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      While puttering around in engineering, Erick Ostberg eyed the job offer on the holodisplay floating over his netdisc.

      His name was at the top in big bold letters. He hadn’t even had to interview. One of his friends from the university had sent it over as a sure thing. His starting salary, working for a firm that designed Alliance military spaceships, would be more than twice what he was making as the chief engineer—the only engineer—for the clunky old freighter, the Star Nomad. He would get to live in a huge city on Arkadius where he would have access to all the amenities that a metropolis of millions of people claimed. Thousands of restaurants. Thousands—or at least dozens—of girls that would love to date a sexy and well-paid engineer. And most importantly, he could go to the annual in-person get-togethers with his Striker Odyssey guild mates.

      “What are you still doing here?” Erick muttered. He ought to be packing already.

      “A good question,” came a low male voice from the hatchway.

      Erick jumped, thumbing his netdisc off as he whirled to face Leonidas.

      The big fifty-year-old cyborg, co-owner of the Star Nomad and former elite imperial soldier, hadn’t lost any of his brawn or intensity in the ten years since the empire had fallen and he’d married the ship’s captain, Alisa Marchenko. Even though Erick had been on the freighter for all except four of those ten years and studying Starseer tactics under Alisa’s father, Stanislav, he still had a tendency to flinch when Leonidas walked in. Erick could see into his mind and knew better, but he always had the feeling that Leonidas was judging him—and wishing the ship’s old engineer, Mica Coppervein, hadn’t left the Nomad and gone on to better things. As Erick was debating doing.

      “Is there a problem?” Leonidas nodded toward the gauges on the wall of equipment behind Erick. “You’ve got the day off while we wait for the client to come pick up their cargo. I thought you would be gone already.”

      “Just looking at a few last things.”

      “That could be your undoing.”

      “Er, sir?”

      Had he seen the holodisplay? Erick was fairly certain he had enhanced eyesight along with all his other enhancements.

      “Jelena wants to drag you off on… Well, I’ll let her tell you.”

      “On an adventure?”

      Whenever Erick went somewhere with Jelena, the captain’s daughter and someone he’d come to think of as a little sister, she managed to get them into adventures. Often into trouble. Troublesome adventures.

      “That goes without saying, doesn’t it?” Rare humor glinted in Leonidas’s eyes, and Erick relaxed an iota.

      Leonidas had heard him muttering to himself, but he must not have seen the holodisplay. Unlike Jelena, he wasn’t a Starseer, so he wouldn’t sense Erick’s emotions or know about the job offer—or how tempted Erick was to take it.

      “I think so, sir.”

      Erick took a breath as he debated whether to say more, to bring up the job offer. Would Leonidas be offended if he left? Had Erick truly decided that he wanted to leave?

      The job was tempting, but it would be difficult to walk away from people who had become as much a family to him as his mother and father and brothers back on Demeter. And he was still learning from Stanislav. But he could spend a lifetime refining his Starseer talents, and he wasn’t even sure… What would he actually do with them out in the real world? Oh, it was handy to be able to telepathically speak to people, to read the minds of mundanes, and to use telekinesis to mentally deliver a can of FizzBurst to his cabin without getting up, but all through school, he’d had to hide his skills, since the rest of the system feared Starseers. If he got a regular job, he would probably have to go on hiding them. If he stayed here, he could be himself. But what kind of career was this for him? He’d been fixing engines since he was a kid. He wouldn’t have had to spend four years in advanced schooling if this was all he was going to do with his life.

      Leonidas looked over his shoulder. “Jelena is on her way now. Are you all right? You look like you ate a stale ration bar.”

      Erick smoothed his face and nodded. “Fine, sir.” He would go off for his day of leave before deciding one way or another. “And I think all ration bars are stale to start with.”

      “Possibly so. Send Alisa a list of parts before you take off, will you? We’ve been working on the books so we can see how much we can spend on a new acquisition, and we need to get that finalized shortly.”

      “New acquisition?”

      “You’ll see.” That amused glint entered his eyes again as he walked out of engineering.

      While Leonidas said a few words to Jelena in the cargo hold, Erick puzzled over what acquisition they might be considering that required financial calculations. Well, they were in command, not he, so he wouldn’t worry about it. After all, he might not be here much longer.

      He pulled out his netdisc to send a copy of the maintenance and repair needs to the captain.

      “Hi, Erick.” Jelena poked her head through the hatchway. “Is it safe to come in? You’re not naked, right?”

      “Of course I’m not naked.”

      “You’ve been naked in engineering before.”

      “That was for medical purposes. And it was only once.” Erick shook his head. “You get caught lifting your shirt up to look at one suspicious mole, and you’re forever accused of frolicking through the ship naked.”

      “It was two times, if you count the online sys-net date you had with that prostitute who wanted to see you strip.”

      Erick flushed, then silently cursed himself for doing so. “That was more than six years ago. I was just a kid. And she wasn’t a prostitute.”

      “Sure she was. Her business information and how to pay her flashed up on the holodisplay after she hung up on you.”

      “I mean, I didn’t know she was a prostitute in the beginning. One of my guild mates in Galaxy Invasion said she was a nice woman who liked smart—oh, never mind. That was years ago.”

      Jelena grinned impishly as she stepped into engineering, and he vowed to tease her over some embarrassing moment later. After ten years, he had just as much material on her as she did on him.

      “Guess what?” she asked, apparently willing to drop the embarrassing discussion. Her grin widened as she met his eyes, and she grabbed the long ponytail that hung over her shoulder, twirling the end.

      Jelena had grown up while he’d been away at his university, developing the expected womanly curves and such, but he still tended to see her as the little kid he’d met shortly after first coming aboard the Star Nomad. In moments like this, she seemed more like twelve than eighteen. Part of that was the mischievous glint in her brown eyes, and part was the fact that her pink hooded shirt promised that “this girl” hearted the ponies racing underneath the letters.

      While Erick was considering whether he should guess, four cats sauntered into engineering after Jelena, one pausing to rub against her legs, and the other three heading straight to their favorite mousing spots.

      “You’ve decided to celebrate turning eighteen by getting a new cat?” he asked.

      “Even better. I’m getting a ship.”

      “A ship? Like a model you can float around the duck pond?” He waved toward the corner of the cargo hold that held something of an engineering miracle, an enclosed pond with fake turf around it for the egg-laying ducks and chickens. At the touch of a button, it could be enclosed and made air- and water-tight during takeoffs, landings, and periods of gravitational flux. Sometimes, Erick felt like he was flying through space on Dr. Doolittle’s island.

      “No, silly. A real ship. Mom and Leonidas have finally decided that my suggestion is brilliant.” The glint in her eyes turned to a full-fledged gleam.

      Erick arched his eyebrows skeptically. He’d heard her arguing on numerous occasions that the family business should take on a second freighter—and that she should captain and pilot it—but he had yet to hear her parents agree with her.

      “I thought Leonidas wanted you to go to a university somewhere and learn how to do something useful,” he said.

      “Flying a freighter is useful. All the people who like to eat, drink, and be clothed appreciate having cargo delivered to their moons, planets, and space stations. And—” Jelena wrinkled her nose, “—I had enough schooling when I studied for my pilot’s exams on Arkadius, thank you very much. Not to mention all that Starseer practicing Grandpa makes us do. And I took tons of sys-net courses growing up. While you were partying at that land-kissing university of yours, I was learning about math and history and geography, and not nearly enough about animals. Also, I had to train with Leonidas in the gym every day. And babysit for my little sisters all the time.” Excited shrieks came from somewhere deeper in the ship, the cries of said twin sisters, no doubt. Jelena rolled her eyes. “I am so ready for my own ship.”

      Erick thought about pointing out that she could escape her home life for a while if she simply followed Leonidas’s plan for her and went to study at a university. He was her stepfather, not her real dad, but he clearly wanted what was best for her. Erick had witnessed him leaving brochures in NavCom and the mess hall about various planet-based higher-education facilities. He’d even found a couple with veterinary programs.

      “Mom and Leonidas said we could go look for a used freighter here on Dustor,” Jelena said. “But you have to come along to check out the engine and make sure we don’t buy moldy takka.”

      “I have to come? Leonidas mentioned a day of leave.”

      “It won’t take long. We’re already at the docks, and there are supposed to be used ships for sale at the end. And Erick, surely you don’t want me to be responsible for bringing moldy takka back to the family.”

      One of the fatter cats strolled between Erick’s legs, purred, and looked expectantly up at him. All four were strays that Jelena had found at various stations and space bases, and since her special Starseer talent was communicating with animals, he felt certain she was manipulating it to gaze imploringly at him.

      Erick sighed and picked up the cat. “I’m sure Leonidas would be disappointed if I let you buy anything substandard.” He looked around the engine room of the eighty-year-old Star Nomad. “Or at least anything more substandard than this ship.”

      “Don’t let Mom hear you say things like that. She loves the Nomad. Besides, the ship runs good and has lots of upgrades. We could do that with our new ship.”

      Our?

      Erick carefully kept his thoughts clear of possible jobs on distant planets. He kept barriers up around his mind, as all trained Starseers did, so Jelena shouldn’t be able to read his thoughts, but she knew him well enough to tell when he was hiding something.

      “Let’s go then,” he said. Even if he planned to leave, he could make sure Jelena had a good ship so she would be safe on her freight runs. All three sun gods knew she’d run into black holes’ worth of trouble out there if her parents truly let her take off on her own. “I want to do more exciting things with my day off than shopping.”

      “Oh? Do you have another date with a sys-net prostitute?”

      “No.” He glared at her.

      “If you help me find a good ship, I’ll talk about your many fine attributes to the first cute girl we see out there.”

      “What makes you think cute girls would be interested in hearing from you?”

      For that matter, what kinds of cute girls did she expect to find on Dustor? This was the smelly gym sock part of the laundry basket that was the Tri-Sun System. If they did find an attractive woman, she would likely be part of a scheme designed to mug them and leave them to die behind a sand dune.

      “Because I’m fun.” Jelena flipped her ponytail over her shoulder and saluted him, her eyes still twinkling as she walked out of engineering.

      “What exactly do you think my fine attributes are?” Erick asked, skeptical that he should let her represent him to a cute girl. Or anyone.

      He set down the cat, grabbed his Starseer staff from where it leaned near the hatchway, and followed her out so he would hear the answer. Not that he was sure he wanted to hear it.

      “You’re good with tools, you’re funny, and you’re willing to frolic naked through the ship for medial purposes.”

      Erick almost tripped over his staff. He was going to have to make sure Jelena didn’t find any cute girls to talk to. Further, he made a note not to put her down as a reference for that engineering job.
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      “These are not promising offerings, Jelena,” Erick said as they walked through a dusty lot at one end of the space docks in Bloody Dunes, one of Dustor’s less dubious capital cities.

      The entire planet was run by the mafia and corporations, so less dubious only meant that law enforcement existed. Of a sort. The last time the Star Nomad had delivered cargo here, Erick had seen a man murder another man in front of one of the uniformed police officers, then slide a few tindark coins to the law enforcer and walk free.

      “We haven’t looked closely at any of them yet,” Jelena said, smiling as she waved at the five ships, all with varying degrees of rust adorning the hulls. “How can you know?”

      It was a wonder some of them could fly at all. Maybe they couldn’t. Maybe this was simply the spot where they’d fallen out of the sky.

      Erick noticed some men in dark trench coats skulking around the ships, a few pairings looking like they were involved in drug deals, and some singles possibly on the hunt for people to mug. It was broad daylight now, with two of the systems three suns in the sky, shedding harsh red light onto the desert planet, but that didn’t mean crime wouldn’t take place.

      He walked a little closer to Jelena, trying to look fierce and intimidating even though he’d chosen regular gray trousers and a white shirt instead of his black Starseer robe. Just because he still thought of her as his kid sister didn’t mean that unscrupulous types wouldn’t see a pretty young woman to target. Fortunately, she’d had almost as much Starseer training as he had, and Leonidas had taught her unarmed combat and shooting skills. Unfortunately, she was the type who would fling herself into a flower bed to avoid stepping on a beetle. She didn’t like hurting any living thing, even unscrupulous people interested in hurting her.

      “I doubt a closer look will improve my opinions of them,” Erick said.

      “You never know.” Jelena frowned at him. “What are you doing? Your upper lip is all wrinkled up.”

      “That’s my fierce expression. I’m sneering in an intimidating manner so those hoodlums won’t bother us.”

      “You look like something flew up your nose. And one of your nostrils is bigger than the other one.”

      “I am definitely not letting you talk up my attributes to cute girls.”

      “Your loss. What do you think of that one?” Jelena pointed to the farthest ship in the lot as they walked down creaking steps that led off the docking promenade and onto the parched dirt. Grease, oil, and blood stains marked the earth underneath shards of glass and smashed FizzBurst cans. Jelena only had eyes for the ships.

      “The structural integrity is sketchy at best,” Erick said. “Look at those seams. The hull plating looks like it would be ripped off in a stiff wind.”

      “I’ve often heard you say you can fix anything. Couldn’t you fix that?”

      “With a few million tindarks and six months in a high-tech shipyard, maybe.”

      Erick eyed two of the drug dealers who were eyeing him back. Another couple, a man and a woman, both with their pants sagging around their hips, stood in the shadows of the hull of a ship as they rubbed against each other. They both paused to consider Jelena with speculation. They wore contact chips that turned their eyes silver as they experienced who knew what virtual reality simulation that took them away from this hole and somewhere more exotic. Erick quickened his pace to block Jelena’s view of them—and theirs of her.

      “What’s the budget your parents gave you to work with?” Erick asked.

      Jelena, who also carried her Starseer staff, the runes reflecting silver in the harsh desert sunlight, slipped her free hand into her purse and withdrew her netdisc. She tapped the holodisplay to life and showed him a number.

      “Are you sure that’s for buying a ship and not a used thrust bike?” he asked. They would be lucky to purchase a craft with any hull plating for that.

      “They’ve already got the loan approved, so the cash is in the business account. That ought to entice a seller, right?”

      Erick’s stomach did a nervous flip at the idea of Alisa and Leonidas taking out a loan to pay for a ship that he would be responsible for signing off on. He vowed to do a thorough inspection and make sure they got something that could reliably haul freight and that ideally had some defenses. The Alliance shipping lanes were patrolled and fairly safe, but the business occasionally took on cargo that needed to be delivered to the border worlds, and they were a whole different story.

      “Maybe,” he said neutrally. “What made them think Dustor would be the best place to purchase a ship? There would be more of a selection, and more ships that weren’t likely stolen to start with, in Alliance space.”

      “Technically, they just said we could start the search here.”

      Erick squinted at her. “Meaning they’d prefer the ship come from Alliance space?”

      “Meaning that I don’t have to buy something here if I don’t find anything. But the sooner I find something, the sooner I can fly off on my own. And help my parents expand their shipping business and make more money.”

      His squint deepened. He believed Jelena cared about her parents but doubted their financial future was foremost in her mind here.

      “They want to make sure they’ve saved enough money to send Nika and Maya to a university when they’re old enough,” Jelena added.

      “This is private turf,” a man grumbled from the shadows of an open cargo hatch on a blocky freighter with the aesthetic appeal of a rectangle. A rectangle covered with rust and dents.

      “Isn’t this a lot full of ships for sale?” Jelena asked before Erick could open his mouth. “We’re interested buyers.” She smiled and waved at the surly man.

      Erick might have called the smile flirtatious on another woman, but Jelena always struck him more like an enthusiastic puppy wanting to spread good cheer to everyone rather than someone trying to manipulate a situation.

      “You kids don’t have no two hundred thousand tindarks,” the man growled, not sounding like he was interested in flirtatious women or good cheer.

      Jelena lifted her netdisc. “We have—”

      “Funds sufficient for purchasing a slightly used ship,” Erick interrupted, not wanting her to announce their financial fortunes with so many ears listening. At the least, the drug dealers were still watching them. Judging by the moans coming from the other side of the ship, the other couple had found something else to do. But with his Starseer senses, Erick detected more people around, inside and outside of the ships.

      “Sure you do, kid.”

      Erick bristled. Jelena might be young, but he’d just turned twenty-four. He was a university graduate and had solid job prospects. He was hardly a kid.

      “We work for someone who’s providing the funds,” he said, forcing himself to remain civil, especially since the rusty brick of a freighter was the most promising ship parked in the lot. “I’m the chief engineer.”

      “You don’t look old enough to build an engine out of Zizblocks.” The surly man looked Jelena up and down. Her pony shirt wasn’t exactly sexy and revealing, but his gaze still lingered on her chest. “But you can send your girl in to talk business with me, and maybe I’ll listen to offers.”

      Erick’s grip tightened on his staff. Stanislav always preached that it was important for Starseers to keep their calm and that one shouldn’t lash out in anger, or mete out justice when one wasn’t qualified to pass judgment, but he longed to knock this brute on his ass.

      “What about that one, Erick?” Jelena was looking at another ship and seemed oblivious to the leering. “It looks like a pterodactyl from Old Earth, doesn’t it?” She sounded approving, as if a dinosaur-shaped ship was desirable.

      “It has wings and a big head, but look at the body. How much room could there be in there for cargo?”

      “It could be bigger on the inside than it looks on the outside. We should take a look.”

      “A simple volume equation assures it isn’t. You’re just interested because it’s shaped like an animal. Sort of.”

      The man in the shadows stirred, jumping out of his hatchway. “That ugly clunker couldn’t even carry your makeup bag, little lady.”

      He strolled toward Jelena, a thumb hooked into his belt, a belt with two blazer pistols in holsters on either hip. The graying man gave her another once over, an open leer on his pale spacer face.

      “Little?” Jelena protested, frowning back at him. “I’m five-eight. That’s not little.”

      “Next to your friend, you’re not too tall. Or next to me.” He lifted his chin—he was a few inches shorter than Erick, but that still made him well over six feet. And he was much broader, too, with a muscled build. He probably hurled weights around during the long hauls between planets. “I’m quite tall, you see. And long.” He winked at her. “You can see that too if you want.”

      Jelena’s face wrinkled in distaste. She wasn’t so oblivious that she could miss an innuendo with the subtlety of an air hammer on a bombing run.

      “Do lines like that ever work for you?” she asked.

      “If the woman is drunk enough, maybe,” Erick muttered.

      He took a step forward, not liking the way the man was coming closer to them—to Jelena. He shifted his staff, both to block advances and in the hope the twit might notice the runes and realize what he was dealing with. He sent a tendril of his mental power into the weapon, and those runes flared to life, glowing silver. Unfortunately, in the bright sunlight, it wasn’t that noticeable.

      I don’t need you to guard me, Jelena spoke telepathically into his mind, her words coming across as dry. I only asked you along to look at engines.

      Leonidas would wring my neck if I let this lecherous baboon lay a finger on you, he responded in kind, not taking his gaze from the ship owner.

      That is true, but he’d also be terribly disappointed in me, if I couldn’t keep groping baboon fingers away.

      I won’t argue with that.

      “My lines work just fine, little lady. Women have a hard time resisting a man with his own ship, a man who can forge his own destiny and show them the stars.”

      “Why are you selling such a ship?” Erick asked. “And how much are you asking?”

      “I’ve got an upgrade lined up. How much you looking to spend?”

      “I’d need to see navigation and the engine room before making an offer.”

      “That can be arranged.”

      Just when Erick was feeling relieved that the thug seemed willing to talk shop and stop leering at Jelena, the man leaned around him to look at her again.

      “She coming in for the tour?”

      “No,” Erick said at the same time as Jelena said, “Yes.”

      “No,” Erick repeated.

      “Yes.” Jelena stepped up beside him and smiled. Telepathically, she added, You don’t really want me waiting out here by myself, do you? Do you know that two people are mating in the shadows over there?

      Mating? Jelena, humans have sex. You’ve spent too much time reading books about horses.

      Are you sure you’d consider those two human?

      Well, maybe not.

      There are also sand snakes nearby. Big ones. Anyone loitering out here might get eaten.

      The snakes aren’t allowed close to the cities. There are electrified perimeter fences that extend well into the ground. He was surprised she could actually sense any sand snakes—the massive twenty-foot-long creatures would be at least five miles out, if they were around at all. But then, she was better at sensing animals than she was people or anything else, so it shouldn’t surprise him.

      What if the fences are broken? Like most of the things in the city?

      “Which one of you is actually in charge?” the man asked, smirking.

      Erick focused on him and didn’t answer Jelena’s questions. He doubted the city law enforcers would let snakes get close. They were known for eating everything from pets and people to hovercraft full of androids. That was bad for tourism.

      “We’re both representatives for our employers,” Erick said. “We’re on equal footing.”

      The ship owner lifted a hand to scratch the side of his head. No, wait, he’d bumped the earstar he wore—his shaggy hair nearly hid it from view. Had he just turned it on for some reason? To record them, perhaps?

      Erick stretched out with his senses, looking for more people inside the ship.

      He stiffened. There were five, and they were all heading toward the open hatchway. He brushed the mind of the thug outside with them, something he should have done earlier. His thoughts bubbled on the surface and were easy to pick up. He planned to shove Erick aside—or kill him—grab Jelena, and take her inside so he and his crew could have their way with her.

      Growling, Erick hurled a telekinetic blast at the ship owner.

      The man’s eyes flew open as he was thrown backward. His back slammed into the hull of his ship ten feet up, and he cried out in pain before sliding down to land in the dirt.

      Jelena turned toward Erick, her eyebrows raised. “Are we not going in for a tour?”

      She raised an invisible barrier around them, clearly expecting retaliation, though her expression remained calm, and there wasn’t any judgment on her face. Maybe she had also caught the gist of what the man planned.

      “You don’t want to see what they were going to show you,” Erick said. “Trust me.”

      She opened her mouth to reply, but weapons fired, orange and crimson blazer bolts streaking toward them. Instinctively, Erick stepped in front of Jelena and started to raise a protective barrier of his own, but there was no need. The energy bolts ricocheted off hers, some sailing back toward the ship.

      Two men had jumped out of the hatchway, but others still inside the cargo hold ducked down. One of the orange blazer bolts zipped right back through the hatchway over their heads.

      I’ll defend, Jelena told Erick. You attack. Or should we just run?

      The ship owner snarled and jumped to his feet. He yanked out both blazer pistols and fired at her barrier as he strode toward them.

      “Get out here, you cowards,” he yelled to his crew still in the hatchway. “Get them.”

      “They’re Starseers!” one blurted from his belly on the deck inside.

      “They’ve just got a personal forcefield. We’ll drain it, no problem.” The owner sneered and fired both weapons again, holding down the triggers for a sustained blast.

      Jelena grimaced. A Starseer barrier didn’t run out of battery power like a personal forcefield, but it did drain the energy of the one creating it.

      Erick growled and hurled another attack, this one at the man’s mind. His target dropped his weapons and crumpled to his knees on the ground. He gripped his head with both hands.

      Erick held up his staff and glowered at the other men. Two of the crew ran back into their ship, but three others jumped out and toward him, continuing to fire.

      “Starseers,” the one who had blurted it before yelled. This time, his voice carried across the lot to everyone nearby. “Starseers,” he repeated. “They’ll kill us all!”

      “Uh, no,” Erick said. “We’re only defending—”

      Shouts came from all around as people raced toward them, raised voices and weapons fire drowning out his words.

      We may want to get out of here, Jelena spoke into Erick’s mind.

      He drew on his power, using the staff as a tool to focus his mind in the chaos, to knock more of the original crew members backward. All he wanted to do was convince them to leave him and Jelena alone, but seeing people hurled around, seemingly by wind or raw power, riled up the other ones. They kept firing and shouting, and soon, more men appeared, jumping out of the other ships to help.

      Blazers squealed, blasts striking Jelena’s barrier. Old-fashioned guns fired bullets too. People who didn’t have weapons threw rocks.

      Jelena should have been able to keep the barrier up against the onslaught for some time—her face was a mask of concentration as she, too, gripped her staff—but Erick realized that nothing good would come from attacking these people. Even if they won, they would lose something.

      You’re right, he told Jelena. Time to run. This way.

      Erick backed away from the center of the lot, careful to stay within the influence of her barrier. He tried to pick out leaders and put thoughts into their minds, suggesting that nothing good would come from attacking Starseers, but their blood was too hot, and he had no luck in manipulating them. Instead, the mix of raw hatred and fear that emanated from them made him falter. Erick had known Starseers were feared and mistrusted throughout the system, but he hadn’t quite realized how much. That was what he got for studying underneath one man, far from the rest of the Starseer community and the usual schools created for promising children.

      He and Jelena raced back to the steps leading up to the docking platform. Since Erick didn’t want to take this trouble back to the Star Nomad, even if Leonidas might relish putting on his combat armor and dealing with it, he sprinted under the docks instead of up the stairs. Jelena ran at his side, not questioning his choice. She kept her barrier around them, and a few more shots bounced off it to the rear.

      Erick led the way around pilings supporting the docks, avoiding the holes where sunlight slashed down from above, and he angled toward the bottoms of ships visible on the far side. Footsteps, voices, and the rumble of wheeled vehicles came down from above, the people up there oblivious to the weapons fire underneath the docks. Not that they would care if they knew about it.

      Jelena and Erick ran out between two ships, skidding around the corner of one, and Erick raised a hand as he slowed to a stop. He reached back with his senses to check for pursuit. But whatever righteous indignation those people had felt at the appearance of Starseers apparently hadn’t been enough to convince them to run into dark places after them.

      “They stopped chasing us,” he said, leaning against the hull to catch his breath. “But I’m guessing we won’t be welcome back there to shop for other ships.”

      “Other? We didn’t even shop for one.” Jelena propped her fist on her hip.

      “It’s not my fault.” He started to tell her why he had attacked, but if she hadn’t already figured it out, he didn’t want her to. She didn’t need to know about the ugly thoughts of lecherous freighter captains. “I mean, I know I attacked first, but, uhm, there were reasons.”

      “I know. He was beyond nadir. I’m glad you kicked his asteroid into the sun.” Jelena lowered her arm. “I’m just frustrated with the whole situation.”

      “It’ll be better to wait until you’re in a more reputable space port to shop for a ship.”

      “Wait.” Jelena’s nose wrinkled as if this were akin to being tortured and sold into slavery.

      “You’ll survive. Look, why don’t we get out of the area and find an Asteroid Icy? If we go back to the ship so soon, we’ll get stuck helping your parents unload their cargo.”

      “An Asteroid Icy? Erick, I’m not ten. You can’t make me forget my disappointment by giving me sweets.”

      “Actually, I was craving one.” Erick wiped sweat from his brow. “Flinging people around is hot work.” Not to mention that they were out of the shade now, with the intense suns beating down on them.

      She snorted. “All right. Thanks for coming with me. You’ll look at ships with me again at our next stop, right?”

      “Uhm.” Erick thought of the employment offer. If he didn’t accept it soon, his friend’s company would have to give the job to someone else. “I can—”

      The roar of an engine sounded overhead, the noise rapidly rising to deafening status. Jelena grimaced and covered her ears. Erick stepped away from the ship and peered into the red sky.

      A big, boxy freighter with thrusters at each corner was heading straight for the docks. It wobbled on its course, black smoke pouring from one of the rear thrusters. Make that both of them.

      Erick glanced back toward the dark area under the docks. Should they hide? That ship looked like it would crash down right in the middle of everything.

      Screams came from the top of the docks as people ran into ships or toward the city.

      But the pilot got the freighter’s bulbous nose up slightly. The smoking craft cruised over the docks, almost taking a tower off one of the private yachts berthed at the far side. It sailed out over the used-ship lot and toward the desert beyond the city.

      “Look!” Jelena pointed in the direction it had come from.

      Three old imperial bombers were giving chase, the four-seat canopied craft loaded with weapons. They probably belonged to private owners now, maybe pirates or mafia, but the way they were flying in such a perfect formation made Erick uneasy. He had only been thirteen when the empire fell, but he still remembered the squadrons of fighters that had flown over the skies of his home world, of the way the humorless, stone-faced soldiers had patrolled the streets of town, and how they had once visited his family’s electrical fittings manufacturing plant, coming out in person to collect the draconian taxes his father hadn’t been able to pay that year. Dad had been dragged away to spend two years in a mining prison.

      These ships weren’t firing, not with the city sprawling right underneath them, but there was no question that they were after the freighter. They might have already done enough damage to crash it. It wobbled out of sight over the dunes, leaving a trail of black smoke behind it.

      “That freighter needs help,” Jelena said, her gaze locked to the sky. She frowned as the imperial bombers soared past.

      “I don’t think we’re going to want to buy that one,” Erick said.

      One of the bombers did a barrel roll, some kind of smug victory maneuver. Erick had the urge to reach out with his mind and fling the pilot against a bulkhead.

      Jelena ran and jumped onto the docks, then climbed an exterior ladder on the ship they’d been hiding behind.

      What are you doing? Erick followed behind closely enough to keep her in sight.

      Seeing where the freighter crashes.

      Why? he asked warily. He felt bad for the pilot, but he didn’t want to go on a trek in the desert or face the crews of three bombers. Whatever that was about, it wasn’t their battle. They had battles enough of their own.

      To help them.

      Them who? Erick hadn’t used his senses to investigate the crew of the freighter, and it was too far away now. He was fairly certain it had already crashed in the dunes out there.

      The owner. And his dog.

      There was a dog on board? Erick groaned, knowing where this was going.

      Yes, and we can’t let the imperials get him. They might shoot him. Only slightly belatedly, Jelena added, And the freighter captain.

      The freighter captain might be a leering asteroid humper. The last one certainly had been.

      Jelena hopped down to the dock and headed toward a robot at a kiosk renting out bicycles, personal wheelers, and thrust bikes. Erick sighed, having a feeling she hadn’t even heard him. He also had a feeling he wasn’t going to get his Asteroid Icy.
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      The hot desert sun beat down on Erick’s face and hands as he gripped the thrust bike’s handlebars. He could feel it scorching his pale skin and expected he would be pinker than the Asgard Nebula by the time they got back. He cast a longing look back toward the city and the space docks, but the Star Nomad and the other ships had faded from view.

      Also on a thrust bike, Jelena led the way toward the freighter’s crash site. The towering sand dunes outside the city hid the ship from view, but the trail of smoke hadn’t quite faded from the red sky yet.

      The imperial bombers had disappeared from the sight too. Erick reached out with his mind, trying to see through the dunes with his third eye. He wasn’t surprised to sense the freighter in a valley with the three bombers on the ground surrounding it.

      I think it’s going to be too late to do anything, he told Jelena, eyeing her back as she swooped up, over, and down the dunes. Usually when they were on thrust bikes, Erick would challenge her to a race or rush to the front, since he loved speed and the feel of wind against his face, but he didn’t think anything good would come from reaching their destination first. Or at all. And that made him wary.

      They’re still alive, she replied without glancing back. It’s not too late.

      Erick checked again, this time trying to sense people rather than ships. While Jelena’s affinity was for animals, his was for engines and machinery, so he always had an easier time identifying those things. But on his second sweep, he sensed twelve people in the bombers or climbing out of them. They all carried weapons. He detected a lone person inside the freighter, and yes, there was Jelena’s dog. Both had survived the crash, but he sensed intense pain plaguing the man. He’d definitely been injured.

      It’s also not too late to comm Leonidas and ask for help, Erick pointed out for the third time. He’d first suggested it while Jelena had been hastily putting down a deposit with the rental robot.

      He and Mom are busy with their clients. And I want to show them we’re responsible and brave and capable. They need to know it wouldn’t be a mistake letting me captain a ship. We can handle this. Just like we handled the fight at the used-ship lot.

      Uh, we handled that by fleeing while you covered our asses.

      While I bravely and capably covered our asses.

      I don’t think—

      Sh. Do you sense that? Jelena slowed her thrust bike to a stop between two dunes.

      The other ships? Erick knew they lay on the other side—the smoke continuing to waft up from the damaged freighter let him further pinpoint the position.

      No. Sand snakes.

      Even though his thrust bike hovered a couple of feet off the ground, Erick lifted his legs and looked from side to side. Where?

      The valley they were currently in stretched for a mile in either direction, reddish-brown sand scraped out by the winds. Nothing grew out here in the constantly shifting sands. A beige crab scared by their thrusters was the only thing moving, scurrying away from the bikes. At least, it was the only thing moving on the surface.

      When Jelena pointed to the north and Erick reached out with his mind, he detected the snakes. Two of them.

      The creatures were more than a foot in diameter and over twenty feet long, and they undulated from side to side as they traveled among the dunes. They could slither across the sand, but they could also burrow down and travel underneath it. The stories said their bodies could expand to swallow an entire shuttlecraft. Their harsh stomach acids digested the organic material and spat the remains of the ship out the other end. Erick didn’t know if that was true, but he was certain they could swallow people whole—that was documented in the sys-net entries for the planet.

      Unintentionally, he brushed their minds, and he shivered at the hungry, alien thoughts they held. One snake seemed to sense his mental touch and instantly responded, imagining eating a human—and enjoying it.

      Erick yanked his senses back, locking them down. Why Jelena liked to communicate with animals, he would never know. Half of the animals in the system would happily eat humans if they had the chance.

      It looks like they’re a few miles away, Erick told her, surprised she’d been casting her senses that wide and had detected them.

      Yes, but they heard the crash, and they smell blood. They’re coming to investigate.

      Sounds like a reason to turn around and go back to the city.

      Or a reason to hurry and help the freighter captain and his dog.

      Jelena flew halfway up the dune, parked her bike, and slid off.

      Do you have a plan? Erick asked, parking beside her. If they flew up to the crest, they would be visible to the people climbing out of their ships on the other side.

      Jelena withdrew her staff, and Erick wondered if giant snakes would be scared of Starseers the way the mundanes at the docks had been. Likely not.

      I thought you might have a plan. Jelena smiled at him.

      I’m just along to look at engines. And not get eaten by snakes.

      I didn’t know your range was so limited. She headed toward the top of the dune.

      Erick scowled after her. It’s not too late for me to comm Leonidas and tell him what you’re up to, you know.

      She dropped to her belly and didn’t answer, crawling on elbows and knees to the crest. Keeping her head and body low, she peered over to the other side.

      Sighing, Erick climbed up and joined her. It would be a lot easier to sneak up on these ships at night, but he supposed the bomber crews would have taken what they wanted and left by then. What were they after, anyway? Had they gotten word of a particularly fine cargo in the freighter? Or were they just picking on it because they could?

      Before, he’d been trying to sense life in the ships. Now, he used his mind’s eye to get a feel for the cargo inside the freighter as he looked down upon the scene with his normal eyes, making note of the people and ships below. The three bombers had landed in a semicircle around the much bigger freighter.

      One of the rear thruster housings on the freighter still smoked. Scorch marks raked the sides and top of the hull—its shields must have gone down long before it finally crashed. The placement of the thrusters reminded Erick of legs, and the green paint helped make it look like a big, blocky turtle with a small weapons turret rising from the “shell.” The turret appeared to have been an after-factory addition. It housed a good-sized star cannon. The weapon must not have done much good in the battle. If there was only one person in the ship, he had probably been too busy flying to get up there and man it.

      “They forced open the cargo hatch, and they’re going into the ship,” Jelena whispered, her words almost stolen by the wind sweeping across the dunes. She lowered her head as a man patrolling outside the ships turned in their direction. “They haven’t found the pilot yet. I think there’s one person in the corridors looking. And then… three people in the cargo hold? Bringing in lifting equipment and unclamping crates.” She looked toward Erick for confirmation.

      Jelena never had as much confidence in her skills as she should. She had more talent than he did, but she seemed afraid to use it half the time.

      “That’s what I sense.” Erick started to say more, but the wind kicked up. He squinted as sand scoured the side of his face. There wasn’t any protection up on the crest.

      “It’s a turtle,” Jelena said, longing in her voice. “Even better than a pterodactyl.”

      “I don’t think it’s for sale.” Erick spat out sand. “Or that we’d want to buy it after it’s crashed.”

      Should we get closer? Jelena asked, switching to telepathy again.

      Erick, pressing his cheek to the sand so they wouldn’t be seen from below, counted people again and considered how they might do that. There were three men in the bombers—the pilots—and five walking around outside with rifles, all looking like they expected trouble. They had flown right over the city, clearly attacking the freighter. The other three men moved in and out of their prey’s hold, using hand tractors to lift out crates. Erick sensed machinery inside the crates, maybe large ship-rated weapons broken down for transport. Modern and valuable weapons? If so, he was surprised an old freighter manned by a single person had been asked to transport them.

      Do you remember Grandpa’s lessons on bending light around yourself to hide you from people’s eyes? Jelena asked.

      I remember. Creating camouflage, yes. I was pretty good at it.

      I know you were. Want to practice now?

      Erick snorted. It’s hard to do on a moving object—or person—if you’re thinking of sneaking closer.

      I am, and I’m sure you can do it. I, uh oh.

      Erick grimaced, also sensing the problem. Two of the armed men were jogging up the other side of their dune, heading straight toward them.

      One of the ships must have sensors that can detect nearby life, Erick said.

      Now would be a good time to practice your camouflage abilities.

      Jelena looked behind them. So did Erick. There was nothing but sand until the crest of the next dune, and their two bikes stood out. So did they. They couldn’t burrow under the sand like snakes, and there was nothing to hide behind unless they ran down and over the next dune. There wouldn’t be time for that, and Erick grimaced as he noticed their tracks leading up the slope to their spot. He hastily stirred the sand with his mind to brush them out.

      I’ll try to do it too, Jelena added, and hide the bikes.

      There was little other choice unless they wanted to attack the men, trying to subdue them before they called for help. Since neither Erick nor Jelena was going to kill anyone, and since they didn’t have stun guns or ropes for tying anyone, that wouldn’t go well.

      Erick closed his eyes, aware of the men almost to the crest. He formed a barrier around them, much as Jelena had for defense earlier, but instead of simply making it a transparent energy field, he fiddled with the way it reacted under the sunlight. He altered it, almost like angling mirrors, to make the interior of the barrier appear empty to anyone looking at it from the outside. It would—should—look like the sand all around it and nothing more.

      The two men charged over the rim, and Erick feared he hadn’t had enough time to refine his efforts. He held his breath as they stopped and frowned. They were only ten feet away, their jackets flapping in the breeze. One of those jackets was faded and patched but had the unmistakable military cut and black and gray colors of an old imperial flight jacket. The other man wore a simple brown duster. They weren’t wearing uniforms under their jackets, but Erick wondered if his earlier assumption had been wrong. Maybe those bombers hadn’t been acquired by civilians. Maybe this was some team of old imperial soldiers who couldn’t accept that the war had ended ten years earlier and that they had lost. If so, these were the last people Erick wanted to see acquire a cargo of state-of-the-art weapons.

      “There,” one said, pointing.

      Erick winced and almost dropped his camouflaging efforts in favor of reinforcing his barrier to repel blazer fire. The two men raised their rifles. Instead of firing at Jelena and Erick, they shot the thrust bikes parked innocently on the side of the dune.

      Clangs echoed from the dunes, shrapnel flew in all directions, and one of the fuel tanks blew up. Fire and smoke poured into the air.

      Erick gaped at the carnage.

      Crap, we’re not getting our deposit back, Jelena thought.

      Deposit? You’re going to get a huge bill. Did you put that on your parents’ business account? Erick stared at the men, half-surprised they hadn’t seen through his attempt at camouflage too.

      Yes. I think we’re now going to have twenty thousand fewer tindarks to barter with for a ship. She looked warily at the men with the rifles.

      One tapped an earstar. “Sarge? We got a couple of spies hiding out here somewhere. The good news is they’re not going anywhere unless they walk home.”

      Erick couldn’t hear the reply.

      “Right. We’ll widen our patrol. We’ll find ’em.”

      Erick let his shoulders relax an iota as the men turned their backs. They walked along the crest, one looking down one side of the dune, the other looking the other way. Erick kept his camouflage up.

      I guess I need to ask Grandpa for more training when it comes to camouflage. Jelena sounded sheepish as she looked back toward the smoldering remains of the bikes.

      Remedial camouflage classes, yes. Erick frowned at her, not sure the ramifications of the destroyed bikes had sunk in for her yet. This little side trip was going to cost her parents a lot of money. This was not the way to show she was responsible and capable.

      Bleakness found its way onto her face as she looked at the wreckage. Maybe she did get the ramifications.

      I can try to maintain my camouflage as we sneak slowly down there, Erick said, watching the vigilant men walking away. More patrollers waited down below. But tell me what we’re going to try to do. I could possibly disable the bombers if I had enough time, but all that would do is leave a bunch of angry men on the ground with us.

      He thought of the way one had called another “Sarge.” That further suggested these were ex-imperial soldiers, men still acting as if they were in a military unit. If so, they would be dangerous, and they wouldn’t cower in their ships if someone yelled, “Starseers.”

      Let’s get the man and the dog out, Jelena replied. If we get some inspiration and can find a way to stop those men from stealing the cargo, that would be good, but mostly we should focus on the rescue. The man is hiding in a secret compartment, I think, but do you sense that one man wandering through the ship? I bet he’s looking for the owner.

      I’ll take your word for it. I can’t split my concentration to keep the camo up and sense what people are doing.

      All right. I’ll lead the way. Jelena rose to a crouch.

      Erick shook his head, doubting this was a good idea, but he couldn’t fault Jelena for wanting to save someone’s life. And some dog’s life. Besides, if these were old imperial soldiers, and they were stealing weapons, it couldn’t be for any good reason. What if they were planning some new attack against the Alliance? A lot of people could die if a militant team of ex-soldiers got their hands on crates full of weapons.

      If he and Jelena were careful, maybe they could sneak in, find the freighter operator, sneak out, and Erick could destroy the cargo on the way out. Better that than letting unscrupulous people have it.

      He rubbed his face as he followed Jelena down the dune. How had they gone from being innocent shoppers to scheming vigilantes in under an hour?

      A pair of men striding about and looking very alert came out from between two of the ships. They looked up the dune, and Erick made his camouflage as perfect as he could. Even though he and Jelena were sneaking down slowly, maintaining it over moving targets was not easy.

      She took a roundabout route toward the freighter, skirting two of the bombers. The old imperial vessels had clear canopies with all four seats up in the cockpit area, so Erick could see the helmeted heads of the pilots as they passed close to them. Would the sensors in the cockpits see through Starseer tricks?

      Focus, he reminded himself. Focus.

      Jelena picked up speed when the big freighter’s cargo ramp came into view ahead of them, but she halted halfway to it. A man strode out of the hatchway, gripping a hand tractor and floating a massive gun barrel ahead of him. No question about the cargo they were stealing. Weapons.

      Erick glowered, tempted to trip him, but it was bad enough that the imperials knew spies were about.

      Jelena crouched, waiting for the man to cross the sand toward an open hatch in the side of one of the bombers. They weren’t going to be able to load a full cargo on the three smaller ships. No doubt, they were selecting the best stuff.

      There’s only one in the hold right now, Jelena told Erick silently. This might be our best chance.

      Wait, I’m not going to be able to camouflage us going up that ramp. It’s not going to look right if I try. He shared an image with her of the way he was manipulating things to make the spots where they stood look the same as the empty sand next to them. A patch of empty sand on a ramp would raise eyebrows. I might be able to manipulate one person, convince him that he doesn’t see us, but several people, all in different locations? I doubt it.

      Jelena waved for him to follow her to the ramp, but then ducked under it instead of trying to go up right away. The shadows would hide them so long as nobody came up to either side.

      A distraction? she suggested. Can we make something blow up? And then they’ll all run to check on it?

      I doubt they would all run to check. And what are we going to blow up in the middle of the desert? Sand isn’t explosive.

      I was thinking of one of their ships. If they’re imperials scheming something up, we’d be doing the Alliance a favor.

      Your stepfather was an imperial, Erick pointed out. He didn’t necessarily disagree with her sentiment, but he doubted they should willfully destroy property when they didn’t know the whole story.

      Leonidas retired from imperialing to marry my mom and run freight. Legally and without stealing weapons from anybody.

      There’s a pilot in each of those bombers. Are you feeling bloodthirsty today?

      Oh. No, I forgot the pilots were inside. Could one of the crates spontaneously explode?

      Let me think for a minute. Erick made sure none of the soldiers were nearby and lowered his camouflage. He checked around and inside the ship again.

      The soldiers were still patrolling, but more of them were up on the dunes now, looking farther out than the landing site. In addition to the pilots sitting in their ships, two men remained on guard in the valley. Then there were the two men in the freighter, one working on unclamping more crates and one poking in cabins and banging against bulkheads in the forward section. Erick brushed against the searcher’s mind to get a sense of his thoughts.

      He frowned. The man was definitely hunting for what he assumed was a small crew, and he kept touching the knife sheathed on his belt even though he also carried a massive blazer rifle capable of blowing holes in walls. He looked forward to finding the crew and killing them to keep them from complaining to Alliance authorities.

      Were Alliance authorities even on Dustor? This was on the fringe of the core worlds, and neither the empire nor the Alliance had ever had much interest in the planet, due to its utter lack of resources. Food and water had to be shipped in, and it was more of a meeting place for illegal activities than a homesteading world. But maybe the Alliance had a ship or station in orbit to keep an eye on things. Or maybe an Alliance representative had been sent to meet the freighter here and pick up the cargo?

      The man Erick had been checking on halted and looked down at something. He had a handheld instrument that detected signs of life, and he was using it as a guide. With his Starseer senses, Erick could tell he was getting close to the man and the dog.

      Canine barks floated out of the ship, and Jelena winced. The bulkheads muted the sound, but not enough. The man on the hunt jerked his head up and faced what appeared to be a blank wall to him. There had to be a secret panel there—Erick sensed the man and dog right behind it.

      “We have to go in now,” Jelena whispered. “They’re in trouble.”

      “I know.” Erick turned his senses toward the bomber with the open hatch.

      Numerous crates were already stacked inside. He skimmed through them, looking for something with explosive potential. Ah, there was a box of battery packs. Even with all the safeguards that went into battery manufacturing, all it usually took to blow them up was for them to get charged too quickly. He could make that happen.

      Erick closed his eyes and poured his own energy into them. It wasn’t quite the same as electricity, but he could sense the ions zipping back and forth, moving too rapidly from the cathodes to the anodes.

      Jelena gripped his arm. “Erick?”

      “Second.”

      He rushed the job, but he was rewarded with an explosive boom from that bomber. It caused a chain reaction, with other explosions following the first. The ship hopped up and down like spittle on a hot burner, and shouts arose from several directions.

      “Now,” Jelena whispered, slipping out from under the ramp.

      Erick, his legs wobbly after exerting so much energy, had to use the side of the ramp for support as he pulled himself out after her. She was already charging into the freighter, her staff in hand. He sensed her alarm as she almost crashed into someone. The man from the cargo hold. He had been running out to check on the explosion.

      Cursing, Erick forced his legs to work. He hopped onto the ramp just as the man pointed a pistol at Jelena.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          4

        

      

    

    
      Erick charged up the ramp to help Jelena, barely conscious of the fact that his back was to the explosions still going off—and the imperials running to deal with it. He prepared to hurl a wave of power at the man facing Jelena, but she stepped forward and attacked first. She whipped her staff across, knocking his rifle away as he fired.

      A blazer beam streaked wildly away, almost bisecting Erick’s scalp.

      He ducked as Jelena struck again. She smashed her staff against the man’s fingers, and his rifle tumbled to the deck.

      The man roared and launched himself at her.

      She stepped back, but only so she could brace herself. Using her staff both for defense and as a focus tool, she created a shield in front of her. He smacked against it and bounced back. He twisted in the air, managing to get his feet under him, but she jumped after him and caught him before he landed. She rammed the tip of her staff into his chest, and energy crackled around it, white lightning flaring and wrapping around it, and also around the man.

      He screamed, his back arching. Jelena jerked her staff back, her eyes wide in alarm.

      “Don’t stop,” Erick encouraged, afraid the soldier would take advantage if she let up.

      He stepped forward to help, but a man charged out of the corridor on the forward side of the cargo hold. It was the bloodthirsty man who’d been hunting the freighter owner. He fired as soon as he saw the fray. Erick threw a barrier up to protect Jelena as he ran toward the man to further distract him. The imperial pivoted, firing at him.

      Erick flung himself to the deck as blazer fire scorched a hole in his sleeve. He’d been more worried about protecting Jelena than himself.

      The imperial lowered his aim to fire again. By then, Erick had adjusted his barrier. His foe scowled in irritation and confusion as his blazer bolts bounced off, some shooting out the hatch and others up to the ceiling, none striking his target.

      Erick rolled to his knees. The imperial paused and looked at the end of his barrel, as if the weapon were responsible for the erratic fire. That gave Erick a second to take advantage. He dropped his barrier so he could concentrate on a mental attack. He hurled a wave of power, and the man tumbled back into the corridor, smashing against a bulkhead.

      Erick glanced at Jelena to make sure she wasn’t in trouble—she had her attacker flat on his back and was disarming him—then ran toward the corridor to subdue his man. On the way, he glimpsed five thrust bikes in a dark corner of the hold and snorted. He supposed the rental robot would notice if Erick and Jelena somehow acquired different bikes and turned those in.

      In the corridor, the soldier had gotten to his knees, and he still gripped his rifle. He shot again as Erick came into his sight. But Erick charged into the corridor with his barrier wrapped around him.

      One of the blazer blasts hit it and bounced back. It slammed into the man’s shocked eye, burrowing straight into his brain.

      He pitched backward, the rifle falling from his fingers. Smoke wafted from his destroyed eyeball.

      Erick gaped at him, stunned. All he had wanted to do was disarm the man, to get by him and find the freighter owner. Even if these were ex-imperial soldiers, thieves, and potentially murderers, who was he to kill them?

      Damn it, how had this day gone so wrong so quickly?

      A dog howled, the sound muted. Maybe he was wondering the same thing.

      Noise came from behind Erick, and he stirred, remembering he was in the middle of a battle. He turned, but it was only Jelena, her staff in hand, her cheeks flushed from exertion. She stared past him to the dead soldier on the deck.

      “I didn’t mean to do it,” Erick said. “He shot himself. I mean, he tried to shoot me, and it deflected, and…” He trailed off, the words sounding inane to his ears. He was making an excuse, and he knew it.

      He looked back to the man Jelena had been fighting, wondering how she’d dealt with him. Just knocked him unconscious?

      Yes, there he was, his eyes rolled back in his head, his belt tied around his wrists, which she’d pulled behind his back. When he woke up, he would be able to run away, but the belt would slow him down. And he wasn’t dead. Erick stared bleakly.

      “There are more coming.” Jelena tilted her head toward the open cargo hatch. Thick smoke outside billowed from the hatch of that bomber, but the imperials wouldn’t be distracted indefinitely.

      Even as Erick looked that way, he glimpsed movement. The soldiers must have heard the fight. They were charging up the cargo ramp through the smoke.

      Erick pulled Jelena fully into the corridor with him. She jumped over the dead man and ran a few feet to an intersection, then turned left as if she knew where to go. Erick followed as she raced past hatch doors that looked to lead to crew cabins.

      “They’re in here,” the man on the ramp yelled.

      Erick reached out with his mind and manipulated the wind between the dunes. He caused it to blow the smoke into the freighter’s cargo hold, hoping it would obscure the imperials’ vision and make them pause before charging in.

      They’re behind here, Jelena whispered into his mind from what appeared to be a dead end in the corridor. I don’t know how to get in.

      Erick sensed the soldiers gathering around the top of the ramp in the cargo hold. Six of them. Smoke filled the hold, but it wouldn’t make them pause for long. As soon as they were ready, they would race inside, guns blazing. And there weren’t many places to hide on this ship.

      The corridor Erick and Jelena were in held some cabins, a tiny mess hall, and an equally diminutive sickbay. The other short corridor at the single intersection led into a small Navigation and Communications area. That was it. His senses showed him that the engine room was on the other side of the cargo hold and that they couldn’t get to it without passing in front of the imperials.

      Jelena knocked on the bulkhead at the dead end, as if the person hiding inside would open a door for them. A dog barked in response. Erick thought he heard the muffled sound of someone trying to hush it.

      Footsteps thundered as the soldiers ran into the interior of the ship. A couple went toward engineering, but the rest headed straight toward the corridor Erick and Jelena had gone up.

      Erick concentrated and formed his barrier farther away from his body than usual, stretching it across the corridor to keep the men from reaching the intersection and seeing them. The lead soldier smacked into it and bounced back into his comrades, almost knocking one man over. Erick might have felt amused or relieved, but all he could think about was how similar that was to the way that blazer bolt had bounced back into the now dead man’s face.

      You’re going to have to talk to the freighter owner, Erick said, concentrating on keeping his barrier in place.

      The soldiers recovered from their surprise quickly. They backed up and fired at it. They were far enough away from the barrier that when the bolts ricocheted back in their direction, they were not hit. But as soon as they saw that happening, they took cover behind crates in the cargo hold and continued to fire.

      Convince him to come out, Erick added, and then we’ll have to figure out a way out of here. Maybe he knows a back door off the ship.

      Actually, I’m talking to the dog.

      I’m sure that will be effective.

      He showed me where the secret switch is. Jelena crouched and felt along a seam between the deck and the bulkhead. He also expressed concern that the invaders might take the steaks out of the refrigerator.

      Is that what he was complaining about earlier?

      Erick grimaced as six blazer rifles joined forces, all streaming power into his barrier. He had already drained himself by causing the batteries to blow up, and he could feel his mental energy being further sapped. He wouldn’t be able to hold that barrier up indefinitely. Why couldn’t those asteroid kissers just go unload their stolen cargo and leave them alone?

      His owner is hurt, and he’s angry, Jelena told him. He wants to tear up the people who did it.

      Erick glanced back, imagining Jelena opening the secret door, and a huge dog leaping out to maul them with giant fangs. He knows that’s not us, right?

      We’re working on that. Ah, there.

      A panel that looked exactly like the rest of the panels along the bulkheads swung outward. Jelena stepped back as a grizzled bald, bronze-skinned man inside a dark cubby pointed an old revolver at her chest.

      Erick cursed and almost dropped his barrier to erect one between Jelena and the gunman, but sensed that she already had one up. Good. He could concentrate on his own.

      He leaned a hand against a hatch for support, his legs growing weak with the effort required. Those soldiers were relentless.

      A short, sausage-bodied dog that couldn’t have weighed more than ten pounds climbed out of the secret opening, slender short legs churning as he ran toward Jelena. Somehow, he made it through her barrier—ah, she’d adjusted it to let him in while keeping bullets out. He jumped up, resting his forelegs against her knee.

      “That’s the dog that wants to tear up the people who hurt its master?” Erick asked.

      “Small dogs don’t know they’re small,” Jelena informed him. “Uhm, can we come in?”

      The latter question must have been for the grizzled man with the gun. He hadn’t fired yet. Judging by the confused wrinkle to his brow, he hadn’t expected to have his hideout breached by an eighteen-year-old woman in a pink shirt proclaiming her love for horses.

      Voices sounded over the weapons being fired from the cargo hold, someone giving orders. Someone else asked if there was another way around. Erick leaned his whole body against the hatch, praying they would give up and stop firing at his barrier.

      “There’s no way out from in here, girl,” the freighter owner said.

      He lowered his gun, and winced, one hand straying toward his leg. A huge piece of shrapnel was embedded there, and blood saturated his trouser leg. Someone else shouted in the cargo hold, and he stumbled back, grimacing deeply. He looked past Jelena and Erick toward the other end of the corridor, toward the sickbay Erick had identified earlier. He probably wanted some of the drugs in there, but hadn’t dared sneak out to get them.

      Erick was on the verge of offering to get them when a whoomp came from the cargo hold, and something much more powerful than rifle fire struck his barrier.

      He gasped and dropped to his knees, almost letting it drop.

      “Erick,” Jelena blurted, whirling and grabbing him.

      Her barrier dropped, and the freighter owner could have shot her in her unprotected back. But his gun remained at his side, his eyes laced with pain. He looked like a man on the verge of surrendering.

      But the imperials didn’t want captives. Erick had seen into that one man’s mind and knew they planned to kill the freighter owner.

      They struck my barrier with something huge, Erick told Jelena. I don’t know what.

      His brain ached, and he couldn’t use his senses and keep his barrier up at the same time. As it was, he was on the verge of dropping everything, his body included.

      Jelena leaned her staff against the bulkhead and hauled him to his feet. She pulled him back toward the hidden cubby. Was it large enough for all three of them? Erick let himself be pulled, but he doubted it. He also doubted the wisdom of climbing inside of it.

      We’ll be trapped, he said.

      I’ve got breaking news for you. We’re already trapped.

      She pulled him into the cubby, and the freighter owner blurted a protest.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Joining you,” Jelena said. “Scoot over, please.”

      She smiled, and this time, Erick sensed her attempting to manipulate the man.

      He glowered at her, but looked toward the intersection, where the soldiers were promising, “We’re almost through, boy.”

      He scooted over.

      Jelena stepped inside with Erick. He almost pitched over when the dog darted between his legs to return to his master. Jelena glanced at the panel, and the secret door swung shut, plunging them into darkness.

      Another muted whoomp sounded, and intense energy struck Erick’s barrier. It crumpled, and so did his legs. He blacked out and fell against Jelena.
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      Erick woke up, his head hurting, the worst headache he could remember stabbing at the inside of his skull. He felt like he should be lying or at least sitting down, but he was upright, pressed between Jelena and a bulkhead. There wouldn’t have been room to collapse to the deck even if he wanted to.

      The smell of smoke and someone’s aftershave, presumably not Jelena’s, tickled his nose. In the corridor outside, thumps and terse orders sounded.

      Erick started to reach out with his senses, to check on the locations of the soldiers, but the stabbing pain in his head increased so much that he almost passed out again. He groped for support, clunking the panel softly.

      “Ssh,” the freighter owner growled.

      “Sorry,” Erick whispered. “I may have overexerted myself.”

      “Who in the hells are you people?”

      “I’m Jelena, and that’s Erick. We came to rescue you.”

      “Well, shit, that’s working well, isn’t it?”

      “Stage One hasn’t gone exactly according to plan, but we’re hoping Stage Two will be inspiring. Right, Erick?”

      Erick groaned. It was all he could manage when it felt like someone was hosting an axe-throwing competition inside his skull. His stomach growled, letting him know his brain had been using more than its fair share of his body’s reserves.

      “Erick agrees,” Jelena said. “What’s your name?”

      It was too dark to see if the freighter owner sent her an incredulous look, but Erick could almost feel it in the air.

      “Yun,” the man finally said.

      Clunks and clanks came from outside as people searched for them. It wouldn’t be long before someone thought to grab that life-form detector from the dead man.

      “What are they after?” Jelena asked.

      “That cargo hold full of high-tech Alliance weapons,” Yun growled. “Never should’ve gotten in bed with the Alliance. Not that they gave me any choice.”

      “What happened?” Jelena bumped Erick with her elbow.

      What was she doing? Oh, she’d picked up the dog and was stroking it. That figured. Erick was ninety-nine percent certain this so-called rescue mission wouldn’t have happened if not for the canine presence trapped on the freighter.

      Yun snorted. “Got caught smuggling in their territory one too many times. They said I could spend the next twenty years in jail or help them out with a little problem they were having. I’d been fixing to retire in a few years, not die being felt up by horny imperial sympathizers in some all-boys mining camp.”

      Erick had seen the grizzled owner in the light before they’d been shut in this closet, and he thought the odds were slim of anyone willingly feeling anything of his. He kept the thought to himself since the man was talking. Assuming he was telling the truth. Given the way he grunted and groaned in pain after every sentence, lying probably wasn’t on his mind. He had the sound of a man who was sure death was imminent, and maybe he would even welcome it.

      “Why,” Jelena asked, “did they want to put such a valuable cargo of weapons on a battered ship that looks like…”

      “Like what?” the owner snarled.

      “Well, it’s old, isn’t it? And shouldn’t it have more than a crew of one?”

      “It’s not that old. There are lots of older freighters. And it’s not just one. There’s Woofus.”

      “Woofus?" Erick asked.

      Was that the dog?

      “What is this? Blackout Trivia? Who are you people, anyway? And why is there a big stick jammed into my back? You sound like a girl, but I’m having my doubts.”

      “That’s my staff, sorry.” Jelena shifted, bumping Erick again. He was lucky he didn’t have a staff in his back.

      “Not sure that alleviates my doubts,” the owner said.

      “It’s a Starseer staff,” Erick said. “We have some unique talents. We may be able to help you if you finish telling us why these people are after you.” Speaking of doubts, Erick wondered if they had made a mistake. The man had admitted to being a smuggler. Should they even be helping him?

      At least it had grown quiet outside. Maybe the imperials had given up on the search and were worrying about off-loading the cargo. Erick’s brain hurt too much to check.

      “I might believe you if we weren’t locked in a closet together,” Yun said, sighing. “They’re just after the weapons. I think they want me dead so I can’t identify them later and let the Alliance know a large and well-armed band of old imperials are alive and plotting against them after all these years. I don’t think I was supposed to survive the crash.”

      His head clunked back against the wall, and Erick grimaced. Just because it had grown quiet in the corridor didn’t mean they should be making noise in here.

      “As to why the Alliance wanted to use my freighter and me and Woofus,” Yun continued, keeping his voice to a whisper, “I only know what I was told by some spit-polished fleet kid with more freckles than chin hair, but I gathered they’ve got a few spies in their military. Some of their heavily armored transport ships have been hit and successfully raided lately. They thought if they slipped a shipment through on my freighter, nobody would be expecting that. And since I’m a lowlife smuggler in their eyes, they didn’t care that much if I got killed. Though I gather they’ll be disappointed about the loss of the weapons. There’s some prototype stuff in there. Hells, I’m going to have to retire in another galaxy at this point. You think humans can survive in Andromeda at all? Maybe I can get on a—”

      “No witnesses,” someone yelled from the corridor outside. “Find them, now.”

      “…got the detector, Sarge.”

      Boots hammered against the deck.

      “They’re back there.”

      Yun sighed, a defeated sigh.

      Can you make a distraction in engineering, Erick? Jelena asked. She sounded distracted herself, her voice distant in his head. Something that will convince these people to run outside?

      Erick grimaced at the idea of doing anything with his head aching so much. Why don’t you just put up your barrier, and we’ll walk out of here and back to town? They may shoot at us all the way, but I doubt they’ll follow us into the city.

      As soon as he made the suggestion, he questioned it. Could Jelena hold her barrier and keep them safe all the way back to town? On foot? Erick imagined the bombers taking to the air and firing down at them from above as they ran across the sand. There was no way she could repel that kind of fire, even if some of his energy returned and he could help her.

      I’m working on another idea, something that might let this man keep some of his cargo.

      I don’t care two ore-less asteroids about his cargo, Erick said. I just want to survive the day.

      I promised Woofus that I’d try to protect his steaks.

      Jelena!

      Just do something in the engine room, Erick. Please. That’s all I need.

      The dog had settled in her arms, and even if it was afraid—or disgruntled about the potential steak theft—it had stopped barking. Which was good, because the soldiers were shoving open cabin doors, trying to find the secret panel. Erick wouldn’t be surprised if someone brought in whatever weapon had been used on his barrier and simply tried to blow a hole in the bulkhead.

      A jolt rocked the deck, pitching him sideways into Jelena.

      Yun gasped in pain, grabbing his wounded leg.

      “What was that?” he whispered hoarsely.

      “Some assistants have arrived,” Jelena said.

      The deck shuddered, and a thump reverberated from under the ship.

      “Erick?” Jelena asked expectantly.

      “I’m working on it,” he grumbled. “Tyrant.”

      He forced his aching brain to work, stretching out with his senses to examine engineering. Since it was on the back side of the cargo hold, he hadn’t gotten even a glimpse of it before, so he had to go over everything with his mind’s eyes. Fortunately, he had started working under a veteran engineer, Mica Coppervein, at age fourteen, and he’d tinkered with machines for years before that. He had taken a class on old ships during his university time too. That experience helped him to quickly identify the various parts.

      Yun hadn’t powered anything down after crashing, and the radiative cooler was on the verge of overheating. It wouldn’t take much energy to use his telekinesis to disable the safety shutoff valves, and accelerate the build up of heat. But did he truly want to blow something up in engineering? Hadn’t this ship suffered enough? The engine room repairs might end up costing more than the value of the cargo, if the freighter was even salvageable.

      The imperials need a reason to go outside, Jelena told him.

      The deck rocked again as the front of the ship tilted upward, then slammed back down.

      “Are there earthquakes on Dustor?” Yun wondered.

      “Not exactly,” Jelena said.

      The muted sounds of weapons fire drifted back from the cargo hold. The soldiers had left the corridor, and they were all standing at the top of the ramp and shooting outside. Shooting at—ah. Erick sensed the giant sand snakes out there and realized what Jelena, animal manipulator extraordinaire, had been doing.

      Four of the massive snakes were diving through the sand and rearing up to lunge at the men, trying to drag them out of the ship. But the imperials were able to dive back into the cargo hold while shooting at the snakes. And the big creatures seemed reluctant to stick their heads into the dark interior of the freighter.

      “One engineering explosion coming up,” Erick murmured and flicked off the safety shutoffs.

      “I’m going out,” Jelena said. “To give the imperials another reason to run outside.”

      “Wait.” Erick gripped her arm. “Better to stay here until—”

      A boom roared from the back of the ship sooner than he expected. Metal warped and flew free with terrible squeals and screeches. The freighter lurched, and Erick sensed the alarm of the owner and the dog. Jelena hurried to comfort Woofus, soothing the animal with her mind and some pats. She either didn’t try to comfort Yun or didn’t know how. People were harder.

      “Now you can go out,” Erick murmured. That explosion hadn’t taken as long to build as he’d thought it would. It might have happened soon even without his help.

      The hidden panel swung open.

      Smoke flooded into their corridor, stinging Erick’s eyes. He gripped his staff and squinted into the haze, checking with his eyes and his mind for soldiers. But they were doing as Jelena had wanted, fleeing the smoke and flames of the freighter to run out into the sand. Maybe she’d even given them a manipulative nudge with her mind, convincing them the entire ship would blow up and that the snakes were the lesser danger.

      Jelena set the dog down, ran into the mess hall for a moment, then hurried to the intersection. Erick paused to help Yun climb out. The man could barely walk with that huge piece of shrapnel sticking out of his leg, and he had to lean heavily on the bulkhead for support.

      “Here, use this,” Erick said, coughing as he mentally commanded his staff to go quiescent and allow the touch of a stranger.

      Wordlessly, the owner accepted it and used it like a crutch.

      Erick followed Jelena around the corner, knowing she didn’t have a weapon beyond her staff and would be reluctant to shoot at anyone even if she did. In the cargo hold, smoke poured from the engineering hatchway, and flames danced impressively inside. Erick flipped a switch with his mind, re-enabling the fire suppression system. A few clunks and weak bleeps came from engineering.

      Jelena ran to the ramp—the soldiers had all left the cargo hold. Erick expected they were running toward the safety of their own ships or that they would have killed the snakes by now. As fearsome as those creatures were, they weren’t immortal.

      Or so Erick thought. When he joined Jelena at the top of the cargo ramp, he gaped at the carnage unfolding in front of them.

      The four giant snakes, their lower halves buried in the sand and the top halves writhing and rising more than ten feet in the air, attacked relentlessly. One snake’s head whipped down, and its jaws clamped around one of the soldiers. It hefted him into the air and hurled him thirty feet. Another snake lunged at one of the bombers that was trying to take off. As its top half wrapped around the craft, more and more of its body emerged from the sand, and Erick realized it was truly massive—closer to forty feet than twenty feet. The bomber lifted a few feet, but the powerful snake smashed it to the ground over and over again.

      “Why can’t we hit them?” someone yelled.

      A trio of soldiers knelt in front of another of the bombers, blazer rifles flashing orange as they spat fire. Countless bolts streaked toward the snakes, but they bounced off, as if the creatures were armored.

      And they were, Erick realized, looking at the concentration stamped on Jelena’s face. She was protecting the creatures, letting them wreak havoc with impunity.

      Another soldier flew through the air, landing way up on top of the dune. He didn’t rise.

      “Are you going to make the snakes kill them?” Erick asked, concerned.

      “I’m trying to tell them not to,” Jelena said, her voice tense. “But they’re experiencing a lot of enthusiasm and… glee.”

      “Gleeful snakes, wonderful.”

      Yun caught up with them, leaning heavily on Erick’s staff. He gawked at the scene, three snakes waving their top halves in the air, hurling soldiers around, and the one still bashing the bomber into the ground repeatedly.

      “Retreat,” one of the trio of men yelled. “We can’t win against them. They’re invincible.” He shot an incredulous look toward Jelena. Had he figured out she was responsible for that invincibility?

      Erick fought his splitting headache to raise a shield around all three of them in case the imperials tried to shoot in this direction. But the speaker’s gaze caught on Jelena’s staff and the way the silver runes were glowing, the effect noticeable here in the shadow of the ship. He waved to his men, and they fled into a bomber that wasn’t being attacked.

      The remaining soldiers followed, still firing at the snakes as they went, covering their comrades’ retreat. It hardly mattered. Another was plucked up from the ground and hurled atop the dune.

      One of the bombers rose, flying in that direction to pick up the injured men lying up there. A second one lifted off and hovered in the area, firing at the snake clutching the third bomber. The ship’s weapons were far more powerful than rifles, and Jelena gasped and dropped to one knee.

      Erick sensed the protective armor she’d created around the snakes failing. Maybe the snakes sensed it too. The giant one tormenting the bomber released it. The ship fell down on an edge, almost tipping onto its side, but the pilot got the thrusters going in time, and it roared into the sky. The big snake disappeared into the sand, avoiding being hit by further fire.

      Erick worried the imperials would realize the snakes wouldn’t be a further threat, or at least not such a significant threat, and return. But they’d had enough. All three bombers took off, shooting straight toward the sky and the stars beyond. They were far more dented than they had been before, but they flew well and soon sailed out of sight.

      Using her staff for support, Jelena pushed herself to her feet. Erick eyed the snakes as they slithered around just below the ramp. They drew their bodies out of the sand and coiled up, their flat heads all coming to stare at the freighter. No, at Jelena.

      Had they realized she had manipulated them into fighting? And did they now want revenge for the wounds they’d received? Even with the protection she’d given them, they were all still bleeding. Numerous scorch marks cut into the side of one of them.

      Erick shivered, remembering the way their minds had felt when he’d brushed against one earlier. The alienness, the desire to eat humans.

      The fourth snake reappeared, the giant one. It burst out of the sand and rose three stories in the air, its shadow falling across the freighter’s ramp.

      “Uh,” Erick said.

      Yun stumbled back several steps.

      Jelena gazed out at the snakes, then smiled like a loon. She stuck her hand into the big pocket on the front of her hooded shirt and withdrew hunks of meat. Erick blinked. Jelena, who favored vegetables and faux meat grown in vats, wasn’t the type of person to carry around raw steaks.

      Woofus whined pitifully from behind Yun.

      “Sorry, boy,” Jelena said. “We’ll get you something else later.”

      She tossed the four steaks away from the hold, flinging them like disc toys for dogs. The massive snake heads whipped down to catch them in the air. The big one tried to take his and snatch one of the steaks meant for another. They snapped their jaws, fangs gashing each other.

      For a moment, there was a huge, writhing snake brawl, and then, with a flurry of hisses, all four disappeared into the sand. Erick couldn’t tell if they’d each gotten a steak or not.

      “You really are Starseers,” Yun said, hobbling forward and squinting at them.

      “Really tired Starseers,” Jelena said, plopping down into a seated position on top of the ramp. She rubbed her temples, and Erick suspected she’d developed a splitting headache too. The punishment for trying to do too much. “The ship’s not going to blow up back there, is it?”

      She looked at Erick and nodded toward engineering.

      “No, the chemical sprinklers went on to stop the fire.” Erick sat down next to her. He wasn’t sure how safe it was to dawdle out here—maybe the bombers would return and try again—but he needed a short rest.

      Jelena slapped his chest. “We make a good team.”

      “I suppose so. You’ll never find an engineer with my talents to work on your new ship. Whenever you find your new ship.”

      “You won’t be coming to fly it with me?”

      “Well… I’m the engineer for the Nomad now. And…”

      Yun limped out onto the ramp, distracting Jelena and saving Erick from having to complete his sentence.

      “That’s amazing,” he said, scanning the valley in all directions. “They left most of the cargo.”

      “I’m not sure they left it,” Jelena said, “so much as it fell out when the snake started bouncing that ship around with the hatch still open.” She waved to the crates, none of them currently obeying the THIS SIDE UP markings stamped on the tops.

      “At least the Alliance shouldn’t be too pissed,” Yun grumbled, looking around. “They’ll still probably want to jail me. Or hang me up by my fingernails on some Old Earth torture rack. If I were smart, I’d get out of here right now, but this ship won’t fly again without a lot of work.” He turned toward the smoke wafting out of engineering. “If it ever flies again.”

      “Maybe this should be the first day of your retirement,” Erick said.

      He’d mostly meant the words as a joke, but the man grew speculative, stroking the stubble on his scarred jaw.

      “Some people died here,” Yun said after a contemplative moment.

      “Just one,” Erick said, his hackles rising in defense. “And it was his fault.”

      He did not look toward the corridor and the corpse they’d had to jump over on the way back to the hold. Even if that man had been trying to kill him, he regretted being the cause of his death.

      “Who’s to say that more weren’t incinerated in the engine room when that explosion happened?”

      “Nobody was incinerated,” Jelena said, frowning up at Yun.

      Erick started to add his voice to the protest, but he let his senses brush the man’s mind and got the gist of his thoughts.

      “You want us to imply that you were incinerated?” he asked, studying Yun’s weathered face.

      “Would you mind?” He regarded them curiously. “If the Alliance thought I was dead, they wouldn’t have any reason to look for me. And if they get most of their cargo back here, they shouldn’t feel their balls are too covered with worm suck.”

      Erick grimaced at the unpleasantly vivid imagery, having no trouble imagining Demeter’s giant slobbery worms after their recent encounter with the sand snakes. At least the snakes didn’t leave snot-like drool all over a man before they swallowed him whole.

      “I got a couple of accounts they don’t know about that I can survive on,” Yun continued, looking around, his eyes speculative. “Was planning on taking my ship with me when I retired, though. Or selling it. Hard to stay off the radar when you’ve got a big old ship that’s easily identified when you’re visiting ports. I was figuring to retire in some paradise core-world spot, too, not die on a mud pit out on the rim. Be easier without a ship, but I don’t suppose I can even get this one over to the lot here on Dustor to sell it.”

      “We’re looking to buy a ship,” Jelena said brightly, the weary expression leaving her face.

      “Oh?”

      “But not this ship,” Erick said, horrified at the idea of having to repair the mess he’d made. Repairs aside, it would take forever to clean the soot off the bulkheads in the engine room. Could the craft even fly again?

      “You’re not still angling for that ugly brick full of rapists, are you?” Jelena asked, proving she’d gotten the gist of what those heathens had been thinking.

      “No, but one that flies would be ideal.”

      “I’ve heard you say a thousand times that you can fix anything. And this ship looks like a turtle.” She waved grandly toward the craft. “You could really tell when we looked down from above. A turtle is even better than a pterodactyl.”

      “How do you figure?” Erick scratched his head, having a hard time following her reasoning. Pterodactyls had been fierce predators. Turtles were… good in soup.

      “Turtles are wise. And harmless.”

      “Don’t you think a ship that looks fierce would be better than a ship that looks harmless?”

      “Nobody would shoot at a wise, harmless ship,” Jelena said.

      “Are you going to be flying it?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then someone will shoot at it.”

      She scowled at him.

      “Often, I’ll wager.”

      Yun was looking back and forth, watching this exchange intently. His leg ought to be driving him to sickbay to search for bandages and drugs, but he wore a hopeful expression as Jelena and Erick spoke. He must truly want to retire and get rid of the ship—and get some money for it. The latter was likely the crux of it. If he had to stay and wait for it to be towed back to town or for someone to come out here to repair it, the Alliance could catch up with him and want to collect the cargo. And the Alliance might not be pleased to find its cargo damaged. Erick could see why Yun wanted to foist this mess off on someone else. And make some money.

      Erick rubbed the back of his neck. Maybe this could work in their favor, assuming he could get the near-wreck for a good price.

      “We’ll give you forty thousand tindarks for it,” Erick said, thinking of the amount they had to work with in Jelena’s parents’ account, and also thinking of the tens of thousands of tindarks that would go into repairs. Would they even be able to find replacement parts? This ship was almost as old as the Star Nomad. And Dustor wasn’t exactly overflowing with manufacturing plants.

      “Forty? Adding the turret and the star cannon up above cost me more than that.”

      “The turret that’s now smoking?” Erick asked mildly. “Along with the rest of the ship?”

      Yun scowled.

      Woofus barked.

      “Your dog thinks forty thousand would buy a lot of steaks,” Jelena said.

      “Woofus isn’t on the title and registration,” Yun growled.

      “Are you?” Erick asked curiously.

      Did smugglers worry about their ships being legally registered?

      “One of my names is. Look, kid. I’ll let you have the ship for seventy-five thousand, no less.”

      “Fifty-thousand.”

      “Fifty-thousand is a lot less.”

      Erick leaned farther out on the cargo ramp and peered toward the sky. “Hm, looks like a ship is flying by up there. Could the Alliance have tracked you down already?”

      “Sixty-five thousand,” Yun growled.

      “Sixty thousand, and you throw in those five thrust bikes,” Erick said.

      “Four thrust bikes. Me and my damned leg need a way back to town. I’m not walking, not with all those snakes out there, and neither is Woofus.”

      “Four works for me.”

      “Me too.” Jelena smiled.

      Erick would have to do more bargaining later to get the rental robot to take these bikes instead of the original two that had been blown up, but with luck, they could turn two in and keep two for themselves. For their new ship.

      Their?

      He laughed at himself. This was for Jelena and not for him, right? He was going to leave as soon as he got it fixed up, and take that fancy job on Arkadius. Wasn’t he? Granted, it would take quite some time to fix up the turtle.

      “Deal.” The owner spat on his palm and stuck out his hand.

      Speaking of worm suck… Who knew what kind of viruses were lurking in that dirty saliva?

      “Shake hands with the man, Jelena,” Erick said. “It’s your family’s business and their account that’ll be paying for the ship.”

      Jelena stuck her tongue out at him, but she clasped hands with Yun.

      “Here’re the digits of one of my accounts,” Yun said, flicking open a holodisplay on a netdisc and tossing it to her. “I’m going to fix my leg, and I’ll find the papers.” He glanced at the sky. “Quickly.”

      “This isn’t the name you gave us,” Jelena observed.

      “Nope, and it’s not the name on the title and registration, either.” He winked as he hobbled away, still leaning on Erick’s staff. “Come on, Woofus.”

      “That went well,” Jelena said when she and Erick were alone.

      He looked around at the torn-up, crate-littered ground outside, and the smoke still wafting out of engineering. “Well?”

      “You got to look at an engine. And you didn’t get eaten by a snake. Weren’t those the two goals for the day that you mentioned?”

      “I don’t think those were my exact words.”

      “I’m broadening your range, that’s all.” She waved airily, then lay down on the ramp, stretching out her arms as if to claim it all for herself.

      “You’re an odd girl, Jelena.”

      Woofus trotted back through the cargo hold on his short legs and curled up under her armpit.

      “I don’t know what you mean, Erick.”

      He hoped a giant snake didn’t slither up to join them.
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      The engine was a mess. All of engineering was a mess. No, the entire ship was a mess.

      Erick didn’t know where to start. There were some tools in dented cabinets, and he would have loved to fix up the ship with nothing more than those battered hammers and screwdrivers, but he definitely needed his toolboxes from the Star Nomad. Not to mention twenty thousand tindarks in replacement parts. He didn’t particularly want to show up at the Nomad, or back in town at all, until Jelena explained this craziness. And how it had resulted in a huge amount of money being shifted out of her family’s business bank account far earlier than her parents had anticipated.

      “Erick?” Jelena called from the cargo hold, or perhaps from outside the freighter.

      She’d been helping Yun bandage his wounds, and Erick had heard the roar of a thrust bike a minute before.

      “We have visitors coming,” she added.

      Grimacing, Erick left the charred, shrapnel-filled engine room. He could imagine all manner of visitors coming to see them, including the local authorities, robots hunting for their missing thrust bikes, and Alliance representatives searching for their cargo—and their missing smuggler.

      “Oh, it’s even worse,” Erick said as he joined Jelena on the cargo ramp and saw who was coming.

      She was looking toward the nearest dune as a hovercraft sailed down the side of it. Two imposing figures stood inside the open-air craft, a man in crimson combat armor carrying a huge rifle and a man in a black Starseer robe carrying a staff with golden runes glowing on the surface. The unlikely couple appeared posed to jump into battle at any second.

      “Well,” Jelena said, glancing toward the dune in the other direction—had Yun headed off that way? “They were going to have to be told about all of this eventually.”

      “True, but I was envisioning us triumphantly returning by flying our new ship to the docks with you doing a few lazy loops over the Nomad before we landed.”

      “You know I was supposed to be back by dinner, right?” Jelena looked skeptically into the interior of the ship as the hovercraft drew closer.

      “I didn’t say my envisioning was practical.”

      The hovercraft stopped at the base of the ramp, and Leonidas leaped onto it, his crimson armor gleaming in the afternoon sun. He removed his helmet as Stanislav, Erick’s tutor and Jelena’s grandfather, floated out of the craft, as if he, too, had hover engines and fans to keep him aloft. The breeze pushed back the hood of his black robe.

      Leonidas, his short hair tousled from the time under his helmet, gazed very dryly at Jelena.

      “Hi, Dad. What brings you out here?” She waved at him and also at her grandfather.

      “Stanislav sensed that you were in trouble.” Leonidas considered the battered hull of the freighter and the soot-stained interior, and Erick doubted anything he saw changed his assumptions about trouble.

      “In trouble?” Jelena’s brow wrinkled, and she looked to Erick. “I don’t think we were ever truly in trouble.”

      Erick disagreed, remembering all too well how much maintaining that barrier had drained him, but he said, “Making trouble might be the more correct term.”

      “Oh, I assumed that,” Leonidas said. “Especially when the robot on the docks refused to rent bikes to us for the trip out here. Apparently, we’d already opened an account at its kiosk, and two bikes had been destroyed, thus rendering us in arrears. Imagine my surprise. We’ve only been on the planet for six hours, and we’re already in arrears for something.”

      His dry expression had grown faintly exasperated, or was that irritated, and Leonidas frowned at Erick, as if he should have done something to stop Jelena from renting bikes on the family business account.

      Erick lifted his hands. It was true he was the older and supposedly more mature one, but Jelena had a mind of her own. And access to the business account. He was merely an employee. How had that robot learned about the state of those bikes so quickly, anyway?

      Jelena waved a dismissive hand. “We’ll take care of that. We acquired four other thrust bikes, so we can trade as many as needed to the robot to settle the account. And we bought a new ship.” She grinned and turned, spreading both arms wide to showcase their oh-so-impressive acquisition.

      “You bought that?” Leonidas looked like he would have fallen over if the leg stabilizers in his armor hadn’t kept him upright.

      Stanislav, who hadn’t said a word yet, though he could be communicating with Jelena telepathically, pressed a single finger to his lips. He appeared far more amused than exasperated, but it took a lot to exasperate him. He was the laid-back grandfather who spoiled Jelena and the twins. He sometimes grew stern when telling Jelena that she wasn’t studying hard enough or fulfilling her potential, but he never truly seemed irritated. Erick wondered if he knew about the sand snakes.

      “From the looks of it, you should have been paid to take it off the owner’s hands,” Leonidas added. “Is the owner here?”

      His eyes brightened at this thought, and Erick sensed him imagining a renegotiation, or even better, he would use his big cyborg muscles to convince the owner that Jelena did not, after all, have the right to negotiate on behalf of the family business, thus making the deal null and void.

      “I can fix it, sir,” Erick said, though it pained him to hear the words coming out of his mouth.

      He believed they were true, but how long would it take to make the freighter space-worthy again? He would surely miss out on his opportunity to take that job. Even after the overhaul, Jelena would need someone to fly along with her the first six months or more to make sure the ship was working reliably. Still, Erick didn’t like the idea of Jelena’s parents being disappointed in her. Given the funds they’d been allotted, Erick truly believed they had gotten a good deal. Even if the repairs cost a fortune, they would still end up paying far less than they would have for the brick in the used-ship lot. Making this freighter space-worthy again would just require an investment of time. His time.

      Though he realized what he’d just gotten himself into, Erick lifted his chin and met Leonidas’s gaze squarely when it landed on him.

      “You do?” Leonidas asked, sounding surprised.

      “Yes, sir. We’ll have to buy a lot of parts, but it’ll still be more affordable than the other ships we priced.” Since Leonidas looked skeptical, Erick added, “It’s actually a newer ship than the Star Nomad. You and Captain Marchenko must have paid something for that back in the day.”

      “We got the Star Nomad out of a junkyard. For free.”

      “Er, oh.”

      “Technically, Oksana paid for it once,” Stanislav said mildly. And a little wistfully. “Not much, as I recall,” he added with a smile.

      Leonidas lowered his head and shook it slowly from side to side. “Why do I feel defeated?”

      “Because you flew out here expecting a battle and didn’t get to pummel anyone?” Stanislav suggested, then turned his gaze in the direction of the city.

      “No, that’s why I feel disappointed.” Leonidas lifted his head and looked back and forth from Erick and Jelena.

      Erick kept his chin up and tried to appear earnest and trustworthy. He could get the ship working. And he would get it working. He stood by that. There would be another job offer one day. He could wait. Besides, if he didn’t help Jelena get her new ship flying—and make sure she stayed out of trouble once it was in the air—he would be a lousy surrogate brother.

      “Would a hug help?” Jelena offered.

      Leonidas snorted. “It might.”

      “Oh good.” She trotted down the ramp and wrapped her arms around Leonidas’s armored shoulders.

      He bent down to return the hug, and she kissed him on the cheek.

      Erick shook his head. The things that girls got away with just because they were cute…

      “Two shuttlecraft are on the way,” Stanislav said, his gaze still toward the dunes—or maybe he was seeing through the dunes. “I believe they are Alliance shuttles rather than representatives of the local authorities. They came down from orbit.”

      “Oh?” Leonidas said. “Maybe I will get to pummel someone.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be a loyal Alliance citizen now?” Erick asked.

      “I pay them taxes. How loyally I do it is debatable.”

      “I’ll talk to them,” Jelena said. “I’m sure they’re just here to collect their cargo, which we bravely protected from dodgy ex-imperial soldiers. They’ll be grateful.”

      Leonidas raised dubious eyebrows.

      Stanislav smiled again and said, “I’ll make sure they are.”

      He waved for Jelena to join him, and they left the ramp, walking out to the spot where the shuttles would likely land.

      Erick, left alone with Leonidas, eyed him with concern.

      “You really think you can get this rust bucket in the air again?” Leonidas asked.

      “I do.”

      “And you’ll stick around long enough to make sure it’ll stay in the air?”

      Erick squirmed a little under his knowing gaze. Maybe Leonidas had learned about the job offer. Or maybe he just figured that now that Erick had graduated from the university, he would want to go off and pursue a career of his own, a real career.

      “I will,” Erick said firmly. “I can wait another year before checking out other endeavors.”

      “Good, because if we’re going to let Jelena fly a ship, she’ll need a voice of reason—and an engineer with magician’s skills—along on her team.”

      Leonidas thought he was the voice of reason? And that he was a good engineer? One with magician’s skills, even? Erick felt warm at this acknowledgment of his abilities. Then a tendril of doubt wormed its way in. “You are talking about me, right, sir?”

      Leonidas’s eyes crinkled at the corners, and he walked off toward the landing shuttlecraft.

      

      
        THE END
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