Zerith interrupted. “Everyone knowsss they were desstroyed centuriesss ago.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought, man,” Clip agreed. “My boy did a little gumshoe work, and there’s a good chance one survived.” 
 
    “Gumsshoe? Niccce,” Zerith nodded. “I like the refenccce to the old entertainment videoss from Earth’ss twentieth ccentury. Have you located any more? I would like to add to my collection.” 
 
    “Not lately,” Clip answered. “Anyway, Bradford’s taking Piece of Junk with a full crew to check it out. Bahroot’s with him. They’re going to an unregistered system.” 
 
    “Interessting,” Zerith said. “If they find it and can get it back here, it will be a great addition to the fleet. Once ressstored, Harmon will probably want to lock on to it at the outssset of every conflict. I will need to do some resssearch on the scematicsss of it. If any can be found.” 
 
    “I hear ya,” Clip agreed. 
 
    “Ssso what wass it you wanted my opinion with?” Zerith asked. 
 
    “Well, I was talking to Harmon about it and asked him if he thought they’d run into any trouble,” Clip answered. “He said, ‘What could go wrong?’” 
 
    “Frost!” Zerith said and he stood up, looking around. He rarely used language like that. “We have to do something.” 
 
    “Yeah, dude,” Clip agreed. “I’m with you. What do we do? Send reinforcements?” 
 
    “Yesss,” Zerith said as he patted different pockets looking for something to snack on. He was clearly nervous. “Thisss could be bad.” 
 
    Jayneen spoke from the overhead speakers. “Both Captain Rogers and Cameron’s ships are repaired, and they have been inquiring about temporary contracts on Merc’s Hub. I suggest hiring them to go to the system as backup. They and their ships are quite formidable. Clip, I would feel more comfortable about the mission if they went there to protect our son.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea. I’ll make the call,” Clip said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Basher 
 
    Salvage System 
 
      
 
    Captain Dustin Rogers stood in front of his command seat as he looked at the main screen on his bridge. Dustin, a Rincah, reached up and scratched under a curving horn behind his ear. On the screen, Cameron’s mouth was moving, but no sound came across the call. 
 
    Cameron pushed his glasses back up his nose and spoke to someone off screen, his hands moving everywhere as he spoke. The wing membranes could be seen under his arms when he lifted them high enough. Cameron, like every member of the crew of Sweet Pea, was a Lormell. Covered in short gray fur and bearing large ears, the bat-like race was able to withstand g-forces much higher than almost every race traveling the stars through the gates. 
 
    Finally the sound worked. “—I was saying, yeah, we’re ready when you are.” 
 
    “Did ye pick up the Trinary and his platoon, lad?” Dustin asked. 
 
    “We got ‘em,” Cameron confirmed. “My ship is like yours now. I have a platoon of Marines, even if it’s just for this mission. I was surprised Mike asked if they could go with us. It’s not like we’re going to need them. I think the platoon leader wanted a change of pace for his troops. Still, it’s kinda neat to have some crew members who aren’t Lormell.” 
 
    Captain Rogers grinned at his young friend. “Mind you remember that before you go ordering yer pilot to kick her in, lad. They cannae take the g-forces like ye can.” 
 
    “Yeah,” agreed Cameron. “I warned Ralph. We’re not gonna even fire up four of the eight engines, and we’ll follow you.” 
 
    “Smart lad,” confirmed Dustin. “We’ll lead the way. We’re to be headed for the gate now. We’ll get to battle speeds at least, so we’re not to be too far behind them.” 
 
      
 
    * * *
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    They came through the gate into a dark system. The star at its center was smaller than most and appeared to be farther away than it was. The sensors indicated the system had five planets orbiting the weak yellow star. None of the planets were warm enough for life to exist. 
 
    “Hey, Bahroot,” Bradford said, “is the star dying, or is that how it’s been forever?” 
 
    “Given time, I could give you it’s approximate age,” answered the young AI. “If I was guessing, as humans are wont to do, I would say it has always been like this. The star is not large, and the closest planet to it is covered in ice, with little atmosphere.” 
 
    “So where’s the Battle Frame?” Bradford asked. “Are the sensors good enough to see deep into the system?” 
 
    “The sensors on this ship are not great by any measure, but they are adequate for my needs,” Bahroot answered. “I am using the Bith Gate sensors and cameras. They are more powerful than any system on a ship. I have located a large structure on the surface of the large moon orbiting the third planet.” 
 
    “Structure?” Bradford asked. 
 
    “Yes,” the AI answered. “According to the journal, the Battle Frame is on the surface of a moon with no atmosphere. I believe I have located it.” 
 
    “You heard him, Tim,” Bradford said. “Take us to that moon. We should get there inside of two days.” 
 
    Tim chittered commands to the bridge crew. Shortly after, they turned and headed to the third planet in the unnamed system. A countdown timer appeared in the corner of the main screen. It read forty-four hours and eight minutes. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    House Wins Again 
 
    Unnamed System 
 
      
 
    Eight hours later, eight ships transitioned from alter-reality through the gate into the same unknown system. All eight ships were in battle mode, with shields up and crews manning the weapons systems. Leading them was a hundred and fifty-year-old human-designed medium battlecruiser. 
 
    Specifically, the ship had been built in the Bentwick system, one occupied by humans for over five thousand years. The ship had been bought and sold several times since its decommissioning from the Bentwick Defense Fleet. It was the oldest of the eight ships, but it was also the biggest. Along with it was a light battlecruiser, three destroyer-class ships, two frigates, and a large gunship. All but two of them were human designed. 
 
    Davey the Fixer leaned back in his seat and looked around the bridge. The crew moved about with efficiency, and everything ran like a well-oiled machine. They should, thought Davey. The boss pays ‘em enough. Davey was always watching for a deal on a warship and kept tabs on the two recruiting agencies owned by the boss to ensure full crews were hired as soon as a ship was repaired or refurbished and ready to increase the size of the Fixer Fleet. That was how he’d heard of the possible existence of the one he was after now. 
 
    Eventually, we gotta leave a few ships back to defend the system, he thought. Not that anyone would be crazy enough to attack an entire system owned by Marco “The Throwback” Carlozzi. Everyone in their sector of the galaxy knew, if he didn’t have the forces to fight off the attack, plenty of beings, humans and other races, owed him a favor or two. Many of them were in positions of authority in their own systems. 
 
    Davey engaged his comms and spoke to his entire fleet. “All right, youse guys. Stick to the plan. Form up on House Wins Again in a…whachacallit…a wedge. We launched the jamming shuttle. No messages should get through the gate.” 
 
    He looked over and above the tactical console and verified only one other ship showing on the sensor screen. “It’s just the one ship. Youse little guys be ready to get around them if they try to cut away and make a break for it. It’s not enough if they should leave the frame to us. We can’t have no witnesses.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Piece of Junk 
 
      
 
    Petey turned to Bradford and chittered, “Sensors show emergence! Eight ships come through gate. Not Salvage System registration on any ship.” 
 
    Bradford stood up quickly. “What? There’s nothing here. Why would another ship come through? Bahroot?” 
 
    “Petey is correct,” the AI confirmed. “There has been an emergence. Eight warships with shields up and targeting systems operating.” 
 
    “Eight!” Bradford exclaimed. “We’ve been set the hell up.” 
 
    “I agree,” Sergeant Galooth said. “There’s no way it’s a coincidence. What are we going to do, sir?” 
 
    “Get ‘em to battle stations, Tim,” Bradford said. He sat back down. “Get the shields up and the launchers online. Bahroot, tell me exactly what we’re facing and see if you can determine their course. This ain’t good. Mike always handles this kind of thing, and I go do my thing. I don’t plan them, I just take the plan and run with it.” 
 
    “They have moved into a wedge formation,” Bahroot announced. “That confirms they knew we would be here. They are eight hours behind us and gaining. There is no doubt of their intentions. They are on a direct trajectory to the moon.” 
 
    “Can we make it to the frame before they catch us?” Bradford asked. 
 
    “If we move to battle speed now, we will be there six hours and twenty minutes ahead of them, given their currant speed,” answered Bahroot. “If they follow us, we can loop around the planet and make a run for the gate. Even if the Battle Frame is in perfect shape, we cannot connect, run diagnostics, start its power plants, determine how to integrate it to our systems, and use it in that time frame.” 
 
    “Sir,” Galooth said, “it may not have a single missile on board.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bradford agreed. “Bahroot, can you take over piloting this thing? My guys are good, but you can evaluate their moves and react quicker. We’re going to have to figure out how to get to the gate without getting torn apart.” 
 
    “I can,” Bahroot said. “I also took the liberty of calling Uncle Harmon to let him know what is happening.” 
 
    “Thanks!” Bradford said. “That’s the first thing I should have done. But even if they send the squadron on gate guard here within the hour, it’ll be four days before they come through the gate here.” 
 
    “I should probably mention they tried to jam all signals to the gate and through the galaxy network,” Bahroot said. “I was able to get through without issue, though it wasn’t bad for human programming.” 
 
    “Human?” Bradford asked. “Just who’s chasing us anyway? Where are those ships registered?” 
 
    “They are registered in the Carlozzi System.” 
 
      
 
    * * *
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    “What’s your plan, man?” Clip asked. 
 
    “Well,” Harmon said, “for starters, I’m glad you sent Dustin and Cameron after them. They hit the gate four hours after Piece of Junk transitioned, so we have that going for us. I already ordered the squadron on gate guard to transition to the same coordinates at battle speeds. They’ll hit the gate in forty-five minutes.” 
 
    Jayneen’s voice came through the comms on the arm of Harmon’s seat. “Harmon, I assessed the registrations of the fleet and pulled the unregistered number from it. He is the leader of a multi-system syndicate called the Carlozzi Family and owns his own human-occupied planet and system. It is a place worse than Darloog. It is one big tourist attraction for gamblers and every other kind of disreputable business. He is, to use the phrase from the old videos Clip and Zerith love to watch, a…mob boss.” 
 
    “Squat,” Harmon muttered. “Just what we need.” 
 
    A moment later, Jayneen said, “I have Marco Carlozzi ready to put on the main screen.” 
 
    “Do you?” Harmon asked. “That was fast. Connect it.” 
 
    “Hello?” Marco said, looking into his screen and at Harmon as if it had come to life on its own. He was sitting behind a huge, expensive wooden desk. “Who is dis? How did youse get my personal comm numbers? Where are youse? In a ship? If youse are looking to join my fleet, this ain’t the way to go about it. Youse disrespected my privacy, and youse disrespected me.” 
 
    Marco pointed and snapped his fingers at someone offscreen. “Nobody disrespects The Throwback. Why don’t youse tell me who youse are and where…I’ll send somebody around to explain it to youse real simple like.” 
 
    “You have a fleet of eight ships bearing down on one of mine. Call them off now,” Harmon said. He wasn’t planning on wasting time with pleasantries. 
 
    “Oh, a wise guy, eh?” Marco said. “Youse ain’t gonna tell me your name, but youse gonna try and tell me what to do with my fleet and how to run my business? Well you can fugettaboutit. I got a guy who can find out who youse are and where you’re at. Youse can expect a visit.” 
 
    Jayneen spoke into Harmon’s ear through his earpiece. “Someone is attempting to hack into the call and trace it. I have blocked the efforts.” 
 
    “You talk a lot for someone about to lose eight ships and a lot of lives, Marco,” Harmon said. “I’ll tell you who I am. My name is Harmon Tomeral. Maybe you’ve heard of me, maybe not. I will tell you this much; I’ll be coming to see you personally if anything happens to that ship or its crew.” 
 
    Marco stared as if trying to determine if what he’d heard was some kind of joke, or if the man on his viewscreen was being serious. No one ever threatened him. His face began to turn red. Those who angered him never fared well. Harmon saw someone step into view, lean down, and whisper in the middle-aged man’s ear. Marco’s eyes widened. He nodded to the man. 
 
    “Listen, Mister Tomeral, I think we got off on the wrong foot here,” Marco said. He spoke rapidly as he tried to back away from his previous attitude. “I meant no disrespect. My guy is calling them now. We didn’t know it was one of your ships. We got a line on something and went for it. Youse know how it is. Youse are in the salvaging business.” Marco raised his hands halfway and shrugged his shoulders in apology. 
 
    “Like I said, call them off. Now. I’ll wait,” Harmon said with a bored expression. 
 
    He leaned to the side of his seat with his chin resting in his hand. Harmon glanced up at Big Jon, now standing beside him. The sergeant major always seemed to know when he was needed on the bridge. The man on the screen looked nervous and kept glancing to the side, waiting. A bead of sweat rolled down the side of his face. He didn’t bother to wipe it off. 
 
    After a few tense minutes, the same person stepped back into view and whispered to Marco. Marco snapped his head around and whispered back to him. The man shook his head and glanced up at their screen. He stepped back out of sight. 
 
    Marco reached up, tugged at his collar with a finger, and cleared his throat. “Mr. Tomeral, we…uh, we have a slight problem ova here.” 
 
    “A problem? What kind of problem?” Hamon asked as he leaned forward. Beside him, Big Jon hissed slightly and exposed his teeth. For anyone unfamiliar with the Leethog race, the sight of a humanoid opossum showing all his teeth could be extremely unnerving. 
 
    “My guy can’t seem to get through to the flagship,” Marco said. “We’re still trying, but I gotta guy who designed a shuttle to jam all messages coming to and from the gate. They must have deployed it. We can’t contact them.” 
 
    Harmon sighed and said, “Amateurs. You mean you don’t have a secure channel to reach your flagship even through your jamming? You might want to stick to gambling, fixing sporting events and fights, and whatever else you do. You don’t need a fleet of warships. Tell them to back off on this call, and we’ll cut the video out and send it to our ship to forward. We can get through the jamming easily.” 
 
    “Uh, okay,” Marco said. He sat up straight, looked into the screen, and said, “Davey, youse can stop now. We’re gonna fold and cut our losses on this one. Bring the fleet back to the system. Do not attack that ship, youse hear me? This is one we can’t win.” 
 
    “That should do it,” Harmon said. “Just so you know, if they fire one missile at my ship, they’ll defend themselves, and I’ll own all your ships as compensation for the trouble you’ve caused. Out here.” 
 
    Harmon cut the link, looked up at Big Jon and Clip, pursed his lips, and slowly shook his head. “Mob boss. This is ridiculous. Jayneen, will you send that clip to Bahroot so they can send it over to the pursuing fleet? We can’t contact Dustin and Cameron. They’re still in alter-reality. Bradford will have to let them know not to head in with weapons blazing as soon as they transition in.” 
 
      
 
    * * *
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    “Alright, Bahroot,” Bradford said. “Call them. When they answer, pull ‘em up on the main screen. We’ll let ‘em know we’re forwarding a message.” 
 
    On the main screen an image appeared of the bridge of a warship. All the crew members were humans in grey uniforms. All but one. The man sitting in the command seat wore a dark suit, complete with a tie. It wasn’t an ordinary suit. The cut of the cloth was something out of the entertainment videos. 
 
    After a moment, some of those in the bridge noticed the main screen and shouted and pointed. The man sitting in the center looked up in surprise. “How did youse do that? My guy just answered the call. Who are youse anyway?” 
 
    Bradford glanced over at Sergeant Galooth and winked. “I am…Lieutenant Commander Bradford of Salvage Fleet.” 
 
    He didn’t bother removing his cigar as he spoke. “And you are?” 
 
    “Never you mind who I am,” the man said. “If I wanted youse to know who I am I’d have told youse, see?” 
 
    “Fine,” Bradford said. “Don’t tell me who you are. You could at least tell me why you’re wearing those ridiculous clothes. Wait, never mind. Look, I have a message I was asked to forward to you. Something about your stupid shuttle blocks your own messages, too. Anyway, we’re sending it now. Out here.” 
 
    Bahroot sent the video to the flagship, and they waited. Bradford sat back, smiling to himself around his cigar. He was glad he’d remembered to mention his new rank, but it was all he could do to keep a straight face when he’d said it. 
 
    One of the shimmering purple Smilps working at the communications console looked over and said, “He call back.” 
 
    Bradford pointed two fingers at the main screen and said, “Put it up there, Barney.” 
 
    The unknown ship commander appeared on the screen. “I don’t know what youse are trying to pull, but I know a scam job when I see it. I’m not falling for it, youse hear me? It’s a fake. You got someone holding a piece to an actor’s head offscreen or sumthin’?” 
 
    The man ducked his head a little and looked sideways as if he’d seen it done before. Then he sat up straight and said, “First of all, Marko Carlozzi doesn’t get nervous and B, he sure doesn’t sweat from it. So get ready to kiss your ass goodbye. We’re coming, and we’re gonna catch youse…and when we do, it ain’t gonna be pretty.” The link cut. 
 
    “Hell,” Braford said. “Bahroot, let the commodore know they refused to back off, and push us to the limit of the g-force dampeners. We need to figure out what our options are, and what we’re going to do.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Basher 
 
    Unnamed System 
 
      
 
    Four later, the ships Basher and Sweet Pea transitioned through the gate at battle speeds. Captain Dustin Rogers looked over at his tactical officer and asked, “Can you pick up Piece of Junk?  
 
    “Sir, I…sir!” exclaimed Lieutenant Tyson. Like Dustin and every member of the crew, he was a Rincah, a humanoid race with curved horns. Like the rest, he was solidly built, his upper body able to carry the weight of the horns without thought. Also, as was the custom of the race, when he reached adulthood, he’d chosen his own name. His was Mike Tyson. 
 
    “There are nine warships in this system, and a small shuttle near us,” the tactical officer said. “The galaxy network has stopped updating. The shuttle is jamming the gate.” 
 
    “But not our sensors?” Dustin asked. 
 
    “Aye, sir,” answered Tyson. “Not our sensors, or communications inside this system. Oddly enough, only the connection to the gate is blocked.” 
 
    A call from the Sweat Pea came directly to Dustin’s comms on his seat. He hit the panel, sending it straight to the main screen. Cameron looked at him with an astonished look. “Hey, did you know those ships are moving fast, man. They’re chasing Bradford and stuff. They got shields up and everything.” 
 
    “Aye, lad,” Dustin answered. “I’m to be aware of it. Adjust yerselves to follow our lead. I’ll give Bradford a call and see if we can sort this out, or if it’s to be a fight.” He cut the link and directed his communications officer to call Piece of Junk. 
 
    Before he could, Bradford called them. “Basher, this is Piece of Junk.” 
 
    Bradford appeared on the screen. “Bradford, ye look to be in a bit of trouble. What have ye gotten into, if ye don’t mind me asking?” 
 
    “They came in eight hours after we did,” Bradford explained. “They want the Battle Frame, near as I can figure. Oh, and they don’t want to leave any witnesses. We’ve been in contact with the commodore, but it’s not doing us any good. Commodore Tomeral contacted their system. The man leading the fleet doesn’t believe his own boss told him to call off the attack and leave this system.” 
 
    “His boss?” Dustin asked. “Do ye mean his superior officer?” 
 
    “Nope,” Bradford said. He took his cigar out and said, “His boss. As in a Mob Boss. A syndicate. The ships are registered to the Carlozzi System.” 
 
    Cameron cut into the call, and his image appeared on half the screen on the other two ships. “Carlozzi? That cesspool? That place is one big gambling casino. The only people who go there are those hooked on gambling, drugs, or whatever. That’s where you go to get a new identity. Don’t get me wrong, a lot of different races go there, but it’s kinda sleazy, if you ask me. At least on Darloog, you have a chance to win, or on Earth even, in the Vegas Metropolis.” 
 
    “Aye, lad,” Dustin said. “I’ve heard of it. Never been there. Never been to Earth, either. It sounds like something off the entertainment videos on the network.” 
 
    Cameron added, “I heard the Carlozzi Family has its greasy fingers in a lot of businesses and systems in their sector of the galaxy.” 
 
    “We don’t have a choice but to fight,” Bradford said. He ran his hand over his bald head. “Look, this isn’t my thing. I don’t plan battles. I just do what I’m told and fight like hell.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Cameron agreed. “Me too. I like to follow. Unless it’s a complete free for all. I do pretty good with those.” 
 
    “Then, if the two of ye don’t mind,” Dustin said, “I’ll take charge of this little skirmish. It’s eight on three, but I say we don’t wait on them to gather more to make it a little more even for them. It’s to be their loss.” 
 
    At hearing this, Bradford sat up, encouraged. “Sounds good to me. What’s the plan?” 
 
      
 
    * * *


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Piece of Junk 
 
      
 
    Out of habit, Bradford looked over at the spare helm console when he spoke to Bahroot. The AI was still connected to the console but had two spare power cells hooked up, along with the power cable running from his cube to the console itself. If the power should fluctuate in the ship, or be lost, it wouldn’t affect Bahroot. One power cell had enough for several days’ use. 
 
    “You sure you got this?” Bradford asked. He, like every other being on the ship, was in an emergency suit, with his helmet hanging on the side of his seat. Unlike his and Galooth’s suit, the ones for the Smilps resembled padded beetles matching their body shape. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Bahroot assured him. “We have looped around, and the enemy will be within launching range in five minutes. Their commander has split his fleet to meet all three of our ships. Captain Rogers’ plan has a high percentage of success. 
 
    “You were right in your assessment of him. He does not have a clue about leading a task force, much less a fleet. He has the light battlecruiser and the two frigates coming straight at us. The three destroyers split off and are taking on the Basher, while the flagship and the gunship are moving toward Cameron and the Sweet Pea.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, they’re in for a surprise,” Bradford said. “We should be able to launch two salvos of missiles before they launch one. There’s no way they have the capabilities our improved missiles have.” 
 
    “I agree,” Bahroot said. “And the shuttles will be a nasty surprise. Especially Cameron’s.” 
 
    Less than five minutes later, the Smilp operating the weapons console announced, “Missiles away.” 
 
    Ten missiles launched, five targeting each of the frigates. At almost the same time, Bahroot flew the shuttle from the open bay by remote. After an hour’s work, the Smilps had connected a slate to the cockpit of the troop transfer shuttle and mounted Sergeant Galooth’s mech to the top of the craft using electromagnets. The missile racks on each shoulder held nine small rockets, and the arm with the railgun was extended. 
 
    Bahroot, an AI with unmatched computing capabilities in the galaxy, would operate both, along with the shuttles from both other ships. The mech attached to the Sweet Pea’s shuttle was one of the mechs pieced together by a Lormell named Windell. It had a missile rack holding fifty small rockets with powerful warheads. The shuttle from Captain Rogers’ ship didn’t have a mech to carry. Instead, it was loaded with explosives and would be a weapon itself. 
 
    None of the three shuttles would have a crew of living beings in them. This meant they wouldn’t be operated with the hindrance of g-force tolerance. Bahroot would run the engines nonstop at maximum power and maneuver them with incredible precision and speed. 
 
    “Launching second salvo,” announced the same blue Smilp. “They tracking the battlecruiser.” 
 
    “Good job, Sam,” Bradford said. “You keep launching at it.” 
 
    “Missiles incoming,” chittered a shiny rust-colored Smilp at the tactical position. 
 
    “Make sure you launch those shotgun missiles when the calculations call for them, Lauren.” Bradford answered. “Stop all you can. I don’t want our shields to have to take many of those.” 
 
    The smaller Smilp stood in her seat, watching her screens, ready to take action. She, like the rest of the crew, worked with a focus. It wasn’t the first time most of the crew had been in action. Normally she worked as a repair technician on the systems she was using. She liked it when the reserve ships were activated. 
 
    The first salvo of missiles hit the two frigates’ shields. As expected, several missiles made it past the downed shielding, and both small ships were total losses for the enemy. The light battlecruiser was able to destroy half the missiles with its defensive lasers, and its shields held when the remaining missiles struck it. 
 
    They didn’t hold when the shuttle brought the mech within range, Bahroot let loose an endless barrage of rounds from the railgun on the mech’s arm, and launched all eighteen rockets. The railgun firing without letting up quickly drained the mech’s power cell, but it didn’t matter. More than a thousand rounds hit the remaining shielding with incredible kinetic energy. The rockets hitting the same general area finished the shields off, allowing many of them to strike the hull and deep into the ship. 
 
    Four missiles made it past the Piece of Junk’s lasers, though, and the ship rocked when they struck the shields. “Status,” Bradford called out. 
 
    “Forward shields at forty percent,” called out a Smilp. “Repair crews working on shield generators.” 
 
    “A section of their shielding down,” the Smilp at tactical called out. “Target gap in shields!” 
 
    “Do it,” Bradford ordered. “Launch the fighters now!” 
 
    Down below in the still-open bay, four fighters launched with several eager Smilps operating each. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sweet Pea 
 
      
 
    On the Sweet Pea, Cameron grinned at Dustin on the main screen. “This guy has no idea what’s about to happen to him.” 
 
    “Aye, lad,” Dustin agreed. “I’d imagine not. Launch the fighters when ye feel the time is right. Swing them wide and bring them in as one on that gunship. It doesn’t stand a chance. I looked at the schematics of that model. Yer eight working fighters will launch missiles long err she comes in range with the laser on the gunboat. Bahroot will handle yer shuttle. They don’t stand a chance. Tis a shame, really.” 
 
    “Whatever.” Cameron waived a hand. His wing membrane stretched out underneath his arm. “They started it.” 
 
    “I plan on launching a shocker missile at the power plant area if I get a chance. We get those shields down, and we’ll have ‘em running off emergency power cells before they know it. That ship is so old, and our sensors show they haven’t upgraded the defenses…like, ever. It’s like they bought the oldest, cheapest ships on the market.” 
 
    “Aye, lad,” Dustin agreed. “The three destroyers combined have little more shielding than Basher has in the forward areas. Tis to be a bloodbath, is what it is. Wait until me shuttle fires off as one big missile coming at them at speeds no shuttle should be able to, with no life on board.” 
 
    “Well, it’s almost time,” Cameron said. “I have half a mind to have my mech pilots launch in their mechs when we get close. Of course, they don’t have any shielding. Eh, maybe not.” He brightened. “I could send them out to help gather the rescue pods after we tear them apart.” 
 
    “Aye, lad,” Dustin said. “That you could.” 
 
    “I gotta go,” Cameron said. “We have four minutes until the first launch window. The Trinary and his platoon are almost to that jamming shuttle in our other troop transport. He says they’re signaling surrender. 
 
    “Ralph has all eight engines online. It’s about to get exciting. Wait until that piece of crap over there sees our capabilities. That guy won’t know what to do. See ya.” He cut the link. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    House Wins Again 
 
      
 
    Davey the Fixer was lost minutes into the battle. The different positions calling out status and ranges confused him. Calls from the other ships in his fleet overwhelmed him. He had no clue what to tell his own bridge crew, much less the other ship commanders. 
 
    He stared in silence when the tactical officer shouted about the speed of the strange-shaped destroyer he’d selected for their target. It was unheard of. When his ship rocked as missiles struck its shield, he shrank back in his seat, scared for his life as his crew scrambled to do their jobs with no guidance from him at all. 
 
    It was truly over before it ever began. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Salvage Title 
 
    Salvage System 
 
      
 
    Harmon leaned forward with one elbow on the arm of his command seat and stared at the man on the screen. He didn’t say anything for about a minute as he let the man squirm and start sweating. It was the second time Harmon had him sweating. 
 
    Finally Harmon spoke. “The frigates, the gunship, and one of the destroyers are a total loss, good only for their scrap. You lost half your crews, and the fleet commander, this…Davey guy. The fool wasn’t even wearing a safety suit and didn’t have a helmet handy. That’s a bad way to go.” 
 
    Harmon stared for a few more seconds. He knew the other man wasn’t going to say a word until he was through speaking. “Like I told you, I’m keeping the rest of the ships and the pieces of the destroyed ones as salvage. From what I’m hearing, the majority of the crews came from other systems looking for work. They don’t work for you anymore. They quit. We’ll be interviewing to see if they’re a fit for our system. I’m betting most will be. It’s not like they can hide any of their past from my…experts.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Marco said. 
 
    “You’re lucky,” Harmon added. “Other than some ship damage, lost shuttles, and some equipment, there was little damage to my ship and my allies’ ships. If one of my fleet members or allies’ crews had lost a life, just one, I would’ve come looking for you. Believe me when I tell you there’s nowhere in this galaxy you could hide from me. I have three Peace Monitors who’ve tracked down a couple guys a lot more resourceful than you.” 
 
    “I believe you,” the mobster said. He’d looked up more of Harmon Tomeral besides the video still floating around the galaxy network. 
 
    “I should bill you for all the credit it’ll take to make the other ships worthy of joining my fleet. The head of my shipyards was disgusted when he found out their age and ship models. I won’t, though. I figure you learned your lesson.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir,” Marco said, his voice quivering. “I owe you one.” 
 
    “I’ll remember that,” Harmon said, and he cut the link. 
 
    Harmon stood in front of his seat on the bridge with Clip and Zerith watching the main screen and the images Bahroot relayed back from near the consolidated shipyards. The Smarg Battle Frame was now in position, held in place with several engine drones. They were of the same design used to hold the large pieces of salvage and derelict ships in the shipyard’s boneyard relatively stationary. It was, by far, the largest craft there. 
 
    “Frost,” Clip said. “That thing is huge. Look how it dwarfs the medium battlecruiser.” 
 
    “I would ssay, it’sss about twiccce the sizze of a dreadnaught,” Zerith agreed. 
 
    “Yeah, Zee,” Clip said, “but it isn’t one solid piece, and there is no room for a crew. I mean, there are areas where work and repairs can happen, but for the most part, there are no berths. That thing is just one big weapon.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Harmon agreed. “Mike says half its fusion plants are designed to provide power to its huge shield generators. They overlap like the Nazrooth destroyers. It makes sense, since there are no emergency repair crews working on them during a battle.” 
 
    One side of the screen split and they found themselves looking at Mike and Bradford. “Hey sir,” Bradford said, grinning around his cigar. “What do ya think? She’s yours. You bought her.” 
 
    “I like it,” Harmon admitted. “It looks big and nasty. Once it gets around that we have one—the last one—it will go a long way in defending the system without actually having to use it.” 
 
    “It sssure wassn’t cheap,” Zerith said. Like always, he hated to let credit leave Tomeral and Associates. “But even I have to admit, it wasss worth it. If it can be repaired.” 
 
    “Oh, you can count on that,” Mike said. “One way or another, we will have it up and running.” He took a sip of his coffee. “Of course, I’ll have to bill you for the repairs. We have employees to pay and all that.” 
 
    “Speaking of employees,” Harmon asked, “How does Petey like being…well, rich?” 
 
    Bradford laughed and said, “He’s got a lot of extra credit in his account, but he’s not super rich now.” 
 
    “What?” Harmon asked. “How did he spend all that credit in a few days?” 
 
    Bradford took the cigar out of his mouth and waved it around as he answered. “He had Bahroot take the credit from his account and split it with every one of our employees, including the platoon of Tralge. They all received a chunk of credit from his bonus.” 
 
    He put his cigar back in his mouth. “It made me think. After that, Mike and I decided to split what you paid for the frame with them all too. We gave some to Captain Rogers and Cameron for their crews, too. What the hell, it’s only credit.” 
 
    “Niccce,” Zerith said. Harmon and Clip both agreed 
 
    Mike took a long sip from his coffee. “But we will have to bill you for the repairs. I mean, that’s what we do around here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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Excerpt from “Cartwright’s Cavaliers:” 
 
      
 
    The last two operational tanks were trapped on their chosen path. Faced with destroyed vehicles front and back, they cut sideways to the edge of the dry river bed they’d been moving along and found several large boulders to maneuver around that allowed them to present a hull-down defensive position. Their troopers rallied on that position. It was starting to look like they’d dig in when Phoenix 1 screamed over and strafed them with dual streams of railgun rounds. A split second later, Phoenix 2 followed on a parallel path. Jim was just cheering the air attack when he saw it. The sixth damned tank, and it was a heavy. 
 
    “I got that last tank,” Jim said over the command net. 
 
    “Observe and stand by,” Murdock said. 
 
    “We’ll have these in hand shortly,” Buddha agreed, his transmission interspersed with the thudding of his CASPer firing its magnet accelerator. “We can be there in a few minutes.” 
 
    Jim examined his battlespace. The tank was massive. It had to be one of the fusion-powered beasts he’d read about. Which meant shields and energy weapons. It was heading down the same gap the APC had taken, so it was heading toward Second Squad, and fast. 
 
    “Shit,” he said. 
 
    “Jim,” Hargrave said, “we’re in position. What are you doing?” 
 
    “Leading,” Jim said as he jumped out from the rock wall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Get “Cartwright’s Cavaliers” now at: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B01MRZKM95/. 
 
      
 
    Find out more about Mark Wandrey and “Cartwright’s Cavaliers” at: https://chriskennedypublishing.com/the-four-horsemen-books.  
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Excerpt from “This Fallen World:” 
 
      
 
    He placed a coin in front of me. I looked at it in surprise. It was a solid gold coin from the Old World. Probably worth ten thousand scripts now. 
 
    “This is a down payment,” Hale said. “You find her, you get another. Return her to me unharmed, you get three.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “Thank you, Agent,” he said softly. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    He passed me a folder, and I opened it to see a picture of a pretty young red-haired woman. She appeared to be late teens or early twenties and that could be bad. This fallen world is hard on young beautiful people. 
 
    Warlords could swoop in with their troops and steal people at will. They were Warlords because the held the weapons or tech that gave them control over those around them. 
 
    There had been incidents for years. I had a great disdain for the term, Warlord. They were the ones who had found some advantage and abused it, for the most part. 
 
    There were a few good men, such as Wilderman, who held the reigns of fourteen city blocks. He provided protection to those who lived in his domain. He taxed his people but he also provided true protection.  
 
    Miles to the East, there was Joanna Kathrop. She held sixteen blocks and ruled with an iron fist. She had found a cache of weapons and provisions in her area several decades back. Her cadre of loyal soldiers backed her and she established her rule of that area. 
 
    There were others, both good and bad. The majority of them were bad. They ran single and double blocks. The Warlord that controlled the area where the Strike Zone was located wasn’t the worst, but he was far from the best. 
 
    I turned the page and found the sector that Hale and his daughter had lived. 
 
    “You were under Yamato?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, “he took down the Bishop a decade ago.” 
 
    “Yamato’s always been fair,” I said. “Did you take this to him?” 
 
    “He couldn’t help me,” he said. “She was traveling across the city.” 
 
    “What the hell was she doin’ travelin’?” I asked. “Was she in a caravan?” 
 
    The Caravans were the only semi-safe way to travel the city. You paid for your ticket, and the Caravans paid their tax to run through the Zones. 
 
    “She was going to the new College, set up by Kathrop, in a small Caravan run by a man named Drekk. He claims she never showed up for the last leg of the trip.” 
 
    “Drekk,” I spat the word out. “I’ve heard of Drekk. If you want to travel anywhere, you have to use the Accredited Caravans. You can’t use people like Drekk.” 
 
    His face fell. “We didn’t know about this until it was too late. We aren’t rich people, Mister Kade.” 
 
    I looked down at the coin still in my hand, and looked back to him with one eyebrow raised. 
 
    “The life savings of both my family and the family of Seran Yoto, her fiancée.” 
 
    “Poor would not be what I would call this, Hale,” I said. “There are people right in this room who won’t see this much wealth in ten lifetimes. You dwell inside the Scraper. You have running water and electricity. Don’t ever try to pass yourself off as the poor. It’s insulting.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Who set up the Caravan?” 
 
    “I set it up through a man in the Scraper. His name is Denton. He owns a supply store on the bottom floor.” 
 
    “Ok,” I said. “That’s where I’ll need to start. I’ll be there first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “But the Caravans don’t run at night.” 
 
    “Some people, it’s safer to leave alone, Hale. When you get back to the Scraper, tomorrow, I’ll have some answers for you.” 
 
    “How will you cross three zones tonight?” 
 
    “I’ll walk, Hale,” I said. “Corporate Agents can take care of themselves.” 
 
    “You haven’t been an Agent for twenty years.” 
 
    “You’re right, there.” I said, “I’m something else, now. I’ll see you tomorrow night at your Scraper.” 
 
    I stood and walked away from the booth. Jared was beside the bar, talking to several suits. 
 
    “Yo, Jared,” I said. “I’m on a job for a few days. Ya can fill the table if ya need to.” 
 
    “Be careful, Matt,” he said. “Last time Jenny took a week to get you patched up.”  
 
    “I’ll try, buddy.” 
 
    I had a feeling about this one. Things looked bad for Maddy Hale. Drekk wasn’t known to be trustworthy. 
 
    Life can be dangerous in this Fallen World.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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Excerpt from “Devil Calls the Tune:” 
 
      
 
    Kenyon shouted, “Flyer! Fast mover!” 
 
    Everyone grabbed their packs and started running. When McCarthy didn’t, Devlin grabbed him by his uniform shirt and yelled, “Come on!” 
 
    The little outcropping they had weathered under was part of a larger set of hills. Devlin and McCarthy made for a sheer cliff face that was tall enough that it would make strafing difficult. They dove behind a few rocks, and Devlin peered over one. The flier had overshot the group and was circling. 
 
    McCarthy reached into his pack and pulled out a rail pistol and magazine. He slapped the magazine home into its well and charged the pistol. 
 
    “Where the fark did you get that!” Devlin panted. He reached over and took the pistol. McCarthy let him. 
 
    “This was the surprise,” McCarthy said. “I found the pistol, then searched the wreckage for ammo. I found some and parts to a bunch of rifles. Most were in bad shape, but Pringle figured he might be able to cobble together a couple from the parts. He was going take the lot back to the camp so they would have something to defend the wounded with. He sent me with this for you. Best we could get together at the time. Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. This is pretty good. I won’t beat the shit out of you now for the fire.” 
 
    “The fire?” McCarthy looked blank for a moment, then realization hit. “Oh, you think that the fire attracted—” 
 
    “Our flying friend over there. Yeah, I just—get your head down!” He pulled at McCarthy as rounds from the flier dug into the earth. There was something odd about this one. 
 
    He took a quick look. This wasn’t the same flier that had attacked the camp, this one was… 
 
    “Drone!” Devlin yelled. He watched the thing from the rocks, watched it circle around again. He braced the pistol on the rocks, steadied, and waited. 
 
    When the drone started its run again, Devlin sighted in, breathed out, and fired. 
 
    The drone disintegrated in a fiery cloud as the rail gun round entered its main capacitor bank. He watched it fall and then rose from behind the rocks. McCarthy joined him. 
 
    Devlin looked over at the tree line and waved his arm. A moment later, Kenyon appeared, followed by Gartlan and MacBain. 
 
    “Devlin!” Decker’s voice came out of the tree line. Kenyon and the others started to where Decker’s voice had come from. Devlin started to run. 
 
    He found the group gathered around Decker. She was holding Moran’s head in her lap. Moran’s uniform had a red stain in the abdomen that was growing larger by the moment. 
 
    “Got hit as I dived into the woods,” Moran croaked. Her blond hair was already slick with sweat, her face pale. 
 
    “Sorry, Devlin. I…I…” her voice trailed off as her implant fed nanites and nighty-night into her system. A moment later she looked dead, which for all intents and purposes she was. 
 
    Devlin rubbed his scalp. He glared over at McCarthy, whose shocked face got even paler as he looked at the body, hibernating though it was, of Lisa Moran. He bowed his head and started to stammer, “I’m sorry, I didn’t…” 
 
    “Shut up, Tom. Just shut up,” Devlin said tiredly. “You didn’t know; you had no way of knowing. This wasn’t even the same flier that attacked the camp. Just a stupid mistake, but it’s one that we have to deal with now. Is anybody else hurt?” 
 
    Arnette was sitting on the ground beside Decker with her legs crossed. She held one ankle in her hands. “Well, now that you mention it…” She looked at Devlin with pain-filled eyes. “I think my ankle is broken. I stepped straight into a hole as I came into the woods.” 
 
    Decker moved her legs out from underneath Moran’s head and laid it gently on the ground. She made her way to the other woman. Gartlan bent down as well and said, “Let’s get your boot off.” 
 
    Together, the two started trying to get the girl’s boot off. When Arnette hissed once and nearly passed out, they realized they’d have to cut it off. Gartlan produced a tactical knife and used the monomolecular edge to slice down the side of the boot. His cut made, he handed the knife to Decker, who sliced down the foot portion of the boot, careful not to cut too deeply. 
 
    “Here you go, Wolf,” she said handing the knife back to Gartlan, who folded it and put it back in his pocket. Together, he and Decker were finally able to peel the ruined boot off the injured girl’s foot. 
 
    Her foot, already purple, immediately started to swell. They propped her leg up on a rock covered with Gartlan’s tunic. Gartlan shook his head at Devlin. “She isn’t likely to go nighty-night, but she might as well. She ain’t going anywhere on that foot for a few days. And she’s not going to like this, but we’re going to have to set it and splint it so that the nanis don’t knit it wrong. Probably still will, but the canker mechanics should be able to fix it without too much problem if we get home.” 
 
    Sarah Arnette’s eyes went wide as Gartlan’s words hit home. “Oh Gods!” she moaned. “This is going to suck!” 
 
    “Do it,” Devlin said. “Come on, guys. They don’t need an audience, and we’ve got to get our shit together.” 
 
    He turned to walk away as Gartlan bent back down, and Decker opened a med kit. 
 
    Another drone flier came to halt in front of them, and a voice came over its vocoder, “State your name and passcode.” 
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Excerpt from “Salvage Title:” 
 
      
 
    A steady beeping brought Harmon back to the present. Clip’s program had succeeded in unlocking the container. “Right on!” Clip exclaimed. He was always using expressions hundreds or more years out of style. “Let’s see what we have; I hope this one isn’t empty, too.” Last month they’d come across a smaller vault, but it had been empty. 
 
    Harmon stepped up and wedged his hands into the small opening the door had made when it disengaged the locks. There wasn’t enough power in the small cells Clip used to open it any further. He put his weight into it, and the door opened enough for them to get inside. Before they went in, Harmon placed a piece of pipe in the doorway so it couldn’t close and lock on them, baking them alive before anyone realized they were missing. 
 
    Daylight shone in through the doorway, and they both froze in place; the weapons vault was full. In it were two racks of rifles, stacked on top of each other. One held twenty magnetic kinetic rifles, and the other held some type of laser rifle. There was a rack of pistols of various types. There were three cases of flechette grenades and one of thermite. There were cases of ammunition and power clips for the rifles and pistols, and all the weapons looked to be in good shape, even if they were of a strange design and clearly not made in this system. Harmon couldn’t tell what system they had been made in, but he could tell what they were. 
 
    There were three upright containers on one side and three more against the back wall that looked like lockers. Five of the containers were not locked, so Clip opened them. The first three each held two sets of light battle armor that looked like it was designed for a humanoid race with four arms. The helmets looked like the ones Harmon had worn at the academy, but they were a little long in the face. The next container held a heavy battle suit—one that could be sealed against vacuum. It was also designed for a being with four arms. All the armor showed signs of wear, with scuffed helmets. The fifth container held shelves with three sizes of power cells on them. The largest power cells—four of them—were big enough to run a mech.  
 
    Harmon tried to force the handle open on the last container, thinking it may have gotten stuck over time, but it was locked and all he did was hurt his hand. The vault seemed like it had been closed for years.  
 
     Clip laughed and said, “That won’t work. It’s not age or metal fatigue keeping the door closed. Look at this stuff. It may be old, but it has been sealed in for years. It’s all in great shape.” 
 
    “Well, work some of your tech magic then, ‘Puter Boy,” Harmon said, shaking out his hand. 
 
    Clip pulled out a small laser pen and went to work on the container. It took another ten minutes, but finally he was through to the locking mechanism. It didn’t take long after that to get it open. 
 
    Inside, there were two items—an eight-inch cube on a shelf that looked like a hard drive or a computer and the large power cell it was connected to. Harmon reached for it, but Clip grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Don’t! Let me check it before you move it. It’s hooked up to that power cell for a reason. I want to know why.”  
 
    Harmon shrugged. “Okay, but I don’t see any lights; it has probably been dead for years.” 
 
    Clip took a sensor reader out of his kit, one of the many tools he had improved. He checked the cell and the device. There was a faint amount of power running to it that barely registered on his screen. There were several ports on the back along with the slot where the power cell was hooked in. He checked to make sure the connections were tight, he then carried the two devices to the hovercraft. 
 
    Clip then called Rinto’s personal comm from the communicator in the hovercraft. When Rinto answered, Clip looked at Harmon and winked. “Hey boss, we found some stuff worth a hovercraft full of credit…probably two. Can we have it?” he asked.  
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