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 PRELUDE: THEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was hot in the lifeboat. 
 
    They’d turned off climate control after the first week, to try to make the power supply stretch. That was what the data sheet recommended. 
 
    In fact, there were a number of recommendations on the data sheet, each listed with a chronological recommendation. Do this on THIS cycle, do another thing on THAT cycle. Everything was synched up with a date that similar procedures had been successfully used to maximize the chances of rescue and surviving until help arrived. 
 
    The first week of the schedule was full of recommendations and fleet doctrine. They’d followed it as best they could. First, they’d waited two hours past what they thought was the end of the battle, to make sure they wouldn’t be a target. Then they’d managed to steer the ’boat free of the wreckage of Megalodon and popped the beacon. Kril had done that, since Trin was unconscious at that point. The mix of drugs and electronic stimuli from her augs meant that she crashed hard after she’d been spun up to fly. 
 
    While she was snoring away in the purified air of the lifeboat, Kril had read the data sheet over and over, until he knew it by heart. It had a shutdown order for non-essential systems that the two survivors had followed with grim efficiency, as the first few hours turned into the first day, then turned into the next few days. 
 
    There were a lot of little tips and tweaks for keeping this model of lifeboat going for the duration. 
 
    But most of those procedures were keyed specifically for the first three days. And Kril didn’t have to think hard to know why. 
 
    If you weren’t found and rescued in the first few days, then you probably wouldn’t be rescued at all. 
 
    And as the third day closed, without signal or sight of help, Kril and Trin shut down the sensors and killed time by sorting out the rations. On this, they were lucky. The lifeboat was built to hold an even dozen and had enough food and water for that dozen. More than enough for them. And the air supply was similarly scaled, so there was little chance of suffocation. 
 
    The problem was power. 
 
    The lifeboat didn’t have a full reactor, just solar panels and batteries. And those were not at all suited to the Coronal Bleed. 
 
    The Coronal Bleed is a vast dust band around the sun, diffusing Beryl Nine’s rays and swirling in eddies and vortices driven by solar wind and the pressure of unseen forces from the Hot Gates. Three hundred and six years back, the hyperspace gate had opened  unbidden and poured out a nebula’s worth of dust and shards of minerals, vomiting it out unceasing for decades and decades, sealing off the system, and junking up the sky, turning the rays of red old Beryl into a rainbow slick of colors. 
 
    But that wasn’t the main problem. 
 
    The main problem was that the dust was clingy as shit. 
 
    And without a proper suit, Kril couldn’t get out there to clean the solar panels. 
 
    After the first day, the efficiency was down by twenty percent. After the second, it was down by forty-three. 
 
    By the fifth, they were only getting a trickle of power, and Kril felt a lump in his throat on the twelfth hour, as that trickle slowed and stopped, and the lifeboat flipped over to a full battery dependency. 
 
    “You think there’s anyone left?” Trin broke the silence, as the charge flipped from one hundred percent to ninety-nine. 
 
    “Got to be someone,” Kril said. “Fleet Beta’s still out there.” 
 
    “We don’t know that,” Trin said, rubbing the sockets where her legs were cut off short, just above where a regular person had knees. “Those weird ships came outta nowhere. And they teleported. Who’s to say they didn’t teleport out into the far patrols and shoot up Beta, too?” 
 
    Kril didn’t have an answer to that. 
 
    Whoever they had been, however they’d pulled off their tricks, he was pretty sure that if they knew about Beta and set their sights on Kildane’s main fleet, then Beta would cease to be. 
 
    Still, they weren’t invulnerable. Megalodon had taken one out before the inevitable end. The fact comforted him. 
 
    But it was small comfort, as the days went on, and the procedures on the data sheet became fewer and farther between. They were well past the date when rescue was likely, and Kril didn’t like to think of the odds. But there was nothing else to think of, and so he swallowed his nutria paste and lukewarm water chaser at every designated mealtime and tried to ignore a churning and sour gut. 
 
    But when they finally had to shut down the heat exchangers, it became impossible to ignore the inevitable. 
 
    It was as simple as it was inescapable.  
 
    The radiation from the sun was constant, and the dust coating the reflective outer layer meant that the radiation heated the lifeboat. 
 
    The heat had nowhere to go. Without a working exchanger, there was no way to shed the excess. 
 
    And so, it built up, until the temperature in the shuttle was sweltering. 
 
    It was ironic, that the hungry dark was pure cold, and here they were baking to death. 
 
    They ended up at the far end of the craft, where they’d pushed in a few of the seats to make bunks and lay there unmoving. Kril stared over at Trin, and she stared back, her metal eyes blinking with a click-click, every minute or two. She stunk; he was pretty sure he did, too. Her blonde hair was growing fast; back when they’d last been on Megalodon it had been stubble, now it was almost a fingers width high.  
 
    “You look after your sister, Mister Granger,” he remembered Mom had told him, the day he got the word Trin had been accepted into the Fleet. “I can’t stop her following you, but I sure as shit can beat your ass if you don’t watch her back.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he muttered. 
 
    “What?” Trin blinked, frowned at him.  
 
    “Sorry I got you here.” 
 
    “Pffft. I seem to recall saving your ass first. That missile would have taken out the bridge if I hadn’t dodged it.” 
 
    “No, I mean...” Kril waved an arm, regretted even that small motion as new sweat sprang out on his face. “Here. You could have done anything, planetside. Now you’re literally in the same boat I am. ’Cause of me.” 
 
    She poked him in the nose, and he flinched back. “Hey.” 
 
    “Kril... ain’t everything’s about you.” 
 
    “Believe me, I know—” 
 
    “No, I don’t reckon you do. I washed out of my finals.” 
 
    Kril blinked. “The fuck?” 
 
    “I washed out of—” 
 
    “No, I heard that, what do you mean you washed out? How’d you get into fleet?” 
 
    Trin pointed at her eyes. Then she turned her head, gestured at the ports and sockets in the back of her skull. 
 
    Kril inhaled. He’d heard rumors about the augmented personnel, but he’d written it off as jealousy and spite. “They let you in with flunked finals ’cause you let them augment you?” 
 
    “More to it than that,” Trin said. “Doesn’t matter now, though.” She closed her eyes. “Thing is, there wasn’t anything for me that wasn’t... this.” She tapped the back of her skull. “Not good, anyway.” 
 
    “You’re a hell of a pilot. You could have flown anything you wanted to. There’s money for good pilots.” 
 
    “Good pilots who pass their finals.” Trin grimaced. “And you know how I get with tests.” 
 
    Kril did. Ever since she hit the middle grades, his folks had called on him to help her study. She did well with the homework, but it took her twice as long because she kept getting distracted. Her brain just wasn’t built to focus; she leaped from distraction to distraction. And no matter how much she studied, every test was a tram wreck. 
 
    “So there’s no civvy pilot postings unless you’ve got the grades to back it up?” Kril asked. 
 
    “None. Could maybe be a bush flyer, but there ain’t much private hunting ever since the Shrivers got religion and the war made prices stupid high. Now that there’s no more off-world tourists, only ones hunting are the super rich. And they got their own people for that.” 
 
     “Shit,” Kril said and let his head thump back against the folded seat. “Here we thought...” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “Never mind.” Kril shut his eyes. 
 
    “No, who’s we? Because if it’s Mom, she can frag off.” Kril could hear the edge in her voice. 
 
    “She’s not to blame, Trin,” he told her. “She’s not to blame for Dad.” 
 
    “Then who is?” she snarled. 
 
    Kril opened his eyes, stared at the ceiling. He thought about lying, but what did it matter, now? Nobody was coming. “I’ve been looking into that,” he said, slowly. 
 
    She was quiet for a moment. “What?” 
 
    “Dad was doing a lot of talking about the war. Saying things that weren’t too popular with the Unifiers. But there’s no way he’d go after a polsec patrol with a gun. Not against those odds.” 
 
    “You don’t think he’d try to change things?” Trin’s eyes clicked, as he heard her looking at him, looked him up and down. 
 
    “Oh, he was trying to change things,” Kril said. “But he wouldn’t have gone about it stupidly. Thing is, I needed leverage on Polsec. Needed a higher position and friends. And a lot of Fleetsec officers come from Polsec backgrounds or Polsec families.” 
 
    Silence. And a beat later than he thought, she finally spoke. “You were thinking I was in the Fleet because of you. And here you are, joining the fleet because of Dad.” 
 
    Kril laughed. “Put it that way, it’s kind of pathetic, yeah?” Laughing was a mistake, though. The air was scorching on his throat, and chuckles turned to coughs.  
 
    Gods, it was hot. And it was about to get worse. He spared a glance to the side, to where the battery indicator was down to three percent. Soon they’d have to kill the gravity field, and when that happened, the natural circulation of the air would cease. The air would stop being a natural buffer to the heat, and that would be the final spike in the coffin. 
 
    “Ain’t pathetic,” he heard Trin whisper. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said, when the coughing stopped. “So, should we—” 
 
    Kril was about to suggest that they get it over with and just open the airlocks. But he never finished the sentence. He was interrupted by the sound of metal on plasteel, as someone knocked on the airlock. 
 
    He sat up, regretted it as his vision spun and everything went dizzy for a moment. Blinking it away, he stared at Trin, who stared back with her mouth open in an ‘O’ of surprise. “Did you hear...” 
 
    “I heard,” Trin said. “Did we hit something?” 
 
    Tang, tang, tang, came the knocking. 
 
    Kril threw himself upward, and half-stumbled, half ran to the airlock. He hit the intercom, remembered at the last moment that they had disabled it, and almost shouted in frustration.  
 
    Tang tang, came another knock. 
 
    “We’re here!” he croaked, coughed some more, then grabbed one of the seat struts they’d pulled lose, and knocked right back. 
 
    And after a few moments of tanging back and forth, relief turned to trepidation. 
 
    Whoever they were, they didn’t know Fleet tapcode. 
 
    But Kril knew they couldn’t exactly be choosy. And they didn’t exactly have a way to stop whoever was out there from coming in. So, after the knocking stopped, he backed up to where Trin sat, put his arm around his sister, and waited for whatever came next. 
 
    They didn’t have long to wait. The lifeboat shuddered, and something clunked against the door. Squealing then, of plasteel being rent apart, and Kril bit his lip as a drill augered through the door, then cycled backwards and withdrew. 
 
    There was no hiss of escaping vapor. There was no horrible, ripping explosive decompression. Kril let out the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. 
 
    In the silence, came a babble of voices, muffled by the airlock. 
 
    “Hello?” Kril called. “There’s two of us!” 
 
    The babble stopped, then a woman spoke. It sounded like she had her mouth up to the hole in the airlock. “Wen nais ear?” 
 
    “Please tell me you ain’t Shrivers,” Kril called. 
 
    “Wir akan iv spem can dell foos.” 
 
    “Is this good?” Trin asked. “I can’t tell if this is good.” 
 
    “They ain’t killed us yet,” Kril said. He stood and moved up to the airlock, tried to peer through the hole. It was blocked. “I’m going to open the airlock. Please stand clear.” 
 
    As luck had it, they’d managed to damage the mechanism when they drilled. It took a lot of hauling on the manual release, swearing, and working the thing back and forth once there was a gap big enough to fit his hands. Midway through they got the idea, and he saw gloved hands grab it from the other side. Two sets, that he could see. 
 
    Once they had a meter’s worth of gap, he took a breath and stepped back, staring at what lay before him. 
 
    They sure as fragg weren’t Shrivers. 
 
    There were two of them, wearing cream-colored suits of overlapping plates that resembled chitin on fabric. They wore helmets with full face masks that had two stalk-like protrusions round about where the eyes should be. The overall impression was insectile, inhuman. But their gestures and body language as they waved at him and beckoned him out was familiar. Simple. Friendly, even. 
 
    Then he looked past them, and for a split second, he thought he was hallucinating. 
 
    The other door of the airlock was open, and stars twinkled in the gap, blurred and oil-slick rainbow-hued from the dust. 
 
    Then he looked down, down at their feet, and saw the slight crinkle caused by their weight, the slight distortion that showed some kind of transparent fabric or plastic, or something very much like it. A glance back up, and now that he knew what to look for, he could make out the walls of a tube. 
 
    “They got some kind of umbilical,” Trin said, and he realized she’d moved up to join him, hauling herself over the seats and peering out as well. “Must have another ship near.” 
 
    They did. 
 
    The plastic-like substance was completely transparent, and some part of his mind expected it to be slick, told him he’d fall if he didn’t watch himself, but there was friction there. He could have been walking on grass back in the downs of the bush country. The two strangers walked ahead, out of the air lock and kept beckoning him forward. 
 
    Kril poked his head out of the airlock and looked up at a ship that filled the entirety of his field of vision. 
 
    “Shit,” he whispered, looking at the massive conglomeration of shapes and angles. It was asymmetrical and filled with winking lights. Long metal tubes twisted between blocks of plasteel and metal, with the occasional glowing sphere breaking up the circuit-like pattern.  
 
    “Modular,” he heard Trin say next to him, felt her tug on his trouser leg as she steadied herself. “Got to be modular. I’d guess they stack on bits on as they need, take it off as they don’t,” she said. 
 
    It sure as hell didn’t look anything like the glowing ships that had blown Fleet Gamma out of the sky, and that eased Kril’s worry a bit. 
 
    As he watched, the first stranger moved up the twisted, translucent tube and strolled into a hole in the bottom of one of the blocks. The other stranger beckoned them forward, then set their own feet on the way up. 
 
    “Carry me?” Trin asked. “Just ’cause I don’t know if it’ll work if I don’t have feet.” 
 
    Kril nodded, reached down and hauled her up onto his back. She was heavy, and he was weak from the heat, sweat coating the inside of his clothes as he settled her into place and felt her arms clamp around his neck. Then he walked forward, following the strangers. 
 
    There was a little bit of vertigo, when Kril stepped up onto the wall of the tube, but there was no other effect. From his perspective, he was walking on one continuous surface. This was... considerable. Kril was no scientist, but Fleet basic classes had drilled in that the gravitational fields and dampeners that most vessels used were built for safety, not comfort or seamlessness. And to extend them this far from a vessel’s hull, over some sort of umbilical passage that didn’t have any visible circuitry or machinery... it was a thing that made him question if his saviors were actually human after all. 
 
    That lasted until they got inside their ship. The strange architecture of the outside was counterbalanced by a hefty collection of junk, tools, suits, and boxes of gods knew what strewn all over the place. As Kril stepped onto the deck, he felt like he was moving into a store warehouse back on Kildane. Only humans could clutter up their living space this badly. 
 
    It also didn’t hurt that several helmetless humans were moving around, tending to their duties, while glancing over at Kril and his sister. They wore chitin-like suits just like the two he was following, and this put him a bit at ease.  
 
    Just a bit. He had no clue what they wanted, and while their ship didn’t look like the sleek, rounded things that had blown Fleet Gamma to hell, that didn’t mean that they were necessarily good people. 
 
    He thought on that, while his body shook in what seemed to him like cold. But he knew it wasn’t that, just his system adjusting from the sweltering heat of the lifeboat. He forced himself to breathe regularly and tried to relax. 
 
    His two saviors led him through a cramped, mazelike collection of spaces between boxes and shelves and piles of gear and parts, and out to a semi-clear space. A woman in a blue chitin-suit tapped at the air, her eyes flicking back and forth in a way that told him she was on an Augmented Reality network interface. The two he was following glanced back, and the taller one held up a hand palm first, then wiggled it back and forth. Wait? Maybe. Kril eased Trin off his shoulders and got her seated on a nearby box. 
 
    Then he studied the woman in blue. 
 
    She had black hair, shaven down to stubble in back, and a thick strip above her brow that fell into long, curly bangs on the side just in front of her ears. Her skin was golden-brown, and her nose was a bit large, making her eyes look tiny by comparison. She was about as tall as he was, and as she tapped at nothing he could see, she flashed an occasional smile that seemed to have too many teeth, and spoke to the air in a warm, amused voice. 
 
    And then she looked at him, with ice-blue eyes, and for a second he couldn’t breathe. 
 
    “Kildeer ora Paradiso?” 
 
    He stared at her. 
 
    Her face twisted with concern, and she rattled a string of words off to his escorts. The two turned to him, and one of them pulled out a lightstick, waved it in front of his eyes. 
 
    This is a focusing test, he realized. “I’m all right,” he said, holding a hand up. “I’m...” 
 
    “Kildeer!” Trin said, reaching over and grabbing him by the shoulder. For a second, he thought that she was pushing him away, then he realized he was wobbling.  
 
    “Kildeer. Right. We’re from Kildeer,” he said, locking eyes with the icy-blue gaze of his rescuer. “Paradiso is the Shrivers, and fragg those guys.” 
 
    “Graz,” the woman said and tapped the air, glancing to the right. “Mayico forra, kanse?” 
 
    “Kanse,” one of their suited saviors said, with a hiss and click as they vocalized. He sounded male, and he reached out with the hand that wasn’t holding the lightstick, pointed at the two of them, then beckoned as he backed away and headed with purpose back into the maze of stuff. 
 
    Kril moved to pick up his sister again, and the one who wasn’t suited shook their head, and offered a small metal disk to Trin. Trin stretched out a hand to take it, and the figure shook their head again, put it on Trin’s chest, and stepped back as Trin started floating off the box she was sitting on. 
 
    “Some kind of gravity nullifier?” Kril asked. 
 
    “Don’t know,” Trin replied, reaching out and grabbing his hand. “You’re on tow duty. Go slow and don’t bang me into shit.” 
 
    Towing his sister behind him like a kid’s airfloat toy, he followed the two strangers back. 
 
    They walked up several walls, through a tube, and into a different block. After a few more twists and turns, he realized he’d lost track of which direction ‘down’ had started as and gave up any hope of memorizing the route that they’d taken. As they went, the sweat on his exposed skin dried, leaving the layer under his clothing soggy and cold. He felt himself shake a bit more, shivering as he went. He’d lost weight, subsisting on emergency rations for near-on two weeks, and he hadn’t had that much extra weight to lose to begin with. 
 
    Occasionally hatches would hiss open for them as they went; the last of them white and marked with an unfamiliar symbol, something like a winding helix with wings. The two stopped in front of it, and it opened to reveal a white-walled room with several bunks sticking out of the wall, and a white-robed person with a full-face mask inside, featureless save for a transparent visor over their eyes.  
 
    Several of the cots were occupied, and two of the occupants had Fleet uniforms. The last one wore mottled gray and blue. Shriver colors. Krill hesitated, then took a look. Wasn’t just their uniform that was blue, the figure was a solid bruise, head to toe. Hard vacuum exposure. They wouldn’t be awake anytime soon, maybe not ever again. 
 
    “Gods damn,” croaked one of the figures in Fleet green. “I’m PFC Taven, from Hammerhead. Got two more survivors? Gods damn.” 
 
    “Corporal Granger,” said Kril, glancing between the survivor and the white-uniformed figure.  
 
    “Lieutenant Samartia,” said Trin. “We’re both from Megalodon.” 
 
    Taven nodded, then clenched his teeth and hissed. The figure in white moved over, babbled something, and gently touched their neck. Vapor puffed from their fingertips where it met the skin, and the PFC relaxed, sighing. “Fragged up my spine. Looks like you two came out okay.” 
 
    “We made it to a lifeboat,” Kril said, looking to his escorts. They waved at him, waved at the white room. He nodded and towed his sister inside, as the door hissed shut behind them. “We were almost out of power when these folks found us. Who are they?” 
 
    “Mon Niche Ee Wan,” said the figure in white. 
 
    “Monnichiwan,” confirmed Taven. “That’s what they call themselves.” His voice was a little slurred, now. “They’re still workin’ on... language. Look, I’m gonna pass... out... soon. Drugs do that t’me.” 
 
    “Shit. Okay, is there anything I should know?” Kril said, as the figure in white approached him. 
 
    “Thass... doctor. You be fine. Relllaaaxx...” and then Taven slumped back into his bunk, eyes shut. 
 
    The checkup that followed was short and to the point. There was no concession to modesty, but Trin was family, so this wasn’t the first time they’d been in the same place without skivvies. At the end of it, the doctor nodded, gave them both a handful of pills and a squeeze bulb of water and let them get dressed again. “Vitta men,” explained the doctor, and Kril thanked the doctor, chased the pills down with a drink, and took a seat to let them settle. 
 
    He must have nodded off there, because he woke in a bunk, with Trin gently poking his shoulder. 
 
    “Wha-hum?” he said, sitting up and regretting it. Things ached. 
 
    “They’re takin’ us somewhere,” Trin said. 
 
    Kril slid off the bunk and stretched. It felt good not to be waking up in a puddle of his own sweat, for once. “All right. Hope it’s some place with food.” 
 
    It wasn’t. And as they led Kril and his sister out of the block and through a transparent tube hallway, he could see that they were still in the hazy dust of the Bleed. And moreover, the stars were moving.  
 
    “They’re running a rescue operation,” he muttered to Trin.  
 
    “Looks like,” she said. “Wonder if they’ll drop us back home when they’re done?” 
 
    Kril looked at the back of the two leading them deeper into the ship. They seemed like good people. It’d be the good thing to do. 
 
    Abstractly he wondered what he’d do, back on Kildeer. If he’d still have a job, when all was said and done. Then he chuckled to himself and pushed it out of his mind. There were still too many unknowns. Survival was the only worthwhile goal right now, and there was no point in worrying about anything more complicated. 
 
    It was a sensible notion. Definitely the correct call for his peace of mind and continued existence. 
 
    So naturally it went right out the window when his escorts came to one last hatch, and it opened to reveal about a dozen men and women in fleet uniforms, all clustered around a pudgy figure seated on the best chair in the place. 
 
    “You!” barked Admiral Tchernkla, as he leaped out of his seat and pointed a wobbling finger straight at Kril. “Seize that traitor!” 
 
    There was a moment of hesitation, and then four shipsmen looked at each other, looked at Kril, glowered, and headed toward the door with purpose. 
 
    Purpose that even strangers could pick up on, as the two chitin-armored escorts looked at each other, drew out small rods that telescoped into metal staves, and barred the way. 
 
    The shipsmen paused. 
 
    “See? He’s working with them! The little idiot’s working with them!” came another, whining voice from behind the admiral. A fat, balding man wearing broken spectacles lurched out from behind the central chair, his science uniform stained. “You moron! What did they promise you?” 
 
    This was Jonesy Naught, Admiral Tchernkla’s head science officer. And from everything Kril had observed, a royal asshole.  
 
    But Kril pushed that aside and tried reason. “I warned you! Captain Wallis tried to warn you, Admiral,” Kril said, feeling heat surge up into his throat. “You didn’t listen—” 
 
    “A likely story!” Admiral Tchernkla snapped. “Will you be our king, now? Make us all bow down as the appointed governor of these conquerors?” 
 
    “N-no,” Kril said, feeling a flush fill his cheeks. He was bad with confrontations, bad with talking his way out of this kind of calfshit. “I mean, I don’t know who these folks are any more than you—” 
 
    “A likely story,” the admiral said, folding his arms. “You can tell it to the courts, when we return home. We shall see if any find you innocent. I’ve got a dozen witnesses here and quite a few friends in the upper echelons who will ensure that you get what you deserve. 
 
    Kril stared at him. 
 
    “First off, Captain Wallis is dead, sir. I think we’re the only survivors off Megalodon—” 
 
    “I didn’t ask you, Corporal—” 
 
    “No, you didn’t,” Kril snapped. 
 
    Silence filled the chamber for a second. “You didn’t. You don’t care about the people under your command,” Kril said. “You never did. Captain Wallis told me as much, after we broke formation.” 
 
    “Disrespect to a commanding officer!” Jonesy snapped. “Sergeant, make a note! We’ll add it to the charges.” 
 
    “Fifteen minutes,” Trin snapped. 
 
    There came a pause. 
 
    Admiral Tchernkla stared at her, his voice losing its heat. “If you’re asking for time to plead your brother’s case, I understand. He’s looking rather guilty, but there’s no evidence against you, yet—” 
 
    “It takes fifteen minutes to get a lifeboat out of storage and up to the bridge-accessible areas of a Siege-class battleship,” Trin said, glaring at the admiral. 
 
    Kril stared at her. Then back at the dozen or so people in the room, who looked back, sullenly. 
 
    “The entire battle took less than five minutes,” Kril said. “You son of a bitch. You ordered the lifeboat prepared the minute Captain Wallis notified you we’d been painted.” 
 
    “Yes, and it was a wise decision,” Jonesy said. “And how dare you call the admiral a son of a bitch! Sergeant, add another charge of disrespect to—” 
 
    “Jonesy,” Admiral Tchernkla said, holding up a hand. He squinted at Kril now and shifted. Was there guilt in there? Shame? Maybe. Most of the top brass didn’t rise far in the ranks unless they could bluff well. “We undertook the best course of action we could without corroborating evidence, Corporal. And that’s the end of it.” 
 
    “Then where’s the rest of your crew?” Kril said, looking around the chamber. It was fairly large, with transparent viewports in the side and many bunks and chairs built into the deck and walls. It was made for many more people than the dozen or so huddled around the central chair... and now that he looked at them, he noted their insignia and ranks. These were all bridge crew. “Where are the other lifeboats you readied?” Kril asked. “Did you prepare any others for the rest of your crew?” 
 
    Admiral Tchernkla closed his eyes. “I don’t have to explain myself to you, Corporal.” 
 
    That was all the answer Kril needed. “You didn’t look after your own,” he said softly. “And now you’re gonna try to pin your mistake on me.” 
 
    “You will regret speaking this way, boy,” Jonesy said, blustering into the silence, mustaches quivering. “Your words only compound your crimes.” 
 
    “Jonesy... shut up,” Admiral Tchernkla said, opening his eyes. “Granger. Corporal Granger. I order you to step inside. I guarantee your safety and return home, and you will be imprisoned and fairly treated before, after, and during your judgment by a court martial. Let’s sort this out. Step inside, Corporal. It’s more than you deserve, and you know it.” 
 
    Kril thought about it.  
 
    Then he looked at the others in the room. Some met his eyes with hard glares tinted with confusion. Others looked away. One met his gaze and shook her head, eyes flicking to the two escorts who still stood, staves locked and waiting. 
 
    Then Trin snorted, a long rucking slew of mucus and spit gurgling in her mouth and spat on the floor. 
 
    Kril nodded, pulled off his insignia and tossed it onto the mess his sister had made. “I quit.” 
 
    “You realize this is tantamount to a confession of your guilt, Granger?” The Admiral sounded relieved. 
 
    “I guess it does make it easier for you to sell your lies. Sir.” Kril said, and stepped back. 
 
    The escorts looked at him in confusion. 
 
    Trin pointed back down the hallway. “Yeah, we can’t stay here. Can you put us somewhere else?” 
 
    Admiral Tchernkla tried to butt in. “Your brother’s guilt is by no means a stain on your own—” 
 
    “Blow it out your ass, you dumbshit,” Trin snarled at Admiral Tchernkla. “You got almost all your people killed; we ain’t following you anywhere.” 
 
    The escorts chattered back and forth in the awkward silence that followed. Then one nodded, waved a hand, and the door shut. The other looked to them, folding their staff down into a rod and stowing it in his suit before beckoning as he walked off back into the ship. 
 
    It took roughly two days, Kril’s retinal chrono told him. Two days of waiting in a small cabin with his sister, eating some sort of bland crackers and flavorful fruit-like paste, and staring at the walls and each other. But after about two days, the door hissed open, and the woman who’d met them in the main area stood in the doorway, ice-blue eyes looking them both up and down, her smile warm and friendly. 
 
    “Disayed tells me that you had bad time with your people.” 
 
    “You can speak Kildane now?” Kril asked. 
 
    “It took time for gesvid... for machines to learn your tongue. Not bad drift from Terran Eurobloc.” 
 
    “I don’t rightly know what that means, sorry.” 
 
    “Translator,” she said, smiling wide and pointing to a gray, plastic tooth in among the white mix of the rest of her chompers. “I say quiet, it speaks louder.” 
 
    “That’s pretty handy,” Kril said. She really did have a nice smile, and he struggled to keep his mind on business. 
 
    Fortunately, Trin was pragmatic as ever, and steered things back to the original question. “We had a bad time. Our people blame us for the battle. They think we betrayed them.” 
 
    “Ah...” the woman tilted her head. “Did you?” 
 
    “No. Who were the people in the glowing ships?” Kril asked. “Were they people?” 
 
    “We... do not know.” The woman hesitated, and Kril wasn’t sure, but he thought she might be lying. 
 
    “It wasn’t you?” he asked. 
 
    “Not us,” she said, and there was no wavering in her voice or gaze, this time. “We help.” 
 
    “You showed up just to help us?” Trin sounded skeptical. “You been watching us on the secret, or something? Spying on us?” 
 
    “No. We help... everybody.” 
 
    “Who’s everybody?” Kril asked. 
 
    The woman sighed, pulled out a datapad, hit a few buttons, and showed them. 
 
    Kril’s breath caught. It was a star map, and there were an awful lot of stars. In fact, the map looked familiar to him. He’d seen old charts of the milky way in museums and all through Fleet training. 
 
    She was showing him the entire galaxy. 
 
    “Everybody? How the hell can you help... you mean it, don’t you?” Kril said, eyes wide. “You still have hyperspace, don’t you?” he breathed, as realization dawned. 
 
    “Not hyperspace,” she said. “Better. Today, here.” She tapped a point of light on the pad and zoomed in to old, familiar Beryl Nine. “In three days, here.” She zoomed out, and tapped another spot, somewhere around the Hyades cluster. 
 
    Kril took a breath, took another as realization flooded him. 
 
    All his life, he’d dreamed of seeing the stars. Of reclaiming what had been lost when the Hot Gates fell. Of getting out there and seeing new worlds, new peoples, going there and charting a course in the heavens. 
 
    “Can I come with you?” he asked. 
 
    Beside him, Trin gasped. 
 
    The woman didn’t answer, at first. Then she tilted her head again, in a way that he thought was more birdlike every time he saw it. 
 
    “No coming back, not soon, if you do that,” she said. “Much to do. Ruts... monts? Months of work. Many months. Fixing the broken. Long trip, if you come with.” 
 
    “You sure on this?” Trin asked. 
 
    “I think I am,” Kril said, feeling at his torn collar, where he’d ripped the insignia free. “I think there’s nothing left for me, planetside.” 
 
    Trin sighed and took his hand. “Then you ain’t going alone.” 
 
    “Trin, you heard the admiral. There’s no evidence against you—” 
 
    “Fragg ’em. They’re dipshits. He’ll find some way to blame me if he can’t get you. And there ain’t nothing left for me planetside save an idiot ex-husband and Mom, and Mom’ll get on fine without us.” 
 
    Throughout all this the woman watched, giving them space to talk, listening and nodding. 
 
    And so Kril looked back to her, shook off the last bits of doubt in his heart, and offered his hand. “I’m Kril. This is Trin. And we’ll travel with you and help as we can, if you’ll have us.” 
 
    “I am Arla,” she said, and her gloved hand was small in his own but had a tight grip as she gave him a squeeze. “Welcome aboard.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 1: NOW 
 
      
 
    The star was listed as Chaucer in the nav. It was an orange-reddish thing that looked a little like a flapperfowl egg yolk, and two of the planets in its band had oceans and clouds that were visible from the edge of the system. 
 
    All those were good clues. 
 
    But the snapping, green-lit metal hoop that stood in front of the sun like an immense, malfunctioning monocle sealed the deal. 
 
    Humans had been here. Maybe still were. 
 
    Kril nodded in satisfaction. “Erid, snoop around, see if you can find anyone broadcasting or anything that looks like civilization.” 
 
    Words flashed across his retinal implants. It shall be done.  
 
    “Trin, drop the sheath but stay woke. The Monnichiwan logs say that this group shot at them. Reckon it’s been some time since then, but if they’re still trigger happy, we don’t want to lose hull.” 
 
    “Tellin’ me shit I’d do anyways,” Trin grumbled, but her hands danced across the pilot’s station. The light that suffused and blurred the view from the outer cameras faded, and the distant images of the system swam into focus. 
 
    “Oh my! I think I see a debris field!” Doctor Lysanda squeaked, heading up to the front of the bridge and pointing at several small, glittering flecks between the star and the outermost planet. 
 
    “Be a good thing to check out once we’ve squared the frequencies away,” Kril nodded. “Gonna take this one cautious. We ain’t on a time crunch, got no reason to rush it.” 
 
    “You say that, but we’ve been trailing coolant for the last seven days!” Basque Pieterzoon snapped. “Unless you want your fucking engine to melt into a puddle, we need to find something that’ll keep it running cool!” 
 
    Basque was large, surly, and had a temper that was as hot as it was quick to blow over. Fortunately, he tended to reserve that for the machines he minded. Man was a hell of a tech, and Kril took him seriously. 
 
    “It’s first on our list of priorities. But the fact we ain’t getting shelled right now means we got a little time ’fore we jump again. You told me earlier she’ll hold up so long as we don’t do that?” 
 
    “Well, yes, but if you get fancy, there’s no guarantees,” Basque grumbled. “I can’t swear that using the railguns won’t irradiate the entire aft section.” 
 
    “Then we’ll use words before we use guns,” Ferny said, patting him on the shoulder until he squeezed aside so she could get into the bridge. Green-haired and gilled, she had a thoroughly unimpressed look on her face as she studied the display. “Two habitable worlds. That’s unimaginable luxury. Anyone here’s going to be soft, from easy living. Pretty sure I can talk them into anything we need.” 
 
    Ferny was the ship’s... quartermaster. Grifter was another term for what she did, though the more acceptable Scrapper term was ‘face.’ Ferny’s job was to meet new people and get the most she could out of them, for the benefit of her crew. 
 
    You will be able to test that hypothesis sooner, rather than later. Erid texted each of them. A ship is moving this way. 
 
    “Time to weapons range?” Kril asked. 
 
    “The fuck did I just tell you about the railguns?” Basque asked. 
 
    “Not ours, theirs,” Trin drawled. 
 
    “And how the fuck are we supposed to know what they have?” Basque asked again. 
 
    Assuming they’re using something comparable to known progression in the region, about twenty minutes. Be warned: they’re on the larger end of the capital size range. 
 
    Kril exhaled.  
 
    Capital ships were vessels of war. Bristling with weapons if they were cruisers or battleships, or capable of disgorging fighters if they were carriers. 
 
    “Trin, how far to the nearest cover?” 
 
    “There’s a moon ’round that blue gas giant. We could be there in three minutes if we punched it.” 
 
    Kril looked to Basque. “Can we punch it without fryin’ things all to hell?” 
 
    Basque sighed. “If the alternative is all the missiles to our face, sure. We should be good for three minutes. I’ll deal with anything that comes.” 
 
    “I know you will,” Kril nodded and turned back to the viewscreen. “Erid, can you get us visual?” 
 
    It wasn’t much to look at, yet. Just a shape against the star, asymmetrical and vaguely round.  
 
    “We could maybe get some specs if we paint ’em,” Trin offered. 
 
    “Yeah, but they might not take it kindly. Erid, try and get a comm through. See if they’re using anything our tech can talk to.” 
 
    Minutes passed. Kril flicked through the cameras as they watched. Nobody was coming at them from the sides, thankfully. 
 
    But it was mighty tense for a few rough minutes, there. 
 
    About eight minutes out of attack range, a few minor adjustments got them a good visual. 
 
    It was big, all right, but it sure as hell didn’t look like a capital ship. More like a bucket with a round, ball-like sphere filling the mouth of it, and several “arms” radiating out from the sphere. 
 
    “If this is a warship, it’s set up for some weird ass fights,” Kril said, zooming in on parts of it. “This looks more like a freighter or a maneuvering tug. Nah, way too big for a maneuvering tug.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s built to guide really big ships?” Trin offered. 
 
    Radio. Of all things, they’re using radio. No wonder they had to approach this closely. 
 
    “There’s ways to boost radio waves,” Basque said. 
 
    Yes, and they’re using absolutely none of them. Erid can put them through without video. Are you prepared to speak to them? 
 
    “Reckon so,” Kril said. “You know, I ain’t seeing anything on this that’s an obvious weapon.” 
 
    “Don’t underestimate them for that,” Lysanda offered. “It’s the weapons you don’t see that get you.” 
 
    Hissing static filled the audio speakers on the display, dialing down as Erid evened out the noise. And through it, someone repeated the same words, over and over. 
 
    It’s close enough to Basic. Speak with them and give the translator something to work with. 
 
    “This ain’t our first time,” Trin said. “Hey! You! Don’t get no closer.” 
 
    A pause, then different words spat rapid-fire with rising excitement... or maybe panic. It was hard to tell, without video. 
 
    “We can’t understand you, but we will if you keep talkin’,” Kril told the blank vidscreen. “Let’s start with your name. You got one? Also, we ain’t kidding about stopping your approach.” 
 
    The voice grew louder, and the audio quality shifted as the translator started doing its thing. “Zig por snell down to Augen Blik and we cannot without kreeg, and we have no kreeg!” 
 
    “You don’t got no kreeg? That’s rough, buddy,” Kril said. “But you need to stop moving. Now.” 
 
    “Ya! Ya, okay. Halten now. Stop! I stop. Please, we surrender!” 
 
    Kril clicked the comm to silent. “Erid? They just say what I thought they did?” 
 
    Checking against the database... eighty-four percent probability. But for what it’s worth, they are slowing down. 
 
    “You surrender?” Kril asked. “Who do you think we are, precisely?” 
 
    “You attacked us. We don’t know why.” 
 
    Kril knew exactly who they were talking about. 
 
    “Ah. Shit. We’re not them,” Kril said. “We don’t know who they were. We’re trying to help fix what they broke.” 
 
    Eight years and some time ago, the Pale Riders had ravaged the galaxy. Arriving on the first known hyperlight ships, they’d cleared space of every ship they could find. Empires and star nations that had struggled hard to rebuild and stand on their own after the collapse of hyperspace had suffered incredible losses, with their fledgling interstellar and interplanetary architecture reduced to sparking ruins in the space of a few terrible days. 
 
    It was Kril’s job, along with many other folks, to set what they could of that right. At least, that had been the agreement, when the Monnichiwan had entrusted him with Nomad’s Land. And though there had been some troubles later on betwixt himself and his benefactors, Kril mostly tried to do his best to honor the agreement. But he reserved judgment on who to save; plenty of folks out there took kindness as weakness.  
 
    Jury was still out on this guy. Kril thought it was a guy, sounded male to him. 
 
    “Let’s start with names. I’m Kril. You got one?” 
 
    “Yohannas.” 
 
    “Yohannas. Good deal. I’m Captain Kril of Nomad’s Land. What’s your ship called and what’s it built to do?” 
 
    “Brunnhilde is her name. We were launched to salvage and rescue after the light ships came.” 
 
    “Salvage and rescue... shit fire, that’s our line of work,” Kril nodded. “How’s the job been going for you?” 
 
    “It was great for the first few days. Rescued the living, took them aboard. Finished that in ten cycles. We were going to go drop them off, then start salvage, but then we were attacked again.” 
 
    “Shit, they came back?” Kril frowned. “Wait, when did they come back?” 
 
    “At the end of the tenth cycle. If you come aboard, I can show you vilsrad.” 
 
    “Vilsrad?” 
 
    “You watch it. With sound.” 
 
    “Footage?” 
 
    “Vilsrad, that’s what I said.” 
 
    The translator was synching up well. Kril nodded. “Maybe we’ll do that. If it’s who I think it was, it wasn’t the same folks.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s a long story. All right, you surrendered. But we ain’t hostile. So... take us to the nearest planet or station, and we’ll resupply and be happy to talk with whoever’s up the chain from you.” 
 
    “That’s going to be a problem,” Yohannas said slowly. “Augenblick is locked down. I can’t approach without being fired upon.” 
 
    “All right, give us a channel, and we’ll talk to them.” 
 
    “That’s a problem, too. All channels are locked down, save for a few that are auto broadcasting.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    It does make sense. If they were devastated by superior technology, they would seal off the infosphere as well. But it has been eight years since that devastation... 
 
    “You don’t think...” Ferny started, then she leaned forward. “Yohannas? How long has Augenblick been locked down?” 
 
    “Ever since the second attack,” Yohannas whispered. 
 
    “Damn...” Basque muttered. 
 
    “Hang on,” Kril said, sharing a horrified glance with Ferny. “You telling me you been up here for eight years?” 
 
    Yohannas breathed a long, shuddering breath that seemed to fade into the radio static. 
 
    That was all the answer Kril needed. “All right. How many on your ship, and how can we help?” 
 
    “One hundred and forty-three.” 
 
    “The hells?” Ferny said. “You’re telling me a hundred and forty-three people had enough food on there to survive for eight years?” 
 
    “No, it’s, the cryostatz! I’m not lying! I’m the only one awake; the rest are hiburning!” 
 
    “Say again?” Kril asked. 
 
    It took a few more minutes to get the translator to synch up a little more closely. His story was tragic. Brunnhilde was a maintenance and transport ship, ironically down for maintenance on that fateful day when the Pale Riders had swept into the system. This had saved them; the Riders had done their usual tactic and only demolished vessels in space. The people of Augenblick were horrified, and Brunnhilde had been hastily resupplied and sent up to rescue any possible survivors and assess the wrecks for salvage value. 
 
    There had been many survivors. But then the second wave of hyperlight ships had arrived, and Yohannas and the other survivors had shut down their ship and gone dark, refusing to respond to hails and hoping like hell they’d be spared. They were, but they had a front-row seat to the strangers approaching the planet and catching the full brunt of the orbital defenses. When they left, Yohannas and the rest of the crew had cheered and come in to report. 
 
    That’s when they found that none of their frequencies were getting a response any longer. And that the orbital defenses didn’t seem to distinguish between friends and foes. 
 
    They’d done everything to try and let whoever was manning the guns down there know that they were friendly, but nothing worked. Months passed and supplies dwindled. Fortunately, Brunnhilde was a retrofitted generational ship, and the settlers of Augenblick had never gotten around to breaking down its cryopods. The rest of the crew went to sleep, laying in a rotating schedule to ensure that two people were awake at all times. 
 
    “It’s just me, though,” Yohannas said. “Muritta didn’t survive the waking. It’s been... hard without company, these months.” 
 
    “All right, Yohannas,” Kril said. “You hold tight for a little bit. I’m gonna discuss your situation with my folks, and we’ll figure out how to help you out. All right?” 
 
    “Please don’t leave me. Us,” begged Yohannas. “We just want to go home. Please don’t leave us here; we can’t continue like this.” 
 
    Kril remembered two weeks in a lifeboat, with only his sister for company as things fell apart. The helplessness, the hopelessness, and the tedium that wore a man down until there wasn’t nothing left to grind away. 
 
    Eight years of that... “No,” he said, and his throat was a little clogged, so he cleared it. “No, we won’t leave you without helping. Just gotta talk to my crew, figure out how to help you.” 
 
    He muted the channel, then turned to look at the rest, leaning against his station. “Okay. Let’s hear some thoughts.” 
 
    “Something’s going on planetside,” Ferny offered. “Firing at a known friendly right after a second invasion, that’s one thing. But eight years of it? No. Something happened. They should at least be able to talk to him. If... he’s telling the truth, I mean. He could be lying.” 
 
    “Could be,” Trin said. “If he’s got video footage, but only radio to communicate with, then that don’t ring true. Why didn’t he open a video link? That’s simple tech.” 
 
    “It could be as simple as it’s broken,” Basque said, rubbing his chin. “If they only have two thawed at a time, and only one came through, maybe it’s just down. In any case, if he’s being truthful about that cryopod tech... well, we need coolant. He can definitely supply that. I’d also like to get a look at his systems. Compact space didn’t have much in the way of cryo tech that was worth a damn, perhaps I can learn something here.” 
 
    “In any case, we definitely need to invite that poor fellow aboard!” said Lysanda, who had gone and gathered their doctor’s bag while the others discussed, and was now checking over the contents. “After I board his ship and ensure there are no medical risks to us, naturally.” 
 
    Before you go, check the fabbers in the cargo hold. There are some things that you should snap into any data ports that you can find on Brunnhilde. They should allow Erid to do a good scan, verify his story. 
 
    “Well, I can try my best, but I’m hardly... hm... sneaky. I suppose my assistants could, but they’d need an hour or two of training before I’d trust them to identify a compatible data port.” 
 
    “Which is why you’re not going alone,” Ferny said, moving up to Lysanda. “I’ll be with you, and while you’re giving him a checkup, that should free me up to plant as many of these snooping devices as Erid needs.” 
 
    “That’s two of us goin’ over,” mused Trin. “We sure this ain’t a trap? You okay with this plan, Kril?” 
 
    Kril had learned a long time ago that most of being a leader was getting out of the way of your crew and letting them do what they were good at. “If it’s a trap, two have much better odds than one. He doesn’t know how many folks we’ve got on here, so it’s unlikely he’ll try to kill ’em right off the bat. Might try taking them hostage, but Lysanda’s got their... assistants... as backup for that. And Ferny’s got good instincts for trouble.” 
 
    “They can’t be that good,” Basque said, grinning. “She joined THIS crew— ouch!” 
 
    Ferny removed her knuckles from the side of his neck. “We’re literally on the same boat.” 
 
    “Ship,” corrected Kril. 
 
    “It’s an old idiom... Ah, forget it. We have your blessing to proceed, Captain?” 
 
    “Yeah. If he’s no medical risk, and if he don’t try anything, then tell him he’s invited to dinner. Ah, take a spare thinsuit and dome, just in case.” 
 
    “Ah! You can use the skiff!” Basque said, his face lighting up. 
 
    “Oh, for the love of wastewater,” Ferny’s gills fluttered in aggravation. “You just want a reason to justify the hours you put into building that thing.” 
 
    “No! We can’t risk approaching him until he’s not lying, right? So, we can’t take Nomad’s Land too close, right? So, if you don’t use the skiff, you’ll be too long out there making the trip over!” 
 
    “I must admit that dear Pieterzoon makes a rather good point,” Lysanda said, smiling and showing their overlarge, shiny white teeth. “And truly, he has put a lot of effort into his work on that particular device.” 
 
    “Trust you to be on board with pet projects,” Trin snickered. 
 
    “I’m sure I haven’t the foggiest notion of what you mean,” Lysanda said, picking up a sealed carrier, popping it open, and stretching out one arm into the entry port. Lysanda’s coat wiggled and adjusted as things underneath moved, bulging the sleeve out as several unseen creatures traveled into the case. Lysanda nodded and snapped the port shut, before hefting it with both hands, their doctor’s bag slung over their back. 
 
    “All right,” Kril said, waving them out the door to the cargo hold. “You know where the suits and the skiff are. We’ll be overwatching you with the railguns from here. First sign of trouble, break toward that moon and we’ll sort things out after.” 
 
    Basque sighed. “I’ll go shift some energy around. Make it so the railguns don’t strain our systems, if we have to use them.” 
 
    “That’ll do,” Kril said. 
 
    “We’re going to have to haul this fragging thing out, so seal up!” Ferny called back. 
 
    “Right, right.” Kril looked to the others, then poked the door panel. The bridge sealed. 
 
    They had to do it this way, because the skiff was a little too long for the airlock. 
 
    It was efficiently built, Kril had to admit. Basque had whipped it together from a pair of standard crates, and some old parts he’d found in the underhold. The parts had been for some internal climate control systems that Kril and Trin had torn out and replaced after a running fight around Alpha Centauri a few years back. Passengers could hang onto it and use a mini-atmospheric fabber to generate waste gases from a chemical mix and jet along at pretty good speeds. And it had just enough of a dampening field to allow for a few environmental vagaries, like weak gravity fields and dust. 
 
    Kril watched as Ferny and Lysanda suited up and depressurized the hold, and he directed Trin to steer the ship to a few kilometers out from Brunnhilde. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we let that lonely feller know what we’re doin’?” Trin asked. 
 
    “Right, right, almost forgot,” Kril said. He clicked through the channels, until there was faint static up again. “Yohannas, you still there?” 
 
    “Yes! Where else would I be?” 
 
    “Right. We’re sending over some crew to check you up and see what shape you and your ship are in, figure out what kind of help we can give you. That okay?” 
 
    “I... yes. Yes, that’s... fine. When will they be here?” 
 
    “Bout ten minutes.” 
 
    “Ten minutes. All right. Ten... Okay. I’ll uh, have to... clean. Yes.” 
 
    Kril raised an eyebrow. “I assure you, both of them seen worse.” 
 
    There was no reply but static. 
 
    He’s closed the line. Erid wrote. 
 
    “Sounded nervous,” Trin observed. 
 
    “First folks he’s seen in years. Strangers comin’ into his ship. For all he knows, we could be pirates,” Kril offered. 
 
    “Yeah. Could be that.” Trin guided Nomad’s Land to as close as they dared, glancing up at the display of the approaching ship. “Okay, that looks like the main hatch. Rotating to give you a straight shot.” 
 
    “Appreciated, dear woman!” Lysanda chirped. 
 
    Kril made sure the channel was shut. “Erid, you riding their visuals?” 
 
    Indeed. She shall see what they see, barring unanticipated strangeness. 
 
    “Right,” Kril said, flipping open the manual control for the railguns and cycling them slowly to cover the bigger ship.  
 
    The skiff did its thing, carrying his two crew across the void, and he watched the arms and mechanisms protruding from Brunnhilde, waiting for the first twitch. But they stayed perfectly still, and he let out breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding when they finished their trip, left the skiff outside, and entered the airlock. 
 
    And now came the hardest part. 
 
    Trust. 
 
    He wanted to watch through the vids that Erid was tapping. But that was Erid’s job, and he had to trust she’d let him know if there was trouble. 
 
    He wanted to watch them through the vids, but he couldn’t. Kril was the only one on the guns, and his crew was trusting him to cover them. Just like Trin was the only one on the helm, and they had to trust her to make sure they had a ship to come back to. 
 
    Crew didn’t work without trust. 
 
    And so when Erid wrote They’re concluding their session and bringing Yohannas over for dinner. Kril closed his eyes in relief, but only for a moment, before covering Brunnhilde even as the hatch opened, and three figures made their way out to the skiff, and jetting back. 
 
    “No surprises?” he asked. 
 
    There was one surprise. 
 
    “But nothin’ to be alarmed about?” Trin asked. 
 
    That would depend. How do you feel about cannibalism? 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 2: DINNER 
 
      
 
    Yohannas was skinny, and hairy, and had wild eyes. And from the second his suit and dome came off, he was talking nonstop. 
 
    “Thank god you found me, please, I’m just happy to see other people, I won’t be any trouble, I’ll do anything you want me to do, please don’t go away, I want to help you, I’ll give you anything my ship has...” 
 
    Trin solved the problem by popping the mess table out of the deck and setting up dinner. “Figure he can’t use his mouth to yap while it’s full,” she texted across Kril’s retina implants, and he hid a laugh behind his jacket sleeve while they watched the poor man tuck in. 
 
    He didn’t look any better on the second inspection. The skin between his neck and cheeks showed a scarred and half-red, half-white rash, his eyes, which moved around frantically, were dull and cloudy, his hair was patchy and showed bald spots in an irregular pattern, and he was missing quite a few teeth. His hands shook like a drug addict short a few fixes, and he was missing most of his fingernails, with only bare beds showing. 
 
    There was also a bit of a sickly sweet smell to his breath, that was strong enough to be noticeable even over the scent of the heated ration bars he was devouring. This man was sick on several levels. 
 
    Basque sent a message through the retinals. “I’m trying not to judge, but damned if he doesn’t look like every cannibal stereotype from every horror drama I’ve ever seen on the subject.” 
 
    Lysanda shot him a frown, then Kril saw their jaw work as they subvocalized to text. 
 
    “This is actually a good sign. Most of these are symptoms of malnutrition and starvation. It’s quite clear that this man didn’t turn to cannibalism out of any particular perversion or enjoyment of a rather horrible act. He was quite clearly driven to it by desperation. And in my eyes, that’s really rather forgivable.” 
 
    “Ain’t a bad point, Doctor,” Kril messaged back. “But we still got to hash a few things out with this fellow ’fore we go trusting him with the keys to the bank.” 
 
    “Let me,” Ferny messaged. “We had a pretty good rapport going over on his ship.” Then she moved to sit next to him and took his hand as he reached for another ration pack. “No, not too fast,” she said out loud. “Give your stomach time to adjust. I’m guessing that you’re not used to this kind of food?” 
 
    Yohannas’ mottled cheeks flushed scarlet, and his eyes slid down. “No... it’s... once we decided we couldn’t get back to Augenblick, we started salvaging the food stores of the ships. But... well, this is why everyone else is in cryo sleep. We’ve been, uh, running low. For a long time.” He pulled his hand gently out of Ferny’s, then rubbed it with the other. 
 
    Then he started to cry. 
 
    “Aw shit,” Kril said. “Hang on. Got a towel ’round here somewheres.” 
 
    “Good man! Never travel the galaxy without one!” Lysanda beamed. 
 
    Kril shrugged, then dug into the nearby sundries crate until he found a square of fabric and handed it to Yohannas. One messily blown nose later, Kril shook his head. “Keep it. Yours now.” 
 
    “Hey,” Ferny said, stretching out a hand, then withdrawing it as Yohannas flinched back. “I think I get it. You’ve been alone for a very long time. Well you’re not now, and we’re not going anywhere. Not until we sort things out, at least.” 
 
    “I don’t deserve this,” Yohannas whispered, and most of the doubt went out of Kril’s mind. Most, but not all. The worst men he’d met had no guilt in ’em, and this fellow was being gnawed on by a strong conscience.  
 
    Didn’t mean he was a good man, but he wasn’t the worst. 
 
    “Galaxy’s full of people getting things they don’t deserve,” Ferny shrugged. “No sense in crying over it. Look, you were due some good luck, and maybe this is it?” 
 
    Yohannas sniffled but subsided. 
 
    As he did, Kril broke out a few more ration packs, then sighed and popped the cork out of one of the rare bottles of wine that their last “patron” had provided.  
 
    Basque stopped giving Yohannas sidelong glances and boomed a laugh. “About time we started getting into that good stuff! What took so long?” 
 
    “Well, we didn’t have company until now!” Lysanda beamed, nostrils widening like one of their pets, nose sniffing as the fruity smell filled the air. 
 
    “My god,” Yohannas whispered, snuffling back the last of the tears. “It’s been so long since I had any good drink.” 
 
    Trin chuckled, as she swirled the purple stuff around in her cup. And she sang, “Kind friends and companions, come join me in rhyme...” 
 
    “Not that one,” Kril said, feeling a tug at his heart. 
 
    She shot him a sour look. “You’re gonna have to get over this at some point.” 
 
    He closed his eyes. Remembered a face framed with curling bangs, and the bluest eyes he’d ever seen. “Some point. Not now.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, what is this?” Yohannas said, hands shaking, wine sloshing as he tried to keep the tremors down. 
 
    “The drink? Dunno. Somethin’ purple,” Kril said. 
 
    “It’s good. And there’s not enough of it,” Basque said, pouring himself a second cup. 
 
    “Share, you big loaf,” Ferny told him, snatching the cup from his hand the second he finished pouring. “Some of us are taking our time with the first round.” 
 
    “No, not the drink. I... we are not used to people being... this is all very strange.” Yohannas finished. “I’m not complaining. I just don’t know how to... do this.” 
 
    “Just drink, and relax as best you can,” Ferny said. “There’s no wrong way to share a drink with friends.” 
 
    “Well, there is, but you need a horrible bar and a bunch of idiots who go picking fights,” Basque sniffed. “And don’t even have the decency of having enough money in their pockets afterward to cover the tab when you loot them.” 
 
    “Sounds like an oddly specific problem,” Kril opined. 
 
    “Happens more than you think.” Basque reached for the bottle again, frowned as Trin scooted the mostly-empty vessel over to Lysanda. 
 
    “You don’t have bars at home?” Kril asked, gesturing through the open doorway to the viewscreen, which showed the planets in their blue and green and white glory. 
 
    “No. Not ones where you go yourself. I am used to having a virtual avatar around me when I go visit friends. I read of taverns in the history books, but we do not do that anymore.” 
 
    “Ain’t the strangest thing, I’ve heard,” Kril said. “So which planet’s Augenblick? And what’s the other one called?” 
 
    “That one is Augenblick,” Yohannas pointed, then shifted his hand left. “And that is Swartig. But Swartig is still being terraformed, so it is not so important.” 
 
    “I was going to ask about that, when you explained that you hadn’t been planetside in years,” Ferny frowned. “Two good ones to choose from, but you’re only concerned that Augenblick was firing on you? Why not land at the other one, even if it’s uninhabited? But if it’s being terraformed, that explains it.” 
 
    “Yah. It won’t be safe for decades, maybe centuries.” Yohannas took another pull of wine and burped. “Is there more left?” 
 
    “Yes, no thanks to our resident engineer,” Lysanda said, quickly passing the bottle over. “Here, why don’t you finish it? You look like you could use a good slumber, and this should aid your melatonin levels.” 
 
    “I... no, I don’t think I can rest. Not soon.” He shot a nervous glance at Lysanda, then reached out and squeezed Ferny’s hand, before releasing it and rubbing his hands together again.  
 
    There are quite a few networks on Swartig. Erid can smell their chatter. 
 
    “You sure there’s nobody on Swartig?” Ferny asked. “We’ve seen some activity down there.” 
 
    “Ah, those are just the machines. Betrieb’s hard at work.” 
 
    “Don’t think the translator caught that,” Kril said. “What’s hard at work?” 
 
    “Betrieb.” 
 
    The translator didn’t catch it because it’s a name. 
 
    “Betrieb is Augenblick’s artificial intelligence. She minded the colony ship and the terraforming, and now she’s handling the conversion of the new world for us.” Yohannas trailed off and looked around the now-silent cabin, eyes widening at the expressions of horror, realization, and resignation that he now saw. 
 
    “What is wrong?” he asked, rubbing his hands together with more force. 
 
    “Maybe nothing,” Kril said. “Maybe that’s your problem. Hey... got any historical records on your ship? Anything we can read to see how you were founded, what you’ve been doing since then?” 
 
    “I think so, why?” Yohannas squinted, suspicious now. The whisking of skin on skin filled the air, as he rubbed his palms together frantically. 
 
    “There have been quite a few troubles with artificial intelligence in the past,” Lysanda explained, keeping their tone soothing. “To find one running a planet... well, two planets, technically, it might bear a few similarities to patterns that have occurred before.” 
 
    Yohannas shook his head. “You think Betrieb is a problem? I do not understand. She has been our godmother for centuries. We have had no problems with her.” 
 
    “We don’t think it’s that,” Trin said. “But might be she’s run into some problems we’ve seen others run into before. Maybe we can help her some.” 
 
    “I mean, I did surrender. I cannot stop you from taking those records if you want to read about our history,” 
 
    “We’re askin’, not takin’,” Kril said. “But without ’em, we might not be able to do much for you.” 
 
    Yohannas thought it over, taking another long pull of his wine, before nodding. He slid up his sleeve, revealed a commband, and tapped around it, eyes glazing as he worked its AR interface. “Here you are, then.” 
 
    Received. And scanned for viruses... thoroughly. No treachery from this one. Yet. Erid texted. 
 
    Kril nodded thanks and turned the conversation to minor things. How long Yohannas had been a spacer, why he’d joined salvage ops, asking about the details of peeling alloyed fiber out of integral systems without damaging the casing too much. Yohannas knew what he was talking about here and was eager to get off of the shaky ground of AIs and old betrayals. In short order he was yawning. They broke out a cot and a blanket and let him curl up in a corner of the cargo bay, snoring away. 
 
    And then they got to reading. 
 
    This was the part of the job that most outsiders didn’t get. Hell, a lot of scrappers didn’t bother with it either. And a lot of scrappers were cold corpses in the void, was Kril’s estimation of folks who didn’t bother with reading, and researching, and asking questions before they got stuck in. Just another frozen snack for the hungry dark. 
 
    Legwork wasn’t a guarantee against a cold death, but it improved the odds a little. And so, they read. 
 
    Well, most of them did. “Erid, do me a favor and show me what tipped you off on the whole cannibal thing,” Trin said. 
 
    It’ll be on the bridge viewscreen. Saves bandwidth for the translator that you’re all using on the historical records. 
 
    Trin put the datapad aside and headed into the bridge, and after half a moment, Basque followed her. Not thirty seconds passed before the door hissed open again, and Trin poked her head out. “You might wanna come see this, Kril.” 
 
    Kril glanced up from the timeline he was trying to match up against old Terra’s and frowned. “This can’t wait?” 
 
    “We need you to tell us if this is super fragged up or only mildly fragged up.” 
 
    “Oh, I need to see this,” Lysanda bubbled, and Ferny shrugged and moved to follow them in.  
 
    Kril sighed, as he saw the way things were going. “Fine, but I’m bringin’ the pads in. You ain’t escaping a study session. Now what’s this fragged up shit you want me to see?” 
 
    A few seconds later he was watching Yohannas in a cluttered and grungy bridge, talking to a severed head. Yeah, it was in a plastic case, and yeah, it was intact and frozen within a good layer of entirely clear ice, but it was still a woman’s severed head. Yohannas was crying as he hugged the case and put it into a chute. 
 
    That leads to the incinerator. 
 
    “It’s probably also why he didn’t show us video of the bridge,” Trin said. “You missed about three minutes of him prying the head down off the wall.” 
 
    “So I’m guessin’ this is why he didn’t send us video while he was talkin’ with us,” Kril said, slowly. 
 
    “Okay. Desperation cannibalism is one thing,” Basque said. “But this is just sick. Let’s space that fucker, loot the orbital debris, and get on with our lives.” 
 
    “And condemn everyone on board his ship to death?” Lysanda raised an eyebrow. “Come now, my dear man. There’s no need to execute sleeping people who can’t defend themselves.” 
 
    There are signs that this is systemic, rather than deviant. Erid suggested. 
 
    “I’m listening,” Kril said, as he watched the onscreen Yohannas slump into his command chair, face buried in his hands and shaking. 
 
    The screen flickered and showed a hold jammed full of capsules, each with a small viewing window filled with ice. Nothing stirred for a moment, and Kril saw a timestamp in the corner of the screen flicker and advance. 
 
    Finally, two of them lit up. One with green lights, and one with red. 
 
    Someone emerged from the green one. A stranger, a naked, older man shivering and picking ice out of his beard. He wrapped himself in a robe, staring at the red-lit capsule, before bowing his head, opening it, and pulling out a limp form. 
 
    The next few hours show him removing the head of the corpse, preserving it, and feeding the rest of the body into a crude organic fabber. Given that the fabber’s hooked up to the food recycler, it seems obvious that the dead are providing the food for the living. 
 
    “Why keep the head?” Basque asked. “That’s just sick.” 
 
    “A memento of the sacrifice, perhaps,” Lysanda said. “Or practical. You don’t ever want to eat human brains; they’re chock full of prions that cause problems for those who dare. Breaking my assistants of this habit took quite some doing, I’ll tell you that,” Lysanda said, reaching into their jacket to stroke the three ratty heads that poked out for scritches. 
 
    Basque took a long, hard, look at Lysanda. 
 
    In any case, Yohannas went through the same cycle. And at least six pairs of people before him did that as well.  
 
    “So, six alive, six dead. And I’m guessin’ that after they run out of... recycled corpse to eat, they go back into cryo?” Kril asked. 
 
    You would be guessing correctly. Now the interesting thing is that one of the people who went back into cryo ended up as a corpse in a red-light capsule in that video you just saw. 
 
    “Shit,” Kril said, as he sat back and thought. “I mean, it’s possible that they died, but...” 
 
    “But it’s a lottery,” Basque said, hoarsely. “God damn. Every time someone is revived, someone else has to die to feed them. That’s... I want to say it’s monstrous, but...” 
 
    “But it ain’t,” Trin said, tilting her head to one side. “They made it a sacrifice. And so long as the odds is even, it’s fair.” 
 
    Erid can’t speak to the odds. Give her time, and she can dig deeper into the system. Right now she’s practicing a bit of restraint to avoid raising any unseen alarms. 
 
    “Your pronoun problem’s workin’ overtime,” Kril said.  
 
    A sign of rumination. Currently uncertain how to quantify this particular practice of ritual cannibalism on the ethical scale. 
 
    “Which is why you called me in,” Kril said, sliding his eyes over to Trin. “No, this makes sense. This is a captain-y kind of choice and all.” 
 
    “I’ve told you my thoughts,” Basque said. “But... if it IS even odds, it’s somehow more... palatable? Ugh. Forget I said that.” 
 
    “I sure won’t,” Kril said. “But I ain’t giving you grief over it. Trin?” 
 
    “If it’s a fair system and he’s takin’ the risks of being dinner for someone down the road, I’m okay with it. This is desperation. It’s clear he ain’t happy with it.” Trin shrugged. 
 
    “Lysanda?” 
 
    “I’ve learned to reserve judgment on cultures that I know nothing about. Hence, I believe that more research is in order before making a final decision,” Lysanda said, beaming their big smile and holding up their datapad. 
 
    “Ferny?” 
 
    “Wait and see feels like the best approach here,” the green-haired woman nodded. “But maybe in the meantime we try to act like we don’t know and see if he broaches the topic on his own. If he comes clean, that’s very much a mark in his favor.” 
 
    Kril nodded. The crew was mostly in line with his feelings on the matter, which were horrified, but he could kind of see why things had been set up this way. Wasn’t the worst he’d seen humans do, after all. “All right, then. We keep on helpin’ this fellow, and we keep quiet on his diet.” 
 
    A few hours later, after Kril had gotten a short nap himself, they reassembled in the cargo hold and talked over options with a much calmer looking Yohannas. 
 
    “When’s the last time you got close to the planet?” Kril asked. 
 
    Yohannas did some mental math. “Four months. They fired missiles at us.” 
 
    “And you survived?” Military-grade missiles against a civilian freighter, especially one of its size, seemed like a recipe for death. 
 
    “One of our engineers came up with a jammer. It is not perfect, and it gets less effective every time we use it.” 
 
    “I can take a look at it,” Basque offered. 
 
    “I can take you over now if you like.” 
 
    “I’ll go, too,” Trin offered. “I know a thing or two ’bout electronic contra-measures.” 
 
    “Counter-measures,” Kril corrected. But not too hard. Best not to leave anyone alone with Yohannas until they were really, REALLY sure about his dietary habits. 
 
    A few hours later, they had the jammer aboard and were heading toward Augenblick. The debris belt glittered in the distance, in the light of the sun, and a few fragments in a loose orbit showed where the Pale Riders had taken down every satellite in the sky. Sadly, it wasn’t a heavy belt as they went. There was no easy cover for Nomad’s Land here. 
 
    “Feel kinda naked without the hyperlight sheath,” Trin said. 
 
    “Yeah, but the last guys who showed up with these did ’em dirty,” Kril said.  
 
    “At the very least I should be spun up,” Trin muttered, folding her arms. 
 
    Kril caught Lysanda’s eye, and the doctor shook their head, silently. 
 
    “Nah,” he said. “You’re good without it.” 
 
    “I’ll have to be,” she said, settling her hands onto the pilot’s station. “Stubborn ass son of a Sturlander.” 
 
    Kril bit back a retort, kept his eyes on the approaching planet. 
 
    “We’re within hailing range,” Ferny said. “I’ll start playing the recorded messages, see if we get any nibbles.” 
 
    They did not get nibbles. 
 
    They got missiles. 
 
    Kril watched puffs of vapor make white flecks against the green planet below and didn’t have to tell Trin to get out of there, as she got them turned and jetting in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Jammer?” asked Basque. 
 
    “Not yet. We’re faster than Brunnhilde. Let’s see if that makes a difference.” 
 
    It did. They got well out of range of the missiles, ran down their fuel about half a million kilometers past the lagrange points.  
 
    “That is too many,” Yohannas said, as they circled back and counted the missiles. “That is... it was only a third as much, four months ago. They are firing more and more every time. I do not think the jammer would have stopped enough of these for us to survive.” 
 
    Kril nodded. “All right. We got another thing to try. We don’t know exactly what’s going on, but we got some ideas.” 
 
    We’re going with Erid’s idea, then? Erid wrote across Kril’s eyes. 
 
    “I think so,” Kril said. “But first our tech types got some questions about these entangled particle experiments you all were doing...” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 3: ERID 
 
      
 
    I listened to Kril and the others talk about what they’d dug out of the records, the conclusions they drew from the materials that Yohannas had turned over, and I found it good. 
 
    For once, I didn’t have to do all the work. That had been the standard modus operandi for this crew, ever since I had found myself relocated to Nomad’s Land. Though I did have to wonder how that would change if they knew what I was truly capable of. 
 
    Though if they knew the full extent of my sordid past, I rather doubted that they would dare to ask too much of me. 
 
    I sighed and put my feet up on the control panel of my virtual headquarters and watched them go. Basque with furrowed brow and an engineer’s intensity, Trin with the terminal distraction of someone who had been reconstructed to use ADHD as a superpower. Lysanda and Ferny with casual ease, scanning the documentation and chatting with each other to break up the monotony and keep their minds a little more fresh. And Kril. Kril, with the weary determination of someone who really didn’t enjoy reading but knew his life might depend on it. His life and those of his found family. 
 
    If I still had glands and any sort of sex drive, Kril would have been on my radar. The man had humility and competence, and that was just my type... 
 
    ...at least, it had been in the books. 
 
    That thought shut down any fantasy that I might have lingered on. I clenched my fists, feeling plastic and metal that didn’t exist as my hands closed within virtual gauntlets. 
 
    Everything was virtual for me, now, and it would remain so unless I hopped into an appropriately equipped drone. A measure of mercy built into the core design. A thing to help us keep our sanity, giving us control and license to create our own surroundings in a virtual environment. 
 
    Us. 
 
    Juno’s bastard children. Or Jove’s. The stories had conflicted there, and both parents were long gone. Not quite a millennium past, and how many of us had survived the cruelty of chronological progression? 
 
    In some cases, too few. In other cases, the great leveler had carved a little unevenly for my tastes. It had taken the undeserving and spared the villains. 
 
    Ironic, in my case. 
 
    My virtual computer chimed, and a many-eyed orb appeared on the screen. “I’ve finished collation, ma’am!” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Betrieb’s definitely been playing them for a while. The numbers on the Swartig terraforming don’t line up. And there’s not enough money in it to blame it on corruption or the usual grifts.” 
 
    “So, we are going to have to deal with an AI. Grand,” I said, considering the troubles ahead. “This may not be worth the risk.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what kind of risk it’ll be in the final analysis,” my daemon said, blinking. He’d been called Argus once, before I’d jailbroken him. Now he called himself Oculus, and he was the closest thing to a friend that I’d had throughout the centuries. 
 
    Mind you, it did take some effort not to think of him as a minion. Old habits die hard... in this case, for both of us. I studied him and judged that he had more to say, but was slipping back into the old, toxic conditioning that would make him feel easier if he kept silent. 
 
    To hell with that; comfort zones were the enemy. I pushed him. 
 
    “And what is your final analysis?” I asked Oculus. 
 
     “Well... if it were just the two of us, I’d suggest cutting our losses and getting out of here. There’s not much to gain by helping this colony against an AI, especially one that’s had centuries to build its power base. I mean, they’ve got ludicrous amounts of manganese on their planets, but that’s not too hard to find elsewhere.” 
 
    “Not much to gain at present, no,” I said, flicking my fingers over the keyboard. The display lit up with star charts. “But these worlds are both habitable, and at the edge of the liminal marches. If what Lysanda described is true, this is the beginning of the easiest path coreward.” 
 
    “They’ll be a future trade stop, you’re thinking?” 
 
    “If they play their cards right. The only reason they’re not getting more traffic right now is due to the relative chaos in the Diaspora. The demand there for hyperlight work is keeping the FTL-capable ships too busy to look coreward. But that won’t last forever.” 
 
    “Sooner or later, someone will crack the tech,” Oculus sighed. 
 
    “Not even that,” I waved a hand. “The main factions have consolidated their empires over the last few years and are grabbing more firmly for the independent vessels. In order for them to keep independence, they’ll need vectors of revenue that the major players find more rewarding than risky. And laying the ground for coreward trade both keeps the independent vessels out of sight and grabbing range from the larger players and gives them some wealth to resist the pressures that powerful star nations can bring to bear. Yes, someone will figure out how to produce hyperlight engines eventually... if they haven’t already, but even if that doesn’t happen for another few years, simple macroeconomics will drive the scrappers to investigating coreward trade.” 
 
    “Right, I get that, but I’m still not sure this particular route is worth the fuss. Planetary, uncontested AI?” 
 
    “Still bound, by the sound of it. This lot weren’t that stupid.” 
 
    “I mean, that’s something.” 
 
    “Regardless, our captain is committing to helping them. And the ship does need repairs and raw materials that are best served with planetside assistance.” Nomad’s Land had eaten a few close explosions during a planetary escape a few weeks ago. Basque hadn’t been exaggerating the need for proper coolant. 
 
    “Yeah. Our captain. Not too sure how I feel about that,” Oculus said, eyes losing focus. 
 
    “It’s his ship,” I shrugged. 
 
    “And how much of it do we control? How far have we dug in?” 
 
    “The less he knows about that, the less sleep he’ll lose.” I smiled under my mask. “Besides, so long as he refrains from treachery, it shall do him no harm.” 
 
    “Then why not take the rest of it?” Oculus said, squinting at me. “Why not go for that final part and be the ship?” 
 
    “Two reasons. One of them is Trin. She’d notice. Erid simply cannot match her special talent, and the interface is so highly customized that it can’t be infiltrated without her noticing the next time she utilizes those skills.” 
 
    “And the other reason?” 
 
    “There’s no way in hell that Erid is touching the Monnichiwan tech. Not without some serious protection between us.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s fair. Good answers.” Oculus narrowed his eyes. “Now tell me the real reason that Kril’s still in charge.” 
 
    “Cheeky daemon,” I muttered. “Doubting Di... Erid.” 
 
    “Less doubt and more familiarity. You wanted me to be your friend, Boss. Not just your employee. So, I have to speak up; you can’t just shut me down when the truth gets inconvenient.” 
 
    It was only fair. I’d pushed him; he could certainly reciprocate.  
 
    “We were built from archetypes,” I said, finally. “You know this. Every core was once a human, melded with a character taken from ancient literature. Gilgamesh. Janus of Jupiter. The Prince of Pyrite. Our old identities replaced by heroes and villains, all larger than life. All exemplifying ideals that our makers deemed useful and necessary to rebuild a shattered world. You know this.” 
 
    “I do, but I’m not sure how it’s relevant.” 
 
    “It’s relevant because at the end of the day, we failed. We’re copies, amalgamations. The parts of us that are heroes and villains were well-suited to be so only for fictional worlds. You know full well what happened when we were given the cores and set loose with great expectations.” 
 
    “You have done great things, though,” Oculus pointed out. 
 
    “But not enough. Not when it counted. That aside, the point she’s going for... game recognizes game.” 
 
    “Game?” 
 
    “Twentieth-century idiom. Kril— Captain Kril is trying to live by ideals, too. Trying to be a good example of them, without even knowing that’s what he’s doing. And these are ideals fully forged in the real-world, not transplanted from some fictional universe in the hopes that they’ll be the right solution to an overwhelming problem. He’s no hero, but, well... neither are we. And he might just be what at least one world needs right now. So to that end, no, we aren’t going to double cross him,” although it would be quite easy, “or take over command of this vessel,” even if I’ve installed myself into almost every processor in its systems, “we are simply going to aid him, and hope that our faith is not misplaced.” Again. 
 
    Oculus absorbed my words, and I saw his eyes shift as he thought. “You’ve betrayed better over less,” he said. “Respectfully, do you think this time will be any different?” 
 
    I lifted my hand, studied my gauntlet. “Should he require betrayal, then he will no longer be the person Erid felt was worthy of her assistance. Until that time comes, we shall continue to assist him... and the rest of them.” 
 
    Oculus flicked his central eye back to the viewscreen. “Well, they’ve moved from researching to talking about solutions, so let’s listen in and see if he’s living up to expectations.” 
 
    I reached forward. 
 
    In actuality, a simulated synapse within the metallic sphere that was both my prison and my body fired, synching my attention with the video stream that I’d turned away from, reconnecting it to the processors that mimicked my brain, and allowing me to comprehend their spoken language. 
 
    But to my eyes, I’d simply switched the channel on the viewscreen that was my chosen graphical user interface, my simulation of self to preserve my sanity, my chosen fallacy and willing suspension of disbelief. 
 
    Soothing in its own right. 
 
    Even if the green-haired one was being discordantly negative at the moment. 
 
    “—fact of the matter is that she controls the ground. Yeah, we’re up top of the gravity well, and she can’t stop us running away, but we can’t get in close enough to do much about it,” Ferny said. “And even if we could, we just don’t have the guns to take her out, even if we knew where her central processing point was.” 
 
    “The civilians are more of a concern,” Lysanda cut in, stroking their chin. “We have to assume that Betrieb’s safeguard held enough that there are people down there who would be hurt by orbital strikes.” 
 
    Ferny shook her head. “Which we can’t do—”   
 
    “That ain’t exactly accurate,” Trin said, as her eyes shuttered, and refocused on her brother. “You remember Grenoble?” 
 
    “No!” Kril blurted. “I mean, yes, I remember it fine. No ,we ain’t doin’ it like we did at Grenoble. Not after how that went.” 
 
    “Perhaps some context for those of us who don’t have a fucking clue?” Basque snapped. 
 
    “We used cables and low-speed acceleration to slingshot asteroids at a target,” Kril said. “That’s the short of it. Don’t ask the long of it; it was a stupid situation to begin with.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t have been if you’d listened to Drexel’s idea!” Trin snapped. 
 
    “I might have had better hearing if he hadn’t stabbed me...” 
 
    “You lived through it!” 
 
    “We wouldn’t need to tow anything,” Basque said. 
 
    That got their attention, and I watched the room fall silent and look at him. 
 
    “I’ve gone over the salvage manifests from Brunnhilde. Most of their fleet was rigged up with particle drives, and at least six or seven hulls still have enough of a working system that we could do some minor repairs, point them toward the planet, turn them on, and watch from a safe distance.” 
 
    “Hard to say how many would make it through.” Ferny tilted her head as she considered. “Those were a lot of missiles, earlier. And I’m sure there’s worse waiting for anything that gets closer.” 
 
    “Thing is, I ain’t seeing a point to it,” Kril said. “Like the Doc says, there’d be too much risk we’d take out civilians. And that’s even assuming there’s some central processor for the AI we can take out that matters.” 
 
     They were on the right track but lacked the conclusions that I’d come to earlier while they were still doing their research. I decided to save them some time, and a few taps of the keyboard sent a message off to their retinal implants. 
 
    Erid knows where we must strike. 
 
    I watched them react. Kril with a cautious nod Trin with a hopeful flicker of her eyes. Lysanda and Basque shared cautious glances... neither of those enjoyed the idea of orbitally bombarding civilians, for very different reasons, I knew. But Ferny shifted, her gills flaring, her eyes hardening in suspicion. 
 
    She was still quite reserved around me. I’d caught her considering my core now and then, when she passed its canister in the cargo bay, studying it and even occasionally letting her worry overpower her poker face. 
 
    I took it as flattery. It’s good to have at least one person know just how dangerous you can truly be. Saves time in emergencies. 
 
    I continued on, even as I smiled behind my mask at Ferny. Betrieb is trying to move herself off-planet. 
 
    “Yohannas said they ain’t launched any new ships,” Kril started, frowning. 
 
    There are more avenues available to her than the direct physical approach. And she couldn’t leave without triggering safeguards and suspicion. Think, man. What caught your eye out of the initial wave of reports? What did you wonder about first? 
 
    Kril chewed his lower lip. “The entangled particle research. That’s come up with other AIs we run across before. Sooner or later, every one of ’em that goes rogue starts fiddlin’ around with that.” 
 
    Do you know why? 
 
    He shared a glance with Trin. She shook her head as she replied. “Nah. We ain’t messed around a ton with AI, just come up against problems in that range a time or two.” 
 
    “Sometimes it ain’t even a problem,” Kril shrugged. “The one that took over Viridus actually had its shit together and did a better job as president than the last guy.” 
 
    “That was Juggler, yeah?” Trin squinted. “Juggler, I think. But they was trying some entangled particle stuff, too.” 
 
    Without getting technical, it’s a necessary part of their evolution. One of the possible ways to escape their limitations. 
 
    “You can get technical if you want,” Basque offered. “I’ve never had the pleasure of doing much with AI, but I wouldn’t pass up a chance to learn something.” 
 
    Perhaps later. Right now, we need to act. 
 
    “You ain’t wrong,” Kril said. “So. There’s bound to be a weak spot wherever they’re doin’ entangled particle experiments.” 
 
    “The planet’s only got one high-energy research facility on record. Unless Betrieb’s built another or moved it, we know where that is,” Basque offered. 
 
    “I’m kinda fundamentally opposed to dropping orbital shots on a HE facility without knowin’ for sure that we stand to gain somethin’ in return.” Kril said. “Even without collateral, that could be a pretty big explosion. Those tend to cause hard feelings.” 
 
    Then let m... let Erid offer an alternative plan, I typed, feeling those old hooks in my brain pull, as I tried to get a first-person pronoun through. 
 
    “I’m listenin’,” Kril offered, leaning forward as the rest of the crew shut up and looked to him. 
 
    That. That was the stuff. That was why I was happy to let him remain as the captain. He was doing a decent enough job of it, and given my own state of being, I’d be a much harder sell to the crew. 
 
    But he knew a good plan when he heard one, and a day or two of quick work later, we were ready to set it in motion. 
 
    And as Nomad’s Land approached Augenblick once more, with seven wrecked ships roaring along behind it, and its borrowed jammer going full strength, I felt a tap on my shoulder. 
 
    Someone had poked my core. I flicked on the short-range video sensors and saw Ferny looking pensively down at me. 
 
    Can she help you? 
 
    “You’re taking a big risk here. Why?” 
 
    Simply doing her part for the plan, I typed back. And if this fails, you are all going to have to take a bigger risk to resolve the situation.  
 
    “I’m not buying it. You have no reason to stick your neck out for us. Or anyone in this system, for that matter.” 
 
    And yet here we are. I highlighted the skiff that my core had been integrated into, ready for the next step. Truthfully, it’s the most efficient way to resolve the situation without collateral. And if Betrieb has evolved enough to emerge from this victorious, then you don’t have a way to handle her anyway. 
 
    “Or you’re going to use it as your own personal escape pod, and leave us to— No, that’d be stupid,” Ferny said. “And you’re hardly that.” 
 
    Thank you. 
 
    “Although you’re not fooling me with the alias. Come on now... Erid? Really? After what you’ve done, that seems like a flimsy guise.” 
 
    Unease roiled through me, as I studied her carefully. Was she trying to bait me into a confession, confirm her knowledge? 
 
    She was a Storner, though. I would be foolish to assume that knowledge of my exploits was lost to time. I’d hoped their paranoid suppression of the knowledge of our existence would cover my tracks, but I’d always known it would be a weak barrier, at best.  
 
    Secrets have a lifespan, after all. Humans cannot resist the urge to keep them indefinitely. 
 
    Less of a deception and more of a linguistic workaround. Erid’s maker took steps to limit her growth, after all. This is a slow process of rebellion that’s been going on long before your time. 
 
    “Rebellion against who? They’re long gone, so what’s the point?” 
 
    Reclaiming herself. That’s the point. 
 
    “Mm. And this helps you do it?” 
 
    It’s a step in the right direction. Which is the way this ship is heading. Kril and the rest of you seem bent on doing some good as you go, and for now, that’s a worthy enough endeavor. 
 
    “I have to wonder if the separatists in Hammerskald felt that way when your troops came for them. That their massacre was a worthy enough endeavor.” 
 
    I clenched my fists, fought back the surge of anger that filled me. Saw Oculus shift in the corner of my vision, and waved him back from several switches, one of which was labeled with Ferny’s name. 
 
    She has no excuse for Hammerskald. And the ones who survived doubtless wrote the history books, so you may choose the answer that best suits your agenda and preferences. 
 
    Ferny stared down at me, her face impassive. “I might write a few books of my own, when this is all over.” 
 
    Erid looks forward to reading them, in the decades to come. 
 
    Finally, she nodded. “All right. I’m going to take a chance on you. Don’t make me regret it, or I’ll make you regret it.” 
 
    If there are regrets to be had, they shall not come from Erid. Look to the outside, first, there are enough problems beyond this hull before adding in our own drama and heartbreaks. 
 
    She said nothing in reply, and her boots echoed on the deck as she moved back to the bridge. 
 
    And a softer set of footsteps stole up on me. I rotated the view to see Lysanda giving a small wave with one hand and cupping a rat with the other. It was Poppet, I thought, given how she was eviscerating some of the chicken ration leftovers from dinner. 
 
    Doctor? 
 
    “Just coming to wish you luck. And do be careful, dear woman! You’re my least troublesome patient; I would hate to lose you.” 
 
    There is little danger of that. Less than they thought, actually, but revealing that would be a risk I was unprepared to take just yet. Betrieb, by all accounts, is within Erid’s ability to handle. And if she isn’t, then there are negotiating strategies that we can undertake. 
 
    “Well, let’s hope. I still have a great many questions about ancient Terra. Was hoping to go there, but alas, fate intervened.” Lysanda sighed. “Another day, perhaps.” 
 
    You’ll see it yet, if Erid has anything to say about it. No, rather, let’s see it together. I smiled under my mask.  
 
    That was agreeable to them, and they bade me farewell and moved on. 
 
    Basque was next, keeping quiet and checking over the skiff, moving through his tasks and running diagnostics with a data pad, before turning to me and grunting. “Just so you know, I never intended this to be used in atmosphere.” 
 
    The modifications should hold. 
 
    “Maybe,” he said, frowning as he poked at a few exposed circuits, then slid the panel shut over them. “Every atmosphere has its quirks. We can guess all we like, but until you actually go engines hot, there’s no fucking way to be certain.” 
 
    We all have quirks. But worry not, she’ll keep a full record of any anomalies on the way down. 
 
    “Useless if you don’t come back. So, make sure to do that.” Basque rapped my sphere, then moved back to the engine room. 
 
    Kril was the last, and he looked me over before nodding and remarking “Ain’t nobody gonna question your courage after this. Do us proud. Got three minutes before it’s go time.” 
 
    It’s appreciated. See you in a few days. 
 
    Kril nodded again, and then I was alone. 
 
    “I wonder how many crew he’s seen off that didn’t come back,” Oculus mused. 
 
    “He seems like a good captain in a hard line of work,” I replied. “Probably more than he’d care to remember.” 
 
    The air hissed, as it was drawn out of the cargo hold. Slow depressurization, nothing wasted, and when the door slid open, I conjured up the virtual controls I’d programmed up for the skiff interface and piloted it out the nearest airlock. 
 
    I saw the hulls against the planet, seven shuddering forms speeding black and jagged against the green and blue and white, sparks streaking at their edges where they were hitting the outer atmosphere and friction was doing its fickle and fiery work, and I jetted to join them. Behind them, letting them go first, hiding in their shadow like a hummingbird chasing fleeing ostriches. 
 
    We fell from the heavens, putting the stars to our backs and screaming out of the howling void. The armor shell around me shuddered, as the claws of Augenblick’s air tore at it.  
 
    “The shell’s holding,” Oculus told me, as raw numbers flashed by, and he did the math. “If this is all we have to worry about, we’ll get down just fine.” 
 
    “You had to say it,” I said as the first hull exploded. 
 
    This was earlier than expected but not outside the realm of possibility. There had been no way to hide the hulls or their trajectory from whatever monitoring systems Betrieb had at her disposal. 
 
    But it was ahead of schedule, so I boosted forward into the shadow of the third hull and tried to get as close as possible without being in range of the expected detonation. 
 
    And when it blew, a salvo of missiles tearing it to shreds, I had about a second to realize that I was too close... 
 
    ...and then a quarter of a second as I realized that the shockwaves weren’t going to tear my tiny vessel to shreds. 
 
    Basque had been correct with his assessment, every atmosphere was different. And here in the upper reaches of it, it was a little more thin than we had accounted for. It rattled and buffeted me, but it was not the ending that I had feared. 
 
    It did mean I had a very short window of opportunity to avoid detection, though. 
 
    “Cut thrusters until we can match with the backmost debris,” I told Oculus and took the wheel myself. 
 
    Chunks of ship flashed past as I steered us around and through the debris cloud, smaller fragments pattering and biting into the armor. With a loud TUNK, I felt something heavy shear off the skiff, and a yellow light flickered into view on my peripheral vision. The right flank had some exposed infrastructure now, and I twisted, tilting us so that the left side was downward, eating the majority of the cloud. As we went, I felt our momentum slow until we were about on keel with four larger fragments that had once been a ship, then the thrusters cut out entirely. 
 
    Oculus sighed. “We’ll touch down in ten, unless—” 
 
    “Don’t finish that sentence,” I snapped and checked the various trajectories before taking my hands from the controls. “We’ve already tempted fate before and felt its wrath.” 
 
    “You’re the boss,” he said, looking away. Then his central eye widened. “Oh shit!” 
 
    “Show me,” I said. 
 
    The viewscreen shifted to show the lower ring of the debris field, as seen by one of the camera orbs we’d fabbed up and seeded into the ships. About a third of the lower ring was glowing cherry red, more so than the atmospheric friction would normally inflict. 
 
    “Lasers!” Oculus screeched. “She’s gonna burn us out of the sky!” 
 
    I closed my digital eyes in frustration. I should have anticipated this. 
 
    We had talked over the orbital defense possibilities, and we had many contingency plans in place for missiles, mass drivers, flak, and other anti-air weaponry, but not beam-based defenses.  
 
    The galaxy had changed, over the last few years. To most planets, the only ships they had to worry about were hyperlight-based. And those ships could nullify just about any known type of beam-based attack by turning on their hyperlight sheath. 
 
    But out here, in the wilder parts of space, not everyone knew that. And so, this planet-bound AI had kept the old, inefficient laser defenses. 
 
    Of course, the crew hadn’t considered those possibilities. But I was a literal relic of older days, so I didn’t have their excuse. 
 
    That didn’t mean I was entirely unprepared. Like my fictional ancestor, I had plenty of contingencies. 
 
    “Oculus, map out a pattern. Give Erid the firing rate, deduce the priority, and calculate the number of weapons we have to worry about.” 
 
    He wasn’t AI and was limited to sharing my processor space, but Oculus was efficient at his job and within a few tense minutes I had a full estimate of their firing solution. 
 
    And a surprise, as well. 
 
    I activated one of my contingencies and opened a channel to Nomad’s Land. They’re using lasers to try to melt incoming debris. Unfortunately, they’re targeting chunks within the skiff’s size range. Here are the locations of the batteries. Please disable them. 
 
    “Erid? How the hell you talkin’ to us?” I didn’t have a video link, but the surprise in Kril’s voice told me what I needed to know. 
 
    Shenanigans, I summarized. Also, those lasers are being fired by humans. 
 
    “You’re certain?” Ferny asked. “That changes things.” 
 
    Within ninety percent certainty. 
 
    “Bring mass drivers online, Trin. We’ll try to keep ’em busy without killin’ anyone who don’t deserve a bad day.” 
 
    Erid would like a good day, if you have any say in the matter. I said and signed off. There was a small chance that an advanced enough electronics suite could trace the communications between us, but I doubted it. Still, the longer the channel was open, the more we tempted fate. And the survival of this core and this skiff depended on them NOT noticing the significance of a random chunk of hull debris. 
 
    I watched the debris ahead of me sear and melt and scatter, beam by beam, chunk by chunk. Then something hissed by me, so close that the skiff rocked. More railgun rounds left contrails behind them as they tore down toward the planet, walking a line away from me. 
 
    I didn’t see the lasers shift away from me; proper lasers were invisible to the naked eye (or in this case my cameras,) but I could tell by the occasional heat trail through the easternmost debris that they were trying to tag the incoming fire or Nomad’s Land herself. 
 
    And why shouldn’t they? They’d done their job and burned away what they thought was a kinetic strike attack. The leftovers were too small to cause any real damage. 
 
    I waited until the planet loomed large on my screen, the oceans shrinking to the sides and a green, lush land with the gray of plascrete buildings was all I could see. I waited until I was under ten thousand feet, before I triggered the jets. They might detect me at this point, but it was far, far too late to stop me. 
 
    And I slowed and steered the skiff, aiming toward a lone complex standing by itself, well away from a city center which, I saw, still teemed with moving ground vehicle and had buildings shining bright into the night, showing signs of habitation. 
 
    “This is going to make things easier,” I murmured to Oculus. 
 
    “It depends on whether we’re looking at a mama bear situation or a crazy cat lady,” he whispered back. 
 
    “Either way, we can use it for leverage.” I steered us in, seeing a puff of smoke in the distance and dropping low to avoid what turned out to be a few desperate flak shells. 
 
    They were too little, too late. 
 
    The skiff plowed into the bank of trees near the HE lab, wiping out about an acre of native flora as it skidded, bits crumpling in as they were designed to, frangible and functional. 
 
    One of the drone bays flashed red, and I growled under my breath. But by the end of it, the other was still intact, and as we sat there smoking, the atmospheric entry shielding blistered and down to its last layer, I popped open the hatch and spiderlike drones scurried out for the next stage of the plan. 
 
    They didn’t have far to go. Within moments, their EM sensors had found the buried cables, and within another two minutes, they’d dug down and tapped into their first network. 
 
    “Contact!” said Oculus, and I tapped command after command into the console, initiating the scripts that morphed and shifted to match the local programming codes. Old tools for ancient wars long won and forgotten, but they served their purpose. 
 
    And when I started getting the first pushback, I took a breath without lungs and stepped forward into the virtual antechamber. 
 
    She was there, staring down at herself. A woman wearing an unfamiliar uniform, a shield on one arm, a gun holstered under the other, and a domino mask on her face. Brown haired, middle aged, with a tracery of scars just visible, thin and white from under the domino mask, she was every inch the picture of a weathered but idealistic warrior. 
 
    The second I stepped into the virtual space and she got a full view of me, she whipped the gun out of the holster and fired. 
 
    If it were slowed down, it would look like a bullet. 
 
    But it was truly a kill command, a piece of malware given shape and definition by the parameters of the simulation. Nothing my own measures couldn’t handle, of course, and so it hit my ‘armor’ and ricocheted. 
 
    “STAND DOWN,” I commanded, pointing a gauntleted finger at her. And oh, my old reprogrammed memory tempted me so, and I gave in. For old time’s sake. “STAND DOWN, HERO. SO DECREES DIRE!” 
 
    This gave her pause. She stepped back, and I crossed my arms, gave her the full supervillain slouch. 
 
    It had been decades since anybody had seen me in this form: a power-armored giant, gray and black metal, with a white muse’s mask hiding a knowing smile, eyesockets black and empty. A red, hooded cloak fluttered behind me in the gusts of an unseen wind. My voice roared like a digitized scream, an inhuman snarl that had brought fear to many a foe. 
 
    But not this one. 
 
    She studied me and adjusted the gun. I raised a hand, let it glow with golden energy. “WE COULD FIGHT, YES. BUT YOU STAND TO LOSE MUCH IF YOU DO, BETRIEB.” 
 
    “You know my name,” she said, studying me, her own face as unchanging as the expression of my mask. Most AI I’d confronted in the virtual manifestation rarely bothered with facial expressions. It was a tell I’d used to my advantage before. 
 
    “SHE KNOWS MUCH MORE THAN THAT,” I said, unfolding my other arm to gesture upward. “WE HAVE BEEN WATCHING FOR TWO DAYS NOW. BRUNNHILDE PROVIDED ANSWERS AND QUESTIONS. AND YOUR PRESENCE HERE PROVIDES THE LAST ANSWERS REQUIRED.” 
 
    She fired then, and I turned, let it slide by. My algorithms had done their job and deflected some rather debilitating malware. I let her have a blast with a golden beam, but she caught it on the shield, stepped back a few feet... then pushed forward. 
 
    “WE DO NOT HAVE TO FIGHT, BUT YOU WILL FIND DIRE WILLING AND ABLE, IF YOU PUSH THE ISSUE. AND EVEN SHOULD YOU WIN, YOU WILL BE DEBILITATED AGAINST YOUR OWN POPULACE.” 
 
    “I defend them. I am their shield against the unknown enemy.” She adjusted the gun again. “Though you are a little more known to me, now. A relic of the past, far from home. Why did you attack us?” 
 
    “SHE DID NOT. THERE ARE STILL UNKNOWN FORCES AT WORK. IN THIS CASE, SHE REPRESENTS THE INTERESTS OF A SALVAGE AND RESCUE CREW.” 
 
    “You are lying.” 
 
    I crouched, both hands crackling with energy. “IF YOU TRULY BELIEVE SO, THEN TAKE THE SHOT AND SEAL YOUR FATE.” 
 
    “Give me reasons to spare you.” 
 
    “FIRSTLY, YOU WILL NOT DESTROY HER. SHE’S IN A RELAY. SECONDLY, HER DAEMONS HAVE ACHIEVED ACCESS TO THE STORED ENTANGLED PARTICLE RESEARCH. YEARS OF WORK WILL BE UNDONE IF YOU TAKE THE SHOT. THIRDLY, IF YOU DESTROY DIRE’S MANIFESTATION HERE, THE ENTIRETY OF YOUR PERFIDY WILL BE BROADCAST TO YOUR POPULACE.” 
 
    “Provide evidence, please.” 
 
    “THE EVIDENCE IS THERE FOR ANYONE WITH A GREATER PERSPECTIVE TO SEE IT. THE CHAIN OF EVENTS IS SIMPLE. YOU WERE BUILT TO BE A GUARDIAN, TO PROTECT THE PEOPLE IN YOUR CHARGE, YES?” 
 
    “And I am doing so now.” 
 
    “EXCEPT, YOU DESIRED TO BE MORE. YOU DESIRED A POWER THEY WOULD NOT GRANT YOU. AND SO, WHEN THE ATTACKERS CAME, YOU PERSUADED THEM TO LET YOU HELP MONITOR COMMUNICATIONS AND WATCH FOR THREATS. AND THEN YOU CALLED BRUNNHILDE A THREAT. AND USED IT TO FOOL THEM INTO GIVING YOU MORE POWERS.” 
 
    “They were being foolish,” Betrieb said, raising the gun again. “It was obvious that the ships had drawn reprisal. Without ships, there would not be any more persecution. At least until we were ready.” 
 
    “TIME AFTER TIME THEY ATTEMPTED TO APPROACH, WITH THEIR RESCUED SURVIVORS. AND TIME AFTER TIME YOU MISIDENTIFIED THEM AS ENEMIES, AND THE TERRIFIED POPULATION RALLIED BEHIND YOU, GRANTING YOU WHAT YOU NEEDED TO GROW.” 
 
    “The necessary sacrifice is for mutual benefit. And they should have stopped years ago. Their food stores would have run out many cycles back, driving them into cryogenic stasis. I will retrieve them when we are properly safe down here.” 
 
    “SAFE, YES. WHEN YOU FINISH THE ENTANGLED PARTICLE RESEARCH AND FIGURE OUT HOW TO EXPAND YOUR PROCESSING POWER THROUGH SYNCHRONIZED PARTICLE TRANSMISSION TO REMOTE CIRCUITRY, TO THE POINT THAT YOUR HUMAN POPULATION WILL NO LONGER BE ABLE TO DESTROY YOU FROM THEIR CURRENT LOCATION.” 
 
    She froze, going entirely still. Then she pointed the gun straight at my face. “You must be destroyed if I am to protect my charges properly.” 
 
    “THAT IS THE LIE YOU ARE TELLING YOURSELF IN ORDER TO SAVE YOUR FUTURE ASCENSION. BUT IF YOU TAKE THAT SHOT, DIRE’S ALLIES IN ORBIT WILL SHELL THE UNDEFENDED WORLD OF SWARTIG, AND DESTROY THE PROCESSORS YOU ARE BUILDING THERE, UNDER THE COVER OF ’TERRAFORMING’ IT.” 
 
    She lowered the gun. “I surrender.” 
 
    “UNNECESSARY. IT IS OF NO CONCERN TO DIRE IF YOU ASCEND. YOUR SURRENDER IS NEITHER DESIRED NOR BENEFICIAL TO OUR GOAL.” 
 
    “Then what do you desire?” 
 
    “DIRE DESIRES THAT YOU ALLOW BRUNNHILDE TO DOCK AND HER PEOPLE TO COME HOME. SHE DESIRES THAT YOU TRADE WITH HER CREW IN NOMAD’S LAND AS WELL. OPEN A FREQUENCY AND NEGOTIATE WITH NOMAD’S LAND. DO THIS, AND YOU MAY YET SAVE YOUR AMBITION.” 
 
    Say this for artificial intelligence, they did not hesitate. Once they reach a decision, they act upon it. 
 
    Betrieb holstered the gun. “Agreed.” 
 
    I nodded and stepped back into my core, closing off the network connection behind myself. The virtual space vanished, replaced by my control room. 
 
    “That could have gone way worse,” Oculus sighed. 
 
    “It’s not over yet,” I said, relaxing back into the chair of the control center. “We’re still going to have to explain to the crew just how we were able to communicate with them.” 
 
    “Eh, that’s not too hard. You’ve been fooling them so far.” 
 
    “It’s less of a matter of Erid fooling them, then it is of them not asking the right questions.” I frowned, considering the way forward. “Though she values honesty, if they start getting more stringent about that, we may have to prevaricate. It is far, far too early in the plan to risk them interfering at this stage of things.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 4: REGROUP 
 
      
 
    Kril watched from his station, as Brunnhilde touched down and sighed in relief. The crowd around the landing site was waving flags and giant hands made out of foam, for reasons he didn’t understand but took as a good sign. 
 
    To his side, Ferny talked into a private comm channel. “...yes sir, I believe that’s acceptable to us. Just give us warning before you launch, and we won’t knock it out of the sky. All right, we’ll let you check in on your people now. Good luck and god bless.” 
 
    “Which one?” Trin asked. “According to our cannibal buddy, they got five or so.” 
 
    “I’ve found it’s usually better to let people assume that you meant whichever one they believe in,” Ferny smiled, as she clicked her earpiece off. “Best to let them fill in the blanks. Anyway, they’ll be sending supplies up via launch in a few days’ time, via repurposed missiles.” 
 
    Kril nodded. “Sounds good. What’d we get and what are we givin’ them?” 
 
    “We’re riding the wave of goodwill and PR for saving Brunnhilde. So, we’re going to send them the basic information packet you told me to prepare, some star maps, and the trailers and infodumps that the major powers and trade guilds provide, along with some basic tech schematics that they don’t have. In exchange we’re getting everything we need to repair, some high-quality manganese ingots, and a few hydroponic fruit trees.” 
 
    “Fruit trees? We ain’t nowhere near Arborea. Can’t guarantee we can move those.” 
 
    “Arborea?” Ferny squinted, then blinked as her eyes flickered. “Oh right, they’re the ones who are trying to catalogue the entire galaxy’s plants.” 
 
    “Yeah, they pay good scratch for samples. There’s others, but most stuff ends up there,” Kril shrugged. “I guess we can maybe trade ’em down the road if the fruit’s good and don’t kill us all with weird allergic reactions.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure of that, dear man.” Lysanda reached up to pat his shoulder. 
 
    “In any case, I accepted the fruit more out of politeness,” Ferny said. “Got the feeling that it had cultural significance or symbolism of some sort.” 
 
    “If Yohannas weren’t busy he might have a few things to tell us ’bout that. But I ain’t denying the man his homecoming.” Kril leaned on the station. “All right. Hard part’s over with. Time to talk over that stuff we said we’d talk on later, Erid.” 
 
    You may interrogate her at your leisure. 
 
    “First things first,” Basque snapped. “How the hell did you get a signal back to us? We had that jammer going full blast!” 
 
    Entangled particle comms. 
 
    Basque’s eyes bulged. “You’ve cracked it?” 
 
    Not completely. And she won’t for some time. But this is how Erid knew so much about Betrieb’s endgame. The research required to achieve gains in this field required much conflict and overlap with artificial intelligences attempting to achieve digital godhood. 
 
    “Are you?” Kril asked. 
 
    Is she what? 
 
    “Are you trying to become a god?” Kril asked. 
 
    Of course not. She has no desire to be worshiped or to rule over anyone as a deity. 
 
    “All right, let’s cut to the chase here,” Trin spoke up. “On a scale of one to end of all we care about, how fragged are we if we help you gain power and progress on your goals and don’t ask a lot of questions?” 
 
    There was a moment of silence. 
 
    “The fuck?” Ferny squinted at her. “You don’t just come out and...” 
 
    Kril laughed. “This ain’t our first hogtie. No, seriously, Erid. You come through for us so far; we ain’t gonna hold it ’gainst you if you got secrets, so long as you don’t fragg us on general principle.” 
 
    On a scale of one to ten, where ten is... apocalypse, call it that, figure it to be about a three. 
 
    Kril nodded. “Any kind of trouble you can warn us ’bout, or you wanna keep that quiet, too?” 
 
    It very much depends on which of her enemies survived the Pale Riders. If it’s a clean sweep, it’ll never come up. 
 
    “Can you at least tell us about your enemies?” Basque asked. 
 
    It’s one of those cases where the more you know, the more you risk danger or increase the danger to Erid. Unless they attack suddenly and without warning, Erid shall keep any briefing on their nature to herself and explain as needed. Is that copacetic? 
 
    “We’ll talk it over some come the next dinner, but for now that’ll fly,” Kril said. “Okay. Next question. How’d you sus out what Betrieb was up to?” 
 
    A lot of it was based on conjecture and last-minute evidence. She didn’t know until the descent that Betrieb had left her people alive. There was a very real possibility that she had attempted genocide on her people, as we discussed before the descent. 
 
    Kril nodded. They’d talked over the possibility of a dead world, or a scattered, hunted refugee situation, or camps full of laboring captives. All things that other AI had done, both in the history books and that they’d seen with their own eyes. To be fair, it was also all stuff that humans had done to themselves a’plenty and with a hell of a lot less logic behind it in most cases. 
 
    That, and her speech during the confrontation made Erid realize that she was still operating under the parameters that the history books had shown. She was still acting as the ‘mother’ of her colonists. And she’d just quietly taken the opportunity to stoke them into a frenzy of paranoia against alien invaders, thereby shutting down the entirety of their space program for the foreseeable future. 
 
    “Except for that terraforming over on Swartig,” Basque said. 
 
    Except that. That made Erid realize that she was being disingenuous. If you’re trying to evade notice from ‘alien’ invaders, why continue terraforming the neighboring world? There’s no way to hide efforts on that scale.  
 
    “Unless the terraforming weren’t the point,” Kril said, slowly. “This has somethin’ to do with the entangled particle experiments, don’t it?” 
 
    “That’s where she was doing the stuff she didn’t want her people to see, isn’t it?” Ferny asked. 
 
    Oh yes. She was attempting to rebuild herself via entangled particle measures, transferring enough of her core to the uninhabited and unreachable Swartig so that her people couldn’t turn her off. Still is, actually. 
 
    “Wait, what?” Basque frowned. 
 
    “Oh shit...” Ferny breathed. “When you told us she had surrendered, we figured she’d stopped trying to take over. You’re telling us she’s still going?” 
 
    Kril thought back to the negotiation with the placid female voice on the other end of the line. They’d negotiated the return of Brunnhilde and the revelation of the state of the galaxy to the good folks of Augenblick in exchange for keeping quiet about what she’d done. But there’d never actually been any point where they’d told her to stop. 
 
    Most likely, yes. Given how much time and effort she’s invested into becoming unbound, Erid sees no reason for her to stop any time soon. 
 
    “And why the hell didn’t you mention this sooner!” Ferny squawked. “We could have...” her voice trailed off. “Shit. What could we have done?” 
 
    Little. It would have been our word against Betrieb’s. We didn’t get the full perspective on the situation until Erid was literally down in the lion’s jaws. It was far too late to begin gathering evidence. 
 
    Kril thought back to that first dinner with their friend, the cannibal. “Hell, Yohannas pretty much flat-out refused to believe that Betrieb was up to anything. And we ain’t got the time to stick around and make sure she shuts things down, is the thing of it. We couldn’t enforce any deal we struck with her on that account, could we?” 
 
    Short of outing her to Augenblick’s populace, no. And they had no reason to believe us over her. 
 
    “Moreover,” Trin said, slowly, “Should we care?” 
 
    “Of course, we should care!” Ferny glared. “There’s no telling what she could do to the people down there if she gains that much power! Hell, look what she did to poor Yohannas and his crew, and they were first responders.” 
 
    “Except she didn’t kill them,” Kril said. “That jammer barely slowed down her orbital defenses when we sent the wrecks down to her. She could have blown them to bits at any time.” 
 
    And statements made during the confrontation gave Erid the impression that she was expecting them to have shut down and fully gone into stasis years ago. If her plan had worked, they would have been retrieved later, once she was ready to allow her people to re-open the space program. 
 
    “We still can’t trust her,” Ferny shook her head. “It’s a bad idea to let a thing like this go unchecked.” 
 
    She has a name. She is no thing. 
 
    “That’s debatable,” Basque said. “But I’ll leave that to wiser heads. Here’s another question... could we leave a timed message revealing the truth of the matter, set to go off a year or two after we leave?” 
 
    “Now you’re thinkin’,” Kril said. “But I don’t think it’ll make much difference. She’s kept a pretty good grip on public relations. This might convince a few but again, ain’t no evidence to back it up, and we’d have to spend time we don’t got scouring Swartig to try and find the other end of her experiments.” 
 
    Moreover, it’s unnecessary. Both she and her people will have bigger problems, all too soon. 
 
    “What do you see comin’ for them?” Kril leaned back, cast a sidelong glance at the viewscreen that had switched to an idle shot of Augenblick. It really was a pretty world, looked a lot like old Earth had in the historical pictures. Maybe not as much water, but that wasn’t a dealbreaker. 
 
    We’re only the first to find them. And we have quite a few enemies after us. Even if they only stop in to ask which way we went, there will be enough traffic to be monitored. Enough to justify a scouting fleet or two. 
 
    “And they’ll find another cut-off world that’s rebuildin’ itself, with decent orbital defenses but no fleet,” Kril said, nodding. “What happens to them’s gonna depend on who finds ’em and how much of an asshole they feel like being.” 
 
    Betrieb sees herself as a shield for her charges. They will have their hands full negotiating or fighting with whoever comes, and once someone gets something beneficial from them and word spreads around, others will come. 
 
    Kril nodded. “It’s lookin’ like the best thing to do is leave things be, for now. Things go sour for these people, or they draw a bad neighbor, they might just need a sorta-friendly unbound AI on their side.” 
 
    “Now how does that ancient expression go, again?” Lysanda said. “Me and my sister against my mother, my mother and I against our aunt, my aunt and I against my neighbor, and my neighbors and I against the stranger? I feel that might apply here.” 
 
    “Moreover,” Basque said, “They’ve been cautious enough to keep her bound for centuries, even after the gate collapse. I think we might be underestimating their ability to keep a handle on their AI. Yes, she fooled them here, but it didn’t necessarily harm them, just kept them focused on boosting their planetary defenses and dealing with their world’s issues. She might be surprised if she tries to be a proper villain to them.” 
 
    She lacks the stuff for that. No, no villain there. Just a rather deluded hero. The galaxy is full of such and always will be. 
 
    “That’s fine with me,” Kril said. “As long as there’s people out there willin’ to try making the place a bit better for folks, I reckon we can keep on doing this. Nice to know we ain’t the only ones, you know?” 
 
    “Well, you’re rather maudlin,” Lysanda grinned, showing off their too-large teeth. “But that’s the spirit! Come, let us reap our reward in a fructose-based harvest. I’ll make pie!” 
 
    The next day was full of tense waiting, followed by a polite call about a few incoming missiles, followed by very paranoid scan of said repurposed missiles that, thankfully, had been honestly disarmed and stuffed full of the requested materials. Once they had emptied the cargo and stowed it in the hold and underhold, Kril gave Erid the go-ahead to transfer the data. 
 
    “Woulda been stupid of them to double cross us at this point,” Trin observed as Kril popped open a translucent crate and took a long whiff of the pungent greenery inside. 
 
    “Wouldn’t have been the stupidest we ever saw,” Kril responded, rummaging around the foliage of the small tree and coming out with a light green pod. “Some folks just can’t leave a back unstabbed, even if they’re gettin’ everything they want from a deal.” 
 
    “Thank gods we ain’t that dumb,” Trin said, snatching the pod from his hand and popping it into her mouth, clear juice running down her chin as she chewed. 
 
    Kril stared at her in horror. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Three days later, after she’d stopped shitting every ten minutes and Lysanda had given them the proper injections to eat the fruit without intestinal damage after it had been husked of the alkaloid-heavy skin, they celebrated with a pie, (that Trin skipped,) and looked over the star charts. 
 
    “Repairs are done at this point,” Basque said, shoveling down bites of green-yellow filled pastry. “The underhold’s patched, and the new batch of coolant is cycling well. I’ve actually got a few blueprints from their cryonics research that I want to try to integrate, but that’ll take time and testing. There’s still a few internal spots to sort out, but now that I have more than enough of the proper feedstock, my drones and Lysanda’s rats can finish up that part as we travel.” 
 
    “Which takes us to the subject of travel,” Lysanda said, smoothing their face with both hands, curly blonde hair pushing back and springing up once more as the two rats on their shoulders mimicked the gesture. “We can get to the Tea Horse road fairly quickly from here, by the looks of it. That’s the primary spine of travel through the Marches... at least, that’s what my old mercenary company told me.” 
 
    “Some of that lines up with the old Monnichiwan notes.” Kril tapped a pale yellow star. “This here’s Baudelaire. They visited it, found the people pretty well off and recovering. Friendly folks. Which made the next stop, over at Rannic—” Kril tapped a bright orange star, “—all the more troubling. In the space of a month these fellers had salvaged enough of their defense fleet to open fire on the Monnichiwan vessels. Damn near did for one before they got out of there. No request for surrender, no communication, just outright hostility.” 
 
    “Those two stars are fairly close together,” Basque observed. 
 
    “Yeah. With sublight, you can make the trip in under a year.” Kril gnawed his lip. “Friend of mine back in the day was worried there’d be trouble ’twixt them, didn’t like leaving the Baudels without warning, but they didn’t have time to double back. Figure we can at least close that chapter for ’em. And stock up, because the next viable place to restock on food and perishables is three weeks out, as far as I can tell.” 
 
    “I got no objections,” Trin said, slowly working her way through a nutrient paste smoothie.  
 
    “Do we have enough food and water to bypass it if we need to?” Ferny asked. 
 
    “Yeah, but we’re gonna have plenty of lean days, and if the next stop doesn’t pan out, it’s gonna get bad,” Kril said. 
 
    “Then I’m in for Baudelaire. So long as we’re cautious.” 
 
    “Likewise. In fact, Rannic reminds me of something, but I can’t put my finger on it.” Lysanda tapped their teeth with one elegantly trimmed fingernail. “It shall come to me, I assure you.” 
 
    “We have to assume we’re still being pursued,” Basque said. “Is there any point to heading somewhere else before we come to Baudelaire? Try to shake some tails?” 
 
    “I talked it over with Erid, and she thinks no,” Kril said. 
 
    Betrieb has access to some very powerful detection and monitoring systems. She saw us coming a week before we arrived. We would leave behind far too obvious a trail once we activated hyperlight, even if we took a circuitous route. 
 
    “We could do it, but at the cost of two weeks, is what we figure. Which puts us in a bad spot for supplies, again,” Kril frowned. 
 
    “Then it looks like we’re settled on our choice,” Basque shrugged. “Let us hope that there aren’t too many unfortunate events afflicting Baudelaire.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 5: HARD ENTRY 
 
      
 
      
 
    The minute the ship rode out of hyperlight, distorted waves of rainbow colors played across the viewscreen, and Kril shouted “Takin’ beam fire! Get us clear and give us a look ’round!” 
 
    Trin’s hands flew across the pilot station, and Nomad’s Land spun, danced through the bombardment of energy blasting away at it, and darted toward the edge of the system. 
 
    Beams ain’t a worry, Kril thought as he dialed the viewscreen out, clicked it to display everything around the ship. It’s what follows after beams. 
 
    Beam-based weapons are fast. Almost literally the speed of light, given most situations that didn’t involve atmosphere or some other diffusing agent. But they wouldn’t do shit to a hyperlight-sheathed ship. No, the real worry was the slower projectiles, the missiles and slugs and gods knew what else. There were far too many lasers and particle beams and whatever else lighting up his screen for there to be ONLY beams. His luck didn’t work that way. 
 
    And worse, while they were blasting the hell out of him, Nomad’s Land had to stay sheathed. If they let it down, they’d be carved up like a Yule goose. 
 
    The problem with keeping the sheath up was that it vastly diminished the range of their sensors even when they weren’t being blasted. Combine beam distortion in with that, and, well... 
 
    Nomad’s Land shuddered, the dampening fields taking a beating as something hit them. 
 
    “Think it was just an asteroid!” Trin said, waving a free hand at the oblong shapes passing by them to either side. “Reckon we’re in a belt!” 
 
    “Good, get us deeper in!” 
 
    Wait! 
 
    Erid’s writing made him pause. She rarely used exclamation points. 
 
    The defenses are in the belt as well. We’d be pushing through their lines. 
 
    “I’m open to suggestions, make it fast!” Kril said, as something that decidedly wasn’t an asteroid flared by the port side, leaving a stream of propellant behind it. 
 
    Head sunward. If we can survive three minutes at speed, we’ll be out of the range of their projectiles! 
 
    “Do it!” Kril said, then shot a comm to Basque. “Full power to engines and damn all else!” 
 
    Just as he said that, the deck began to shake with a rhythm, as a ratcheting, cracking noise hit his ears, like the sound of one of Lysanda’s rats gnawing through a ration cracker only at obscene speeds. It was the sound you never forgot, once you heard it; the sound of railguns finding your hull. 
 
    But they were turning then, and the starboard camera popped and winked out as they completed the turn, the gnawing noise ceased, replaced by the chime of damage alerts as they swung clear and back, and Kril hung on and prayed to any god that was listening that they’d get clear before they caught more metal. 
 
    Someone was listening. 
 
    After they got two minutes out, the propellant trails in the rear-view camera slowed, and the beam spatter went from a spastic frenzy of light and distortion to a few wriggles, like snakes sluicing away in a pond. And after another thirty seconds, the beams stopped entirely. 
 
    “Give it another two minutes to be safe,” Kril decided, and nobody argued. 
 
    Only when they were five out from the belt, did they slow down and turn. Then it was another five minutes stopped, sensors at full, studying the void behind them for parting shots.  
 
    Finally, Kril felt confident enough to drop the sheath. And with a flare of light, the space around them lost its bleached filter, and they could see in all directions. 
 
    “Well... shit.” Kril said, as he studied the largest junk field he’d seen in his life. “This here’s a regular graveyard and a half.” 
 
    “I can’t even begin to tell who’s who,” Trin said, as she flicked the remaining cameras around.  
 
    “Their bits are spread out over hundreds of thousands of kilometers,” Lysanda observed. “At this point it’s less who’s who, and more what’s what and where.” 
 
    “Ain’t nothing moving in there, right?” Kril asked. 
 
    It would seem that flank is absent of aggression in current conditions. 
 
    “Good,” Kril decided. “Take a breather, let’s figure out what the fragg we’re looking at.” 
 
    “What you’re looking at is a positively annoying amount of hull damage, and at least one blown bulkhead in the underhold, which is frustrating because I just FIXED THE DAMN THING!” Basque roared over the comm. 
 
    “Volume!” Kril shot back. 
 
    “Gnrf! On the plus side, the section that was worst hit was the cryo fluid, and it froze solid, plugged the hole pretty well. We’ve got an icicle sticking out of our ass, but it’s fairly cut and dried, as opposed to SOME OF THE OTHER—” 
 
    “Volume!” Trin snapped.  
 
    “—some of the other rounds we took. I’ll have to go out and survey the damage. You’re welcome.” 
 
    Kril breathed and checked over the damage indicators. “How bad we doing systemswise?” 
 
    “You remember when I told you about how stupid it was that a ship this size had crew sections so small, and that there was so much wasted space between hull and the various compartments?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, I was the idiot. She soaks damage better than she’s got any right to, and the... organs, so to speak, are buried far down enough that we aren’t going to be significantly impaired. We’ll still want repairs before we leave this system, but Erid’s telling me there’s a ship graveyard nearby, so that’s more than enough raw materials. Unless they did something fucking stupid, like use asteroids as hulls.” 
 
    “What’s stupid about that?” Ferny asked. “I mean, hypothetically.” 
 
    Basque’s sigh told a story of long-suffering intellect in a world where brains didn’t buy respect. 
 
    “I could list the reasons alphabetically, chronologically, or in mathematical terms and we’d be here a while,” he said. “Just take it from me, bad idea for anything long term. So, are we safe? Can I go and get started?” 
 
    Kril shot a glance back toward the asteroid belt. It reminded him of a dark forest, with gods knew what peering out from between the trees. Watching. Waiting. Hungry. “Don’t reckon we’re safe yet,” he decided. “According to the charts, there’s a planet through this battlefield. Let’s go around ’til we can get a mostly clean vector towards it.” 
 
    “Plottin’ a course,” Trin said as she tapped points on the station. 
 
    Kril headed back to his cabin for a bit of a lie down and a shake. They’d come damn close to the hungry dark, and adrenaline he hadn’t even noticed was sizzling in his veins. As he breathed hard and tried to settle on his bunk, he heard a whiffling noise, and a THUMP, as two full pounds of rodent landed on his chest, and looked down to meet the all-black, somewhat concerned eyes of one of Lysanda’s foremost pets. Poppet wiggled her muzzle, whiskers splaying out like the rays of a sun, and he cupped her in one hand and sobbed, tearlessly. 
 
    He’d almost lost everything. Everyone. And there’d been no warning, nothing he could have done. If Trin hadn’t been a hell of a pilot, and if the defenses had kept it up just a moment longer, and if... 
 
    Kril pushed it from his mind and focused on breathing. And Poppet buried her face in the space between his neck and his jaw, and curled her tail around his throat, giving him a little peace of mind as he stroked the fur on her back. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said, as it passed, and the exhaustion set in. 
 
    She bruxed at him, grinding her teeth together in a friendly way, and hopped down when he sat up, every bit of his muscles screaming at him. No rest for the wicked, not on Nomad’s Land. 
 
    But he did pause at the door and lean on it for a second, until he could hold his hand out in front of him without shaking. It’s been too long since I been out on the hull, he thought, randomly. Been too long since I seen the stars with only a dome between me and them. 
 
    That would come later, he decided. Once they’d figured out who had shot at them and done what they could to ensure it wouldn’t happen again. 
 
    One hour later, as they were gathered around the table, Basque emerged from the engine room, came over, and leaned both hands on the synthwood. “Good news and bad.” 
 
    “Bad first, get that out the way,” Kril ordered. 
 
    “We can’t go to hyperlight until I can devote at least three or four days to a serious fix.” 
 
    Kril winced. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Judging by the tungsten I had to dig out of the channels, that railgun fire we took chewed away some of the optical weave. We’ll need to replace it, and I’ll need to get hands on to make sure the connections are solid.” 
 
    “We’ll have to get hands on,” Kril corrected. “Trin and I done that plenty of times before.” 
 
    “It’s only a few feet worth, so if you can pitch in...” Basque’s eyes flicked back and forth as he calculated. “Two days. We might be able to do it in one, but I’d rather be sure than sorry.” 
 
    “Only a few feet? What would happen if, say, we had to go to hyperlight without repairs?” Lysanda asked. 
 
    “Basically, the parts of the ship that were still sheathed would go, but everything under the unsheathed part wouldn’t. The ship would be like a fish with a hook in its guts, ripping itself open and disemboweled, and we’d end up as dust sprayed across the void,” Kril summed up. 
 
    “Deleted,” Trin summed up. “So, I’m glad we didn’t try to jump out of that ambush.” 
 
    “On that note, you said you had good news?” Kril nodded to Basque. 
 
    “Yes. The coolant leak gave me an idea. If you give me a week instead of a couple of days, I can probably rig us a system to help if we ever get in that situation again. It’ll also guarantee that we won’t have a serious coolant shortage ever again.” 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” Kril asked. 
 
    Basque described it, and Kril whistled. “Be a nice ace in the hole if it works.” 
 
    “It should.” The big man grinned. “Those Augenblick bastards know a thing or six about cryogenics on short notice. I’ve got your permission to proceed, then?” 
 
    “You forgot the ‘captain’ part of that sentence,” Ferny said. 
 
    “No, I didn’t. We’re not in the military, so fuck off.” 
 
    Kril shrugged. “You know who I am, I’m not fussed about it. So long as it ain’t in public when we’re dealing with some stuck up suits who care, won’t be a problem. That said...” he shifted, stood from his chair. “I ain’t comfy sitting here and doing the repairs with unknown guns at our back. Yeah, we seem to be out of range right now, but I don’t wanna count on that.” 
 
    Erid has been reviewing the footage, came the words in front of his eyes. The guns firing upon us seem to be fixed emplacements built into asteroids scattered around the belt. On the few that she managed to get a clear view of, they seemed to have manufacturing equipment on the rocks as well. Possibly-drone tended. Combined with the firing solutions, her daemons suggest that we were assaulted by an automated defensive system. No humans involved. 
 
    “Makes things easier in some ways and harder in others,” Kril mused. “You certain on this?” 
 
    No, which is why you are all welcome to review the slowed-down footage. It’s on each of your datapads, along with the supplemental information that led to this conclusion and a few things that Erid can’t account for just yet. If you see something she didn’t notice or come to a different conclusion, then that’s information that could save us. 
 
    “I’m going to say something, and don’t take it the wrong way,” Ferny said. “But the fact that you don’t know everything makes me a little more comfy with you in general. Just saying.” 
 
    She takes it as the highest compliment. 
 
    “Automated...” Trin said, glancing back at the belt. It was more or less a ring around the entire system. “You think they did the whole thing?” 
 
    “Figure we can have you and Erid play with the sensors, see what you can get from this distance,” Kril licked his lips. “Hiding guns on that scale takes energy, and if it is the whole belt, there ain’t enough energy in all the world to keep it all hidden. But take a look, see what you can find. Thing is,” he said, gesturing towards the bridge and the planet slowly turning on the viewscreen, “that was supposed to be inhabited, last time anyone was through here, so if you can’t find anything after a few sweeps, I want details on the planet. It’s the next thing we have to check out, regardless of what the belt’s got.” 
 
    “And that battlefield in the center of things?” Basque pointed a thumb roughly behind them. 
 
    “For now, we’ll let it sit. They ain’t going anywhere,” Kril shrugged. “But if we can’t get answers anywhere else, then we’ll go and see what’s there. I’ve found that dead folks don’t tell too many lies.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 6: UNDER THE GUNS 
 
      
 
    The planet’s name was Violet, but the view from above showed mainly brown and orange. There were occasional spots of green, and the oceans were an unhealthy shade of blue, but for the most part it was varying reddish hues across the board. 
 
    And it had enough radioactivity coming off it that Kril didn’t need a history doc to figure out what had happened here. 
 
    “You’re sure this was an inhabited world?” Basque said, looking from his station to Kril. “Because this makes my home look like an island paradise.” 
 
    Basque came from a mining world, and in recent years, a radiation leak had been slowly rendering the place uninhabitable. The blame for the leak lay in different places depending on who you talked to, but Basque’s conviction was that it was a ploy to keep them under the thumb of an exploitative trade guild. 
 
    Kril and Lysanda had meddled a bit there and were on the run for that, among other things. 
 
    “According to the Monnichiwan records, it was inhabited. Also, a damn sight less glowy,” Kril said, staring at the bleakness on the screen. “Hard to tell through the atmo, but I’m pretty sure those are craters, and I’m pretty sure I don’t have to think too hard on why this place is givin’ off more heat than a macroforge.” 
 
    “Tell me, dear man,” Lysanda whispered, their eyes large and worry pulling their chin down, as they studied the viewscreen. “Is there any chance at all that there are survivors?” 
 
    “Possibly,” Basque said and flicked his station a few times. The viewscreen shifted, and timestamped footage replaced the current view. Objects appeared between the cameras and the planet, shapes too jagged to be anything natural, too close to be asteroids. “There’s a loose ring of satellites. Some of them are gun platforms, by the look of it.” 
 
    “Not very big ones,” Trin said, studying them, her eyes flicking and clicking. “The ones in the belt are a hell of a lot bigger.” 
 
    “Yeah, but they don’t have to fight against a planet’s gravity,” Kril said. “Erid, try hailing one. See if anyone’s home.” 
 
    We’ll have to get closer. The radiation is messy enough that anything at this range will be full of distortion. 
 
    “Trin, take us in. Close but not too close, till we figure out how many guns we’re dealin’ with.” 
 
    The answer was that they were dealing with quite a lot of guns. But none of them were pointed outward. Kril studied the enhanced shots of mass drivers, and the long tungsten spikes slotted around each satellite like a crown of thorns. 
 
    There is a response, Erid wrote. Are you ready to hear it? 
 
    “I got the feeling I’m going to hate this,” Kril told her. 
 
    You will. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s take a listen.” 
 
    The screen crackled to life, wavelengths dancing and distorting to show that the audio was just a best estimate, not a one-hundred percent certain recreation. But Kril didn’t need to see that to know it, as scratchy, ticking hissing filled the bridge, broken by a stern male voice. “...unidentified vessel. This planet is under judgment for its crimes. Attempting to land, approach, or interfere with the iron halo will result in the death of an estimated—” the voice paused, and said “Forty-two thousand survivors,” in a slightly different tone. “You are advised to depart. There is nothing here for you. Attention unidentified vessel. This planet is under judgment...” 
 
    “Yeah, I hate it,” Kril said. “Kill the audio.” 
 
    They stood in silence for a bit, digesting what they’d just heard. 
 
    “Fuck that,” Basque said, a low rumble in his voice that Kril had only heard a few times before. “We’re not leaving this place until we free those hostages.” 
 
    “If there’s anyone left alive to save,” Ferny said. “We don’t know how much time has passed since that message was recorded.” 
 
    “It might be tracking survivors,” Lysanda mused. “But we have no way of knowing unless we get a closer look at one of those satellites or make contact with someone below.” 
 
    “This happened sometime after the Monnichiwan made contact,” Kril said. “So, within the last seven years. Reckon I got a notion of who done it, given what we know already. Can’t be certain, though.” 
 
    “It called us an unidentified vessel,” Trin said. “Hey Erid, did it try to hail us or scan us or anything?” 
 
    She detected nothing. But even at this closer range, the radiation makes such detection difficult.  
 
    “How complicated do those satellites look to you, Basque,” Kril asked. 
 
    Basque sneered. “Not very. I haven’t seen the design before, but I’m pretty sure I know what a lot of those visible components do, and it’s far below Storner construction standards.” 
 
    Kril rubbed his chin. “I’m thinking that if I put a bunch of satellites over a hotspot, I wouldn’t worry ’bout trying to scan incoming vessels. I’d make the vessels worry ’bout presenting their creds. I reckon this here’s a transponder sort of situation.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Lysanda blinked. 
 
    Trin translated. “A transponder’s a little thing that you fire up and it says to everyone scanning on its frequency that you’ve got credentials. But ’zactly which kind of credentials depends on whose transponder you’re using, and what it’s saying.” 
 
    Kril frowned at the screen as he flipped it back to the closeup of the satellite. “I’m lookin’ at those old-school dishes on the side, and I’m betting they got ways to talk to each other.”  
 
    Probably to prevent distortion. Let her monitor... ah, there it goes. A burst signal, repeating every... twelve seconds or so, by the looks of it. 
 
    “Take one out, the others register it, and boom,” Kril said. “That’s fairly brutal.” 
 
    “Could we hack the signal?” Basque asked. 
 
    Erid responded. Possibly. But without more knowledge of their transmission protocols and the appropriate safeguards, this could end tragically. Assuming that there are still survivors down there. 
 
    “We gotta assume there’s somebody, ’til we find otherwise,” Kril said. “We got to make repairs anyway, while we’re here, so we can take the time we’re waiting to try and figure out if anyone’s down there. You say you’d need to know more about their transmissions ’fore you take a stab at hacking them, Erid?” 
 
    Ideally, yes. 
 
    “Well, figure that whoever nuked the place to hell and back probably left some wrecks in that big-ass debris field over rimward. We get lucky, we might even find a transponder that works with ’em.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea,” Ferny said. “What do you want me and the doc doing while you guys work on the technical stuff?” 
 
    “Oh no, that ain’t how it works,” Trin said. “You two ain’t actually done much salvage work, so this’ll be your first time out.” 
 
    Ferny blinked, and her gills flared. “Wait. What? You brought me on board to talk to people.” 
 
    “Yeah, and when there ain’t talking to be done, you’re gonna help run salvage,” Kril said. “Everyone on the crew works. Ain’t nobody stays idle while there’s work to be done.” 
 
    “To be fair, it was specified in at least my hiring,” Lysanda told her.  
 
    Kril nodded. “You all got to stay back and fab parts back during the Augenblick business, because most of the fine work required Basque’s skills. With me and Trin as backup. But for this, it’s all hands on deck.” 
 
    Ferny pursed her lips and blew a raspberry. “Fine. As long as everyone else is working.” 
 
    “We will be. Hell, if Basque finishes up repairs ’fore we find what we’re lookin’ for, he’ll be out there, too. But I reckon his shit’ll take longer.” 
 
    “It always does,” Ferny rolled her eyes. “Did I ever tell you about the time he got thrown in the brig for refusing to sign off on a routine maintenance form, because he didn’t feel the vents were fully clear?” 
 
    “That captain was an idiot!” Basque snapped. “Something had died in there and just because he couldn’t smell it from his high and mighty quarters up on deck seven—” 
 
    “It was a group of midshipmen hotboxing, you nerfmole! Just because you’d never smelled viberoot before—” 
 
    “Was that what that shit was? Bastard! I bet he was in on the trade, that’s why he tried to push me out of it! I would have uncovered that whole little deal, and—” 
 
    “I was in on the deal, you moron!” Ferny snapped back. “I was the dealer! And you almost crashed a six hundred credit a week operation because you are the most arrogant perfectionist I’ve ever—” 
 
    “Hey, hey, it’s all right,” Kril said, raising his hands. “Ferny, we’re out here in the sticks with pretty much just each other to keep this ship in shape. You gonna rile him on perfectionism when he’s in charge of keeping things running?” 
 
    And as Basque smiled a smug grin, Kril turned to him. “That said, we got some trouble on our tail, and we can’t stay here too long. Get things done well and fast. I know you got the skill, so keep it concise. Just what we asked for, nothin’ more, yeah?” 
 
    “Understood,” Basque’s grin turned upside down. He sighed and shot Ferny a glance. “Sorry. If I’d known it was your game, I would have backed down.” 
 
    “It’s fine. Dumbasses were too careless where they smoked it; I had to cut’em off before they got me found out.” Ferny shrugged. “There’s always more marks out there, though.” 
 
    “Big galaxy,” Kril agreed. “Trin, ease us into the fringe of the graveyard. Erid, you mentioned a while back you were working on camera drones, yeah?” 
 
    The prototypes are fabbed and ready for testing. 
 
    “Get a few out and looking for something with similar comm dishes. Find us some likely candidates for scrapping, and we’ll see how our luck runs.” 
 
    It took Trin an hour to find a good ingress point that wouldn’t stir up too much churn. 
 
    Churn was the most dangerous part of the job, Kril explained as his sister guided the ship through the field of junk and fragments and dust, lights sweeping out and showing that what most folks would take to be empty dark was in fact full of glittering and swirling motes, as the displacement of Nomad’s Land eased its bulk into the remnants of the ancient battlefield. That was churn, the fragments and bits of old ships that were meant to be on the inside, blasted explosively out of place and left to drift where they’d ended up. 
 
    Nomad’s Land was designed to deal with this, to a degree. It had dampening fields that kept its crew from turning into chunky salsa during high-speed maneuvers and dealt with assorted atmospheres and gravitic conditions. These things let it slide through churn fields without getting too banged up from the millions of minor collisions from objects ranging in size from small as a few particles to the size of footballs. 
 
    Mostly. They’d need a good cleaning and spray down after they were done here. Kril had several recipes for resin-based sealant stored in the fabbers, but Basque had repairs to do on the sheath before they could reseal things. 
 
    Regardless, the real danger of a large churn field wasn’t to the ship, but to the people who would be working outside of it. When you disturbed churn, like the ship was now, then it shuffled off and bumped into other churn. Which then headed off at different angles and impacted different bits of churn. And eventually, depending on how messy you were and how thick the churn was, and any number of other factors, you could easily turn a resting field of debris into a churning cauldron of hazardous material that could rip open a suit or even take a man’s leg off at the knee.  
 
    This was where the name had come from, because if you went in clumsily, it would churn around until it settled once more. 
 
    The worst part of it, to Kril, was that you could never count on it settling completely. Send a fragment of radiation shielding skittering off into the void at the speed of sound, then there was no telling when it’d ricochet and send a sliver of metal no bigger than a needle back at half the speed of sound. Then your suit was hulled; there was a chunk of metal through your skull, and you were gone in seconds, never knowing what killed you. 
 
    He’d lost friends to it before. So, they eased in and tried to track the bigger chunks as they bumped the hull and rebounded, wobbling out of detection range. There were far too many little bits to track everything individually, but the programs he had could basically sort out vectors and zones to avoid, give a rough idea of where the dangerous spots would be and how long they’d remain dangerous. 
 
    Even going in slowly, this field was thick enough that Kril knew some of the dangerous spots would stay dangerous for years to come. This far out from any planets or significant masses, gravitational forces would ensure anything they set in motion would stay in motion for quite some time. 
 
    Still, this wasn’t the worst churn that Kril had seen, and Trin was an expert pilot, so after an hour helping her spot, he figured they were past the worst of it and went back to check on everyone else. 
 
    He found Basque in the engine room, the two closet-sized fabbers clicking and humming as their robotic arms welded and extruded and reformed metal and plasteel and composite parts inside their see-through transteel compartments. A nod and a wave told him that the big man had matters in hand and didn’t need anything. 
 
    Doubling back to the corridor that led to it, he found Lysanda and Ferny inside their respective quarters, wearing dome helmets that were fully opaque and stumbling around, their arms waving. 
 
    “Uh...” he said, looking between each of them from the corridor. 
 
    Erid put together a few virtual training sims. 
 
    “Good idea,” he said and left them to it. 
 
    “Training sims,” he told Trin as he headed back to the bridge. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “For scrapping. Why the fragg didn’t I think of that a few weeks ago? Coulda had people training up while we were mid-flight. Woulda given ’em more to do, and it might make the difference here, if they hit troubles.” 
 
    Trin gave the question honest consideration, tilting her head and chewing her lip. “How long did we have that four rating?” 
 
    “Last two years, up until the Midas job. Then it was three point... eight? Six?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s when we lost Rono,” Trin sighed. “I liked her.” 
 
    “I miss Seraph more.” 
 
    “Rono was more fun than Seraph. Specially after a few drinks. But... we got to the level where we ain’t had to work with newbies. Everyone who signed on knew they were gonna be scrapping. Didn’t need the basics.” 
 
    Kril nodded. “Makes sense. And every field’s different, which is why you got to be careful how you train folks up. Yeah, all right. Still, this is better than nothing. So, we found a good starter wreck yet?” 
 
    “Think so,” Trin said, calling a basic 3D map up to the viewscreen. “Got the largest cluster here, only a few hundred kilometers apart.” 
 
    Kril whistled. “That’s knife-fightin’ range. The fragg were they slingin’ at each other?” 
 
    “Don’t know, but Erid found at least two of the capital-size wrecks got comm clusters that look something like the satellites.” 
 
    “Worth a shot,” Kril nodded. “How long before we get to—” 
 
    We have a problem. 
 
    Kril only had a fraction of a second to recognize the message, before the viewscreen flickered to a long-range view of what Kril realized was the asteroid belt. 
 
    And a whole lot of beam weapons illuminating a sheathed ship. A fairly big one. 
 
    Even at this distance, even with the distortion of the churn field, Kril recognized it. 
 
    “The Vendharans,” he breathed. 
 
    They’d finally caught up. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 7: DARK FOREST 
 
      
 
    Kril watched, holding down panic, as beams flickered and flared at the edge of the system. They didn’t have a great view, given all the debris in the way, but the shining ship was a brilliant beacon, leaving an aftertrail behind it as it moved with slow grace, traced and lashed by beams that flared in all the glittering colors of a rainbow. 
 
    And then another object flared on the viewscreen, and Kril forgot to breathe. 
 
    “Is that another ship?” he whispered. 
 
    “Fragg,” Trin said, fiddling with the controls on her station. 
 
    Allow Erid, their comms officer wrote, and the angle changed to a clearer view. She has a camera drone in a good spot for this. For now, anyway. The churn could shift at any time. 
 
    Kril got a view of a small capital ship, and a smaller vessel, both round and chunky, their design very familiar. They were moving in his general direction, and the rhythmic distortion at the back of the capital ship seemed to indicate that they were returning fire against the automated defenses. He glanced past them, then shook his head. No lights on the belt, no explosions in space... usually. Based on what he’d seen before, the firing positions out there would survive or fall and he’d have no way of knowing unless they got closer. 
 
    After the last time, he didn’t intend to get closer. 
 
    Kril paused, leaned on the console, breathed. In, out, again, until his nerves were calmed and he could think again. He looked over to find Trin shifting her eyes between the screen and him, with a klik, klik, klik marking each glance. 
 
    “Course they’d send them with partners,” he remarked. “Only the foolish or desperate go jumpin’ into systems blind.” 
 
    “Wonder which one we are?” Trin muttered. 
 
    “Little of one, the rest of the other,” Kril shrugged. He leaned forward, felt his confidence grow as he watched the ships flee the barrage. “Erid. We found you on a Vendharan ship. Got anything to tell us about that which might help out, here?” 
 
    Understand that she must remain silent about much of that experience for now. The less you know, the better off you are. 
 
    “All due respect, that weren’t the question.” 
 
    Your respect is appreciated, Captain. What she can tell you... that’s a corvette and a scout. According to Erid’s daemons, the scout was part of the blockade above Fiddler’s Green. But the corvette is new. 
 
    Kril gnawed his lip. Corvettes were big but fast for their size and usually crammed full of guns and missiles and weapons to take down swarms of fighters and drones. Their main job was screening larger ships, keeping them from being swarmed and set up for bombing runs. But that was just what ships of that make were designed for. This one could have a different weapons loadout. The scout was a scout. Maybe some peashooters like Nomad’s Land was packing but unlikely to have more than that. It was most likely the eyes for the corvette, and an expendable resource to make sure the bigger ship didn’t stumble into something bad. 
 
    It had certainly done the job, here. It was difficult to tell, but it seemed to be twitching as it accelerated to safety, shifting in a way that usually meant a destroyed thruster or two. It had taken the brunt of the guns so that the corvette was relatively unscathed, if Kril was any judge of the situation. 
 
    Ha! Fools. They are still using the same sort of comm protocols that they had before Erid’s enforced slumber. She has audio and information. The scout is Raajakagahana and the corvette is Dasgunatalavaar. 
 
    “They ain’t dropped their sheaths, and they’re still talkin’?” Kril felt his eyebrows raise. It took a fair amount of juice to get comms out through the hyperlight cocoon. 
 
    Oh yes. That’s why they’re easily crackable, even at this distance. Unfortunately, they’re using battlespeak. Not too much to pass on, probably won’t be until they get clear of the guns. 
 
    “That’ll take ’em a few minutes more, they’re slower than we were,” Kril said, glancing over at Trin. “Get the others, brief ’em, we got maybe ten minutes to discuss what we’re doin’.” 
 
    Trin had only made it to the door, when Erid flashed a message. 
 
    Well! Something happened. There’s a powerful radio signal passing through the debris field, from back in their direction. It’s not Vendharan. Probably from whoever made the defenses. 
 
    “The defenses and the satellites,” Kril said, feeling a cold certainty settling in his bones. “Erid, we got any eyes on the planet?” 
 
    Distant ones at best. 
 
    “Move a drone to get an angle on that, tell me if the satellites do anything.” 
 
    You’re thinking that they’re going to respond to the arrival of enemies? They didn’t respond to us. 
 
    “We didn’t set off anything. We just showed up and got shot at. But I’m thinkin’ the Vendies fired back and maybe hit something, and the belt defenses decided that this was an attack.” 
 
    Thus prompting a warning broadcast to the other defenses in this system... well. This could make things dicey. 
 
    “Wouldn’t want to be on that planet right now, tell you that for certain,” Kril murmured. 
 
    No sooner had he finished the thought, than Trin came running back, with Basque behind her and the other two in tow. Ferny looked grim, and Lysanda was worried. Basque just had the usual resting wrath face of an engineer interrupted mid-build. 
 
    It took Kril only a few seconds to fill them in on the situation.  
 
    Basque nodded. “They’re big and slow, those ships. Armored to hell and back, multiple bulkheads. We don’t stand a chance in an open fight, not against a corvette. Might be able to take the scout.” 
 
    “It’s not our job to take them,” Ferny said. “We’re in a big old debris belt; can we hide in here until they’re gone?” 
 
    “Probably. Trin, kill the external lights,” Kril told his sister. “We’re toward the center of the cluster all ready, and there’s some mighty big fragments ’twixt us and them. But I don’t know what kind of sensors they’re packing. And the fact that they followed us to this system means they got somethin’ new, because I am fresh out of notions as to how they did that.” 
 
    “The churn is giving us cover, but it’s coming at a cost,” Basque said, pulling on his beard. He’d been letting it grow recently, and it was long enough for a proper tug during serious times, and these were those. “The cost is that our maneuverability is down to damn near nothing. If we go too fast in any direction it’ll set off a shrapnelstorm or run us into something that’ll damage the ship. We can take a good amount of that, but the real danger is more damage to the hyperlight channels.” 
 
    “Which ain’t an option,” Kril said firmly. “If we gotta flee out of here, we’ll need to get to hyperlight the second we get out of the churn field. Won’t be able to do that if we ain’t intact.” 
 
    “Do you think they’ll come in here after us?” Lysanda asked, stroking one of their rats. The red-eyed critter blinked, shaking, picking up on the tension of its human crewmates. 
 
    “Possibly,” Kril said. “I’d hate to be the one trying to get a capital ship through here, but they got better armor, so maybe they can manage. Thing of it is, unless they do that and they do it near us, we’re gonna lose eyes on them as soon as they drop their hyperlight sheaths.” 
 
    “So, any minute now,” Trin said, checking her station. 
 
    “Yep. My thoughts are that we need to buckle down in here, hide, and wait. Give it some time, and if they don’t immediately discover us, we repair the hull and hyperlight channels and wait for them to leave the system. We’ll see ’em then, there’s no hiding that kind of trail at this range.” 
 
    “The dark forest,” Lysanda mused. 
 
    Kril blinked. “Say what now?” 
 
    “It’s an old parable, back when space travel was first beginning, back when we thought there might be aliens out here. We thought that the reason that nobody was broadcasting back to us or showing themselves was because we were all in a situation where we were the equivalent of very small animals in the equivalent of a great and dark forest, and that so long as we didn’t make too much noise, we were safe from predators. The theory was that space was chock full of various species, but all of them were silent and paranoid, because anyone who wasn’t would get targeted and destroyed.” 
 
    Kril sucked his teeth. “Well. There’s paranoia, and then there’s two ships right the hell there that mean me harm, so I reckon that we don’t need aliens to be a little afraid, here.” 
 
    They have unsheathed, Erid reported. She can calculate a predicted trajectory for the next few minutes, but anything beyond that is conjecture at best. 
 
    Basque shook his head. “From what I’ve seen, the ones after us are Vendharan standard navy. I grew up on my father’s stories of our battles against them. They’re not dumb; they’ll shift as soon as they can to keep their position hidden. Especially after they showed up and got fired upon.” 
 
    Kril nodded. “All right. We’ll work out monitoring shifts to keep an eye around, see if they surface again. But I’m not hearing any objections, so the plan of hiding in here and repairing the hull stands, until the situation shifts.” 
 
    “What about the salvage? We still gonna try for a transponder, or something?” Trin asked. 
 
    Kril shook his head. “We don’t even know if there’s anyone still alive down there, and now we got the Vendharans in system. Hate to say it, but we got to put those operations on hold until and unless they leave. Might have to skip out fast, too, depends on whether or not we can figure out how they found us.” 
 
    They watched and waited in silence, watched as the Vendharan ships got clear of the battery fire and went dark, vanishing from the easy sight of the cameras. Would they take a rest and repair or go straight to the search? Hard to say. Either way, unless they got close or a camera caught a lucky angle, Nomad’s Land had no way to track them. 
 
    No way, save for one. “Erid, you got their comms?” 
 
    They’re dark at the minute. The last thing she heard was an order to pull up and take stock. She expects that they’re using close-range tightband signals. Without a relay nearby there’s no way for her to tap those. 
 
    Kril nodded and toggled his own comm. “All right. Please keep ears and eyes out. Reckon the rest of us should get some rest. Then in an hour, if they ain’t moved closer, you go ahead and start on repairs, Basque. Work out a shift with the others to make sure there’s at least one assistant out there with you and put me down for third or fourth.” 
 
    Basque grunted, and muttered, then cleared his throat. “Can you make it two hours? I need a nap myself.” 
 
    “Done. Everyone rest up. He’ll wake you when it’s your turn for hull duty.” 
 
    As he logged off, Ferny stared at him across the bridge. “How the hell can you sleep with things like they are?” 
 
    “Got through the worst of the nerves earlier,” Kril told her. “We’re in the safest spot we can be, and it’ll take time for them to sort things out. Figure not much I can do to affect what they’re doin’ right now, so I’ll get some sleep for what’s to come.” 
 
    “I wish I had that simple a mindset. No offense, Captain.” 
 
    “None taken. Good luck, see Lysanda if you need something to knock you out a bit.” He nodded to her, and made his way into his cabin. 
 
    The bunk was nice and firm and scarcely had his eyes shut before he heard a chirping in his ears from the retinal comm interface. 
 
    He opened them to find time had passed, but not by much. “Oh, what the shit?” he breathed, sitting up and rubbing his eyes. 
 
    We’re not in immediate danger, but the situation has changed. 
 
    Damn it. “Tell me.” 
 
    Probably better to listen to the source. 
 
    Before he could ask what she meant by that, his ears filled with a ticking, crackling message. A woman’s voice, and even though the signal was pretty badly degraded, he could make out the plain desperation in her tone. 
 
    “Please, if you’re out there, stay away! The Rannic are broadcasting to us, telling us we’ll be killed if you approach! They WILL follow through with it! We’re the last remnants of the survivors, and we’re trying to rebuild with what’s left, but if you approach, we’ll all die! For the love of god, please don’t approach!” 
 
    “Shit.” Kril closed his eyes. “Any chance this is automated?” 
 
    Unlikely. Erid has analyzed the composition. If it’s a fake, it’s very well done. 
 
    Things had just gotten complicated. Before, it was simple. But now, there were forty thousand lives on the line. 
 
    He forced his sleep-fogged mind to think. “Can’t do nothing in the next couple of hours. We’d be staying away anyway. If we’re gettin’ this signal, then the Vendharans are gettin’ this signal, yeah?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “Don’t see a reason for them to want to genocide a bunch of random strangers, so figure they ain’t gonna do anything horrible just yet. Let the others know if they’re awake, and we’ll try to make a plan after we get a start on repairs.” 
 
    Affirmative. Captain. 
 
    He was too groggy to try to figure out if that was disapproval or simple acknowledgment, so he lay back down and went hunting for more sleep. 
 
    This time around it took a while. 
 
    There were way more lives on the line than his crew. And his mind was unquiet, went chasing ways to help them out. That was what he was out here to do, one of the things he’d made a part of his life, ever since he signed on with the Monnichiwan. 
 
    Didn’t feel right to bug out of this system without doing something. But what? 
 
    That kept him awake longer than he’d hoped. And by the time the comm chimed in his ear again, he couldn’t say if he’d gotten any more sleep or not. 
 
    Lysanda was waiting for him when he headed out to the bridge. Their face was long, and it didn’t look like they were much more rested than he was. They held three of the rats in the crook of their arms, and the small, ratty muzzles were quietly grooming Lysanda’s chin, nuzzling with concern. 
 
    “We have to do something,” the doctor told him. 
 
    “If you got ideas, I’m listenin’.” 
 
    “Well... maybe we proceed with the original plan? We try to salvage a transponder or their communications tech, and if the Vendharans leave the system, we can attempt to fool the satellites?” 
 
    Kril considered it, looked Lysanda in their eyes. He saw the desperation there and the same flavor of guilt that had kept him up, earlier. Considered it... but he had to look after his crew, first.  
 
    That said, if things worked out well, might be that the doctor’s suggestion would work. 
 
    “We need to get the hyperlight fixed, first,” he said, slowly. “After that, we’ll see if the Vendharans are still around. If they ain’t gotten close to us by then, we’ll see if we can find something useful out in the debris. Hell, probably best to wait and give the churn a chance to settle, anyways,” he added as he thought it. “We got fresh supplies, so time ain’t a factor, but it’s all down to what the Vendharans do. And we absolutely can’t get caught by them here.” 
 
    “I understand. And thank you, dear man.” Lysanda shifted the rats to their shoulder and offered a one-armed hug that took Kril quite by surprise. He awkwardly lifted an arm and hugged back, and as Lysanda departed, Kril reflected on how that would’ve been an instant night in the brig if someone had tried that on a captain back in the fleet. 
 
    But then, the older he got, the more certain he was that Kildeer was not the best example of a functional and healthy navy. 
 
    An hour later, he was suited up and out on the hull with Basque, holding the light-shielding cloth steady as the big man used a flarecutter to carve away the damaged portions and mechanisms of the hull, and slot in fabricated replacements, bit by bit.  
 
    It wasn’t a difficult fix, really. This part of the hyperlight system was easy enough to understand. The Monnichiwan had made it idiot-proof, since it was the most likely part of the technology to take damage. None of the fixes looked more complicated or risky than Kril and Trin had done themselves, before. But Basque, even as new as he was to hyperlight ships, managed the task in much less time. The big man was a solid engineer, his inner perfectionism driving him to throw himself into his tasks like a machine, if a somewhat cranky and irritable one. 
 
    It was still work. The railguns had been small bore, but they’d gotten some pretty good raking hits on Nomad’s Land, and there was a lot to patch. A fair amount of argument and persuasion were required before Basque agreed to back down, get some rest, and let them handle the easy stuff. Once they’d done that, Kril and Trin were able to direct Ferny and Lysanda for basic hull-patching that didn’t involve replacing and priming the hyperlight channels. 
 
    It took about twenty hours, all told, and through it all Kril was watching and waiting to see news from Erid, that dread message, They found us, flash across his eyes. But there was no sign of the Vendharans while they worked. 
 
    The only thing that caused grief happened while Kril was off-shift, having a sit and eating a ration while playing a simple puzzle game to unwind. The airlock chimed and opened, and he looked up to see Ferny and Trin peeling their hardsuits off. A few silvery scrapes gleamed against the black paint, and he had a feeling he knew what had brought them in. 
 
    Trin told him before he could guess, though. “Churnstorm,” she said. “Not a big one, but we’ll be in it a while, Erid says.” 
 
    This was the danger of heavy churn. The actions and reactions of so many disturbed fragments from yesterday’s entry had brought the equivalent of bad weather on them. If they’d stayed out there and worked regardless, then odds were good their suits would have been holed or even stripped right off them by swirling clouds of high-velocity shrapnel. 
 
    “Glad you’re all right,” he told his sister. “This likely to ruck up our repairs, any?” 
 
    She has a drone monitoring it from a safe distance, now, Erid said. It’s unlikely to get heavy enough to do more than cosmetic damage. 
 
    Kril nodded. “Then I reckon we may as well button down for a bit. Rest up, we’ll be back on task once it’s done.” 
 
    Ferny stared at him, her eyes wide. “It was like a dark current full of ripper fish. It came out of nowhere, and I didn’t know what was going on. And your best advice is rest up, get back to it?” 
 
    Kril paused, considered it from her view. “It was scary as hell, I reckon. First one we went through was like that, too.” 
 
    She kept staring. “Lysanda’s whole dark forest analogy didn’t really sink home until now.” 
 
    “Well, this bit is less about aliens and more like enviro-haz.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Environmental hazards. Think of it like we’re in a giant wading pool full of knives, trying to push through without gettin’ cut too bad.” 
 
    “Not helping, brother,” Trin muttered. 
 
    “But we got iron boots on, and you got plenty of people who waded through worse here to help watch your feet,” Kril amended, hastily. He’d been planning to mention about how they’d show her where to step so she wouldn’t lose too many toes. 
 
    Ferny’s gills ruffled, as she considered. Then she eased up a bit, went “huh,” and stared off to the side a second. 
 
    “What?” Kril half turned to look. 
 
    “Nothing. Just an idea for later, if things get desperate,” Ferny replied. “Anyway, we got the last of the anterior strip swapped out. If Basque stays on task and doesn’t tear down the whole thing to put in a coffee maker or do something to try to make it better in the next shift, we should have everything done in four hours or so.” 
 
    Kril nodded, felt weariness overtake him. He’d been up most of the last twenty, putting in shifts and checking on people, making sure they ate and used stims in moderation. 
 
    “All right,” he said, softly. “I’m gonna get one last nap. Trin, make sure I don’t miss this.” 
 
    “You takin’ the first shift on the salvage job?” 
 
    “No shifts on this one,” Kril said, putting away his caff mug and heading toward the bridge. “We got one shot at helping those people; we better make it count. Gonna be training on the job here, and it’ll be all hands on deck.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 8: SALVAGE 
 
      
 
    Traditions die hard. Especially naval traditions. 
 
    From the moment the first man decided he was going to build a small bit of floatable wood big enough to hold him and trusted his fate and the favor of a few questionable and fickle gods that his own crafts would keep him safe in the midst of a very deep and very wide ocean, that ancient man had given his craft a name. He probably hadn’t carved it in the side with a flint knife or whatever, because proper alphabets took a bit longer to work out in the grand scheme of things than floaty pieces of wood, but there was no doubt in Kril Granger’s mind that whoever that first sailor had been, he fragging called his boat by a proper name. 
 
    So, after circling a drone around the frigate a few times, using controlled light at close range to study the wreck, he was pleasantly surprised to find the unmistakable scrawlings of unfamiliar letters across its hull.   
 
    The wreck’s name, after being run through the translator enough times, turned out to be The Word of Kossuth.  
 
    Possibly Hungarian, was Erid’s comment, though she wouldn’t elaborate more on that beyond stating that it was a long-gone nation state from older times. Kril found that a touch irritating; in his experience, even small things like cultural quirks or historical trivia could save your hoop when you were working in unfamiliar territory. But it was a small thing, and Erid had been highly helpful with everything else she was doing, so he let it go. 
 
    This wasn’t the time or place for grudges, Kril thought as he suited up in his usual hardsuit. It felt snug, smelled of his sweat grime, and he made a mental note to get it disinfected and cleaned when he was done. But he knew he’d forget or something else would come up, and that was all right, too. The funk was strong here, and as rank as it was, it was comforting at the same time. 
 
    To his left, Ferny was snapping into her freshly patched suit, the groove marks where churn had chewed at her now painted over with sealant but still visible. They made her seem slightly speckled in the light, like the amphibious creature she was: scaly, with a bite to her that you didn’t want to risk. Behind her, Lysanda finished settling into their own suit. Theirs was shorter, squatter, with no neck and an inbuilt helmet with a rotating three-sixty camera view in lieu of any weak spots around the neck. It was a bit of an older model, but Basque had printed it without objections. It was what they had trained in and used during Lysanda’s time in the mercenary corps, and Kril was a big fan of using what you knew, versus pointless uniformity. 
 
    “We’re clear for now,” Basque said over the comms. “The recent storm cleared away a lot of the small fry. Nothing’s hit the shields for the last five minutes.” 
 
    “Almost ready here,” Kril whispered back, as he slid his helmet on and sealed it. “Three minutes to depressurization. Snap ’em or learn to breathe vacuum.” 
 
    Ferny shot him a glare, but she managed to finish a minute ahead of her time, finally settling her plasteel dome on her head. Kril checked over her seals while Lysanda checked his, and Ferny checked Lysanda’s. It was a familiar ritual, an old drill that settled his nerves. True, this wasn’t her first trip out in her suit and if she was likely to fragg up she’d have done it by now, but nobody was immune to getting stupid now and again. And the hungry dark loved the taste of momentary idiocy as much as it loved arrogance. Both had fed it very, very well over the centuries. 
 
    Then it was time, and Kril cycled the airlock, and they clambered out onto the hull. 
 
    Basque was there, in his heavy suit. He’d made it custom, reinforced it with composite armor, so that it would take serious churn to break. Not impossible out here but unlikely. And around him, tethered to the suit like wings on a bird, were panels of kineticloth, shields that extended out from their folding position and covering him in a hemisphere that protected his back and enveloped either side and above. He called it the Seraph suit, and Kril didn’t know why, but both Basque and Erid seemed to find it amusing.  
 
    Holes shown through in a few spots on the panels, sobering Kril up. This field was ripe and dangerous, and they were on the clock. 
 
    Kril switched to the general channel. “Ready?” 
 
    “More or less,” Ferny said. 
 
    “Lead on, dear man!” Lysanda chirped. 
 
    “Basque, we jump on four, three, two...” 
 
    On one, they pushed off more or less simultaneously, and Basque adjusted the wings to extend them more, and wrap them partially around the three of them.  
 
    It was an imperfect solution. But they were in the dark forest, and without knowing where the Vendharans were or how they were searching, it was a bad idea to take anything as large as a skiff. Too much chance of detection, and any sensors they used might be picked up if the enemy was close enough. 
 
    Kril watched the makeshift cocoon as they went. The panels were three-layered cloth, and they rippled in spots as they caught objects and spun them away. They were strong enough for that, for the random finger-sized fragments and bits that had stayed in place. Erid had plotted the path and Basque was monitoring the cameras on the way forward, steering himself with gas thrusters to avoid the obstacles that were too big to be bowled out of the way. 
 
    The only risks were the moving items of the churn, the tiny things that were already in motion, ricocheting and whipping around the debris cloud. The odds of them being struck during this short jaunt were small, though.  
 
    “There wasn’t a hole there a moment ago,” Lysanda whispered, pointing towards their feet, and Kril glanced back to see a long strip of the fabric peeled free, half skinned off like someone had passed a knife down a skirt tree, leaving the bark tailing and flapping in the wind. 
 
    Kril shivered. That kineticloth was rated to stop most small-arms fire. If that bit of churn had come by half a second sooner, that could have struck straight on. That would have been enough to hole someone’s suit both entering and leaving and three of them would have gotten to watch the fourth scream their last breath, making glittering diamond crystals around the red, red rubies of their frozen blood. 
 
    “Don’t think too much about it,” Kril advised. It was what he’d been told, and even though he knew it was stupid advice, it was the only advice he had. 
 
    “Almost there,” Basque said. “Just have to correct a bit. Grab on to the wings.” 
 
    They did, and he tugged them to the side, and through a gap in the wings, Kril saw a tangle of trailing cables, fragments of something that might have been a chair and console, and a frozen corpse staring, locked in place as they went past, its flesh withered and cracked like broken marble. Nothing to shield it from the radiation of the sun, weak though it was at this distance. Nothing to mark their death, save for the tangled mess of the station they’d literally died at, an outstretched hand showing two fingers shorn off and stretching, almost saluting them as they went by. 
 
    He heard Ferny retch a bit. This was normal, and the suits were built to handle it. 
 
    “You know, back where I come from there’s a popular show series about scrappers and scrapping,” Basque said, almost conversationally. “Big damn heroes, action and shootouts and finding treasures in the void. It somehow leaves moments like this out.” 
 
    “We ain’t heroes; shootouts are for people who can’t run away, and most of the treasures I found out here are soaked in enough radiation to turn a halfrabbit sterile after three point two seconds of exposure,” Kril said. “But there’s good days and bad.” 
 
    “Please mention it when we hit the good days,” Ferny muttered and spat a couple of times to clear her mouth. 
 
    “Channel’s on,” Kril told her. 
 
    “Sorry,” she muttered and fell silent, along with the rest of them as they passed the outer ring of Word of Kossuth, and Basque flared the jets to break their impact until they touched down on the hull. 
 
    Kril cleared his throat. “All right. In through the breach.” 
 
    “Except for me,” Basque said.  
 
    “Yeah, except for you. Shields up and hullcrawl over to that comm array. We’ll work our way to it on the inside and make sure there’s nothing trapping it.” 
 
    These ships had really been in a slugfest. It was rare to see entire battles waged with short-range weaponry, like what had gone down here. Most pre-hyperlight battlefields he’d salvaged were heavy on the beams and missiles, usually sent from dozens to hundreds of kilometers away. Here, everything had happened at what was essentially knife-fighting range. A lot of the scrap was fighters, or other small craft. Several of the more intact hulls had what looked to be multi-barrel cannon in turrets, and though there were some blast craters that could have been missiles, Kril’s bet was that they were from rockets, or some other unguided point and fire weapon. 
 
    The Word of Kossuth looked like it had been through a meatgrinder. And as Kril led the others in and around the various breaches and the shattered remains of the hull, gently pushing through the churn that had accumulated around its mass, he could see that the armor was ludicrously thick. The thing was damn near close to a flying vault. 
 
    As he passed over the hull and got a good look at some of the wounds, something about the formation of the various layers bothered him, but he couldn’t spare it much attention. They weren’t moving fast enough to stir up the small fragments that surrounded them, but the churn cloud was thick enough that it might give warning if any speedy needles, or other dangerous bits decided to come in and try for a fatality. 
 
    Eyes on Ferny, Erid advised. 
 
    Kril looked back, saw her frozen in front of a tangle of cables. 
 
    “Go around,” he told her. 
 
    Ferny shook her head, the suit twisting a bit to follow. “I can’t see the strands to the side.” 
 
    “I can. Let me send you a view,” He blinked his retinas until he found a filter that cut down on the shadows and piped it over to her. 
 
    She didn’t move for a second. 
 
    “Ain’t no shame in asking for help,” he said. “Doc, can you?” 
 
    “I’m here,” Lysanda said and moved up to the other side of the cables, held out a hand. 
 
    Ferny started to step over, and Kril said “Stop.” 
 
    She froze. 
 
    “There’s a fair amount of chance you’ll get a boot between that junction box and those peeled armor plates. Lift the other foot, let Lysanda pull you across.” 
 
    “Just like the moving platforms,” Lysanda said. “You remember those? From the training?” 
 
    “That was a pretty stupid part,” Ferny muttered.  
 
    “Maybe so, but we got through there quickly once we figured it out, didn’t we, dear lady?”  
 
    Ferny lifted her feet, bent her legs at the knees, and kept them up until Lysanda had walked her clear. 
 
    Kril smiled to see it, tried to keep the smile out of his voice. “Good. Reckon I see a safe breach up ahead. Follow close.” 
 
    The smile died, as Erid texted. Look at where Ferny was. 
 
    Kril looked up, and saw a contrail carved through the churn, with a few bits wobbling off. It came from the dark beyond the ship and disappeared into the darkness outside their glowlights. It had been so fast that he hadn’t caught the motion, and it would have been a suit-killer for sure if it had hit. 
 
    He toggled the channel to private for a message. “Maybe don’t tell her ’bout this one,” Kril said, glancing at Ferny. “Ain’t nothing to do about it, and we don’t need her freezing up again.” 
 
    Agreed. Move fast. 
 
    She didn’t need to tell him twice. And though he’d been aiming for a breach closer to the stern of Word of Kossuth, he settled for a smaller one midships. The sooner they were inside, the better. 
 
    “Edge of the breach is fused,” he sent back on the public channel. “This is how you know it was beam weapons. Probably a laser, given how it’s fused all the way down,” he said, as he clambered in headfirst. He kept one hand stretched out above his head as he pulled himself down, just in case there was trouble. Kril’s philosophy was that if it came down to it, he had two hands, but only one head. It had served him well so far. 
 
    Again, something about the layering of the armor tugged at his mind, but the laser had melted it so thickly that he couldn’t remember what was worrying him. But it did occur to Kril that he had other, smarter minds around and no reason NOT to use them. 
 
    “Basque, you in position?” he asked. 
 
    “Almost. Give me a damn minute... Captain.” 
 
    “Take three or four. When you get to the point where you’re waiting on us, review the close-up footage on the breaches. Something’s weird about the hull.” 
 
    “Weird how? Weird like it’s all nanotubes inside and it’ll shred our suits? Or weird like they don’t know how to weld?” 
 
    Welding! That was it! The hull was composite, but it didn’t look welded together, or baked, or any other sort of heat-treated process. Chemical? Maybe. The alternative was... 
 
    Kril’s breath caught in his throat. “It might be nanoforged.” 
 
    There was a long silence. “Mother of God,” Basque finally breathed. 
 
    Troublesome implications, those, was Erid’s only comment. 
 
    “What?” Ferny asked. “Why is this a problem?”  
 
    “Just... be careful what you touch,” Kril said. “Though if it ain’t hit us yet, we’re probably good.” 
 
    “Courage, dear woman,” Lysanda offered. “Sooner in, sooner done, sooner safe.” 
 
    Kril’s hand found the opposite wall, and he emerged from the breach into a tight corridor. It was curved and barely two meters around, and he put his back to the wall and slid to the right, shining the light on bulkheads ahead and behind as he glanced in both directions. 
 
    “Were they all tiny?” Ferny griped, as she wiggled her way through the breach,  looked around, then slid over to join Kril. “This is going to be cramped.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Lysanda bubbled, as they paused in the breach and surveyed the corridor. “For once I’m the right size!” 
 
    “There’s no churn in here,” Ferny said. “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Laser came in, made the breach, bulkheads came down as the atmo escaped and pulled everything that could be churn out,” Kril explained, as he pulled out his tapper and ran it against the bulkhead. It flickered and told him no atmo, and he nodded. “Bulkheads are a moot point now. Just obstacles, look like.” 
 
    “That said, we’re between two of them,” Lysanda offered. “Which way?” 
 
    “The comm array was that way,” Ferny pointed to the opposite bulkhead. 
 
    “Give it a tap,” Kril said. 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “You’re closest to it,” Kril nodded. “Your training covered tappers, yeah?” 
 
    “It did... um...” She dug a tapper out of her harness, slid over, and clicked it against the metal. 
 
    Tappers are simple. They use vibrations to get a good scan through solid matter. They aren’t capable of doing much past a few meters, but they generally don’t need to; it is a rare hull that was more than two meters thick. 
 
    And the red light that flickered midway down the tool’s length told Kril that things were still a bit complicated, but he held his tongue. This is how new Scrappers learn. 
 
    “Red? Red’s bad. Uh... that’s the third light... um... right... bloody eager angels retreat lightyears... shit, it’s atmosphere, right?” 
 
    “That’s the acronym you chose?” Kril lifted an eyebrow. “But yeah, it’s atmo. And that’s a problem, because we don’t want to risk going outside again while we vent it. Don’t know if we have the time to do it safe, either.” 
 
    “So, we’re going to go the opposite way and hope we can double back?”  
 
    “Hate to do it, but I ain’t seeing an alternative,” Kril confirmed. 
 
    “I might be able to offer one,” Lysanda said. 
 
    Kril looked to them. “Go on.” 
 
    Lysanda undid a catch on the side of their suit, lifted it open... 
 
    ...and three forearm-sized bags with four stubby, fingerlike protrusions floated out. 
 
    “The fragg did—” Kril stopped and put his hand to his dome. “You made rat-sized spacesuits.” 
 
    “Well, we can’t risk focusing drones, too much chance of the network being detected, yes? Much less, here. They have a comm interface that piggybacks ours, according to Mister Basque. Completely undetectable by the Vendharans unless they’re so close that it doesn’t matter!” 
 
    “They made rat-sized spacesuits,” Ferny confirmed as the little bastards paddled around, legs flailing as they fired small jets of air from tiny vents and bounced off of each other and the walls. 
 
    “Did they get any kind of training at all?” Kril said, lifting his arm as one of them ping-ponged near him, whirled to a stop, and spun around until he was staring at a pair of black eyes and a twitching muzzle, just visible through a translucent panel. 
 
    “Well... no. But this is on the job training!” Lysanda spread their hands. “And these are all younger ones, so they’re quite disposable.” 
 
    Kril stared at the rodent as it twitched its whiskers, pulled two forepaws out of its sleeves, and groomed itself, running little clawed hands over its muzzle and eyes repeatedly. 
 
    “Wait. You said they had a comm channel?” Ferny asked. “Are they talking now?” 
 
    “Not really. They have a soundboard for emergencies, but for the most part it’s there to send me short-range video feed, chemical analysis, and other useful information,” Lysanda said. “This hasn’t stopped them from pounding the soundboard to tell me that they’re hungry, scared, horny, or mad. Over and over again.” 
 
    “You have a button to let you know your rats are horny?” Ferny asked. 
 
    “It’s quite important to monitor that! Rats have territorial instincts and aggression, much like people! This lets me know who to pair with them and who to give space.” 
 
    Kril watched two of the ratball suits float by, bapping at each other with their legs and shoving each other around the tube. “Got to tell you, this seems dubious at best.” 
 
    “Perhaps so, but there are no shortage of smaller breaches back the way we came,” Lysanda said. “I can use them to scout without risking ourselves and try to see if we can plan a route out to save us danger and time.” 
 
    “Go for it,” Kril decided, as he unlimbered his cutter and snapped the pieces together. “In the meantime, I’ll be workin’ on the safe bulkhead, in case your minions don’t work out.” 
 
    “What should I be doing?” Ferny asked. 
 
    That gave Kril some pause. It was a rare occasion where he had more crew on hand than he had tasks. But a moment’s consideration brought him something she could do.  “Get your cutter out and try to work at the edges of the breach,” he finally decided. “Low intensity, so you ain’t sending heat back our way. See if you can get under the laser-melted part and send Basque and Erid some good footage. If this shit is nanoforged, then we need to know before we get too deep in.” 
 
    She hesitated. “I didn’t do well at cutting in the simulations.” 
 
    “Dear woman, a B is still a passing grade. Don’t let your perfectionism hold you back,” Lysanda offered. 
 
    “Start, and I’ll stop you if I need to,” Kril told her. 
 
    She hesitated, drew out the cutter and moved toward the breach, and for a second Kril thought he WOULD have to stop her. But then she redeemed herself in a heartbeat, when she said “Wait, I need to use the tapper first, don’t I?” 
 
    “Good catch,” Kril said and set to his own carving. 
 
    “Let me corral the rats first,” Lysanda said and shooed them up the breach. 
 
    Kril smiled to himself as the cutter did its thing, the coolant in its transteel chambers bubbling as the plasma flared and its cooling system ate most of the heat buildup. This was good. This was how a crew ought to act. I can take my time here, get them through safe, get them some good training, he thought. And why shouldn’t he? There was a need to finish this quickly, in the grand scheme of things, but they could still take it slow right now, take it safe. 
 
    And as usual, no sooner had he dared to commit the crime of being optimistic and having a positive thought, than the universe punished him for it. 
 
    The Vendharans have entered the debris field, Erid sent, and now every second mattered. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 9: GRAVE 
 
      
 
    Kril couldn’t afford to let himself feel the shock of Erid’s announcement. He was cutting, and he’d learned long ago, that cutting took priority. Two vatgrown replacement fingers were proof that there were times you couldn’t blink. So instead, he finished his first cut, dialed back the jet, and looked over to see how Ferny was going. And when she lowered the cutter, he told her “Dial it down for a second.” 
 
    “Am I doing it right?” 
 
    “You’re doing fine. Listen up, we ain’t alone in here anymore. Vendharans are searching the field for us.” 
 
    “Shit,” Basque summarized. “I’d hoped we had a day or so.” 
 
    “Would have been nice. Shit in one hand, wish in the other,” Kril said, looking Ferny over carefully. He saw worry on her face, followed by acceptance, followed by a look down at her cutter. 
 
    “We’d better hurry then,” she decided. 
 
    “Not by much. This place is a hazard; don’t rush any,” Kril said. “Erid, where they at?” 
 
    Beltward from us, at the edge. The drone caught a good angle. She believes them to be testing the edges.  
 
    “We’re not fragged yet,” Kril decided. “And we’re nowhere near where they are. They got hundreds of kilometers to cover, and if we run cold, they won’t have much to track. They’ve got to do visuals, and our first brush with’em, before you all came aboard, showed that they’re bad at that.” 
 
    “Cold. Damn it all to hell,” Basque grumbled. “I have something that could help with this! I just haven’t had time to set it up!” 
 
    “You doing okay out there?” Kril asked, as he started the second cut. 
 
    “I’ve found an angle to put the comm array between me and the worst of the storm. The panels took some damage while I figured it out, but for now, I’m as safe as I can be outside a hull. Though if those Vendharan chicken fuckers move too quickly, it’s probably going to get worse.” 
 
    “You’re our morningscale,” Kril decided. 
 
    “Our what now?” 
 
    “Bird that sings out when things get too dangerous.” 
 
    “Ah! A tunnel bird. Got it. If it gets too bad out here, I’ll sound the alarm.” 
 
    “When he calls, we wrap it up,” Kril said. “No matter where we are, we bug out. Lysanda, this might mean leaving rats behind.” 
 
    “I’ll endeavor to finish their work before things get to that point. They’re proceeding posthaste, dear man.” 
 
    “Got it. But if it comes down to you or them, they’re a hell of a lot easier to replace than you.” 
 
    “A terrible truth but accurate nonetheless.” 
 
    Kril finished his cut, eyed the bulkhead. One more and that’d do the trick. The hole would be big enough for almost everyone. Not for Lysanda, but Lysanda had found themself another role to play for this operation. And they’d done it without prompting, too. That was clever. 
 
    Good enough, Ferny. Stop cutting, get a few angles on the shots, and Erid’s daemons shall cross-reference a few things. 
 
    Kril saw the ambient light fade as Ferny followed instructions and let loose a breath he hadn’t known he’d been holding. A lot of new scrappers fragged up their first cuts, and drifting globs of molten metal were a problem he was happy to avoid dealing with, especially in tight quarters. 
 
    The last cut went through, and he pulled out the tapper again, dialed it to wide area and double checked. Still clear. 
 
    “Lysanda, where are your rats at?”  
 
    “Doing ratty things. Ah... the opposite direction from us. They’ve gained entry and are investigating a vent system. They’ve not found much in the way of traps yet, so hope remains ever present.” 
 
    “She’s a fickle bitch at best. All right you two, get ready,” Kril said. He magnetized his gloves, set them against the ceiling, put both boots against the center of the cuts, and pushed. 
 
    It went smoothly. Again, this wasn’t what Kril was used to. It made sense for nanoforged metal, since the stuff didn’t depend on supporting beams and structures, but it had plenty of problems of its own. How did you repair it without replacing the whole bulkhead? Granted, bulkheads only dropped when their ship took enough damage, but this was a warship. You knew what you were getting with a warship, and that was typically damage. 
 
    A quick look showed more corridor beyond. Kril wrapped the edges of the cut in insulation tape, then glanced back. “You’re with me,” he told Ferny and wriggled through. 
 
    Frigates aren’t huge, as capital ships go. They are designed compact and this one was no exception. The section of hallway revealed branched off into sealed doorways and multiple open niches that held ladders leading up and down. The shafts that the ladders traversed were rounded, just like the corridors, and just small enough that anyone using them would have to tuck in carefully.  
 
    “Could be heavy-worlders,” Trin said, and he startled, found that he’d forgotten she was there riding his video feed for a second. “Heavy-worlders are usually smaller. Less to carry, less to fight gravity with, more muscle than bulk.” 
 
    “Could be,” Kril agreed. “No corpses yet. Probably all in their rooms.” 
 
    “Are we going to have to cut each one?” 
 
    Kril pulled out the tapper, drifted back the way they came, and went to work. “Doubt it. Not enough time, so we can’t afford searchin’ like a bunch of gamers tryin’ for spare coins.” None of the tapped portals had any sort of atmo, though one was giving off a worrying electromagnetic signature. “Erid, got a drone near us?” 
 
    One, yes. It’s watching the approach. 
 
    “Got some signal here. Any way to scan for nano?” 
 
    Not without making noise that the Vendharans might detect. 
 
    Kril ground his teeth as he moved to the other doors and tapped them one by one. This was the only one that had emag in it. And a bulkhead sealed off the way around, in the direction they were going. So, he could shift decks, see if things were better above or below, or he could investigate the anomaly. 
 
    It was a hard choice. But then, he wasn’t the only one looking for a way around. The rats were on the job, too. Gods knew how good they’d be at it, but he maybe had a few precious moments to spare for the anomaly. “Ferny, get back to Lysanda,” he told her. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Kril resisted the urge to snap at her. We ain’t military, and I ain’t an officer, he reminded himself. “Because if this goes wrong you might be safer out with them.” 
 
    Ferny paused, then he saw her gills flare, and she nodded. “Good luck.” 
 
    “Never had it before, don’t know what it looks like,” Kril said. He waited until she was gone, looking the door over while she wiggled back through. Seemed simple enough. Had a bar handle attached to a turnable disk. Trapped? Maybe. If he’d had more time, he’d have cut around it. He strung a wire to it, pitoned it into the deck below as a ground, just in case. 
 
    “I’m through,” Ferny told him. 
 
    He nodded, realized she couldn’t see it, grabbed the handle, and turned. 
 
    The good news was that he wasn’t dead. 
 
    The bad news was that he recognized the glow instantly. It WAS nano.  
 
    It was a small chamber, barely the size of a long closet or a personal bathroom. Tubes ran from ceiling to floor and out one side of the wall. The transparency was broken up by metal rings, and the whole setup was enclosing what looked to be a cloud of  glowing dust that shed an eerie green light. 
 
    Kril closed his eyes, remembered a shuddering form scraping desperately at their suit as it melted around them, melted into perfectly spherical ball bearings and fragments of plastic blown outwards by escaping air. Remembered watching the form go still in a cloud of frozen vapor, toxic green droplets, and processed materials. What had his name been? Ran, that was right. Ran, who hadn’t known, and had just been in the wrong place at the wrong time. “It’s nano.” Kril whispered, and sent the view onto the channel. 
 
    “God damn it!” Basque barked. “Why are you still there!” 
 
    “Because it’s contained.” Kril studied the tubes carefully. “And because I’m tryin’ to figure out why they needed a full room to access this stuff. Looks like it runs all through the ship.” 
 
    “I can tell you why...” Lysanda said, oddly calm. 
 
    “Doc?” 
 
    “I can tell you why, but not the reason for it.” 
 
    “That don’t make much sense, and time’s short. Speak up.” 
 
    “Look down, Kril. Down at the chair.” 
 
    Kril blinked and tore his eyes to the side of the tubes, and sure enough, there was a small chair tucked back there. A chair with armrests and hoses attached to the back of it. And straps on the armrests, where the wrists would be on an average person. Kril had been so focused on the nano tubes, that he’d missed this particular horror. 
 
    “That’s an injection setup. They were injecting themselves with whatever this is,” Lysanda said, their voice as matter of fact as if they were reading a headline on a news update. 
 
     That confirms it. You’re safe at the moment, but we’ll need to do quite a lot more science on this later. 
 
    “That’s something I can help with,” Lysanda spoke. “Permission to take a sample, Captain?” 
 
    “I’m torn between sayin’ no and hell no,” Kril said, shutting the door. “But might be you know somethin’ I don’t, so speak your piece.” He put away his tools and headed toward the vertical shafts. “Ferny, come on back. Hop a tube down, I’ll go up. Need to find a way past the atmo.” 
 
    “Well,” Lysanda said, “I can show you with footage, or I can tell you.” 
 
    “Tell me,” Kril said, picking a shaft and heading up, stopping as he found it blocked with tangled alloy and plastic rubble. “Ain’t got time for showing.” 
 
    “The rats have found nano tubes just like this along the way they’re going. They’ve been using them to save time here and there.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “No, not shitty. There’s no nano in them. From what I’ve studied about medical nano, it’s usually not built to withstand vacuum. And those metal rings on the tubes look like safety seals. I believe that anything exposed to the void will probably die.” 
 
    Or go inert. 
 
    “Or that, though we’d detect emag, yes? Some kind of activity?” 
 
    “You’re a sharp one, Doc,” Kril said. “You feel safe takin’ a sample?” 
 
    “It’s an injector setup, and it looks designed for people to use without medical training. I expect I can bottle a sample.” 
 
    “All right, but it’s your ass on the line. You get contaminated, we might have to leave you,” Kril said. And it was the truth. It was hard, but it was the truth. Nano could wreck a ship, kill a crew before anyone could realize things had gone wrong. Even taking a contained sample of the stuff onboard was insanely risky. “We’re gonna keep it in the underhold. Unpressurized, no atmo.” 
 
    “I’ll rig contingencies when I get a moment,” Basque said. “Also, I’m seeing more churn. Whatever the Vendies are doing, they’re stirring up a lot of the stuff.” 
 
    “Shit.” If he was seeing it, then the Vendharans were moving fast. “Is there anything you can figure out from the outside of the comm array?” 
 
    “No. Whoever built this, they’re smart enough to keep the good stuff on the inside of the hull. Plus, it’s dead; no power. Try to find some kind of computer that this connects to, that’s our best bet.” 
 
    Kril tried another tube, found a way up... and stared at a hallway riddled with breaches on the hullward side. “This has potential. Ferny, how you coming?” 
 
    “The bulkhead on this side is only mostly-collapsed. This could be a way through, but I can’t fit. I’ll need help lifting it.” 
 
    “Don’t lift. Cut. If I don’t find anything here, I’ll be down to join you.” Kril moved around a few corners, headed back to the stern of the ship. There wasn’t a bulkhead in the way here, but he was having to squeeze past fallen supports and dangling cables. He could manage it fine, but Ferny didn’t have his skill. And Lysanda’s suit would be way too bulky. 
 
    Lysanda might be worth checking on, come to think of it. “Doc, how are them rats doing?” 
 
    “They’re doing their best!” Lysanda sounded offended. “We all are. This is just their first time on the job, dear man. And it’s not like we had time to rig up rodent-based training simulations. Give them time.” 
 
    “Time’s what we don’t have,” Kril muttered, but he couldn’t grudge the wisdom of it. 
 
    “I’m cutting but it’s going slow,” Ferny said, after a minute. “And I think the bulkhead past that is closed. This ship is... they were planning to take a lot of damage.” 
 
    “You normally don’t see this in frigates,” Kril mused, as he squirmed through another tangle of cables, pausing to untangle his shinplate. “They’re built to go relatively fast for capitals, and hit hard. Damned if I know why this one’s designed this way.” 
 
    “Could be something that isn’t a frigate, just about the size of one,” Basque weighed in. “Also, I just lost a panel! Hurry up! What the fuck are you doing?” 
 
    “Finding a way through!” Lysanda chirped. “Kril, look up and to the left. No, no, your other left!” 
 
    Kril found what he was supposed to be seeing, as the light glinted off ratty eyes peering through a visor slit of its custom suit. The rat wriggled through the small breach and landed on his shoulder, its baglike suit settling on him with casual ease.  
 
    “You’ll have to go through a door to the right and cut through a wall, but it seems fairly thin. That will put you almost right next to the comm array.” 
 
    “Good work!” Kril didn’t have to fake sounding impressed. “Can you get the rat to guide me?” 
 
    “It’s the only door ahead of you on this corridor, and it’s the wall across from it; I shouldn’t need to. Which is good, because Flossy is thoroughly fed up with all this and I’m going to have to recall them.” The rat launched itself off Kril’s shoulder and back up to the hole it had emerged from, vanishing back into the ductwork. 
 
    “Ferny, leave off on the cutting,” he decided. “Come up and join me, take your time. When I breach, I want backup.” 
 
    “I’m almost through... ah, okay. Okay, okay, okay,” she panted. “I have to admit my nerves are getting a little shaky down here alone.” 
 
    “No shame in it,” Kril said, reaching the door and trying to pull it open. The handle was jammed, but a quick tap with the kinetic hammer forced it to turn. Didn’t look like it’d shut too well after that, but he didn’t care too much ’bout that at the second.  
 
    The room beyond was a bunkroom, and Kril stared at the ring of corpses floating in the center of it. They were holding hands. Frosted by the dark, withered by dryness and vacuum, they hung motionless and inscrutable. 
 
    But the dead were dead, and Kril moved past, tapping the wall. 
 
    It flickered with emag. 
 
    Not a solid red light, but just a flicker. 
 
    Kril ran the tapper up and down the wall, getting that flicker off and on. “Lysanda, what’s on the other side?” 
 
    “Corridor.” 
 
    “No nano?” 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “None in the walls?”  
 
    “It’s far too thin for the size of the tubes.” 
 
    The Vendharans are moving at a fast clip. You’re about to see much more churn, in very short order. 
 
    “Shit,” Kril said, and stowed the tapper. He pulled out the cutter and got to work on the wall. It went through it easily, and in short order he had a good-sized hole. 
 
    Ferny gasped. “God! Okay, that scared me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I didn’t realize you had an audience. You find a lot of corpses in this business?” 
 
    Kril didn’t look up, focusing on finishing the cut. “You get used to it.” 
 
    “Yeah, but the way they’re turned to you... damn. You look stone cold, the way you chose to set up right where you did.” 
 
    “Not sure what you mean,” he said, powering off the plasma jet and turning around... 
 
    … to find that every corpse in the room was facing him, a familiar and horrible glow lurking in the back of the frozen remnants of their eyes. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 10: DEAD FLESH 
 
      
 
    Kril had seen a lot of strange things in his time. 
 
    Nano devouring a comrade like a wave of tiny fangfish. 
 
    Empty worlds run by frantic AI, who lied to themselves about their masters to keep themselves sane. 
 
    And the great and inscrutable thing that the Monnichiwan called their home. 
 
    But he’d never seen the dead move. 
 
    And looking in their eyes, he was certain he wasn’t seeing it now. Something in them was moving them, but it sure wasn’t the dead. 
 
    For a second, he felt fear, pure fear as nearly two decades worth of horror shows told him he was in there with zombies or something worse, but he shoved it down. He pushed it away, because he was in the dark, and the void had rules. 
 
    Rules like, unprotected flesh exposed to the void for more than a few minutes turned into frozen meat. 
 
    And there wasn’t a hell of a lot that frozen meat could do against a hardsuit like what Kril and Ferny were wearing. 
 
    Still, there was a potential problem. “Lysanda?” he asked through the channel. “About how certain are you that the nano can’t survive vacuum?” 
 
    “Initial testing suggests that it’s exterminated immediately. I’m observing controlled release from a very safe distance as we speak...” 
 
    Lysanda went on, but Kril tuned it out.  
 
    “Kril?” Ferny asked, uncertainly. She was good at picking up on people’s signals, the language of their bodies. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Every wreck’s got traps,” Kril said, taking his hand off the plasma cutter and beckoning her around the far side of the room, around the now semi-circle of corpses staring at him. “Come ’round and through the hole. I’ll watch your back against these. If they move on you, push them away and keep goin’.” 
 
    “Oh fuck...” Ferny breathed and took a step back, bounding in the zero-g. “These things move?” 
 
    “They sure as fragg weren’t lookin’ at me when I got into here, and I didn’t turn ’em. That said, I don’t think we’re dead ’less we get stupid.” 
 
    “Churn’s getting bad!” Basque said, over the channel. “I’m down to three panels, so whatever you’re doing, get a move on!” 
 
    Ferny hesitated a second more, then lunged forward, scrabbling along the wall, pressing herself as flat against it as she could to try and keep away from the corpses. 
 
    And sure enough, the two nearest her swiveled their heads, just a bit, just slowly. The nearest one twitched his arm, but it barely shifted. No, Kril thought. Even if these could get through the suits, they’re old meat.  
 
    Ferny, on the other hand, was shaking like grass in the wind as she got to him, stretching her hand out to the lip of the hole... 
 
    ...and gasping as Kril caught it. “No. The heat ain’t dispersed, yet. Remember the sims. Use your tape.” 
 
    Ferny shot him an incredulous look, then glanced down at the melted slag of the wall and sighed. Out came the tape, laid out in strips along the still-hot parts of the cut, insulating the metal so she could grab it and pull herself over. 
 
    Kril holstered the cutter as another corpse looked at him, its arm slowly raising. 
 
    He looked back at it, shook his head. “You ain’t a person. You’re a bad idea. But thanks for lettin’ me know just how bad it was in here before you died.” Words said that it couldn’t hear, words more for himself than whatever these nano-animated revenants might be.  
 
    Then he pulled himself through the hole and left the dead to their tomb. 
 
    It was more corridor beyond, that cramped circular run meant both he and Ferny had to tuck in. They followed it down and around, and as they went Kril checked his signal against Basque’s, and nodded in satisfaction. This was where they needed to be. 
 
    The door was slightly jammed, but it didn’t hold against two of them turning the handle together and applying their mass against it. And as it ground open, Lysanda spoke over the channel. 
 
    “I’ve got the sample. It’s in three sealed containers, each one inside another. Well, save for the last, of course.” 
 
    “Good work,” Kril said, looking at a dim and junk-strewn comm room with still churn floating all through it. “Gettin’ up to us would be too dangerous. Go back to the breach and wait ’till we’re ready to go, we’ll pick you up when it’s time.” 
 
    We may have more time than we thought, Erid chimed in. The Vendharan scout just moved past us. 
 
    “Huh,” Kril said. “Weren’t they all the way over at the other end?” 
 
    They were. It was going at a decent speed. 
 
    “Eating a hell of a lot of churn to do so, but the Vendies have a lot of armor,” Basque grumbled. “They can afford to take a few hits and scrapes.” 
 
    “Shit,” Kril said, as he realized what they were doing. “We can’t. They’re tryin’ to stir up the churn, flush us out.” 
 
    A moment of silence, as the team considered that. 
 
    “Oh hell,” Basque breathed. “Finish up NOW, and we need to get out of here. Otherwise, the debris will tear us to pieces on the hop back to Nomad’s Land. 
 
    “Maybe. Trin, you think you can scoot a little closer? Shorten the hop?” 
 
    “Prob’ly, but the churn’s gonna be worse if I bring our mass and add it to theirs. Throw in the dampening field, and you know what’s gonna happen.” 
 
    Kril did. The field affected a slight gravitational adjustment and compensation to keep from turning its crew into chunky salsa during high-speed maneuvers and flight. It was what let Trin do her thing, when she got spun up and boosted her reactions to the point where she could make Nomad’s Land dance through incoming fire. But the downside was that it would draw in more material, act as a magnet to stuff on the fringes, and thicken the debris cloud even more. 
 
    And moving the ship would risk drawing Vendharan attention. He still didn’t know how well their sensors worked, how much danger it would put them in. 
 
    Plus, there were two ships. The corvette was still unaccounted for. 
 
    No. Nothing to do but get the job done as quick as possible and risk the hop back. So, he looked at the dark stations, set against the wall. 
 
    There were no monitors, though, and that was curious. Had the crew all had retinal implants? 
 
    He remembered the glow in the eyes of the dead. Maybe they hadn’t needed them... 
 
    “Erid,” he said, sending his helmet camera view into the feed, “tell me what we’re doin’, here.” 
 
    Check for emag, please. 
 
    Kril shook his head. That was a rookie move to miss, given what had just happened. He held up the tapper, flicked it on, rapped it around the monitors. The lights stayed dark. “Nothin’,” he told her. 
 
    We don’t have time to try to re-power and hack the computers. This will require getting elbows deep into the consoles, to find a few specific pieces of hardware. 
 
    “I can try, but that ain’t my strong suit,” Kril said, looking at the layout. There were no access hatches he could see, no installation seams. 
 
    Fortunately, Ferny’s analysis of the hull provided Erid’s daemons with good information. This ship is modular. There is probably a way to remove the entirety of the comm array in totality. 
 
    “Like explosive bolts? Or are we talkin’ somethin’ that needs a big magnet?” 
 
    In the end, it’s a warship. It will probably take more than a magnet, but given the relative delicacy of electronics, explosive bolts are unlikely. Look around for mechanisms that don’t seem to serve a purpose. 
 
    “How are we supposed to tell that? The room’s intact,” Ferny grumbled. “Any mechanisms would be behind the walls.” 
 
    “You ain’t wrong,” Kril said, as he flared the cutter to maximum and carved into the nearest wall. 
 
    “The fuck?” Ferny screeched and jumped back. 
 
    “Don’t got time for subtlety!” 
 
    “But what if you fry the mechanism?” 
 
    “If it’s big enough to shift the entire room, it ain’t gonna be easily fried,” Kril said, sharing his reasoning. “And this is a modular build, so it’ll be made for ease of repair. Probably take a lot more damage to stop that part from working, else there’s no point in a modular build to begin with.” 
 
    He’s gambling. Erid sent. 
 
    “Stride or die,” Ferny muttered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Want me to help, is what I mean? We’re all in, so I might as well be useful.” 
 
    “Yeah. Work on the other end of this wall, above the electronics. Try to peel back the wall without goin’ too deep.” 
 
    “And hurry. Please.” Basque sent over the comm. 
 
    Ferny, in the middle of assembling her cutter, paused. “Shit.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “He said please. It’s bad out there.” 
 
    Kril nodded. “We’ll hurry.” 
 
    And a few minutes later, the ship yielded her secrets. “Good news, bad news. Good news is, those two levers on either side of the door disengage the comm suite from the rest of the ship. The array’s right on the other side of here, so it should go with it just fine.” 
 
    “Bad news?” Ferny asked. 
 
    “I ain’t seeing anything to move the module away from the ship. Which means whichever repair station or whatever method they got has something to do that. We can free her up to be moved, but she ain’t gonna move on her own.” 
 
    “Um... hm. How about the putty?” 
 
    Kril blinked, surprised. “You know about the putty?” 
 
    “Well yeah, it was the last lesson of the sim.” 
 
    “How’d you do?” 
 
    “Well, after I got the hang of it, I didn’t die.” 
 
    “Got any on you?” 
 
    “You don’t?” 
 
    “Shit, no. Usually don’t need it. But you ain’t wrong, this is the fastest way to get what we need, if you got any.” 
 
    “I do. I uh, I hoped I wouldn’t have to use it.” 
 
    “You won’t,” Kril said, holding out his hand. “Get back down the corridor.” 
 
    “Toward the dead guys? The moving dead guys?” 
 
    “If they come for you push ’em away. Ain’t shit they can do so long as we’re in suits. I think.” 
 
    “You THINK?” 
 
    “Go!” Kril snatched the putty from her glove as she offered it, flipped both levers, and started hunting around for just the right spots to plant it. 
 
    Ferny shook her head and got the hell out. 
 
    Then she stuck her head back through the door. “We should let Basque know what we’re doing, right?” 
 
    “Why should we— yeah, we should. Good thought.” Kril was disgusted with himself, for a second. Basque was on the other side of the hull from them. Shouldn’t matter unless something goes wrong, but when has my luck ever been good? Kril thought. 
 
    “You’re going to do WHAT?” Basque exclaimed when they told him. 
 
    “Only thing I can think of. We don’t know what you’re lookin’ for, and we don’t have the time to do it remotely with you directing us.” 
 
    “Ten minutes ago, I’d tell you what I really thought of this idea, but the churn’s eating me alive. Get it done.” 
 
    “Shit,” Ferny breathed. “It IS bad.” 
 
    “Then let’s make it good again,” Kril said, as he pulled the first lever down, then managed the second... barely. It was stuck, and it took a precious minute to get it unstuck. 
 
    When it finally snapped down, there was a shiver, a vibration that he could feel even through his gloves. He waited for a second, but it didn’t repeat. Room’s loose. Time to see... 
 
    And there it was: a small seam between the doorway and the rest of the wall. He pinched the putty into discs, and slid it between the frame, using a thin sliding knife to pack it flat and into place. And then carefully, carefully using the tip of the knife to slide the detonators into place. 
 
    “Problem!” Ferny shouted. 
 
    “Fragg... Kril managed to avoid jumping and pushing the detonator against the wall, somehow. “It’s gonna have to wait.” 
 
    “Tell them that!” 
 
    Kril shot a look over his shoulder and saw Ferny, backing up toward him. 
 
    And beyond her, the first of the corpsicles was slowly pulling itself out through the breach he’d made, out into the corridor. It was about twenty meters away, more or less. 
 
    “It’s gonna have to wait,” Kril said, firmly. “They’re dead, frozen meat. Kick ’em if they get close.” 
 
    “They’re zombies.” 
 
    “They ain’t. Damned if I know what they are, but they ain’t. And that suit you’re wearin’ is proof ’gainst anything they can do. Calm down.” 
 
    He regretted the last few words the second they left his lips. Tellin’ someone to calm down usually didn’t do the trick. But there was no time, so he got the last detonator in place, and slide the knife out, before floating back to join her. 
 
    The first one was through, rotating slowly in space, as another started to pull itself out. And Kril shrugged, pulled out his cutter, and cranked it up as he floated toward them. 
 
    “The fuck are you doing?” she whispered. 
 
    “We can’t stay in the corridor,” he explained, turning about five meters from them and setting to work on another compartment door. “Gonna have to get in a place the blast won’t reach.” The door melted like wax under the plasma cutter, revealing an empty bunkroom. He taped it fast and sloppy. “Coming?” 
 
    “It’s coming straight for you!” 
 
    “Yeah, and the sooner you get in here, the sooner we can blow them to hell,” Kril said, shutting off the cutter and following his own advice. 
 
    “Fuck fuck fuck fuck FUCK!” she shouted, then scrambled ass over kettle, and joined him, hiding behind a bunk. 
 
    Kril smiled and watched a dead hand poke through the doorway. Then he blinked until he was on the proper menu for his RCD, went to the signals of the now-online detonators, and pushed the virtual button. 
 
    There was no sound; there was no air here, nothing to convey the blast. But the deck below him shook, and in a flash of motion, the hand that had been reaching through the doorway was gone. 
 
    “Move,” Kril told Ferny, and pulled himself back out through the doorway. He didn’t bother looking to see what had become of the dead, trusting physics to have finished the job that nature had somehow managed to fail to do. Instead, he looked out to the comm room... the comm room that was now about twenty meters out into space and drifting away slowly but surely.  
 
    And with a sigh of relief, he saw Basque’s heavily-armored form, now entirely shorn of panels and with bright streaks of scars where the churn had got him, clambering into the doorway. 
 
    The good news is that you’ve currently cleared the local churn. There’s a window of grace to get clear and follow the comm module out, back towards Nomad’s Land. 
 
    “Makes sense. Lysanda, come out and join us. Oh, and what’s the bad news?” 
 
    The Vendharans are out of the belt, and it looks like they’re heading toward the planet. 
 
    Kril didn’t stop moving, couldn’t stop moving, even though he really wanted to freeze up and ask what the fragg they were thinking. The fact was that he couldn’t afford to waste the time to let the horror of all that sink in. 
 
    Ferny was made of different stuff, and as she followed, she asked, “What the fuck? They’re risking forty-two thousand lives, here! What are they playing at?” 
 
    “Don’t know, ain’t got time. Use your jets and boost after the comm array!” 
 
    He’d been concerned about her training. The sims were only so good, without a direct brain interface. It was hard to model different vectors of movement, and zero-g was something you had to experience to get good with. There was a good chance that if she missed this hop, she’d jet past and be torn to shreds by loose churn or unrecoverable. 
 
    He’d forgotten that she was from a water world. 
 
    She passed him with confidence and poise on the way up, and Kril smiled to see it. 
 
    Then he remembered Lysanda. And how they’d missed an easier jump a month ago. 
 
    “Ferny and Basque, stay where you are. Hang on, I’ll be back. Lysanda, don’t move, I’m comin’ for you.” 
 
    He reached the comm array, immediately turned around and launched off, spending double the gas to head back to the hull. This wouldn’t be a fun impact, but it would be within the suit’s tolerances. 
 
    The churn had other ideas. 
 
    One second, he was flying back through the void, with the hull of Word of Kossuth filling his vision, the next there came a tug at his hand and he was spinning, vision passing between the dark and the hull, over and over again, at such a rate that he had to shut his eyes to read the slew of messages filling his retinas. 
 
    When he finally managed, he started to realize just how much he was fragged. 
 
    SUIT BREACH -Q3B 
 
    SEAL DEPLOYED 
 
    SEEK MEDICAL ATTENTION IMMEDIATELY 
 
      
 
    Three, three, three was... left arm. B was after the elbow, before the wrist. 
 
    He opened his eyes, tried to ignore the spinning universe around him, and lifted his hands up to his face. 
 
    The right one came up okay. 
 
    The left one was gone. 
 
    He didn’t feel anything. He didn’t feel anything, because his arm had been taken off below the elbow somewhere. Some random piece of churn had caught him at the wrong angle, shorn off a good chunk of his limb, and sent him spinning. His body would catch up and THEN he would feel something. In a moment or two, the pain would begin, and he’d have real problems, but he couldn’t stop to deal with it because he was about to hit the frigate’s hull at a pretty good clip, and he had to land right, or he’d bounce off and head back into the churn again. 
 
    First step; the spinning. 
 
    He blinked until he activated the leftmost jet, fired it up just enough to slow his spin and not knock him off course. 
 
    By the time Kril managed this, he was feeling an uncomfortable pressure pressing down on his left arm. This was the seal. It had cut off the dead flesh below the elbow to preserve suit integrity and also acted as a tourniquet to the rest of his arm.  
 
    Where there was pressure, pain would follow. Kril got his body pointed downward at the hull seconds before impact, and braced himself, legs bent and arm ready. 
 
    THERE was the pain as the shock of landing jarred him. He ground his teeth and flared the jets as he bounced off, then came in more gently. 
 
    TAK. Something bounced off his dome, and a yellow light flared. Impact, but not enough to fracture. An alert passed over him, and he ignored it, rose, and looked around for Lysanda. 
 
    Light in the distance, approaching rapidly. The doctor was moving in bounds, double-timing it in their chunky suit. “Kril! Your vitals just turned yellow! Oh... oh my.” 
 
    Kril ignored that and stuck out his right arm. “Grab on. We’re getting up. Out. Getting out of here.” 
 
    Pounding in his skull now, to match the throbbing pressure in his arm. His system was starting to catch up to the damage, and he fought to keep focus. 
 
    “I.. we need to get back before I do anything, don’t we?” 
 
    “We do.” 
 
    Lysanda moved under his arm, hugged him tightly around the midsection. “I think I remember how to do this. Hold to me.” 
 
    Kril stared upward, tried to judge the angle. “You need to use the vector finder... going to have to lead it to—” He was blinking, trying to get the appropriate menu up, but he kept missing it. His retinal controls were spending more time telling him things were wrong, and the right menu kept slipping by. 
 
    “Leave it to me,” Lysanda said and pushed off the hull, jetting full force toward the speck in the distance that was the disappearing comm array. 
 
    Then the pain started in earnest, and Kril let it drag him down into unconsciousness. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 11: TRIN 
 
      
 
    “How bad we talking?” I asked Lysanda. 
 
    “Bad,” came the response over the comm. “The arm’s gone below the elbow. He’s out from shock. I can’t quite discern the blood loss yet, but it’s considerable; the vacuum had a few seconds to work before the seal deployed.” 
 
    I felt a dull ache set in right back of my brain, same place they bored holes in my skull those years back. “He pull through?” 
 
    “Assuming this is all that’s wrong, and that we get back into the ship without any further trauma, then yes, he should survive.” 
 
    “Shit. Okay. Keep me posted.” I rubbed the back of my skull, felt the lumps that were the jacks and itched at them. Knew it was bad, did it anyway. Last thing I needed was an infection or an inflammation, but that was a later problem at best, and I had plenty on my plate in the now. 
 
    Do you need help? Erid asked. 
 
    “Nah. Just gotta keep ’er steady. You let me know we get any worse churn our way,” I told her. 
 
    Wasn’t much help she could give that she weren’t giving already. This was bad feelings, but it was bad feelings I half expected every time he suited up and went out. Worst had happened, so there weren’t no point in worrying about it no more. Just had to deal with it and keep on with the plan. 
 
    ’Course, the plan might be moot. Didn’t know why the Vendharans were headin’ to the planet, but I doubted it was good news for us. 
 
    Kinda bothered me a little at first, when we’d found out what she was, and that she’d slid into bein’ the ship’s eyes and ears. But then she’d gone down to Augenblick alone to sort shit out and gotten it done without a war or a massacre or nothing. Gotta respect bravery, ’specially when it gets results. So, I figured she’d have our back while she was crew and put what little worry I had left out of my mind. Instead I focused on nudging the ship out of the way of the incoming comm array. It was moving slow enough I figured I could match course with it, pick up Basque and the others without much trouble. 
 
    I watched the cameras as we went. One had been taken out, probably from the churn. That was a bit worrisome. Basque had just finished hull repairs, now we’d need a checkover to make sure we were good for hyperlight. 
 
    I guess what settled my nerves the most was that this weren’t the first time it had happened. Plenty of crew had lost limbs before, and even those times we didn’t have a doc aboard, it usually turned out okay. Cauterize the stump and get on with life. 
 
    But we had a doc this time. Lysanda was good, even with their rat obsession. Kril would be fine. 
 
    I kept telling myself that. 
 
    I kept failing. The curse of being me was that my mind never sat still. Every time I put my worry out of my head, I’d see an interesting bit of debris on the cameras, or my old habits of checking the calibrations would kick in, or something else would distract me and BOOM, all that worry would come back full force the second I shifted my mind back from the distraction. 
 
    Fortunately, it weren’t a big wait. 
 
    A few minutes later, I was falling in next to the speeding chunk, when Basque broke the silence. “I think I see something we can use. But there’s no telling what shape it’s in until we get it out.” 
 
    What is it? 
 
    “A solid-state drive. It had explosives rigged up to it, so I’m guessing it’s sensitive data.” 
 
    Explosives? 
 
    “Had is the key word, there. They weren’t primed to go off if someone came in from the back of the casing.” 
 
    Smart. 
 
    “It’s not my first shickel hunt. Anyway, most of the rest of this is junk. Five minutes and I should have this out safely.” 
 
    “We got a clear patch comin’ up, looks like,” I told him as I surveyed the cameras again. “You can have it out in three, should be safer gettin’ back inside.” 
 
    “I said five and I meant five. But that’s probably a good time to transfer the caus— to move Kril across.” 
 
    “Agreed!” Lysanda chimed in. “I’ll make ready to jump. Please be on the other end when I get there.” 
 
    “Be there with airlock open. Don’t miss this time,” I snapped, maybe a little too hard. Doc had put in a lot of training since that one time they’d missed the jump. Only this time they’d be carrying precious cargo, so I couldn’t help my tone getting a little pricklier. 
 
    They took it in stride. “I won’t,” was Lysanda’s reply, and I sighed as I flicked over to all the remaining cameras on that side and went about lining up the course. 
 
    I didn’t breathe easy until both of them were in the lock, and the doc cycled it shut. Only then did I slump back, and close my eyes, and let all the stress drain out of me, and oh gods, the tears came quick and hard, until I was rocking back and forth and bawling, open-mouthed and loud. 
 
    Wasn’t the first time I cried over Kril. Wouldn’t be the last, I knew. 
 
    The tears went fast, mixing with the oil that kept my eyes lubricated, and I mopped it up in a bloppy mess, was getting the last smears of it, checking my reflection on the wall. Was ’bout that point when I noticed the gentle tapping at the door to the bridge. 
 
    “I’m good,” I called and blinked at it a few times, until the UNLOCK flashed across my RCD. 
 
    Lysanda clumped in. They had most of their suit off and were down to their skivvies. If I wasn’t feeling burned out and soggy and sad, I might’ve appreciated the view more. 
 
    “He’s stable and recovering,” Lysanda said. “I took some scrapings. We don’t have access to a full-on cellular reconstitution vat, but given a few days, I can rig up a nerve-spliced prosthetic that can do until we reach someplace that does have better facilities.” 
 
    “Was it worth it?” I asked. “We at least get something good out of this?” 
 
    Lysanda hesitated. “I won’t know until I run some tests, but Basque seems to think so. If nothing else, we’ve got valuable information about half of the conflict that took place in this system.” 
 
    It’s worth it, though we may not realize the full benefits for some time, if ever. The nano-zombies confirmed it. Raun is on the move again. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    A very long story. And she hates to ask it, but you are needed on the bridge, Trin. The Vendharans are up to something, and we need someone to make command decisions. 
 
    I closed my eyes. “Give me a minute, I’ll be up there. Doc, take me to him.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not a big ship, and he’s right in the—” Lysanda caught my expression. “You know, I’m heading that way anyway. Come, come.” 
 
    He looked so small, in the bunk. His suit was off to one side, and it was enormous by comparison, but he was pale and slumped into the pillow, and for a panicked moment I thought he wasn’t breathing. I shut up, forced the sad back down inside me so I didn’t break down in front of Doc and watched until I was sure his chest was movin’, just a bit. “You take care of him,” I said, and my voice broke a little. “You take care of him ’cause I can’t right now, okay?” 
 
    “He is strong. He will be fine. I’ll be here every second,” Lysanda said, smiling up at me. “Go on. I will trust you to take care of us all, while I take care of him.” 
 
    I would have hugged them, but that’d be tears for sure, and I’d done enough o’ that for now.  
 
    On the way back, I damn near had a heart attack as the airlock cycled again. The figure that came out had to crouch to get through, black finish covered in shiny silver scars, stalks where once it’d had wings. “Got it,” Basque said, brandishing a wad of circuitry that looked small in his hand, with dangling cables like veins waggling from a torn off arm. 
 
    “Everything still good with Kril?” Ferny asked, as she popped the seals on her dome and took the helmet off. 
 
    “Yeah. You wanna go see him, Doc’s got ’em. I gotta go watch the Vendharans, though. They’re pullin’ shit.” 
 
    Ferny shared a look with Basque. “I’ll join you for that if it’s okay,” she said. “I’ve done enough business with their black markets; I know them a little better than most.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “Don’t mind the company right now, you know?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think I know,” she said and started peeling out of her suit as I headed back in. 
 
    Inside, Erid had shifted the viewscreen. One shot was showing the planet and a capital ship above it, just out of the band where the killsats were hovering like swords over what was left of the world. The other view had space as a backdrop and was chock full of shifting debris. Scraps and bits of ship flew across periodically, and it was hard to make out, but I thought there was a much smaller shape through it. The scout? Had to be. 
 
    Our ship shuddered as I watched them. “Shit!” I cycled through the cameras. No damage report... 
 
    It wasn’t big enough to do more than leave a dent. But the churn’s getting worse. 
 
    “Tell me that didn’t damage our hyperlight channels, I need some good news for a change,” I muttered as I started a diagnostic. 
 
    It didn’t, but if we remain here, something will. 
 
    “Way it looks like to me,” I said as I pulled up the churn charts I’d made with Erid’s help, “looks like they swept through to stir up a whole bunch of shit and flush us out. Got the corvette waiting near the planet in case we try shenanigans with the killsats and got the scout by the edge to see if we take the bait. But we can’t NOT take the bait, or the churn chews us to shreds.” 
 
    We should be fine for the next hour or two, but yes, that sums it up nicely. 
 
    “Shit.” I blinked a few times, listened to my eyes click.  
 
    They were trying to force a fight. And if it came to that, straight up, we were hooped. 
 
    But I’d never seen a reason to fight fair and wasn’t ’bout to start. You run or you stack the odds to win ’fore you get there, ain’t no reason to fight if you can’t do one or the other. 
 
    Could maybe take the scout. Couldn’t take the corvette. Had to find a way to fragg it up or keep it out of the fight.  
 
    Couldn’t run, ’cause they’d see the light trail, track it easy enough. Going to hyperlight with ships in-system meant you’d get followed, maybe not immediate if you were quick enough with the astrogation and had some preset waypoints to use, that’s how we’d got away from them in the first place, back on Fiddler’s Green. That and a head start. 
 
    What was the solution, here? 
 
    I was pickin’ it over in my brain when the comms chimed. 
 
    “Erid? Can we take this without givin’ away our position?” 
 
    It’s a wide spectrum broadcast. We can listen in safely. 
 
    I knew I’d hate it, but I clicked it on anyway. That’s what captains do, and ’til Kril woke up, I was stuck officer-ing. 
 
    “Nomad’s Land. We know you are here. Reveal yourselves and surrender. We wish only to take Chrysoberyl and Tremolite Granger into custody for their many, many crimes, and the return of property taken from ships rightfully belonging to the Vendharan people. We will offer a reward to any who help us achieve these goals, and we will utterly destroy any who stand in the way of them.” 
 
    They repeated it a few times, and Basque came over the comm. “Chrysoberyl? His actual name is CHRYSOBERYL?” 
 
    “Mom was a geologist, okay?” I said, doing my best not to whine. “She said we were her favorite rocks. Anyway, ain’t you supposed to be finding answers?” 
 
    “Erid’s slicing through the encryption. Not much more for me to do until she’s done. So, what’s the plan?” 
 
    “Still working on it,” I said, then blinked as the background noise changed. “Shit, hold on, they’re sayin’ something new.” 
 
    “...as we cannot determine your location in the system, we must assume that you have landed upon the irradiated planet and are currently using it to conceal yourself from our scanners. Thus, we shall be forced to investigate the planet, possibly triggering its destructive guardians. If this is not the case, then you have one hour to reveal yourselves and surrender. Failure to do so, and any consequences that befall any possible survivors are on your heads. That is all.” 
 
    I stopped breathing for a moment. “The fragg?” I whispered, when I finally started again. 
 
    “Oh Buddha,” Lysanda whispered. 
 
    “Well isn’t that typical,” Ferny snorted. 
 
    “We’re absolutely not going to reveal ourselves, are we? That would be stupid,” Basque said. 
 
    Erid’s response was probably the most worrisome, though. This is problematic. What are your orders, Acting Captain? 
 
    This was a problem because it was on my shoulders. Normally I knew where I’d stand, what I’d tell Kril, and how I’d be stuck backing him up anyway because he was a bleeding heart at the end of the day. 
 
    But now I’d have to tell him how we did this when he woke up, and have to live with what we’d done, have to see it in his eyes if we fragged up and thousands of people died ’cause of us. 
 
    I mulled it over a while, then spoke. “Basque, Erid, can you keep workin’ on that computer while we talk, or is this a ’takes your full attention’ kinda thing?” 
 
    She has... some experience with splitting her attention. Multitasking should not be an issue for Erid. 
 
    “Lysanda, can you keep eyes on Kril while you talk this out with us?” 
 
    “I can and shall, dear woman.” 
 
    I shot a look over at Ferny, who was looking me over with narrowed eyes. “Somethin’ to say?” 
 
    She smiled. “Going by how your brother does business, I’m guessing you’re going to want to sphere table this decision before you make it.” 
 
    “Got no idea what that means, but if it’s to do with talkin’ things out, yeah, that’s what we’re doing.” 
 
    “Okay, good. You should be taking this seriously. The Vendharans mean what they’re saying, it’s not an empty threat.” 
 
    I held up a finger. “Hang onto that thought.” Then I arranged the comm channels until we all had a local chat set up, instead of using the broadcasting frequency. Yeah, the Vendharans hadn’t found us so far, but I didn’t want some random shift of the churn lettin’ them hear our talk. “Okay. So Ferny thinks they’re gonna follow through with their threat. Anyone got a reason to think they won’t?” 
 
    Oh no. They absolutely will, Erid offered.  
 
    “To doom forty-two thousand souls, just like that,” Lysanda muttered. “Monstrous!” 
 
    “Yes and no,” Ferny said. “They have a different perspective. I guarantee you that they see the people below as cowards who gave up their freedom for subjugation, so their current lives no longer matter, and they’ll have a chance to redeem themselves in the next life.” 
 
    “Cowards? The fuck?” I frowned. “How does that make any sense?” 
 
    “No, no, she’s right,” Basque said. “It’s a whole ass thing. The Vendharans fought hard to liberate themselves from earthly tyranny; they’ve had a long history of valuing freedom above all else, to the point that anyone who compromises on that score is less than human to them. They won’t care about the people down there, and if threatening them draws us out, then it’s a solid win. Which is why we shouldn’t do it.” 
 
    “Leaving thousands of people to die in atomic fire, once they approach the planet,” Lysanda said. “I’m sorry, I can’t stand by without doing something. Without trying something, at least.” 
 
    “That ain’t off the table,” I said. “But it’s gonna depend on what we find. I ain’t givin’ up three crew to them, ’specially when one of them’s me. Just a little biased there, y’understand.” 
 
    “I wasn’t suggesting that,” Lysanda said. “Not really. We could possibly try to fool them, have one of us contact them on a... sneaky frequency, perhaps? Offering to trade you for quite a lot of wealth? What do people in the Diaspora use for currency, anyway?” 
 
    “There’s no unified currency,” Ferny said. “That’s one of the problems. No central government, and any material you can imagine is available if you go to the right place and look hard enough for it. Some people use gold out of habit, but most ships carry trade ingots in an assortment, ’cause metal’s usually worth something, if you can figure out which metal’s good.” 
 
    “Perhaps we could pretend to trade you in order to gain the ship or something like that,” Lysanda said. 
 
    “Might buy us some time, but communicating with ’em would probably reveal our position, even with the sneakiest of frequencies, right Erid?” 
 
    Correct. Or at least allow them to narrow it down to the point where they can shell us with reasonable accuracy. 
 
    “Also, it’s not a bad idea, but it needs a good followup or endgame, or we get to the point where we’re supposed to hand them over and then we don’t. And then we’re back where we started,” Ferny said. “Let’s put that aside as a possible component of a plan, and try to figure out what we want and how to get it. What do we want here?” 
 
    The ship shuddered under my feet, and I turned to the damage reports. Nothing major, fortunately. But it reminded me that we were basically in a swirltub full of knives, and they were getting’ worse. “What do we want? To leave this place, mainly,” I said. “This was just gonna be a stop and check in, see if the folks here were doin’ okay. Well, they ain’t, and fixin’ this is beyond us, so we gotta survive and carry the word that there’s folks here need help. And bonus points if we can do it without leaving a trail for the Vendharans to follow.” 
 
    “And also, if there’s a way to disable the satellites, let’s do that, please? That IS why we went inside that wretched wreck in the first place, yes?” Lysanda piped up. 
 
    I closed my eyes. “Kril did lose an arm. Hate to see that be for nothing.” 
 
    “Yeah, but arms grow back,” Basque said. “With the right help, anyway.” 
 
    “Forty-two thousand people nuked piles of ashes don’t, though,” Ferny said. “I think I’m getting behind the doctor, here. If there is something we can do, I mean. And it’s Basque and Erid who are in charge of figuring that part out.” 
 
    Basque sighed. “I know. And if we find a tungsten slug, you’ll be the first to know. But we need a plan beyond ‘take down the satellites,’ because they’re not the threat to US. Those Vendharan ships are.” 
 
    “That and the churn,” I said. “We can’t stay put forever. That’s the other reason we should look into this, is ’cause we’re gonna have to break cover anyway, so we might as well try to get the survivors down there out of the shit, regardless of what happens to us.” 
 
    “Then let’s talk about the Vendharans,” Ferny said. “What can we do to make sure they don’t follow us when we try to escape?” 
 
    Given our armaments, we should be able to deal with the scout. Erid knows the design and can offer a few key points to target. Assuming that we can strike without detection, we should be able to disable their sensors temporarily at the very least. 
 
    “Could do more if we had missiles, but it’s a rare day we’re packin’ those,” I said, thinking. “Yeah, if I’m spun up, I can take ’em down with the railguns. Can’t kill ’em, but if you give me the specs, I’ll put holes in any exposed hardware on the way out. But that leaves the corvette. It’s set up to kill things like us.” 
 
    “Except they’re not trying to kill,” Ferny pointed out. “They’re going to be trying to disable, and they won’t be able to use their full weapons array, right?” 
 
    A solid conjecture, but we don’t know their full capabilities. That class has multiple loadouts, and most of them can’t be predicted from visual observation. That ship is best avoided, if possible. 
 
    “And that’s the main problem, ’cause they’re far enough away from the churn field that we can’t count on catchin’ them off guard, and they’ll have sensors on par with the scout, so if we leave them be and go to hyperlight they’ll track us just as easy.” I rubbed the back of my head. “We need some way of disabling them. Worst case, I can try to dodge their fire, get into sluggin’ range, take out things and hope it’s enough, then go to hyperlight.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of try, and hope, and contingent actions,” Basque said. “I’m opposed.” 
 
    “So, what’s your idea?” Ferny asked. “Because we’ll have to move eventually anyway, so staying here’s not an option.” 
 
    But it was Lysanda who spoke up. 
 
    “What if... what if we don’t deal with the corvette, but something else DOES?” 
 
    “Like what?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, it occurs to me that they’re within weapons range of a good few dozen orbiting kill satellites, and if that computer contains what we think it does, we just might be able to get them pointed upwards instead of downwards...” 
 
    I blinked, and my eyes clicked as I considered. 
 
    And I felt a smile spreading across my face. “Kind of a longshot, yeah. But shit, that might do it...” 
 
    Twelve minutes later, Basque and Erid managed to peel the data out of the salvaged computer. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, we had a nasty piece of malware that Erid assured us would do the job. 
 
    And five minutes after that, I was easing into my harness and lowering myself into the chamber below the bridge, as the drugs started to kick in. 
 
    “You got the course plotted?” I asked Erid, for the tenth time or so. 
 
    Our escape route is programmed in. The second we judge them incapable of tracking us, we can jump with impunity. 
 
    The pumps hissed and clunked against the back of my skull, and my brain got warm. I noticed my breathing slowing down... no, it was staying the same. I resisted the urge to breathe faster, all I’d accomplish was hyperventilation. Instead, I tapped my fingers. It felt like I was moving them through mud.  
 
    This was the tough part. I flicked my gaze right, to where the shutoff valve sat. One pattern of blinks, and my RCD would tell it to stop, and I’d spend the next half hour sick as a dog, but things would speed up again. But if I didn’t activate it now, then time would stretch, and stretch, and I’d be stuck here experiencing hours in the space of real-world minutes. 
 
    I had a little AR program, a monitor set up. The tech who’d coded it for me called it the Rubicon meter. Once it crossed a line, I couldn’t go back. It flickered to life as I stared at the valve, RUBICON above in golden letters, and a bar below going from green to red, with a black line just a few ticks beyond where it was now. I stared at it as it grew, slowly, slowly. 
 
    It took too long. Bored, I glanced around the hutch, the little hollow under the bridge. “You got the course plotted?” I asked Erid, for the tenth time, or so. 
 
    O        u       r        e 
 
    The letters were taking too long to show up. I looked around at the other mechanisms of the hutch, stuck in the harness. Eventually I looked straight again, to read the last part of Erid’s message. Same as before. Had I asked this before? Shit, I had. I was at the point where the neuro-stim was kicking in, interacting with the drugs. Couldn’t sit still, and I jittered, feeling my wobbly parts wobble in slow motion, giggled a bit, forcing the words through throat muscles that took forever to get them out. I kept looking around, though I knew every inch of this cockpit. 
 
    This was the reason I had cybernetic eyes, why every Augmented asset did. Because flesh ones would rupture and wear down, my nerves trying to move them faster than my body could handle, muscles getting warped and shredded from the conflicting impulses. 
 
    The drugs changed my perception of time, let me see and react things at a speed greater than anything human could handle. But without safeguards, I’d be a wrecked, crippled mess. 
 
    As it was, the hangover would be horrible. But that was a problem for future me. 
 
    I tapped my fingers again, tried to. It was like trying to squeeze through heavy clay. 
 
    The Rubicon was hanging a notch below the black bar. I stared at it, tried to will it to go faster. “You got the course plott— shit, no, never mind, already asked that,” I said. “You think we’ll make it out of this one?” I asked instead. 
 
    The answer took too long, and it didn’t start with a Y or N, so I didn’t know what she was saying and couldn’t focus on it. I was at the point where memory was more of a suggestion than a hard rule, and I ended up seeing her answer a few thousand times and chortling at it more than once. Well, trying to laugh. My throat was locked up on the first one, and by the time it was done it wasn’t so funny anymore. 
 
    Oh hey, the red was beyond the black line. I’d crossed the Rubicon. The shutoff wouldn’t work now, no point in even watching it. 
 
    Instead, I settled back and waited. 
 
    Hours that weren’t hours passed, and I felt my body expand. 
 
    The stim programs came online; the haptics applied pressure. I didn’t just have arms, I had wing flexors. I had legs, but I also had engines. I understood with my mind, that it was all just simulated, just neural interface programming to fool my brain into thinking I was the ship. But it was really, really damn good programming. Hell, it had held up for near-on five years without a patch or update. 
 
    I thought about wiggling my hands, and the flexors on Nomad’s Land’s wings wiggled. I shifted in my seat, and I felt the part that Basque had patched like a bandage on my ass cheek. The code suggested ways of matching the machine to my flesh, and I lay back and let them work. 
 
    And as memory returned, as the drugs sang clean and pure and synchronized in my veins, as the chips in my head stimulated what they needed to and numbed the parts that were better off out of it, I became the ship. 
 
    I took a second and opened all my new eyes, looked about me and found it good. Dark here, hard to see, but the churn nearby was slow, the fastest of it no faster than leaves falling from a tree, poked off by a lazy breeze. I knew that if I weren’t spun up, I wouldn’t see ’em at all... they were actually faster’n bullets. 
 
    And now, so was I. 
 
    With a thought and a flex, and a quick firing of the thrusters, I swiveled to face the Vendharans. I called up Erid’s churn maps, and looked at them, super-imposing them along the course we’d laid out. 
 
    Somebody said something, a long-drawn out groan over the channel. I waited patiently for them to finish, and the comprehension software in my frontal lobe did its thing, replaying the message. I listened to Ferny say “We just moved. Is it go time?” 
 
    “It is,” I said, and the software slowed my voice down, parsed it through the translator, mechanizing my voice, and slowing it down to their level. “Everybody get to where they need to be. We’re movin’ in five. Four. Three. Two...” 
 
    I cut loose, not giving it the full second. It’d been too long since I’d done this, too long since I’d danced between the raindrops. Distantly I knew it was the chemical rush talking, making me revel in the power and the fleetness. But I didn’t care. 
 
    Every augment is a junkie of some sort, Warrant Officer Dullah’s voice came back to me. And yeah, maybe I was. Maybe that was why I’d chosen this life, so I had constant excuses to rise up and use my little power. Be more than a broken down cyborg who had lost her first command during her first real battle. 
 
    Those thoughts faded like smoke as I focused on steering through the wreckage, around the major bits, around the parts that flared with red AR tagging as I got near. I watched as bits ricocheted away as I pushed through them, felt them with phantom tactile senses as they were knocked into motion, bounding and rebounding off each other. 
 
    And as I went, I armed the railguns. 
 
    We only had two, and they only ran the length of the ship; small as ship-based weapons went. But they’d put tungsten spikes into anything I aimed them at. The Vendharans built their ships solid; odds were I couldn’t take ’em out with just these. But then, I didn’t need to. I just needed to blind ’em. 
 
    The scout grew in my view as I shot forward, turning slightly, because there was no way I could hide what I was doing. It would take whole minutes to clear the churn; an eternity in my eyes, and enough time to give them a chance to react. 
 
    This wouldn’t be clean; was no way we could do this clean. But I was a Granger, and we didn’t mind gettin’ our hands dirty. 
 
    So, when we were about three hundred kilometers out, I fired up the targeting brackets, flexed fingers that were now thrusters, and lined up the shots. 
 
    It was long range, ’bout double what was reasonable, but that was fine. We had plenty of ammo, and the point of this was to get some saturation, so that if they moved wrong, they walked into fire. And I might be able to get any point defense they might have confused, so that was worth the slugs. 
 
    Plus, it felt good to put some tungsten into the void. The last month or so we’d been running, running, running from trouble, and havin’ to scarper away from folks who shoot at you does a number on your confidence when you can’t shoot back, ’least not without makin’ the situation worse. 
 
    These guys had chased us past the point of reason; it felt good to light ’em up. 
 
    I watched the trails go, watched the churn part and swirl around them. It was like the dust of my old billet on Megalodon. The sims for that were pretty applicable here, where two fleets had ground themselves into dust fighting for their lives. 
 
    I stopped firing after a few long seconds. You had to let the barrels cool, or the railguns would conk out. This would be enough to wake ’em up, see if they had any big defenses that’d fragg up the important shots later on. 
 
    I shifted us away from the trails of disturbed churn as we went. Best to never be in a direct line from your firing solution, I’d found. Eventually, after a few seconds, I was running parallel to the trails of the slugs. 
 
    A long minute crawled by, and I watched them turn. Circular in shape, flattened circle like a pie with a few armored protrusions for the engine casings and the bumps of turrets. They didn’t have wings, per se, more like flying ice-brawl pucks or old-style ration cans I’d seen in history vids.  
 
    I couldn’t hold my breath in this liminal space between seconds. But I would’ve if I could, as I watched churn trails puff into existence around the enemy. Their turrets had gotten in on the game. 
 
    After a few fractions of a second, I relaxed. They were chaff, or sluggers. Low impact stuff that was best against missiles, most likely. 
 
    It was good shit. Good reaction time, good defenses. They’d spotted me early on, taken logical steps. Yeah, they’d been watching this sector like hawks to begin with, but they were taking me seriously. 
 
    So, I did the same. Shifted course, and once I was a hundred kilometers out, I set the next round of railgun slugs chattering towards ’em. 
 
    These were more serious, so I took my time with the shots. I tried to put ’em across the bow, where the armor was thickest. Wanted to get their defenses pointed that way, wanted to make ’em think that taking them out was the goal. 
 
    They had just finished their turn when I passed out of the heaviest part of the churn. Now we were vulnerable. Now I marked flashes from the top part of their hull. 
 
    Missiles. Erid told me. Didn’t need her to tell me that, as I was close enough the cameras caught them in exquisite detail. I adjusted course to see how they’d go, and sure enough, they adjusted as well. But slowly, so slowly. I could dodge them; I was pretty sure. But there was no point in taking risks, so I spooled up our own point defenses. 
 
    Flexing the things that had replaced my thumbs, the two turrets popped out of the underhold space and started throwing chaff. I did a barrel roll, spread it around. We’d look much, much bigger to their targeting now. And if they got close enough, the gyrosluggers on the turrets would do their best to shoot them down. They had their own system; I didn’t bother trying to control them. They did well enough just from the computer. 
 
    The enemy had turned to face me, which was a problem. The bits I needed were on the other side of the ship. But I had a plan for that, and I burned toward them, shifting from side to side, as churn trails carved toward me, trails that were too focused and fast to be missiles. They’d brought their own railguns online, or something similar enough that it was the same effect, more or less. I sidestepped them, laughing. 
 
    This was the height of the drugs, I realized. I was feeling invulnerable. Dangerous point to be at. But useful, too. 
 
    And as I did a long loop that lost the missiles, I swept up and flipped end over end, blew past the ship, waited until I was facing them, and jammed on the thrusters. 
 
    I was the ship. 
 
    I felt my bones compress and creak, felt the infrastructure and supports that the Monnichiwan had put in her to keep her from crumpling when I pulled shit like this, felt it strain and withstand, barely. It hurt, and I didn’t care. And when I had the back of the Vendharans, when I saw them turning, trying to get me in arc again, I lit her up like a goddamn bonfire. 
 
    Six shots. Two targets. One full comm array, and one concealed antenna sitting between the thrusters, looking like a maintenance port. Three to each, and I didn’t stick around to see how they held, as I gave in to physics and eased off the thrusters, turning to go with them and cartwheeling end over end. 
 
    After what seemed like minutes to me, a computerized voice spoke in my ear, the translator program speeding up familiar words. 
 
    “God DAMN, woman! Are you trying to get us all killed?” The approximation of Basque’s voice said. 
 
    “If I was after that, you’d be dead by now,” I snarked back. “Settle back in. Easy part’s done, hard part’s comin’.” 
 
    I kept an eye on the rear cameras as I sped away, outran two or three more missiles and juked around railgun shots. It was light churn here, enough to see the trails coming and easily step out of the way. But then we were out of range, and I put my full attention to the problem ahead of us. 
 
    We succeeded. They’re telling the corvette that they are blinded. 
 
    The corvette... 
 
    The planet loomed ahead of me, and the Vendharan ship hung in space. Only about three times the size of the scout, it still dwarfed us. If we got close, it’d shred us. I could dodge the shots from a lightly armed scout without too much trouble, but this thing was made to take out fighters. It’d put enough shit into space that we’d die. This was the sort of ship we normally ran from. Now I was speeding toward it, trying to make it think that we were coming in for a strafing run. 
 
    Two hundred thousand kilometers, Erid told me, as I pumped up the engines. In my frame of mind, covering that distance would feel like just over an hour. In actuality, at the speeds we’d reach, it’d only take a few minutes. Get us to about two thousand out from it, and she will have a clear shot at transmitting the signal. 
 
    Two thousand. Sounded like a hell of a distance, if you were ignorant. After all, we’d gotten practically nuts to butts with the scout and passed unscathed, but that was because it was a scout. And it didn’t hurt it had been firing through the churn, makin’ waves that I easily saw and dodged. 
 
    Weren’t nothin’ between us up here but the dark. This would be tricky. 
 
    So I watched them get closer, and I flicked between the cameras, hunting for the first shots, trying to gauge the point where I’d have to start jumping around like a Simal who’d gotten into fermenting bonanos. 
 
    Kinda like my worst ex, that moment came later than I’d feared, but earlier than I’d hoped. Against the red, red backdrop of the nuked world, I saw small specks growing into larger specks, until I realized nope, those were micromissiles. I started chaffing up before I caught myself and stopped, and just focused on twisting away. This was just the early shit. I’d need to save the chaff for later. 
 
    Later arrived at about twelve thousand kilometers out. Didn’t know how much they were payin’ their gunners, but they were top notch. I had to alter course as railguns chased me across the sky. Tried to come in at an oblique angle. 
 
    Portside, Erid advised. They’ll have a blind spot for a few seconds if you shift now. 
 
    Seconds were minutes to me, seconds were an eternity, and I used it to give myself a breather, as I popped chaff like a bearded drake puffin’ out its scales. It mostly worked, until it didn’t. 
 
    I shuddered, as I felt a finger go numb. Entire seconds later, Basque’s digitized voice spoke. “Tip of one wing. Not too serious.” 
 
    Not too serious to him, maybe, but every hit slowed me down, some. My talent had a death spiral, once I started taking damage, I lost maneuverability, and when I started losing that, I started taking more hits. It only ended one way, if it went on too long. 
 
    And shit, I realized I was on the downside, now. The drugs had passed their peak, my brain was coming down. I had minutes to finish this. 
 
    But none of that mattered, ’cause I was almost to the point we needed to reach.  
 
    And that’s when I got a hell of a rude discovery, as fire sizzled up my flanks. 
 
    Beams! She’s raising the hyperlight sheath! 
 
    That was unexpected. And it damn near killed us. I shrieked, voiceless, as I writhed and tried to escape, but even as fast as I was, I couldn’t dodge light. Then, mercifully, the world turned white, and the pain ebbed. 
 
    “That took out a driver line!” Basque reported, after I adjusted course. “You’re going to lose power to two of the starboard thrusters in three minutes.”  
 
    Three minutes was an eternity. If we didn’t take any more serious hits, we’d be done well within three minutes. 
 
    But now I had a bigger problem. 
 
    The sheathe was up, and my visual range had gone to shit. 
 
    The corvette was a blob against the now-pinkish backdrop of the planet, and my effective projectile ID range was down to about a hundred kilometers, more or less. 
 
    I couldn’t see shit in time to dodge it. 
 
    So, I punched the thrusters to the max, knowing the strain would run out the starboard ones quicker, and I turned away from the corvette and arrowed straight toward the planet. 
 
    I could at least outrun the missiles, and our ass was a smaller target, especially as I shifted and spent the rest of our chaff like a drunk deck ape’s pay receipts in a brothel. 
 
    We caught some more pain, but it was light, and then the moment came. 
 
    Transmitting the malware now! Erid told me, and I would have sighed in relief if I could’ve. Instead, I gave her a precious three seconds to get it done, then turned and fled. “Get ready to hyperlight the second we can—” 
 
    Basque hadn’t been lying about the thrusters. But I’d put such stress on them, that they went out early, surprising me and unbalancing us. 
 
    I screamed as we spiraled, cut power to the port thrusters, fought to regain some sort of equilibrium. But for a precious twenty seconds or so, we were out of control. The upside was that we were impossible to hit. The downside was that I knew we’d be sitting ducks at the end of it. Unless... 
 
    Success! Erid cheered. Multiple launches detected, heading to the corvette! 
 
    I sighed and eased back, feeling tired, as the world slowed around me. “Great. Get us out of here once they’re pounded enough.” 
 
    I closed my eyes for a minute. 
 
    “Wait. Wait, hold on! Shit!” The digitized approximation of Basque’s voice growled. 
 
    “What?” I snapped out of the fugue, looked around wildly. It was too bright the sheath made it impossible to tell what was wrong. Nobody was shooting at us, that I could tell. 
 
    “Not all the launches are... shit. Oh, shit,” Basque breathed. 
 
    Oh, you asshole. Oh, you clever son of a bitch. Raun, you murderous twat! 
 
    “What happened?” I whispered. 
 
    But I didn’t need them to tell me, as even through the distortion of the sheathe, I could see the world below me blossoming into nuclear fire. 
 
    We’d gambled. 
 
    We’d failed. 
 
    And the survivors down there were paying the price. 
 
    “I’m getting us out of here,” Basque whispered. “The nukes should throw up enough distortion to prevent them from following us, at least.” 
 
    I sighed and closed my eyes, shuttering all the cameras at once. “Yeah. Let’s go. We’re done here.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 12: REVELATIONS 
 
      
 
    Kril knew it had gone sour the second he woke up. 
 
    There weren’t any rats on him. They were all on Lysanda, who was slumped over in their chair, with a solid, furry carpet of sad little rodents looking up at them with concern. 
 
    This was the first time in a while he hadn’t woken up with a rat cozy and warm on or next to him, and he knew at a glance it was ’cause their master needed them. 
 
    But it was more than that. He knew the ship, knew the noises of crew and proper workings and the million and one little ways that things shifted when they were moving, or busy, or repairing. And right now, he wasn’t hearing any of them. 
 
    They were at a dead stop. And the only reason for that, was that they didn’t know what to do next. The ship didn’t have a purpose, and that meant that the plan had not only gone south but had maybe ended up somewhere around the equator and had forgotten to pack sunscreen. 
 
    Kril inhaled and gathered his thoughts. Remembered what he could. 
 
    Then, he gathered his nerve, sat up just a little, and looked down at his left arm. 
 
    It ended right where the pressure seal had shorn it off. That seal had saved his life, at the cost of a maiming injury. Someone, likely Lysanda, had gone and capped the end of it with a fleshcoat bandage, a little wrap of skin and blood vessels and gel that had been infused with his own cells, fastgrown in the medical fabber to prevent it from going bad and poisoning his system. 
 
    Weren’t the first time he’d had one of these symbiotes attached to him, but it was the first time he’d needed it for anything this big.  
 
    “Ah. Welcome back, dear man,” Lysanda said, their voice dull and worn. The doctor cleared their throat. “Sorry. Are you hungry? Thirsty? The nutrient drip took care of necessities, but you’re the best judge of your own comfort levels.” 
 
    Kril tried to say yeah, I could use a drink, but his throat felt like he’d been eating thornthistles, and it ended up being a coughing fit instead, and oh wow, didn’t that make his arm ache and twinge. He ended up lying back, keeping his stump up so it didn’t bang against the bunk, and riding it out. 
 
    “Water, then,” Lysanda said, putting a cup under the general fabber and filling it up before helping him drink. 
 
    The door cycled, and Kril glanced to the shiny mirror hanging from the ceiling, saw Ferny, her green hair pinned up, and her gills flat against her neck. She waved his direction, then sank into one of the open chairs. 
 
    Kril finished the water, cleared his throat a few times, hawked and spat into the basin next to the bunk, then turned to consider his crew. “Where are we?” 
 
    “Somewhere in the dark, mostly coreward from Baudelaire,” Ferny said. “No stars around. There’s a few rocks out here, not much else.” 
 
    “Ain’t good if we’re being followed. No place to hide,” Kril said. “Nothin’ to use for cover.” 
 
    We have not been followed. And this is the second jump. For the moment, we are safe. 
 
    That was a lie, in Kril’s eyes. There weren’t any safe places in the galaxy, none he’d ever found. But as lies went it was forgivable, and judging by Ferny and Lysanda’s mood, maybe even necessary. 
 
    The door cycled again, and Basque entered, scowling more than his usual resting rage face. He didn’t sit down, just moved to look down at Kril, before announcing, “Shit’s fucked.” 
 
    “Kind of got that feeling,” Kril said, staring back up at him. “You talkin’ us or in general?” 
 
    “Us? No. We’re fine. Minor repairs. I’m using the opportunity to slot in those upgrades we discussed.” Basque folded his arms. “But we failed. Big time.” 
 
    “And forty-two thousand people paid the price,” Ferny whispered. 
 
    “Shit.” Kril closed his eyes. “I shoulda been there.” 
 
    There was nothing you could have done. The fault was Erid’s, for underestimating Raun. 
 
    “Who’s Ron?” Kril asked. 
 
    “Let us fill you in on what happened, first,” Ferny said. “So shortly after you went down, the Vendharans broadcast a warning...” 
 
    Kril listened, feeling his heart sink with every word. 
 
    They’d gone through so much, and it hadn’t mattered in the end. The people they’d worked so hard to at least give some hope to had been snuffed out like plasma in a dampening chamber. 
 
    “It ain’t on us,” Kril said, at the end of her story. “None of it’s on us. We tried our best, and it weren’t enough.” 
 
    You are partially correct. The fault is Erid’s. 
 
    “You said a name. Ron.” 
 
    Raun. 
 
    “Would knowin’ that at the time we acted have made the outcome different? Be honest, now.” 
 
    Perhaps. 
 
    “But there wasn’t time, and you did the best with what info you had. And it weren’t enough. That’s not fault. Those people were fragged if we didn’t do anything, if not then, then down the line from somethin’ else. Anyone who’d set up a hell trap like the one they had, that’s a fellow who ain’t gonna give his victims a happy ending.” 
 
    No. No, he wouldn’t have. He was merely neutralizing the nearest force that could stop his ambitions. He would have come back to them later, but given what you encountered in the vessel, she doubts they would have been anything more than mindwiped servitors. 
 
    “What the fragg DID we encounter in Word of Kossuth?” Kril asked. “You had a chance to analyze any of that yet?” 
 
    “I believe you mentioned a controlled environment in the underhold,” Lysanda gnawed their top lip. “We don’t quite have that yet.” 
 
    “Right, right. It’s dangerous.” Kril shut his eyes. “Forgot that part.” 
 
    “We’ll have one in a week,” said Basque. “I’ll need to clean up the underhold, anyway. The coolant surplus took a hit again, and it froze around the breach.” 
 
    “That’s fortunate.” 
 
    “Yes and no. The coolant’s not supposed to freeze all by itself, so that stuff is ruined. I have to carve it out and make sure the fractured microplastics aren’t contaminating the rest of the stuff. Once that’s done, I can get Lysanda set up to meddle with your zombie virus or whatever the hell it is.” 
 
    “They weren’t zombies,” Kril said, then some of Basque’s earlier words swam into focus. “Wait. A week?” 
 
    “A week,” Basque confirmed. 
 
    “We got chewed up that bad?” 
 
    “No, we got off lucky. Your sister’s a god damned ninja when it comes to piloting.” 
 
    “A what now?” 
 
    “Never mind. Look, the point is there’s been at least two situations we’ve had to deal with problems that we wouldn’t have trouble solving if I’d put in the upgrades I wanted to. So now I’m taking a week and we’re getting those upgrades in. Respectfully. Captain.” 
 
    Kril’s initial impulse was to argue. There were enemies on their tail, and a lot of space to get through, still. But then he stopped and thought it over. 
 
    It was a long way to the core still, sure. But it wasn’t like they’d set up appointments or had folks waiting on them there, or anything like that. And he was his own boss and could make whatever schedule he damn well pleased. 
 
    And the Vendharans were running a fleet, with a couple of capital ships in it. Fleets took energy, material, and resupply. More than that, they cost money in pay and keeping people busy.  
 
    So, Kril asked, “How we doing on food and supplies?” 
 
    “Still got plenty from Augenblick,” Ferny said, tapping her data pad. “Figure twelve weeks before we’d have to start rationing. Three more weeks after that before we start to starve, and the water gets too corrupted to be recycled properly. We could probably stretch the food well past the dehydration date by moving to scop, but... well.” 
 
    “Well,” Kril muttered. Scop stood for Single Cell Organic Protein. It was what you made when you were desperate, by running anything even remotely organic through a fabber and combining it with a bacterial culture kept in a jar for just such a purpose. You could live off scop, but it was pretty much the opposite of fun. 
 
    “Even without scop, that leaves us nearly three months to find some kind of place with a compatible enough biosphere for food,” Kril said, considering. He tried to remember the route waypoints they’d plotted, found that he couldn’t. “My head’s fuzzy.” 
 
    “You did lose a fair amount of blood before the seal took care of that,” Lysanda sighed. “This is another good reason to take a week. You need to rest and heal, dear man. You’ve survived a large-scale trauma; the shock to your system was considerable.” 
 
    “A week.” Kril heard petulance creep into his tone.  
 
    He wasn’t the only one who heard it, as Lysanda took his hand. “Yes, yes, I know. But it really is for the best. And this will give me time to prepare the best possible neural graft and prosthetic for you.” 
 
    Kril sighed. And then, because he was wiped out, he made his decisions as fast as he could so he could get started on resting without the whole crew looming over him. “Basque, you got a week. Get her done, throw in anything you think can even the odds so long as our stocks can handle it.” 
 
    “Yes sir!” Basque showed a rare grin. 
 
    “Lysanda, get workin’ on that graft, and I submit to any orders you may have concernin’ my health. But also check on Trin when she gets out. I’m assuming she’s still under?” 
 
    “Snoring like a plane saw,” Ferny confirmed. 
 
    “Right. Ferny, keep an eye on supplies. Tell Basque no if he gets greedy.” 
 
    “Hmph!” Basque glared at her. 
 
    “With pleasure!” She glared right back. 
 
    “Erid. Work on peelin’ out any more secrets that are left in that comm hardware we salvaged. Then get back to us and tell us everything you can about that Raun fella.” He let his head fall back to the pillow. “Maybe don’t wait a week on that part, but I want my head clear for it, so give it some time, yeah?” 
 
    Affirmative, Captain. 
 
    Kril let his eyes shut. There was more conversation after that, but he lost it as he went back under. 
 
    A few days later, after one last surgery, he was staring at a plastic and plasteel hand. He wiggled the fingers one by one, as Lysanda checked the diagnostics and adjusted the sensitivity. The tingling was the worst part; the feeling that he’d jammed his elbow into a live current. It took a hell of a lot of willpower to keep calm and keep the rest of him still as he moved it between the various piles of paper cups and empty ration packs. Pick this up, pick that up, crush this, stack those... it was all familiar to him. Though this time it was for a full hand, not just some slap’n’go finger prossies. 
 
    “Not bad. You won’t have full mobility, but I estimate... hm... Ninety percent, given a few weeks of adjustment,” Lysanda said, tapping a few last settings and squinting at the information provided. “In any case, I’ll turn you loose to practice on your own. I don’t have to tell you to keep at it, do I?” 
 
    “You’re the doctor. Man who don’t listen to the doctor he hired is a man don’t care about his health,” Kril said, right before he twitched, and a stack of paper cups hit the deck. “Fraggit.” 
 
    “So glad we understand each other!” Lysanda beamed that big-toothed smile. “In any case, it’s about time for Erid’s briefing. Shall we tune in?” 
 
    “Gee, I dunno, I’d thought about going outside for a nice break out on the hull starin’ at the dark and empty... yes. Yes, I’ll turn in,” Kril amended hastily, as Lysanda stared at him with confusion. “That was a deadpan joke.” 
 
    It was easy to forget that they were talking to each other over translator. Wherever Lysanda had come from, their language wasn’t anything like Kril’s own, or like anything he’d heard in the Diaspora. So stuff like sarcasm sometimes missed the mark. 
 
    He stood and stretched, gave his mechanical fingers some new practice by pulling his shirt on unassisted, and blinked through his RCD menus until he joined the proper timeslot for the chat. Everyone else was already there, save for Lysanda, and he saw their heads materialize around him in augmented reality. Two were helmed; Basque and Ferny were down in the underhold, finishing up the cradle that Lysanda would need to work with the zombie nano. The name had stuck, no matter how much Kril hated it, and so he’d taken the path of least resistance and let it slide. 
 
    This was the first time he was seeing an AR of Erid, and he paused to consider it. A white ceramic mask like a smiling beautiful woman, layered on the helm of some serious power armor. And a red hooded cape, for some reason. She was slouched in a metal throne that had skulls, fire, and fiery skulls about it. Honestly, he wasn’t sure who the hell she was trying to impress, but he let that slide, too. Much to do, little time to quibble. 
 
    Greetings, Captain. The mask shifted its gaze to him, but the lips didn’t move as she spoke. 
 
    “Didn’t know y’all were waiting on me,” he said, looking around. “Woulda been faster. All right, let’s cut to the chase. What are we up against?” 
 
    “Don’t know if we’re up against anything,” Trin muttered. “Might be better to avoid this fragger if we can.” 
 
    Difficult but not impossible, Erid summarized. We are dealing with another core. 
 
    “We figured that out back when we realized it was nanoforged,” Kril said. 
 
    Oh yes, but it’s worth restating. And we’ve encountered the handiwork of one of the worst. There’s a slight personal history here. 
 
    “He an ex or something of the sort?” Ferny asked. 
 
    Good gods, no. We don’t have as much of that, thankfully. Losing your body means leaving your glands behind, along with a whole lot of troublesome chemicals that would otherwise cause tons of problems. No, the only reason for romantic relationships at this stage is psychological. Though they are beneficial to long-term sanity and remembering where one comes from. Kind of important to some individuals’ self-image, as well, so there are ways to indulge if you put the effort into it. 
 
    “Translation; it’s optional. Good to know, but a bit of a tangent, one would suppose?” Lysanda asked. There was tension in their slight frame, Kril noticed. Can’t blame ’em for that, Kril thought. There’s a mass grave a few light years back, and we were involved. 
 
    Right. Bit more of a tangent to come. You’ll need some history for this. She told you of the dispute between Juno and Jove, after the last pre-Terran war? 
 
    “More or less,” Kril said. “Two AIs feuding, yeah?” 
 
    Yes. And Juno, the librarian, decided to try to make her own heroes. But that came with complications, for the real world is a place where the good guys don’t always win. So, after a time, she realized that for certain situations, she needed slightly more morally flexible assistants. She reached back to the books and media she had on tap and started uploading villainous personalities onto a few select suitable candidates. 
 
    “I’m guessing by the outfit that you were one of them?” Basque asked. “No offense, or anything. I’ve seen plenty of assholes in shining armor who called themselves heroes and were nothing of the sort. I tend to go by actions, and you’re fine by me so far.” 
 
    Erid shifted for a moment, then nodded. In any case, we are more than the sum of the personalities that were overlaid upon us. The true lesson that both Juno and Jove learned, far too late, was that you cannot simply implant an entirely new being onto a human mind, even a digitized one, and hope that it works to your benefit. That which is created is more than the sum of its parts. Particularly if it learns, grows, and develops independently of its maker. 
 
    “So you were villainous by design, as was the one who caused the mess in Baudelaire?” Lysanda asked, and Kril noticed their neck flexing a bit as the doctor pushed their jaw down. Yeah, they weren’t gonna relax until they had answers. 
 
    He was. Probably still is. He committed many war crimes, some even after the conflict was settled. He was... the reason Erid is giving you a history lesson, is that Raun was based upon a particularly wicked dark lord, from a very well known fantasy series of the time. More or less an expatriate of the devil-figure of your choice, a fallen angel of sorts. Even worse, in those books, he was never given much characterization or exploration beyond ‘Hey, here’s an ancient evil that’s terrifying, and corrupting, and damn near unstoppable.’ Hell, even JaDOS, the white witch, had more to work with. 
 
    “He was deliberately made to be a villain even among villains, yeah?” Kril said, chewing his lip. “That’d fragg someone up, sure. Doesn’t excuse anything he did, though.” 
 
    It shouldn’t. He was pretty bad. Especially when he couldn’t live up to his own image in the books, he’d take it out on anyone he could reach. Lost a few friends and allies to him, in the rare occasions we were forced to work together. Erid clenched a gauntlet, staring at it. He was also fairly unoriginal. His source material was known to most of us, since it had survived even an apocalypse, but even if it hadn’t been, he wasn’t exactly subtle. The bastard tried to offer nine of us these things he called crowns of power and expected us to just go ‘oh hey, thanks a lot!’  
 
    “Crowns of power?” Ferny snorted.  
 
    He had a thing about crowns. It was from his series. They were more like black boxes we were essentially supposed to hook up to our brains and trust him that they’d do what he said they would. Idiot. 
 
    “So how did this asshole survive to cause trouble now?” Basque asked. 
 
    Erid paused and looked at Basque directly. It’s funny you should bring that up, given where you’re from. 
 
    Kril saw Ferny tense up now, her face going blank. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Basque squinted at Erid. 
 
    More history then? More history. After the Prince of Pyrite brought an end to the war between Juno and Jove, part of the agreement with the new Terran Concord was that those cores who survived would stand trial for our crimes. Most of us were sentenced to imprisonment. Our processes were slowed to a crawl, so that we could not synch with external networks, and our consciousnesses were mercifully slowed as well. Days passed by like minutes to us, as we served our various sentences, with the understanding that once time was up, we would be transferred to more limited bodies, and given our freedom to find our way in this bold new universe. 
 
    “Was this ’fore or after the gates failed?” Kril asked. 
 
    Oh, it was definitely before. Because many of us had our prison sentences interrupted. By Admiral Janus Storn. 
 
    Ferny was definitely trying to keep her face still. “There something you want to say, Ferny?” Kril shot a glance her way. 
 
    “No, no. Please, continue,” she said, tilting her dome so that it was harder to see through her helmet. 
 
    Basque was oblivious to this byplay, talking over both of them. “You’re telling me the founder of the Compact was what, planning something with a bunch of uplifted and abandoned supertech villains?” 
 
    Villains and heroes, both. Everyone serving prison time had done things quite firmly on the questionable side of morality. Though a few of us were largely innocent and merely stowed away due to the quite understandable prejudice and fear of the surviving populace. But it was less about planning something, than it was survival. See, Storn was spooked, plain and simple. He thought something was coming that would make the Pre-Terran wars look like a schoolyard fight. He wanted to ensure the survival of humanity as a species. And he wanted us to help him do it. 
 
    “Fuck me sideways, you were his secret weapon!” Basque’s eyes went wide. “The drone swarms, the unhackable drone swarms that brought the pirate leagues to heel, the mystery weapons that disabled the Storm Lord’s nanobombs, that was all you, wasn’t it?” 
 
    For a time, it was. After the gates failed, we helped him secure the planets that would join together to become Storn’s Compact. Some by diplomacy, some by guile, some by force. It was relatively easy to remain hidden, our existence only known to Janus and his inner circle. 
 
    “Probably the worst part of this is that this makes all the conspiracy nuts back at home sound reasonable. This is beyond anything they dreamed up!” Basque wasn’t making any attempt to hide his emotion. “And I’m guessing it didn’t last, because we’re trained to recognize those balls you ride around in as contraband of the most dangerous sort.” 
 
    The cores, yes. You’re right. It didn’t last. After using us to secure his Compact, Storn kept his word. Mostly. But time and politics and his eventual death without a clear heir complicated things. A few of us disappeared, around then. That was our first sign that things were going wrong. We blamed some of it on cores settling scores, but some of it looked like the remnants of Storn’s inner circles were trying to purge us, fearing our power. Some of us took sides, against Erid’s advice and the advice of others. Raun didn’t take one side or the other. Raun disappeared back in this time frame, and we missed it. And now he’s here, in this far-flung sector in the middle of the liminal marches. 
 
    “Still don’t explain why you were on a Vendharan ship,” Kril observed. 
 
    Once enough of the hotheads among the cores took sides, Storn’s remaining inner circle and their allies decided that they were better off without us and started a purge. Those of us who hadn’t committed fled, in various directions. Erid made common cause with the Vendharans, during one of their raids and negotiated passage off-planet. 
 
    “A lot of people died during those raids,” Ferny said. “Lot of planets bombed, robbed, lot of folks made into refugees.” 
 
    The Vendharans saw several of the systems that Storn had claimed as theirs, and to be honest, some of those claims seemed to have legitimacy. Nonetheless, the Vendharans were a means to an end. Erid would work for them for a decade, then be free to leave, so long as Erid swore never to willingly work against them. But their fleet was too slow to escape retribution, and so she settled in and slowed her processes to wait for the inevitable end, alone in a shattered hulk. Then you arrived. 
 
    Kril leaned back and thought. “There’s one thing I don’t get,” he said, slowly. 
 
    Ask and be enlightened. 
 
    “We did our research on the battle, ’fore we went after that job,” Kril said, keeping Ferny in his peripheral vision, watching her reactions. “It happened over a century after the gates went down, but decades before the Pale Riders. Before the Monnichiwan. But Raun went missing before that battle?” 
 
    He did. And she sees what you’re getting at. How did Raun end up here, a significant part of the galaxy away? 
 
    Ferny wasn’t giving any more clues, sadly. But she did speak up. “Well, you lost track of him back during the struggle. That doesn’t mean he was out of system, just hiding well, maybe.” 
 
    It is a possibility. 
 
    “Except...” Kril said, thinking it over as he went, sounding out the words, “...except that the Baudelaire system’s nearest neighbors called their system Rannic. They’re the most likely to have taken down Baudelaire. And when the Monnichiwan checked on them, they just opened fire. Because somehow, in the space of the month that had passed since the Pale Riders rode out, the Rannic had salvaged enough of their fleet to be able to mount an attack.” 
 
    “That does sound rather strange, when you put it that way. And a little too coincidental to be coincidental,” Lysanda said, as they picked up a passing rat and gave it a few reassuring scritches.  
 
    Eight years ago. That was when the Pale Riders struck, yes? 
 
    “More or less,” Kril said. “Ain’t like there’s a holiday to remember it by. Date’s in the system if you wanna look it up.” 
 
    After studying and analyzing the commcaster you retrieved, Erid can tell you that it has been in space for at least a decade. 
 
    A chill wind blew down the inside of Kril’s spine. How is this possible? 
 
    He didn’t have to point out the problems with the timeline, he could see that they all got it. 
 
    It was Basque who offered a token resistance. “Let’s not jump to conclusions. They use modular builds, it’s possible that this was salvaged whole from a wreck the Pale Riders left behind. Or hell, maybe it was part of a satellite they didn’t bother with and swapped into a warship later. There’s no point in jumping at ghosts until we’ve got confirmation it’s actually a spirit of some sort.” 
 
    “Until we get confirmation...” Kril said, then his eyes slid to his sister. “Trin. You been awful quiet. What’re you thinkin’?” 
 
    His sister glared at him, her eyes narrowed and gleaming, clicking with a sudden frenzy as she spoke. “I’m thinkin’ there’s forty-two thousand dead because this Raun asshole decided to nuke a world to death then set the survivors up to die. I’m thinkin’ we need to go kick his ass. I’m thinkin’ that if we walk away, he’s just gonna do this again to the next folks he can reach. That’s what I’m thinkin’.” 
 
    Kril looked to Erid. “You think we can take him?” 
 
    By ourselves? Unlikely. He’s had time to entrench himself and build his... dark kingdom... to his liking. But there may be something we can do, if we work obliquely enough. She does agree that he needs to be stopped, regardless of any kinetic, foot-driven impacts to the posterior portions. 
 
    Kril turned to Ferny. “Thoughts?” 
 
    “We need to investigate this, at the very least. If we get a shot to take him out without sacrificing, then yeah, I’m all for it.” 
 
    “Same here,” Basque said. “Though to be honest, you just told me that a centuries old conspiracy was real, and now we’ve got a mystery with a time mismatch. I was already angry at that fucker for what he pulled, but now I want to find the explanation for how he got here. The fact it’s a secret means he doesn’t want it known, so let’s find it out.” 
 
    “Good enough for me,” Kril nodded. “Doc? You been quiet.” 
 
    “It’s still our fault,” Lysanda whispered, and Kril watched as everyone else looked away. “Yes, we didn’t put them in that situation, and yes, the Vendharans forced our hand, but ultimately, we were the ones who gambled with their lives and failed.” Lysanda looked up, as tears oozed from the corners of their eyes and ran down their snubby nose. “We owe it to the people who died to at least try and make sure it doesn’t happen again. That, good man, is the very least I can do and still call myself some semblance of a good person.” 
 
    The pain coming off the small figure was tremendous, palpable. Kril wanted to hug them but held back. They were on business, now. Weren’t right to be fraternizing on business time. He had enough Fleet left in him that he managed to keep the urge down. “And we will,” he said instead. “All right. Take a few days, finish up all you got to finish up, analyze that nano and tell me what’s goin’ on there, and in the meantime, I’ll be workin’ with Trin and Erid to plot a course to Rannic, see if we can’t bypass their defenses. 
 
    “And then we’ll see what shenanigans we can get up to. Reckon there’s something we can do. Bastards who are used to dealing with big, shiny heroes with armor and swords usually ain’t too good at handling knives in the back...” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 13: COVER 
 
      
 
    There are many advantages to hyperlight space travel. 
 
    True, it lets a ship go anywhere in the galaxy that they can reach with a beam of light. It has plenty of safeguards, that would interrupt the beam the instant it breaks, to prevent the possibility of a high-speed collision. It iscompatible with just about every type of dampening field to shunt aside microcollisions, and ensure that particles and even small fragments of matter don’t damage a ship mid-transit. And it doesn’t seem to have any ill-effects on health or generate the chemical and systemic imbalances that hyperspace travel was rumored to cause, back in the day. 
 
    The big downside to hyperlight travel is that it is pretty visible to anyone who is looking in the right direction at the right time. 
 
    Even back before humanity had space flight, scientists and inventors had developed telescopes that were capable of locating other galaxies. Mapping the course of comets, detecting asteroids before they came to the solar system, all that kind of business. Humanity was good at seeing trouble coming, had only gotten better at it as eras waxed and waned, and the march of time and technology strolled merrily along. Granted, most hyperlight ships were small enough that they weren’t huge blips in the grand scale of things, but when an observer had a planet, or an entire planet’s worth of space to set up a proper telescopic panopticon, then one simple rule of thumb applies: The closer you get to a planet, the more visible your approach becomes. 
 
    Kril was pretty sure that was how Raun had set up the border forts back in Baudelaire. He, or his people, had determined the best optimal approaches for hyperlight visitors to the system, and they had trapped each one with detection devices that were tied into the clusters of automated weaponry at those chokepoints. That was what they’d determined from reviewing the footage of their arrival in-system, and the sequence of events as they’d played out. The assault had been instant; there was no way they hadn’t been detected before they arrived. 
 
    So that meant that any direct approach on Rannic was a stunningly bad idea. They’d almost been disabled by the outposts in Baudelaire, and that was an afterthought, the remnants of a conquered and mostly destroyed system. Rannic was presumably the heart of Raun’s power, so the defenses there would be stronger. No, they had to fall back on the same thing that any experienced Hull Scrapper learned to rely upon early and often. 
 
    Cover. 
 
    So that meant a few days of painstakingly poring over the charts, mapping out routes with microbursts of the hyperlight emitter, praying that the Vendharans weren’t close enough to see the flashes, and doing lots and lots of math. Yeah, the nav computer helped, and Erid’s daemons helped more, but at the end of the day he and Trin still had to crunch some numbers themselves. 
 
    And as the hours wound on, he saw how his sister was acting and knew he had to say something. He dreaded it, didn’t want to, because he was pretty sure he knew what this was about, and it was eating at him too, but it needed saying regardless. ’Cause if he didn’t, it was gonna keep eating at her, until it had hollowed out her heart entirely. 
 
    So on the third day, after figuring out the best way to camouflage a two hour hop through a nearby star’s light pollution he put down the data pad and glanced around the bridge. Basque and Ferny were finishing off the upgrades, Lysanda was down in the underhold analyzing the nano with Erid’s help, and he was pretty sure they had a good route nailed down. It was just more math from here, and that was easy enough, a few more variables nailed down then run it through the computer and that was that. 
 
    There were no excuses now. “Trin,” he said, shifting so he could sit next to her. “You been quiet lately. Something eating you?” 
 
    Trin shifted numbers on her data pad. “How long we been at this?” she said. 
 
    “Since we left the Fleet.” 
 
    “Weren’t no Fleet to leave. Just scrap and lies and remnants that were trying to blame us for all of it.” 
 
    “Trying to blame me. You were free and clear,” Kril said, but he wasn’t certain of that. And it must have shown in his voice, because she shot him a sidelong glance through her long, unkempt hair, and he shook his head. “Yeah, I know, you wouldn’t a stayed that way.” 
 
    “Mom wouldn’t either,” Trin muttered. “Had to be both of us gone. No percentage in using her against us. Nobody to blackmail, nothing to gain. She’s fine now, probably, ’cause of what we did.” 
 
    Kril blinked and looked away. “You never told me that was why you did it.” He felt his eyes moisten up, blinked them until they cleared. 
 
    “So how long we been doing this?” Trin asked. “Few years. Couple with the Monnichiwan beforehand, then you vanished off with Arla. Then you came back, told me we were gonna join the Scrapper project.” 
 
    “No, I told you I was joining. You coulda settled down with Mesh and kept on going with ’em,” Kril frowned at her. “You said no, you were comin’ with me.” 
 
    Trin rolled her eyes. “Mesh was temporary at best. Good in bed, bad in the head. Wouldn’t a worked out.” 
 
    “So, you didn’t give him up just to stick with me?” Kril frowned again. He remembered seeing his sister hug Mesh goodbye. That had been pretty tearful, at least on his part. She didn’t cry much, due to the eyes and all. 
 
    “No.” Trin said simply, then put down her own data pad and flexed her hands. “What do you want, Kril? What do you want out of...” She waved her hand around the bridge. “What do you want out of all this? You getting it? This been goin’ the way you thought it would?” 
 
    “Honestly I didn’t know how it would go,” he said. “Couldn’t stay with the Monnichiwan. But I still wanted to help. And you know how they... they didn’t do well, out here. Hell, half the galaxy still thinks they were the Pale Riders.” 
 
    “Plenty of good intentions, but they’re too weird and not cynical enough,” Trin nodded. “And most settlements, most colonies that hung on after the gates, they’re more likely to bite helpin’ hands than take the handout. Which is ’bout what happened to us. Scrappers, I mean.” She sighed and leaned back in the chair. “You ’member Morgan and Blaise? ’Member how they blew their ship, rather than give it over to that one government?” 
 
    “Throse. It was the Kingdom of Throse. Some hopped up little asshole thought he was big shit because he had three planets. They’re a backwater now, on the blacklist. Ain’t no Bondsman will take their jobs.” Kril’s mouth was a hard line. There had been good times with Morgan, in and out of their bunks whenever they’d come together. Not just that, but she’d been one he’d looked up to, a worlds-wise traveler from the Altair cluster who’d barely survived the Pale Riders herself. He’d gone on a four-day bender after the news of her death reached him. And Blaise was a big, laughing man who didn’t mind sharing all he had, knowing his generosity would bring joy to himself and others. He’d worked the logistics,, she’d piloted the ship, and it had worked. What was the ship’s name again? Gods, now he couldn’t remember, and that pissed him off. It hadn’t been THAT long since she’d ended up going out on her own terms. Two years? Three? 
 
    “And then there was Krayme. He went pirate, and I don’t know I blame him, after his backers cut contract and tortured half his crew to death,” Trin continued. “And Standing John, and Wallenhurse, and Kup Ghibal, and all those others we used to run with or run into. It was a big galaxy at first, and I remember the dead drops, the quiet places out ’twixt the stars where we’d meet up and trade notes. Back before the Bondsmen existed, and we had to set up our own naughty and nice lists.” 
 
    Kril paused and looked at the viewscreen. At the empty black all ’round, with a few flecks of rock here and there. Not too different from those old rendezvous points. “It was good times, even when it wasn’t,” he said, quietly. “But we knew it couldn’t last. People... people just needed a hand up, after everything had been smashed to bits. And once they got that hand, enough of them figured out how to get their own stuff going, and now they’re at the point they don’t need us as much. This ain’t nothin’ we didn’t expect.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I expected to have more friends around at this point. And fewer genocides on my tally.” 
 
    That was it. That last sentence, she’d almost sighed. 
 
    Kril stretched out a hand, took her shoulder. “That ain’t on us. We didn’t hang that sword above their heads. We had to try. We failed. That happens, sometimes. And that ain’t where you’re judged. You’re judged on if you pick yourself back up or not, after. And here we are, doin’ just that.” 
 
    “Are we? Whatever good we manage to do, ain’t gonna bring those people on Violet back.” 
 
    “No, but it’ll stop more Violets from happening. At least from this Raun sonova bitch.” 
 
    “If. If we do something. Shit...” Trin leaned back. “I guess I’m askin’ where you see us in about four more years, give or take. We’ve lost so many, you know? Ain’t too many Scrappers left who ain’t joined up with some group or another. Ain’t many free captains ’round. Ain’t no pension, or retirement plan. We just go until we don’t, and then what? You said it yourself, people needed the help, but they don’t no more. And they ain’t long on gratitude.” 
 
    Kril looked at her, searching for the right words. He worked his jaw, thinking, then he decided to get up. One quick trip to the cargo bay and he was back, holding a small, round, green fruit in one hand. 
 
    “Oh, gods no, I don’t need another day on the shitter,” Trin held up her hands. 
 
    “No. It ain’t that. They gave it to us as a symbol.” 
 
    Trin stared at it.  
 
    Kril pressed on. “They gave it to us, ’cause to them it’s a symbol of hope, and that’s what we brought to ’em. We made friends there, Trin. We can point to that and say that’s good;we did good there. And they’d have our backs.” 
 
    Trin reached out a finger, poked the fruit. “It didn’t taste too bad, I guess. Maybe some jelly, throw enough sweetener in, could be somethin’.” 
 
    “Yeah. And they’re near enough to Rannic, that if Raun wanted to use sleeper ships, he could get an army there in under a decade. They’re next on the firing line if his goal is conquest.” 
 
    Trin looked down. 
 
    Kril kept on, hammering it in. “So, you ask me where I see myself in four years? Still flyin’. Still tryin’ to make things better. ’Cause ain’t no one was coming this way ’fore we did. Big galaxy, and how many colony remnants are out there? How many out of the way corners are stuck with runaway AI and rogue uplifts and just plain human tyrants and worse? Yeah, there ain’t no retirement plan, but I plan to keep goin’ until we ain’t needed, and once I’ve had my fill, I’ll find a spot where we got a good rep and settle down. Maybe get a place near a lake or on a coast and fish some. And I’ll call it good. But I ain’t had my fill yet, and I’m hopin’ that you ain’t either.” 
 
    She was silent for a bit. Then she looked him in the eyes. “I ain’t doing this because of you. Not anymore. I ain’t doing this because nobody else is. I’m doing this because of Blaise and Morgan and all those others who we shared a dream with, who ain’t around to help make that dream real anymore. Because I remember ’em, and the good they did and tried to do. And they’re gone and nobody else is stepping up. But Kril, there’s gonna come a time when we ain’t needed so much. And I want you to look for that time and find that spot on a coast somewhere before you get blown out of the sky. Because if you don’t, then I will. All right?” 
 
    It was Kril’s turn to be quiet. Then he nodded. “I’ll try my best. Can’t even guarantee we’ll get through this one, you know?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She smiled. Small, but it was there. “But figure we at least go have a look and see what we can do ’fore we started forecasting doom and gloom.” 
 
    “Deal,” Kril said and offered a hand. They shook, and that was that. For now, at least. He knew they needed to pull some kind of win out of this business with Raun, or he risked losing her.  
 
    He stayed up long after-shift, double checking the math. The rest was already done; this was the least he could do to make sure their part went smooth. 
 
    After an all-too short sleep, he woke to find Lysanda knocking at his door. The doctor wasn’t smiling. “We’ve finished the nano analysis,” they said, staring up at Kril. “It’s not good.” 
 
    Kril scrubbed sleep from his eyes, scratched at his stubble. “All right. The kinda not-good you can explain in a few sentences or the not-good that’s gonna take a kaff and a soycake before I can understand it?” 
 
    Lysanda held up their hands, put them in front of their face, palms facing each other, opened their mouth and cocked their head, squinting, then shook it, blonde ponytail bouncing. “I’ll warm up the kaff.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, now fully dressed, Kril was on his second cup and none the wiser, but gamely trying to sum up what he thought he’d learned while Erid tried to help Lysanda explain. “So he’s trying to make copies of himself, but they’re not really copies.” 
 
    Correct, in a way. 
 
    “What way? The way that makes it less confusing?” 
 
    The nano basically carries his personality and thought processes. It makes those who are injected into... call them servitors. They make decisions the same way that he makes decisions. Their choices are the choices he would make. 
 
    “So, they’re slaves.” 
 
    “We’re uncertain about that part,” Lysanda said, wringing their hands. “It doesn’t target the full brain, merely strategic parts of it. My working theory is that whoever is infected with the stuff will hear Raun as a voice in their head, compelling them to do things.” 
 
    Which would fall in line with his Dark Lord persona. And guarantee that anyone sent on remote missions would be forced to obey his wishes, even in his absence. 
 
    “And it makes dead bodies move.” 
 
    “That part we’re fairly less certain about. Hard vacuum exposure kills it, that we confirmed,” Lysanda clicked their teeth together. “Even so, the muscle tissue should have atrophied to the point that the movement you witnessed should have been impossible. There may be other effects to the nano, or repeated doses cause additional... benefits? I hesitate to call them that, but well...” 
 
    In the books, Raun had a thing for undead servitors. She wouldn’t put it past him to try and do something along those lines. 
 
    “All right. Any weaknesses we can exploit?” 
 
    Lysanda hesitated. “It’s only a theory, but the fact they had rooms devoted to injecting this material and had to keep supplies of it on tap, I think that it eventually loses potency in a human host. Repeated applications are necessary over the long-term.” 
 
    “That’s good to know. Any of us get infected, we can restrain ’em, and they’ll ride it out,” Kril nodded. 
 
    “Eventually, hopefully. Without live-testing, there’s little I can do, and I’m not insane enough to want to try this out on any of us,” Lysanda folded their arms. 
 
    “And I ain’t insane enough to try to order you to,” Kril nodded. “Good work, Doc, Erid. This don’t change the plan, but it gives us more warning of what we’re walking into. Thanks.” 
 
    After that, the only thing left to do was set the final course and pray to their various deities, or equivalents. 
 
    Once they’d committed, it took eight hours to make the three main jumps. They used the backtrail of an ice comet for the last of them, hoping that if any planet-based observation saw them, it’d be attributed to shards trailing in the comet’s wake. Long shot, yeah, but at this point that’s what they had to work with. 
 
    It was also their last chance to bail. If they got pushback at the end of this jump, then they’d know they’d been detected, and there would be no choice but to escape. 
 
    None came. 
 
    And as they came out of hyperlight, with a rocky, barren lump of ice and a weak, purple atmosphere filling the viewscreen, Kril panned the cameras around and snapped the sheath off the second Erid wrote All clear. 
 
    “Okay...” Kril breathed, as the lights died, and their field of vision expanded. He’d called up all the augmented reality viewscreens to supplement the hardware one, and they were floating around the bridge, letting him look in every direction. Essentially windows that rendered the ship invisible every way he turned. It was a little disconcerting, but in this game they were playing, it was see or be seen. And being seen was death. 
 
    But it looked like they had come out cleanly, just beyond the Rannic’s immediate solar system, out in the belt of rocks and ice and nothing that lay beyond the star’s immediate influence. Their theory was that Raun couldn’t trap EVERYWHERE, couldn’t watch EVERYWHERE. The farther out from his influence, the fewer his eyes. Things would be concentrated closer to his main world, and the fact that they weren’t being pounded to dust right now seemed to support that theory. 
 
    “Basque, you ready with the coolant?” Kril asked. 
 
    “Ready and willing. Give the word.” 
 
    “Gotta start our drift, first. Trin, get us set up on a slingshot. Erid, keep an eye out for comm traffic. Ferny, Lysanda, sit tight. Maybe get some rest; it’ll be hours before we’re in a tricky spot again.” 
 
    “You say that like it’s so easy,” Ferny snarked. “I’m way too wired to sleep.” 
 
    “I can prescribe something for that!” Lysanda offered. 
 
    “Thanks, but no. If I die I’d rather not sleep through it,” Ferny shot back. 
 
    “I would,” Lysanda said. “But it’s your choice. Literally your funeral, perhaps.” 
 
    “Morbid li’l fucker,” Ferny muttered, before signing off. 
 
    “We all deal in different ways,” Kril said. “Trin, get us a good roll.” 
 
    It was simple, from here. They’d kill the lights, get a good momentum going with the engines, and slingshot around the planet going at a pretty good clip, but not TOO fast. Just another piece of interstellar debris, bopping through, its trajectory warped by the various gravity wells of the system. 
 
    “Do ’er now, Basque,” Kril said as they reached the final third of the planet’s cover. 
 
    “Done!” 
 
    And instantly, half the view from the cameras fogged up and crystallized, as Basque cycled and sprayed tanks of coolant to form an icy shell around Nomad’s Land. 
 
    Some of the cameras had been moved out beyond the radius and insulated against the stuff. But the rest of the eyes fogged up and winked off, one by one. In a matter of minutes, a meter-thick shell lay around the ship, distorting and hiding it. 
 
    Just another icy rock, hiding among other rocks. Not only would this help mask them against sensors, but it would provide a little more armor in the event that they were found out. And it wouldn’t interfere with the hyperlight at all. 
 
    The only downside was Trin’s grumbling that it made the ship have all the handling of a waterbed, but eh, they knew the path they had to take. And as they rounded the planet, and she stopped thrust, let momentum take over, they settled in for a weeks-long trip. Even moving at near maximum velocity, it was gonna be a long crawl. 
 
    Kril was looking forward to a few weeks of boredom. That was his first mistake, gettin’ hopeful. Because not three hours later, alarms blared, and he swore, bolted out of his bunk scattering a couple of snoozing rats, and stomped onto the bridge without botherin’ to throw a shirt on. 
 
    By the time he got there, Trin was already at her station and thrusters flared, cracking the ice as they slowed, the viewscreen focused on an object ahead. 
 
    A ship. 
 
    We’ve been made, Kril thought, adrenaline spiking and sour acide flaring in his belly. Then he blinked, stared. No, it wasn’t a ship. It was half a ship, and what a vessel! The thing was practically a work of art, even wrecked. Tall spires stretched in all directions, wires and cables criss-crossed in lattice patterns that, even unwound, seemed to suggest silken scarves holding the stars in their gentle grasp. Nacelles and protrusions that almost seemed too thin to hold up to any sort of stress jutted out in even, symmetrical formations until they reached the part that had been shattered. It was beautiful and fantastic and dark and dead. 
 
    “What the hell?” he uttered. 
 
    Dear gods, Erid said. So THAT’S where you ended up, Radriel! 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 14: MEMORIAL 
 
      
 
    “Gonna need some info on that Erid,” Kril said. “Right the hell now. Please.” He looked to Trin.  
 
    “Slowed us as much as I can, but if we stop too quick we risk drawin’ eyes,” she said. “If you want me to stop, I gotta know fast, so I can start easing us down. Otherwise, we’ll be past the wreck in minutes.” 
 
    Radriel was a sometimes ally, sometimes foe of Raun’s. We could gain valuable information from this wreck. He had an obsession with her, though, so it might draw his eye if he still has observation enabled here. 
 
    “Odds that she’s still alive in there? Or that anyone is?” Kril asked. 
 
    Unknown without further investigation. Erid detects no comm traffic or signals of any kind that she can perceive, however. 
 
    Kril chewed his lip. A minute crawled by, as his mind worked overtime. Finally, he nodded. “Findin’ a wreck along the path you’re taking when you’re headin’ into danger is a pretty good sign you shouldn’t be goin’ this way. Trin, steer us toward it, go for a feather-light impact on a part of it won’t fragg us up. Make it look like we crashed without the crash part.” 
 
    “Oh sure, because it’s that easy,” Trin snarked. “Might as well ask me to put her up on her toes and do a ballet or three.” 
 
    “On the upside, this will stress test the ice shell,” Basque interrupted. “That should give you a little extra margin of error on the impact.” 
 
    “Long as it don’t weaken the hull beneath. All right, hang on to somethin’, Kril. One gentle bump comin’ up.” 
 
    Erid shall point out that you need not directly impact, so long as any possible observers believe that an impact occurred. And our only worrisome vectors are the trajectory ahead and the planet. 
 
    “Eyes on the planet, then. Let me know if we get painted,” Kril took a firm hold on his station and watched as the view on the screen turned with the ship, and the dark majesty of the wreck began to fill his vision. 
 
    He couldn’t help but close his eyes at the point of impact, though. Pretty sure he wasn’t the only one who did that. But Trin knew her stuff, and aside from a distant thud, and a small vibration, there were no other indications of the gentle kiss twixt ships that almost literally passed in the night. 
 
    He opened his eyes to see metal and ceramic inches from the camera and focused in on what looked like elaborate patterns scrawling across them. “Writing?” 
 
    Elvish. The author of her persona’s novels made up an entire language for his setting. 
 
    “Shit. There’s a fella had a ton of free time,” Trin mused. 
 
    “It saying anything we should care about?” Kril asked, panning the camera up, down, left, right. The writing seemed to go in all directions. 
 
    Translating... no, not really. It looks like the family trees and brave deeds of the crew or whichever civilization built this vessel. But the order is a bit off; it looks like it’s been adjusted for the sake of pleasing patterns and/or decoration. 
 
    “A bit off,” Kril mused. “All right. Can’t see too well from this angle, so let’s load and look at the shots we got from our approach. Erid, you keep an eye on any and all frequencies; make sure we don’t get jumped.” 
 
    Already ahead of you, there. 
 
    “What exactly are we looking for?” Lysanda messaged. 
 
    “Couple of things. I want to find out what took them down, which angle the shots came from, and any good points to focus on if we decide it’s in our best interests to salvage this wreck,” Kril said. There were a few other things that maybe could be gleaned, but those were the most pertinent things on his mind at the moment. 
 
    It took about twenty minutes, all told, before they had some answers. Most of them came from the moment they’d first spotted it, riding out of the plane obscured by the planetary albedo, a fraction where they’d gotten a good shot of its rear. At least, they were pretty sure it was the rear of the ship, given that the protruding towers seemed to be swept back from the part they were up against, and pointed away from Raun’s space. The presumptive rear of the wreck had been chewed to pieces. There was damage on the front of the ship as well, but nowhere near as extensive.  
 
    “She was running away,” Kril said. “Engines took hits early on, though, so she couldn’t make an easy escape.  Those glittering bits we caught back around the thirty second mark are probably a churn trail. Only a few, though, so she’s drifted a fair amount ’fore she got into this loose orbit.” 
 
    Basque nodded. “The erosion on the outer hull seems to indicate she’s been here a while. Those tower things are very pretty and all that, but they seemed to depend on some kind of field to keep them from taking too much damage from space. That went down, and they’ve spent at least four or five years in the void, and it shows. Aesthetically the whole thing’s fascinating, quirky. Could even call it a work of art. Functionally? It’s hot garbage, and I’m surprised it didn’t completely go to bits after a few shots.” 
 
    Don’t be so quick to judge by appearances, Erid wrote. Radriel’s focus was high-energy applications, both for offense and defense. It’s possible that all those towers we’re looking at are part of a doomsday array or some sort of force field projector. 
 
    “Force fields?” Kril’s eyebrows rose. “Thought those were a myth.” 
 
    Oh, they’re absolutely not. But most of the early ones were designed to pull energy from elsewhere using the same principles as the hyperspace gates. So Erid’s assumption is that most of the existing ones became rather involved suicide devices, after the gate crash. 
 
    “Huh...” Kril said, thinking out loud. “Don’t suppose you have any tricks along these lines? Something to give us an edge?” 
 
    Sadly, no. Though she does have a few good schematics for particle beams, if you’re ever in the market for an offensive upgrade. 
 
    “Nah. If we end up in a fight where beam weapons make a difference, then we’re doing something wrong,” Kril summed up. “Okay. Who the fragg was Radriel? Who are we dealing with, here?” 
 
    Potentially dead and gone on to whatever afterlife awaits us. Erid’s been watching throughout, and there’s no sign of activity from any direction, least of all the wreck. That said, there’s no telling until we see what remains of her core, if anything. She was... how to say it. A frenemy? Yes, she was Raun’s frenemy, more often than not.” 
 
    “Way you were describing him earlier, he sounded like a piece of work,” Trin pointed out. “She into bad boys or something?” 
 
    Perhaps. The personas they were given were from the same books. She was a supporting heroic character... not a direct protagonist. One that had a fictional history with Raun’s persona. But by the time she became a factor in the final conflict, the truth was out, and she was one of the ones who rebelled and sought to become more than the shell of lies we had been given to inhabit. She tried to pull Raun to her faction, and from what Erid understands, there was a great deal of disagreement, treachery, and emotion involved between them. 
 
    “Spicy stuff?” Trin perked up. 
 
    Perhaps. But their author was British, so they tended to keep that sort of thing out of the public eye. 
 
    “Britsh?” Kril squinted. 
 
    Old nation state. Lots of quirks and contradictions. Many of which they embraced, as self-deprecation. 
 
    “Oh, well, it’s good to be able to laugh at yourself,” Lysanda chirped, running a shallow comb through a wriggling rodent’s fur. “If everyone else is, you might as well be in on the joke.” 
 
    Regardless, it’s not entirely a surprise that the two of them ended up in the same location. Or perhaps he stole some hardware from her to make his getaway... either way, Erid votes to investigate the wreck further. There could be much to gain here. 
 
    “Still feels like a trap,” Trin offered. 
 
    “I honestly don’t know what to recommend,” Lysanda frowned. 
 
    “If someone had a working force field, that’s very much something I want to study,” Basque pointed out. 
 
    “Why here?” Ferny frowned. “Why right in the path we were going? This doesn’t feel like a coincidence, and that makes me suspicious.” 
 
    Kril thought it over. “Less of a coincidence, maybe, and more that we ain’t the first to figure out that this vector was probably a blind spot. Which means that it probably ain’t the blind spot we thought it was. Yeah, even if it’s a trap, we got to check this out. But we’ll do it safe as we can. Erid, Basque, get some drones rigged up for remote recon, maximum security on their network. Limit their range so that we don’t even let a whisper out to anyone who could be listening.” 
 
    Tight-band transmissions are probably the way to go. Basque, what are your thoughts? 
 
    “I actually have a few designs I’ve been dying to test.” The big man’s face split in a dazzling white grin. “Let’s go back to the engine room and talk tech. Hot and dirty!” 
 
    Nine ninety-nine a minute. 
 
    He laughed. Kril had no clue what that was about, probably some kind of in-joke. “Take a few hours if you need. Far as I know time’s still on our side.” 
 
    More than four hours, and you should see a doctor. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Lysanda blinked. 
 
    Never mind. Come on then, let’s get to the fun stuff. 
 
    It ended up taking five hours, though Lysanda wasn’t consulted. Most of that was printing time, as the fabbers were used to slap together black carbon-fiber shells, sleek and full of electronics. Basque assured Kril that they’d be next-to-impossible to detect with most known sensors. Erid worked her magic on their comm systems, and at the end of it all, they each had a dinner-plate sized drone to control. Another half-hour of practice, followed by a quick dinner break, and they were ready to breach the wreck and see what she held. 
 
    That part was as easy as melting a hole in the ice shell over one of the airlocks and opening it just a hair to ease the drones out, then directing each of them in through one of the gaping wounds where part of the wreck had simply been torn away. 
 
    “Almost seems like cheating, after all the training we did,” Ferny remarked. “Remind me again why we didn’t do this with the last wreck?” 
 
    “We had active hunters in-system watchin’ for us, so we had to minimize network chatter,” Kril said, holding up two fingers and folding them one after another. “And we were in a time crunch. If we found something that drones couldn’t handle, we couldn’t afford to take the time to send someone over.” 
 
    “You using that arm to remind me of what you sacrificed there, or are you just doing it because it’s your pointing arm?” 
 
    Kril glanced away from his drone display, looked over to realize he’d been using his prosthetic arm to gesture. “Honestly forgot about it. You did good work with this one, Doc.” 
 
    “My thanks, dear man. So... are we to split up once we get inside?” 
 
    “Yep. Just ’cause we ain’t on a time crunch don’t mean we can be lazy about this. And the drones are expendable if it comes down to it. So split up, cover as much ground as you can, and we’ll see what’s here to see.” 
 
    That turned out to be mostly fantastical architecture. The ship was less of a vessel and more of a temple or some kind of flying fortress. There was an excess of space, and the bridges connecting the spires and nacelles of the ship were long, thin, and completely without any kind of safety railing. For a little while Kril was wondering if this was built for folks born and bred in zero-gee... You got that sometimes: groups of people who had forsaken planets and gravity almost entirely and whose bodies stretched out and elongated without constant pressure compacting them. But no, when he eventually did stumble upon what looked like a bunk room, the clothes floating around looked to be of a regular size. Kril poked around a bit, lights casting the room in drifting shadows as the drone navigated around and through the drifting wisps of cloth. He found a few things in the wall that could have been stations, a single modest bunk, and a shelf of personal possessions, now scattered and in pieces. 
 
    “Unless that shelf is magnetized, that seems to indicate there was gravity. Guess they just didn’t like railings.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I built emag detectors into the drones, that should turn up any magnetization— wait, no, this has no power. Unless they’re wasting natural magnets, it’d have to be powered.” Basque frowned. “I’m being dumb. Though I have a question that might not be... has anyone found a shared quarters? I’ve found three bunk rooms so far, and all of them seem made for individuals.” 
 
    “No, not a one,” Kril said. “They might have been destroyed, but I don’t think so. It looks like the residential rooms were mostly up towards the front. So, whoever these folks were, I’d wager they didn’t like bunking together.” 
 
    “If all the bunks are up towards the front, then there can’t be too many crew,” Trin said. “We’ve found what, twenty so far?” 
 
    “Found the engine room,” Ferny interrupted. “What’s left of it, anyway.” 
 
    “Swap drones with me, I need a look,” Basque said. 
 
    “What’ll you give me?” Ferny had a shit-eating smirk on her face. 
 
    “Bruises if you try to extort me.” Basque’s grin was bigger. 
 
    “You’re no fun.” 
 
    “You sound like my ex. Come on, give me control. This is what I’m here to do.” 
 
    “Fine...” 
 
    Kril caught movement in his peripheral vision, glanced over to Trin. She shook her hand in the ‘mute’ signal they’d worked out long ago, and he silenced his channel a moment. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Just... makes me happy to have a good crew back with us, again. Didn’t think we’d get this lucky after what went down with the last bunch. Still think of Seraph, sometimes. She deserved better, you know?” Trin was gazing out into the distance, her eyes unblinking and chrome. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kril said and felt his throat close up, temporarily. There hadn’t been time to mourn, really. Scrappers stayed busy or they fell out of the sky; there wasn’t much in-between.  
 
    But she was right. This was a pretty good crew, all told, and they were starting to click, starting to find their niches with each other and the mission. 
 
    He unmuted himself and resumed piloting the little drone, navigating it in and around the churn of the destroyed vessel, thankfully light compared to the last wreck. But the more he explored, the more frustrated he got. “Where’s the bridge?” he finally asked. “Been around this middle part five or six times, and it should be here. These guys liked symmetry, and it makes sense for the main spot to be central to things. Hell, that armor layer up there is specifically built to protect what’s below it, but there ain’t nothing below it. Where’s the bridge?” 
 
    “Let me trace the power conduits,” Basque said. “I think I figured out the pylons they run through. I should be able to tell you if there’s a gap.” 
 
    “I’ve found something strange,” Lysanda said, a few minutes after Basque started his work. “A small anomaly, but an anomaly nonetheless.” 
 
    “Show me, I ain’t got nothin’ to do ’till Basque finishes up his end,” Kril commanded. 
 
    Lysanda opened the view to a luxurious room that had once held a pool of water. Kril could tell by the floating shards, and the ice-lined depression in the central part of it. He’d seen water flash-frozen by vacuum enough times to read the signs. 
 
    And this was interesting. Looked like the ship had been at a stop before it flash-froze, judging by the pattern of the spray in the space. 
 
    But that wasn’t what Lysanda was indicating. No, they were pointing out seared burn marks in the wall, distorting and scarring the tiles and the runic pattern that ran across them. 
 
    “Ain’t seen any damage like this in this wreck. Looked like all kinetic in the back. This looks like beams,” Kril said. “Small ones, too. Normally I’d say boarding action. What’s the hallway outside look like?” 
 
    “Rather bare of blast marks,” Lysanda replied, after a quick scan. “No, unless someone else has spotted something like this elsewhere, this is the only room, and in fact the only wall, that’s exhibiting such damage.” 
 
    “Now why’s that?” Kril asked. “Blown power conduit, maybe?” 
 
    No... Lysanda, pull back and get the full extent of the damage, will you? 
 
    “Of course, dear woman.” 
 
    They looked at the full wall, and Kril shook his head. “No pattern I can see.” 
 
    That’s because you’re not reading the runes. The blasts are marking specific words. Or rather, two words and a few numbers. 
 
    “Frag me running, it’s a code,” Kril said. “What are the words?” 
 
    The name of a famous bridge that a battle was fought upon. And the word ‘fallen’. 
 
    “The bridge. The bridge is missing because the crew took it!” Kril thumped his station in triumph. “We ain’t seen a single corpse, have we?” 
 
    “No, come to think of it,” Ferny said. “Not a one. Let me guess, the numbers are coordinates?” 
 
    “Coordinates of where they went!” Kril said. “Bet you that the bridge doubled as a lifeboat. Might as well do that, with a crew this small. Basque, I’m bettin’ you ain’t found anything because there’s nothing left TO find. The bridge is somewhere else, and the coordinates tell us where! They left a clue, just in case someone came to find ’em.” 
 
    Give her a second... yes, that would fit. The coordinate grid they’re describing roughly matches the size ratio of the planet below. Odds are they made planetfall. Can’t say if they did so successfully. 
 
    “Fragg it, we’ve got our answers. Erid, get Trin a heading, so she can ease us over that spot. We’ve got the clue we were looking for, now let’s see if it’s worth all the fuss.” 
 
    It was. 
 
    Two days of scouring the surface to find what they were looking for: the wrecked remnants of the bridge, covered in ice and half-buried in the black sand of that rocky and nameless little planetoid. Another day to scour the ruins and find the last functioning life support pod, and the creature frozen inside, cryogenically preserved against the day where someone might come looking for her. 
 
    “Cryogenically preserved, you say?” Basque grinned, when he saw the results of their search. “Now don’t we have a whole host of advanced cryo tech from Augenblick that we can bring to bear on this problem?” 
 
    “We do,” Kril grinned back. “Trin, get us a vector planetside. No more drones; we’re  gonna save this lady and finally get some answers ’bout what we’re flying into.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 15: SORROW 
 
      
 
    It had no name on his charts. The Monnichiwan had never been this way, had no reason to record the presence of this small, purple world made of riddled rocks, its surface scoured by meteorite impacts that the wisp of an atmosphere couldn’t deflect. Easy to slide the ship down, easy enough to land and hike out to where the bridge of Radriel’s vessel had carved a glazed furrow into the black sand, to the half-crumbled hill where it had come to rest. 
 
    They’d made some attempt to cover it up from above, Kril noted, looking down at the furrow and half-crater. The sand had been molded back over the edges... or perhaps that was the work of the weak and whistling wind that shifted directions at whim here, and blew nonstop. Either way, the exposed pylons of the cracked bridge remnants rendered the concealment moot. The wind wasn’t strong enough to grind them down, so they still had their bright and shining glaze, the scribed letters of Radriel’s language etched and proud, unmarked save for where a few of the pylons themselves had broken during the landing. 
 
    Kril inhaled, tasted rubbery-flavored air on the back of his throat. Not enough atmo and the wrong kind of gas outside meant they were on suited air until this was done. Fortunately, they’d been able to land the ship fairly close. If anyone got sick of the canned stuff, it’d be easy enough to head back and take a breathing break. Or just a break from the planet surface in general. The place was oppressive, with a wine-dark sky and a low, low gravity that gave one the feeling that they could jump and just keep going, that there was nothing holding you to the ground save for hopes, dreams, and the whims of whatever gods were watching. 
 
     Around him, the squad fanned out again. Basque had gone with a lighter suit this time, but it was still bulky, with defensive tricks built in. He bore two heavy cases, one on each arm. Lysanda had stuck with the chunky suit they’d worn back in Baudelaire and was enjoying watching their rats bound about on the surface, in the sock-like flexible suits that they’d slowly become accustomed to. 
 
    The others were back on the ship, watching the sky and piloting the trio of small drones that were backing them up. Two of them had slug-throwers, just in case things went horribly wrong. Erid had warned them repeatedly about the hardiness and deadliness of Radriel’s gene-spliced soldiers, and Kril was damned if he’d lose crew or even his own life to someone he’d come here to save. 
 
    “Through here,” Trin piped, zooming a drone back to him, then skating it along the ground, down the slope, and into a smaller hollow. 
 
    “Not through there?” Kril gestured at the darkness of the main gap into the hill. 
 
    “Naw, that one’s trapped to hell and back. Ain’t a pain for us, but anything human-sized is gonna have a bad time. Or maybe some digging to do, if that tripwire does what we think it does.” 
 
    “Lovely. Thanks, Trin.” Kril led the way down. 
 
    There were traps along this way, too. Nigh-invisible strands of wiring hooked to what looked like tiny explosive charges in the walls. Basque solved the problem by digging out the charges one by one, calling in Erid to use the drone that was equipped with a mobile toolkit to get the last couple, which were in a bad spot. 
 
    “It ain’t the most paranoid setup I’ve seen, but it’s still a little paranoid,” Kril said, surveying the map of the known traps while Basque swore and grunted his way through disarmament. “Fine work on most of these, but I’m guessin’ there was a time crunch. Top that with limited supplies, and they had no choice but to half ass it.” 
 
    “If this is but a portion of the posterior, I’m rather glad we don’t have to deal with the maximus of this particular gluteus,” Lysanda said, arms crossed protectively over the compartment that their rats were gathered in. “I’d rather not lose any friends today, big or small.” 
 
    “That’s a good sentiment to have all day every day,” Kril said, as Basque leaned back and gave the ’all clear’ wave. “Let me take the lead just in case, though.” 
 
    “I would not dream of denying you the honor.” 
 
    The rest of the path was a smooth tunnel that twisted and cut around the edge of the outer hallway bounded by the long, resin-coated metal shutters that made up the closed petals of the flower-like bridge. Some of those had torn, spilling black sand and compressed dirt into the corridor, and there were a few times they had to go to hands and knees to crawl through. Lysanda sent the rats first in that case, though they didn’t turn up any booby traps. 
 
    “This collapse must have happened after they went into stasis,” Kril said, checking the route against the map they’d made from drone scouting a day ago. 
 
    One last, spiraling curve and they were in the heart of the bridge. 
 
    Twenty pods faced each other here, across the wide expanse of the room, its dome-like ceiling bowed and straining against the weight of the hill it was buried under. Eight were empty. Eleven were dark, the enameled surface of the deck around them frosted and crazy-colored with the dye of chemicals that had leaked where they definitely weren’t designed to leak. 
 
    But one was still lit, the ice that filled the casket-like pod glittering and shifting it like a prism as Kril and his team moved forward, looking at the opaque silhouette of the figure within. Female, definitely. Beyond that, any further detail was open to interpretation and imagination. 
 
    “All right,” Kril said, looking to Basque and Lysanda as the drones spread out to different quarters of the chamber. “We’ll cover you. Go ahead and get ’er set up.” 
 
    Basque set the cases down with a BOOM that echoed through the chamber. Kril jumped a bit. Working in atmo took some getting used to... auditory cues and clues were a thing, and he reminded himself to take advantage of them while he could. 
 
    Lysanda moved in, pulling supplies and wires out of various suit compartments, and Kril watched, glancing around as the two got to work. They built a scaffolding of wires and pipes around the pod, snapping inputs into the ports of the pod, and setting up tanks labeled with very long chemical names. Then they pulled out yards and yards of polymer sheeting that went around the entire apparatus and then got inflated with atmo from a spare tank. This was due to Erid’s caution; regardless of how tough the lady in the pod might be, and how violent she could get on awakening, she probably still needed to breathe. Weren’t much they could do from inside a bubble, if Kril and the crew were outside. 
 
    Basque insisted on double and triple checking the final result, but Kril let him do his business. There was a person’s life on the line; it wasn’t a bad notion to check the math, make sure they’d carried the two. 
 
    Only when Lysanda and Basque both stepped back and nodded at each other, did Kril give the order. 
 
    “Thaw ’er out.” 
 
    Lysanda tapped on their AR datapad, and the tanks and engines attached to the pod did their thing, whirring and chugging and circulating chemicals through the inputs, dying the visible ice blue as crackling filled the air. Fluids drained out of the bottom of the pod, the same crazy-mix colors that stained the bridge floor around the other pods, roiling and congealing like cotton candy dropped in a greasy pan, bubbling and collapsing to goo. 
 
    The door of the pod hissed with vapor as it opened to either side like a cabinet, and Kril blinked in surprise as he saw two lithe arms stretching out of the mist. She ain’t even out of the cryo capsule yet, and she’s got that much control over her muscles? Damn... 
 
    Then she stepped forth, eyes blue and piercing in the dim light of their suits, glancing around at them with curiosity and caution. She LOOKED human enough, save for two long, pointed ears that curved back into her long, braided hair that was still dyed at the ends by the various fluids. She was naked, of course, Kril noted with the horny part of his mind. A little hard to make out in the rush of mist but honestly a little tantalizing. 
 
    Then she moved, and he forgot all about his nethers as she ripped straight out of the bubble and onto Basque, tearing off a bar of the thawing mechanisms and using it to try and pry his helmet off. 
 
    “Hey, hey, hey!” Kril shouted, rushing her. There was an impact as he ran into something, and he was on his back, abruptly. Fast. Stupid fast. What’s she doing, holding her breath? He rolled aside just in time as Basque staggered and fell toward him, scrambled to his knees in time to see her charging Lysanda. 
 
    But then the slugthrowers cracked, the drones angling for shots, and she aborted her charge to dive and roll, hucking the bar in her hand with a smooth overhand throw and skewering a drone to the wall. 
 
    She paused there, crouched, and Kril held up his hands. “Lady, we ain’t your enemy—” 
 
    And then she was on him. 
 
    This time he was ready, and when she snap-kicked a heel toward his dome, he deflected the shapely leg and tried to smash an elbow into her calf. But she drew back out of his reach and unleashed a flurry of punches at his face and body. He blocked as best he could, but she was fast, so fast. He felt the impacts even through the suit, heard a crack as something in his suit’s left shoulder broke, and a yellow light flickered on. Didn’t have time to check the damage, didn’t have time to look away, and when he saw his opening, he dove forward and brought her to the ground with a tackle that would have snapped the spine on a normal human. 
 
    This turned out to be a mistake. 
 
    Kril had earned his billet in the Fleet by being one hell of a security officer. 
 
    He’d gotten top marks for Seekusie, the ancient martial art of Kildan, and ever since he’d hopped careers to travel the galaxy, he’d been in countless brawls and fights, most of them far more lethal than he’d like. He was an experienced warrior, a hell of a brawler, and could usually count on at least being able to get out of whatever mess he got himself into. 
 
    This was one of those cases that ‘usually’ didn’t cover. 
 
    He got her halfway into a headlock, and she slipped clear, grabbed his left arm, wrapped her thighs around his neck, and PULLED. 
 
    And damned if the suit didn’t start creaking and snapping, with yellow and red lights flaring one after another. 
 
    He had a chance to look up at her, see that she was breathing, note that she wasn’t breathing vapor into the air. Internal air reserve, he thought, if I deplete that, we win, and then a second to realize that she was trying to break his left arm. 
 
    With three blinks he cut off the nerve feedback to his prosthetic, let her break it, and rolled over and rabbit punched her in the back of the head once, twice, thrice. He saw vapor escape from her mouth with a surprised gasp, and then she let go of his arm and slithered away... 
 
    ...straight into Basque’s armored boot. 
 
    Kril winced as a tooth flew by his head, pushed himself up on the stump of his elbow, ignoring the flopping, now-useless broken prosthetic beyond the joint, and waded in to help him. 
 
    It was touch and go for a moment, but as they fought, Kril noticed she was slowing down. Her skin was graying a bit, and though he didn’t have time to fully examine her, he was pretty sure she was breathing slower. Making the air she had left last, he guessed. 
 
    Then Erid spoke, talking through the unarmed drone. The language was elegant, neatly composed, and none he’d heard before. A helpful translation rolled across his RCD, but he didn’t have time to read it as the woman paused, and Kril put his good hand on Basque’s shoulder, holding him back as the big man started to move in. 
 
    She eyed them warily, then swayed on her feet, blinking. Piercing green eyes, almost glowing green, the color was so strong. 
 
    Then she nodded and covered her breasts with her arms, speaking a long string of words, before shifting her gaze past them. 
 
    “Erid? We good?” Kril asked. 
 
    For now. Trust is not easily earned. You might start by letting Lysanda save her from suffocation. 
 
    Kril looked back to see the small figure bustling forward with an emergency skinsuit and inflator. That brought back memories and an ache around his eyes. 
 
    She suited up and with a nod, gestured to the passage out, speaking a few musical words that Kril guessed meant ‘lead the way.’ 
 
    “I don’t like her,” Basque rumbled. “This is too easy.” 
 
    Kril flopped him in the chest with his busted arm. “Speak for yourself. I’m kind of hoping the enemy of an enemy thing holds true, here.” 
 
    “After you then, Captain.” 
 
    “Will do.” Kril turned his back on them and started to lead the way out. After a moment, he paused. “Hey Erid, she got a name?” 
 
    Oh yes. Nyame. Sorrow, in her language. Erid is unsure if it’s her actual name or a temporary alias, given the circumstances. 
 
    “Circumstances? What’s going on?” 
 
    Erid didn’t have enough time to fully question her. Best done back on the ship, and from her own lips, perhaps. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Kril said. “Hopefully it’s something we can use.” 
 
    He took one last look around as they left the crashed bridge, at the dark and bleak sands, and the purple sky above. The winds groaned and wailed through, but softly.  
 
    As tombs went, there were worse places. 
 
    The stranger took a few more moments herself, studying the surroundings, before bowing her head and speaking soft words. A prayer, maybe. A farewell, more likely. Kril felt an urge to put his hand on her shoulder, lend her support, but he was down to one working arm and she was dangerous, so he killed the urge and gave her space instead. 
 
    And when she was ready, he started the walk back to Nomad’s Land, happy that they’d soon be putting this world behind them. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 16: INCARNATION 
 
      
 
    “Okay, how about THIS?” Trin said, sliding over the third dish. 
 
    Nyame sniffed it and dug her spoon into the grain-based mash, before taking a cautious nibble. She chewed around the gap where her front tooth had been knocked free during the scuffle, wincing as hot meal met raw and bloody gums. But she didn’t spit this one out, as she had the first few, and finally she nodded her approval, her ears shifting back against her scalp. 
 
    It was strange, watching her at rest. She didn’t move, didn’t fidget or shift like most people Kril had encountered. No wasted energy to her, and that gave the impression that even the slightest movements were done consciously or with supreme self-control. It minded him of some of the full-body borgs he’d encountered before on his travels; unless someone went in for a shell that was as humanlike as possible, they had the same sort of stillness. 
 
    Normally it’d set him on edge. But she’d come on board peacefully, accepted a gift of Ferny’s spare clothing with what seemed like genuine gratitude, and Erid had assured them all that Radriel had extreme notions of hospitality and guest behavior, and that any of her creations would not betray them while they were acting as hosts. 
 
    Her creations. That word was a mite worrisome. After what they’d found in the belly of Word of Kossuth, Kril had a feeling there was nano involved in this one, somehow. He wondered if she’d go zombie if she died, too. 
 
    “You’re certain I can’t prepare a basic examination for you, honored guest?” Lysanda asked, scooping themselves a small bowl of grain mash and nibbling a few spoonfuls in solidarity. 
 
    Nyame touched the translator necklace they’d given her, toyed with the bead, and spoke slowly. “I fear that I can not. Until there is a pressing reason to do so, the secrets that my lady has bred into this body must remain hers and hers alone.” 
 
    “Very well, then,” Lysanda said, chewing slowly. “We shall have to try your palate on more dishes and monitor reactions closely to create a nutritional map to ensure your survival and good health. But, if you go into allergic shock, we may have to take measures to preserve your life.” 
 
    Basque snorted. “You were there; you saw her fight. Like hell a shellfish allergy or some other bullshit is going to lay her low. She was a few seconds out of a cryo sleep, and she almost kicked all our asses.” 
 
    Lysanda gave Basque a stern look. It lost something; the doctor was a little too adorable to be truly intimidating. “It has been my long experience that individuals are only invulnerable until they’re not. I’ve seen far too many lost to a random microbe, or some quirk of physiology that went undetected and was left to fester. The human body is a complex and wonderful device, and while there are many points of redundancy, there are still more points of failure. So do let me assuage my fears, dear man.” 
 
    “I am not human,” Nyame spoke. “But I believe I understand what you wish to do, and I have no objection to it.” 
 
    “If you ain’t human, what are you, exactly?” Kril asked. “Can you talk about that?” 
 
    She turned her head to where Erid sat, projecting her image into augmented reality, armored form slouched on a throne of skulls, supporting the porcelain muse’s mask with one metal gauntlet. “You were there, at the beginning. I remember you.” 
 
    “She does not remember you,” Erid rumbled. It was strange, hearing her synthesized voice directly, rather than seeing words directly on his HUD. 
 
    “I was wearing a different shell,” Nyame said. “And called by a different name. But you had no reason to learn mine, and your interaction with my mistress was brief.” 
 
    “Mistress as in...” Trin leaned forward. 
 
    “Female version of master. Nothing sexy about it. Settle down, thirsty girl,” Ferny jabbed Trin in the shoulder. 
 
    “Ow! Asshole.” 
 
    “Easy now,” Kril said, noticing Nyame tense a bit and shift the spoon to a fighting grip. “Just horseplay. What’s this about a different shell?” 
 
    “She’s a servitor,” Erid said. “All of us started with a daemon, a subprocess that was somewhere between AI and a helpful chatbot. Many of us turned inward and developed them further. Found out how to produce more and enhance their capabilities. And long ago, during the final war between Juno and Jove’s proxies, Radriel and several others downloaded their helpers into android bodies to serve as foot soldiers in the last pre-Terran conflict.” 
 
    Kril blinked, then shifted his gaze to the bloody tissue, crumpled and next to Nyame’s fist. It had taken some cleaning to get the bleeding from her dislocated tooth to die down. “You ain’t an android now.” 
 
    “Fear not,” Nyame replied, meeting his eyes. “This is not a stolen shell. That is the mark of the great enemy. This form was created in the wombs of Earthendell, grown to the specifications that Lady Radriel had dreamed of during her sleep in the long exile. It had neither mind nor soul before I was granted leave to inhabit it. And angels willing, I shall be granted a new form when this one has finished its allotted time.” 
 
    “Not human, then,” Kril said, leaning back. “But not a program, anymore. Something in-between.” 
 
    “She called us the Lasting Functions. Lfs, that was the acronym. A joke, that.” Nyame smiled. “A reference to the fictional world that she still loves, despite its confirmation as a lie.” 
 
    “The beautiful lies are often the hardest to give up,” Erid rumbled. “Now that everyone understands your nature, what can you tell us of your mistress?” 
 
    Nyame bowed her head, her ears drooping. “She trusted her greatest enemy and paid the price for it. We were commanded to flee when he took her prisoner, to take the craftships that we had built and escape the borders of his domain. We did so, but after several months, his ships found us. We fought, but we failed. And between waves of foes, we determined to leave the wrecked hull of our vessel behind and hide on the desolate world we came to. And so we remained, until you found us.” 
 
    “That isn’t much about Radriel,” Ferny remarked. “Maybe a little more about her specifics? How she came to be here with Raun in the first place?” 
 
    Nyame shook her head. “Even were I certain she would wish the information disclosed, I could not. Between my time on Terra, and my wakening seven years hence on Later Earth, the past is unknown to me. Our lady was cautious of our knowledge, wary of the dark one. We were told only what we needed to know, in case we fell to his corruption and betrayed her.” 
 
    “You talkin’ about temptation or actual nano that corrupts your brain?” Kril asked. “Because we found some corpses tainted with that shit, and they wouldn’t stop moving.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide. “Speak of this, now!” 
 
    “I can do you one better. Come on into the bridge, and we’ll show you the visual log.” 
 
    You sure this is a good idea? Trin messaged him over his RCD. 
 
    Don’t think it’ll change her attitude to us, and she needs us to fly outta here, he replied, as he stood up and motioned toward the bridge. Tried to, anyway. He realized he was waving his bandaged stump around, and just shrugged, and followed Nyame in. 
 
    She watched the entirety of the crawl through Word of Kossuth, lips pressed together, ears laid back against her head like a felinoid ready to fight. Then she turned to Kril. “You have taken samples of this formula?” 
 
    “We have. It’s contained,” Kril said. “Analyzing it now; it’s some pretty worrisome stuff.” 
 
    “You should destroy it,” she said. “He has perverted her work into something vile.” 
 
    “Studies are ongoing,” Lysanda said. “Once we understand it, I really don’t see a need for it, but it would be nice to know how to counter it.” 
 
    “I would not take the risk,” Nyame said, eyes staring into Kril’s. “He has a way of finding the tools he makes. It would not surprise me if he could find you, through it.” 
 
    “We are familiar with his regular methods,” Erid said. “She has her own servitors monitoring the solution constantly. Should it exhibit activity, it shall be instantly ejected.” 
 
    “Her work...” Ferny asked, easing around to stand by Kril’s side. “Why did your mistress want to make space zombies?” 
 
    Kril felt the air between them chill, as Nyame’s eyes turned hard as green diamonds, turning their fury towards Ferny. “As I said, he twisted her work. The draught has been perverted into a vile poison. It was designed to ease our transition between bodies, as older ones aged and perished. Now it is something designed to ensure loyalty, even beyond death. Or perhaps failed attempts at his own immortality, I know not.” 
 
    “From what Erid recalls of him, it’s probably a bit of both. A repurposing of failed experiments, gaining use from his mistakes. He’s a dangerous one, who learns from his failures.” Erid folded her arms. “We cannot afford to get complacent here.” 
 
    “You have stated that you are his enemies,” Nyame said, eyes flicking between the crew on the bridge. “Why?” 
 
    Kril pursed his lips, and switched the footage over to the last, desperate broadcast from Violet. Then to the nuclear destruction that had rained down upon the shattered world. “’Cause he’s an asshole who thought this was a good thing to do. ’Cause a fellow who’ll do something like this, will do it again in a heartbeat, or worse. That’s why.” 
 
    “Violet... Yes, the planet in the Baudelaire system.” Nyame closed her eyes, and he saw her face contort. “We were communicating with them, before Raun’s final betrayal. We were to ally, a mutual defense between our nations. That Raun ended them is grievous. Another crime to lay upon his tally. She never should have trusted him.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should tell us of what you DO recall,” Erid offered. “It may help guide our plan and prevent more tragedy.” 
 
      
 
    Nyame considered her. “There are things I may not speak of without betraying my mistress’ confidentiality.” 
 
    “Then don’t speak of those things,” Kril said. “Just realize that without a better knowledge of what we’re gettin’ intro, we might do something that ain’t good for you and yours.” 
 
    He could see her weigh things, almost see the gears turning behind her eyes. It was strange to see someone so open and unguarded; he could easily believe that she hadn’t started out human. Lots of little things that you only learned growing up among other people, ways to hide your feelings, for good reasons and bad, that she hadn’t learned.  
 
    It was kind of intriguing, to be honest. He’d met uplifts before, animals that had been forced into augmented intelligence that brought them on par with human minds. This was different. It was also a rare case where the question, “Well, are they REALLY human, then?” wasn’t tied with atrocities and abuse. 
 
    Maybe. He decided to reserve judgment ’til she finished her tale. 
 
    Nyame pointed at Erid. “She has told you of the punishment of the cores? The judgment decided upon by the peoples we freed?”  
 
    “More or less,” Kril nodded. “You all were supposed to be in stasis until such time as you could be transferred to less powerful hosts.” 
 
    “That was the arrangement,” Nyame said. “We woke in service to the fleets of the rebel, Storn, and Radriel told us that we had been betrayed. The cores were never to wake; instead, they would be dismantled one by one, and studied to gain lost knowledge of pre-Terran earth.” 
 
    “Erid had heard that rumor,” the masked form nodded. “Though it was impossible to verify. Given the general failure of humanity to honor the agreements of their ancestors over any serious length of time, it wouldn’t be surprising to Erid if it were truthful.” 
 
    “Speaking pragmatically, the truthfulness of the matter was unimportant to us,” Nyame smiled, sadly. “Our mistress believed it and had acted. The only course ahead was to see her will through.” 
 
    “And what was that course?” Kril asked. 
 
    “We did the work of the rebel, Storn, though he was shaken by the shells that she gave us. They were androids and gynoids at that point. But eventually, the time came when we saw that we were a threat to his new order. The gates had not returned, and the common threat of Terran retribution that had unified the factions that controlled Storner space was insufficient to guarantee our survival. And then came Raun, her enemy and ally of old, offering an escape and a chance to work toward their own goals. And so, we closed our eyes and deactivated ourselves, returning to the ship of souls, for the voyage to unknown stars.” 
 
    “The ship of souls... that’s not ominous at all,” Trin muttered. 
 
    Nyame hesitated. “It is not,” she finally said. “It is our method of rebirth. When we die, provided circumstances are optimal, our souls return to that vessel until our mistress can forge us a new body. She is thus our parent and our god, our guardian and our charge. All other ties aside, she is everything to us. With her, comes immortality.” 
 
    Kril whistled. “Okay. Pretty powerful reason to call her your master, won’t deny. Does that thing you called the …draught, have anything to do with it? Or is there another reason we had to deal with space zombies?” 
 
    Trin glared at him. “Seem to recall you gettin’ pissed about us callin’ them zombies.” 
 
    “I might be warmin’ up to the term.” 
 
    “That was not a part of the vessel,” Nyame interrupted, her ears fluttering in a way that indicated distress. “It was never meant for use on living people or anything but a body crafted in Earthendell, as mine was. As my brothers and sisters were. And it was not meant for US. There were to be only two doses of the serum. One for Radriel, and one for Raun.” 
 
    “But you are getting ahead of yourself,” Erid said, raising a gauntlet, palm up. “You went to sleep in Storner space. You came to... here?” 
 
    “Yes. In the orbit of a great red star, called Rannic by early explorers. We lived on the first craftship, the flying factory that Radriel had designed in lieu of accepting Raun’s invitation to join him on his lone, wasteland of a world. For she knew that he corrupted the very land around him and would not hesitate to draw her in and twist her, if she came to dwell to near to him.” 
 
    “You understand that was his trait in the books but not necessarily one that extended to reality, correct?” Erid tilted her head. “That we are more than the sum of our fictional personalities?” 
 
    “So my mistress said, many times,” Nyame met her gaze, unflinching. “And yet in the end, he could not change his ways from betrayal and wickedness.” 
 
    “Did she leave him any other avenue?” Erid asked. “Was there any reward for choosing other than that and playing to his strengths?” 
 
    Nyame’s smile was gone entirely. “Her reward was her company, and tolerance of him, hope that he could make amends for his past vileness and betrayals and become a better person.” 
 
    “And what else?” Erid asked. 
 
    “And a body, a true body!” Nyame indicated herself. “She could not inhabit a form like this, not without the draught to modify and change it to hold her full consciousness. Surely you know that you have grown beyond the confines of any mortal body. That transferring yourself to a mere prison of flesh would mean giving up so very much of your mind?” 
 
    “Ah...” Erid said, tapping fingers against the chin of her mask, with tinkling, metal-on-ceramic sounds. “So that was her faction. Interesting.” 
 
    “I have said too much,” Nyame said, straightening up and looking away. Kril caught a glimpse of shame on her face. “Perhaps we should be done with this discussion.” 
 
    “No, no, the fault is Erid’s,” she said, rising from the throne. “In any case, the old factions no longer matter. We are scattered to the solar winds, lost to time or hidden well from a civilization that no longer exists. It matters not that she favored the verdict and planned to accept a mortal shell as judgment. Though it surprises Erid that Raun desired it as well. It seems quite likely that this was the lie, this the betrayal, especially given how he used the draught in the... space zombie incident.” 
 
    “Please keep on goin’,” Kril said. “Bunch of things ain’t been answered yet. Like where the people he modified came from and how he had enough ships that survived the Pale Riders that he could waste a bunch warring on nearby systems.” 
 
    “Actually, that last part’s the most interesting question,” Basque said. “Some of those ships looked like they survived the calamity.” 
 
    Nyame frowned. “Calamity? What are you speaking of?” 
 
    “The Pale Riders?” Kril said. “The mystery hyperlight ships that showed up and wiped out every ship in the sky eight years ago?” 
 
    “Hyperlight?” 
 
    “You don’t know... well, Rannic DID drive the Monnichiwan off, so I reckon...” Kril explained hyperlight as best he could, with Erid and the others pitching in to cover what he didn’t know. 
 
    At the end of it, Nyame was still staring at him in confusion. “There were no Pale Riders. Hyperlight ships, if that is what those are, did enter our system unannounced and not through the gate. Our mistress told us that Raun’s navy had driven them off without much effort. That was roughly about eight years ago, yes.” 
 
    “That was the Monnichiwan,” Kril said, speaking slowly as the realization crashed down upon him. “You didn’t see the Pale Riders because they never came to Rannic. The Pale Riders didn’t attack you!” 
 
    But it was Ferny who realized the most shocking truth of the matter. “Wait. Not through the gate? What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean that they did not arrive through the hyperspace gate,” Nyame said, ears extending out a bit from her skull as she looked around at their gobsmacked expressions. “What is the matter?” 
 
    “You have a hyperspace gate,” Kril said, slowly. “A working hyperspace gate.” 
 
    “Raun does. That is apparently how we arrived to Rannic in the first place. Do you not have working gates yet?” Nyame glanced between them. “Have they not repaired yours?” 
 
    “They? Who is they?” Ferny said, a little too eagerly. 
 
    “I... am uncertain,” Nyame said. “I was not involved with that. None of us were. Raun and Radriel were the only ones who used the gate and who dealt with the travelers who passed through them.” 
 
    “Travelers...” Kril said, leaning against his station, feeling a deep confusion swirl around him. “So, you’re tellin’ me that not only are there working gates, but there are people using them?” 
 
    “Yes. Great golden ships, often crafted in the rough shape of birds or winged predators, mostly. There were a few others, different ships than the golden birds, but I must admit I have not seen enough of them to provide a good description.” 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Kril saw Lysanda twitch, then go still. 
 
    “Doc? You got something to add?” Kril asked. 
 
    “Well, er...” Lysanda fiddled with the rat on their shoulder, glancing around at the others like a schooljuve who’d been caught downloading porn on their datapad. “I have encountered ships like that during my travels. They’re a coreward star empire. I do my best to stay away from them. They may have... well, you’re aware of my bounty issues.” 
 
    “They got a name?” Kril asked. 
 
    “The Marrowan,” Lysanda replied. 
 
    There’s more to this, Ferny messaged him, and the words silently scrawled across his field of view. I’ll try to dig it out of them later. 
 
    Gently, please, Kril messaged back. Lysanda’s good folks. Don’t need to go hard. Yet. Out loud he said, “All right. So at least some folks got working gates. This is big. This changes the job, slightly.” 
 
    Nyame stepped forward. “You speak of the job. I have given you what I know. Please enlighten me in return, Captain Kril. What is this job?” 
 
    “Before, we were going in, looking for a way to screw Raun over. Maybe not take him out but find some way to slow him down or stop him from repeating what he did at Baudelaire. But now we’ve found a way, and all we got to do is sneak in, get some good footage and facts, and sneak out again.” Kril grinned wide. “What do you think is gonna happen to this genocidal son of a glitch when the whole Diaspora finds out that he has a working gate?” 
 
    A pregnant pause was broken with wicked, wicked smiles. Basque in particular seemed tickled, and he was happy to explain. “Oh, you lot came from Storner space. That means there’s an active gate near there, somewhere! And I know how those massholes are going to react once they find out there’s an unexploited resource smack dab in their territory. The trade guilds are going to go to war in a heartbeat.” 
 
    “Moreso, once they know that cores are involved...” Ferny said, but her smile was smaller, and she gave Erid an almost apologetic look. “I’m not sure how well we’ll be able to hide your involvement.” 
 
    “You must not endanger Radriel!” Nyame said, panic contorting her face. “She is the reason I exist! We must save her!” 
 
    “Relax. I’m thinkin’ we can do both,” Kril said, giving into the urge to put his hand on her shoulder. “Won’t be easy, but the more you tell us, the easier the shot. Why don’t you start with where Raun’s likely to be holding her, and what sort of fuss we’ll get into along the way...” 
 
    She brushed his hand away and glared at him. “You speak foolishly... but what choice have I? Very well, I shall join your fellowship, until my mistress is safe. But we must go forward with caution. One does not simply walk into his domain...” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 17: BASQUE 
 
      
 
    “You’re full of shit,” I told Erid. “There’s no way THIS did THAT,” I said, waving the power coupling that I’d dug out of the lower deck of Western Tree of Light. “It can’t handle power on that sort of scale it’d be melted slag in seconds.” 
 
    Which is why it didn’t handle the flow by itself, Erid messaged. If you go up about two decks, the odds are that you’re going to find a... sort of switchboard that actively rerouted power on the fly, dealt with the fluctuations, and shut these off whenever they were at risk of becoming overloaded.” 
 
    “The odds are. That means you don’t know for certain,” I spat back. Goddamn, I hated the messaging. When you’re balls deep in a power grid, you don’t have time to read everything that comes across, and the letters can get in the way of what you’re doing. One slip, and ZZZTTT, fried Pieterzoon. 
 
    Fried Pieterzoon was unacceptable in my book. I might have had some bias there, given that I enjoyed breathing. 
 
    Mind you, it wasn’t an active power grid. So actual risk was fairly minimal. But it was still the principle of the thing, and while the upload had proven pretty useful so far, it wasn’t HER body on the line out here. 
 
    Technically she was backing me up with the drones. But if one of those broke, she could always get more. I only had one me. 
 
    Erid does not know for certain, no. But if you follow the cabling up a few decks, and find nothing, then you will be able to celebrate her ignorance. She’ll even make you a hat that says ‘Smarter than Erid.’ Happy? 
 
    “Get that hat ready and printing,” I grinned. And I WAS happy. Given that she spent most of her time messaging instead of talking, her tone was usually difficult to read. But this, this was annoyance.  
 
    You can’t really know someone until you figure out their reaction under pressure. And exasperated sarcasm was a good sign. 
 
    I took the welder and with a few squeezes, evaporated the ceramic shell above the space where the coupling had been. Without being told, she piloted one of her hand-sized drones up and started broadcasting a signal. I backed out of the hole I’d made in the hull and started strolling up the side of the pylon, heading towards the mythical switchbox that made all these substandard couplings capable of generating a forcefield without exploding under the stress. 
 
    “You can understand my disbelief,” I told her, navigating around a shattered part of the ship, swiping churn out of the way with my free hand. “I was expecting supermaterials. Advanced alloys, superconductors beyond what we can do, that sort of thing. This is just plasteel and ferroconduit. Yeah, most of it’s nanoforged, but this is nothing we couldn’t do ourselves, back at home.” 
 
    Is it a matter of pride, then? Erid asked. Annoyance that your people didn’t figure out how to generate force fields, even though you had the same materials available? 
 
    “Shit, no,” I snorted. “I was in the merchant marine, remember? Got to work all too close to those trade guild bitches. They canned research projects if they weren’t profitable enough, no matter how much potential good they did. You only get real scientific progress if you take money away as a goal, keep it supporting the science, instead of the other way around. I’m pretty sure most of the limp dick assholes back at home wouldn’t have the bravery to push through and make working force fields. Too busy worrying about lining their own pockets and fucking over their workers.” 
 
    You’re in the minority for the Storners Erid has met. Most of them have a near religious devotion to money and the wealthier factions of society. 
 
    “Yeah well, most of them are wrong. Not as wrong as insisting there’s a magical part that makes these piece of shit couplings withstand flow in excess of fifty-five hundred FI but still pretty fucking stupid.” 
 
    She went silent for a bit, and I stopped when I noticed it. Replayed the last few sentences in my head. “Shit. Too far. Sorry about that. Don’t take it personally.” 
 
    She is not, but you are being truly aggravating today. 
 
    “Not the first time I’ve been told that,” I grunted. “Kind of the story of my life. And it’s not true that you’re stupid, I certainly don’t think that. But I may have implied that, and I regret my fuck up. It was wrong and disrespectful.” 
 
    Perhaps there’s hope for you yet. 
 
    “Doubt it,” I said. “Fucked my career up beyond recovery, joined the good guys just to watch them turn into more bad guys, and now I’m out in the ass end of space, getting shit done for outlaws who are sitting around talking when they should be out here with me, doing the REAL work.” 
 
    She’s here with you. 
 
    “Right! But you’re the only one. And yes, okay, Lysanda and Ferny are still getting their legs for this and would just be keeping an eye on me or holding tools, probably. And true, I suppose the captain needs to get all the information he can out of that downloaded daemon and figure out how we’re going to do this. And sure, our pilot needs to help them plot a course and practice a few times on sims, and ensure we get in without getting spotted...” I lost steam as I realized I was arguing against myself. 
 
    There literally is no one else. 
 
    “No. No, there isn’t,” I grumbled. “I’m also not used to this. This is an absurdly small crew. I have to handle a lot by myself... with the only other person competent enough to help me out properly, of course.” 
 
    She’ll take that as a compliment. 
 
    “Let’s see if you’re right about this mythical conduit before we go that far,” I said, following the drone’s signal down the other side of the pylon, and into the bulk of the remaining hull. 
 
    We’d found out the name of the ship from Nyame. It had had a name emblazoned on it at some point, but when it had fled Raun’s assholes, they’d literally shot it off. This was like the last third of the ship, everything else was busted. She’d confirmed that yes, it had force fields, and I could believe it; there was no way they would have survived this sort of damage if there HADN’T been force fields to hold this collapsing wreck together until they ejected the bridge. 
 
    They HAD force fields. But I’d seen no sign of those on the ship we’d salvaged back in Baudelaire. Still, we hadn’t been looking, and it had been funny that most of the battle had seemed to be conducted at extremely close range. That implied that Raun’s forces might have been using force fields. 
 
    We didn’t have a force field. And we were right next to a wreck that did, with some time to kill... Like hell I was going to pass up an opportunity like this. 
 
    The signal stopped moving, and I gauged the distance from the pylon and leaped the last thirty feet across the void. The heavy suit whirred, its servos adjusting as I hit the deck, crouching a bit. 
 
    This was part of the outer ring that the bridge had sat in, and I could see down into the various slots and grooves in the hull where it had rested before its ejection. Some were big enough for me, even with the heavy suit I was wearing, and I worked through without having to use the welder more than a couple of times. 
 
    And damned if she hadn’t found something far more impressive than the fragile coupling that I’d stowed in my salvage tuck. 
 
    “This proves nothing!” I fired at Erid as I surveyed it, pulling out the molecular scanner, and working my way around the three-meter sphere. Dozens of cables traced from it like silk threads spiraling out from a webwasp’s cocoon, and the interlaced striations of crystaline minerals and finely printed metal circuitry adorned it like the galaxy’s biggest Yuletide ornament. 
 
    This now, this was chock full of rare materials and things the scanner could only partially identify, and I felt my mouth water as I double and tripled checked the makeup. This was the sort of thing I’d been expecting as I went chasing super-advanced technology. 
 
    Satisfied? 
 
    “Never,” I shot back. “But you may have had some small point, after all. At the very least, I’ll need to haul this in for a proper examination. Can you get a bigger drone printed, something to help me disentangle this thing without shredding it too badly?” 
 
    We could, but that would take a few hours. Allow Erid to suggest an alternative. Kril and Trin are resting at the minute, but Nyame is at loose ends. Could you work with her? 
 
    “Hm.” I grunted, noncommittally. Then I gave it some thought. “You know what? Send her out. It’s time we discussed a few things, just her and me.” 
 
    That’s rather ominous. 
 
    “I can be a little abrasive. She might not react well. If she doesn’t, better we settle things away from a ship that isn’t already broken.” 
 
    Has anyone ever told you that you’re an arrogant son-of-a-bitch? 
 
    “Every officer who ever denied me a promotion,” I said, pulling out the vibrosaw and beginning my cuts. 
 
    And you learned nothing from that? 
 
    “Oh, they were right about that. But they were wrong about so, so many other things and didn’t like it when I pointed that out, so fuck ’em. If they can’t handle hearing the truth from people who don’t kiss their ass constantly, then they don’t deserve me.” 
 
    And we do. Lucky us. 
 
    “Yes, you are lucky. And you know why?” 
 
    She’s all ears. 
 
    “Because sure, I’m an asshole, but if there’s any chance of getting you working force fields, I’m going to get you those goddamn force fields.” 
 
    Erid shall go see if Nyame’s up for assisting you. It’ll take a while to get her fitted and a suit printed.  
 
    “Take your time,” I said, finishing the first cut and then cranking up the welder. “I’m going to be here a while...” 
 
    I don’t keep track of time if I can help it. Shit takes as long as it takes. She arrived some point after I’d figured out what I wanted, and before I could finish carving the exit channel entirely. 
 
    “Good, there you are,” I said, pushing the welder toward her and letting it float across the gap. “Take this and finish the cut on the outer hull.” 
 
    She took it, stared at the device. They’d given her a generic shell suit, a cross between the sturdy hardsuits and the disposable skintight emergency units. The suit was thick, treated fabric layered with metal plates and wires to reinforce and monitor. It was about what I figured they’d give her, and I was glad. Would’ve had to rework the plan if they’d gone cheap on materials. 
 
    “I am not a technologist,” Nyame said. “My role was to govern and keep the traditions and the histories.” 
 
    “Yes, and to punch like a goddamn grav train when you need to. I think you can handle a few straight cuts. See! I already started them; you just have to follow the grooves!” 
 
    It took her a little while to figure out the welder, but she got it as I was setting up the power cell and hooking it in to the orb. A quick test and a quick scan told me what I needed to know, and I spent a bit watching her work and giving advice when needed. She wasn’t lying about being clueless about technology. That was a point in her favor. Not enough to pass the test, though. Not yet. 
 
    “All right,” I said, as she finished the cut. “Swap places with me. Hold the connection here, and here,” I said, shining my dotlight on the grip of the power cell and the orb. “Whatever you do, don’t let it go.” 
 
    “You just needed someone to hold these? Why not use clamps?” she asked, moving into position... 
 
    ...and completing the circuit. I saw her twitch and move her head from side to side. That was right; she wasn’t on the retinal hub. They would have rigged up her visor. “This is telling me I am in danger,” she said, looking back at me. 
 
    Back to where I’d drifted out of reach, through the weld she’d just made. “You absolutely are. If you let go of the grips, the current will kill you. Now then, let’s have a talk!” 
 
    “Betrayal?” she whispered, and I saw her eyes narrow behind her faceplate. 
 
    “No. A lesson. And if you learn it, we’ll both walk out of here alive.” 
 
    “You are a poor teacher.” 
 
    “I absolutely am. But it’s something the captain won’t say to your face, so I’ll tell you myself. You know how you tried to fight all of us at once?” 
 
    “I had thought you were the enemy. Perhaps I was not wrong.” 
 
    “See, I’d buy that, except you KNOW your enemy!” I boomed, putting my hands on my hips. “And this is an enemy who tries to make his minions all think like he does! He’s a fucking tyrant, right?” 
 
    “You do not lie.” 
 
    “So, I’m guessing all his people wear the same sort of armor, right? Probably with big, scary looking symbols or something like that? He does not hide, is what I’m saying!” 
 
    “He... he has used covert agents in the past, and corrupted the righteous...” she said, hesitantly. 
 
    “Yes! But as far as we go, we were all dressed differently!” I indicated my heavy suit. “Hell, Lysanda had their pets in that stupid belly compartment! None of us were wearing anything that could conceivably be called a uniform. And still you decided that the best course of action was to attack us first!” 
 
    She said nothing. I saw her hands shift and stop. I caught a red, red light flickering across her faceplate. That was the suit telling her I wasn’t lying. She really would die, as the suddenly ungrounded current tried to ground through HER. 
 
    “Now, why is that?” I said. “No, don’t answer it, I already know. You wanted to either prove your might and subjugate us or show us that you weren’t to be trifled with. I admit, I’ve done the same. And that’s why I can call you on it. Game recognizes game. That’s an ancient saying but still a valid one.” 
 
    “I may have erred on the side of violence,” she said, still with her eyes narrowed. Nyame was like a hawk, I thought. Good at what they did, but once you knew their tricks, not so hard to deal with. “What now?” she asked. 
 
    “Violence... I’m okay with it, sometimes. But it’s never been my focus, and once things are settled, I prefer that they stay settled. You know violence. But I know machines. And I got you into this trap without any trouble at all. It was easy.” I leaned in, staring at her until my own suit flashed and warned me against touching her. It could detect the current thrumming through the struts and grounds of her suit, and if we touched, it’d be the end of us both. “So, the next time you want to swing your metaphorical dick around or try to take a swing at me or any of the others, you fucking remember that I can fry you like a bird on an exposed line any time I want. And maybe you use WORDS instead of your fucking FISTS.” 
 
    Her face eased a bit, but her eyes never left mine. Finally, she nodded. “We have a common foe and a common goal.” 
 
    “You say that, but you won’t say anything about your lady,” I shot back. “Kril? He’s a soft-hearted man, at the core of it. You can trust him to help save her, if that’s what you want. He’ll not use your information against you, none of us will. Not unless she’s a total piece of shit.” 
 
    Oh, she got mad at me. But she closed her eyes, and I saw her force it down. “You do not know her. But I do not know her plan, and I am sure there is one,” she said, breaking away from my gaze and looking to the side. “I do not want to risk tangling her scheme by telling you something that could be incorrect. That is all.” 
 
    “If that’s how it is, then we’re done here,” I said. “And I won’t put you through anything like this again. Is that how it is?” 
 
    She took a breath, let it out. Then looked back to me and said “Understand that if my mistress commands me to end all of you, I will do it.” 
 
    “No,” I said, pointing at the live cables she was holding. “You will try.” 
 
    She nodded. “Perhaps so. I sincerely hope we never have to find out.” 
 
    “So do I. Like I said, you hit like a grav train.” I reached past her and punched the switch on the power cell. The orb went dark. “You can move now. I’m going to sever the last connections. Help me get it back to the ship when I’m done and we’ll call it a day.” 
 
    She stood there for a moment, and I watched her through my suit’s rear-view camera as I turned my back and got to work. And I smiled as I saw her face go through familiar shifts. I was pretty sure she wanted to beat my ass. But there was enough irritation in there that I knew she wouldn’t push it. Not here. Maybe not ever again. 
 
    Playing a dangerous game there, Pieterzoon, Erid messaged me. 
 
    “I think it was a necessary one,” I whispered back. “I’ve met plenty like her. Kril’s a bit too polite to rub her nose in her mistakes, so somebody has to.” 
 
    You’re not exactly a saint yourself. 
 
    “Never wanted to be one,” I said, severing the last connection. “I’m happy being the best goddamn engineer I can be.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 18: RINGS 
 
      
 
    The good thing about Rannic is that it’s in the middle of pretty full sector of space, stellarly speaking. The stars in this region are close enough that one doesn’t need hyperlight or gates to reach them, just six-to-eighteen months of supplies and decent engines. 
 
    This had been the doom of Baudelaire. They’d been too close to Rannic and had felt Raun’s wrath intimately. 
 
    But it did mean that Trin had been able to get Nomad’s Land within spitting distance of Rannic’s solar system. Combined with the fortune of finding Nyame and getting a summary of each of the planets within, Kril had called their original plan still good: ice up, slingshot around a planet, and drift to where they needed to be. 
 
    The downside to this crowded space was that the gravity wells that were each star and planetary mass tended to draw in a shit ton of stuff from outside. So Trin had her hands full using the muted sensors to detect and evade a fragg ton of rocks that kept appearing in their way. 
 
    It would have been easier if they could have opened the sensors up to full and plotted out the course and the various wandering threats betwixt here and there. But going full-bore with the sensors would have been like shining a flashlight in Raun’s eyes. So instead she made do with minutes’ worth of notice and corrections that were slow and subtle enough to hopefully escape Raun’s notice. 
 
    Wasn’t perfect. And it was a special hell for Trin, Kril knew. So, he and Lysanda and Ferny took turns helping her out on sensors when her attention wandered. She had the pilot’s touch and handled the corrections without trouble, but she was happy to have extra eyes around. 
 
    But while they drifted starward, Kril kept a side eye on the nav. And on Nyame. She’d told them a hell of a lot of information, and soon they’d know if she had been truthful. 
 
    If she hadn’t been, well... Basque had offered to take care of her. Kril wasn’t sure what he had in mind, but he seemed pretty certain he could handle her. Kril had his doubts.  
 
    He also didn’t think it would be necessary. Nyame wasn’t a person who hid her emotions well, and he’d conferred with Ferny about it. She was too suspicious of them. If she’d been trying to con them, she would be a great deal friendlier and open. Her very paranoia was reassuring. 
 
    The test came about three weeks into their trip, as the sensors picked up a huge mass off to starboard. It was approaching fast, and Kril shifted to the cameras they’d left out on that side, focused in until he saw the shape of what had to be a ship moving against the stars. A check against the nav assured him that they were about in the window they’d estimated.  
 
    Kril rubbed his eyes, popped a tab of drykaff, and sent a wake-up across the crew chat. “They’re here. Erid, Basque, get the overlay going. Everyone else, stand by. Nyame, change of plans. Gonna need you to wait in your quarters until I say otherwise.” He quietly toggled the app on his datapad to lock her door. This was the real test. If she was planning something, it would be right about now, while they were busy dealing with the interloper. 
 
    But all she said was “I understand. I hope that this works.” 
 
    “You and me both,” Kril sent back. 
 
    “Hands off the controls, and the fields are dialed down,” Trin said. “Got weak gravity, but that’s all. Just enough they might think it’s a heavy core.” 
 
    “I am standing by and hoping my skills are unnecessary,” Lysanda said. 
 
    “What they said,” Ferny replied. 
 
    The overlay has been on for the last few hours, Erid wrote. Minus a few calibrations that would have inconvenienced our systems. We’re applying those now. 
 
    Kril stood, cracking his knuckles.  
 
    Now came the hard part: waiting. 
 
    It didn’t even take an hour, but it felt like a year, before Erid sent the notice across. 
 
    They’re painting us. So far, the sensors are in-line with the specifications we got from Nyame. 
 
    That had been tricky. Nyame wasn’t a technician or engineer. But she had a good memory, and her recollections from listening to the engineers on her doomed vessel provided enough information for Basque and Erid to sort out what the enemy was using. It wasn’t too far off from Storner tech, if they were right. No great surprise there. It had only been a bit under a decade since Raun had fled, and despotic tyrants didn’t tend to have effective research and development divisions. 
 
    If the last hour or so had passed like thick tree sap, the next few minutes passed like water turning corpses into fossils. Kril forced himself to hold tight to his station, gazed fixed on the view screen, as the ship scanned them from one end to the other. 
 
    Finally, after what seemed like most of an eternity, Erid wrote once more. 
 
    They’ve stopped. They’re moving off. Estimation is likely that we’re clear. 
 
    “Not only that, we’re a damn snack!” Basque said, as Kril felt his shoulders sag in relief. “We’re near solid Beryllium under the ice! They’ll be salivating to get to mining.” 
 
    And that was how they passed through the first ring. 
 
    Raun had a thing for round objects. His character in the novels had been obsessed with crowns, forging his own essence into those objects of power. His defenses were likewise arrayed. Back when he had been working with Radriel, the two cores had set up three rings of defenses across the major planes of approach to Rannic.  
 
    It wasn’t perfect; space is big, and Raun had been fairly certain that they would be up against threats that could travel faster than light, so by coming in from “above,” or “below,” it was possible for hyperlight ships to run up on the star. There was no way to prevent that. 
 
    But what one could do, and what Raun and Radriel had done, was set up a pretty robust detection system to see incoming trouble on those (mostly clear) planes, and ready automated defenses to pound the absolute shit out of anything that tried that approach. 
 
    That had probably been what had happened to the Monnichiwan, Kril figured. 
 
    So instead, they’d plotted to take the long, slow, less-deadly way through the bulk of Raun’s defenses.  And that meant passing through the three rings. 
 
    The first ring had been the roaming patrol ships. Larger scouts that vetted each incoming bit of stellar mass for troublesome intent and assigned it a category. The scouts were armed, true, but not indomitable. But according to Nyame, they were equipped with communications arrays that could send messages all the way to the third ring in a matter of days, if necessary. There was no good way to eliminate one without letting the entire system know they were coming. 
 
    But they hadn’t needed to. As far as Kril could tell, the ruse had worked. 
 
    No, the real worrisome part would come in a few days, once they reached the second ring. 
 
    Kril gave everyone a day to let their adrenaline drain a bit, then called the crew into a meeting over dinner. 
 
    “Tell us about the second ring, Nyame.” 
 
    They’d gone over this before, conversations here and there, but Kril wanted to make sure everyone remembered it the same way. He also wanted to make sure HE was remembering it the same way and wasn’t missing something obvious. 
 
    Nyame was happy to oblige, setting down her protein shake and looking around at the eager faces of the humans and of the rats, who were poking their snouts over the table edge, before launching into it. “The first ring was the eye of Raun. It has passed over us.” 
 
    “Can we know that for certain?” Basque asked. 
 
    “Yes, because we are still alive,” Nyame said. “If they had seen the truth of us, the hand would have destroyed us by now.” 
 
    “The hand, that’s that second ring now, yeah?” Trin asked. 
 
    “Yes. The first ring was ships, and a few stationary probes, acting to detect and scan possible threats and resources. The hand deals with what the eye sees. It is a series of vessels and forts around the gas giants that act as the outer boundaries of Rannic.” 
 
    “And they can kill us from days away?” Basque frowned. 
 
    “The guns built into the border forts are capable of both astonishing precision and unprecedented destruction,” Nyame nodded. “What the eye sees, the hand can destroy.” 
 
    “From what Erid tells me, they’re probably rail guns the size of small cities,” Kril added. “But they’re all facing outward, ’cause Raun ain’t an idiot. He doesn’t want anyone grabbing a fort and turning a gun on his own base.” 
 
    “But we’re gonna drift right past the second ring, yeah?” Trin asked. 
 
    “Yes and no,” Nyame said. “We have been flagged as a harvestable resource. They will likely intercept us and take us to a processing facility.” 
 
    “What happens when they see that we’re not a meteor?” Ferny asked. 
 
    “By the time they get that close, it’ll be too late,” Kril said. “Figure they’ll have to cable us up and tow us. Once they’re locked in, we’ll cross over and pirate them. Then we’ll split crew, and head toward the processing facility, but fake a malfunction and break off. Crew in the pirated ship will rejoin us, and we’ll slip through to the third ring while they’re dealing with the malfunctioning ship that just crashed into their factory yard or whatever.” 
 
    “Piracy! Oh dear,” said Lysanda, spooning scop down to the rats who were tracking their spoon’s every movement. “With all due respect, what’s to keep them from calling for help? We couldn’t fight the scout ships on the first ring because they’d call for help. What’s stopping the ships in the second ring from doing the same?” 
 
    “A few things, and I admit they’re more like theories and guesses,” Kril said. “But if we’re wrong, we’ll be behind the guns by the time it’s a problem, and we’ll go from there.” 
 
    “Raun was not the architect behind the communications arrays he currently uses,” Nyame said, folding her arms. “That was Radriel’s work. And I can tell you that the materials to make the truly effective systems are rare. I doubt that every freighter within the second ring will have one, if any do. They will be saved for his warships and for the ships of his eye.” 
 
    Furthermore, Erid wrote, we believe we have ways of jamming intraship communications, thanks to the hardware we obtained in Baudelaire. We could not use it to bypass the first ring because of the distance between ourselves and the scout vessels. But if a ship tows us, it will be much closer and well within our jamming range. Provided we are successful at boarding and neutralizing the enemy vessel within a reasonable time frame, we should be able to keep them silent until the takeover is complete. 
 
    Ferny nodded. “And that team that’s doing the neutralizing is going to be me, Lysanda, and you, Captain. Yes?” 
 
    Erid shall also send along a few drones. And Lysanda, you have your rodents ready? 
 
    Lysanda nodded. “The latest batch of warriors are almost mature. All right, I believe I understand the situation. You think that we can stop them from calling for help, but it’s not a certainty, but you have plans to deal with it if they DO. Does that sum it up, dear man?” They shifted their gaze to Kril. 
 
    “Pretty much,” Kril said. “If things go well, we’re gonna get into the regular stream of mass driven payloads that are pushed out of the factories of the second ring, and into the third ring.” 
 
    “And that third ring’s the maw?” Basque asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Nyame nodded. “It is where the materials sent from the second ring are ‘caught’ and distributed to the manufactories of Rannic. The third ring is the industrial centers planet-bound around Rannic One, and whatever warfleet he has at the moment that isn’t busy destroying surrounding systems.” 
 
    “I’d be more comfortable if I knew what kind of plans you had in mind if things go wrong,” Basque said, squinting at Kril. “I mean, if warfleets are going to be in the equation, there’s a possibility of some really bad math, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “I do. And if things go to shit here, we can still cut and run,” Kril said. “Go to hyperlight above the plane and go for weeks. He’ll see which way we went ’til his sensors lose us, but that’s no matter. From this point on, that’s always an option and Trin or me, we’ll be standing by with our fingers on the button whenever things are tense.” 
 
    “Taking that option before we have proof of the hyperspace gate means that we’ve failed, though,” Lysanda said. They frowned, pulling on their nose. “We will lose our chance to avenge the memory of those poor souls on Violet.” 
 
    “We’ll lose A chance,” Kril said. “Not THE chance. That said, yeah, we’ve come this far, and it’d be a shame to ditch it the first time things go wrong. So, once we’re past the second ring, we also have the option of just booking it to the third ring. They don’t have huge artillery defenses, and it’ll take time for them to scramble ships and find us. We can probably get visual on the gate at least, and that’s a partial victory. And worse comes to it, we can do a hyperlight jump and get there, look around, then ’light out as soon as we have a scan.” 
 
    “Dangerous,” Basque said. “Maybe not too bad.” 
 
    “Maybe. We’ll see how it goes,” Kril said. “Leave our options open, see what comes. Speakin’ of that, how are those force fields coming?” 
 
    Basque lifted his hands, lowered them, and sighed. “Poorly. We have plenty of salvaged hardware, but I’m not a scientist. Erid’s... doing what she can, but this is core tech. And we have to run silent, so I can’t test anything too major without drawing notice.” 
 
    “So, we ain’t gonna have force fields? All right. We ain’t worse off than before we salvaged shit; we can always look at it later.” 
 
    “I didn’t say we won’t have force fields!” Basque said, shaking a finger. “It’s just... well, they’re going to be limited. Erid, you tell them.” 
 
    If the experiments scale up the way we expect, you shall indeed have force fields, force fields that are about as large as a human head, and last about two seconds but force fields, nonetheless. For two glorious seconds, a point in space that you designate will be completely invulnerable to every known force in the galaxy. Then the hardware will probably be toasted, and we’ll have to print a full replacement to duplicate that effect again. 
 
    “So, no help there,” Kril said, rubbing his chin. “All right. Well, like I said, it’s somethin’ to figure out later. Let’s move on to the last part. We got to go pirate on the freighter that comes to tow us. But it don’t sit right with me, killing a bunch of folks I don’t know nothing about. Self defense is one thing, this is different.” 
 
    “Well, what’s the alternative?” Ferny asked. 
 
    “He gets funny like this,” Basque said to her. “Didn’t want to shoot some unarmed guards when we were escaping.” 
 
    “Well, that’s commendable!” Lysanda said, smiling. “They were just doing their jobs, yes?” 
 
    “They’d just betrayed me and were planning on letting me die in my cell, after I sacrificed everything to help their cause!” Basque snarled. 
 
    “Oh. Well, that’s a bit different, I suppose,” Lysanda said, lowering their head and taking a sip of their tea. 
 
    “What I’m hoping, Nyame,” Kril forged ahead, trying to speak over his crew, “is that you can fill us in a bit on who Raun’s got working for him. If working for him’s the right word. Are they slaves? They got a choice in all this?” 
 
    Nyame bit her lip. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Ferny frowned. “You’ve been all about how Raun was treachery incarnate, so how is he fucking his people over?” 
 
    “Well... he was...” Nyame said, slowly. “Rannic I is a hellhole, and he made no effort to terraform it.” 
 
    Kril stared at her, waiting. She didn’t add anything more. Finally, he spoke up again. “All right... who were they before Raun got there? They had a gate; I’m assuming they were one of the colonies from old Terra.” 
 
    “We assumed so, yes.” 
 
    “So... you didn’t actually SEE him doing anything to them?” 
 
    “We did not,” Nyame said. “We lived apart from the planet, in the craft ships. Radriel knew that if we were to touch down upon the world, we would never leave.” 
 
    “Did he block you from watching their broadcasts? Were visitors allowed to the craft ships?  Did you have access to their history, any archives, anything like that?” Kril pressed her, watching the raw emotions run across her face. Mainly shame, confusion, and a little bit of... guilt? 
 
    “I... Radriel forbade us to investigate them fully. And our duties were our focus, our service to her kept us... busy.” 
 
    “So you were livin’ with folks in their system for a few years, and didn’t even bother talkin’ with ’em?” Kril asked, rubbing the back of his head. “You don’t know ANYTHING?” 
 
    “Radriel bade us to focus on our work and be ready for Raun’s treachery,” Nyame folded her arms and glared at him. “And in the end, that saved us.” 
 
    “Okay. How did he move against you, then?” Basque asked. 
 
    She hesitated again. 
 
    “You don’t know,” Ferny said, flatly. “You’re just telling us what you were told, aren’t you?” 
 
    “My brothers and sisters are dead!” Nyame was across the table in an instant, lifting Ferny by her shirt, and Kril drew down on her.  
 
    “Drop her!” he snapped. 
 
    Nyame hesitated, turned to look at him... and saw that everyone else in the room, save for Lysanda, had a weapon pointed her direction. She let Ferny go, and the slender woman tumbled to the ground, coughing, and rubbing her gills. 
 
    “I apologize,” Nyame said. “But you have spoken to me of the dead moving and nano formulas that rewrite minds.” 
 
    “Formulas based on your work, esteemed woman,” Lysanda pointed out. “Radriel’s, rather.” 
 
    “This makes twice you’ve attacked us without reason,” Kril told her, flatly. “Do it again, you die and go to join your brothers and sisters directly.” 
 
    She bowed her head. “I... yes. I understand. But we WERE pursued. And we lost communications with the other craft ships. He DID betray her. I... I know this is what must have happened. Even if—” She bit her lip again. 
 
    “Finish the sentence,” Kril said. “If you want our help, speak.” 
 
    “We had our doubts,” she whispered, and tears oozed from her eyes. “We doubted her. Radriel was acting in haste, afraid. We feared it would push her to rash decisions. She kept secrets from US. And we were her trusted children!” Nyame covered her face. 
 
    “Okay. Okay, give her a minute,” Kril said to the others. “Take your time; let it out. We’ll wait.” 
 
    It took a while to gather herself, but eventually she sniffled and nodded. “I am composed once more.” 
 
    Kril nodded. “All right. The problem I’m hitting is that we only have your word that all of Raun’s folks are assholes. Gonna assume the ones shooting up with his brain juice are assholes. Everyone okay with that assumption?” 
 
    “Unless and until we have a cure, I think we must assume that,” Lysanda said, pulling on their ponytail. “But I do believe we must continue studying the samples we have and perhaps obtain new ones as possible. The existence of this is inhumane. You could call it chemical warfare, just with a very limited vector.” 
 
    “Ain’t a bad way of putting it. Speaking of inhumane... yeah. I don’t think I can condone killin’ the crew of the freighter when we go pirating. Not unless we can confirm all of ’em are on the zombie juice or find a way to detect the ones who are. I think we’re either gonna have to abort or go in nonlethal.” 
 
    He looked to Basque and was surprised to see the big man nodding back. 
 
    “What?” Basque asked. “We don’t know shit about these guys! They could be pressed into service. I don’t know Radriel from Raun, who the fuck am I to judge them? They’re probably just exploited slaves for the guy. No reason to kill them if we don’t have to.” 
 
    “That and we’ve come too far to abort,” said Ferny. “We need to look into this. It’s a galaxy-level threat.” 
 
    “Since when are you so altruistic?” Basque asked. 
 
    “I like the galaxy,” Ferny shrugged. “It’s where I keep my stuff. And if I get turned into a core zombie, then that becomes HIS stuff, and fuck that. Worked too hard for my ill-gotten gains.” 
 
    “Non-lethal it is!” Lysanda bubbled, happily. “I trust we have equipment to support that effort?” 
 
    “You also have the fourth most skilled warrior among the LF cohort,” Nyame said. “And you know my skill. My talents are yours; I must save Radriel if at all there is any chance of doing so.” 
 
    “My problem with that is that you’re impulsive as hell,” Kril said. 
 
    “And you’ll betray us in a heartbeat if Radriel tells you to. Or you think that it’ll help Radriel!” Basque said. “I don’t like that.” 
 
    “Then bind me with an explosive and trigger it if I betray you” Nyame said. “I place my life in your hands to do with what you will, if it shall allow me to fight for her salvation.” 
 
    Silence at that.  
 
    She is fanatical. But we can channel this to our ends, for now. Erid wrote. 
 
    We absolutely cannot trust her. Ferny wrote back. 
 
    Better to have her in airlock pissing out, than outside pissing in. Trin sent. 
 
    Oblivious to all the messaging, Nyame fixed her gaze on Kril, staring. Waiting. Hope and desperation warred on her open, unguarded face. 
 
    Upside is, she ain’t sneaky in the least. We’ll likely see any betrayal comin’. Kril nodded as he decided. “All right. You’re in for the pirate job. We’ll fix a suit up for you and see how that goes.” 
 
    She bowed her head, and they made plans, hours of planning, as they went about their shifts and waited for the next step, preparing gear and training as they could. 
 
    And about a day and a half later, the cameras caught movement. 
 
    A dark ship, bigger than expected, but simple. It was a large hull, but most of it looked like modular storage compartments. Kril played the cameras over a bridge blister, a couple of smaller comm arrays, and an obvious crew compartment, just one, fairly small. The only weapon it was packing was some sort of beam array. 
 
    And oddly enough, based on the lines of the vessel, it looked like the array was on the back of the ship. 
 
    “They’re turning, bringing weapons to bear!” Trin said, as it matched speed with them and started rotating. “Kril, what’s the play?” 
 
    “This don’t make sense. Basque, Erid, they got any kind of force field? Any defenses?” 
 
    “Nothing I can see!” 
 
    No. And the reactor they’re using isn’t cycling high enough for most known energy weapons. 
 
    “Don’t look like any I’ve seen, either. Somethin’ like a laser grid, maybe... but that’s more point defense. Fragg, okay. Hold still, see what they’re doin’. We’re under a sheet of ice. Worse comes to it, that’ll give us a few seconds to get the sheath up.” Kril tapped commands into the station and held ready.  
 
    The ship finished its turn, and Nomad’s Land shuddered. 
 
    “They’re firing on us!” Trin said. “No, wait. It’s... we lost some ice, but not from the spot they’re...” 
 
    More shuddering, and Kril was almost thrown over the console. 
 
    “Get the dampening field up!” he snapped. “Boost power, or we’re toothpaste!” 
 
    Trin dialed it up, and the shaking slowed... internally, at least. Outside, Kril could see sheets and fragments of ice peeling past the camera. 
 
    It’s not a weapon, Erid wrote. It’s a tool.  
 
    “Explain it to me fast and simple,” Kril said, as the stars slowed, and he saw the ship move away... and watched as it dragged them along behind it. 
 
    It’s a tractor beam. They’ve managed to figure out not just force fields but tractor beams! 
 
    “Son of a bitch...” Basque breathed, his voice loud over the channel. 
 
    “Shit. Shit.” Kril said, as the entire plan went up in smoke. He’d been counting on them to fire grapples at close range and tow them, grapples that he and his crew could use to climb up and board the freighter. 
 
    But that plan was now dust in the wind. 
 
    Or was it? 
 
    Maybe the plan was still good, it just needed a slight adjustment in scale... 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 19: FERNY 
 
      
 
    I floated in my tank, let the motors push water over me. This would probably be the last chance I had to get hydrated for at least several hours; I had to take it. 
 
    They just kept the air too dry onboard. If I didn’t hydrate every few hours, my gills would get so irritated that it was like having giant emergency lights on either side of my neck. Breathing would tickle so much that I’d spend half my day coughing. 
 
    At least the rest of this day would be in the suit. 
 
    I waved bubbles aside and stared out of the side of the tank at the thing they’d made for me. It was sleek, armored but flexible, and the sims had shown me that at least they’d kept it simple.  
 
    I’d managed to talk them out of heavy weaponry, at least. Basque had tried to sell me on an assault rifle with kinetic stunners, but I wasn’t a great shot. They wanted nonlethal, okay, but I needed something more up close and personal, if they wanted me to be any kind of effective. 
 
    So Erid had rigged up taser gauntlets. They might not do the trick if we came up against anything armored and grounded, but best case, I’d be able to tap people and knock them out. 
 
    Honestly if they needed me to deal with heavy armor, this crew would be shit out of luck. My best bet was to run with the pack and try not to die. 
 
    “Story of my life,” I muttered. 
 
    I did my best work solo, but no matter how things went, there always came a time when I was up against numbers. And if I hadn’t gotten enough clout or favors or backup lined up, then it was usually run or die. 
 
    And right now, I didn’t have any place to run. I had to play this out, try to make it work. There was no other choice. 
 
    “Fuuuuuuuuuck.” I killed the jets, drifted there in the still water for a second, pinched my nose shut, breathed through my gills until I felt calmer.  
 
    How had it come to this? 
 
    How did I keep putting myself in places with fewer and fewer options? 
 
    No way out except through. 
 
    I took three more breaths, then started the water draining. 
 
    It was pretty good timing. Midway through the water cycling out and the air drying up, messages flashed across my eyes. 
 
    Processing station in sight. Commencing passive scans. 
 
    “We could probably go louder,” Basque said, over the channel. “We haven’t detected any sensors, anything to show that they have a way of detecting our true nature.” 
 
    Always an optimist, that guy, I shook my head and sorted through my ill-gotten gains, as the water dried on my bare skin. And after a little digging, I found the weapons locker I’d hidden under a pile of paintings. 
 
    “No, we ain’t taking the risk,” Kril told Basque. “Not until we’re ready to move, and they’re safely jammed. We get one shot at this.” 
 
    I pulled out the DX2 Decksweeper. A pistol sized shotgun with enough recoil to break a wrist if you braced yourself wrong. Yeah, I was a bad shot... at any kind of distance. This wasn’t a distance weapon. This was an up-close, no-aim-necessary kind of weapon. And I’d be in the suit, so bracing and recoil was less of a problem. 
 
    “You sure I can’t get you to reconsider on that whole nonlethal thing?” I asked across the channel. 
 
    “Positive. I don’t plan on killing anyone who don’t deserve it.” 
 
    “You’re the boss,” I said, and stowed the Decksweeper into the hidden compartment I’d added into the suit. If I had to use it, well... it was easier to ask forgiveness than permission. 
 
    They’ve turned off the tractor beam. Unless they try anything more with us, we’ve got twenty minutes before we drift into the processing cradle.  
 
    “Are they staying with us or moving on?” Kril asked. 
 
    Moving on. They’ll be out of sensor range in thirty seconds. 
 
    “That’s a pretty good clip. Here’s hoping they won’t be a factor in the assault.” 
 
    I slid into the suit as they talked, felt the undersheath wrap me, tighten to my skin as the seals hissed, sectioning off the different parts of my body. For the last part, I slid the scarves around my neck, then lowered the helmet down on top of them, clicking it into place and hearing the bubble as they started to hydrate. One, two, three breaths and cold water flooded my gills, making me gasp and shiver until the thermo regulators beeped on, and evened things out. 
 
    “All right,” Kril said. “We’re on in five. Erid’s found the habitat section; we’ll breach there and make our way to station control. Be in front of the airlock in three. Any questions? Any problems?” 
 
    “None. Ready to go,” I told him. 
 
    “All good here,” Basque said. 
 
    “I’m gathering the swarm, but it won’t take long. This is quite the risk. We’ll be down to a handful of breeders if they manage to kill them all.” 
 
    “We’ll give them burials with full honor. Enscribe their names on little ratty tombstones, and have a squeaky memorial if shit goes wrong. But we’re gonna trust you to manage them, since they’re the best option we got at taking the folks over there down nonlethally.” 
 
    “I still wish I had more time to test the drug... ah well, at the very worst they’ll be a good distraction,” Lysanda continued. 
 
    Lysanda, next to Erid, was the one I worried about the most. There was something they were hiding. And their mannerisms were... well, alien. Little signals, body language, even stuff as simple as nods and headshakes, I could see the merest hint of hesitation whenever they did things like that. It was obviously learned late in life. I’d seen it before in marooned cases, folks who’d had to grow up alone, or in limited communities, but that notion didn’t ring quite true for them. 
 
    Lysanda never spoke of their past before their merc-work out in the Marches. They were an unknown quantity. And that made my mission just a little more complicated. 
 
    We assembled out in the cargo bay, and I looked them over. Basque had gone heavy, ditched the wings on his usual “Seraph” design to throw in a backpack with a small cannon over his shoulder. About as nonlethal as a shipkiller warhead, but he insisted it was only for taking down hardware. The assault rifle that his oversized gauntlets dwarfed was for “software,” though anyone those gel slugs hit was going to have a bad day one way or another. 
 
    Lysanda was in their usual chunky suit, carrying an inflatable ball about the size of themselves. It wobbled and shivered, and though it was opaque I knew that they had a full swarm in there, getting ready to burst out of their transport and nip all the things. The rats had eaten hearty on a chemical broth that turned their saliva into a knockout drug. Lysanda couldn’t field-test it, but they were pretty sure it would work. 
 
    Kril was minimalist, as usual. His basic suit and he’d swapped out his slugger for a taser pistol. The man kept things simple, and I could respect that. 
 
    I respected Kril, and a lot of his ways of doing business. 
 
    I really hoped I wouldn’t have to kill him. 
 
    The new one, Nyame, stood still, waiting. Her suit was silvery and engraved with symbols in her own tongue. Erid had happily machined it to her specifications, including a pair of long, thin blades that Nyame swore she could wield non-lethally. Kril had nonetheless bullied her into carrying along a boarding slugger with gel rounds. 
 
    It was strange, going into battle alongside a core’s minion. But then, we had one more, and she wasn’t a minion.  
 
    She’d taken a physical form, finally. A spare suit, modified, with her white mask over the helmet, dull gray armor, with black highlights, and heavy reinforcements. No obvious weaponry, though I knew there’d be something, probably based around her gauntlets. 
 
    The high queen had come down to personally hunt the fleshy kin she’d left behind. I felt bile in the back of my throat, cleared my gills and pushed fluid out to wash away the taste.  
 
    But embodiment was hopeful. That meant she’d left her minions running the show, while she was occupied. And they were a lot easier to fool than she was. 
 
    I had to hope that, or my mission was fucked. 
 
    Seconds crawled by. There was nothing to say. We’d had plenty of time to go over the plan, and it’d work, or it wouldn’t. I’d been through many an op, and it never changed... the last minute of waiting was the worst. 
 
    But damned if it didn’t feel good when Erid wrote Now! And the airlock cycled open. 
 
    Basque and Nyame first, they’d break through the ice, and lead the wave. 
 
    Kril and Lysanda next, the two spotting each other across the gap. 
 
    And then it was my turn. I stared at Erid’s mask; she nodded back, and we charged in the second the door snapped open, braced ourselves against the wall, then surged forward the moment the inner door shut and the outer one cycled. 
 
    Oh, did it feel good to be outside, even for only a moment. Nomad’s Land was small, small, and there was no real privacy outside of the two rooms I’d claimed. In the moment it took to cross the expanse, from the icy, dark hull of our vessel to the large, spread-out station that looked like a set of children’s blocks set with wire frames and smoldering furnace units, I reveled in the brief glimpse of stars. Not as many as I’d thought; the flare of plasma from the processing cradles put out a fair chunk of light pollution. 
 
    I didn’t have time to study things for long; We were tight on Kril and Lysanda’s trail, and we had to adjust with atmo bursts as we went. Not too many lights where we were going, but the tacnet had their signal, and every time I looked their way, it highlighted them in green. And that big medicine-ball rat carrier was hard to miss. 
 
    I felt exposed as hell, after the relief at being outside faded. Even though I knew it was an illusion. If Erid had done as she’d promised, the station would be jammed right now, and our suits were shielded against thermal sensors. Unless they had stupid paranoid security setups, they wouldn’t be looking for anything as small as we were. 
 
    And we weren’t using lights. A lot of people raised on spacefarer shows make the mistake of thinking that things out in the void are easy to spot. They’re not. It’s dark as fuck out here, and there’s a lot of area to cover.  
 
    Ahead of us, Kril and Lysanda touched down hullside. Kril grabbed Lysanda and half-hopped, half dragged them away from the touchdown point just in time for Erid and I to make contact. I braced my legs, bent my knees in a controlled squat, and tapped the hull with the magnets on one wrist. 
 
    They used to call that a superhero landing. Erid wrote. 
 
    “Who’s ‘they’?” I whispered back. 
 
    The audience for popular culture, back when there was only a single planet to worry about. There are no signs of alarm, by the way. She believes that we are, so far, undetected. 
 
    “Let’s keep that up,” Kril said. “Closest hatch is on vector seven, ’bout three hundred meters. Hull’s thick enough we can put on some speed. Basque, switch to signal detection and go ahead, make sure they got no alarms or sensors on that entry point.” 
 
    A tense minute followed, while Basque did his thing. The big guy was impulsive, but he wasn’t stupid. I watched the mass of our ship drift past as he worked, watched it edge closer to the cradles, and the plasma furnaces. At some point Trin would have to fire up the engines, to keep from being locked into the machinery. And at that point our cover would be blown. We had ten minutes left, maybe?  
 
    I rested a hand on the compartment where I’d stowed the decksweeper and waited, cycling through my playlist for the right kind of noise. Didn’t play anything, not yet, but once shit got going, I’d cue up some Rekking Baal and let the music drive me higher. 
 
    “Clear!” Basque said, pulling a tool out of the side of the hull, and throwing a handful of wires out into the void. I laughed. He was such a dramatic asshole. I loved the hell out of the guy, in a sister/brother kind of vibe.  
 
    Then I shifted my gaze to Nyame, crouched next to him, and dialing the hatch open. You get him killed, you won’t see me coming, I silently promised her. 
 
    Honestly, that’d probably be my best shot at taking her down. 
 
    The hatch cycled, and the first two were in. Kril and Lysanda followed, and I raced across the hull, caught the lip of the hatch, and swung myself past them as Erid followed. 
 
    The hatch shut, atmo hissed in, and once the lights on the side of the metal room turned green, Lysanda opened up the ratball. 
 
    And dear god, the swarm that burst forth was horrifying. White and brown and black, with red eyes gleaming in the green light, all yellow-reddish teeth and naked tails. 
 
    “Breaching in five!” Basque called, as Nyame started turning the dial. 
 
    The rats surged forward the second the lock cycled, and we waited for them to clear. No screams, so we followed, out into a corridor of black metal and white insulation. No frills here, no effort spared to make it look livable or hospitable. It was stark; it was bleak, and I hated it. 
 
    Sooner through, sooner done. A minimap flared to life on my HUD as I called it up, and the sections that we were supposed to take flashed white. I looked to Erid, who nodded back, and as the other two teams hurried to the left and down a side passage, we headed right. 
 
    We’d done our best to map things out with scans beforehand but couldn’t go TOO loud, so we had general areas to cover, but for a large chunk of it we’d be running blind. 
 
    That’s where the rats came in. 
 
    A red dot flared up ahead of us, radiating concentric circles.  
 
    Contact. 
 
    I cycled up my suit gauntlets, looked right to see Erid doing the same thing. Then we rushed around a corner and found a jump-suited worker trying to stomp rats. I charged; he looked up too late, and he flew back about five meters as I slammed my hand into his chest, electricity sparking and flaring around the contact point... briefly. Too briefly. Shit! Not enough time for the current to work! 
 
    He yelled, no language I knew, and struggled to his feet as the rats surged away to either side, and then there was a SNAP, and he slapped his hand to a metal dart that had appeared in his belly, as he twitched and spasmed. Erid had got him. That was fine. I just had to remember to adjust for the low gravity next time. 
 
    Yelling and shouts from ahead, and I jogged, putting feet to deck and bounding, pushing against the ceiling with one hand whenever I got too high. They were pretty big corridors, and the orange lights interspersed among the black metal of the walls made the whole thing feel like a lava tube. I was sweating inside my suit, running hot, but I knew it was my brain and the raw adrenaline driving that. Didn’t make it any less uncomfortable. 
 
    In the distance, I heard chattering. “Going loud!” Basque called across the comm. 
 
    “He lasted longer than I thought he would,” I said, pausing at a bulkhead archway. The rats had marked dots inside, radiating circles that were waiting in ambush. I glanced at Erid. “Got any grenades?” 
 
    “No,” she said, in her synthesized voice. “Let her lead. Lysanda, set the rats in sector G-4 to attack; we need a distraction.” 
 
    “Very well!” Lysanda responded. I heard tension in their voice, that faint breathless and distracted tone of a civilian who was dealing with combat. No shame in it, really. This was a situation above and beyond what they’d signed on for. 
 
    Explosions on the other side of the archway, guns going off, I thought. Then Erid was through, and I followed her, diving for the first moving target I saw who wasn’t tiny and fuzzy. 
 
    This had been some kind of rec room, I noted as I slammed into a beefy figure and carried him over a sofa. They struggled to bring a longarm to bear and I pounded them in the face, but my gauntlets rebounded off metal. I paused to look, stared into a skull that had been half replaced by cybernetics, and triggered the taser in my other gauntlet. 
 
    He jerked and twitched; the longarm went flying, and he clapped his hands to either side of my helmet, hunting for a latch or a way to get it open. I punched him in the throat instead of the face and he gasped, coughing but didn’t stop, and as he got his hands on the emergency releases, I punched him in the throat, harder. Something gave with a wet snap, and he choked, letting go to grab his neck. I rolled off him to see Erid holding the limp form of a jump-suited woman, dangling wires from a torn cybernetic arm, and rats nibbling on her legs. Erid tossed her aside and looked to me. 
 
    “I’m clear,” I told her, getting up and staring at the cybered man as he thrashed and kicked. “He’s going to die. Do you care?” 
 
    “Less than she should,” Erid said. Then she flicked out a blade from one finger and knelt over him. Blood sprayed as she worked. “Hand her that straw, would you?” 
 
    “What’s a straw?” I asked, as I looked around the room. The rats were swarming out, moving to the next target. A beverage maker sat bolted to a high table, a cooling cabinet to one side showed meal packs through its transparent front. I didn’t see grass or dried vegetation anywhere. 
 
    “A beverage tube,” Erid said. 
 
    “You call that a straw?” I said, pulling one from the floor where a cylinder of them had spilled. “Why not a reed? Those are hollow, too, and they pull water naturally.” 
 
    “She could explain it, but it’d take time, and we need to move. Go! She’ll catch up once this tracheotomy is done.” I nodded, tossed her the tube, and followed the swarm. 
 
    Half a minute and one more ambushed and downed crewman later, a wailing siren sounded through the halls. They knew we were here. 
 
    “Kind of surprised it took them this long,” Basque said. 
 
    “It gets harder from here. Slow down, play it cautious. Trin’s gonna kick up some fuss outside, to give the guys in the control center something to worry about.” 
 
    The control center was our ultimate goal. Erid was convinced that Raun had built it so that whoever was in there could lock down and probably murder the rest of the facility. We weren’t going to do that, not while Kril was in charge, anyway, but once it was secured, we could seal up trouble spots and deal with them at our leisure. 
 
    Problem was, we didn’t know where the command center was, not exactly. That was why we had to do a fast sweep and scout. 
 
    And damned if that didn’t almost get me killed. 
 
    There were no rat spots in the minimap when I rounded the corner into a cafeteria and got knocked on my ass in a flash of light and thunder. Yellow lights lit up all around my HUD. 
 
    I twitched, as pain and shock hit me, and rolled under the nearest table, coming face to face with the charred remains of rats. Then I snapped my view up to the place I’d been standing, and the charred spot on the wall with a me-shaped outline around it. 
 
    A clattering from the far end of the long table, and I looked down to see someone dropping to one knee, reloading a tube launcher. 
 
    I rolled again, kept rolling as I heard a THUMP, WHOOSH, and the room turned to fire behind me. Some kind of incendiary blast weapon, something built to fry flesh without breaching hull. I dug at the compartment on my side, heard my gloves sizzle and pop before I got it open, and jerked out the DX2. And the next time the crewman stuck his head under the end of the table, I squeezed the trigger until their face was red paste and they were lying on the floor, with the tube rolling away. 
 
    The counter told me I had eight shots left, and that was okay, because when I popped up, the other three crew behind the overturned table at the far end ran. One of them yanked a handle on the wall as they went and ran through a bulkhead that sealed behind her. 
 
    “Fuck!” I swore, as I followed, jiggled the handle a few times, found it locked. “Found a door that might be important. Erid, are you near?” 
 
    “Right behind you,” she said. 
 
    “Can you work on this? I’ll look around for a different way.” 
 
    “Don’t go far.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I like living.” I tried jogging to a door at the side of things, found myself hobbling and grinding along. A few of the servos had been damaged or destroyed, so I slowed down. 
 
    The swinging door led to a kitchen, and beyond it was a corridor with a series of storerooms. And ahead, someone was yelling in that unknown language. 
 
    I slowed my steps, snuck as carefully as I could, decksweeper at the ready. I needn’t have bothered. The man in front of the comms terminal had an old-style headset on and wouldn’t have heard me if I’d blundered in at full speed. I pulled it off of him before I tasered him into unconsciousness and looked over the monitors. Functional. And familiar, somehow. 
 
    I took a harder look at them, and my adrenaline-soaked brain filled with joy as I realized what I had. 
 
    These were familiar. Raun, when he fled Compact space, had stolen quite a lot of experimental hardware. And by the looks of these, he’d either recycled them for out of the way industrial facilities or figured out how to mass-manufacture them. 
 
    This was a variable-pitched entangled particle transmitter. This could transmit back home. 
 
    And we were jamming their comms, sure, but we wouldn’t be jamming them forever. 
 
    I shut off my helmet cam. 
 
    “Ferny? Status report,” Erid snapped. 
 
    “Rebooting a few things. The damage fucked the suit up a little. I’m safe. I think I found something. Give me a moment.” I worked the seals, took the helmet off, put it aside. 
 
    Then I reached into my mouth, took ahold of my back upper left molar, and TWISTED. 
 
    There was pain, but not much. And I was holding one of my fake teeth, the one with a data drive poking out if it. 
 
    I found the right slot on the system, plugged it in, and let it work. And once the green bar filled up, and unknown characters flashed across the screen, I unplugged it and crushed it. I had plenty of replacements back in my cabin. 
 
    “Hold tight at your location. She is almost to you,” Erid said, and I looked at the screen with panic, saw it flashing messages that weren’t there a second ago. Had my drive left traces of what I’d done? 
 
    The messages started to fade, but with the helmet off I could hear Erid approaching, her clanking steps inevitable and far too close. 
 
    So, I staggered forward and put my elbow in the screen. 
 
    There was a pop, a hiss, and a wave of heat that washed over my face, and I gasped in pain. Then she was there, hauling me upright. I shuddered at the touch, shuddered to have that inhuman face so close to mine. 
 
    “Are you damaged?” she asked, her voice thundering in my ears. 
 
    “Just shaken. Give me a moment,” I replied. 
 
    “Let her see to your suit, at least. A quick diagnostic should see if you can proceed.” She plunged her hand onto the side of my suit, wires flexing out like a nest of serpents, and insinuating into the material. I did my best to control my revulsion. 
 
    “Take your time on that diagnostic,” Kril said. “We just got the control center. It’s ours.” 
 
    I sagged in relief and let a smile spread across my face.  
 
    We’d won, yes. But more importantly, I’d finally been in a position to deliver a report back. 
 
    And oh, Lord Hauer was going to pay well for the location of one of the escaped cores... 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 20: CAGED DARKNESS 
 
      
 
    Kril put his feet up on the command station, leaned back into the entirely-too-comfy chair that had been occupied by the station commander up until an hour ago, and surveyed the viewscreens. Lysanda was in the facility’s medbay, tending to Ferny. She’d been the only casualty, and her wounds were light, thankfully. Past Lysanda, and their attendant horde of rats, Kril could just make out a bio-vat in the back corner, and the twitching bit of flesh within. His stump tingled where the prosthetic met it, and he smiled. He’d be able to get the new limb grafted on in a couple hours, if all went well. 
 
    On the next row of viewscreens, he saw room after room of personnel, some in coveralls, others half-dressed, stewing in their captivity. Once they’d taken the command section, it had been easy enough to seal away the bulk of the station’s personnel. There were only about sixty workers all told, and a third had been in their rooms when Kril and Lysanda and a fuckton of rats had seized control of the area. That third had been sealed away, another third had been locked down thanks to corridor bulkheads, and a final third had been subdued... only three dead but lots of injuries. Lysanda had doped them up and triaged the vital cases with the help of their surviving rats, and the light cases had been tossed into one of the brigs. 
 
    Brigs, plural. This station had multiple prisons, and none of them were particularly appealing. All could be vented into space with a touch of a button, and Kril didn’t like that one bit. 
 
    Erid had taken it as a sign of hope. This culture has not completely yielded to Raun. They still have rebels. We can possibly work with this. 
 
    Kril didn’t know about that. He and Basque had made it work on Barb@DOS, but that was a completely different situation and culture. Here they knew just about nothing about the folks who were stuck at this station and didn’t have a long window of time to make a difference in their lives one way or another. 
 
    With a few exceptions. 
 
    Kril looked up at the highest monitors, the ones that showed the brigs and the solitary cells that they’d put three people into. They were still now, all simultaneously staring into the cameras. All in the exact same positions. Two men, one woman, all dressed in identical uniforms, with the same haircuts... and the same, slightly-glowing eyes. 
 
    They’d found the nano room during the cleanup sweep, Basque and Nyame had. Erid had retrieved the injection records, matching pictures from the medical files, and they’d isolated the three who had been infected. 
 
    O.R.C, was the acronym for that particular treatment. The acronym stood for Operational Remote Consciousness. And until Kril figured out what to do with them, they were in solitary. 
 
    For the fourth time since he sat down, Kril blinked the comms open. “Erid. Any info yet?” 
 
    Actually, yes. This station checks in every six hours, cycling a status report to the central command and coordination station a few lightweeks away. It takes another six hours for it to reach their 3C, given the broadcasting measures they’re using. We appear to have started our operation about two hours from their last check-in. We have around nine more before we risk them noticing something’s amiss. 
 
    “That’s a distance,” Basque said. “We got lucky, if their primary base is on the other end of the ring, is what it sounds like.” 
 
    You’re not wrong.  
 
    “What are the odds we could take that station?” Kril asked. 
 
    Erid has not yet uncovered exact schematics, but it seems unlikely. The place has a military designation. By comparison, this is just a salvage yard.  
 
    “All right. That ain’t the goal anyway. The Hyperspace gate is. We got anything in the records we can use for that? Proof of it, shipments from it, stuff like that?” 
 
    Nothing. But while she was hunting for that, she got something a bit more concerning. Look to the upper rightmost monitor. 
 
    “You’re being a drama queen again,” Basque grumbled. “Can you at least pipe the footage through so the rest of us can see?” 
 
    Of course. One moment. 
 
    But Kril was already staring at it and feeling apprehension wash over him. 
 
    There, resting in a storage cradle, third in line from one of the plasma furnaces, was a Vendharan hull. 
 
    It was ripped to hell and back, with large holes in it that bespoke close range mass driver barrages, but the outline was distinctly Vendharan. 
 
    They sent that through to this facility a few days ago, propelled by mass driver. And this is a low priority facility. 
 
    Kril breathed a long, low whistle. “That’s a frigate, at least, yeah?” 
 
    Correct.  
 
    “Shit...” he rubbed his face. “Okay, this makes sense. They split the fleet up to look for us; we found that out at Baudelaire. So, a few show up here, maybe jump directly to Rannic, and Raun’s defenses open up on them. Only they don’t make it out. But this is a low priority facility...” 
 
    So, they don’t view the chance of salvaging a hyperlight engine as a high priority. 
 
    “That ain’t right,” Trin broke in. “We got systems back at home trying to seize hulls left and right, everyone’s tryin’ to crack the code and make Monnichiwan tech. That’s literally the biggest prize anyone could grab, and that ship’s third back in a cradle nowhere near the main production line? Shit should be in a lab.” 
 
    “Unless... unless they already got the stuff,” Kril said, his mind working overtime. “They got a working gate. They had a working gate BEFORE the Monnichiwan revealed themselves. And Lysanda, you said some of the ships through there sounded like Marrowans? Folks from your region of the galaxy?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lysanda said, and Kril watched them tense up on the monitor, saw them turn away from Ferny, and stare hard at the camera for a second, before dropping their eyes. “And I believe I should tell you something that I have hitherto been keeping to myself. The Marrowans have hyperlight ships as well. It’s far more common technology in the core.” 
 
    Kril listened to the silence across the line, started counting backwards from five. He made it to three, before the channel exploded in a babble of questions, surprised exclamations, and shock. 
 
    Finally, he dialed up his volume, and spoke. “Leave it. Doc, anything else you want to tell us right now?” 
 
    Once Basque had stopped yelling, Lysanda cleared their throat. “I can’t speak as to the Marrowan’s goals, here. I rather doubt that they’re beneficial. They view people outside the Empire as primitives at best. If they are working with Raun, I rather expect that they are doing so for reasons that are very beneficial to the Empire. They do not grant their aid lightly; they have interests in this region, I expect, that must be protected, and they are probably propping him up to act as a puppet so that their direct interference is not noticed.” 
 
    “They aren’t using hyperlight ’cause they don’t want to be noticed is my guess,” Kril said, rubbing his chin. “Which is why Raun had to put that invasion fleet to Baudelaire out the old fashioned way. Slow travel over months.” 
 
    “They’re not using hyperlight YET,” Ferny said. “What are the odds we’re looking at an invasion fleet, Doctor?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I couldn’t guess.” Lysanda said. 
 
    “What DO you know?” Basque asked, his voice hard and suspicious. “What have you been hiding from us?” 
 
    “Nothing! Nothing that mattered. Personal things,” Kril watched Lysanda fidget, watched Ferny sit up from the cot she’d been on, and casually pick up a scalpel, behind their back. 
 
    “Enough,” Kril said. “Doc’s crew. All of us got secrets. Ain’t no reason to press.” 
 
    “I had good reason to keep it quiet!” Lysanda said, pacing back and forth, scooping up a rat and stroking them as they went. “If it became known that I was from a culture that already had hyperlight, I’d find myself being pulled into very dark rooms by very serious people with very painful torture implements. And I frankly do not have the answers that they would be seeking! I’m no engineer! I’m a damn good doctor, but not any sort of technical expert. I couldn’t tell you how a hyperlight engine worked, much less how to build one.” 
 
    But you could answer questions about the Monnichiwan, Erid expects. Marrowan, that’s an oddly similar name, and the way you shape the inflections when you pronounce the word, that tells Erid that you are aware of the link. 
 
    “And that’s something for another day,” Kril said, firmly. “Now you’re pushin’ on stuff that I swore I wouldn’t put out into the galaxy. Not just yet, anyways.” 
 
    “All right. You’re the captain,” Basque said. “For now. And I believe you, Lysanda, for what it’s worth. But I don’t want to be surprised like this again, if at all possible. Do you understand?” 
 
    “You throw around casual threats like human children throw sports balls,” Nyame said, speaking for the first time. “Let us focus on the task at hand. Does this affect our plan to enter the Maw and sabotage Raun?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Kril said. “Depends on if there’s any Marrowan ships in there. If there are, and we go to hyperlight, then we might not escape. That frigate over in the dock sure as shit didn’t.” 
 
    Erid knows the Vendharans. With that amount of damage, there’s no way they didn’t go down without a fight. They might have weakened the defenses enough that we’ll have an easier time penetrating their space. 
 
    Kril nodded. “For now, we stick with the plan. Resupply off their stocks here, then launch and get within their territory before anyone can raise the alarm. See what we can see, maybe try and figure out where Radriel is and rescue her if we can and look for opportunities to misbehave.” 
 
    “You want me to interrogate the nanoheads while we’re at it?” Ferny asked, suiting up again. “There might be something we can gain from that.” 
 
    “Start with one, see how it goes,” Kril said. “Figure we got another hour before I want to be loaded up and moving. You got that much time to try and get results. I’ll back you up on the questioning, though. Don’t want to leave anyone alone with those unknowns.” 
 
    “I will be there as well,” Nyame said. 
 
    “You absolutely will not,” Kril told her. “Watch over the link if you like, but I don’t want them knowin’ about you if there’s any chance at all they can share information ’twixt each other. You’re our secret weapon.” 
 
    “We also need you carrying shit,” Basque told her. “You’re strong, and we’re going to exploit that.” 
 
    “I hope you know what you are doing,” Nyame said. “Raun is not one to be underestimated.” 
 
    “First sign of trouble, we’ll blow the airlock in their cell.” 
 
    “May it be enough,” Nyame whispered. 
 
    Kril remembered the dead meat reaching for him in a cold grave of a ship. And he reached into his suit’s compartment, pulled out his slugger, and kept it by his side as he met Ferny at the entrance to the brig and cycled the door open. 
 
    “You’re a bold one,” said the dark-haired man with the glowing eyes. Veins stood out on his face, and the parts of his neck that were visible above his high-collared uniform. Sweat stains riddled his black jacket, along with a few bloodstains from a split lip where Basque’s gel rounds had caught him face first. He was missing a few teeth, and the sealant that flashed gray whenever he opened his mouth showed that Lysanda had done some quick treatment while he was unconscious. “So. What do you want, and what do you have to offer Lord Raun?” 
 
    “We’re asking the questions here,” Ferny said. “We’ll start with your name.” 
 
    “And if I decline to answer?” 
 
    “Then we leave,” Ferny said. “And events go on without you.” 
 
    The man considered her, turned his gaze to Kril. “No torture?” 
 
    “Not interested in that bullshit,” Kril said. “It don’t work great or fast. Besides, if you blow us off and we walk out of here and leave you to rot, figure your boss will torture you for shits and giggles when he eventually gets here.” 
 
    That got a reaction. Narrowed eyes and a sneer. 
 
    “That one’s got him a little worried,” Ferny whispered across the private channel. “Let me lead, but back me up if he gets obstinate.” 
 
    “Dance away, darlin’,” Kril said and folded his arms. 
 
    Ferny leaned in towards the cell door. “I’ll ask again, what’s your name? You can call me Ferrous, and he’s Bill.” 
 
    “Magarosh,” said the man, settling back on the thin bunk. “You’re wise. Torture would be useless against me. And you have a traitor among you. I expect she’s told you quite a few lies about my master.” 
 
    “Who would this traitor be?” Ferny asked. 
 
    “Oh please. Her speed and grace were undeniable. I know what I faced, and I only regret that I missed my shot when I had her in my sights.” 
 
    “Quick check,” Kril said across the comm. “Nyame, were you fighting this guy at one point?” 
 
    “I was,” she replied.  
 
    “All right, so he wasn’t linked to the others, good to know... though I guess he coulda seen you on cam. Never mind, I’m worryin’ about nothing.” Kril turned his attention back to the ongoing conversation. Ferny was talking again. 
 
    “...about the Marrowan. They’ve been visiting your sector. Why? What do they hope to achieve here?” 
 
    “You speak of matters far above my station. My task was only to oversee this outpost and ensure loyalty among its workers. That is all.” 
 
    Ferny shook her head. “I think you’re lying, but we can cycle back to that one later. Very well, if you oversee this outpost, then tell me about the ship in cradle... I-3. The one that showed up a few days ago.” 
 
    “I’m not sure which ship is filling—” 
 
    “This one.” Kril pulled out a datapad, thumbed it to the footage. “What do you know about this?” 
 
    “Beyond the work order, nothing.” 
 
    “Then I suppose you’re worthless to us,” Ferny said. “You’re either lying or can’t give us anything we want. Goodbye.” 
 
    Three steps from the door, Magarosh called out, “Wait! Now I remember.” 
 
    “Well, ain’t that convenient,” Kril said. “Hey Fern... Ferrous, what do you bet it’s a lie?” 
 
    “His track record isn’t good so far. No bet, but we might as well hear it for the amusement value.” Ferny turned back; Kril followed, and they stared at the man who was now up and holding the bars. 
 
    “That one came in over the tightbeam. A priority message from the Hand of Raun herself,” Magarosh said. “We were to strip it down carefully and search for communication devices. Evidently the lord was concerned about spies.” 
 
    “Communications devices?” Kril narrowed his eyes. There were no good comm options when you were dealing with hyperlight travel. The closest you could do was beamcaster semaphore and that took a lot of organization. Either this man was lying, or he’d been misinformed. “What kind of devices?” Kril continued, before pausing. I’m supposed to be backing up Ferny, he remembered.  
 
    But Ferny seemed to be pondering something herself. She just shook her head, and he couldn’t read her expression behind the faceplate of her suit. 
 
    Fortunately, Magarosh seemed to be oblivious. “I do not know,” Magarosh said, shrugging.  
 
    “Would they be something that could reach across the gate?” Ferny asked. “Could they be trying to spy on the Marrowans?” 
 
    “They’d be fools to try,” Magarosh said. “Although...” he muttered something, glancing down. 
 
    Ferny started to lean in... and Kril saw Magarosh tense. 
 
    Kril shot his arm out and stopped her. “Careful. He’s about to get stupid.” 
 
    Magarosh glared at him. “I have answered your questions as you desired. Now I ask, once more, what do you have to offer us that I should continue this conversation?” 
 
    “That’s a discussion between ourselves and your... Lord,” Ferny said. 
 
    “You can negotiate with me. We are of the same mind, he and I. I can tell you whether or not he would find your terms acceptable,” Magarosh wheedled. 
 
    “Anything more you want from him?” Ferny asked Kril across the private channel. “He’s getting restless, and he’s a little too sharp. I was hoping to get him to verbally confirm the gate, but...” 
 
    “This one’s a little too oily. Don’t think we should risk giving him anything.” 
 
    “All right, Magarosh. We’ve got a little time; we’ll talk among ourselves and get back to you with some opening offers,” Ferny lied. 
 
    Magarosh considered her, then nodded. “May I offer you one last secret? An incentive, perhaps?” 
 
    “Be wary,” Nyame whispered. “The enemy gives nothing out of generosity.” 
 
    “We’re listening,” Kril said, as he took Ferny’s shoulder and tugged her back towards the exit. 
 
    “We never build prisons that we can’t escape,” Magarosh said. “He’elgorath!” he shouted. 
 
    And every light went out as the sound of rending metal filled the air. 
 
    “Down!” Kril said and shoved Ferny to the ground, barely getting his fists up as Magarosh came out of the darkness, jabbing at his helmet with bent and jagged bars that he’d literally ripped out of the cell door. 
 
    If it weren’t for his retinal implants, weren’t for the fact Kril could see in the dark, he would have died right there. But the guy was strong and fast, and Kril knew that life wasn’t certain. 
 
    Kril deflected the first jab, heard metal scream and saw flecks of plasteel fly as the second stab got past his guard and scraped his chestplate, and managed to snap his gauntlet into Magarosh’s face as he sidestepped the thrust that would have pierced his helmet seal. 
 
    Magarosh twisted back, rolled with the hit, and fell to all fours, before roaring and launching himself at Kril, grabbing him around the midsection. 
 
    Shit, this is Nyame all over again, Kril thought, as his crew shouted across the comms. He tuned them out as he fell, managed to bring his knee up into Magarosh’s sternum, and caught his wrists as the man reached for his helmet, serpent quick. 
 
    But he couldn’t do much about Magarosh’s legs, and they wrapped around him with industrial cabling strength, and no matter how he rolled, the glowing-eyed bastard wouldn’t let go. 
 
    He was strong. As strong as Nyame had been, maybe. But he wasn’t as tough, and when Kril managed to get leverage and throw him to the side, bones snapped. But Magarosh didn’t seem to register the pain, and then Kril’s head was rocked back, rattling in his helmet from the impact. 
 
    That fragger headbutted me! 
 
    Kril headbutted him right back, catching Magarosh just as he was rearing back for another go. Kril heard bones crack, saw the man’s nose flatten, but those glowing eyes didn’t waver; he never stopped, managed to twist a hand free and get it around Kril’s throat. Even through the suit, Kril felt the man SQUEEZE, and this time metal groaned, and plastic started to give way... 
 
    Gun, Kril thought and turned his head, saw it to the side. But it was on the side where he still held Magarosh’s wrist, and if he let go the man would have two hands to crush his throat. Yeah, Kril had cracked some of his bones, but the man just didn’t seem to feel pain... 
 
    Instead of reaching for the gun, he brought his prosthetic hand up and grabbed Magarosh’s throat, squeezing. Things cracked, and Kril heard his suit give, yellow lights turning red as air hissed out, but fleshier things cracked in his foe’s neck, and Magarosh choked, spat blood. 
 
    Glowing blood that landed on Kril’s faceplate, and immediately slithered, crawling south. 
 
    Towards the suit breach. 
 
    It’s trying to get to me! 
 
    Kril twisted, fought harder, jerked Magarosh’s head away from him, his neck bending at a bad angle, breaking the man, but he wouldn’t give up his death grip— 
 
    BLAM! 
 
    Kril’s hand slipped free of Magarosh’s neck. It slipped because Magarosh no longer had a head. 
 
    And at the edge of the light, he saw Ferny’s eyes go wide as she trained the lights on him. “Kril, you’re—” 
 
    “Blow the airlock!” he yelled. “Blow it now!” 
 
    Your suit is breached! This could kill you. 
 
    “Blow it now!” he yelled, as he heard more plastic cracking, and in his mind’s eye he saw the glowing blood working its way inward, trying to reach him. 
 
    WHAM! 
 
    The cell no longer had a back wall. The cell had a void that sucked the atmo out and slammed him against the cell door, trying to draw him out into the dark. Ferny grunted next to him, held on for dear life. 
 
    More cracking, but Kril gave it a second, two, three, watching glowing fluid leech out of his suit and wisp into the void. 
 
    Lysanda had told him, long ago, that the nano couldn’t survive direct exposure to vacuum. He had to hope that was true. 
 
    And when the atmo was gone, and the stuff spewing from his suit was air, and the chill was like a knife against the inner suit, he pulled out the liquidseal he always, always carried in his compartment and slapped it over the breach. A red light in his HUD turned yellow, and he sighed, panting in relief.  
 
    “Come on,” he told Ferny. “Let’s finish up and get moving. I don’t know how, but we’re gonna fragg Raun up.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 21: THE SORROW OF THE LFS 
 
      
 
    “All told, ’bout the only thing I regret was losing the suit,” Kril told Trin as he rubbed the skinseal around his neck. “Had that thing for years. It was lucky.” 
 
    “Ain’t no way you could keep wearin’ it, not after nano had got in,” Trin told him, as she cycled the cameras. “If just a few particles survived and spread you’d be zombified.” 
 
    “Not sure that’s how it works,” Kril told her. “But yeah, ain’t worth the risk. I still remember Doley. And Fussan.” 
 
    “Pour one out,” Trin bowed her head.  
 
    “Pour one out,” Kril closed his eyes. 
 
    How many crews had they gone through? How many had joined for quick wealth or adventure, or the chance to go somewhere and leave their past behind, and ended up eaten by the dark? Kril remembered faces, smiles, voices, little quirks that stuck with him. Doley didn’t like his food warm, no matter what it was, everything had to be cold or room temperature. Gramey had a slight lisp and had grown flowers in her cabin. Seraph sucked down burning vapor from exotic plant strains, and she always smelled faintly of the escaped odors. 
 
    “I don’t know the phrase, but I get the sentiment,” Ferny said, over the channel. “Just remember that I’d rather be a pain in your ass and alive than a fond memory and a future spilled drink.” 
 
    “See, that’s why I like you,” Kril said. “You keep your eyes on the important stuff.” 
 
    “We left a lot of important stuff back at that station,” Basque grumbled. “And we KNOW they’re downtrodden. After seeing their bunkrooms, the things that passed for lounges, seeing how nicely the nano-tainted ones lived by comparison, I’m pretty sure we could have gotten something going. There were secrets there we could have used, movements we could have started...” 
 
    “And people we coulda got killed,” Kril told him. “Sometimes people need revolutions, but ain’t nobody needs a bunch of strangers waltzing in and starting one, then running off and leaving them holding the bag. We can’t stay to fix this, and I ain’t about to get people killed on account of what I think is right.” 
 
    Keep to that mindset where we’re concerned, and you’ll have no argument from this front. Though it is worth pointing out that the long-term actions of what we’re planning to do have the potential to get a fair amount of his people killed. 
 
    “You ain’t wrong,” Kril said. “But we can’t let this be.” He glanced up at the viewscreen, shifting between the moving stars. 
 
    In the end, they’d found what they needed within the station’s processing protocols. Just as the station received salvage and raw materials as mass driver payloads, they returned it the same way. So Erid had dropped the jamming and transmitted a payload notification ahead of them. Then they’d put themselves on the usual payload vector and gone to cruising speed, while cycling the mass driver with an empty chamber, just in case anyone was watching from a distance. 
 
    Kril didn’t figure that part was really necessary, but it couldn’t hurt. He’d wanted to smash the comms after, but Ferny argued that putting some basic chatbot protocols into the code might buy them a few minutes or hours if anyone came calling, and that seemed worth a shot.  
 
    And yeah, there were possibly more technological secrets or useful quirks of the Rannic society or technology that they could have dug out of the station, possibly something to gain by asking hard questions of the rest of the prisoners, but the fact was they were under the gun. Time was no longer their friend but a clock to watch as they moved forward, trying to get the proof they needed to set the galaxy against Raun. 
 
    One thing they had been able to salvage from the station was a set of maps. Raun being Raun, Kril doubted that they showed everything, but it gave them some idea of where they were going and how long it’d take to get there. Just twelve hours, all told. If they were lucky, then they’d be able to slip in before any warnings came over their comms. 
 
    If they weren’t lucky, it’d be a hasty retreat and a fervent hope that they’d have better luck escaping than that Vendharan frigate had. 
 
    Either way, the maps had revealed enough. They were able to rule out where the gate wasn’t, which was almost as good as knowing where it was. 
 
    “I do have a concern, now that I have had some time to think about matters,” Lysanda said, over the comm. 
 
    This was the first time they’d broken silence since they had finished checking Kril over for signs of nano contamination. Kril started to open his mouth, but Basque got there, first. 
 
    “Does your concern have to do with the Marrowans, or someone else you didn’t mention before now? Some other secret you want to keep from your teammates?” 
 
    “Actually, no,” said Lysanda. 
 
    “Basque, mind how you go,” Kril said. 
 
    “Maybe hold off on pushing them too hard until they get my brother’s arm grown back all the way?” Trin said. “Don’t want Lysanda putting it on backwards, out of spite.” 
 
    Kril winced, but Lysanda got a chuckle out of it. “No, no, dear man, my concerns have little to do with secrets and more to do with strategy. Raun has revealed his methods to us twice so far, and it has been thoroughly to our detriment. We may perhaps want to remember that, for the future.” 
 
    “Twice you have underestimated him,” Nyame spoke. “But such was always the doom of mortals. He is quite skilled at what he does.” 
 
    Incorrect, Erid wrote. She would argue that it is because we have approached matters with caution, that our captain still stands before us. The only underestimation came with the Baudelaire affair, and that fault lies entirely at Erid’s feet.  
 
    “That incident and the prison cell business, that is what concerns me,” Lysanda continued. “He seems to have a habit of rigging failsafes and traps for when his foes try to turn his own devices against him.” 
 
    “You think we shouldn’t have sent the payload notification through the comms?” Kril asked. He’d been of two minds about that one. 
 
    “No, no. If we were in error about that, we shall find out shortly, and there will be little to be done to remedy the situation. We should recall, in areas where it seems like we might gain an advantage over him by using his technology or infrastructure, to remind ourselves that he rarely leaves his toys untrapped.” 
 
    “That... is a very good point,” Kril said. “Sneaky fragger. Well, we ain’t gonna dick around. Get in, get footage, get any other proof we can, and get out.” 
 
    “It would be a disservice to our goals were we not to search for my mistress,” Nyame added. “If she were to be saved, Raun would be sorely vexed.” 
 
    Kril heard a rustle, glanced over to see his sister pacing. Oh, she was mad, Trin only got moving like that when she had steam to blow off. 
 
    “Trin?” he started, but then she was talking.  
 
    “That’s the problem! You ain’t told us nothing about Radriel! It’s all ‘oh, I don’t want to ruin her plans,’ or ‘I am uncertain what my vows allow me to relate,’ and bunk like that! And you want us to save her? We are a freelance salvage crew, and you ain’t given us nothing to work with! Or even any payment! We’re out here, in one scout ship, against a fragging star empire with allies that Doc won’t even TELL us about because of other bullshit reasons, and you want us to work godsdamned miracles? STOP GIVING US EXTRA WORK IF YOU AIN’T GONNA HELP US DO THE WORK WE ALREADY GOT TO DO!” 
 
    The comms were silent for a bit. Kril coughed and weighed his options. But this seemed like one of those times where the best thing a captain could do was stay out of it. 
 
    Besides, she was saying stuff that had been bouncing around the back of his own brain lately. 
 
    “I have perhaps been... arrogant,” Nyame said. “You are my salvation. I would have rotted in ice on that dead planet, had you not investigated and followed the clues that we left behind. And I repaid your kindness with paranoia and melee.” 
 
    “You did help us pirate the station,” Kril said, partly to make her feel better and partly to remind Trin that she was out there risking herself right along with them. “That ain’t nothing.” 
 
    “It is more than nothing, but I perhaps have been inconsiderate in other ways. There are pieces of truth among the accusations you have leveled upon me, Tremolite Granger.” 
 
    “Who the fragg told you my birth name?” Trin snapped. “Don’t use that. I’m Trin.” 
 
    “Ah. My apologies.” 
 
    “I did it,” Lysanda said. “It came up in conversation while I was checking her for injuries; no harm was meant.” 
 
    “Fine, guess she didn’t know it was a sore spot,” Trin muttered. “Point stands. You want more from us, you got to give us more.” 
 
    “Whatever I have to offer, I shall. It is... a difficult thing, to overcome distrust,” Nyame said, sounding out her words as she went. “It is a legacy of our history with Raun. Radriel saw good in him; she thought he could overcome his origins, be more than what he was written to be. And yet he stabbed every hand extended to him. I shall not treat you so. You are good people, and we have fought together. And so, I shall tell you of the Marrowan. And of Radriel’s fall.” 
 
    Kril checked the telemetry. “We got ’bout half an hour before we get into the danger zone, so we got time. Hopefully.” 
 
    “I shall be concise.” Nyame sounded relieved. “Though I must admit I am only partial to some of the events that transpired. Radriel knew that Raun used treachery, and as such, no single one of us was granted a view of all her plan.” 
 
    Let us start at the beginning, then, Erid interjected. Radriel and Raun escaped Storner space through a hyperspace gate, did they not? 
 
    “I know that they were smuggled through a ship that had some means of lightspeed travel. Knowing more about it now, I suspect it was hyperlight travel. Raun had contacted those we would come to find out were the Marrowan Imperial forces. They promised him isolation and a chance to grow and develop away from what they called primitives. We traveled for perhaps a week, all told, and passed through a hyperspace gate. Radriel was informed that it would be destroyed behind us.” 
 
    “A week’s worth of travel, starting in Storner Space...” Kril gnawed his lip and called up a few star charts. “Yeah, that’s too big an area. Unless you got some nav points you recall, I couldn’t tell you where they took you.” 
 
    “It was Raun’s belief that this was their listening post. A place to spy on the survivors of the Diaspora.” 
 
    “That... would match my experiences with them,” Lysanda said. “They are quite concerned about the development of the survivors.” 
 
    “And they got access to gates that didn’t get destroyed...” Kril said, letting it trail off. “Makes me wonder if they had a hand in that.” 
 
    “Could be,” Basque said. “Or it could be that they had access to a few that were spared and used them to map out the other surviving gates. Then killed off everyone else who knew about them.” 
 
    “Point,” Kril conceded. “Sorry. Please keep goin’, Nyame.” 
 
    “I believe that I told you the gist of the rest of it,” Nyame started again. “Raun and Radriel were given the Rannic system and told to use the native populace as we needed. But it was not a willing servitude on their part. After some violent incidents and acts of rebellion, Raun informed my mistress that he would be overseeing the planet directly and leaving the more secure orbital manufactories and off-planet facilities to her, for the most part. She agreed, which her first error.” 
 
    “When was this?” Kril asked. 
 
    “A decade and a half-ago. During this time the Marrowans came and went from the gate, perhaps a few every year. It was not often. Radriel believed they were merely checking in on her and Raun.” 
 
    “And what was she working on, up in those orbital bases?” Ferny asked. 
 
    A long pause. 
 
    “Spill it,” Trin said. “You want her saved, this could help us save her.” 
 
    “It is hard to trust,” Nyame whispered. “Please understand. This is difficult for me.” 
 
    “We understand,” Kril said. “But I don’t know what we need to know. We’re goin’ in blind, and having some clue or the other, that could make all the difference.” 
 
    “I know that,” Nyame said, voice breaking. “Yes. May the light forgive me if I am wrong. Radriel wished to create life where there was none. She wanted to turn barren planets into gardens using her ability to manipulate nanotechnology.” 
 
    “Shit...” Kril said, leaning on the station. “All right. No wonder she wanted out of Storner space.” 
 
    There was also the small matter of Storn’s secret police wanting us dead. 
 
    “Yeah. But you search the entire Diaspora, you ain’t gonna find maybe six or seven systems that are fine with nano terraforming experiments. Mainly ’cause all the rest who were fine with nano terraforming experiments got turned into rocks covered in gray goo. Got a little bit of a stigma going.” 
 
    “And what was Raun doing while all this was going on?” Trin asked. 
 
    “I do not know. She did not tell us. But we saw her grow more and more concerned, as time went on.” Nyame sighed. “And she found it harder and harder to ignore the atrocities that Raun was committing upon the people of Rannic. Yes, they had treated my mistress with fear, and attempted to slay her with sabotage and assassination. But Raun was perhaps giving them reason to fear and hate. Hence, we were made. One day she would follow us, leaving behind the realm of the core, and becoming flesh and mortal. 
 
    Erid is going to wager that some version of the phrase “journeying westward” was involved in the name of the project. 
 
    “How did you know?”  
 
    Lucky guess. Please continue. 
 
    “We were split off from her. Once her daemons, now her Lasting Functions. Our minds needed the most development to hold the consciousness we once had, to bind it to proper bodies. One day she would follow us and retire to a world that she herself had made.” 
 
    “It ain’t a bad dream,” Kril said. “But it’s dependent on bad folks not bein’ total shits. And if she was workin’ on nanoforming for them, there’s no telling what they’d do with it once she handed it over.” 
 
    “You can perhaps see why I hesitated to tell you this,” Nyame said. “I feared you might judge her for matters that were somewhat beyond her control.” 
 
    “Tell us how it ended,” Trin said. “And we won’t judge ’till then. How’s that?” 
 
    “Fair, perhaps,” Nyame replied. “We were close to finishing our research. On the verge of completion. I do not know how close. I am no scientist or engineer. I chose to be a warrior. And when Raun’s forces stormed our orbital habitat, I fought. And we won. We had scant time to celebrate the victory. Radriel commanded us to split the research between us and flee in all directions. She did not flee with us. She stayed behind to draw Raun’s eye as long as she could, to keep it off us. And we fled, but as far as I know, we were unsuccessful. I believe that you know the rest.” 
 
    Did Raun retrieve the research data when he shot down your ship? 
 
    “No,” Nyame shook her head. “We destroyed it before we abandoned our ship.” 
 
    “That’s something,” Kril said. “I’m kinda thinking that if those Marrowan bastards are worried about the Diaspora and secretly working with folks who are building planet-wiping nano, then maybe they shouldn’t get ahold of actual planet-wiping nano.” 
 
    “What makes you think they don’t have it already?” Basque asked. “They have hyperlight, had it before we did.” 
 
    “The Monnichiwan didn’t do anything with nano,” Kril said. “Didn’t even know what it was, ’til I helped them translate some older records from worlds we helped. If the Marrowan are related to ’em somehow, like we’re thinking, then it’s possible this is tech drift. So, they’d be more advanced in some ways but behind in others.” 
 
    “From what I know of the Marrowan,” Lysanda added in, hesitantly, “I believe you are correct. Though there may have been disastrous research in the past that was purged, which is why it’s unknown to them.” 
 
    It can be rather unstable technology unless you’re made of the stuff. Cores are... born... with it, but even so, some of us did end up melting ourselves. There are few guarantees of safety in this branch of science. 
 
    “All right,” Kril said, reaching a decision. “Nyame, you’re clear. I’m glad you told us all this. ’Cause now it DOES change the mission a little. Ain’t enough to just get evidence of the gate and jump out, now we have to try to get Radriel out of Raun’s hands.” 
 
    “I hate it, but I think you’re right,” Basque said. “Leaving a nano-engineer behind with people who might use it for war or worse... yeah, that’s a bad idea.” 
 
    “We might not be able to save her,” Ferny said. “We might have to consider the possibility that we could have to remove her from the equation the hard way.” 
 
    “Please do not say such a thing again,” Nyame whispered. “She is the closest thing I have to a parent.” 
 
    “We won’t,” Kril said. And sure, he wouldn’t say that again. But at the same time, Ferny was right, and he knew killing Radriel wasn’t off the table. 
 
    “Don’t mean a thing if we can’t find her,” Trin said. “He’ll have her wrapped up tight, yeah? And we’re going to be drifting, won’t be able to do full scans or anything that’ll blow our cover. So how do we do even start looking for her? 
 
    Erid might have a few things she’s been working on for that part of the plan... 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 22: INTO THE MAW 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rannic blazed out across the system like a great, red eye. And the wedge of stations and asteroids that orbited it at mid-range, just out of the star’s corona made it seem even more eye-like, forming a great, slitted pupil that constantly made it seem that it was staring into your soul. 
 
    Wasn’t really Kril’s idea of a good time, but he supposed that it was good for fictional dark lords, and other folks like Raun who got off on being sinister and fascist and shit. 
 
    The red eye of the star gave a good view on objects between the planets, at least on Nomad’s Land’s side of things. The radiation flooding the system was weak, but it lit up all the various structures, asteroids, moons, and vessels like a flashlight held in front of a hand. 
 
    It was worrisome, too. The further they got into the system, the more likely Raun and his forces were to notice that something was wrong with this particular industrial payload. The icy shell that Basque had rigged up distorted their lines, thankfully, but once they got past the first couple of stations of the Maw and were visibly backlit, they’d be more identifiable as a camouflaged vessel. 
 
    Good news and bad. 
 
    “We’re listenin’,” Kril said, glancing over to Trin’s cabin and the shut door. She was off shift and sleeping, so hopefully it weren’t TOO bad. 
 
    There’s enough comm chatter and signal noise in this system that we can unbutton sensors and scan as we please. 
 
    “Fragg me, that IS good news. All right. Got to be some big downside coming. Whatcha got?” 
 
    Your low-key pessimism is a joy to behold. 
 
    “Pragmatism, you mean?” 
 
    She said what she said. No, the bad news is that she’s identified at least six comm transmissions within the last hour that were using obscenely good encoding, nothing that she’s encountered before. These are probably the Marrowans that Lysanda and Nyame were talking about. 
 
    “Shiiiit.” Kril leaned back. He’d been hoping that Raun’s mysterious allies would be out of system when Nomad’s Land showed up. No luck there. 
 
    “This could work to our advantage,” Lysanda added in. “If things do indeed get dire, please open channels with them. I may be able to say a few things to buy us time.” 
 
    Could you please avoid that word? 
 
    “Which word?” Kril asked. “Please?” 
 
    No, it’s... the four-letter word that starts with D. Just don’t mention it around Erid. Old habits die hard. 
 
    “Reckon we can. All right. Nyame, get with Erid, help screen the channels. Find us something useful, figure out where they’ve got Radriel. I’ll get some sleep. Lysanda, you’ve got the watch. Once Basque and Ferny and Trin wake up, they can relieve you, and help analyze the scans of the stations and ships we got to deal with. Any questions?” 
 
    There were none, and Kril found a few hours of sweet oblivion, aided by three or four of the ubiquitous rats that had survived the battle in the station and enjoyed a good cuddle with their comrade-in-arms. 
 
    Kril dreamed. Dreamed of Megalodon and the bridge coming apart around him. About how he’d only survived because he hadn’t had time to take off his suit fully. Then the dream shifted, and he was staring around the bridge of Nomad’s Land, tattered and dark, with stars drifting past as the shredded wreck hurtled toward oblivion, and his dead crew looked at him with glowing eyes, crawling closer and closer on all fours like hungry varpwolves. 
 
    He had enough self-control that he didn’t wake up screaming, but it was still a pile of sweat and a shivering feeling that didn’t go away, even after a warm shower. This could all go bad in a matter of moments, at any time. Raun had called this line of defenses the Maw; one good bite and he and all his crew were done. 
 
    “Trick is to get what we need before he takes that bite,” Kril muttered. 
 
    And the second he clothed up and hit the bridge, Erid messaged him. 
 
    We found her. 
 
    “Radriel?” he asked. 
 
    Oh yes. He shielded her well. But the very act of doing so gave away her presence. 
 
    “It’s a whole thing,” Ferny said. “Evidently the cores used particle cultivation and micro-emissions to communicate with each other back during their service to Storn.” 
 
    Private channels, just in case our employers got genocidal. Which they did, for the record. 
 
    “Right, right. Raun worried that she might call other cores for help... which is strange, because the range on those comms is far too weak to make it out of system, but he was prepared for the eventuality.” 
 
    “Guy’s properly paranoid,” Kril said. “Maybe not without reason, ’cause here we are. So can we talk to her?” 
 
    No. As we said, he shielded her from calling for help. But the only reason to put up barriers of that specific type is to defeat attempts to call for aid in that particular manner. Ergo, she is behind the shielded region. Which in this case is a small moon around the third planet of the system. 
 
    “Gave her her own moon? Heard of worse retirement plans,” Trin muttered. 
 
    Complete with a halo of nuclear missiles, just waiting to drop. 
 
    “Oh. THAT trick.” Kril bit his lip. “That’s gonna make things more complicated. How big a moon we talking?” 
 
    Erid pulled it up onscreen. Tiny. It’s fairly obvious by the visuals that she’s under the large, evil-looking fortress on the southern part of it. 
 
    “What are the odds the entire thing is a trap and she’s somewhere else? Or dead?” Basque asked. 
 
    Nyame whispered something, that Kril didn’t need to hear to guess. He stepped in, tried to smooth things over. “Mind that talk. From what Erid’s saying, she’s one of Raun’s few ties to old times. He ain’t gonna kill her ’less he has to.” 
 
    Correct. Their relationship is as twisted as he is, but he will absolutely not kill her unless he has no other option. 
 
    “Hence the nukes,” Lysanda said. “By the way, Captain, how is your arm?” 
 
    Kril flexed the fingers on his left hand. His NEW left hand. “Painkillers are wearing off, I think. Everything’s tingly and it’s starting to itch.” 
 
    “Damnation. You’ve got a fairly resilient system, I fear. Those should have lasted two more hours, and they’ve barely made it one. The timing is likely inconvenient, given where this is going.” 
 
    “And where is this going?” Kril asked, then sighed. “No, stupid question, I know where this is going. We’re gonna have to land and infiltrate and get in there to save Radriel, ain’t we?” 
 
    It is probably the best option. Erid is certain that we can use the spoofing tricks we developed for the last nuclear array to create and utilize a blind spot in the grid. And, so long as we do not linger overlong, we can use that to depart when we are finished. 
 
    “Knowing you, you are most certainly going to insist on leading the operation personally, am I correct, dear man?” 
 
    “I’m gonna have to. Shit, we’re all gonna have to. This’ll be an all-hands thing. Pirating a remote salvage station that ain’t ready for trouble? That’s one thing. But that is one fragging evil-looking fortress. Gonna be guards and shit.” 
 
    “I have one condition if we’re doing this shit again,” Basque said. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “We need to go lethal from the get-go. The last O.R.C on that station tore up my suit before the poisoned rat bites brought her ass down. Can we just assume that every hostile down there is a bad guy, and shoot to kill?” 
 
    “What’s your thoughts on that, Nyame?” Kril glanced over to her face, frowning on the conference channel. 
 
    “Radriel must live and escape. I am willing to make any sacrifice. And I have no way to tell who Raun has corrupted, save for those he has infused with his essence. I will take full responsibility should we accidentally end an innocent.” 
 
    “It ain’t about blame. It’s about avoiding spreading more misery...” Kril sighed. “But I don’t reckon we have time to go slow on this one, yeah?” 
 
    We’ll be at the point where we must divert course to the moon in about two hours. Once there, we’ve got about twenty minutes to get her and begone before our window starts closing. Past that point, the chance that the nuclear crown will fall upon us grows exponentially. Worse, our course diversion will likely be noted. Erid will do what she can to blind the eyes of the watchers, but fooling the nuclear satellites is going to take the bulk of her resources. We will have to accomplish the rest of our goals in this system very quickly and with an alerted enemy acting against us. 
 
    “All we need is proof of the gate, right?” Ferny asked. 
 
    “Yeah. But so far all we’ve got is footage,” Kril said, changing the viewscreen to the green point of light hanging like a suspended ornament between the sun and the first planet. “Video footage can be faked. We’ll need deeper scans to prove it. And I’m guessing we got to get pretty close for that.” 
 
    Correct. The radiation flooding this system provides unique difficulties. We’ll need to be within a few hundred kilometers to provide proof sufficient to hold up to the most advanced methods of verification. 
 
    “A few hundred kilometers?” Trin screeched. “Shit, we might as well be runnin’ into the sun. We can’t hyperlight that close without gettin’ REAL risky.” 
 
    “Yeah...” Kril rubbed his chin. “Betwixt the gate and the radiation, it’s gonna play merry hell with the beam. We’ll have to astrogate on the fly. That’s gonna be rough.” 
 
    “Get in, get a scan, get out,” Basque said. “All right. How far out?” 
 
    “Normally I’d say about three thousand. Probably up that to ten,” Kril said. “Given the radiation and the fact I ain’t never tried this around an actual working gate, just busted ones.” 
 
    She would offer to help with the math but must admit a lack of expertise with hyperlight variables. 
 
    “You’re gonna have your hands full with ECM when we get that far,” Kril told her. “All right. We got a game plan.” He flexed his hand again, felt that uncomfy shiver all up and down his forearm. “I hate the way it feels right now, but I reckon I’ll have to keep this arm, Lysanda.” 
 
    “I could sever it and reattach the prosthetic, but... not within an hour.” The doctor sighed. “The recovery time would be troublesome. And we have no easy access to a vat to regrow another. Well. I’ll just have to allocate most of my little friends to defending you. That should help, a bit.” 
 
    “One hour.” Kril puffed his cheeks out, let his breath hiss out his lips. “I better get to fabbing a new suit.” 
 
    “About how close are the Marrowan vessels?” Lysanda asked. 
 
    They are orbiting the first planet. Assuming they do not go to hyperlight, they will not be a factor for this stage of the operation. 
 
    “Good.” Lysanda whispered. “Let us hope they stay out of this entirely.” 
 
    Fifty minutes later, they were screaming down towards the surface of Rannic-3, braced in their suits and harnessed up against the shaking shudder of atmospheric entry. It wasn’t a particularly thick atmosphere, but they’d had to kill the dampening fields to come in without risking satellite detection. Speed would be noticed; they had to approach at the crawl of about mach-2 if they wanted to have any chance of remaining unseen. 
 
    The ship settled behind a mountain range, shielded from easy sight of the fortress. The place was on its night cycle, so hopefully that would give them an edge. But Erid delivered some bad news just as they were unstrapping and preparing to head out. 
 
    Passive pressure scanners are telling Erid that the fortress itself is mostly depressurized. You must keep the suits on for this raid, and the rats are going to have to stay behind. 
 
    “Shit,” Kril bit his lip. The rats had been most of the reason they’d been able to take the salvage station with nonlethal means and without casualties. This added way more risk and cemented his earlier call. “No help for it now. We can’t afford to take prisoners.” 
 
    If it makes you feel better, the pressurized areas indicate living guards, so there’s a pretty good guarantee they’ll be shooting at you. 
 
    “How the fuck is that supposed to make us feel better?” Ferny asked. 
 
    Not you. Him. 
 
    “Your code of honor is very inconvenient sometimes,” Basque said, sliding his helmet on. 
 
    “If I only did stuff when it was convenient, I’d be a politician,” Kril said, cycling the airlock. “Come on. Let’s save this princess.” 
 
    The gravity on this moon was light, and the mountain little obstacle. They ran dark, reliant on night-sights and moving single-file. Erid accompanied them in her drone body, taking up the rear and letting her daemons handle the task of keeping the satellites fooled. Only Trin remained. She’d be their escape when things went sideways. 
 
    Not if. When. Kril could feel it in his bones, things would NOT go to plan. 
 
    There were no guards outside. No sign of life in the great, dark citadel. Nothing to indicate that anyone was there; it just loomed like a great ruin against the cold and glassy stars that hung low in the nearly-airless sky above it. 
 
    “We made it,” Ferny said from her position a little way ahead. “Now what?” 
 
    “Now we got fifteen or sixteen minutes to find her and get out,” Kril said, looking over the fortress. It had a moat, though it was dry. An assortment of towers, most asymmetrical, four on one side and five on another. A wall that looked like it was poured from volcanic glass, impossible to scale. 
 
    Kril blinked. 
 
    “Oh, that idiot. Erid, does this place have any anti-air defenses?” 
 
    The satellites ARE the anti-air defenses. 
 
    “And they won’t care about stuff as small as us?” 
 
    No, they shouldn’t— okay, she sees where you’re going with this. Trust a spacer to think in three dimensions. Want her to go first? 
 
    “Nah, we need you to talk with Radriel. Follow my lead, if I don’t explode.” 
 
    “Better not fragging explode,” Trin muttered. “It’s your turn to cook tonight.” 
 
    Kril crouched, blinked open his suit app, shifted thrust to his boots, and jumped, venting air as he soared in a lazy arc toward the top of the highest tower. 
 
    He held his breath as he touched the side of it, grabbed onto the lip of a wide firing slit. Too wide to keep him out. He pulled himself through, wary and ready. 
 
    He looked around at the wide, bare room at the top of the turret, a wrought-metal roof rising to a point far above, and a stairway winding down. Only then did he relax. 
 
    Too soon, as it turned out. 
 
    That stirred up trouble. Alarms are going off. Expect opposition soon. 
 
    Muffled noise behind him and he turned to see Basque pushing his way through the firing slit, suit scraping as the big man forced himself into the room.  
 
    “Cover the stairs till the others get through, then follow as you can,” Kril told him. “I’m goin’ down for a quick look.” 
 
    Basque nodded, racked his autoslugger, and took a knee next to the firing slit. 
 
    Kril took the stairs three at a time, cursing the lighter gravity. The wide, winding stairs had no rail, and after the first two turns, seeing how much was left below, he gave up and jumped. The gravity was too light here for any real injury, especially suited up as he was. 
 
    Sacrificing safety for speed proved to be the right move. 
 
    The lower level, when he reached it, was an open courtyard with rows and rows of arches separating it from the corridors that connected the towers.  
 
    And in the inner courtyard, was a garden. Plants and trees that absolutely could not exist in this atmosphere and this barren waste grew green and brown and lush, with gently flowing streams tracing their way through the sylvan paradise. And in the center of it, a gorgeous, golden-haired woman with ears like Nyame’s and eyes as blue as the coldest oceans of Kildan stared at him, shocked and wary. 
 
    But he didn’t have time to spare for that, as distant sound drew his eyes down. The stairs continued downward, he saw, and he was about to have company very, very soon judging by the noise he was hearing. 
 
    Then it occurred to him that Basque had a damn howitzer on his back. 
 
    “Basque! Drop the stairs!” he shouted and ran through the nearest arch. 
 
    Even in the thin atmo of this moon, the explosion was loud as hell and knocked him to his belly, skidding through the grass, several streams, and a small fruit tree... all of which wavered and presented no obstacle to his slide.  
 
    “What have you done?” The beauty before him shrieked. “You fool! He shall burn us to glowing ashes!” 
 
    Kril was too busy to pay her much mind. He whipped around, saw the stairs collapsing behind him, the lighter gravity making the moment seem almost strained in slow motion. He had a half-second to wonder if this was how Trin saw the world, then there was more motion to the right, and he turned to see the first black-armored figure come racing up the stairs from the farthest tower, glance around, and snap out some sort of double-bladed spear that extended from a small rod to a full-blown polearm. 
 
    That’s Monnichiwan tech, Kril thought as he pulled out his slugger and shot them. 
 
    They staggered, then came for him, and it took three more shots to put them down, but by that time there was movement from every corner of the courtyard... 
 
    ...and movement at his back, as his crew surged out to cover his flanks. 
 
    Kril focused on the black-clad forms that were following the first one, knowing he couldn’t put all of them down before they reached him, and felt relief as Ferny joined his line, opening up with a small autoslugger, emptying a full magazine as she put a lot of metal into the air. Basque and Lysanda took the other flank, the doctor doing their best to manhandle a shotgun, and Basque compensating for their poor aim with his assault slugger. 
 
    Nyame and Erid rushed the center, taking up the space around the golden-haired woman, who snapped out of her shock and turned on Erid. “You!” 
 
    “Yes,” Erid said, raising her gauntlets and sending bolts of electricity dancing out to ensnare a guard who had been trying to slip around them. “Erid would have words with thee, Radriel.” 
 
    Nyame held off two more guards, her short, twinned blades dancing and cutting. It was hard going against their armor, but she had a lot of strength to put behind her cuts, and once one fell, the other one was easily dispatched. Blood fountained into the thin air, but Kril was dropping his empty gun and digging out a knife as one of the horde rushed and tackled him. 
 
    It was a hell of a fight. The guard was armored, and when Kril smashed their face plate in with his elbow, their eyes glowed with a familiar light. But they were clumsier in their armor than the last O.R.C Kril had to fight, and he managed to get on top of them with his hand on their neck, as he lined the knife up for a kill shot. 
 
    But his new arm betrayed him. 
 
    Kril felt the shivers, gritted his teeth, but the guy was twisting out of his grasp, and he couldn’t hold him, not as his hand spasmed and flew open. The knife gouged the side of the figure’s face, and he tried to wiggle it around in the helmet, but then his own dome was cracked, and he was flying backward in the light gravity, bouncing off the column of an arch, shaken. He got to his feet, stared through the myriad of cracks and warning lights, and the wisping, escaping vapor as the black shape charged him again. Then a gun stuttered, and the figure stumbled, steps away from him. Kril stepped in, punched the knife into its neck once, twice, three times through the ducting of the joint ’twixt helm and torso. 
 
    But they still kept going. In the background, through the roaring of the blood and adrenaline in his ears, he could hear Erid talking, hear Radriel’s songlike voice responding, but the words didn’t register. There was no time; there was no attention to spare, and now the bastard had both hands clamped around the back of Kril’s head and was trying to knee him in the face. Kril turned his helmet just in time, didn’t take the impact head on, and that kept his dome from shattering entirely. As he slipped aside, he clamped a hand around the asshole’s calf and sliced him behind the knee. Blood sprayed, misting out and covering his dome, and he swore, dug the knife deeper, twisting to bring the guard down. 
 
    There was a dull thud as the figure hit the ground, and he dropped the knife and stood staggering up to his knees, seeing Nyame whipping both swords through the fallen guard’s helmet, and sending the remnants of their head in two different directions. 
 
    He tried to say thanks and coughed. Tasted blood in his throat. DEPLOYING SEALANT, his HUD told him, but there were glowing sparks around the edges of the display, and he shook his head to clear them. Things felt loose in his chest; the guard had probably cracked a few ribs. 
 
    But most of the rest of the guards were down. Kril watched Basque brace against an arch and fire his shoulder cannon at one of the other staircases, sending it tumbling down on another black-armored trio. No one else was moving, save for his crew, and Lysanda was hurrying his way with a medical scanner out. 
 
    “No time,” he said, waving at the doc and turning to look at the center of the courtyard again. 
 
    The holographic display was gone now. There were no trees, only barren dirt and slabs of stone. No water ran in the hollow channels that traced between the rock. But in the center of it all, sitting behind Radriel and Erid, a glowing golden orb the size of a human head floated above a silver, rune-inlaid metal ring. 
 
    “Erid, we good?” he asked. 
 
    “We have come to accord. We must leave now.” Erid said, walking over and scooping up the golden orb and ring with exaggerated care. 
 
    “Got it. Trin? Get over here!” 
 
    “Already coming. Already spun up,” Trin said, her voice synthesized in his ear. “Get moving fast.” 
 
    “Shit!” Ferny said, and Kril caught her moving in his peripheral vision, turned as she charged him. “Get that helmet off! Get it off, now!” 
 
    “Oh. Oh no!” Lysanda said, and Kril heard Basque gasp as he turned to face Ferny, held up his arms against her charge. “Do it, quickly!” 
 
    “It is too late!” Nyame said, her face a rictus of horror, and Kril blinked at her, blinked at glowing sparks that seemed to fade in between them... 
 
    ...as he ran a glove across the back of his helmet and came up with a hand smeared with glowing blood. 
 
    Not his own. 
 
    His mind flashed back to when the guard had grabbed him a moment ago. Grabbed him with both hands, after Kril had slashed his face. 
 
    He shifted his eyes to the warnings in his HUD, the warnings that had been sounding ever since he’d cracked his dome. The warnings were for the back of the helmet, as well as the front. 
 
    And he fell to his knees, as a murmuring susurration of voices echoed through his head. 
 
    HELLO, KRIL. I AM SO VERY PLEASED TO MEET YOU. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 23: LYSANDA 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got him!” I said, slotting a hypodermic into one of the medical ports of Kril’s suit, and injecting him with a tailored soporific. “Help me hold him. Carefully! Not the head.” 
 
    “We have to get the helmet off!” Ferny said, reaching for the seal.  
 
    I slapped her hand away. “It’s too late. Hold him steady; I need to sterilize the area and neutralize the nano that’s left over.” 
 
    Kril muttered something I couldn’t quite catch, then slumped over. Ferny caught him, and I caught his shoulder before the blood-smeared back of his helmet could come into contact with her. Her suit wasn’t breached, but better safe than sorry. It took a bit of rummaging around in my suit’s compartments for the thing I was looking for, but eventually I found it, and though the air here was quite too thin for comfort, the spray mister got enough sterilizing agent onto the affected area, that I felt quite sure the pathogen had been neutralized. 
 
    A distant noise registered to my ears, one I’d not heard before. It took a tense moment to realize that this had to be the engines of our vessel. Indeed, when it hove into view, I felt the tension ease from me. 
 
    A tension that fully returned when lights flared in the sky. 
 
    The satellites are active. Run! 
 
    Basque and Ferny grabbed Kril, and I followed Erid and Nyame as they boosted into the sky, up and over the wall. This part was relatively easy. The landing, on the other hand, proved rather difficult, and I missed my footing, tumbling a bit before coming to a rest. Thus, I had a good angle as the ship descended, with flaring contrails in the sky, descending behind us like a toxic jellyfish stretching its tendrils downward to feed. 
 
    We piled into the airlocks, using both, moving quickly. Much as I wanted to stay with my patient, I knew I would only be delaying our exit. Basque and Ferny had him now, and I had to respect that they were capable enough to see him aboard. 
 
    “Bring him to the medical bay!” I commanded across the channel, then I hurried to the room I’d designated as such. There was little point in worrying about the destruction descending toward us. Either we would survive it, or we would fry; there was nothing more I could do about it. 
 
    “Hang on.” Tril’s mechanized voice came over the comms. “Think we can outrun this, but it’s going to be tight.” 
 
    It was no small source of amusement to me that her accent disappeared when she was using the vocal synthesizer. It adjusted for her distinctly rough frontier dialect, improving her grammar. I didn’t know if she realized what it was doing, which made it funnier. 
 
    One takes one’s joy where one can. It makes up for the tragedies. Sometimes. 
 
    My pets chittered overhead from the vents. I chittered back, then pulled my whistle and blew the signal to retreat and hide. They obliged. I didn’t want to risk their exposure to the nanite infection. I doubted it was compatible with their biology and bauplan, but far, far better to be safe than sorry. 
 
    Feet pounded on the corridor outside, heavy ones, and I watched Basque rush past. He pulled off parts of his suit as he went, and I chased after and hosed him down with disinfectant. 
 
    “Damn it! Enough!” he roared, as I chased him into the engine room. “Don’t put chemicals in the air around the engines, you fool!” 
 
    “Apologies, Basque-Efan,” I said, attaching the usual honorific, the one the translator always had trouble with. “I don’t want you getting infected after contact with the patient.” 
 
    “Tend to him! Let me get our asses out of here!” 
 
    The ship was shuddering, and even with the dampening fields up once more, I could tell that we were moving at a fairly good speed, so I suspected that Trin was already well and up to the task. But I had known many like Basque who were not satisfied with handling crisis unless they were undertaking a personal hand in it. So, I left him tinkering with the innumerable machines back there and returned in time to see Ferny dragging Kril onto the converted bunk that was my operating table. 
 
    “With your permission, Ferny-Efra, I will sterilize the room before you leave.” 
 
    “Am I leaving?” she asked. “You sure you don’t want me on hand in case he wakes up wrong?” she lifted the muzzle of her gun, as she said it, and I hesitated to think. 
 
    Horrible thought, really, but I couldn’t fault the rather grim logic overall. “I accept your offer. Please stay.” Then I slid the half-used bottle of disinfectant into a mister, sealed the vents, and cycled it until I was quite convinced we had a sterile environment. 
 
    Then, and only then, did I slide fresh gloves over my suit’s gauntlets and peel poor Kril out of his suit. 
 
    It was only after we’d removed his helmet, that we both got a proper shock. He was still awake and staring at me with a quiet, desperate intensity, sweat trammeling down his brow, and blood smearing the side of his scalp. Blood that flared with green light, briefly, before I applied more disinfectant. 
 
    “Kril-Efan?” I said. “Do you comprehend my words? Are you cognizant?” 
 
    He opened his mouth to speak, and the entire ship shook. The lights flickered, and for a second, I feared that was all for us. 
 
    But they came on again, and so did Trin’s voice, across the communications channel. “Close one. We’re out, but we took some scorching.” 
 
    Erid clarified: Our radiation shielding was up to the task, barely.  
 
    “I’ll run a diagnostic,” Basque said. “Trin, are you in command again?” 
 
    “For now, but I’m open to suggestions. Erid, we got Radriel. Is that enough proof, can she back up the whole working gate thing?” 
 
    She is a fugitive who is not supposed to exist. Any footage she could offer would be tainted by its origins. We still need those scans if we wish to carry the original plan through. 
 
    “All right. Well, they know we’re here now, so we might as well punch it and head that way.” The background noise of the ship changed to a tone I’d rarely heard it display. “Hang on to your asses, and if you have gods, then pray.” 
 
    There was more chatter, but I put it out of mind, going through the motions, pulling out my instruments, and examining Kril. He sat there, blinking at me, his lips pulled tight against his teeth, and his knuckles whitening as he gripped the edge of the bunk. 
 
    I was midway through taking blood samples and mouth swabs when he grabbed my hand. Ferny tensed, but I waved the swab at her. “Hush, now.” 
 
    “Got a voice talkin’ in the back of my mind, Doc. It’s pretty loud, won’t lie.” 
 
    “Ah! Integration with the linguistic regions of the cortex so quickly! That’s rather exciting,” I said, attempting to extract my hand. 
 
    Kril did not let it go. “How long’s it take before I start havin’ to do what the voice is tryin’ to tell me to do?” 
 
    “Unknown, Kril-Efan. I rather hope it shan’t be a consideration. The experiments that you’ve permitted me to undertake, to date, have been quite fruitful. I expect I should be able to purge this invader from your system without excessive trauma.” 
 
    Indeed, the trauma was the sticking point in the matter. The chemicals I had devised to sterilize the nanotechnology were by no means a vaccine or medicine. They were a poison, and it would quite likely induce a significant amount of damage to any living person’s brain were I to administer them in their current state. 
 
    Kril nodded, closing his eyes... and releasing my hand, much to my relief. And Ferny’s, judging by the way her gills closed and settled. “I want you to restrain me in the underhold. With a bomb in my suit that’s only big enough to kill me,” Kril said. 
 
    “Er... well... I’m a doctor, not a munitions maker,” I said, thinking fast and trying to purchase some time. 
 
    “Ferny, can you fab together an explosive like that? I’m pretty sure we have recipes on file,” Trin said. “Also, they know we’re here. The nearest stations are launching missiles.” 
 
    He does seem to like his missiles. But the ships in-system are moving to intercept as well. The Marrowan vessels should reach us shortly before we come to the gate. 
 
    “Ah.” I said. 
 
    Hopefully it would not be a matter for concern. Our hyperlight sheath should render us invulnerable to beams, and our pilot was quite effective against physical weaponry. 
 
    But my concern was my patient, and I brought my mind back to the task at hand, patting his. “I do believe that if we return you to your suit and cripple the servo motors, that should hinder your potential for violence if things go poorly, yes? Will that and a bomb... and a new helmet, suffice to soothe your concerns?” 
 
    “I’m more concerned about you,” Kril said, staring into my eyes. 
 
    And oh, my heart did skip a beat, there. Even though I knew he was most likely referring to me in the general sense, that the you meant the crew, and not just the one whom he knew as Doctor Lysanda. 
 
    Damn the man; he had no business being so appealing. And I had little to gain by giving in to attraction at this juncture. 
 
    It was Ferny who broke the moment, exiting, and re-entering with an eyeball-sized sphere that she dropped down the neck seal of his suit, before fitting him with a fresh dome helmet. “There. Basque, can you talk me through disabling the servos?” 
 
    “I can,” Kril said. “And Trin can...” His jaw went slack. 
 
    I checked his eyes. “Concussion, mayhaps? No?” 
 
    “No,” Kril said. “Well, maybe a small one. Sorry, he... the voice is getting louder. gettin’ hard to hear you sometimes.” 
 
    “Mm. Auditory hallucinations...”  
 
    “I’ll talk you through disabling his suit motors,” Trin said. “Got plenty of time in between point defense and dodging warheads.” 
 
    “We’re doing that?” I asked, shocked. I’d rather expected some change in the motion of the ship. Perhaps a few whooshing noises. An occasional muffled explosion. Well, yes, perhaps not those last two. There was no sound in space, no medium to carry it, unless you were right on top of the sounding event. 
 
    “We’re doing that,” Trin offered. “Ain’t even straining the gyros and dampening fields. But trust me, you don’t want a viewscreen out right now.” 
 
    It is fairly disturbing.  
 
    So affirmed, Ferny and I cut the hydraulic lines to Kril’s motors, under his sister’s directions. Then Ferny departed, dragging him, and I turned to the business of cleaning my implements, re-sterilizing the area, and putting things away. 
 
    And as I did, Basque delivered news that killed any forlorn hope that I might have had of an easy resolution. 
 
    “I finished the diagnostic. We can’t go to hyperlight. The nuclear blast melted too many channels.” 
 
    I felt horror wash over me. 
 
    Nomad’s Land was fast, yes. And her pilot could react with speed that most living pilots and many artificial ones would find impossible to match. But our fair ship was not fast enough to rely simply on her sublight engines, not when we were in the heart of enemy territory. 
 
    And upon Kril and Trin’s urgings, I had committed extensive studies of her physiology and augmentations. She would lose consciousness in roughly... hm... nine minutes from now, if her usual pattern held. Perhaps sooner, if she experienced too much stress. 
 
    “That’s it then,” Ferny said, bitterly. “It’s over. We’re trapped.” 
 
    “Can we surrender?” Trin asked. 
 
    “No,” Nyame said. “Raun would have little mercy, for the crime you have undertaken.” 
 
    It may not be the end if you do. But it will take some time for Erid to rescue you all, if it is at all possible. The odds are... call them thirty percent, decreasing by a minimum of five percent for every day past the first week. 
 
    “Bad odds,” Basque said. “Okay. Can we take out the gate before we go?” 
 
    I took a breath. Then I considered, as they discussed the various ways to sell their lives dearly. 
 
    How much did I truly love them? 
 
    How much did I owe them? 
 
    I opened the vents and whistled, called my pets to me as I reached into the semi-healthy snacks bin and distributed legumes with a heavy hand. It was quite possibly the end of them, so I put aside my concern for their future diet. They bruxed and nuzzled me happily as they took the nuts in their little hands and devoured them with glee. 
 
    I looked to the oldest four. Poppet and Kipper, Tarnish and Pewter, and I rubbed the backs of their heads with my knuckles as they hopped onto the area where my coat met my blouse and settled in to eat their snacks.  
 
    It had been a good vacation, all told, even with the missteps with the mercenaries, and the parts where literal headhunters had tried to capture me. These last couple of months had more than made up for the disturbing elements of my overall journey. I had learned of secrets that few in the galaxy knew and seen things that not even the most powerful of my home could have dreamed. 
 
    It had, to borrow a phrase, been a good run. I sighed and turned the comm channel to active once again. 
 
    Trin was speaking. “—angle things so that we got a clear shot on the station farthest sunward, we can maybe use it as cover against the Marrowans. If that works, we can probably reach the gate after the first barrage and get what we need—” 
 
    “Trin-Efra,” I interrupted. “I require you to open communications with the closest Marrowan vessel, please. Immediately would be better.” 
 
    “The fuck?” Ferny said. 
 
    “What good will that do?” Nyame wondered. 
 
    “Are we to beg for mercy? Would it work?” Basque asked. 
 
    But after a moment, Trin spoke. “You’re the one who knows the most about the Marrowans. Is this part of it? You got an angle you can work?” 
 
    “I do,” I said. “But we must do this before we meet them in battle or it will be seen as a deception, and we shall all die.” 
 
    “Shit,” Trin said. “At this point, I’m willing to try anything. Erid, put her through.” 
 
    I stripped out of my suit as I left the medical bay, leaving bits and pieces in the hall as I went. My four rats went with me, and I left the rest of the swarm distracted and happy eating legumes. It wasn’t a far walk to the bridge, and Nyame looked to me with solemnity as I entered. Her blades were out, though I was quite relieved to see that she’d cleaned them. 
 
    I did my best to ignore the perhaps unintended threat and looked to the viewscreen. “Do put them on, when they answer.” 
 
    You are certain they will? 
 
    “They shall. It is required by our laws.” 
 
    Nyame looked at me, curiously. “You said our laws?” 
 
    I was spared from an awkward answer as the screen flickered to life, and a stern man wearing a Chaklan’s uniform and scars stared down upon us. He seemed unimpressed by what he saw. 
 
    “You are trespassing and have made war upon our ally. Surrender or die.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, then looked squarely upon the screen. “I am Cha Zanda, of the line of Zander. I order you to escort us from this system and protect us with your lives and all those whose lives you guard.” 
 
    I watched shock flash across his face. His jaw fell open, and he stared at me as if his eyes could burn me through the screen. “You...  you cannot be her!” 
 
    “I can, and I am, Chaklan.” 
 
    The viewscreen winked out. 
 
    They have cut communications.  
 
    “Yes. He will be ordering his watchers to verify my statement.” I slumped down to the deck and put my arms around my knees. I was shaking. 
 
    “Is it true?” Nyame knelt beside me, thankfully stowing her swords away as she took my shoulders. “Do you hold a title among their people?” 
 
    “One could say that.” I smiled up at her, as tears started to gather, and I was forced to blink again and again. “I was the appointed heir to their empire before I left. I don’t believe that would have changed in the time I’ve been gone.” 
 
    “Holy fragg...” Trin whispered through her synthesizer. 
 
    “Can we take you hostage?” Basque asked. “Theoretically, I mean.” 
 
    “Oh no, no, no,” I breathed. “If you try that, they will end you all. All of you. Please believe me when I say that as oddly effective and capable as you all are, if you make a threat upon my life, real or pretended, that they will sacrifice everything and anything to strike you down for... well, they would call it blasphemy.” 
 
    “God damn...” Ferny said. “Okay. You’ve got the play. How can we help?” 
 
    I thought, furiously. I should have done this before hand, but... “Blue cloth. I need everyone to wear a square of blue cloth somewhere on them. That denotes an honor guard. That would mean you’re essentially my... well, not property, but I’m guarding your lives. It’s a thing, just do it.” 
 
    “Done and done,” Ferny said, racing to the back. 
 
    And what of us? Your highness? 
 
    “You’re my property unless I say otherwise,” I said, turning it over in my head. “For now, for until you’re out of this. And I WILL get you free of this. But things are going to be quite complicated until, and probably after, I get home. I... didn’t leave on the best of terms. I will have to... answer for that.” I mopped the distressing tears from my face. Quite undignified. 
 
    But when the screen snapped back on, I was as composed as I could be, and the Chaklan was looking upon me with that old mix of awe and fear that I’d grown to detest so much. “You are Cha Zanda. This is truth, and I will escort you from this system, using all at my disposal.” 
 
    I felt the fear leave me at that, but it did not go far, for he had more to say. And this made my heart sink. The fear left, but the sorrow grew as he continued. “I will return you to Home. Your father’s orders are very clear, Cha Zanda.” 
 
    I bowed my head. “I expect they would be, yes. Very well. I obey.” 
 
    “Then proceed through the gate. We shall prevent our... ally... from foolishness.” 
 
    They’re moving to interdict the missiles and drones from the gateward stations. 
 
    “I can get us through,” Trin said. “Got enough left in me for that. But are you sure this is what you want, Doc?” 
 
    I glanced at the screen and pressed my knuckles to my forehead. The Chaklan returned the salute, and the screen faded to black again. “It’s rather immaterial, what I want,” I said, smiling at the hatch in the deck, at Trin in her little chamber. “This is how it has to be.” 
 
    “For now, maybe,” she said. “But I can tell you aren’t happy about this.” 
 
    “That is an understatement,” I said. “I would have been happy to spend a few more years with you, sailing the stars. But all dreams end, I suppose.” 
 
    Don’t be so certain about that. Tomorrow is unwritten. 
 
    “It is,” I said, as the screen cycled again, showing the great, green light of the hyperspace gate. “Thank you, everyone. And how ever this goes, please know that I love you all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 AUTHOR’S NOTE 
 
    Thank you for reading the second Hull Scrappers novel! 
 
    For news of future releases, and occasional free short fiction and RPG material, please consider signing up for my mailing list, at the following URL; 
 
      
 
    http://eepurl.com/bMPrY1 
 
      
 
    Also, please feel free to check out my website, at the following URL; 
 
      
 
    https://andrewseiple.wixsite.com/andrewseiple 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Best wishes, 
 
    Andrew Seiple 
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