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 PRELUDE: THEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The void was one of the few places that Kril Granger could relax, and not a day went by he didn’t suit up and head out for some privacy. 
 
    Of course, it didn’t hurt that this was duty shift time. And in his eyes, it was a damn sight better than scouring the heads or humping through the vents and sucking in cleaner fumes.  
 
     A lot of the security personnel didn’t like exo duty, didn’t like having nine point six millimeters of plasfoil and circuitry between them and the hungry dark. And there was good reason for that, Kril had to admit. The suits failed sometimes. They were checked before use, of course, same as anything on Megalodon. Bad ones got rendered back to stock and replaced by the fabbers. But glitches got through.  
 
    “You have maybe twenty seconds after the suit breaches!” Kril heard the first shirt’s voice in his ear again, just as if it was yesterday. “Then you will be out, fraggnuts! And one minute after that you will be dead! Now if you are three minutes up the hull and away from the hatch, and your suit breaches, I leave the fucking math to you!” 
 
    Kril remembered some of the unit furrowing their brows and trying to work out the exact math like it was an actual problem, and knowing that those particular fraggnuts wouldn’t make the next stripe. 
 
    So, yeah, he hadn’t done the exact math. But Megalodon was a hair short of two thousand meters long, and the service hatches were few and far between. They had tethers, sure, but the protrusions of the hull and the outer-facing hardware made tethers a gamble. 
 
    Shit happened. And this was why nobody fussed much when Kril put his name in for hull duty. 
 
    This run was easy enough. It was the third day in the cycle, and that meant that Kril’s chore was degaussing. 
 
    That wasn’t so bad. It was tedious, but nobody made it through basic without learning how to deal with tedium. And every greenshirt who’d done a tour on the Coronal Bleed learned that tedium was better than the alternative. Tedium was to be celebrated. 
 
    So Kril mostly focused on two things while he worked: the scanner and the wand. Those were his weapons against the dust, and his enemy was both legion and insidious.  
 
    A lot of people groundside on Kildeer thought that space was empty. And yeah, there were big portions of it that were. Out past the last planet, out in the void, nothing but hungry dark between Mustapha-Four and Altair. 
 
    But Fleet Gamma was working in-system, riding the line on the Coronal Bleed. And that meant dust and particles and bullshit. 
 
    Some of those particles were magnetic. 
 
    Some of which found its way to the largest masses pushing through the clouds, namely: Fleet Gamma. 
 
    The scanner told Kril where the magnetic dust was building up. The wand drew it away from the hull and stuck it to the iron rod that was its core. Eventually, over the course of the duty, the wand would fill up to the point that it looked like a grimy, lumpen club, something like a starchstick dipped in choco and layered over and over again until you had a massive club of confectionary. Except that instead of sweet candy, it was toxic bullshit that would probably melt your bones if you didn’t die shitting first. 
 
    It was bad stuff, but that wasn’t the reason to get it off the hull. 
 
    No, the main reason to get it off the hull was somewhere about a million klicks off, give or take. That was the Shrivers, and they were always hunting. 
 
    Megalodon and its sisters had pretty good shielding. All the magnetic fields that would, to Shriver scanners, show up like glaring lanterns in the dark were inside the hull. But enough dust deposits on the outside would make a glow, and that glow would get them spotted. 
 
    Midway through his section, Kril straightened up and rubbed his back, feeling the dull pressure through the suit as the plasfoil adapted and hardened at the point of pressure. You could get away with a bit of manipulation, so long as you didn’t overdo it. Which was good, because otherwise phantom itches built up. The brain is a funny thing, and when you stick it in a contained space, it tries to make up reasons as to why you need to breach that space, stay in control. It tries to make you reassure yourself that you still exist, and you aren’t in anything you couldn’t get out of. 
 
    So, the pressure helped, but what helped more was taking a break for a moment and staring up, up and out. 
 
    There was the sun of course, good old Beryl-Nine, and Kril’s optics went almost night-black as he took it in. He wasn’t in a position to not take it in, as close as they were. Weren’t for Megalodon’s shielding, he’d be boiling in his melting suit for a few seconds before death took him. Red as it was, old as it was, Beryl-nine was still death to the unwary. 
 
    Papa Granger had taught him to respect the old. Most didn’t get old by being stupid or weak. 
 
    Didn’t mean they were always right, but respect was usually due ’till proven otherwise. 
 
    He didn’t spare much time looking at the sun, instead hunting through the ruddy glare until he found the black ring that was the Hot Gates. 
 
    There were rings that were a promise, rings given ’twixt men and women to their partners, to plan a life together and seal a deal bound with a kiss. But the Hot Gates were a promise broken, a future denied, and monument to what could have been. 
 
    When he’d started his tour, there had been a golden glow in the middle of the ring, a haze that had stood out, even with Beryl-Nine at its back, a haze that meant death to anything that tried it, and there had been many who had, back in the day. But a few days ago, the glow had faded.  
 
    Trin had said that it was expected, that without anyone to maintain it, the automated systems would wind down, and the gates would finally go dark. 
 
    “Maybe then the Shrivers’ll pack up and go home, and we won’t need to do this anymore,” he’d told her back, and she’d about fallen out of her harness laughing. 
 
    Kril had laughed, too. When had the Shrivers ever given up on a fool notion? 
 
    So, he stared at the black outline of the ring, dark and hanging before the sun. Looking barely big enough to fit his finger from where he was standing, but he was well aware that it was large enough for all of Fleet Gamma to squeeze through at the same time. 
 
    It had to be. 
 
    Once it had transferred colony ships across the stars. 
 
    Now it was nothing more than a broken prize to be fought over. 
 
    Kril shook his head and clipped the scanner to his harness, took the tether in one hand, and started reeling himself in. He hopped as he went; it was a little risky and you weren’t technically allowed to do it unless you had the null-gee stripe. But the truth of it was that it shaved time off and besides, everyone who could get away with it, did it. It was hard to fuck up if you weren’t drunk or clumsy, and he hadn’t touched ginsec yet today. 
 
    Back at the hatch, he tapped the code into the hopper and shoved the full wand core down inside, closing the hopper and feeling the soundless vibration as the suction drew it into waste storage. Then he drew the second core off his harness and headed to the next section of hull. 
 
    This one took him starward and down the side of Megalodon. The change was immediate, and he felt goosebumps on his skin, the second he was away from the sun. 
 
    Even though Kril knew it was just another mind trick, just another phantom sensation, there were still goosebumps. A glance to the HUD showed that the temperature in the suit hadn’t changed, that his location on the hull was a moot point, given the radiation shielding, but the human brain still did what it did, and be damned common sense and logic. 
 
    He didn’t mind the chill. This was his favorite part of the duty, and the reason he bustled to clean the sunward side first and took his time on starward. 
 
    Even through the dust of the Coronal Bleed, the stars were legion, and he smiled to see them. Countless, even with Pasteur waxing and blocking a good chunk of his view; they were glittering crystals strewn over the hungry dark, a hoard of treasure, a dragon’s hoard of possibilities, and probably the only freedom to be had in this life or any. 
 
    Kril had made his mother cry when he joined the Fleet. But the stars had called to him, and he couldn’t help but chase. Each flickering dot was a beacon in the sky, a promise of secrets and treasure and stories and adventure, every one just waiting for him. 
 
    And someday he’d get there. Someday, when the Shrivers’ government finally collapsed in on itself, and those fucking vents nano’d themselves into oblivion, someday when the Fleet could spare hulls and skin for exploration again, he’d be among the first to go and find those waiting stars. 
 
    With a sigh that made his oxy monitor flicker, he twisted the wand until it snapped on, pulled out the scanner, and got to work. 
 
    Someday. 
 
    Until then, hull duty kept him sane, kept him focused on the dream. 
 
    In half an hour, Kril thought, he’d finish up this section, go back inside, and have to deal with reports, and check-ins, and Revv godsdamned Talson, but until then, he had a little time to imagine where he wanted to be.  
 
    That was how he thought the next half hour would go. 
 
    He was very, very wrong. 
 
    It started with a pattering against his dome,the helmet that kept him alive, a noise that made raw fear pump through his heart. The dome is cracking, he thought, as he grabbed for the tether and took a few half-steps back toward the hatch.  
 
    The pattering stopped, and in the dim light, he thought he caught motion at the edge of his vision. 
 
    It was against regs, but fuck it, he was the one who enforced the regs. So he flicked on his light and shone it across the hull. 
 
    It was the dust. 
 
    The dust itself was rising, caught against the light as it was pulled up by some unseen force. 
 
    Had one of Megalodon’s sisters come in too close?  
 
    He shot a look up. Nothing. They were in the line. Nobody had broken formation and buzzed the cruiser. 
 
    Which was good, because while he was fuzzy on the exact physics, he thought that if that had happened, and somebody had gotten near enough to stir up the dust with their passage, then he’d probably be red toothpaste in very short order. 
 
    So, what the hoop was going on? 
 
    He shone the beam around the hull, as far as it would reach, and to one side it was nothing but a cloud of slowly rising dust. But to the other, there was nothing. The part he was standing in was in that nothing, that bit of normalcy. Whatever was happening had a shape, something clearly delineated. 
 
    It wasn’t natural, and that meant men had done it. 
 
    The second the thought occurred to him, he acted on it. He tapped the dome until the REC symbol flashed, looked around, played the light over the dust, and made sure to get the edges. Then he ran for the hatch, clipping the scanner and wand to his harness as he went. 
 
    Only when he was through the hatch and the airlock was cycling, did Kril stop the recording. Forcing himself to wait until the pressure was up and atmo was back, he flexed his fingers until the green lights were on. 
 
    Kril twisted the seals and popped the dome free, then slapped the comm panel. “Security to Ops. I think we’ve been painted.” 
 
    The next eight minutes went by very quickly with a lot of shouting. He didn’t have to do much of it. Kril had dealt with Ops staff enough to know you had to keep it concise, simple, and without any hint of humor. Ops did not deal in florid language or pretty prose. That sort of shit caused miscommunications, and when you were figuring out where and how to get two billion kilograms of plasteel from here to there in conjunction with some larger and many smaller hunks of plasteel without killing the one to five thousand people aboard each hunk, simple was necessary. Simple was good. Complicated got people killed. 
 
    So Kril kept his head and repeated what he needed to say over and over again. 
 
    “I was on hull duty. The dust started reacting for no reason. I think we’re being scanned. I recorded footage.” 
 
    They’d tell him to show them the footage, and he’d show them the footage. Then there’d be more shouting but not at him. 
 
    And all the while, the ball of dread in Kril’s gut built and built. 
 
    They’d been painted. He knew they’d been painted. At this very second, a T-ball could be cutting through the cloud, arrowing toward them. Or the Shrivers could be setting up sleeper fields around them. Hell, they could have done this already.  
 
    He didn’t get a chance to tell any of the officers about his fears. He didn’t have to. No one got a billet on a shark-class cruiser without knowing the consequences of being painted. 
 
    And ten minutes later, after being shoved in a meeting room and told to hurry up and wait, Kril was surprised for the second time that day. 
 
    It was the good room. It had screens around the walls showing the view from all sides of the ship. It had nice and comfy chairs, and a table with a holo display setup. It was still small and cramped, same with every room on the ship, but that was to be expected on a fleet vessel.  
 
    Kril knew better than to sit down. He stood at ease, hands behind his back, knees slightly bent, waiting in that ancient posture that some military of foregone eons had figured out long ago. 
 
    He didn’t have long to wait before the door chimed and opened. 
 
    The captain stepping through the door, that wasn’t a surprise. This room was right off the bridge, and he figured the second they’d taken him there, that the captain or the XO would want to personally verify what Kril had seen. And Comms? Absolutely. If they’d been painted, if they had to take measures, Comms would want to coordinate with the rest of the fleet. The last thing you wanted was to be out of position when shit hit the fan, that was just common sense. 
 
    Those two were expected or at least in the bounds of reason. 
 
    But the third figure through the door, that made him realize that it was serious. 
 
    It was Trin. 
 
    She looked small, there in the wheelchair, slumped over with a breather tube up her nose, and her pale arms bare and clutching the armrests of the chair. The blond frizz of crewcut hair didn’t hide the ports that the medic was snapping cables into one by one, and her plasteel eyes wept oily tears, as they flickered in their sockets, moving too fast to track. The bits of her thighs visible beneath the medical scrubs were truncated, capped with silvery metal hubs where they’d taken her legs off. Behind her, another medic pushed the chair, his eyes flickering as he tracked the readouts on his retinal HUD.  
 
    Trin always looked so vulnerable when she was spinning up to fly, and it killed him to see her so. 
 
    And the fact that they were loading her up, getting her prepped to fly, told him that he’d been right to be afraid of dust. 
 
    “Corporal Granger,” drawled Captain Wallis, “you think we’ve been painted.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “I’m given to understand that Lieutenant Samartia is your sister.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” Kril’s eyes fought to slide over to Trin, but he held them back. “Adopted, but that never mattered to us.” 
 
    He’d played with her in the mud back before he was old enough for words. She’d always been family, even before his parents had formalized it. 
 
    “You understand what she’s going through now. She’s being spun up for helm duty because of your assessment.” 
 
    This time his gaze did slide over to her, politeness be damned. She was shaking in the chair as the medics monitored her vitals. He knew all too well. She’d told him what it felt like, what it put her through. “I understand,” he whispered. “Sir.” 
 
    The captain grunted. “I’m putting you through this, because I had to be certain. Now I am. I concur with your assessment. The reason you’re in here, is because I need you to hold on to that certainty. You understand?” 
 
    “I don’t know why that would be an issue, sir. I’m certain.” 
 
    “You will see why. Follow me, Corporal. You too, Major.” 
 
    The Comms officer fell in behind them as the group moved onto the bridge. 
 
    Kril had only been on the bridge twice before. Once when he’d come aboard and once when they’d needed a Security officer on hand to unlock a fumbled login account. On that occasion he’d done what his chief told him to and solemnly watched the tech get in under the console and undo the hardwired lock that sealed off the panel, ensuring that no one on the bridge made any suspicious adjustments or moves toward the exposed hardware. 
 
    It has been entirely unnecessary, and the other officers on the bridge were clearly enjoying the sweating helmsman’s discomfort as the consequences of his fat fingered fumble were undone, but the regs said that Security had to be on hand for such an operation, and by gods he’d done his job. 
 
    There was an energy to this place, this dim and black-painted room, with viewscreens on all sides, large ones that were massive compared to the ornamental ones in the meeting room next door. They lined the four walls, and two were set into the ceiling and floor respectively. Around the one in the floor, duty stations stood like speaker’s podiums, coated with silver metal and with flickering green lights lining their surfaces. Two rounded enclosures sat to the left and right, alongside the front viewscreen. 
 
    There was an energy here, and it was business. The decisions made in this room meant life or death for Megalodon and all aboard. And now Kril was a part of those decisions. 
 
    “Stand here, son,” Captain Wallis whispered and gestured to the largest station, before taking his position behind it. “Major Bladnell, put us through to Arbalest.” 
 
    Between the upper and lower viewscreens another bridge materialized. Hovering in midair, the projection showed a somewhat bigger room, with more stations and far more people. Arbalest was a battleship, and took many more crew to operate. The scowling man at the central station wore an outfit similar to Captain Wallis’, only with far more braid on the shoulders and medals on the pocket. 
 
    “Captain Wallis,” ground out Admiral Tchernkla, “have you come to your senses yet?” 
 
    They were a study in contrasts; Wallis was square, stocky, but clean-shaven, with black hair cropped close to his skull. He was a bit younger than the admiral but had spent more time in space; as such his frame was a little more wasted, his muscles atrophied from weeks or even months of duty in places where gravity was a luxury. He was permanently stooped, and his breath whistled loudly and labored through his nose as Kril stood near to him. 
 
    The admiral was shorter, with a frame that had some fat but within regs and reason. His hair had streaks of white, and his beard was both salt and pepper and totally out of regulation. He wore old-style spectacles, which made Kril’s lips twist in disgust to see. Retinal implants and replacements were cheap and effective; wearing spectacles was a sign of a particular political bent, one that tended to be obnoxious on a good day. 
 
    Kril got the feeling it wasn’t a good day. 
 
    “I have come to my senses, sir,” said Captain Wallis. “We’re following protocol and moving now.” 
 
    Kril heard doors hiss open behind him, and the squeak and creak of wheelchairs. 
 
    Pilot and gunner, he knew, as he caught them moving around the sides of the bridge in peripheral vision. One man he didn’t know and Trin, drugged to the gills and ready to do what only a very few people on this ship could do. 
 
    “Now? You’re moving now? Captain, I’m following protocol, and we have half an hour to sort this out. My fleet moves when I say we move. And we’re not moving until my science officer confirms that the phenomena you observed was cause for concern.” 
 
    “You’ve had ten minutes to review the footage,” Captain Wallis said, and Kril shifted a bit, surprised. They’d sent it up the chain the minute he got back inside? That was good. That made him feel a bit better. 
 
    “Yes, and I’m seeing nothing that indicates any type of sensor,” Admiral Tchernkla shot back. 
 
    The doors to the two cylinders hissed open, and in his peripheral vision, Kril saw the medics push the wheelchairs inside. 
 
    “No sensor type that we know,” Captain Wallis replied. “This is something new.” 
 
    “This is just a random phenomenon!” Admiral Tchernkla barked, slapping his console. “Gods damn it... Jonesy, tell them.” 
 
    The display shifted, moving to a station just to the admiral’s right, focusing in on a balding, white-haired man wearing a Science and Tech patch. He smiled through non-regulation mustache that looked like a mirror image of the admiral’s own. 
 
    “It’s easy to understand why you think you were scanned. Most average people would,” the man said, his voice light and unconcerned. His nametag read “Naught,” Kril noticed. 
 
    “We were painted,” Captain Wallis said. 
 
    “Captain, with all due respect, I am SPR certified, and you are not. And my training tells me this is obviously a hitherto undocumented phenomena caused either by the Star or the Stargate. Some interaction of the Bleed, no doubt.” 
 
    “I don’t care if you’re a certified midwife,” Captain Wallis said. “With all due respect, I am a captain, and you are not. And I can find no other explanation than enemy action.” 
 
    Jonesy glared, his mustaches quivering. “You are discriminating against me because you are threatened by my intellect. Admiral, please note this incident in the log!” 
 
    “Admiral, this is ridiculous.” Captain Wallis sighed. “We’ve been painted. We need to move.” 
 
    “By the protocol, we have half an hour to reach a decision on that,” the admiral said, as the screen shifted back to him. “And my brightest expert is telling me that there’s no cause for alarm.” 
 
    “He is incorrect,” Captain Wallis said, tapping on his station. “And we need to move.” 
 
    “For the love of gods, man!” the admiral said, his face reddening. “This is just some... some solar flare reaction, or some twisted energy from out of the Gate!” 
 
    “Then why did it happen on the voidward side?” Captain Wallis asked. 
 
    A moment of silence. “Jonesy?” the admiral asked. “Why did it happen on the voidward side?” 
 
    “Ah...” the screen shifted, and the balding man’s hands flickered across his station. “I wasn’t aware—” He cut himself off. “Obviously this phenomenon affected both sides of the ship, piercing through with enough strength to cause reactions regardless of the materials between. You should probably scan for radioactive contamination; it’s possible your field’s been breached.” 
 
    “We already did,” Captain Wallis said. “Lieutenant Baker?” 
 
    “No signs that our field’s been breached. No confirmation of any activity on the opposite side from Corporal Granger.” 
 
    “Ah yes,” Admiral Tchernkla said, lips twisting in a sneer. “Corporal Granger. I took the liberty of looking up his file. Three years a corporal... not exactly the fleet’s finest, here.” 
 
    An image appeared in the display. Kril’s file, with his face front-and-center. Words scrawled by, and Kril focused on his own face. High cheekbones, he’d gotten from his mother. An easy smile that many mistook for a sneer. Dark brown hair in a high and tight, and a pair of old scars just under one eye. 
 
    He had no problem looking at himself, but he didn’t much like the notion of his full file on display for all to see. 
 
    Kril felt the sour bile rising in his stomach, then he caught the look in the admiral’s eyes. Wasn’t hard, with those stupid spectacles magnifying his watery gaze. The man was trying to rile him. 
 
    “Corporal Granger’s file is irrelevant to the facts at hand,” Captain Wallis snapped. “And I’ll thank you to keep a civil tongue when you’re talking about a member of my crew. Sir.” He traced fingers along his station as he spoke, and the lights shifted around the bridge. 
 
    “I think his file’s very relevant. Your mother has a history of protesting against military spending, doesn’t she, corporal? And according to this, corporal Granger, your father died in a drunken brawl resisting arrest. Ironic that his son went and became an MP.” 
 
    And despite himself, even though he tried, Kril had to let the heat out. “I think it best you shut up about my parents. Sir.” 
 
    “I will not!” the admiral slammed his fist on his station, drawing up to his full height, glaring as if he could punch Kril through the projection. “You want me to move my entire goddamn fleet? On the say-so of a corporal who’s linked to rabble-rousers and thugs?” 
 
    “No.” Captain Wallis said, and Kril stirred, barely kept himself from throwing an elbow back as the captain’s hand settled on his shoulder. “I am telling you to move your gods damned fleet. Because we’ve been painted.” 
 
    “You don’t know that!” Tchernkla shrieked, jabbing a finger back at his science officer. “Jonesy fucking proved that! He’s smarter than all of you fuckers!” 
 
    “Actually, science can’t prove anything. Just disprove things,” Kril said, lips moving before he could stop them. “Sir,” he added, a few seconds late. 
 
    The admiral went silent and glared at him. And Kril knew his career was over. 
 
    But even though he felt his stomach turning over, a deeper part of him hated to see the admiral acting this way. This wasn’t how an officer was supposed to be. Nonetheless he’d seen it before, usually after too much ginsec, or not enough rec time. That was when Kril would get a partner or two, squad up, and go escort a fraggnut to the brig. 
 
    It was a mite hard to do that to your boss’s boss’s boss, though. 
 
    But judging by the sour faces, too-stiff postures, and quickly-unreadable faces through the rest of the bridge, Kril wasn’t the only one who felt that way. 
 
    “Fifteen minutes sir,” Megalodon’s XO said into the silence. “Pilot and gunner spun up.” 
 
    That shocked Admiral Tchernkla out of his malice. “What? What! Wallis, what are you doing...” 
 
    “Moving, sir,” said Captain Wallis. “Because we’ve been painted.” 
 
    The admiral opened his mouth, but it was Jonesy Naught who spoke. “Bullshit. Our spotters have eyes on their fleet. They’re too far from us, they don’t have any sort of sensors that can spot us at that distance.” 
 
    “No sensor technology that we know about,” the captain said. “This has to be something new.” 
 
    “The Shrivers do not have the technological base to—” 
 
    “Mr. Naught,” Admiral Tchernkla said. “You’re moving Megalodon, Captain Wallis?” His voice was cold and composed, the signs of his earlier fit gone entirely. 
 
    “Yes sir,” the captain replied. 
 
    “Even though I have not ordered you to move or given you the leeway to break formation.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “Even though it is my judgment that you are jumping at shadows.” 
 
    “That is your assessment of the situation, sir.” The captain finished tapping on his station, and the Helmsman nodded.  
 
    “Repositioning, Captain.” 
 
    Admiral Tchernkla shook his head. “You know I can’t tolerate this sort of disobedience, Wallis.” 
 
    “Frankly, sir, that is the least of my worries at this second.” 
 
    “Well. We’ll see you at the rendezvous point, then. Later. You know what you’ve done, Wallis. You know what I have to do after this.” 
 
    “I do, sir. Comms, close the channel.” 
 
    The admiral’s eyes snapped wide open, rage stirring within them again... 
 
    ...then wisping into sparks of light as the display winked out. 
 
    “It’s against protocol to use comms when running quiet,” Captain Wallis said, squeezing Kril’s shoulder again, then letting it go. “Take the security station, Corporal.” 
 
    “Sir? This isn’t my usual...” Kril caught the look on the captain’s face, and nodded. “Yes sir.”  
 
    Kril had been through station-sec training, same as every other greenbar in the fleet. But this was his first time standing behind an actual, physical one. But his login worked fine on the touchpad, and once the system had opened up to him and the overlay of Megalodon’s outline was up on his main viewer, Kril relaxed. 
 
    He looked up to find the captain staring at him, as the stars shifted and moved on the viewscreen. “Sir?” 
 
    The captain met his eyes. “You have questions, Granger. Ask.” 
 
    Kril’s heart fought with his brain, but fuck it, his career was done anyway. After that look the admiral gave him, he knew there was nothing left for him in the Fleet. “What the hell was all that with the admiral?” 
 
    “That is what happens when a rear echelon mother fucker gets a ship of the line position,” Captain Wallis said. “Oh, shut your mouth, son. He’s going to have too many worries coming way too quickly to have time to fuck you over.” 
 
    Kril closed his mouth and swallowed. He hadn’t expected the captain to be that blunt. He glanced around the bridge, trying to get a read on the room. But no one looked angry; no one was taking notice that the captain had overstepped his bounds. Everyone was focused on their tasks. Everyone was dead serious. 
 
    “It’s denial. We’ve had peace for the last five years, and he’s gambled a lot on things staying how they are. But that thing you saw, that had to be new tech. So, either the Shrivers are better off than we thought, or someone else is getting in the game.” 
 
    Kril’s eyes went wide. “Separatists?” 
 
    “Maybe. Could be sabotage. The reason the security station is unmanned is because I’ve got your chief doing a full sweep of the interior. He’s looking for nasty little surprises. But...” the captain looked at him, and his face softened, the lines and old scars next to his eyes flexing and relaxing. “Son. What you saw with the admiral? That shouldn’t have happened. He was more concerned that I was jumping the chain of command than he was about our safety. And everyone else’s under his command. That man forgot the most important rule you have to follow in the hungry dark.” 
 
    “You look after your own,” Kril murmured. 
 
    “Yeah.” Captain Wallis smiled... a smile that faded, as he turned and stared at the tubes that held Trin and her partner. “So, I hope we’re right about this. Because if not, we’re putting those two through hell for nothing.” 
 
    Kril’s father, before he’d gone driving on a lonely road one night, had told his son that if you had that kind of hope, you never voiced it. Because the gods were fickle and had really, really dark senses of humor. 
 
    And sure enough, the bastards didn’t fail to deliver. 
 
    “Captain! We have contact!” 
 
    “Center it!” 
 
    The screens slid, the view on them shifting until the forward view showed what was happening. 
 
    The dust of the Coronal Bleed was mostly dark matter, charged by whatever had closed the Hot Gates centuries back. It crowded and covered a wide band around the sun and made it impossible to see more than about a hundred thousand kilometers in any direction. Even for closer objects, it acted as a concealing shroud when it gathered, and the currents were just right.  
 
    Megalodon had only just started to move away from the fleet, and the rest of Fleet Gamma were black rectangles against the red sun’s light, the closest just eight thousand kilometers away. Another few thousand kilometers, and they’d be blurry patches at best. 
 
    But the things shifting in around them, they weren’t hard to see at all. They glowed. They were beacons, gleaming, swept-wing spacecraft with sleek lines and rounded, dolphin-like bows. They were relatively small, the largest of them half the size of Megalodon, and the lot of them put together could fit inside Arbalest’s hull. 
 
    “Those aren’t Shrivers,” Captain Wallis whispered. 
 
    “Captain? Should I hail them?” Major Bladnell asked. 
 
    “No,” Wallis said. “Keep us moving, adjust course to flank them. This is the admiral’s call; we just need to be in position to support him if—” 
 
    “They’re launching missiles!” the helmsman called out, as smaller, glowing dots started tracing lines through the dust toward Fleet Gamma. 
 
    Wallis slammed his hands to his station. “Fragg! Red alert!” 
 
    It took a second for Kril to realize that meant he had to call up the alerts on his station and a few more frantic seconds to find the right command. Sirens wailed in the depths of the ship, and pre-recorded voices whispered in everyone’s ear as the implanted buds told them this wasn’t a drill and to get to battle stations. 
 
    The glowing dots that were the missiles sped through dusty space, flickering towards the ships of the fleet. The ships were just now shifting, starting to move.  
 
    “Where the hell did these glowing bastards come from?” the captain barked. 
 
    “According to sensors, they weren’t there a second ago!” Ops called back. “Cloaked, possibly.” 
 
    Dust rippled around Arbalest. An oil slick of colors rippled out from it in an aura, the dust picking up the exhaust of three specialized reactors, as they vented. 
 
    “Arbalest’s powering up their main gun,” Ops said, tapping their station. 
 
    “Pretty sure that means we’re weapons free,” Captain Wallis said. “Let’s wake them up a little, mess up their lines. Helm, get us into flank, full burn. Gunnery, line us up some T-balls. Target the nearest one, aim to catch multiples if possible.” 
 
    “Full burn, aye,” came Trin’s voice, electronic and recorded, from the tub on the left. 
 
    “Firing solutions calculated,” came a tinny, mechanized voice from the tube on the right. “Awaiting your call, sir.” 
 
    Kril felt a twist in his gut, as the fields that surrounded Megalodon shifted. They went into damping mode, and the viewscreens blurred, the entire battle spinning and shifting so fast he had to blink to keep the vertigo down. 
 
    Megalodon had just accelerated at speeds that would have ripped its titanium bones out of its plasteel frame and turned the inhabitants into gooey red paste if regular physics hadn’t been appeased by those dampening fields. 
 
    He grabbed at the console, and was gratified to see he wasn’t the only one, even though there was no real motion. Phantom sensations, nerves trying to make sense of this motion, like so many other phenomena out here. 
 
    “In position, sir!” Trin’s voice said, electronic and cheery and pre-programmed. 
 
    “Take the shots!” the captain ordered. 
 
    And Megalodon shuddered as its mass drivers ran hot. 
 
    T-balls were short for thunderballs, which was slang for a tungsten sphere about a meter in diameter. There were no guidance systems for these spheres. There was nothing for low-yield energy weapons to melt. They’d punch through most point defense like a fist through thin balsa wood and keep going the way they were going, and woe betide anything in the way. 
 
    The problem was that they weren’t great at range. They were easy to detect, even in the Bleed. 
 
    But Megalodon wasn’t quite out of optimal range, and she was striking from an angle the enemies might not have covered. 
 
    “Payload delivered; letting them cool,” came the gunner’s tinny voice. “Permission to go beams hot?” 
 
    “Beams hot, aye!” called the captain. 
 
    They weren’t the only ones with that thought, Kril saw as he turned to the left and watched Fleet Gamma paint space with lasers. Normally they’d be invisible to his eyes, but the dust of the Bleed lit them up in lurid hues, as they stroked out toward the fast-moving enemy vessels. It was a withering barrage, and Kril expected to see a few of those glowy ships go dark. 
 
    But none did. 
 
    Not until a second later, when one winked out. 
 
    “Got one, sir!” came the gunner’s voice. “T-ball, looks like! In position for lasers and ion cannon! Taking the shot.” 
 
    Space rippled in front of them, and Kril found himself staring, unable to look away as Megalodon’s beam weaponry went to work. 
 
    “Kestrel’s gone, sir!” Ops called back. “Sparrow and Cliff Diver are crippled, trying to withdraw!” 
 
    “Damn it! That’s a third of our frigates!” Wallis leaned in. “Those fuckers are shifting though; we woke’em up.” 
 
    Not exactly good news, Kril thought to himself, as three of the nearest glowy ships peeled off and started heading towards them. It wasn’t hard to guess where they were going. 
 
    “Barracuda’s gone!” Ops called out.  
 
    “Already? The hell did they hit her with?” Wallis asked. 
 
    “All I see are missiles,” Trin said. “Sensors aren’t registering any beams, just missiles. By the way, we’ve got a bunch headed our way, sir.” 
 
    “Shit! Gunner?” 
 
    “Direct hits from our ion cannon and laser batteries, sir. No effect, sir.” 
 
    Wallis’ eyes went wide. “The hell?” 
 
    “Sir! Arbalest is taking their shot!” Ops called. 
 
    “Fragg! Pilot, get us clear!” 
 
    Space spun again, and Megalodon groaned, its structure straining under the force. 
 
    Arbalest was Fleet Gamma’s battleship. It was one of two in the system, perhaps one of two in all the universe, depending on what you believed about the survival of the human species after the gate collapse. 
 
    The Shrivers had nothing to match it. And so long as it occupied space in the Coronal Bleed, they didn’t dare try to take the Hot Gates for themselves. 
 
    In addition to its main reactor, which powered the gargantuan ship, and its backup reactors, which provided obscene levels of redundancy against sabotage and the tides of battle, it had three dedicated reactors just for its main gun. 
 
    It was called a fusion beam. Kril didn’t know the science behind it. 
 
    But now, as the filters flared across the viewscreen, and he got to see it for himself from almost too close a vantage point, all he could think of was Huh, the movies got it right. 
 
    It started with a flare of white-hot energy that eclipsed the front half of the shape that was Arbalest and lashed out like a finger of the war god, tracing a straight line that was hundreds of kilometers across, and tens of thousands of kilometers long, flaring through the dust with a blue-white energy that set the hungry dark ablaze. 
 
    It was an angel’s fury; it was unending holy wrath; it was a force of the fundament itself, and after it collapsed and bled away, Kril felt himself leaning forward, trying to see what remained. 
 
    “Fragg me...” the captain groaned. 
 
    The answer was everything. 
 
    Not a single one of the foe had been destroyed. 
 
    “Gunner. Did Arbalest miss?” Captain Wallis asked, his voice hushed. 
 
    “Negative, sir. I tracked at least three in the kill zone. They took it.” 
 
    “New wave of missiles incoming!” Trin said.  
 
    Kril twisted around to see those three ships that had broken off to deal with Megalodon turning, and smaller, glowing dots heading their way once more. 
 
    “Crocodile and Tiger Shark are gone! Most of their frigate support went with them! Tracking hits on Arbalest!” Ops called. 
 
    “The only reason we’re still alive is because we spun up our augmented personnel,” Captain Wallis said. “We can’t win this. Retreat. Pilot, get us out of—”  
 
    Space twisted again, and this time he heard a creaking, heard a snap of something below his feet. The bridge shuddered, as a part of Megalodon that wasn’t supposed to move so quickly failed, in a way that the dampening field couldn’t handle. 
 
    “Retreating, aye!” Trin’s electronic voice confirmed.  
 
    “Helm, set us a course back to Razor Station, by way of the second moon,” the captain barked. “Gunner, the second the mass drivers are cool enough to fire, give them more T-balls; keep them off our tail.” 
 
    “Sir,” Ops said, and his tone was a whisper. “Arbalest is gone.” 
 
    Kril turned in time to see the big ship come apart. Their course had taken them close enough to make out details... the broad dish at the front of the blocky battleship, the winglike fins that helped focus and direct the all-destroying beam, the various bumps and protrusions that were its engines and structural reinforcements. 
 
    All that, coming apart like a child’s constructor blocks kicked by a careless clawbeast. 
 
    There was no explosion. There were just glowing dots slamming into it and large holes in the hull as it broke into three big pieces, spinning back and away as smaller pieces sprayed out. 
 
    “Fraaaaagggg...” Captain Wallis groaned. “Why the hells didn’t you listen?” 
 
    “Sir! The rest of the enemy are pivoting our way!” Ops called out. 
 
    “Engineering. Full power to engines. Fragg all else,” Captain Wallis said. “Helm, shift us if any missiles get too close, otherwise hold off. We have momentum. Gunner, get ready for point defense.” 
 
    “I’ll do what I can, sir. Not sure if it’ll be effective.” 
 
    Kril sucked air through his teeth as a really bad notion came to his mind. 
 
    Like any ship of the line, Megalodon had plenty of point defense, batteries of smaller, short-range lasers that would spray in the direction of incoming missiles, rockets, and other guided ordnance.  
 
    But so far, nothing energy-based had made a dent in the enemy ships. And the missiles were glowing in the same way those ships glowed... 
 
    Kril turned to look at Trin’s tube. 
 
    They were in her hands, now. Like the captain had said, she was the only reason they were still alive.  
 
    None of the other ships of the fleet had had time to get their augmented personnel prepped and ready and in place. 
 
    They were all dead now, because of that. And there wasn’t a thing that anyone on Megalodon could do about that. 
 
    He looked back, saw the glowing ships coming to a stop, saw their pursuers break away. And he closed his eyes. 
 
    “Sir!” Ops yelled, and Kril snapped his eyes open again and stared stupidly at empty dark. 
 
    There had been ships there a second... no, not even a second ago. Now there was nothing. 
 
    “Ahead of us!” Trin yelled, and Megalodon shuddered and groaned, and there were more snapping noises. 
 
    Amid the shaking, Kril turned to see that the glowing ships, those strange swept-wing, round-nosed vessels had somehow gotten in front of them. 
 
    “They can teleport,” Kril said, remembering the shows of his youth. “Fragg... they can teleport!” 
 
    “Sir!” Trin said, in her prerecorded voice. “I can’t—” 
 
    That was all she had time to say before the bridge twisted. There came a sound of thunder, and the room went dark. 
 
    Dark and cold, and to his horror Kril realized that he was on the floor looking up and in the darkness there were twisting stars behind a puff of escaping fog that was the room’s atmosphere. 
 
    He opened his mouth to scream and felt air boil out of him... 
 
    ...and that’s when words flashed across his retinal implants. 
 
    VACUUM EXPOSURE DETECTED. 
 
    DEPLOYING HOOD. 
 
    The suit! 
 
    They’d taken him from the airlock through the ship, the second he’d pounded the alarm! He hadn’t had time to take off the maintenance suit! 
 
    In the void, as his blood thrummed in his head, and his vision got darker and darker at the edges, he felt along the back of the suit, just like he’d been trained. And he pulled the cowl he found there forward and over his head. 
 
    The plasteel circuitry took over from there, sealing it around his face, and he gasped in pain and relief, as air flooded into his mouth. He coughed and tasted blood, coughed some more, blinking frantically as the cold hit him for the first time. It had come on so suddenly, that his nerves had been overloaded, couldn’t register it. What had it been, three seconds? Five? Not long enough for his eyes to freeze, thankfully, though they hurt like hell. 
 
    “The standard maintenance suit comes with an emergency deployable hood, in the event that your dome fails!” He heard his first shirt yelling in the halls of his memory, again. “However, to properly get the hood on, the dome must be removed first, thus exposing your noggin to the environment! You can guess what this will do to you if you do not get the hood on quickly!” 
 
    I never thought I’d need to do that, Kril thought, and pushed himself up off the floor. 
 
    Then he tapped his right hand on his opposite shoulder and activated the emergency light. 
 
    He almost wished he hadn’t. 
 
    Nobody else on the bridge had been wearing a suit.  
 
    He was surrounded by choking and thrashing crew, some drifting up in the sudden lack of gravity. Their breath crystalized red and bloody in the light, as they died in front of his eyes. 
 
    And then he felt a thump on his back and barely managed to grab ahold of the station. 
 
    He turned, and in the silence, Kril saw Captain Wallis, eyes frozen open, red and blind. 
 
    The captain’s lips moved, and Kril read them. 
 
    You look after your own. 
 
    Then they stopped moving. As did Captain Wallis. And Kril was left staring a rapidly-freezing corpse. 
 
    Kril ran to the pilot’s tube. Lights flickered on the panel, yellow and red, harvest colors. This brought him closer to the fissure in the side of the chamber, the fissure that bisected the gunner’s chamber, and traced across the curve of the bridge. It had stopped before opening up Trinity’s station like a can of soup. 
 
    He fumbled for the comm panel, pushed it. Sparks flared in the void, and he cursed, fumbled around, played the lights on the cylinder, trying to find a manual release, or something, anything. 
 
    The cylinder hissed open, blowing him back into a corpse. He shoved it aside, and it crunched against a station, bits of it breaking off and frozen fingers spiraling away into the darker recesses of the bridge. Ignoring it, Kril hopped back to the cylinder in time to see a writhing plasteel bag push its way out. 
 
    He grabbed it and through the opacity, saw Trin’s face push up against it. He ran his thumb down her cheek, and felt it shift back, felt her own hand come up and grab his. Moving fast, moving too fast. She was still spun up, and that was dangerous. 
 
    Lifeboat, he thought, through the buzzing pain that was starting to fill his head. Got to get to a lifeboat. 
 
    The bridge door, thankfully, hadn’t been caught in the explosion. And this one had a manual release. He dragged Trin behind him like a lander’s day balloon, slowly, surely, shining the suit light all around as he trudged through the corridor. 
 
    The corridor ended fifty meters ahead. Streaks of white stars flashed past. Megalodon hadn’t come to a stop just because she’d been destroyed. The part of wreckage they were on was still going at max burn.  
 
    Given time, the dust of the Coronal Bleed would build up and slow and stop it, pull it into the orbit of some other ruin out here. But he didn’t have time to wait for that. 
 
    Muttering again and stopping when his air supply indicator dropped in response, he turned around and trudged the other way.  
 
    It took five turns, a few false starts, and a hazardous trek through a ruined ready room, but he finally found what he was looking for. The blue light shone in the void like a beacon of hope, and he felt tears at the corners of his eyes, stinging against the raw flesh. Blue. It was still functional. They would live. 
 
    Vapor poured out of the hatch, misting into the hungry dark as they piled into the airlock. Lights flickered, and then came the blessed hissing, as the air refilled, atmosphere still functioning.  
 
    It felt like forever before the door opposite him chimed and slid open, and he entered it, entered the long room that was the lifeboat and put Trin’s bag on the floor before slumping down himself. 
 
    Then he stopped seeing or feeling much of anything for a bit. 
 
    “Kril?” he heard her say. “Kril! Wake up!” 
 
    He blinked his eyes open, stared at the red indicator that showed his suit was almost out of air. He’d faded out for a second. Then his eyes shifted, blurring and pained, and he focused on Trin’s face. On her own mechanical eyes, staring into his. “Take off the hood!” she shouted. 
 
    Trembling, he managed to get his hand in the right place and triggered the release. The hood snapped free, and he gasped, took in deep breaths of the lifeboat’s air. 
 
    Everything hurt. 
 
    “Drink this,” she said, pushing a bulb of Nutria mix into his hand. He gulped the first mouthful down, coughed and sprayed it, then got the second mouthful to stay down. His throat was raw; his sinuses felt flayed; his mouth felt burned, and his eyes felt like peeled grapes. The dark had punched him right in the noggin, and thankfully, it hadn’t been a knockout blow. He knew without looking that there were small wounds next to his eyes now. Vacuum would give him scars to twin his captain’s. 
 
    “How long?” he managed, when half the Nutria was gone. 
 
    “Seven minutes, maybe. I had to come down from the Tempo before I could do much. Sorry.” 
 
    Kril sat up with her help, as he gazed past her and stared at the lifeboat’s viewscreen. It showed stars hurtling past. No glowing ships, but then, it only had a very small field of vision compared to Megalodon’s. 
 
    “What now?” Trin asked. 
 
    Kril wanted to go back to sleep. But he wasn’t sure he’d wake up if he did that, so instead he drank more Nutria mix and got his breathing under control. And when he was sure he could talk without coughing his lungs out, he replied. 
 
    “We wait and hope they don’t blow the chunk we’re on into smaller chunks. Think you can get the lifeboat out without wrecking it?” 
 
    “No,” she said without hesitation. “The only reason we still have something like gravity is because we were rotating when they hit us. This fragment of Megalodon is going to have a debris cloud, and we can’t escape it safely while it’s going at this speed.” 
 
    Kril sucked on his teeth, regretted it as his tongue pulsed and felt swollen in his mouth. “Okay. We give it a little time, then we activate the distress signal. And we hope that we’re lucky, and it’s a fleet rescue operative who opens the door.” 
 
    After a day, they did just that. 
 
    And after two more weeks, just as the air was starting to grow thin, and the power reserves were down to a fraction, someone did open the door. 
 
    But it wasn’t a fleet rescue operative. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 1: NOW 
 
      
 
    The stars were as bright as ever, in the velvet black of the dark. And the quiet eased his mind a bit, same as it ever did. 
 
    But Kril wasn’t relaxed. 
 
    He had a job to do; they all did, and time was limited. 
 
    No, being your own boss meant that even when you were working with something you loved, you were still working, and if you relaxed too much, then you fragged up. 
 
    And the hungry dark was always waiting for people to fragg up. 
 
    His throat itched where it had got him, eight years ago. At the time he’d compared it to a punch to the head. But no, no. She’d caught him with his mouth open, and it had been more like a kiss. One that left scars that would never heal. 
 
    “Worst ex I’ve ever had,” he muttered, as he clomped along the hull. 
 
    “Say again, Captain?” Juto whispered in his earbud. 
 
    “Nothin’,” Kril said, pausing to take one last look at the stars. “Almost to the breach. Keep the drone on me and your finger on that EMP trigger.” 
 
    Then he turned to face his target, and got to work. 
 
    They were somewhere coreward from Rigel, out in the dark between Rigel and Mersenne. He’d gotten the job from Falstaff, on the Rig. The old man had sung sweet promises of low-hanging fruit protected only by its isolation, but that was about as likely as Trin managing to keep more than a single cup of rotgut down on any given night.  
 
    He’d set Mercator to asking around on the quiet, and the grifter had turned up the real reason that nobody had come knocking on this particular door before. 
 
    Two fleets had fought to the death here, about three decades before the Pale Riders had come. But only one of the fleets had been manned. The other was full AI. 
 
    And according to boozy local legends, some of the AI ships were still active and still defending the old battlefield to this very day. 
 
    That was the short version of it, the very suspicious version of it. But some more legwork had revealed that only about a fifth of the ships that went out that way had returned, and the crew of the ones that did kept their lips shut about what was out here. 
 
    Kril had a feeling that was due to more mundane reasons than any rogue AI. This region was declared off-limits by the two empires that had fought, and they’d sworn retribution to any who disturbed their battlefield. Nobody was going to admit to scavenging this place. The Vendharan League and Storn’s Compact might be low on ships, but they paid bounty hunters well. So of course a lot of crews had “never returned.” It was a big galaxy, with lots of good places for sensible Scrappers to hide. 
 
    Still, as he stood on the edge of the breach, staring down into the guts of a wreck that was older than he was, he couldn’t help but feel a shiver of fear. 
 
    And now Kril was glad he’d paid a little extra from his dwindling stash to buy a couple of reworked drones and arm them with EMP beamers. If those rumors about active AI were true, then this might save their ass. Juto had rattled some contacts and gotten white papers of the old Storner tech and figured that the beamers could probably take out anything that wasn’t too well shielded. 
 
    “Should do fine against the Seekers,” Juto had told him. “And the flying mines they liked using, if there’s any of those around. Pretty much anything short of a LAD.” 
 
    “Lad?” he’d asked. 
 
    “Large Assault Drone. Walking tank, more or less, only built like a big centipede. Fills corridors, chainsaws and guns its way through flesh. Supposedly the things could turn platoons of Vendharan marines into chunky salsa and flood decks with waves of blood. But hell, what are the odds of those still being active after all this time?” 
 
    And now, looking down into a hull breach the size of a groundcar, Kril felt those odds were a lot more worrisome than they had been a few days ago, en-route to this no-name star. 
 
    Shaking his head, and watching light reflect from the inside of his dome, he picked his way down into Rajah’s Pride. 
 
    He was using one of their few hardsuits to do this; Camomile had the other one. It was a far cry from the plasfoil skinsuits he’d trained in ten years ago. Those had been mass-produced, disposable, and fragile by comparison. 
 
    The hardsuit was sturdy, customized, and too valuable to be junked. It had steel and hard plastic plates worked into layers of hyperfiber, and a reinforced dome that had two layers with gluebladders sandwiched firmly between. Any cracks in the hardquartz would be swiftly sealed by a solution designed to spread and harden when exposed to vacuum. Only a very big hole would prevent it from sealing, and if Kril caught that big a hole in his helmet, then he probably had much bigger problems than the void. 
 
    The only downside to the hardsuit was that it was bulky by comparison to skinsuits, adding to his footprint. The oxygen tanks on his back were a particular obstacle but necessary. He had no idea how long they’d be in Rajah’s Pride, how long it would take to find what they were looking for. 
 
    “Camomile, you there yet?” he asked, partly because Camomile was slow on a good day and partly to test out the comm. It was an Eeper, so it shouldn’t be stopped by the Vendharan stuff, but there was a lot of ship between this breach and the one on the other side that Camomile was supposed to be entering. 
 
    Fortunately, nothing stopped Camomile’s laconic drawl from coming back into his ear. “I’m here. Just checkin’ gear ’fore I go on in.” 
 
    They’d picked her up three jobs back. As navigators went, she was pretty decent, but she was pretty bad at just about every other task Krill had given her. Truthfully, she was on this job because they had this sector mapped out well enough that they could replace her at the Rig if she fragged up. 
 
    Krill was mulling over the idea of replacing her regardless, but he had business to tend to first. Now he was the one who was stalling. 
 
    The hull was thick, and his light played along the layers as he went. Titanium and ceramics and something like plasteel that wasn’t quite. The Vendharan League had five full systems worth of mineral rich planets and hadn’t hesitated to sink a good chunk of it into their ships.  
 
    They’d needed it, too. Storn’s Compact disagreed with two out of five of their system claims, and after they’d lost contact with the rest of the galaxy, the two neighbors had tried to settle their differences explosively on many, many occasions. This was just the last one of note, before the Pale Riders had come in and reset the board. 
 
    Then he was through the meter-thick hull and into corridor. Drifting, taking care to avoid anything that could catch or damage his suit, he pulled his way through with the drone following silently behind. He could see its light playing off the walls of the corridor as he went, acting as a counterpoint to the beam mounted on the side of his dome. 
 
    It didn’t take long to reach the first bulkhead. He pulled out the tapper, set it on the door, and pushed the button on the side of it. 
 
    And a moment later he had a most-unwelcome reading pop up red on his dome’s HUD. 
 
    “Atmo!” Juto whispered in his ear. “Well, shit.” 
 
    Atmosphere complicated things. If he forced the door open or took the cutter to it, then the air inside would boil out and carry everything that wasn’t nailed down with it. Right toward his face. At a ludicrously high velocity. 
 
    A lot of Scrappers had died to an incautious breach into a pressurized compartment. Krill didn’t aim to be one of them today. “This is one of those double-edged sword deals,” Kril said. “If it’s still got atmo, odds are it hasn’t been picked over.” 
 
    “This whole fleet’s supposed to be fresh, more or less,” Mercator said over the line, his overly-educated and clipped tones sounding snooty as usual. “And this is what, the third possible that we came to? She’s virgin all right.” 
 
     “I hope you’re going around?” Seraph ground out in his other ear. “I can’t do much if you crack your dome out there.” 
 
    Seraph was the medic. She’d damaged her throat from substance abuse years back. Of this crew, she’d been with them the longest; about two years, give or take. She was also a pretty good cook, on the rare occasions they could afford stuff that wasn’t rations or scop. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re going around,” Kril said. “What we’re looking for is supposed to be stored deeper in anyway. The way they cracked her, she should be pretty well hollow. Camomile, you in yet?” 
 
    “Yeah. Slow going, there’s a lot of churn in here. I’m trying not to get too scraped up.” 
 
    Kril turned, and eyed the corridor, shining the light down it. The beam played off the small fragments of metal and other substances that had swirled in his wake as he moved through the ship. There was churn here, yeah but nothing major.  
 
    “Ain’t much on my side,” he said, retracing his steps back to the breach, then down the other end of the corridor. “Juto, how’s she looking?” 
 
    “Big churn over there. The Storners must have hit it with a different weapon, some kinda frag, maybe.” 
 
    Kril shook his head. All these years, and it still felt off when someone else used ‘fragg’ differently. Eventually he’d get used to it, maybe.  
 
    That aside, it was odd that the churn was so different, though. “The breaches looked similar when we were mapping them out. Kinda strange there’s this much variance.” 
 
    “Who cares?” Camomile asked. “Let’s get this done and over with.” 
 
    “I care,” Kril said, slowing his steps and playing the beam over gouges in the walls. There had been weapons fire here. And something more... he traced a suited finger over several scraping scars in the painted corridor that revealed bright metal beneath. The pattern seemed to repeat and score the sides, ceiling, even a few nicks along the grated floor. 
 
    “Every wreck gives you clues,” he said, as he’d said so many times before. “And it’s up to you to figure out the clues because there’s no second tries with the hungry dark. If you miss a detail or misjudge the risk, then that’s it; that’s all.” 
 
    Five sets of groans along the line, and he bit back a chuckle. 
 
    “Let’s just get on with it,” Seraph sighed. “Save lecture time for when you get back.” 
 
    “Please.” Camomile added. 
 
    “Fine by me,” he said. “Juto, those LAD things you were talking about?” 
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    “I think I’m on the trail of one.” He reached up to the remnants of what had been a ceiling-mounted turret, played his light along it. Some kind of slugthrower, probably with hollow point rounds or something else designed to go squish against corridor wall. That would account for the scars that didn’t wind through here like a drunken serpent. 
 
    The bulkhead door on the other end of the corridor was also pressurized, but the gaping hole next to it was an easy path deeper into Rajah’s Pride. It had been made by laser cutters, he thought. Or something along those lines.  
 
    He passed through the secondary breach into a service crawlspace, and the scoring was even more pronounced, here.  
 
    “Hey,” Juto spoke up. “Should we be following the trail of the possibly-still-active war machine? That a good idea, Captain?” 
 
    “Think so. It’ll have gone to a vital spot, and we know what we want is deep inside. If we’re lucky, we might find some cables to splice.” 
 
    “Cables. Christos, yeah, that’s what we’re looking at, aren’t we? These Vendharan chucklehumps were still using physical state networking. Prims.” 
 
    Prims meant primitives, and calling someone that in the wrong saloon was a good way to lose teeth. Kril ground his and kept quiet. Juto had a tendency to say quiet thoughts out loud, then get offended when you called him on it. It was tolerable at first, but the more comfy he got with it, the more of his quiet thoughts the crew learned. And a lot of them were kind of disturbing. The type of disturbing that meant he wouldn’t be sad to see the back of Juto the second they found a better techie. 
 
    But for now, the man literally had his back in a very tight spot, so Kril kept quiet and kept clambering through the vent-like space. 
 
    His jaw eased a bit, as Trin spoke for the first time. “You call them prims, but consider who they were up against. They might have had reasons for keeping their computers hardwired.” 
 
    “Yeah, you might think that,” Juto said. “But they’d lose stupid big response time in speed. They’d be better off focusing on killing the Storners fast, instead of trying to defend against this kind of shit.” 
 
    “Have you looked at the ship we’re looting?” Trin said. “This thing is a turtle. And it’s a destroyer. The Vendharans didn’t have much use for speed to begin with.” 
 
    “Yeah and look where it got them,” Camomile said, her voice crackling and fuzzy. “Dead and cored.” 
 
    “Say again?” Kril asked, stopping. “You’ve got static.” 
 
    “I said... got them, dead...” The rest was lost. 
 
    “Juto, can you tighten her signal?” Kril said, hands resting to either side of the crawlspace. 
 
    “I can try. I’m not seeing any live current ahead if that’s what you’re worried about.” 
 
    “Nah. That’s not what I’m worried about,” Kril said, playing the light over flickering dots ahead. But he started easing forward again, inching through the tight metal tube.  
 
    As he went, fragments of metal and splinters of plastic tapped and tinked against his dome and made the light from his beam hazy with particles.  
 
    Churn. From the breach? Possibly. The LAD, or whatever it had been, had bored into this space and doubtless driven the remnants of its entry ahead of it as it went. But it obviously hadn’t stopped here in the middle of the tube, and he didn’t see any exit holes, so where had the churn come from? 
 
    The question saved him. 
 
    “We really don’t have much time,” Juto nagged again, but Kril bent down and played his light over the path ahead. And there he found it. Reaching into a small nook in the floor, he pulled out a battered and burst cannister, the end of it blown open from the inside.  
 
    “Look familiar?” he held it out to the drone. 
 
    “That’s a suitpopper, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is,” Mercator said. “Though this one’s considerably more damaged than the ones my smuggler acquaintance offered to sell us.” 
 
    Kril looked around the shaft. “They have compartments made to hold these. About the size. Looks like they open and shut... smart. You don’t want to take the legs off whoever pulls scut duty, but you don’t want boarders using the tubes to get deep into your ship.” Kril put the spent mine aside, and it drifted in the eddies of the churn that had been either its payload or part of the drone that had come this way. 
 
    Juto sighed. “We’re going to retrace and find a safer path, aren’t we?”  
 
    “Nope. We’re stuck following this trail. Big boy will have popped them all, so it’s safer than risking uncharted territory. So let’s hope our invading friend found someplace useful to fetch up.” 
 
    “I’m surprised this mine didn’t blow it away,” Mercator said. “Are they truly that tough?” 
 
    “Simple common sense,” Kril said, stepping forward carefully, playing his light around the cramped space. “If you’re going to put explosive traps in the interior of your ship’s sensitive bits, you don’t want them to be powerful enough to frag up your ship’s sensitive bits.” 
 
    “But my contact assured me that their power was unmatched for the size of the munition—” 
 
    “Of course he’d tell you that; he was trying to sell you the damn things!” Seraph said. 
 
    It comforted Kril as he moved through the thirty-year old tomb. Hearing his crew chatter through the comm took his mind off the danger about him just enough to keep the dread at bay but not enough to distract him from the very real danger of moving through a maze of potential traps. 
 
    It was a decent crew. Not the best he’d ever had, but good enough, and out here in the hungry dark, you clung to your own or you found yourself dying alone. 
 
    He let them banter until he came to the cross section of tubing, and found the shattered remains of the LAD. “Juto? The poppers didn’t do this.” He knew because he’d crossed carefully over three more in the crawlspace to get here. Plenty of churn, but that had to be from the mine payloads and the thing’s armor. 
 
    It looked more like a squid than a centipede, with long, thrashing tendrils at the front of it. The rear end was a segmented body with several sets of legs, but it was shorter and smaller than he’d expected. 
 
    “Huh. I was expecting something more threatening,” Juto said, and the drone started to hum past Kril... 
 
    ...and lightning-fast, he caught it and held it, feeling its repulsors strain to break free. “Uh-uh. Not until you tell me how it died.” 
 
    “You worry too much.” 
 
    “And if I let you set off a trap that can kill something like THIS while I’m a meter away in a suit, then I’d say I didn’t worry enough. Answers, man.”  
 
    “Okay, but I might need to get closer.” 
 
    “Then let me back up some.” 
 
    He’d never seen a drone wait impatiently before, but Juto managed to make the thing project an aura of annoyance. 
 
    Once he was back, it bobbled right into the junction and amped up its light beam. 
 
    Minutes crawled by, and Kril remembered that he wasn’t the only warm body in this ruin. “Camomile, you still there?” 
 
    “—es, I’m—” 
 
    “Frag,” Kril muttered. 
 
    “It wasn’t a trap,” Juto’s drone wandered back. “It was an ambush. There’s a ton of high-caliber holes in the walls of the left passage. They fired through their own substructure to waste the thing.” 
 
    “That’s a comfort. How deep in are we? Anywhere close to the bridge or central spine of this thing?” 
 
    “Not even close.” 
 
    Kril moved up, shone his light down the left tunnel. The holes in the crawlspace were the size of Scop wafers, and sprinkled around liberally. He’d have to grate himself like a cheese to fit through. True, he could bust out the cutter, but... “That’s an outer hallway past those holes, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Looks like.” 
 
    “No good. Too much time for not enough gain. We need to get deeper in...” He turned and stared down the right hand tunnel. “Get ahead of me by about two meters and stick to the ceiling.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah. Every popper so far has been on the floor, so we go up. Keep an eye out in case they decided to break the pattern at some point.” 
 
    “They won’t. These prims had no imagination,” Juto snorted. 
 
    Kril rolled his eyes. Juto’s attitude was grinding more and more... but he focused on moving himself up and getting the tanks arranged so they wouldn’t protrude too much. 
 
    It was an awkward crawl, sideways across the ceiling, but there was only about a third of a meter of clearance betwixt himself and the floor, and sure enough, after twenty meters he passed the first untriggered popper. No clue as to whether or not it’d work after this long in an unpressurized area, but he didn’t want to be the one to find out. 
 
    There were several more junctions, and the chatter of the crew fell silent as he went deeper and deeper. 
 
    And at about the point where he was down to three-quarters oxygen, he felt the ceiling vibrate through his gloves. 
 
    An explosion? An impact? “What was that?” 
 
    “What was what?” Juto asked. 
 
    “I felt something. Vibration. Less than a second, and now it’s gone.” 
 
    “You sure you’re not imagining it?” Juto asked. 
 
    “I know what I felt.” 
 
    “N—in’ here, Cap—” Camomile’s voice came through. 
 
    “So, it’s local to the area I’m in. Unless... Trin, can you do an orbit, see if there’s any signs visible from outside?” 
 
    “Is that really necessary?” asked Mercator. “What if we trigger something new? I’d hate to bring you any more complications.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. If it’s on the outside, Trin can handle it. If it’s around my area... I’d rather it didn’t hit me in tight quarters. Juto, how close are we to a critical route corridor or compartment?” 
 
    “Still a ways out, if the plans Mercator found us are accurate. But we’re not too far from a crew quarters, and that’ll eventually wind you into a good route.” 
 
    “Pressurized?” 
 
    “Don’t know.” 
 
    “Go and check,” Kril said, waiting a moment as the drone headed around him and started back down the way they’d come. Only a few dozen meters, and by the time Kril caught up to him, Juto was already speaking. “No pressure. You’re safe to breach.” 
 
    Kril checked with the tapper anyway. It confirmed Juto’s words, and wasting no more time, he pulled out the cutter and got to work. 
 
    The walls of the crew quarters were nowhere near as thick as the hull, but they didn’t yield easily to the laser cutter. It took about a quarter of his suit’s charge before he had a breach big enough to squirm through. Even then he had to detach the oxygen tanks and snap them back on afterwards. 
 
    But once he was through, he collapsed the rodlike cutter and stowed it back in his chest compartment before turning and getting a good look at the place he’d gambled on entering. 
 
    For a second, he thought he’d entered a massive carnival tent. The floors and walls were covered with fabric, including the wall he’d just burned through. Hells, if the place had atmo he was pretty sure the laser would have set the fabric on fire.  
 
    But no, he saw that it wasn’t a tent. The fabric was of different types, different colors and patterns, stitched together in a crazy quilt and segmented into compartments that held bunk beds, and old-style chests, and personal possessions that now floated and slowly moved toward him through the empty space. Though it hadn’t been pressurized, some trace of atmo had remained, and now books, game pieces, random items of clothing, and all the various bits and pieces of human shipboard life spun lazily toward him. A pocket mirror in the lead winked as it came through the beam of his light, and he reached out and snagged it. Silvery metal surrounded a gleaming half-sphere of glass, with engraving on the sides. 
 
    And as he closed his glove around it, it lit up. And the orb lit up with an image of a young woman, black hair loose and frizzed, white teeth bright against her brown skin as she held a small infant up for the camera. 
 
    Gently, he walked over to the nearest cubby and parted its purple and gold curtains. He started to tuck the mirror into a wrinkle of sheets in the nearest bed, then paused. “Might be we could track down his family. Let them know where this fellow ended his days.” 
 
    “Sentimental and pointless,” Mercator sniffed. 
 
    “Eh. As long as you do it without getting us all thrown in a Vendharan work camp, you do you, Boo.” said Seraph. 
 
    “Utey-Yoobu?” Kril asked. She had some weird turns of phrase, and he couldn’t always be sure the translator was telling him straight. 
 
    “Never mind,” said Seraph. “You might want to get a move on.” 
 
    Kril opened his chest compartment, tried to put the mirror viewer in. But it didn’t quite fit, so instead he magnetized the back of his left glove and tapped the viewer against it. Something in it was ferrous enough to stick. 
 
    “Shit!” said Juto. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Camomile’s gone.” 
 
    Kril opened his channel. “Camomile? Come in. Camomile?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Whatever got her got my other drone, too. Something fast. I caught motion.” 
 
    “Show me the footage,” Kril said, sliding deeper into the cloth compartment and hauling out his slugger. Even though he was gloved, he fancied he could feel the worn grip in his hand and having the gun out made him feel a little better. 
 
    “I don’t have footage.” 
 
    “How the frag do you not have footage?” Kril said, frowning. 
 
    “I don’t! There’s a delay before it records. I can show you what she was walking into, but not what got her.” 
 
    And there was a note in Juto’s voice that Kril had only heard a few times before. 
 
    Could be fear. But if it wasn’t... 
 
    “Show me the footage you do have, last minute. After that we need to get to her, quick. No more room for hesitation.” 
 
    “Fine, fine, whatever. Piping it to your dome.” 
 
    “Kril,” said Trin. “Still want a view from outside?” 
 
    “Yeah. Take the controls personally. Seraph, get sick bay ready. Mercator, suit up and be ready to help me extract her.” 
 
    “You’re wasting your time,” Mercator sniffed. “If it took out the drone, then she’s already dead.” 
 
    “Nothing’s certain until we see the body,” he said and tapped his dome as the icon flashed, setting the footage to play. 
 
    Grainy stuff. The drone watched her move through a corridor, but the feed flickered and warped. She had her own slugger out and was moving slow. “There it... again...” the drone heard her say, in between bursts of static. 
 
    “It’s your damn imagination,” Juto told her. “I don’t hear anything.” 
 
    “No, it’s....” she pulled up next to a door, put her back on the wall next to it. Then she reached out and turned the wheel, tugging it open. She leaned in... 
 
    ...and the footage cut out. 
 
    “Right. Corridors.” He replayed it, moving to the exit from the crew quarters as he did so. He didn’t waste time; if there was anything hostile in this section it would have attacked him by now. 
 
    The tapper said the hallway was clear, so he cycled the wheel on the door and tugged it open, mirror winking in the light of the beam as he pulled his hand back. He crouched and rushed through, covered one side of the corridor, then wheeled around to look down the other. Darkness and more doors before the curves of the corridor cut off his vision. 
 
    He frowned. “Get me a direction. Where is she from here?” 
 
    Juto’s voice was strained. “She came in from the opposite side of the ship. I don’t fucking know... if you go right you should run into what’s left of her.” 
 
    The central part of the destroyer was laid out like a disk, he recalled. It had a thin vertical profile when seen head on, but a large horizontal footprint. The upside for him was that there was only a single deck to worry about. The downside was that there were a lot of places she could be. 
 
    Charging blindly to the right would get him nowhere. Instead, he called up the footage again. This time, instead of watching Camomile, he studied the hallway she was moving down. 
 
    “Trin,” he whispered. “Check this footage. Get me a translation on the writing that’s around seventeen seconds in.” 
 
    “Onnn it,” she said, her voice slightly slurred. 
 
    “You okay there, Trinity? Want me to do it?” Juto asked. 
 
    “I haaave this,” she said. “Just sttttress.” 
 
    “Not sure your brother has time for a panic attack there, lady.” 
 
    “Juto. Watch your mouth, it’s moving again,” Kril snapped. 
 
    And before long, Trin got back to him, sending it through text instead of speech. 
 
    Rough translation is Engineering four. 
 
    “Engineering. We came out of crew quarters... yeah, you’re right, Juto. We need to go right and cut over to the third ring. Yeah, third ring,” he said, remembering the layout they’d all studied on the flight over. 
 
    “Aye aye, Captain. Lead the way,” Juto said, the words clipped and his tone snippy.  
 
    Definitely dropping this guy off at the next port, Kril thought, as he bounded down the hall, pushing off the ceiling with his left hand whenever momentum got him too close to the roof of the corridor. 
 
    There were no personal touches here in the halls. Nothing like the cloth partitions that had probably been made by friends and loved ones and sent along to remind their soldiers of home. But they weren’t featureless. More scoring along the walls here, familiar patterns that broke up the labels and scrawling Vendharan words that labeled each junction or turn. LADs had been at work here, and soon enough he was passing their shattered carcasses. 
 
    Lots of churn, once he started getting into those areas. 
 
    “Think I know why Camomile hit churn early on. This is the main assault path,” he said. “You seeing a lot of little breaches outside?” 
 
    “We’re almost to her entry point, and yeah,” Seraph said. “The scan missed those the first time around. They’re not big.” 
 
    “Neither are the LADs. The Storners probably have something like a shotgun, shoots multiples of these things into their targets. Then they come alive and burrow deeper, start looking for people to mash and important bits to break.” 
 
    Or stolen technology to retrieve, he thought, as he took a turn. Same reason we’re here. 
 
    The walls were scored with high-caliber holes, mixed in with the scars from the LAD tendrils. He was starting to pass downed defenders, men in unfamiliar suit styles, some holding very big guns, others clutching the remnants of their helmets, or with their hands slapped over themselves, obviously trying to cover a wound or a holed part of the suit. Specks and flecks of frozen gore drifted in the unpressurized void, and he did his best to steer around them. 
 
    Four more turns, and five minutes later, he was staring at the doorway that he’d seen on the footage. 
 
    It was just off the main warpath, which was why it had still been intact. Now it stood ajar, and there was no trace of Kril’s wayward crew, or whatever had taken Camomile and Juto’s second drone out of the equation. 
 
    “Now what?” Juto asked. 
 
    Kril tried again. “Seraph, Mercator, you read me?” 
 
    “...up...” came Seraph’s reply. 
 
    “That’s a hard no. Same static.”  
 
    But Juto wasn’t affected. More suspicion gnawed at Kril’s mind. 
 
    “Send the drone in first,” he told Juto. “I’ll cover you.” 
 
    “It should be the other way around. If one of these LADs is still active, I have the best chance of taking it down,” Juto said, static roaring around his voice. That static hadn’t been there a second ago. 
 
    “No time to argue. Camomile could be bleeding out. Go.” Kril waved the slugger toward the door. 
 
    “All right, but it’s your funeral,” Juto said, and the drone whispered past him, into the dark. 
 
    Dark. Kril reached to his harness, pulled a glow stick. He shook it, tossed it in.  
 
    And as he did so, a glittering surface on his wrist caught his attention. 
 
    Shit, that’s right, I’m wearing a fragging mirror. 
 
    He stuck his left hand out into the doorway and turned his wrist to see what he could. 
 
    And in the greenish light of the glowstick, he saw three things. The first was as he expected: Juto’s drone bobbling out into the middle of a long-defunct engine room. 
 
    The second was Camomile, very much not dead, drawing a bead on the door with a slugger. 
 
    And the third, revealed as he whipped his hand back, was Juto’s second drone coming down the hallway behind him, EMPer flickering blue as it powered up. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 2: BACKSTAB 
 
      
 
    There are lots of ways to die out here in the hungry dark. 
 
    Equipment failure, booby trapped wrecks, hell, even a solar flare at the wrong time when you were in the wrong place... The dark was death, and it looked for even the smallest slip-up. 
 
    And that was before you added in the chaos that was other people. 
 
    Kril didn’t bother with drama or even talking. There was no time for it. He whirled and grabbed the open door, bracing himself and taking a shot at the drone that was creeping up on him. 
 
    He missed, and the drone’s EMP flared, but the recoil was pushing him back, and he knew he’d avoided a direct hit when the left side of his dome’s display shivered, then returned at full strength. If he’d caught that head on, he’d have no display at all. And the suit’s servos would lock up, slowing him down massively. The second that happened, he had a feeling Camomile would get a signal, and he wouldn’t be able to match her. He’d be dead before anyone knew it. 
 
    A vapor trail hissed past him from the open doorway as a slug came within inches of his chest, and he threw the door shut, leaned against it as he crouched and brought both hands onto the slugger, taking careful aim. 
 
    The drone zig-zagged backwards, trying to buy time, and he watched the ring of the EMPer charge up again, watched and aimed... 
 
    This time he didn’t miss. 
 
    Kril dug in his boots as the recoil pushed him back a half-meter. Then he rose and tried to spin the wheel, seal the door shut. 
 
    But Camomile was too fast for him, had run up on the door while he was dealing with the drone outside. He snatched his hand back as the wheel spun and backed up fast as it opened, trying to reach the turn of the hallway as she came out fast, her slugger sparking in the darkness, vapor trails hissing past him. One clipped the left shoulder of his suit, and the display lit up with a red alarm. 
 
    “Applying seal to breach!” a worried female voice told him. 
 
    But then he was around the turn, crouching, listening to air hiss... hiss and slow. He released a breath he’d been holding without realizing it. Then he drew a bead on the turn of the corridor. 
 
    She didn’t follow. 
 
    “Well this is a fuckup,” Juto said in his left ear. 
 
    Kril twitched to the left, caught himself and resumed watching the corridor. “You got something to say?” 
 
    “Throw the gun out; we’ll take it and let you live. You can come back with Cam and we’ll drop you off at the system of your choice.” 
 
    “So, it’s the ship you’re after.” 
 
    “You guessed it.” And there was that tone in Juto’s voice again. This time Kril knew it for what it was. 
 
    “You’re lying. That’s not all you want. Didn’t think my bounty was big enough for this kind of shittery.” 
 
    “Ain’t yours we’re concerned about...” Camomile drawled. 
 
    Kril stopped breathing. “You fuckers.” 
 
    “Way to go, Cam. I told you to let me do the talking!” 
 
    She wasn’t coming around the corner, but then, why should she? The Vendharans made rings of their corridors. All she had to do was cut through Engineering and get his back from the other end of the hall. Kril tossed a glance over his shoulder, then backed up, keeping his slugger trained on the way he’d come. There were several other doors down the hall; all he’d have to do was get to one. 
 
    The second he moved, he saw a blue glow spread from the curve of the hall. A familiar glow; he’d seen it on the first drone’s EMPer moments ago.  
 
    It was a damned inconvenient thing when your tech was leading a mutiny. He’d be able to track Kril easily. There would be no hiding, and Kril didn’t have the know-how to dig the beacon out of his hardsuit, at least not while he was wearing it in vacuum. 
 
    The move was easy to see. They’d come at him from both sides. The talking was partly to rile him up and partly stalling. But he knew Juto, knew the man didn’t have the focus to lie well and kill him in cold blood at the same time. Might be he could get some intel from this chucklehump. 
 
    “So, you’re after Trin. Who put the bounty on her?” 
 
    “Don’t know. It was through a broker. You know how this works.” 
 
    “So not guild. That’s something.” It also explained why he hadn’t caught wind of it. The Stompers were big on due process. This was under the table, and that was a lot more worrisome. “You get it at the Rig?” He backed up as he spoke, head on a swivel. Just a few more paces to the door. 
 
    “Nah. We won’t be going back there,” Juto said. “Delivery is pretty far out, some place out near the Hyades.” 
 
    Kril felt his eyes widen. Couldn’t be... 
 
    And that’s when a door down the way flew open... and rebounded off a corpse that had fetched up there, causing it to shut again.  
 
    At the same time, Juto’s drone sped into sight, and Kril’s shot caught it head on, coring it and putting its light out. 
 
    Time slowed as Kril realized two things. 
 
    One, that he didn’t have time to reach the door he’d been trying to get to before Camomile shoved the corpse aside and came out of her door and killed him. 
 
    And two, that he was now the only source of light in the corridor. 
 
    Kril slapped his free hand to the side of his dome and turned his beam off as he dove to the floor. 
 
    Sparks in the darkness, as Camomile tried her luck. He aimed at the flash and emptied his magazine. 
 
    After the sixth shot, the sparks stopped. “Cam?” he tried. 
 
    “You fucker!” Juto roared in his ear. 
 
    Juto wasn’t faking that anger. He clicked his beam on again and surveyed the cloud of vapor that was expanding, crystallizing, and filling the hall ahead of him. A dim shape struggled and thrashed in the center of it, slowing and dying as the seconds clicked down. 
 
    “I could save her; you tell me more details,” he said, ejecting the spent mag to tumble slowly away from him as he reloaded and approached. “Don’t know where I hit her, might have missed anything vital.” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Juto’s voice was flat. “Her vitals tell the story. And that particular story is over.” 
 
    “I’d say I was sorry, but...” Kril sighed. “You ain’t the first to try this, and I’m honestly goddamn depressed to say you won’t be the last.” 
 
    “Oh, we’ll be the last you’ll see,” Juto’s voice was trembling, fury making him bite the words. “You get a wiggle on; you might reach the hull just to see us sailing away and leaving you to rot on this goddamned wreck.” 
 
    “Us? Are all the rest of you in on this?” 
 
    “No. But...” A gunshot rang out over the line. “The one who wasn’t won’t save you.” 
 
    For a second the adrenaline skewed his thoughts. For a second he thought they’d shot Trin. Then he calmed himself. She’d be worthless dead. There was no way it was a death bounty. 
 
    “Seraph?” he guessed. 
 
    “I’m afraid so, old man,” Mercator said in that snooty accent of his. “A pity. She was a lovely woman, very mature, and regrettably honest.” 
 
    “So, everyone who’s left alive on the ship right now is a traitor,” Kril said, holstering his pistol. “All right, then.” 
 
    He turned and got back to work, calming his mind. He was in Engineering, and that meant the bridge wasn’t far inward. Maybe if he cut through, he could save some time and oxygen. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Juto said. 
 
    “No, that would have been my question a minute and a half ago,” Kril said. “When you, y’know, betrayed me and tried to murder me. Get with the script.” 
 
    “No, what the fuck? Your heartbeat’s falling. Your adrenaline’s going down. You’re relaxing?” 
 
    “Yep.” He moved away from Camomile’s corpse, keeping his eyes on it because he wasn’t a fool. “I am no longer worried.” 
 
    “Are you an idiot? I really had more respect for you than this,” Juto said. 
 
    “No. No, something’s wrong!” Mercator said. “You know something we don’t. What is it?” 
 
    “Eh, you’ll find out soon—” 
 
    And he heard their twin screams, fading against the sound of every airlock on their ship whooshing open. 
 
    “—enough.” 
 
    Kril shook his head and left them to their dooms. “Amateurs,” he muttered as he found his way through the dark. 
 
    Now that he wasn’t trying to rescue someone who didn’t need rescuing, he found his way to the bridge without much trouble. Didn’t take long before he was walking through a solid cloud of churn, fragments of LADs and other drones mixing with the corpses and gear of the defenders.  
 
    Kril kept an eye out for the larger ones that Juto had briefed him on, back when they were setting up this mission. The head-sized flying mines that might still be active could pose a risk to the unwary. But nothing moved that he didn’t set in motion, and nothing that size survived intact that he could see. Still, he breathed a sigh of relief when it was done, and he was through to the bridge. 
 
    That’s the point that Trin started messaging him. 
 
    Hey. I’m okay. 
 
    “Figured you would be,” he said. “Dumbasses wanted to take you alive. I think.” 
 
    He scanned the bridge as he talked. It was set up in a horseshoe shape, descending curved rows of seats pointed toward a central viewscreen. Their stations were set into tables, more or less, so that the crew would be sitting to work them. 
 
    It seemed very sloppy to Kril. He’d been brought up to consider sitting down on the job to be unnatural, at least in a fleet. But perhaps the Vendharans had their reasons for it. 
 
    I ain’t happy that you told me to spin up, waited in his HUD as he turned slowly, playing the light over the fallen corpses, shattered viewscreen, and clouds of churn in the air. I could have taken them without the boost. Trin complained. 
 
    “Just be glad Juto didn’t catch the phrase,” Kril said. “And for the record I didn’t know what he had lined up. Or even if he had anything lined up at all. When I said it, I was just being cautious.” 
 
    You’re too cautious. That’ll get you killed someday, just as much as being too careless would. 
 
    “‘Nobody finishes this human race alive, kiddo’,” he quoted, finding the stairs down and heading towards the front part of the bridge and the small dais, that was blocked off by curved railings. 
 
    I miss Dad. 
 
    Kril nodded, felt the lump in his throat and couldn’t say whether it was adrenaline or sadness. ‘Nobody finishes this human race alive, kiddo,’ their old man had liked to say. And he hadn’t been the exception. 
 
     The men and women in here certainly hadn’t, either. He picked his way around twisted shapes, some reaching out toward empty space, others curled up like bugs. The last one was caught in the railing of the dais, a small lanyard with a card attached hanging from the tips of his fingers, stirring in the shifting churn as Kril waded towards it. He snagged the card and stared at the thing on the dais.  
 
    It was a rectangular block about a meter and a half tall, split by a seam in the middle. Lights flickered faintly along the seam, like little red eyes, bug’s eyes in the dim tomb that was the bridge. 
 
    His hackles rose, goosebumps on the back of his neck. “Something’s wrong, here.” 
 
    What do you mean? 
 
    “I passed through the engine room on the way here... one of them, anyway. No lights. No power. But this has power. And more than that, why is this case still sealed?” 
 
    This is one of the stolen transponders, right? The ones that this fleet used to get into Storner territory posing as Storner ships, right? 
 
    “Right. And the way it looks is that the Storners twigged to that trick and used their drones to home in on the signal. And the drones got here, and it looks like they won this battle. But why didn’t they retrieve the tech or disable it? It would still have played havoc with their targeting systems.” 
 
    You’re thinking it’s a trap. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    You’re lying. 
 
    “Maybe a little,” he confessed, turning the card over in his hand. It had grime and wear on it, that matched the patina around the bridge. It didn’t look like it had been used since the ship had become a tomb. “This guy was trying to open it when they gunned him down. Why?” 
 
    Sigh. Get closer. Let me look it over. 
 
    “You’re our new tech now?” 
 
    Don’t joke. I got no hardware skills; you know this. But I am good with computer stuff, especially this way. I might see something you missed. And it doesn’t take me as long to look through the databases. 
 
    “Point.” If he had to go hunting through old tech manuals, he’d likely run out of oxygen before he found what he was looking for. 
 
    And not thirty seconds later, his sister came through. 
 
    Found it. This ain’t booby trapped with anything harmful. This is a Vendharan blackout case. All it does is block signals from getting through. 
 
    “So, it could be a bomb that goes off when the case opens and it receives a signal it was waiting on,” Kril said, feeling a bit stubborn. 
 
    If so, they’ll be waitin’ awhile. We’re the only thing broadcasting out here, beyond the beacon the Vendies left telling intruders to fragg off. 
 
    “Okay. I see which way the wind’s blowin’, here. I’ll crack it but get me a good tombstone if I’m right after all.” 
 
    He slid the card through the groove on the case, and the lights flickered yellow. There was a vibration under his hand, then the lights went back red, and nothing changed. 
 
    “Should I be running?” he asked Trin. 
 
    Wuss. I don’t think it read the card. Maybe clean it a bit? 
 
    Kril felt his breath leave him. Goddamn, I have to do this twice, he realized. 
 
    He shook his head, opened his chest compartment and drew out the sonic scrubber. He had to touch it to the card and then the groove... the thing didn’t work great in a vacuum, but eventually they were degrimed. 
 
    “Second time’s the charm,” he said, and swiped it before he could change his mind. 
 
    The lights went green, and the case cracked open. Vapor hissed out.  
 
    And immediately, his HUD disappeared. 
 
    “I fragging knew it!” he said and grasped the case, pushed it shut again. “Trin? Trin!” 
 
    Silence for a few long seconds. 
 
    He drew his gun, pointed it at the case. 
 
    A few seconds later, his HUD flickered, and he got the boot-up screen. And words, coming in unfiltered and green on the emergency channel. 
 
    Okay, we got lucky that I’m juiced up. So, this wasn’t a waste after all. 
 
    “A hack?” 
 
    Yep. Powerful one, too and adaptive. It took it a little time to adjust for our system. I think it was Storner tech, though. So maybe... 
 
    He killed the thought. “This isn’t a transponder,” Kril frowned. “The client wanted transponders.” 
 
    Is there anything else around that could be a stolen transponder? 
 
    “Fraaaaaggg...” Kril turned and looked at the dark bridge. “It’s buried somewhere in the consoles, I’ll bet. And our tech guy is a corpsesicle.” 
 
    You’re welcome.  
 
    Kril checked his remaining oxygen and shook his head. “This just turned into a multi-day job. I’ll have to go back, get the industrial tools, lug them in, carve into the consoles without damaging anything that could be a transponder, and hope it’s functional enough for the client.” 
 
    Um. About that. You’re sure it’s a multi-day job? 
 
    “Positive. I’ll be working on my lonesome, since everyone else is, y’know, dead.” 
 
    There’s a problem with that. 
 
    “Of course, there is. Been that kind of day. Hit me.” 
 
    You know how I popped every airlock at once to make sure I got both of them? 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Somebody didn’t tie the food stores down. 
 
    Kril blinked. “Oh. Oh shit.” As if on cue, his stomach rumbled. “And it’s three days back...” 
 
    Yeah. And we can’t stop anywhere nearby, because they’ll shoot first and ask questions never. 
 
    “Fragg. Fragg!” He felt an impulse to punch the railing and squelched it. His suit had been breached and shaking the seal loose with a sharp impact would be a stupid way to die. “Goddamn mutinous assholes just cost us a payday.” 
 
    And they killed the best doc we found in years. 
 
    “Yeah. Not too happy about that, either.” 
 
    I feel bad about Seraph. 
 
    “Seraph was one of the good ones,” he said, quietly. “She deserved better. But... she wasn’t... This was more of a side-gig for her. She made it clear it was just business. She weren’t crew.” 
 
    Fragg. It’s just hit me. We’re going to have to go recruitin’ again, aren’t we? 
 
    “Yeah,” Kril sighed. Then he gave the rectangular case a careful tug. It slid free, moving with ease in zero-gravity. “Might as well take this back with us. Could be something the client will pay for. Or someone else.” 
 
    Any chance you can salvage some of the drones? Or their hardware? 
 
    “While I’m carrying something that is built to hack remote electronics? Bad idea. It’s risky enough we’re bringing it on the ship,” he said, juggling it as he started making his way back out of the bridge. “No, I think we’ll eat our losses and call it a day. With any luck, this thing will be valuable.” 
 
    And much, much later he’d be happy that he’d taken that risk. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 3: HYPERLIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took about half of Kril’s remaining oxygen to find a path back through Rajah’s Pride without damaging the case. He couldn’t use the crawlspaces, but fortunately it was easy enough to head back to the main drone assault vector and get through the large holes they’d left in their wake. 
 
    “I’m out,” he said. Probably unnecessarily, since his beacon was easy enough to see through her HUD.  
 
    I know. I’m comin’ around. Starting to fade a bit, so I’ll need a nap after I pick you up. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s good. Uh... how’s the nutrient drip?” It was Seraph’s job to keep that stocked, so hopefully she hadn’t slacked off on that before she ate a bullet. 
 
    Let me put it this way. I’ll be eatin’ better than you will tonight. 
 
    “Twerp.” 
 
    Butthead. 
 
    “Bignose.” 
 
    Dumdum. 
 
    “Eh. Just pick me up before I run this tank out and start sucking void.” 
 
    If you insist. 
 
    And then she was coming around, blotting out the stars. Nomad’s Land hove to above him, lights flickering on one by one. 
 
    She was small as they went, even for a Scout class. Her Monnichiwan build was all grace, a flattened diamond shape up front at the bow, and a trio of tubes protruding out of a flared cowl at the stern. Vapor jetted out of her in long, crystallizing streams as she maneuvered without spinning up the main engines, maneuvering to within a hundred meters of him and sliding one of the rectangular airlock doors open. It hissed into the hull like a viewslot on a metal door, the kind bouncers peered suspiciously through in a typical hive of scum and villainy. 
 
    “Coming in,” he told Trin and crouched down, then sprang out into space. 
 
    He had enough oxygen in the tanks to correct his course if it came down to it, but there was no need. Between his long experience in zero-g and the remnants of Trin’s control, he landed easily on the ship, paced his way to the airlock, and manhandled the case inside. 
 
    Once air hissed in, and the dampening fields restored gravity with that usual dip and flip in his stomach that always accompanied a return to a controlled physical environment, Kril found the case far heavier than it looked. He set it down, waited a second to make sure the red winky lights were still winking, and left it there for now. If it did suddenly start trying to take over the ship, they could space it just like the last assholes who’d tried. 
 
    His stomach growled again, and Kril shucked out of the hardsuit, put his dome back on the rack, and realized it was the only one on there. “Don’t tell me they weren’t tied down,” he said. 
 
    “I won’t, theeeeeeen,” Trin spoke from the wall-mounted intercom, her voice strained. “But yeah, I spaced the domes, too.” 
 
    “Go to sleep,” he told her. “I can take it from here.” 
 
    “Mmkay. But yeah, no more domes. All out with the... guys.” she yawned mid-sentence. 
 
    “Sleep, kiddo,” he said, and then there was nothing but silence over the intercom. 
 
    He walked out of the airlock and into the cargo hold. At least here, most things had been secured. There were still a few toppled crates where they’d shifted within the netting as the hungry dark had inhaled, but they hadn’t even cracked. Which was good, since the bulk of them were spare parts and sundries for Nomad’s Land. If something busted on a long trip, then these would be the first line of defense against a slow and painful death. 
 
    From there, he headed up towards the bow. The next chamber he moved into was the bridge. It had two doors to either side and a hatch in the floor. He could hear gentle— no, scratch that, there was nothing gentle about the snoring and snorting and gobbling that was coming from the compartment below the bridge. When Trin slept, she was a sloppy and messy somnambulist. And that was fine, especially today. She’d earned her rest. 
 
    Kril slid his hand through the air above one of the three stations, and holograms flickered to life in midair: arrows that indicated ship status in varies parameters, charts showing the last few dozen hops around the galaxy, and a reminder to update his software. 
 
    Given how things had ended with the Monnichiwan, Kril rather thought he wouldn’t be updating his systems anytime soon. With the first wave of his fingertips he banished the reminder, then directed the loading sequence to start up. 
 
    Then he moved over to the rangefinder and got to work. 
 
    Before hyperlight the Kildans, and many like them, had thought that it was impossible to surpass the speed of light. 
 
    As far as reality went that assumption was only mostly true. 
 
    There were actually many different kinds of light, and it turned out, that some of them could REALLY go fast. 
 
    The people who had explained it to Kril hadn’t gone into detail about how precisely it worked, which was fine by him. He was pretty sure he’d need about twenty more years of schooling, two or three degrees, and the ability to pass a quantum physics test before he got any real understanding about it, so he left it to bigger brains than his own to work out the math of it. 
 
    But the long and short of it was that he fired up a really big flashlight with an invisible beam, pointed it in the direction he wanted to take the ship, and the beam went until something stopped it from going any further. Then it bounced back, and the rangefinder software crosschecked itself against the star maps, and the screen came up on the station and showed him where they could go. 
 
    The beam wasn’t stopped by small amounts of dust, but anything bigger would register as a hazard. Inevitably those cropped up if you got too far out. The next steps after that involved firing up the thrusters and using the rangefinder from slightly different points, trying to figure out if you had a serious obstacle or if some random drifting asteroid was throwing your beam off and blocking it early. 
 
    In this case, the beam came back with a solid hit on the small moon he’d wanted to find. It was one of many landmarks they’d flagged in the computer when they had first plotted their way out and back, before they went salvaging. 
 
    Once he was sure the way to the moon was clear, he checked on Trin. She was snuggled into her harness, drooling as she snorted and whistled her way through the nap, so he figured she was fine for the trip. 
 
    After that, all it took was a quick adjustment to set the distance so they wouldn’t end up in the moon, and the Nomad’s Land was ready to go wandering. 
 
    Kril checked the viewscreen, flipped it through the external cameras. Nothing around, no incoming trouble. He took one more look at the vast graveyard that was the only remnant of a forgotten battle, played the cameras across the dark lumps that were the frozen hulls and saw nothing move. 
 
    He nodded, then glanced down at the mirror lens that had saved him, back in Rajah’s Pride. He left it on the station, gave it a pat. “We’re gonna get you back to whatever family’s left behind.” 
 
    Then he triggered the hyperlight drive. 
 
    One by one, the lights of the coronal field clicked on. The interior lights of the ship dimmed, as the reactor strove to charge the system up. And when the main display switched from star-filled blackness to a shimmering field, the stars turned into streaks of white, as Nomad’s Land started its journey. 
 
    Sheathed in light, like a bubble around a stone, the ship darted down its own beam. 
 
    Kril settled in to wait. He was tired, and he ached from the zero-g jaunt, but he couldn’t turn in. His sister was sleeping, and all the rest of the crew were dead. 
 
    Shit on a shingle, he thought, leaning back in the chair. We lost four at once. He pinched the bridge of his nose, counted to twenty. 
 
    He had footage of the mutiny. Juto had blocked his signal to the ship while it was going on, but there wasn’t much he could do about the helmet cam. So that was something, that meant that he could show whatever bondsman they’d secured their billet with proof that their deaths weren’t on him. Later on, when he wasn’t covered in layers of sweat, and feeling like the remaining tenth of a ninety-percent drained power cell, he’d go look up their details in the charter. 
 
    But for now, he had to man the bridge. 
 
    It was possible, though pretty slim odds that an asteroid or something large would drift into the beam’s path. If that were the case, then the automatic cutoffs would work their magic, and the ship would correct to attempt to avoid the obstacle. Even if it couldn’t correct in time, the coronal field should be adequate enough to bounce the ship off into a clear spot. 
 
    Should. Should was a weaselly word. But you had to use it sometimes. Especially when you were in uncharted space, threading the no-man’s land between two fallen empires that had threatened unspeakable tortures upon anyone who intruded on their space and touched their stuff. 
 
    Kril walked back to the cargo hold to get a pot of coffee going and stopped, staring at the place that the coffee pot had been. And the bare spot that the table it sat upon had occupied. With a sort of dull horror, he realized that the coffee pot was now probably back there orbiting Rajah’s Pride, along with three corpses and a lot of ruined food. 
 
    It had been that kind of day. 
 
    And he’d have two more of them. Three more days without coffee. 
 
    “Goddammit, Juto. Fraggin’ go back and piss on your corpse if it didn’t cost me more time.” 
 
    Annoyed and caffeineless, he went back to the cabin and settled in for the long haul. 
 
    It took four hours to arrive at the moon. When the chimes sounded, it stirred him from a nap he hadn’t realized he was taking. He stood, stretched, and swept the cameras around. The coronal flare made resolution difficult; the light pollution cut into his view distance, but nothing came up within danger distance. The comms were cold, too. This was what it seemed: an empty moon around a gas giant, too far from any star to be of any real concern or worth. 
 
    Kril lowered the coronal field, and light flickered and faded. Then he engaged the in-system thrusters and put a few thousand kilometers between the ship and their landing point. Not much, as it went, but if anyone had caught the hyperlight transit, then that’d give him maybe fifteen or twenty minutes of warning if they followed him over. 
 
    His stomach ached, so he went to the cabin off the port side and grabbed some cycled water out of the tap. It tasted like ass, but it was better than having nothing in his belly. Kril wandered back out to the hatch and cracked it open. Trin was curled up in a ball, well into the honk-shoo wiwiwiwiwi phase of her slumber, so that was good. But it also meant she’d be under for at least a couple more hours, so that was bad. 
 
    “Fragg it,” he decided and headed back to the portside cabin. He pulled the bunk out of the wall, spread out the blankets, stripped down, and shimmied inside. 
 
    Say this for the Kildan fleet: They had taught him to go to sleep near instantly, and he’d never lost the knack. 
 
    “Oi,” in his ear. 
 
    “Frmeafm,” he said and rolled over in the bunk cubby. 
 
    “Oi. Come on.” A whisper in his ear and sudden pain in his shoulder. He gasped, shot awake, and barely stopped himself from punching his sister right in her grinning mouth. 
 
    “Trin,” he whispered, squinting at her. “Let me sleep.” 
 
    “I did. Gave you half an hour after I woke. Don’t know how long you had afore that.” 
 
    “Fragg my life.” He sat up and wished he hadn’t, because now his stomach was reminding him it was time to eat something. Loudly. 
 
    “I have half a pint of nutrient drip left if you want,” Trin said, from a safe distance. 
 
    He glared over at her. She was on her metal legs, the thin, non-electric ones that were all sleek springs and curved prongs. Her green jumpsuit was rumpled, its gold edging stained a bit around her neck, where she’d probably drooled on it. Her hair was a bit long, at least for her personal tastes. A single braid curled around one ear, beaded with a few gems they’d picked up from various stops. And her metal eyes slid in their sockets, flicking back and forth as he blinked once more, then rose and stretched.  
 
    “I’ll pass on the drip,” Kril fired back. “We still by that moon?” 
 
    “Yeah. I did some painting on the routes we talked about, but I got a few hits I shouldn’t have from the Tea Horse Road. I think someone’s hunting out there.” 
 
    Kril’s eyebrows rose. “Big?” 
 
    “Too far to tell. Three separate hits, thousands of kilometers apart. Could be a convoy.” 
 
    “Three hits is like poking an anthill and finding a rhinophant.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s why I called it after the third one. Didn’t want them noticing we’re out this way. And I moved to put the moon twixt us and them.” 
 
    “No one’s supposed to be out this way, so it’s not a legal convoy. It’s probably trouble. How long ago?” 
 
    “Five minutes. It’s why I came and woke you.” 
 
    “Juto said he was going to take the ship and you, drop you off somewhere—” He changed his mind at the last second about giving her specifics. “—somewhere far off. So, I doubt these are his reinforcements. But it ain’t impossible, or maybe the folks he sold us out to are following to make sure. I need to crack into his comp, see if he maybe left any clues or messages behind.” 
 
    “Good luck with that. I had to peel their cabins open too, to get both of them. His comp’s probably floating out around Rajah’s Pride with the rest of his shit.” 
 
    “Nothing’s simple with you,” he said, then stomped back through the bridge, to the cargo hold, and back to the hatch leading deeper into Nomad’s Land. 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye out for trouble!” Trin called from the bridge. 
 
    “Look in the fragging mirror, then!” he shot back, cycling the hatch, then heading into the hallway beyond. Four doors, two on each side, and a heavy airlock in the back that led into the engine room.  Juto’s cabin was the second one on the right, and he stared in at the empty space. The bunk was sheetless, and all personal effects were gone. Scuffmarks on the walls showed where a few of them had bumped and banged against the plastic veneer on their way out. 
 
    Nonetheless, he knelt and checked the vents, felt around in the depths of the bunk cubby, checked for signs that the plastic layer over the metal walls had been cut or pulled away. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary.  
 
    Mercator’s room was next, and just as bare. The only difference was that some kind of liquid or paste container had ruptured against the wall on the way out and left a nasty smear that smelled spicy to his nose. Some kind of grooming gel or solution, maybe. The man had been vain about his appearance. Not a bad trait in a grifter, but the downside was that he’d have to scrub it out later. 
 
    It was in Camomile’s room that he found something. 
 
    He almost missed it, had to close the bunk to confirm, but the flooring had been cut neatly where the bunk came out of the wall. He worked his fingernails under it, lifted gently, and felt beneath in the slit that had been made. 
 
    Plastic sheeting crinkled under his fingers, and he pulled it free. 
 
    “Now what is this?” he said and unfolded it. It wasn’t much more than four centimeters by two centimeters, and he could have mistaken it for a snack wrapper, if it didn’t have characters burned into it. It was in no language he could read, but the way the last two sets of symbols were laid out caught his eye. Those were coordinates. 
 
    He put it away in his jacket and headed back to the bridge... and found the stars crawling by on the display. “Trin?” 
 
    “Shh,” she said. “We have company.” 
 
    “You know that being quiet won’t matter. We could scream our fool heads off. They won’t hear drek unless they’re on our hull.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m trying to listen.” She tapped her ear. 
 
    Wordlessly he held his hand out, and she popped her other earbud out and handed it to him. 
 
    Comm chatter filled his ear. Unsecured, which meant amateurs or pirates. It took him a moment to recognize the language. “Vendharan,” he said. 
 
    “Is that what that is?” 
 
    “You didn’t read up on the job? We fragging made handouts.” 
 
    “Yeah and I wasn’t gonna be in there, now was I? I fly the ship. That’s what I do.” 
 
    “It’s still good for context.” 
 
    “Well, can we context our way out of this?” 
 
    “Maybe. They spotted us yet?” He listened to the chatter, as he killed the outer lights. The camera view shrank, and the stars firmed up. No change in the chatter. 
 
    “I don’t think so. Hey... while you were out, I also poked out in the drift. Nothing out there. We could get a wiggle out that way.” 
 
    Kril chewed the inside of his cheek and thought. 
 
    The Vendharans weren’t supposed to have that many hyperlight-capable ships. But there were a few voices on the chatter, so either they’d commissioned some or seized a few. Either way, they’d committed resources to coming out this way. That they were in-system now, meant that they were on the hunt. They were either the people Juto had cut a deal with, or they’d heard of Kril’s plans and wanted to head him off. 
 
    He could fight, maybe, but the odds were bad. They were being loud, and that’d probably give Nomad’s Land a chance to get in position and fire a few shots before they realized what he was doing. But there were at least three ships, and even if he took out one that left two more to kick his ass. Besides, Trin couldn’t spin up again, not this close to the last cycle. Couple that with the fact that they were down any crew... no. No chance in hell. 
 
    They could button up, drift along, and hope they wouldn’t be found. There was a chance that would work. The reason that the Vendharans were here was most likely that they’d spotted Trin’s beam when she was checking the next leg of the journey. The beams were drawn to active hyperlight sheaths and certain types of reactors. She’d painted them; they’d noticed the beam and come a-hunting. He was dead certain that Nomad’s Land’s reactor wouldn’t be noticed at this level of activity. But if they were scanning for other things or had tech he didn’t know about, then they could find him. 
 
    The third option was to spin up the hyperlight and head to the drift. 
 
    But the route that followed the drift was a six-day journey to anything approaching civilization. 
 
    It would be the safe way, the long way, but... 
 
    ...there would be no chance to find food along the way. 
 
    Three days without food was survivable. 
 
    Six days of food would be damaging, dangerous. He could survive it, but getting his body back into shape after that wouldn’t be fun. And it’d take a fair amount of trade to get the medical help he’d need for it. 
 
    Trin probably wouldn’t survive and that decided him. 
 
    “Hey. Translator’s finished on their chatter,” Trin interrupted his thoughts. “They’re doing a sweep, checking off coordinates.” 
 
    Coordinates. He handed over the plastic sheet he’d found in Camomile’s quarters. “Run this through.” 
 
    She scanned it into her station, then shook her head. “It’s not Vendharan.” 
 
    “No help. All right. We give them an hour. If they find us, we go to the system engines until we can wiggle past them, head up the way they came, and try to lose them around waypoint four. If they don’t, we wait for them to leave then put the moon twixt us and the way they went and hope they’re not scanning behind them.” 
 
    “Damn. You almost sounded like a captain there, for a second.” 
 
    “And you almost sounded smart. Guess we’re both growing.” 
 
    “Asshole.” 
 
    “Mock-mouth.” 
 
    “Twit.” 
 
    “Pigfragger.” 
 
    “Sorry, did I steal your boyfriend?” 
 
    She shook her head, and grinned, but he could see the nerves behind it. 
 
    They were being hunted. But space was a big place, and they’d done enough shifting that whoever was after them was hunting a dark forest at night, with a candle to see by. 
 
    Ten minutes. Twenty. Thirty, and by now both he and Trin had stopped the banter. He couldn’t tell if the nerves in his belly were worry or hunger. He guessed both. 
 
    But at the forty-five-minute mark, Trin raised her head. “There.” She swung the cameras around, as light flared in the darkness. One, two, three.... four. Fourth one was big, the afterimages maybe not capital-sized, but close. 
 
    They’d gotten close. But whatever they were using to search hadn’t been good enough. 
 
    “We’ll give it fifteen to make sure they don’t scan back. Then we’ll move,” he said. 
 
    “I have a lot of questions about who those fraggnuts were,” Trin said, easing back into the chair and putting her metal legs up on her station. “Ain’t you just a bit curious?” 
 
    “I am, but look at it this way: if they’re incompetent, we won’t see them again. And if they’re good, then we’ll find out later, so there’s no point in caring, yet.” 
 
    His stomach rumbled, and Kril sighed, settled in to watch fifteen minutes crawl by. 
 
    And at 15:01, they wrapped themselves in light and soared once more through the hungry dark. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 4: RIGGED 
 
      
 
    Blue and white and lined up like three staring eyes, the triple-star system that sat next door to Rigel was a landmark for starfarers all across the sector. Located at the edge of the old Vendharan League and Storn’s Compact territories, it had been home to a group of mercenaries who did brisk business aiding both sides and prevented those nations from expanding further in this direction. 
 
    Unfortunately, the Tri-star Combine hadn’t had any real habitable planets to their names and had depended entirely too much on starship logistics. When the Pale Riders had swept the stars in a wave of light and destruction, the old Tri-star Combine had perished slowly, rotting away as their remaining facilities ran out of food, water, and fuel to keep their habitat systems going. 
 
    The Rig was one such station. 
 
    Back before the Pale Riders, it had been a mining platform. It had a space elevator that drew up rare substances from the gas giant it was locked in geosynchrous orbit with. Now it played host to the local heart of the Scrapper trade, along with many other shadowy types who didn’t care to draw the attention of the nearby government remnants. 
 
    Shadowy types like the fellow whose door he was currently facing. 
 
    The guard outside didn’t take his eyes off Kril, even though he’d strapped his slugger into his holster and had kept his hands in sight from start to now. But Kril was jittering, with the hot meal of scop he’d choked down warring with the worry twisting his guts. So far, the scop was winning, but there was a lot of worry. This meeting would determine a lot of things and tell him just how much fuss his next few weeks would go. 
 
    Finally, the guard tilted his head and nodded. “He’s ready for you.” 
 
    Kril started to walk toward the door, but the guard held out a meaty hand. “Your gun.” 
 
    “I’ve known Jo for years.” 
 
    “Then you know I have to take your gun before I can open that door.” 
 
    “Ain’t got time to argue. But there ain’t gonna be trouble that he don’t start.” Kril snapped the holster off his belt and handed it over. “Take care of her. That was my daddy’s.” That was a bold-faced lie. Kril was bad at those, so he tried to get practice in when he could. 
 
    The guard didn’t seem to care one way or the other, just took it and palmed the door lock. The thick hatch ground as it rolled aside, and Kril made his way into a small airlock, then as it ground shut behind him, he moved into Dead Man’s Party. 
 
    Dead Man’s Party was another scout type: big as a luxury home on the inside, big enough to mount a drive and a few light weapons. Not that they ever saw use. No one bothered Grinner Jo, and the few who might get the fool notion to go killing their paycheck would have to get past his bodyguard of bigger, bulkier ships that were doubtless nearby, watching for trouble. 
 
    Anyone who still got stubborn enough to try that would find that their lives had gone straight to hell in very short order. You didn’t fragg around with Bondsmen. With a word, they could ensure that you never worked again. 
 
     The corridor around him was utilitarian, no-frills. Some bondsmen had art from around the galaxy, the wealth of many, many empires filling their personal spaces. But not Grinner Jo. He did the job; he didn’t make a big show of it, and Kril respected that. 
 
    They’d got on well in the past. Hopefully that counted for something now. 
 
    The comm on the wall crackled, then Jo spoke. “Captain Kril Granger. Come on up to my office. You know the way.” 
 
    He did. He walked the corridor, past several closed hatches, to a round one that stood open with another guard next to it. The woman eyed him up and down, then waved him through. 
 
    Inside, there were a few concessions to comfort. A couple of worn chairs, a rug, a few pictures on the walls of nice landscapes.  
 
    And behind a black wooden desk, glancing through a datapad, was Grinner Jo. 
 
    He gave the impression of age, with a high-and-tight cut to his faded gray hair. His lips were permanently peeled back in a snarl, and old vacuum exposure scars traced up the sides of his face like some sort of twisted clown makeup. He was a tall man who loomed even when he was sitting, and he dressed simply, in a long coat and coveralls, with creaking leather gloves over his long-fingered hands. 
 
    But he stood as Kril entered and offered a shake, and Kril felt some of the worry in his gut wisp away as he took the bondsman’s hand.  
 
    “You’ve got eleven minutes,” said Grinner Jo. “Then I’ve got another client.” 
 
    Kril nodded and decided to get the bad news out first. “I couldn’t finish the last job. Half my crew decided to double-cross me, do a mutiny. The food supplies were destroyed when we stopped ’em, and I had to cut out early.” 
 
    “Well. Shit. That’s gonna wreck your rating. Got a job number?” 
 
    “No. This one was off the books.” 
 
    “Okay. That’s both good and bad. Does the fixer know you failed, yet?” 
 
    Kril swallowed his pride. It was a bitter taste, but Jo was blunt, but not malicious, so Kril told his pride to fragg off and got on with the bad news. “I haven’t been able to raise the client. Not on the channels he left us, not in person here. But we weren’t due to meet for another few days, so either they buggered out and we won’t see ’em again, or I’ll get’em the bad news shortly.” 
 
    “All right. Make sure you do, because if they complain then I gotta listen. Now, this mutiny, you got any proof you didn’t space ’em out an airlock and steal their stuff?” 
 
    “I do. They turned off the ship cams but not my helmet.” 
 
    “First of all, I’m impressed you got footage; that’ll save time. Second off, that’s a rookie move.” 
 
    “Well, they didn’t plan on me surviving it. You want to watch?” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “Few minutes.” 
 
    “Yeah, go for it,” Grinner Jo decided. “I can always push the next appointment back if we gotta.” 
 
    Kril handed over the data stick, and Jo popped it into a comm. Kril watched Jo’s eyes narrow in disgust as Juto spoke, and he caught the widened eyes, as they got to the part where Seraph died. 
 
    After it was all over, Jo sighed and folded his long-fingered hands. “Seraph and I, we go back some. If you hadn’t got him, I would’ve put a bounty on Mercator for what he done. So, I owe you some goodwill for that. This looks like it happened as you say it did. Unless I get evidence otherwise, I’ll rule the mutiny ain’t a reflection on you, and I won’t log it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Kril felt more worry slide out of his gut.  
 
    “Don’t thank me none yet. Juto and Mercator weren’t cleared through us, but Camomile and Seraph were, so I have to log the deaths, and that’ll drop your rating down some. Combine that with a failed job, and you’re probably going down to a three. And that’s if there’s nothing else wrong right now.” 
 
    “It was a straight up mutiny and double cross,” Kril protested. “And you’re saying I’m still going to catch hell for it?” 
 
    “No. I’m saying you’re going to catch hell, because this is the second trip in a row you haven’t cleared a job or turned any kind of profit. Combine that with a sixty-six percent mortality rate, you’re lucky you’re even still on the roster.”  
 
    Kril was starting to get the sinking sensation that maybe this was as fair as he could expect, given the situation. 
 
    “I’ve got profit. Got some old tech that just needs analyzing. Might be that the client will take it.” 
 
    “All right. So, turn it in to your fixer, and get paid, and I’ll up your rating.” 
 
    “The fixer ain’t responding.” 
 
    “And unless they’re bonded, that is not my problem,” Grinner Jo said. 
 
    Kril shook his head. “Look, I need a better rating. I need to get a doctor, a good one, and that takes at least a four. We both know that.” 
 
    Doctors who worked this side of the fence were scarce. Doctors who were willing to ship out were scarcer, and almost all of them got bonded. Seraph had been a lucky find back when they’d landed her, but he wasn’t sure he’d get lucky twice. 
 
    Grinner Jo knew, but he lifted his hands helplessly. “Then get your rating up to a four and try to do it with something that won’t need a doctor along.” 
 
    “I need a doctor, now,” Kril said, leaning forward. “Trin’s sick. Three days without food. I still got the shakes. Trin’s worse. She had way less to lose.” 
 
    Grinner Jo studied him, worn hazel eyes flicking over Kril’s own orbs. The old bondsman ran a hand through his short-cut gray hair and sighed. “The only rating I could give you right now won’t draw any doctors worth a damn. IF there’s any to be had. We both know that. They’re scarce on a good day, and this ain’t a good day for you. There’s word of a lost fleet being found up near Sirius, and a lot of the usual layabouts are out checking the rumor.” 
 
    “Hell,” Kril said. “Ain’t there anything you can do on this? Anything I can do quick to fix my rating? A shit job nobody else’ll take, a bounty, something?” 
 
    “You lost four crew, Kril, and the only other one left, you just told me she’s sick.” Jo spread his hands. “You know I can’t in good conscience slide you a job out of your rating. You know what we have to do.” 
 
    “I do. Bond is word, word is bond.” 
 
    “Word is bond,” Jo said. Then he tilted his head. “Unless... Huh. It’d be a gamble.” 
 
    “I can roll the dice. What is it?” 
 
    “Had a bounty request come through on a sawbones. Turned it down because the requestor’s rating is too low for a kill contract.” 
 
    “A kill contract?” Kril blinked. “What the fragg did this sawbones DO? Nobody gets a kill contract on them without... I don’t know, without war crimes or somesuch.” 
 
    “I don’t know what they’re accused of doing,” Grinner Jo said. “The client wouldn’t say, which is another reason I turned it down. Frankly it smells suspicious to me. But if you’re desperate for a doctor, then this one’s right here on the Rig, and they probably want a ticket on a fast-moving ship as soon as possible.” 
 
    Kril grimaced. “So I’d have to get’em, probably out of bad circumstances. Seems like you’re getting a free job out of me, if I do this,” he protested. “Can’t we at least register it, so I can get my rating up? Or get some kind of fee?” 
 
    “I’m bending the rules by even involving you with this,” Jo said. “But then, the client bent the rules when they tried to get a contract out of me. I got a feeling they were just doing that as a smokescreen, to try and put an official coat of paint over the fact they were gonna go murder someone. So no, this ain’t a job for me. This is me sharing information that might be useful to you. And son, your time’s about up. So if your sister is in a bad way, like you said, then you might want to get on it.” Jo tapped the side of the comm and pulled out a data stick. “Got the target’s name and last known location on here. Good luck.” 
 
    It was less than Kril had hoped for, but perhaps more than he deserved. He took it and left, mind already turning events over. 
 
    “Hey!” said the guard, as he started back the way he’d come. “Not that way. Go right, then left out the next lock.” 
 
    “Ah, right. Sorry,” Kril said and reversed course. Grinner Jo didn’t want clients seeing each other coming in or going out, which was probably good business sense. The type of clients that bondsmen dealt with sometimes had history with each other, and history didn’t always stay in the past if people got too close. 
 
    He found his way off Dead Man’s Party, retrieved his gun, and set out to the central ring of the station. As he went, he blinked until his retinal implants told him he was back within safe signal range of Nomad’s Land. 
 
    “Trin. Bad news. Maybe.” 
 
    “How far did our rating drop?” She almost whispered. 
 
    “Pretty far. Can’t get a bonded doctor.” 
 
    “What about unbonded? Is Gillian still here?” 
 
    “Gillian ain’t getting within a thousand kilometers, she knows what’s good for her.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I could guilt her into maybe printing me some meds.” 
 
    “And she’d try to sneak some of your implants out again? I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Kril, if things keep up, I’m gonna shit those suckers out anyway.” 
 
    “Most of ’em are in your head.” 
 
    “I didn’t say my brains wouldn’t go first. Seriously, I’m a goddamn faucet right now.” 
 
    “Well put a fraggin’ cork in it. We got a lead. Maybe. I got the distinct impression it’s time sensitive, so what I need you to do is check a file and do overwatch as I move.” 
 
    “Fuck. Can it... ug.” Splooshing noises over the comm, and Kril rubbed his nose. “Can it wait?” she finished. 
 
    “No. There’s one doc we can maybe get here, and they have a bounty on their head. I need you to read it over and tell me where I’m going, then watch my back.” 
 
    “As usual,” she muttered. “Fine. Send it.” 
 
    He tapped the data stick to his comm, waited for it to chime. 
 
    “Okay. Let’s see what... huh. Oh. Okay. You sure you want this one rooting around in my guts?” 
 
    “There a reason not to?” 
 
    “No, no. Well, maybe. I’ll let you be the judge. They just look... eccentric.” 
 
    “Eccentric how?” 
 
    “Eh, you’ll know them when you see them.” 
 
    “Them? Are they a he, she, or what?” 
 
    “Them. No gender.” 
 
    “That helps. Where am I going?” 
 
    “You don’t want to know,” she said. 
 
    He sighed. “How far down.” 
 
    “That’s up to the doc. But given the size of the proposed bounty, they’re gonna be really far down there, I bet.” 
 
    “You’re right,” he said, as he started heading to the first of many, many lifts and walkways. “I didn’t want to know.” 
 
    The Rig was laid out like a reversed funnel. The top of it was a main docking ring big enough for a couple of hundred ships... pretty sizeable, but it paled in comparison to the central part, which expanded as it went until it got to the mostly broken feeds of the space elevator, which trailed along like the tendrils of a jellyfish.  
 
    Grinner Jo did business from the top, along with the more reputable merchants. These were folks who moved low-risk things, bonded Scrappers, mercenaries with decent rep, and other sorts who didn’t have a lot of enemies or weren’t worth the risk of disrupting the peace. 
 
    But the further down the Rig a body went, the sketchier it got. Pirates, thieves, desperate refugees, and more either called it home or did untracked business down in the depths of the old processing station. 
 
    Kril headed down two levels, passing by an atrium full of people haggling over guns, food, and fabber stock. The lift from there was guarded by a Stomper, a fellow in giant, headless power armor whose faceplate was in his chest. The person inside turned to watch him go in, doubtless running his face through image recognition to check if he was particularly wanted at the moment. Kril tipped the armored hunter a salute and evidently passed the test, because the armored trooper made no move to stop him as he headed down six segments. 
 
    He loosened his slugger in its holster as he went, and leaned against the side of the lift, squinting carefully as the doors open. Six segments was generally safe from ambush, but people got desperate and stupid sometimes. 
 
    Nobody was desperate enough to take a try at an ambush today, and his retinal implants compensated for the darkness of the flickering lights as he stepped out into a grimy corridor. Hull paint decorated the walls, new tags covering the old. He didn’t recognize the freshest one, something with wings, but he figured he’d meet ’em soon enough. 
 
    “You with me, Trin?” he muttered into the comm. 
 
    “Still here. Head’s pounding like a drum,” Trin said. “The name you’re looking for is Lysanda.” 
 
    “That a first name or a last name?” 
 
    “It’s a name. If there’s more to it, then it ain’t in the file.” 
 
    “Don’t suppose we’ve got an idea of where they’d be?” 
 
    “They’re a sawbones, probably doing sawbones work. I’d say go from there.” 
 
    “Thanks for your help,” Kril said, sourly. 
 
    “Ask stupid questions, get stupid answers.” He heard a wet gurgle over the line. “Ah shit. Give me a few minutes. Don’t get dead.” 
 
    “Haven’t yet,” he said and headed off into the flickering unknown. 
 
    Sure enough, he didn’t have far to go, only a couple of corridor junctions, following the gang tags, before he heard feet tapping quietly behind him. He adjusted the video stalk in the back of his coat so Trin could see behind him and kept his eyes firmly ahead. 
 
    Another turn ended in a barricade: a hatch that was permanently out of its frame and lying in the corridor, with a rickety collection of bars and scrap and busted machinery piled up on it. A bored looking man with a blue headband and a curving headset that took up the lower part of his face glared at him from the front of it, a shotgun out but not pointed his way. Yet. 
 
    “Basic?” the man asked. Next to him, a speaker set on a box crackled, asking the same question in a different tongue. 
 
    “Yeah, I speak it,” Kril said. “You guys are new.” 
 
    “Won’t be next time you come. Mercy Lagos are here to stay,” the man said. Beside him, the speaker rattled on in that other language until the man reached out and turned it off. 
 
    “Is the one behind me one of yours?” Kril asked. 
 
    The man shrugged. “Don’t worry about that one. Worry about me. What’s your business?” 
 
    “I’m looking to talk with Lysanda. Peaceful talk, business.” 
 
    “That’s what the last ones said. But they didn’t look so peaceful. Neither do you.” 
 
    Shit. “This might not go down peaceful if there’s others here,” Krill allowed. “Who are they? Anyone you care about?” 
 
    “They weren’t Mercy Lagos, so I don’t give a merda. In any case, the ratfreak ain’t here.” 
 
    “You know where they are?” 
 
    “Maybe. Got anything good?” 
 
    Kril patted his pocket. “I might. What are you looking for?” 
 
    They haggled a bit. Earlier in the day, Kril had liquidated some of their dwindling gold stores for trade tokens good on the upper ring, and three of those got him what he was looking for. 
 
    “All right. Safe passage through our territory on this level and the next, safe passage back. The ratfreak’s down under there somewhere, probably ain’t far. Listen for the vermin. The group came after them was Skuljaegers. You know ’em?” 
 
    “Mercenaries. Ruthless fraggs. They wear bones from their targets. Those guys?” 
 
    “Yeah. They’re about two hours ahead of you, so you might wanna get a hump on.” The man slid aside from the barricade, waved him through. “Oh and if that gun leaves your holster in here, then you won’t leave this place. Got it?” 
 
    “Crystal clear,” Kril nodded and headed in.  
 
    There was another person behind the barricade, pistol out but not covering him. She nodded at him, waved him back through the hatch. 
 
    The corridors beyond were strung with cloth and lines, covering holes in the walls where the corridors had been bored through or broken from battles or wear or metal-stripping from earlier inhabitants. As he went, he was well aware of the eyes on him; everyone he saw kept a clear distance, a few turning a corner, taking a look, then skittering away down another. Music played from some of the chambers he passed, from others he heard loud, repetitive coughing. In one chamber he saw an old man squatting down by a flickering holorig, running through something educational about math while a dozen grubby children wearing cast-offs watched solemnly. 
 
    “Wow,” Trin said into his ear, as he moved past that particular tableaux. “What the fragg are kids doing here?” 
 
    “People are people, and it’s cold on this level,” Kril shrugged. “Biology happens.” 
 
    “Yeah, but this is a shit place for a family. How long before another gang pushes them out? What happens to them then?” 
 
    “Hopefully something survivable,” Kril said. “And not slavers.” 
 
    She was silent to that. He didn’t blame her; it wasn’t a good thought. A real possibility, yeah, but not a fun notion by any stretch of the word. 
 
    “Skuljaegers.” she said. 
 
    Instantly Kril turned, scanning the dim light behind him. 
 
    “No, not... I mean, who are they?” 
 
    “Pirates who moonlight as mercs when they get bored. Or have a client who’s dumb enough to trust them.” Kril turned back, tried to act casual for the watchers. “Downside is, this’ll probably get bloody.” 
 
    “What’s the upside?” 
 
    “They like to play with the people they catch, so if they got to Lysanda first, then I’ll have some time to try a rescue.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I asked. Hold on.” 
 
    He walked the rest of the way to the sounds of his sister retching in the background of the comm. 
 
    It was coming out of both ends, now. This was bad. 
 
    “You keep hydrated,” he told her as a man ahead of him didn’t run but raised a hand and flicked it down a corridor. “Gonna be talking for a bit.” 
 
    “Hola, essay,” said the man. He wore a battered armor vest and had goggles pushed up on his forehead. The rifle on his back looked all business, but it was slung so that was something. 
 
    “Hello,” said Kril. “You want me to go that way?” He thumbed at the passage. 
 
    “See. Yes. Stairs go down until they don’t. Mind the tripwires on every fifth step.” 
 
    Kril whistled. “You guys don’t fragg around. Did Lysanda go this way, too?” 
 
    “Yes. A day ago. Don’t know how far they got.” 
 
    “How about them Jaegers?” 
 
    “No. We don’t trust them in our territory. They went looking for another way.” 
 
    “Wise of you,” Kril said and took the indicated corridor. 
 
    There were a lot of steps. Not every fifth one had tripwires, but Kril skipped them anyway. He wound down the stairs, eyes peeled as he went. Three, four, five sections down, past open doorways to pitch black halls, where the smell of old blood was rank in the distant, recycled air. Past barricaded doors where he couldn’t tell if anyone was watching or not. 
 
    Finally, he reached the bottom. The stairs ended in a pile of plascrete and steel supports, and a few meters above that, a narrow ledge led to a heavily reinforced hatch. The comm panel next to it was glowing, so he felt odds were pretty good this was what he was looking for. If Skuljaegers were after Lysanda, the doctor would probably want some pretty solid armor betwixt them. 
 
    He walked carefully along the ledge and pressed the comm. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” a harsh voice asked. 
 
    “Name’s Kril. Looking for Lysanda. They come this way?” 
 
    “Why do you care?” 
 
    “Got business to discuss with them.” 
 
    “You a skullfucker?” 
 
    “I’m more partial to nethers, myself.” 
 
    “No, dumbass. The fuckers fucking up my fucking front yard. Those guys.” 
 
    “Oh. No, I’m not with those fragg... uh, fuckers.” Kril always felt weird using that word. His own people’s language was pretty precise, but most other cultures just seemed to toss it in wherever. 
 
    “Prove it.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not wearing bones on my belt. And this is the biggest gun I got.” Kril held up his slugger. 
 
    “Point. Can you get Lysanda out of here?” 
 
    “Maybe. Have to see how deep the shit is, first.” 
 
    “Let’s hope you brought flippers and a snorkel.” 
 
    “What the fragg is a snorkel?” 
 
    “Never mind, get in here.” The hatch ground open. 
 
    Kril holstered his slugger and headed in. The floor was metal grating, he noted, and the nozzles up top had probably started life as a fire suppression system, but the chemical smell that stung his nose sure wasn’t any kind of extinguisher foam. And it didn’t miss his notice that there were bones down below the grating, bones and fragments of clothing. 
 
    Behind him, the hatch rumbled shut. 
 
    To the side of the corridor, a long, gouged window showed a small room covered in displays. A short man with a heavy beard and a helmet that covered the upper half of his head rolled around in a chair, moving between various stations and tapping commands into the system. 
 
    Kril looked from the window to the other side of the room. There was a metal hatch past the window, looked like the only way out of the place he was in. “So, what now?” he asked. 
 
    “Hang on.” The man flipped a switch, and the room shuddered as a dull explosion shook in the distance. “That oughta slow them down. Say you find Lysanda, what are you planning to do once you find them?” 
 
    “Offer them a berth on a fast ship in exchange for sawbones work,” Kril said. 
 
    “Gonna pay them?” 
 
    “I mean, a share of the profits, sure. Usual Scrapper deal.” 
 
    The man perked up. “Scrapper? Okay. I’ll let you in, in exchange for any spare Monnichiwan tech you find.” 
 
    Kril shook his head, turned back to the hatch. “You’re wasting my time. See you around.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, slow down. Just had to check to see if you were green. I want twenty percent of Lysanda’s cut.” 
 
    Kril turned around. “Five.” 
 
    The man snorted and flicked another switch. The hatch behind Kril ground open. “Now you can see yourself out.” 
 
    “All right, ten.” 
 
    “Fifteen percent. Due every time you dock here.” 
 
    “Done. Want it bonded and witnessed?” 
 
    “Nah. I’ll know if you cheat me.” 
 
    “Who the fragg are you, anyway?” 
 
    “Not important. But we are the reason the upper station ain’t raided every time somebody downbelow gets desperate and stupid and the downbelow ain’t raided every time a Stomper gets a hard on for justice.” 
 
    Another explosion shook the room, and Kril staggered. A flicker of pain on his scalp, and he rubbed his head, feeling his fingers burn as a small patch of scalp and hair came away with it. “The fragg?” 
 
    His coat was sizzling a bit, small pocks of vapor rising from a dozen spots. 
 
    The sprayers overhead dripped when the room shook, he realized. “All those up there are full of acid, ain’t they?” 
 
    “I like to wash my troubles away,” the man said. Then he pushed one last switch, and the far hatch ground open, even as the one behind Kril closed. “All right, go. Before they blow up anything important.” 
 
    Kril hurried out of there before any other part of him could melt, but he paused to call back from the doorway. “Now you got fifteen percent riding on this, any chance you can help me out?” 
 
    “I already am. Opening the way to your doc, but you’d best get a shake on. Those skullfuckers have a lot of explosives.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said, but the hatch ground shut behind him without a reply. 
 
    Kril shrugged and started down the corridor. All the doors but one were shut, so he figured this was the way the fellow had meant. As he went, he muttered “Trin?” 
 
    “—ay... gain?” 
 
    “Trin? Ah shit.” 
 
    “—king up...” 
 
    Of course, this guy would have a shielded lair. He didn’t know the details, but he suspected a man who had an acid bath room for pesky intruders wouldn’t leave anything hackable if he could help it. 
 
    Gun out now, held low to his body, he moved along quick and quiet. His implants adjusted to the flickering, failing light in the next corridor without trouble, and he picked up speed as he went. 
 
    It was at the first T-junction that he found the corpse. 
 
    Lying in a pool of its own blood, was a man in a spiky crimson flaksuit, with yellowed bones lining the chest, a ribcage along his own ribcage. His eyes were gone, as was his throat, and there was probably some other damage that Kril couldn’t determine. He felt the scop he’d eaten an hour ago roiling in his belly. 
 
    Blinking until the queasiness faded, he took a closer look. A bulkhead slugger lay near him where it had fallen, its stock chipped and broken, the plastic stained red. The blood pool showed signs of disruption, where someone or something had crawled through it, and a red, oddly splotchy trail juked right down the corridor.  
 
    But it wasn’t until Kril nudged the corpse over with his foot that he understood. 
 
    There, crushed beneath the corpse, was the remains of the biggest rat Kril had ever seen. It had a head that was of larger proportions than the body, and its teeth were each easily an inch long.  
 
    The spattered trail made sense, now. All those little splotches were pawmarks. Quite a few of them. 
 
    What had that ganger called Lysanda? The Ratfreak. 
 
    Kril felt he was starting to understand why the good doc had an illegal bounty. 
 
    KRUNK! 
 
    Metal gave way, and as the force of the explosion shook the world around him, Kril stumbled, went down in the pool of blood, and half-crawled, half-jumped his way to the wall, and pulled himself up. He was covered in gore, but he stared down the opposite way at the smoking hole that had appeared in the corridor, and the red-armored forms rushing out of it. 
 
    The red-armored forms who were looking right at him. And at the red-armored form at his feet. And the blood that literally coated his hand, as he raised it and waved. “So, I know this looks bad—” 
 
    That’s as far as he got before they opened fire. 
 
    Kril moved with speed born from pure adrenaline as he turned and fled, keeping his head low, using doorways for cover and sending potshots blindly back. He glanced over as he moved from spot to spot, keeping an eye on the bloody pawprints. 
 
    They were bad shots, but there were three of them. And twice, as he went, he felt his coat stiffen up, the impact gel inside sucking up low-caliber hits. Something nipped at his ear once, and he hissed in pain... that’d be a chunk gone. He couldn’t stop to check how much, or it’d be more than that out of him. 
 
    But he made it to the corner, popping the magazine out and sliding a new one in as he caught his breath, a wall safely between him and the Skuljaegers. 
 
    They were using bulkhead sluggers. They couldn’t get him through the wall, so he backed up a few feet, crouched, and waited for them to turn the corner. 
 
    They didn’t turn the corner. 
 
    With a guttural laugh, and a clank and a clunk, a grenade bounced off the wall and rolled to a stop in front of him. 
 
    Kril kicked it back around the corner and threw himself to the ground, hands over his head, as the air filled with sound and fury, and shrapnel came rattling around the corner. Maybe there were screams, too, but he couldn’t hear them over the high-pitched whine that filled his hearing.  
 
    Not for the first time, he thanked the sound dampeners the fleet had given him. Along with his retinal implants, they’d saved his bacon many, many times. He grabbed his slugger back up from where it had fallen, whipped around the corner, and fired at the shapes still standing in the smoke. One staggered, and the other fell, and he turned and fled without waiting to see any further results.  
 
    As he went, he followed the blood trail, pausing every few seconds to whip around and look behind him.  
 
    The trail twisted and turned, past another bone-clad corpse, and he didn’t have far to go beyond that before it led into a section of corridor where the lights had been destroyed. The trail fell away a bit before that, as his boots rattled on grating. The blood had seeped through. 
 
    The dark boded, and he stopped. This felt like a trap. 
 
    He glanced into the darkness, let his retinal implants adjust and stared into the black eyes of a very large rat, with very large teeth. It waited there, staring back, as if it were daring him to get closer. 
 
    “Lysanda!” he called out, and his mostly readjusted ears heard it echo back into the dark. “I’m looking to talk with Doctor Lysanda! Got a patient needs help.” 
 
    Then he put his back against the wall and looked back the way he’d come. 
 
    Distantly, at what was probably around the corner he’d fought at, another grenade exploded. At least one had survived, and got their courage up. 
 
    He glanced back, glared at the rat that had moved closer while he was looking away. “Lysanda. Get Lysanda for me, you li’l squeakfreak.” 
 
     “Look down and don’t move,” said a voice from under him. 
 
    Kril froze and slowly, slowly lowered his gaze. 
 
    A hand was poking through the grating, holding something that looked like a small pistol to his boot. Beyond that hand, he saw a narrow-eyed, dirty face, blonde hair mussed, and a thin mouth set into a determined scowl. “Her name is Kipper, not Squeakfreak. I’ll have you remember that,” the figure chirped. “And should you have villainous intentions, know that this autohypo is filled with hull paint remover. Death will be fast and quite painful.” 
 
    Kril nodded, listened to the rat scurry closer. “I ain’t lying about a patient needs help. They’re on board our ship. Which needs a doctor.” 
 
    Boots rang on the floor back the way he’d come. The Jaegers were getting their balls back. 
 
    “A ship? Who are you? Who sent you?” the figure asked. 
 
    Kril spoke quick and urgently. “These are all very good questions that I’m happy to talk about after we get away from those Skuljaegers which we need to do right the fragg now.” 
 
    “You’re bleeding. Head wound?” 
 
    “My ear, I think,” Kril said. “Hurts like hell. Sooner you come with me, sooner I can get this tended to.” 
 
    “I concur. Hold still.” 
 
    Air hissed, and he felt a sharp pain through his boot. “Ow! You asshole! I was telling the truth!” Kril said, hopping back.  
 
    “Yes, which is why I injected you with pheromones instead of toxins! Run into the darkness and don’t mind Kipper!” The figure whistled, dropping out of sight below the grate. 
 
    “Pheromones?” Kril asked... 
 
    … a second before a heavy weight dropped on him. 
 
    The rat. 
 
    He whipped a hand up, covered his throat... 
 
    ...and felt a furry form shift along his neck, wriggle into his collar, and grab his torn ear with tiny paws. 
 
    It hurt, and he doubled over, grabbed for the rat, and missed as it shifted. 
 
    Then there came more rustling from the darkness, and he turned, to see many, many gleaming red eyes surging after the initial rat, paying him no heed, rushing past him as if he weren’t there. 
 
    The pain eased in his ear, and the rat shifted again, its tail wrapping gently around his throat. He waited, heard snicking noises.  
 
    Then a gun cracked, and fragments flew from the nearby wall, and he remembered the greater threat. 
 
    He fired backward without glancing and ran into the darkness, past furry forms that dodged his onrushing feet without much effort. And screams and gunshots echoed behind him as he turned a corner and left the swarm to deal with the hunters. 
 
    A few moments later, as he was crouched behind a fallen pipe at the edge of the darkened zone, with the rat to his side, he ran his fingers along his ear, felt no pain, and a neat line of stitches beneath his fingers. He looked down at the rat, who tucked a tiny spool of thread into a tiny belt pouch and looked up at him with solemn black eyes, and wiggly whiskers. 
 
    “Thanks?” he tried. 
 
    In the distance, a few final gunshots faded away, and screams ended in gurgles. Kipper chattered her teeth together and peered up with interest, before running over to where a grate clanged open in the opposite wall.  
 
    Kril considered putting a bullet in the white-coated, blonde-haired dirty figure that struggled through but decided against it. Lysanda then reached behind them to pull out a plasteel box with holes drilled into it. Protesting squeaks echoed from the box, and he looked from it, to the grubby figure who now straightened up and adjusted their clothing.  
 
    Said figure opened the box and Kipper the rat ran inside. Kril got a glimpse of tails and snouts and fur before the figure shut the box and spoke. “Well. I certainly hope you were truthful about your vessel, my dear man. Else I fear that I’ve put my faith in a charlatan and shall reap a deadly reward.” 
 
    “You’re Lysanda?” 
 
    “None other.” 
 
    “Tell me you got doctor skills that don’t involve rats or hull paint remover. Please.” 
 
    “You are gazing upon a trained field medic, third-class. Certified by the Chantry of the Vortex.” 
 
    “Oh... kay. I’m Kril Granger. Captain of Nomad’s Land. You got a way out that don’t involve rats or Skuljaegers?” 
 
    “A minute.” Lysanda stuck their fingers into their mouth and whistled. 
 
    Moments later, paws skittered across the floors, the walls, and the ceiling of the corridor. Five, six, seven ratty forms came out of the darkness, half of them blood-slicked, and two of them limping. One had its guts hanging out, and Kril winced to see it. 
 
    “Survivors? Good. The way back should be clear, at least for the moment.” Then they saw the one with the gruesome wound. “Hm. Irreparable. Pity.” Lysanda leaned over and squirted it with a small bottle. 
 
    Immediately the other rats descended on it, and Kril backed up as blood sprayed. “Gods! What the hell?” 
 
    “Don’t fuss, dear man; it’s a mercy kill. They can heal from minor injuries, but that was a dead rat crawling.” 
 
    “I’m beginnin’ to have second thoughts about letting you near my sister.” 
 
    “Is she suffering from intestinal extroversion?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Are her guts still on the inside?” 
 
    “Pretty sure, yeah.” 
 
    “Then you have naught to fear from my medical attention.” Lysanda leaned over and adjusted the spray bottle, then spritzed three of the remaining rats. Immediately they turned and chased the remaining ones into the holes in the grating, and down under the corridor. 
 
    “Do I want to know what that was?” Kril asked, as he led the way back, pistol out and eyes firmly forward. 
 
    “They’re female by default, you see. But with the right application of chemicals, that can be switched. In a few weeks, they’ll be the parents of a healthy new swarm.” 
 
    “The fragg? Why are you swarming this place?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s perfectly safe. Their instincts will cause them to avoid contact with humans unless forced, and they’ll seek out and devour the other pests that plague this place, as well as any carrion that would otherwise be a disease risk. They’ll be an asset should I ever return, and in the meantime, they’ll help keep it clean. Truly, everyone wins!” They smiled, and the doctor had very big teeth, for such a small mouth.  
 
    “We’re gonna have us a long talk about what you can and can’t do with rats on my ship.” 
 
    “Of course, Captain. I look forward to it, once we’re well away from this place. Shall we depart posthaste?” 
 
    “Let’s,” Kril decided. “Ah... When you go to tend to my sister, can you do it without rats?” 
 
    “My dear man, I will make no such promise.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 5: RATS 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Really, they’re quite misunderstood creatures. Quite!” 
 
    “That’s good, Doctor. How long do you reckon it’ll take Trin to—” 
 
    “I’m just saying, leaving a few in there to help her snuggle down would be beneficial for all involved! They’d start to bond to her, and she’d have a few extra sources of body heat to help ease the load on her metabolism as it recovers!” 
 
    Kril nodded. He’d been nodding a lot, throughout all this. Truth to tell, he was getting a mite tired of nodding. “That is absolutely not going to happen, not without her askin’ for it.” 
 
    “Oh! Well, that’s hardly a problem.” Lysanda pulled out their autohypo and bustled back toward the doorway of the cabin. “I’ll just wake her up and ask! Oh, whoops!” They almost clotheslined themselves against Kril’s arm, as he blocked the doorway.  
 
    “Let her rest. Just let her rest and let the nutrient drip do its work, okay, Doctor? We need to get gone from here, and we need to have us a palaver.” 
 
    “That sounds good! Must be a regional specialty. Yes, I could do with lunch. And so could my assistants.”  
 
    Kril blinked. “A talk. A palaver is a talk.” 
 
    “Over lunch. Yes, of course.” 
 
    Kril nodded, firmly shut the door to the cabin, then headed to the main station. “Got any experience flying?” 
 
    “Quite a lot!” 
 
    “I mean as a pilot.” 
 
    “Not a bit!” 
 
    “All right. Crew cabins are back through the cargo hold. Go claim one, set yourself up, and don’t touch anything.” 
 
    “Some tactile manipulation will be required at some point, dear man. Please clarify your commandment.” 
 
    Kril nodded, feeling his ear throb. It had been doing that, whatever the rat had used to kill his pain while it stitched his ear was wearing off. “You can touch anything inside the cabin. Don’t mess with the stuff in the cargo hold. Don’t go into the engine room. Just... sit tight until we’re safely out of here.” 
 
    “Done and done!” Lysanda smiled their big-toothed smile, scooped up their rat carrier box, and bustled out of the bridge. 
 
    Kril let out a breath he hadn’t known he was holding and turned his attention to the ship station. A few commands got the hatch cycled, and the clamps decoupled from the airlock. A few more commands got the maneuvering thrusters going, vapor washing against the ceramic outer hull of the gigantic station as the building-sized bulk of Nomad’s Land pushed herself out and away. 
 
    He took mental stock as he slowly crept the ship to a safe distance. He’d bought a few crates full of rations before they’d left, so they’d be good for a few weeks. Lysanda had examined the medical fabber and declared it decently stocked, so there should be enough unless something else went wrong. The reactor’s cores were probably good for ten or twenty more jumps, unless they ran into serious trouble. 
 
    Yeah, it could have gone worse. Again, his finger reached up and found his ear, and he hissed as he traced the stitches. He’d look lopsided for a bit, ’til he could get that part regrown. Lysanda should be able to handle that sort of thing. Hopefully without rats. 
 
    The hit to their rating was a bigger problem. With a grimace, Kril popped up the Rig’s extranet and checked his profile. Sure enough, Grinner Jo had already updated them. 
 
    Three point two. 
 
    Kril ground his teeth. They’d spent the better part of a year creeping up to a six. And now there were over two points gone, just like that. All because Juto had gotten treachery into his head. Or maybe it had been Camomile? Probably hadn’t been Mercator, the man had been able to talk Vostans into buying ice, but he didn’t have the brains or initiative for this kind of thing. 
 
    His mind went back to the plastic with the strange etchings that he’d found in Camomile’s bunk. He’d set the computer trawling the extranet while he was away, doing image comparison to try to narrow the language down. Later on he’d have to check to see if anything matched. 
 
    Just as he was clear of the station and starting to work his way through the debris ring that made a halo around it, the comm flickered. 
 
    Incoming transmission from: Nidhogger 
 
    Video requested. 
 
    Kril didn’t recognize the name. And there wasn’t any transponder tag along with it. That wasn’t an uncommon thing around the Rig, but given what he’d been doing recently, this probably meant that he wouldn’t like the message or the messenger. 
 
    But he hadn’t got this far by turning down suspicious messages from shady people, so he tagged it through. 
 
    The display fuzzed, then formed into a woman, her hair braided with fingerbones, her face carved with deep scars that were too regular to be the accidental kind. She had red hair, bright red, and her eyes were blue and completely without any kind of mercy or compassion as she stared down at him. 
 
    “Kril Granger,” she said, revealing metal teeth. Pointy metal teeth. “You’ve killed some of my Jaegers.” 
 
    “Wasn’t my intention. They opened fire; I fled. Might’ve been some self-defense in there, but I wasn’t tryin’ to end them.” 
 
    “I’ve got six corpse tags that say otherwise.” 
 
    “Well, next time teach ’em to cook grenades proper before they huck them at me, and you’ll have fewer corpse tags. And who am I talkin’ to, by the way?” 
 
    “Frigga.” 
 
    “That your name or are you swearin’ at me?” 
 
    “It’s a name. So’s Lysanda.” 
 
    “That is also a name,” Kril agreed. “You want to get to the point?” He adjusted sensors, did a quick sweep just to make sure nobody was creeping up while they were talking. 
 
    “I’m more about edges than points,” Frigga said. “But if you hand over Lysanda now, you won’t have to worry about either of those things from us.” 
 
    “Or I could drop them off at the next port of call and wash my hands of this mess entirely.” Kril said. 
 
    “No, that doesn’t work for us,” Frigga frowned. “You took what was supposed to be a very basic training mission, and you got in the middle and made it complicated. The ones you fought were bear shirts, neophytes, which is why you’re still alive. But the next ones you’ll meet will be better. Stronger. So why don’t you hand over Lysanda now and spare yourself the trouble of a painful death?”  
 
    Kril smiled. “Lady, if I took the easy way out and avoided trouble, I wouldn’t be out here in the first place.” 
 
    To his surprise, she laughed. “I was hoping you’d say that. You’ll make a hell of a thrall. See you soon, Kril Granger.” 
 
    The viewscreen winked out. 
 
    Kril kept the sensors going until they were past the debris field, then spun up the hyperlight and got her going away from the core, out toward the reaches down one of the pre-programmed paths they used for evading trouble. 
 
    Once he got a good tech, he’d have to see about switching out his transponder. He wasn’t sure how Frigga had gotten his channel so easily, and he knew that would be a problem. 
 
    But it was a problem for later. 
 
    Two hours to the relay, he thought, as he stretched and headed back to check on Trin. 
 
    To his surprise she was conscious and busy digging into a cup of soup. 
 
    “Fragg, slow down, let the medicine work,” he said as he sat next to her, putting his back to the wall and resting his arm on the side of her bunk. 
 
    “Yeah, no,” Trin said. “My stomach finally stopped moving, so I’m gonna pack it before anything else explodes down there.” 
 
    Kril nodded, then let his eyes close. “It got bad down there.” 
 
    “After I lost signal? I’m sorry. I... to be honest I was hurting pretty bad at that point.” Trin looked at him, her eyes flicking back and forth faster than any regular organic ones could track. “Tell me about it.” 
 
    He did, and he left nothing out. 
 
    Trin closed her eyes. “Rats.” 
 
    “Rats. Lysanda’s obsessed with ’em.” 
 
    “They had me eating straight after ten minutes of checkin’ blood and runnin’ meds.” 
 
    “Yeah and tomorrow you’ll probably have whiskers and a tail.” 
 
    She snorted and backhanded his cheek, gentler than she usually did. “I mean... Seraph used to go on about her ex.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “Not anymore,” Kril said, and they were silent for a bit. 
 
    “We’re going to have to keep them, aren’t we?” Trin said. 
 
    “Until something better comes along. Or they want out.” 
 
    Trin nodded and slumped back into her bunk, settling her head into her arms. “I mean... rats ain’t so bad. They piss you off, you can step on them.” 
 
    “I dunno. They did a number on the Skuljaegers. Next mutiny we go through, might be against a moving carpet full of fangs and claws.” 
 
    Trin opened her mouth to reply, then sat up, staring past Kril. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She pointed, and he followed her finger to the vent. 
 
    And the red-eyed, fuzzy little thing peering out of it. 
 
    “Mother FRAGGER!” Kril stood, ran out of the door, and didn’t stop until he found Lysanda cheerfully scrolling through their commpad in the first cabin. 
 
    “Oh, hello!” the slim figure said, then squawked as Kril hauled them upright by their shirtsleeves. “I say!” 
 
    “You’d better. The fragg you doing putting a swarm in my vents?” 
 
    “Establishing a perimeter. And cleaning them out.” Lysanda made a face. “You should be taking better care of your ship, dear man.” 
 
    “Better care of...” 
 
    Lysanda pointed, meekly. 
 
    Kril looked at the heap of dead, chitinous flesh in the corner. As he watched, another rat emerged from the vent with something thrashing and squirming in its mouth. The bug was easily the size of his hand, and the rat toddled over to the pile, bit hard, and left the dying bug in two pieces before turning and darting back inside. 
 
    “What the fragg are those?” he whispered. 
 
    “No idea, but according to the pheromone trails, and the thermal reconstruction, they had a nest in the engineering crawlspace.” 
 
    “Had?” Kril asked. 
 
    “Had. I’m having the warriors do a sweep to make sure there aren’t any more nests.” 
 
    Kril considered. “You need to rest, I’m guessing?” 
 
    “Very much so. I’ve been awake for the last daycycle mainly due to stimulants.” 
 
    “If nothing disturbs us, we’ll be at a quiet spot in about eight hours. Figure we can have dinner then and settle some things. You up for that?” 
 
    “Oh! Certainly.” Lysanda pulled out a spray bottle, switched the top around a few times, then spritzed the vent. That done, they clambered into the bunk, fiddled with the autohypo, then injected themselves in the neck. “Goodnight!” 
 
    Kril stared down at the slender figure, shook his head, then went back to catch a shower and a nap while he could. 
 
    Seven hours later, after two more hops and a short nap, he had the kitchen panels of the cargo hold up, and the table deployed. Trin slumped in a chair, still resting as she broke open ration packs, sniffing the various food items she found and sorting them onto small plates. 
 
    They both turned as the door to the cabins opened, and Lysanda found their way out, nose twitching much like one of their furry minions. At first Kril was happy to see that they’d left the carrier behind, up until he noticed a few muzzles peek out from the doctor’s coat, and a few more shapes squirming around their body underneath it. 
 
    “Just how many mouths we feeding today?” he asked, as at least four pairs of ratty eyes, red and black, stared back at him. 
 
    “Oh, well, not that many. It turns out the insects are compatible with their metabolisms, after a small adjustment, so the bulk of the warriors are going to be feeding well for some time.” 
 
    “Insects?” Trin asked. 
 
    “You don’t wanna know,” Kril told her. 
 
    “You had an infestation. It’s gone now,” Lysanda said, sitting down in the empty chair and smiling. 
 
    Now that the doctor had showered and cleaned, Kril got a better look at what was under the grime. 
 
    Doctor Lysanda was slender and on the small side, maybe a few centimeters over a meter and a half. They had fine blonde hair done back in a scrunchied ponytail, freckles scattered across the bridge of their nose, narrow blue eyes that studied his carefully, and thin lips that hid big, white teeth. A pair of common translator earrings hung from Lysanda’s ears. Overall, the figure was androgynous enough that Kril had no clue what was in their trousers. Rats, he decided. There were probably rats in Lysanda’s trousers. 
 
    They were certainly enjoying free roaming of the doctor’s coat, until Lysanda opened the snaps, and let a few of them crawl out onto their narrow shoulders. Two red-eyed ones, mottled black and white and pure gray, and one piebald black-eyed specimen that was a bit smaller than the others. 
 
    “Oh, that one’s got a little pouch!” Trin said. “That’s cute.” 
 
    “Yes yes! These two are the warrior strain,” Lysanda said, nudging their right shoulder. “The spotted one is Spindle, and the gray one is Tarnish. The Medic is Poppet. Kipper’s back with the other warriors and the babies, minding the ones in the vents.” 
 
    “Kipper?” Trin asked. 
 
    “Medic-type, I’m guessing. She did my ear,” Kril said. “Anyway, thanks for comin’ to dinner. What do we got, Trin?” 
 
    “Luxury. Looks like we got a grab-bag of mostly Combine stuff. Found an officer’s pack. It’s got Ship’s biscuit, some kind of berry jam, and jerky. Couple of tubes of vitamin paste to go with it.” 
 
    “Actual biscuit?” Kril raised an eyebrow. “Hell. I thought I was overpayin’.” 
 
    “How much did you pay?” she asked. 
 
    “You don’t want to know.” 
 
    “Damn,” she said. “Are we gonna be good after that last gig? Did the buyer show?” 
 
    “No,” Kril said, as he picked up a biscuit, squirted some jam onto it and took a cautious bite. “We’re gonna have to bust our asses for a bit.” 
 
    “May I?” Lysanda asked, hand hovering over the plates. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Trin said. “Um... can I eat solid stuff yet?” 
 
    “Start slow,” Lysanda advised. “We’ll see how it goes, yes yes?” 
 
    “Okay okay,” Trin said back, grinning. “Where the hell are you from, anyway?” 
 
    “Is... that important?” Lysanda said, carefully breaking the biscuit up into fragments, and slipping one into their coat. Immediately, the rats on his shoulders scrambled downward, bumping into each other to try and beat their sisters to the food. 
 
    “Might be,” Kril said. “There’s a bounty on you and not a good one. I’d like to understand who’s on my ship.” 
 
    “Mm.” Lysanda took their time chewing, gaze moving between Kril and Trin. “Have you heard of Grail Sector?” 
 
    Kril shook his head. “That out on the line?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. It’s... my previous captains told me that it’s around the Galactic Center.” 
 
    Kril whistled. “That’s years away.” 
 
    “It was a rather long trip,” Lysanda said.  
 
    “What’s it like where you’re from?” Trin asked, leaning forward and reaching toward a jerky strip. 
 
    “Perspective and experience are difficult to summarize,” Lysanda said, rubbing a hand on their pointy chin. “Rather less violent, from the bits I’ve experienced in this particular area. Mostly.” 
 
    “All right,” said Kril. “You want to keep it vague, that’s fine. You don’t know us well; we just met you. So, let’s talk about work.” 
 
    “I am fully prepared to barter for my room and board and travel with any and all of my particular skillset. And those of my children,” Lysanda said, grinning widely and reaching in to stroke their rats. 
 
    “Please tell me they ain’t actually your children,” Kril said. 
 
    “What? No, no. That would be... no, I am incapable of reproduction in my current configuration. And cross-species would be ethically problematic.” 
 
    “Thank you. Okay, listen, before we get down to specifics I have to know, why the rats?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You seem to like using rats for things rats ain’t supposed to do. Why?” 
 
    “Because they’re quite good at the things I use them for, silly!” Lysanda said, taking a cautious sip of vitamin drink. “Truly, I doubt I would have gotten as far as I did without their invaluable assistance.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kril said. “The bounty. Somebody’s paying for your carcass.” 
 
    Lysanda tensed. 
 
    “I ain’t gonna kill you, no matter how much the bounty might be. You done right by us; we’ll do right by you. But I want to know deets, so I know how much trouble I’ll be in by letting you bunk here.” 
 
    Lysanda relaxed but tapped one of their earrings. “Deets? I’m not sure the translator got that word.” 
 
    “Details,” Trin supplied. 
 
    “Oh. Well... truth be told, I’m uncertain. It’s probably not very much.” Lysanda said. “Perhaps a few hundred Gallions.” 
 
    “Gallions?” Kril raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes... chipped gold? Currency of the Middle Kingdoms?” 
 
    “Never been there.” 
 
    “Huh. This IS a backwater... sorry, sorry, no offense meant.” 
 
    “None taken,” Kril said. “I’m guessin’ that’s some sort of trade coin?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What will one Gallion buy you?” 
 
    “An overnight trip on an in-system ferry in a less settled region.” 
 
    Kril sat back and did the math. That was a manageable number. “All right. I can live with that sort of trouble after me. But I will ask what you did to get that bounty on your head.” 
 
    “Oh. Erm. It’s rather embarrassing. And more than a bit gruesome, perhaps not a fit topic for the dinner table...” 
 
    Kril shrugged and took some of the rapidly-depleting jerky. It was good, had a mustard-like dusting of spice. “Tell me. Or else we’re droppin’ you off at Korman’s Grove and taking our leave.” 
 
    Lysanda considered. Then poked the air a few times in front of their face. Kril had seen that plenty of times before, knew that they were accessing a comm search from their retinal implants, maneuvering through an AR display. “Oh. No, that doesn’t sound pleasant.” 
 
    “It’s not a death sentence; it’s the closest planet,” Kril said. “You could go to ground, disappear for a while and wait for another ship to show up. And with a bounty that low and unbonded, odds are good they’d be willing to take you for duty or trade.” 
 
    Lysanda waved their hand, probably banishing whatever interface they had going, and stared directly into Kril’s eyes. “You’d do it, too. You’re telling me this because your conscience would be perfectly fine with this solution.” 
 
    “It ain’t ideal,” Kril said. “We need a doctor. We need crew who don’t mind getting their hands dirty. And I’m grateful for what you done so far for my sister and Nomad’s Land, but I need to know what you did because nobody gets a kill bounty without doing something horrible or getting blamed for something horrible.” 
 
    Lysanda frowned, and Kril watched the mental arithmetic process behind their eyes. Finally they seemed to come to an agreeable sum. You’re being quite honest,” they said. “And you did save me from those ruffians with the osseous obsession. I rather doubt I could have gotten away from that last wave if you had not softened them up. Very well, my dear man.” 
 
    They reached up and stroked the rats, who leaned into the touch and started making little tooth-grindy noises. Kril assumed that was good. 
 
    Lysanda continued. “Some time ago I had just arrived in the Middle Kingdoms and found employment with a mercenary company. If you don’t know what a Gallion is, then I don’t think you’d recognize their name. They specialized in urban operations. Stations, planets, that sort of thing.” 
 
    Kril winced. Urban operations got nasty. He recalled that bit of training from his fleet time, remembered footage of the Shriver invasions before Kildeer got their shit together. “I hope they paid you well for that,” he said, and tried a vitamin drink. It was a little sour, but it helped wash the biscuit down. 
 
    “Well enough. But during one particularly nasty campaign, we ran into a problem. The enemy found a way to jam my medical drones, so I had to investigate alternative routes for medical delivery.” 
 
    “You made medical rats?” Trin leaned forward. “The little pouches are for medicine? Like that old myth of dogs with beer kegs around their necks!” 
 
    “What?” Lysanda blinked. “Oh, dogs would have been suboptimal. Not enough survival instinct, big targets, considerably more expensive than local vermin. But rats? Easy enough to acquire, easily-accelerated birth to growth time. Malleable and flexible genetic code. It should have worked as expected. It would have worked flawlessly, if my commanding officer had a little more patience. I’d still be there, and I’d be lauded as a hero!”  
 
    “Should’s a hell of a word,” Kril said. “I know how it can twist and turn on ya. What went wrong?” 
 
    “My timetable was unfairly compressed!” Lysanda threw their hands up. “I had to scale back the breeding program by three full generations! So, I did what I could, put in many long nights, running tests, and ensuring that their brain chemical balances were optimal. But I had to cut a few corners. And I left the survival instinct a touch too strong. And didn’t factor into account their urge to burrow when in danger.” 
 
    “Still not seeing why this is worth a death bounty,” Kril said. 
 
    “Ah... well... during the first test, when we had people down and in need of triage, I unleashed the swarm. And they were working optimally, at first. Distributing anesthetics, sealing wounds, administering stimulants for those who needed a rapid withdrawal... and then the artillery barrage began. And they burrowed for safety. And a few burrowed into their patients. Some of those patients were civilians. It caused quite a big ruckus, and the fallout from that was a huge PR hit for the mercenaries.” 
 
    “There it is,” Kril said. He put down the jerky, pushed his plate away. “But you bred that burrowing thing out of them by now, right?” 
 
    “Weeeeeellllll...” 
 
    “You bred that. Out of them. By now. Right?” 
 
    “I... think so?” Lysanda offered that big-toothed grin. “It should be. The bloodwork is very encouraging. Mind you, it’s taken more generations than anticipated, I lost access to my laboratory and funding, small though they were.” 
 
    “At the very least, they ain’t killed any patients since, right?” Kril said, eyeing the three rats with wariness. The red-eyed one settled forward, staring back with concern. The other two were fighting over biscuit bits. 
 
    “Weeeeelllll...” Lysanda sucked their teeth. “Patients? No. But I may have separated them into two different strains, and they have been quite effective as a self-defense tool during my shamefully panicked flight from that mercenary company.” 
 
    “Fragg a duck and call her Susan,” Kril invoked the most ancient curse in Kildeer’s history. 
 
    Lysanda blinked. “What?” 
 
    “Never mind. Ah... hm. Trin, what do you think?” 
 
    His sister extended a thin arm to the now-biscuitless black-eyed rat, and it happily crawled up her limb, and started cleaning crumbs off her shirt as she stroked it. “I think they’re cute. And I think I went from a living shit fountain to able to keep this stuff down in ten hours, tops. Besides, what’s our rating again?” 
 
    “Rating?” Lysanda blinked again. “What is it exactly that you do?” 
 
    Kril frowned. “Ain’t it obvious? We’re Scrappers.” 
 
    “I’m... not familiar with the term. You break things? You fight? The translator’s a little hesitant.” They tapped their earring again. 
 
    “Sometimes,” Trin said. “When the pay’s good enough and the job’s simple enough, and the crew’s up to it. But usually we don’t fight.” She cuddled the rat to her, and its eyelids drooped, comfy and sleepy. The remaining two hopped down to the table, skittered up into the crook of her arms, and flanked the black-eyed one looking all the world like a pair of bodyguards. Kril fought to keep from smiling. 
 
    “Usually, we don’t fight unless we have to,” Kril said. “And combat pay gets added in for all involved. No, we’re basically out here to help folks out, usually with stuff that ain’t exactly legal.” 
 
    “Some of it is,” Trin said. “I mean, we started out by vulturing battlefields. Looking for whatever we could find on the Pale Riders—” 
 
    “Trin,” Kril cautioned, and she shut up, fast. 
 
    “Oh! Yes. Them. They were a problem in my home, too,” Lysanda said. “The emperor put quite a large bounty on them. But as far as I know, no one ever came forth to claim it.” 
 
    Kril didn’t sense any deception, but he changed the subject anyway. “Point is, we do odd jobs for the things we need. And the more crew we got and the more skilled we are, the more we can do. We talk to people called bondsmen, who help verify jobs and ships, to make sure pirates don’t try to get in on this kind of work, and they give us a rating. Thing is, our rating’s pretty low. We could use your help to get it going again, and in return, you’ll get a share of what we bring in.” 
 
    “And what would I be doing? Doctor’s work?” Lysanda smiled. “I find that most satisfactory.” 
 
    “On a bigger ship it would only be doctor’s work,” Kril shrugged. “But here, we usually don’t have the numbers to dedicate you full-time to that. We’ll need you helping out with unskilled stuff, or in ways that are gonna be different depending on what we’re up against. We can’t have a problem come up, and have you say ‘That’s not my job.’ We’re gonna need you to be crew.” 
 
    Lysanda rubbed their chin again. “The alternative is being dropped off on that planet you mentioned.” 
 
    “Korman’s Grove. According to their extranet, they’re havin’ a planetwide soybean festival. Wild times.” Kril said, keeping his voice deadpan. 
 
    Lysanda laughed. “Dear man, you have a deal. Consider me, and my pets, at your disposal.” 
 
    They shook on it, then Trin shook as well. The rats took the opportunity to jump ship and head back to Lysanda, where they crawled inside his coat to have a proper nap. 
 
    “What’s the plan, Kril?” Trin asked, standing up and stretching. 
 
    Kril stood too, started gathering up the dishes. “We’re going to have to see about some basic salvage jobs or maybe courier work. We’ll hit up the extranet, check with the local bondsman and spend a few days—” 
 
    The lights turned red, and alarms blared through the ship. 
 
    “FRAGG!” Kril yelled, whipping around. 
 
    Lysanda squeaked and tugged at their jacket, as the rats startled and raced around madly. 
 
    And Trin raised a finger and pointed at the cylinder in the corner of the hold, the one they’d retrieved from Rajah’s Pride a few days ago. 
 
    Once, it had been covered with red lights. 
 
    Now they were all dark, save for one that flickered in time with the alarm. And as they watched, the case cracked open by itself, and the last light went out at the same time that every other light in the ship went dark. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 6: DISTRESS CALL 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got good news and bad,” Kril said, scooting out from under the station. “Which one you want first?” 
 
    “Deliver the negativity posthaste, dear man,” said Lysanda. “That shall make the positive aspects all the more agreeable.” 
 
    “You’re talking fancy all of a sudden,” Trin said, as she peered over at them. 
 
    “I tend toward loquaciousness during stressful situations,” Lysanda said, hugging the rat carrier more firmly. 
 
    “Bad news is that the navigation computer’s shot,” Kril said. “Managed to purge and wipe the rest of this shit, but I can’t wipe the nav. The stuff in there’s irreplaceable right now.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Trin whispered.  
 
    “That’s terrible?” Lysanda asked. 
 
    “Not... entirely,” Trin said. “But it does complicate things. Gonna have to make a hard choice.” 
 
    Lysanda swallowed, hard. “Good news! You mentioned good news, dear man!” 
 
    “It didn’t fry the nav computer. I was afraid whatever was in that case was an electronic warfare system. But the hardware’s fine, and it looks like the software’s intact, just all the permissions got changed so I can’t access the nav unless I plug it into the hardwired ship systems. And I ain’t about to do that, or it’ll spread.” 
 
    “What is it precisely?” Lysanda asked. 
 
    “Worst case? An AI. Best case? A nasty li’l program safeguarding whatever hardware’s in that case.” 
 
    “I still say we should smash it,” Trin muttered. 
 
    “We ain’t smashing it. Case is sealed again. And we have power running to it this time, so its firewalls don’t go down again.” 
 
    That had been the embarrassing part of it all. When he’d taken the case from the Rajah’s Pride, he had never thought to wonder about the power source for all the lights on it. It had to have been running on some of the ship’s fading emergency power and removing it had basically drained the batteries. And after that, it was only a matter of time until containment failed. 
 
    “You don’t know that for sure,” Trin protested. “We should smash it.” 
 
    “It’s our only payday from the last job,” Kril said. “We ain’t smashing it until we figure out what it’s worth and who wants it.” 
 
    Trin leaned back and shook her head, raising her hands to her shoulders. “You’re the captain. But if this goes bad again, I’m kicking your ass.” 
 
    “This is the second time this has happened?” Lysanda asked. “What stopped it the first time?” 
 
    “I did,” Trin said, shortly. “I was... in a position to cut it off before it could get through the comm lines.” 
 
    “Yeah, but this time it was closer to the source,” Kril said, hastily. No sense in giving away Trin’s tricks until the good doctor had proven themselves trustworthy. “In any case, there IS good news. This ship’s solid Monnichiwan engineering. Got backup systems that don’t rely on the computers. We can still fly ’er, we can still navigate. Just gotta go by commpad and go slow. Check the stars with each hop. Manually record jumps, do math, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “It sucks,” Trin said simply. “Boring as hell and if we forget to carry the two, we’re lost forever.” 
 
    “Well, that’s... hold on! Hold the fun! This is a Monnichiwan ship? You have a Monnichiwan ship?” 
 
    “You’ve heard of them?” Kril raised an eyebrow. If the doctor was telling the truth about being from a place near the galactic center, then the Monnichiwans had roamed farther than Kril had expected. 
 
    “Heard of them! Of course I’ve heard of them, they saved my f— they saved our empire!” 
 
    “Saved a whole lot of people,” Kril said. “But gratitude don’t run deep for some folks.” 
 
    “You have a Monnichiwan ship, and you’re... you’re... you’re using it to do crimes?” 
 
    “No,” Kril denied. 
 
    “Yes,” Trin confirmed. 
 
    He glared at her, and she glared back. 
 
    “It ain’t like that,” Kril said. 
 
    “It’s exactly like that,” Trin insisted.  
 
    “They ain’t all crimes.” 
 
    “When’s the last time we had a legal job?” 
 
    “The laws are different everywhere you go. Hells, the Empire of Karlus says that anyone with a void capable ship who doesn’t give it over to them is committing crimes.” 
 
    “Yeah, and how big’s our bounty with them up to?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter, it ain’t bonded,” Kril said. “Look, we do the work we can get, and there’s those—” 
 
    “Pretty much nearly everyone,” Trin added in. 
 
    “—There’s those who say we’re outlaws. But the fact remains, we stay true to what the Monnichiwans asked of us, and we help people,” Kril said, stowing his tools in his harness one by one. “We’re keeping the bargain.” 
 
    “Fine. Fragging fine,” Trin threw her hands up. “If that’s the case, then you won’t mind seeing them again, so they can straighten this up.” 
 
    “We are not gonna do that,” Kril said. 
 
    “You can... you’ve spoken with them... and you can go see them whenever you want?” Lysanda’s jaw had fallen open, and their eyes were ablaze with wonder. “I would dearly like to meet them!” 
 
    “That ain’t happening,” Kril said. 
 
    “It is if you want your nav computer back,” Trin said. “And you know we can’t go too long without it...” 
 
     “We’ll figure something out,” Kril said. “Uh... we can’t just go see them whenever we want, Doc. It’s a long story that we’ll sort out some other time. In the meantime, we’re gonna try... alternative solutions.” 
 
    “Before we go and see them,” Trin muttered. 
 
    “We are NOT gonna go and see them.” 
 
    “Then what’s the other choice?” Trin asked. “Unless you got a spare nav computer I don’t know about, that’s up to date with our charts, and everything we fought and paid so hard to get, I’m not seeing another choice.” 
 
    “Let me think,” Kril said, as he pulled over a chair and sat in it. 
 
    The other two sat in silence, Trin in the remaining bridge chair, and Lysanda on their rat carrier. The rats didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    Finally, Kril nodded. “Okay. This thing we got, it’s from the border wars ’twixt the Vendharans and Storn’s Compact.” 
 
    “Yeah...” Trin nodded back. 
 
    “We were sent in to get ahold of tech that the Vendies stole from the Storners. And this is something we found there. And it didn’t match the rest of the Vendie stuff.” 
 
    “You’re thinking it’s Storner,” said Trin, and now she was frowning. 
 
    Kril hurried on. “So the best thing to do, to figure out what we’ve got, is to go and talk with the Storners.” 
 
    “Oh, fragg no,” Trin said. “No, no, they went to war over this stuff.” 
 
    “They went to war over border disputes. And the intel we got said that we were after stolen transponders. This isn’t a transponder.” 
 
    “Right, and what if they want it more than a transponder? What if this is some kind of secret project thing that they’ll kick our ass to get? Kril, it’s the Storners.” 
 
    “Am I missing something?” Lysanda asked. 
 
    “Eh... she’s worried because—” 
 
    “Don’t you fragging speak for me!” Trin snapped. “Your goddamn pride won’t let you go back to the Monnichiwan, but oh, the devil you don’t know, that sure sounds much better—” 
 
    “Now who’s speaking for who?” Kril said, softly. 
 
    Trin glared but shut up. Then she turned to Lysanda. “Come on. Air’s a bit thin in here. Somebody’s swollen head is sucking it up. Walk with me, and I’ll tell you why the Storners are a bad idea.” 
 
    She left in a huff, and Lysanda hesitated, glancing back and forth from Kril to the open door. 
 
    “Go on,” he told the doctor. “I got some math to start on, anyway.” 
 
    Nodding almost apologetically, Lysanda got up off the carrier and followed Trin out. They shut the door behind them, which suited Kril fine. He figured he already knew what Trin was going to say. 
 
    Somewhere shortly before the hyperspace gates failed, one of old Terra’s admirals had gone rogue. The reason for his treason varied depending on who you talked to, and Kril figured it was ancient history at this point, anyway. Admiral Storn had headed out to the darkspace around Mersenne, and he’d taken his fleet with him. 
 
    The gates had gone out before Terra came to drag him back, and Storn found himself in possession of the most advanced warships in the sector. Conquest followed, but they just didn’t have enough people to manage the confused and desperate worlds they claimed in the wake of the gate failure. 
 
    So, they’d turned to technology to augment their reach.  
 
    Rumor had it that they unbound their AI, freeing them and risking what a millennia or so of popular culture had insisted was a really, really bad idea. Whether or not that had been the cause for the various mutinies and rebellions that eventually saw good old Admiral Storn eating bullets for breakfast was anyone’s guess. 
 
    After the old man kicked it, the fleet broke up. He’d been the only one holding them together, and each captain took their warship and found a patch of ground to claim. Later on, when things cooled down, they signed Storn’s Compact, a mutual aid treaty that basically meant they had to help each other out against outsiders. 
 
    To a lot of the more civilized folk of the Diaspora, they were little better than pirates. And some were, to be fair. But some put on a friendlier face, and Kril had generally found them best dealt with as individuals.  
 
    That said, there were a couple of problems when it came to dealing with them. 
 
    The first was that they usually had an edge when it came to tech. Particularly computers and drones. Hell, some of the Storner drones were so good that Kril had to wonder if the old stories about their AI experiments were true. 
 
    The second, was that they put a lot of stock in ships. And after the Pale Riders had wiped the board, more or less, they were hot to get their hands on good vessels. And bringing a Monnichiwan ship, even a scout, into Storner space was like juggling sandwiches in front of a starving raccant. 
 
    So, all in all, Kril could understand where Trin was coming from. 
 
    That said, she hadn’t asked how he was going to make sure the risks were cut down to size. 
 
    And one particular message they’d overheard a week ago was going to be crucial to managing that. 
 
    He pulled up the comms, which had fortunately escaped the hack and got to searching. It took a while, but he managed to dig up what he was looking for. 
 
    “...this is Castergine Four. We are seeking help with a controlled evacuation. We will be abandoning this world over the course of the next few months. We are invoking the law of neutrality and offering pardons for any criminals wanted for less than a class-five felony under the law of Storn’s Compact. Please assist. We are in need of transportation, and all vessels are welcome. Repeat, this is Castergine Four. We are seeking...” 
 
    The law of neutrality was a big deal, over in Storn’s Compact. It had been broken before, but the rest of the Compact had inflicted obscene amounts of punishment on those who had done so. And given that this had been broadcasting for three hops, over some serious distance, Kril was pretty sure that this wasn’t a trick or a trap. At least, not for him. 
 
    “That’s your plan?” Trin asked later, after he found her sorting supplies in the cargo hold. “Go help out with an evac and hope we run into someone who can answer questions?” 
 
    “I’m thinking so, yeah,” Kril said, leaning against a crate and petting one of the red-eyed rats that had taken a shine to him. It leaned into his fingers, from its perch on his shoulder. “I wanted to go help out back when we were jumping past their territory, but we didn’t have time. And Juto and Mercator were getting antsy to get the job done.” 
 
    “Gosh, I can’t imagine why.” Trin frowned. “Bastards. We had a good thing going, more or less.” 
 
    “What do you think of the plan?” 
 
    “It’s a gamble. But maybe not a big one. There’s no way I can talk you into taking us to the Monnichiwan?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Then I guess this is what we’re doing. Gods know it’s better ’n anything I came up with.” She hopped up on the crate across from him, and stretched her hand over to his shoulder. Immediately the rat clambered along her sleeve and nuzzled at her hair. 
 
    “You little traitor,” Kril told it.  
 
    “Not my fault they think I’m comfier,” Trin told him. “So... you know how to get to Castergine Four?” 
 
    “Not so much,” Kril said. “But I did some searches on the local extranet. It’s listed as a trade point for fissile materials.” 
 
    “Fissile... shit, nuclear stuff? You think to check why they’re evacuating that world?” 
 
    “They didn’t say.” Kril shrugged. 
 
    “If we end up glowing in the dark, I’m gonna find you and kick your ass. And you won’t be able to hide from me. Because of the glow.” 
 
    “I’ll nuke that bridge if it comes to it,” Kril said, watching her scoop the rat off her shoulder and deposit it on the floor. It immediately ran to the vents, and squeezed itself in. “But anyway, it’s a known trading point, so a little work with the commpads, and a little math, and we should be able to get in the vicinity of the broadcast. This thing was going out over sectors. Once we get that, we should be able to follow it in to where we can find a station or a settled planet. Easy enough to ask directions.” 
 
    She tilted her head. “There’s a lot that can go wrong.” 
 
    “Sure is.” 
 
    “Eh. What else is new.” Trin shrugged and waved him toward the bridge. “Sooner we finish the math, sooner we go.” 
 
    It took longer than Kril had figured it would. Not just the math, but the hyperlight jumps themselves. They had to aim for the more populated sectors along the way, so that they’d have signal to check their progress against. Twice they had to stop and calibrate, when a jump didn’t go as planned, and after each jump, Kril would wander back and check the reactor core levels.  
 
    He’d planned on getting another job first, preferably one with a down payment, then using that payment to fuel up, but the hack had botched that. Without a nav computer, there was no point in picking up the sort of job that would offer a down payment. Those were too risky, especially when they were running light on crew. 
 
    Doctor Lysanda helped check the math. They weren’t particularly great at navigation, but they had a pretty good head for numbers. And this was a time when a misplaced decimal could kill or strand them, so an extra pair of eyes was more than welcome. 
 
    And at every meal they shared, Lysanda would take out the rats, and fuss over them, and make sure they each got a share of the rations.  
 
    “Little fraggers are fatter each time I see them,” Kril said, scritching Spindle behind the ears. She ignored him, holding a scop wafer with both tiny paws and nibbling industriously. 
 
    “Well yes, most pregnant females typically do exhibit more mass,” Lysanda said. 
 
    Kril stopped scratching. Spindle shot him a reproachful look. “Please don’t tell me you’re gonna swarm up my ship.” 
 
    “What? No, don’t be ridiculous. It’s only going to be another mischief at best.” 
 
    “A what now?” Trin asked. 
 
    “A mischief is a group of rats. It’s only technically a swarm if you go above a dozen.” 
 
    “Look. I admit these little guys are cute. ’Specially since I know ’em by name, now,” Kril said, as Spindle grabbed his finger and wrestled it back to where he could scritch her. “But that don’t mean I want a few dozen of them underfoot.” 
 
    “No, no. Of course not. I’m thinking perhaps ten, to ensure full coverage in the vents. They’ll make sure that no other pests sneak in and occupy that space. Moreover, they’ll all be warriors, so they can act as defense in an emergency.” Lysanda tugged on a necklace chain and showed a whistle. “I can make a couple for you two as well. One good blast, and they’ll attempt to kill everyone who doesn’t have the proper scent.” 
 
    Kril blinked. Then he looked down at Spindle, who was leaning into the pets and clicking her teeth. 
 
    It was easy to forget about the Skuljaegers that they’d taken down. Certainly not the best fighters if that one who’d called him was truthful, but still, the rats had done for at least three or four and a half-dozen of the little rodents had survived the fight. 
 
    “Kinda creepy to think about them swarming someone,” Trin said. “Or mischiefing them.” 
 
    “That’s more malice than mischief,” Kril said, and glanced back to Lysanda. “Think I will take a whistle.” 
 
    “I’ll fab one up after the next jump,” Lysanda smiled their big-toothed grin. 
 
    Four days and eight jumps later, with the cores starting to turn from yellow to amber on the reactor readouts, they came to the edge of Storner space. 
 
    Immediately the comms started going off, and Kril tapped the first of them on. 
 
    “You want me to drop the sheath?” Trin asked, staring at the viewscreen, and the blur of light that skewed their vision. 
 
    “Give it a second. Make sure nobody’s got beams lined up to fry us.” 
 
    There wasn’t much point in using energy weapons on ships that were geared up for hyperlight jumps. The survivors of the Diaspora had found that out the hard way, when the Pale Riders swept through. 
 
    After a moment, the display screen flickered, and showed a tall, black-haired man with a widow’s peak, mustache, and goatee, wearing a grey and dark green uniform. Kril recognized it as a Storner naval coat, though he couldn’t say what rank the pips on the man’s collar represented. 
 
    “—repeat, you have entered the sovereign space of the duchy of Grand Buckle. In the name of the duke, proceed for docking and inspection at the following coordinates—” 
 
    “Sir,” Kril broke in. “We’re here for the evac at Castergine Four.” 
 
    Immediately a tension left the man’s face, and he smiled. “All right. Most of that’s wrapping up now, but that makes my day a lot easier. Drop your sheath and get a transponder on, and we’ll get a look at you.” 
 
    “Law of Neutrality still goin’?” 
 
    “Yes, yes. You’re safe, assuming you haven’t done any war crimes lately.” 
 
    Kril was glad he’d told Doc Lysanda to wait back in their cabin. Just in case. 
 
    The light left the edges of the screen, and Trin immediately fired up the transponder... and the sensors. “Looks like we made it to Pavis,” she said. 
 
    “Weird way of putting things,” said the officer, glancing down at his station. “Holy... is that a Monnichiwan make?” 
 
    Kril smiled. “Sure is.” 
 
    “Don’t suppose you’d want to sell her?” 
 
    Kril smiled wider. “Sure don’t.” 
 
    “Hey, I had to try. Okay... Granger. Captain Granger? Looks like no bonded bounties, and you’re not on any lists I have access to. Head on over to the satellites that are tagged with Castergine’s designator and wait for a window. We’ll give you the okay when it’s clear to jump.” 
 
    The guy seemed to be in a good mood, so Kril decided to push his luck. “Got some time for a few questions, while we start heading that way?” 
 
    The man shrugged. “You’re the first and maybe the last ship to show up today, so unless someone more interesting comes along, we can talk. Bear in mind you probably want to keep this legal. Name’s Halworth, by the way. Lieutenant Halworth.” 
 
    “Okay. First thing is fuel. Burned some cores to get here fast as I could. Any chance I can get a few, since I’m helping you lot out?” 
 
    “We had a few neighboring systems chip in to help out there, but you’re kinda late to get in on that. The donation box is pretty picked over. Let me see... Monnichiwan scout class... what kind of engine?” 
 
    “Hammer-Waverider. Mark Sixteen-Zed.” 
 
    “Huh. New one on me.” The officer glanced down, and his shoulders moved as his hands worked the station, offscreen. “Okay, that’s a familiar core make. We don’t have any left for free, but we can probably supply you for a fair trade price. You want to dock and haggle with the trade houses directly, or do you want to go through a broker and have a delivery sent out to your waiting area?” 
 
    “Depends on what you’re looking for. I’ve got gold, is that good here?” 
 
    “Mm. Not so much, if I’m being honest. Gold’s one of our major exports. Got anything else?” 
 
    “Got a few crates of Righteous Combine rations. Officer’s grade stuff. Damn fine eating.” 
 
    Lieutenant Halworth’s eyes widened, and he tilted his head, seemed to think for a moment. “Mm. I could be a dick, but you’re here for charity, so I’ll tell you to keep that under your dome. Pirates hit a Righteous Combine supply convoy last week, so if those crates are from that haul, they’ll be confiscated from you the second you register them as trade goods.” 
 
    “Didn’t know that. Didn’t ask too much about where my seller got them. Thanks for the heads up.” 
 
    “No worries. Honestly if we didn’t have to keep the Stompers happy, it wouldn’t be a problem most days.” 
 
    “No, no, I got it,” Kril said. “Thing is, I don’t know we have much else to trade. Could run passengers if you got anyone needs to go that way.” 
 
    “You could post a message on the board, but I doubt you’ll find any takers. And the last thing our government wants to do is get more people over there.” 
 
    “Fragg. I want to help, but I don’t want to burn my engine out to do it. Ain’t there anything you can do to help?” 
 
    Lieutenant Halworth pursed his lips, and Kril watched his eyes flick back and forth. Finally, he shrugged and leaned in. “You didn’t hear this from me, but Castergine Four’s an industry station. I know for a fact they’re having to leave a ton of material behind, and with the industrial fabbers there, it’d be easy to whip up a set of fresh cores in your specs. You could probably trade passage or cargo space for all the fuel you needed.” 
 
    “I do like the sound of that,” Kril said. “And I reckon I owe you one for the tip. Anything I can do to square that right now?” 
 
    “Can’t think of anything off... no, wait, there is something.” Halworth rubbed his goatee. “I’ve got an ex-husband out that way. He was supposed to evacuate in the first wave or two, but he hasn’t shown up in any of the transport logs. It’s been a month, and I have no clue whether or not he’s made it safely away. Could you check up on him, see if he’s there? If he is, either offer him a good price on a berth, or at least tell him Mikaal’s going to kick his ass if he doesn’t get off that rock?” 
 
    Kril chuckled. “Reckon I can. Send his info through, and I’ll try to track him down.” 
 
    “Will do.” And a second later, the display beeped as a file arrived. 
 
    “Good luck, Captain,” Lieutenant Halworth nodded. “Nice talking with you. If there’s anything more we can do to help you help us, you let us know.” 
 
    Kril nodded and shut off the comm. He scrolled through the rest of the messages, finding nothing that needed immediate attention. Mostly just legal stuff and the standard warnings and nav info. The first two things were of little use, and the nav info was useless without a working navigation computer. 
 
    “I’m surprised you didn’t ask him about that thing in the box,” Trin said. “He was friendly and helpful.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I got no clue as to how legal that thing is,” Kril said. “And anyone could have been listening or might be recording that convo with us. Best to ask questions about that thing face to face, and quiet-like.” 
 
    “Seems sensible.” Trin worked her station, pulled Halworth’s ex’s file up on the screen. “And we got a good tip. Just gotta drop a line to this guy... Pieterzoon? That how you say it? Basque Pieterzoon. Well, we got his comm number and address, so that shouldn’t be too hard.” 
 
    But as it turned out, she couldn’t have been more wrong. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 7: RESCUE 
 
      
 
    Nomad’s Land finished its jump, and Kril kept his eyes on the display as space faded in through the haze of the light sheath. 
 
    “Sensors?” he asked Trin. 
 
    “Nobody shooting at us I can tell. Nobody within detection range ’cept a beacon that’s telling us we got to Castergine Four.” 
 
    “Huh. That’s odd. Figured things would be a bit more crowded.” The sensors didn’t have great range while the sheath was up, but it was still considerable in the grand scheme of things. There was an evacuation going on. There should be someone nearby. 
 
    “We’re getting hailed, anyway.”  
 
    “I hear it,” Kril said as the comms beeped. “Drop the sheathe; put’em on.” 
 
    The screen flickered, and a red-haired woman wearing a gray and dark green uniform examined him, stony-faced and with an intensity that made Kril flush. Been a while since he’d been peered at so by an attractive lady. 
 
    Her words weren’t encouraging, though. “Why are you here? I don’t think there’s much you can do to help.” 
 
    “Then you all shouldn’t have put out a distress signal,” Kril shot back. “Tell me what’s goin’ on, and I’ll tell you how we can help.” 
 
    Trin leaned over and whispered, “There’s a couple ships but they’re in orbit around a moon... wow, that’s a lot of jamming,”  
 
    “Yes, we asked for help. But a single scout class vessel? At the start of things that would have been useful, speed would have helped with vital assets. But now we’re down to dismantling infrastructure, and you just don’t have the cargo space to be useful for this.” 
 
    “Well, the military types we passed on the way through thought we might be useful for somethin’, so here we are. Actually got a mission from them,” Kril said, exaggerating a bit. The last thing he wanted was this officer turning them away. That’d be a problem, with the engine cores as burned as they were. 
 
    “A mission? What classification?” The woman’s eyebrows climbed toward her cap. 
 
    “They didn’t tell me that,” Kril admitted. “But we have to find and retrieve a feller. Basque Pieterzoon. Got an address to check.” 
 
    “Fucking... that asshole,” the woman ground her teeth. “Every ship comes through Buckler space, he tries to get ahold of his ex. All right. All right, Captain... Granger? That’s what your transponder says?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Kril said. 
 
    “Listen, we haven’t got word of the guy, and it’s not safe to go down there right now. Probably the best thing for you would be to turn around and go home.” 
 
    “Wish I could, but I cut a deal, ma’am.” 
 
    “Fuck. I don’t have time for—” 
 
    The signal cut off, and Trin stiffened. “They’re being attacked!” 
 
    Before she finished the sentence, Kril was firing up the thrusters and getting the ship moving, picking an empty patch of space and gaining speed. “Give me tactical,” he told his sister. 
 
    The display flickered and changed to a grid. The planet in the middle loomed large, the moon orbiting it was surrounded by five names that represented vessels, and as Kril watched, one of them winked out. Red lines flickered from moon to vessel, and blue lines flew back from the vessels. 
 
    “We in range?” he asked. 
 
    “Doesn’t look like it,” Trin replied. “Those are mass driver shots. They’d need a hell of a shot to nail us from this distance.” 
 
    Light flared on the digital representation of the moon, and the red lines stopped blitzing the ships. A few blue lines flickered back, before slowing and stopping. 
 
    The comm signal chimed again, and Kril nodded to Trin. 
 
    The officer reappeared, looking far angrier than she had before. “And that is why I don’t want you going down there, Captain Granger. Because the rebels have gotten control of some of the orbital defenses, and the best case option is that they knock you out of the sky. Worst case is that they commandeer your ship, and I have a new problem to deal with.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kril said, softly. “First off, my condolences for your loss. You want us to help sweep for survivors? We got a doctor on board.” 
 
    She breathed hard for a moment, eyes flicking back and forth as she seemed to think. Finally, she nodded. “My helmsman tells me that you’ve got a Monnichiwan make. Your sensors are probably better than ours. Please approach and see if anyone from Moonlight Blue made it to the escape pods. I’ll send you the distress frequencies now.” 
 
    “Signing off and getting to it,” Kril said as a file arrived in his in-box. 
 
    It was a good call. As they approached, Kril could tell that the Storner ships were larger, bulkier. Freighters or small capital ships, but definitely something that took a while to get fired up and in motion. Nomad’s Land was small by comparison, faster, and more capable of maneuvering within a wreckage field without accidentally killing someone. 
 
    Then he tapped the intercom on. “Doc, we got a search and rescue job. Gonna need you to suit up and wait in the cargo hold.” 
 
    “Is it a bad time to tell you that my antigravity maneuvering skills are somewhat lacking?” Lysanda’s voice replied. 
 
    “Relax. I’ll handle the external stuff; we just need you waitin’ to save anyone who’s tore up bad.” 
 
    By the time Trin had them in range of the wreckage, Kril had his hardsuit on, and a couple of bubblepacks stowed on his harness. They hadn’t had time or supplies to mend the bullet hole in the suit’s shoulder, but a quick blast of spray sealant gave him the protection he needed for this run. He hoped, anyway. 
 
    He glanced back at Lysanda, who patted their dome and waved, the plasfoil of their own suit shiny and crinkling as they did. Kril nodded, sealed the airlock, waited for it to depressurize, then opened the door to the hungry dark. 
 
    It had been too long since he’d done this, and he took a second to admire the stars. But only a second. 
 
    “Okay,” Trin’s voice crackled in his earbud, as she synched to its frequency. “Good news is we got two active distress calls. Couple of folks made it to a beacon.” 
 
    “Getting a look at her now,” Kril said, staring at the approaching debris field. “Any idea what they cored her with?” 
 
    “Looks like an orbital payload shot. Something to put cargo into space from the surface. They probably hit her with a ball of ore, or metals, or some shit, going at escape velocity speeds.” 
 
    “All right. Bring us within two kilometers. Try for the side that ain’t got churn.” 
 
    “You’re asking a lot. Pretty sure this was a freighter. No armor, so her guts are all over space. But yeah, shut the ’lock and I’ll bring her around.” 
 
    Theoretically the dampening fields should prevent him from being squished into paste if he stared out the airlock while she sped up.  
 
    But theory was one thing, and the actual wear and tear on the engine, systems, and bits that were supposed to keep his insides on the insides was a thing he didn’t like gambling on. So Kril shut the airlock and waited as the minutes crawled by, until his sister said “Clear. One from mid-ship, one from what’s probably the bridge. I’m synching these to your... shit, I can’t. Nav computer’s down.” 
 
    Kril frowned. “Can you play fire and ice with it?” 
 
    “Probably. Get moving, and we’ll see how this goes.” 
 
    He opened the door again and flicked his suit lights on. 
 
    Moonlight Blue had the lines of a freighter, with a house-sized bridge up above, a sturdy, long spine jutting out at a slight angle, and modular plasteel cargo pods socketed into the spine like bulbfruit in a hydroponics rack. The ship was currently in two pieces, her spine broken, and the cargo pods cracked and peppered with holes as if a drunk farmer had taken a scattergun to them. The orbital payload had probably come apart once it got out of the atmosphere, and Kril hated to see it.  
 
    The upside was that the bulk of the debris was on the other side, the spaceward side. But he caught glittering slivers and flecks betwixt himself and the breached hull, that said it wasn’t entirely a clean route. He’d have to slow down, try to maneuver around anything that could damage his suit. 
 
    Fortunately, this was second nature to him by now. 
 
    He jetted across, using blasts of air to go. Operating this close, conserving air wasn’t as much of a concern. No, when a ship had survivors, you needed to get to them fast, because you could never tell what their circumstances might be. Particularly after a surprise attack like this one. Some had likely made it into suits or safe areas, but there was no telling how long they’d be safe. Things could change in a heartbeat, and the dark all too often had her due. 
 
    Coming up on the snapped tube that was the spine, he peered into the rightmost part of it, looking past flickering lights and scarred and pitted walls, to stare down the remnants of a corridor. Metal grating ran along the floor and ceiling, and faded paint in Stanglish characters marked each hatch that he could see. 
 
    “Getting hotter,” Trin told him, and he nodded, jetted just a bit more to avoid a slowly spinning shard of alloy, grabbed the edge of the wall, and pulled himself in. 
 
    “Hotter still,” Trin said as he made his way down, before stopping as blue flashes flared in front of him.  
 
    “Got active plasma,” he told her as he surveyed the mess of busted wiring and pipes that jutted through the wall, and the crackling bolts that flickered along the corridor. That would be death if he touched it. “I’m probably gonna have to cut through one of the pods. Left or right?” 
 
    “Ah... I’m thinkin’ left. Give that a try.” 
 
    Kril nodded and backtracked twenty meters to the last hatch. The tapper told him there was no atmo, so he checked around the frame until he found an emergency override lever and cranked it down. 
 
    There was no sound, here, but he swore he could almost hear the metal groan as the hatch opened, revealing a wide, empty room. Straps and ties lined the walls, and a thin framework of rails and girders filled the inside of this domelike cargo pod, providing plenty of places to hook cargo onto. It was a pretty standard zero-gee setup. This pod was never supposed to land. 
 
    Kril headed to the right, following it around. “How’s the signal?” 
 
    “Hotter.” 
 
    Tapper confirmed no atmo, so he pulled out the cutter and got to work. 
 
    The benefits of zero-gee pods were that the things in them generally didn’t care about a little void exposure, so the hull here was more of a formality than an obstacle, and Kril managed to get a him-sized hole cut in pretty good time. 
 
    The next hull was packed. Spheres of metal hung from the racks, multiple tons of mining payloads, some of them snapped loose from the impact and tight against each other. It was a wonder the hull wasn’t shredded but judging by the scoring they’d wasted most of the impact momentum against each other. 
 
    It took time to pick his way through the massive orbs, and as he went, Trin’s voice cut in once more. “The guy you’re headed to just got on the transponder. There’s leaks in his suit.” 
 
    “Fragg. How long?” 
 
    “Minutes. He’s applying sealer but it isn’t taking. All he’s got is a squirt bottle.” 
 
    “Course it ain’t taking, the escaping air’s pushing it away. Tell him to seal his hand around it. Or some debris.” 
 
    “I’m trying to, but he’s panicking, and there’s a lot of little leaks. Best get there fast.” 
 
    The fact that all his air hadn’t blown out at once meant that he was wearing a decent suit make. But even the best would go down, if there were too many breaches. 
 
    He got to the hatch, located the override lever, and gave it a tug. It took a few jerks to get the lever down, and the doors only opened halfway. To his right he could make out flickering blue light from the plasma. Fortunately, there was plenty of churn around to grab and toss, and the few he sent that way remained unfried. He stepped out, didn’t die, and got as far from the broken conduits as fast as he could. 
 
    As he went, the churn got worse. It hadn’t been bad in the corridor before the leak, but now it was getting to the point that he was having trouble seeing. In a regular situation, in a salvage op or an exploration job, he’d take his time and clear it out or at least pull out some of the fancier tools and scan for hazmat.  
 
    But the problem was that they were on a timer, now. There was a man up ahead facing a slow death, and the hungry dark was biting deeper into him with every minute that passed, so Kril did his best to ignore the tiks and taks of metal and plastic fragments against his dome and pushed through as best he could. 
 
    It was almost the end of him. 
 
    The only warning Kril had were two words flashing in his HUD.  
 
    Get Down 
 
    He dropped in a heartbeat, and as he did, his light caught a roiling silver ball, inches away from his dome. He twisted as he went, watched the long, mercury-looking glob of liquid stretch past him as the churn he’d stirred up bounced off and through it and sent it zigging and zagging down the way he’d come.  
 
    It didn’t leave much in its wake, and the bits of churn it did leave were shiny and clean. Some kind of solvent or cleaner, he thought. Unconsciously he reached across himself and felt the sprayseal on his shoulder. That could have been bad. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said as the words faded from his HUD. 
 
    “What?” Trin asked. 
 
    “For the warning. Surprised you could type that fast. You ain’t spun up, are you?” 
 
    “Kril, are you delirious? I didn’t type anything.” 
 
    He stopped and checked his suit lights. No warnings, aside from the green that showed a stable crack in his shoulder. “No. Don’t think so.” 
 
    “Then get moving, Kyle ain’t doin’ so hot.” 
 
    “Right. Kyle. Course he’s got a name.” Kril levered himself up and pushed forward. The good news was that the blob of whatever-the-fragg that had been had cleared out a good portion of the churn.  
 
    The bad news was that Kyle had tucked himself into a cargo pod, or been in one when they got hulled, and the lever wouldn’t close. 
 
    This was a lander, too. Thick hull. Thick door. “I might have to cut this,” he told Trin as he sent her the footage. 
 
    “No time! He’s suffocating right now.” 
 
    “Fragg...” Kril tugged harder on the lever. Nothing. It was warped, he saw. 
 
    Then he turned and looked at the hatches across the way. “Fifty-fifty, maybe. Right or left.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Choose, right or left. Now!” 
 
    “Right?” 
 
    He pushed off the wall, grabbed onto the one next to the hatch, and hit it with the tapper. “No good. You’d lose at dice.” 
 
    “What? Kril, there ain’t time for this!” 
 
    He popped the thrusters on, spent air to hurl himself down the corridor, to the next hatch, almost wrenching the servos on the hardsuit arm as he grabbed the wall and killed the thrusters simultaneously, and swung the tapper against the hatch. 
 
    Beep! 
 
    “Atmo! Good. Tell Kyle to get clear of the door! Left hand side as he’s facin’ it!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Just do it!” Kril said, stowing the tapper and pulling out the cutter. With a few taps he flared it to a wide beam, popped the handle up, and gauged the angle.  
 
    He’d literally have one shot at it. 
 
    Holding the handle at full extension, one arm anchoring him to the side of the corridor, he jammed the beam against the door and held it steady. 
 
    There was no sound. 
 
    Only fury. 
 
    The second he breached atmo, the tool ripped from his hands in a spray of fuel and sparks, followed by a stream of vapor, and everything in the compartment that was small enough or fragile enough to shatter and go through the centimeter-wide and meter-long hold he’d put in the door. 
 
    He covered his dome with his arm as the fragments and shrapnel, propelled by the force of the void and carried aloft on the dying gasp of air in the escape pod ripped along the angle he’d set for it, straight into the hatch between himself and Kyle. 
 
    It took less than a minute for the pod to blow itself out, glittering dots slowing and growing in the space of the corridor between the hatches as the vapor crystallized. Yellow icons flashed on his hardsuit HUD: Kril’s right side had taken a pounding. Not huge, no breaches, but the plasteel would need a good session in a fabber to fill in the micro fractures and weakened points. 
 
    All that could come later. Kril launched himself off the wall, and through the shredded remnants of the hatch. 
 
    He found Kyle up against the wall of the pod, frantically waving him over. Frost crusted his suit, an older-model Storner type that made him look much bulkier than he was. Under the skin were bladders full of reserve air, bladders that were slowly being pulled apart and sucked through the gaps, the air in them escaping to become the frost. 
 
    “Tell him to step away from the wall, ’bout a meter or two out and up,” he told Trin. 
 
    The man stumbled forward, stretching his arms out, and Kril nailed him square in the chest with a bubblepack. 
 
    The grenade-like ball broke open and expanded, filmy goop spreading outward as the microfabber inside filled it with atmo, expanding past his reaching hands and surrounding him. And thankfully, Kyle was smart enough to tuck his arms back inside and pull his feet up as the shell finished, coalescing into a rubbery orb with a few handles for easy towing. 
 
    “Got him,” he said. 
 
    “He’s crying now,” Trin told him. “Can’t blame the guy.” 
 
    “What condition might he be in?” Doctor Lysanda asked. “Do patch me through, dear woman, and I’ll quiz him as to his symptoms once his catharsis is completed.” 
 
    “You do that,” Kril said. “I’ll get him out of here and get him moving shipward. Then it’s on to the next one.” 
 
    Without a cutter, Kril had to drag Kyle along and retrace his steps out into the corridor, and through the pod he’d used to bypass the plasma. The rubbery bubble flexed and compressed as he dragged Kyle through the displaced cargo, and out the hole, into the void. From there, it was some quick exo work to get back around within sight of Nomad’s Land.  
 
    “Coming in,” he told Trin as he used a big blast from his thrusters to jet toward the ship. “Hold her still, or this could be messy.” 
 
    Keeping himself between the ship and Kyle, he watched the vessel grow until they were almost to it, then fired the front-pointing thrusters. Kyle’s bubble slapped into his back, and he grunted at the impact, gave it a little more air to slow the approach. Then the hull was there, and he lifted his legs, touched down, and straightened up as he kept a tight grip on the bubble’s handles. One walk later, and he was in the airlock, cycling it shut, then handing the bubble over to Lysanda’s waiting arms. 
 
    “Erm,” they said, considering the squirming figure inside the gel. “How do I crack them out of this?” 
 
    “Chemical spray in the airlock. Trin can show you,” Kril said, dropping his air tank and grabbing a fresh one from the airlock compartment. “Get ’em processed quick. There’s one more to go, and I don’t know what they’ll need.” 
 
    As it turned out, they needed a coffin. 
 
    The good news was that the bridge was relatively easy to get to. 
 
    The bad news was that the shot they’d taken had cracked it just enough to give it a slow leak, through various layers of fuselage. The lady who had survived the initial impact had enough time to trigger the transponder, but died trying to get through a jammed locker, the suits inside just out of her reach. 
 
    “Shit,” Kril said. “Could we have saved her, if we went here first?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Trin said. “Sorry, brother.” 
 
    Kril brought her body back anyway. 
 
    Kyle would have died, if he’d gone to her first. And for all he knew she’d been dead before Nomad’s Land had gotten to them. 
 
    But still, he knew he’d get little sleep that night. 
 
    Sometimes the only choices you got were hard ones. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 8: RECON 
 
      
 
    The shuttle shuddered as it hit atmo. Kril checked his slugger and his gear one piece at a time, making sure that everything looked functional enough to survive this little excursion. 
 
    “This is thoroughly exciting!” Lysanda burbled, clutching their doctor’s bag to themselves. Their coat moved every now and then, as the rats tried to make themselves comfortable against Lysanda’s thin frame. “I haven’t done a hot drop since my time with Gallowglass! Ah, the memories this brings back...” 
 
    “Good ones?” Kril asked, checking the seals on his flashbangs. 
 
    “Weeeeellllll...” Lysanda shook their head. “Goodness is always so subjective a concept, one must understand.” 
 
    “You’re a regular font of joy and happiness, Doc.” 
 
    “Why thank you!” Lysanda beamed, then tapped their earring. “No, no, wait, that was sarcasm, was it not?” 
 
    “Somewhere ’twixt that and a grim coping mechanism,” Kril said, stowing the last palm-sized metal ball of joy, happiness, and sensory overload in the inner lining of his coat. “Think we’re ready.” 
 
    “Good, because you’re going to be on the surface in three point three minutes.” The officer’s voice broke in over the comm, and Kril jumped despite himself. They’d figured she would probably listen in, but he didn’t think she’d be obvious about it. 
 
    “Captain Krav,” Kril said, standing and looking for the cam. “Is this a hot drop? Anyone shooting at us yet?” 
 
    “Maybe, and no,” Captain Krav said, as the viewscreen winked on, and her unsmiling face considered them. “They won’t shoot at you; they’ll want to take the shuttle intact. There’s no other way off this rock for them.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Positive.” 
 
    “I mean, they just shot a freighter a few hours ago.” 
 
    “That one wasn’t landing. It was just collecting launched payloads.” 
 
    “Point,” Kril chewed his lip. “So, this is why you ain’t leaving this ship around after it drops us off?” 
 
    “That’s why,” Captain Krav said. “The second you’re off they’ll be heading towards it and ready for a fight. You’ll have to hit the ground running. You have seventy  hours to find your man and get back, after that I’ll be handing command over is done, and you’ll have to negotiate any extraction with my successor. But I’ll warn you, they’ll be even less happy to see you than I was.” 
 
    “To be fair, ma’am, I didn’t know this here situation was a rebellion.” 
 
    “Insurrection,” Captain Krav corrected. “They had clear rules to follow and signed agreements to honor, and they chose to ignore them and try to grab power for themselves. And they did that at the cost of civilian lives, so no matter who feeds you whatever sob story they can dream up, know that when you call for a pickup, there’s only going to be three seats off this moon. “ 
 
    “Surely there are still civilians and uninvolved personnel,” Lysanda mused. “Is it not humanitarian to err on the side of salvation?” 
 
    “The problem with that notion is that I don’t have time to judge each sob story you’re going to run into down there, and I don’t trust either of you enough to fairly judge people from a system and culture you came into contact with a scant few hours ago. So no, I’m not going to bend on this. You two and Basque Pieterzoon. That’s all.” 
 
    “I read you loud and clear,” Kril said. “If you’re sure there ain’t nothing else we can carry out of system for you—” 
 
    “There ain’t... isn’t,” she corrected herself, then frowned. “You Scrappers have the weirdest accents. No, there’s nothing else. That said, I wouldn’t mind a look at what they’re doing. The bastards are trapped rats down there, and they’ve already surprised me once today. So if you turn up anything you think I should know, we’ll pay you for the knowledge.” 
 
    “Trapped rats are truly a destructive force,” Lysanda nodded. 
 
    “Seventy hours,” she said. “Here you are. Once you’re down, get the hell off my shuttle.” 
 
    The display shifted, showed a wide field among tall buildings. White plascrete roads stretched out around it, and playground equipment went flying or broke beneath the shuttle as it landed, thrusters flaring and the deck shuddering under Kril’s feet as it finished touching down. Not many dampening fields on Storner drone craft. They were built for utility, not comfort. 
 
    Kril was in motion as it settled, heading through the hatch and down the turning stairs to the outer hatch as it cracked open, lowering a ramp to the ground. In a heartbeat he was down it and taking cover next to some sort of spinning contraption that was probably supposed to get kids used to g-forces, either that or launch them into low orbit. Slugger out and low, retinal implants switched to thermal, he looked around for trouble. 
 
    Behind him, boots clattered on the ramp and Lysanda joined him, sliding in next to him with a few squeaking complaints coming from under his white jacket as they grinned. “Such memories! Oh, and do hold still, dear man.” 
 
    “What? Ow!”  
 
    Lysanda withdrew the autohypo from his neck. “The radiation count is considerable, here. You’ll still need a chemical flush later, but this will minimize it.” 
 
    Behind them, the ramp creaked as it rose, and Captain Krav’s voice echoed through the playground. “Shuttle’s lifting off in thirty seconds. Get clear or get fried.” 
 
    Kril nodded at Lysanda. “Shop to the north. See it?”  
 
    “Which way is north, again?” 
 
    “Just follow me.” He rose and ran, slugger low and against his body in a two-handed grip, waiting for shots that never came. 
 
    It was more like forty seconds, he thought as they got through the open door of what had been some kind of general goods kiosk and heard the windows rattle in their frames as the shuttle’s engines pushed flame and fury against the ground.  
 
    “Rare that you see a chemical propulsion system still in use,” Lysanda mused, shielding their eyes as they peered out the window. 
 
    “Got the feeling she sent us down with something she didn’t mind losing,” Kril replied, marching around the store and throwing every door open, before finally nodding. “Looks like we’re clear in here. Get your comm on, give her a test.” 
 
    He took his own advice, tapping his earbud until it chimed. “Trin?” 
 
    “You’re soundin’ scratchy.” 
 
    “You’re comin’ through clear,” he said, glancing up through the window, at the sky. “How secure you reckon you can make this?” 
 
    “This really ain’t my field,” she said, as the comm chimed again. “Hey Doc.” 
 
    “I think we’re working,” Lysanda said. “What isn’t your field?” 
 
    “Makin’ signals deal with all the radiation those idjits poured into their own atmo.” 
 
    “Ah. I can help your brother survive that rather regrettable situation, but unscrambling the airwaves is quite beyond me. My apologies.” 
 
    “Didn’t expect you would,” Kril told him. “You’re doin’ fine keepin’ us from glowing.” 
 
    “Yeah, about that, are your ratties gonna be okay?” Trin asked. 
 
    “Never fear,” Lysanda said. “They have their own dosages, and should they succumb then the next generation is already gestating within your vents.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Kril asked. 
 
    “At any rate, shall we proceed to the next step of the plan?” 
 
    “I think I want to know more about this gestating thing—” 
 
    The rest of Kril’s words were drowned out by a thunderous explosion, as the store shook, and the windows blew out. He dove for the ground, tackling Lysanda and bringing them with him. 
 
     They lay on the cracked tile as bits of the ceiling pattered down. Kril’s eardrums recovered fast, the implants proving their worth yet again, and he listened in the silence... listened to chunks of metal rain down from the space where the shuttle had presumably been. 
 
    “Well,” he said to Lysanda, as the doctor blinked up at him from inches away. “This just got a mite more complicated.” 
 
    “What?” Lysanda asked. 
 
    “Ah. Ears. Right,” said Kril, glancing up to the ceiling and easing off the slim figure once he was certain it wasn’t going to collapse any further. “Gonna give you a few to recover,” he told the doctor as he checked the front door, then the storeroom he’d seen earlier, then through the back door into an empty lot between buildings. This seemed the most likely way to keep cover between themselves and whoever had taken the shot, so once Lysanda was up and could hear again, he led the doctor back in among a service corridor that wound around and through this city block. 
 
    “Why in the inferno would they shoot down a ship they could use to escape?” Lysanda asked, once Kril had got them in between a few razorwire topped fences and behind a trash dumper. 
 
    “There’s a few possibilities I can think of,” Kril said. “Simplest one’s probably best for now. Somebody on this moon don’t want anyone else escaping.” 
 
    “Captain Krav said they’d be trying to capture the shuttle for just such a purpose...” 
 
    “Captain Krav said a lot of things,” Kril said, peering around the dumper. “How your rats doing? Explosion didn’t scramble their heads too bad, I hope?” 
 
    “Not in the slightest, dear man. They’re bred for far worse situations.” 
 
    “Good. Get ’em out and scouting.” He ran the video stalk out of its pocket and up his neck until he could bend it to view the area behind him. “Trin, watch my back. I’ll keep an eye out front. Let’s get a move on ’fore they come to see what’s left of the shuttle.” 
 
    Normally while planetside, Kril had Trin ride the sensors and stay in constant contact to help with scouting and spotting trouble before it hit. But the problem with that was the Storners probably had a tech edge over anything Kril could throw at them. They could probably tap comms, or monitor scanning to follow the group. The ship’s tightbeam comms were supposed to be secured, but he couldn’t count on that, so they’d decided to go with a different solution. 
 
    Kril figured they didn’t have rat detectors going. 
 
    Lysanda had been only too eager to volunteer their minions for this task, and so as the doctor knelt and sprayed them with pheromones, they took their chemical orders and went into surveillance mode, zipping off in the cardinal directions and vanishing among the streets and alleys. 
 
    This was pretty much their favored terrain, too. The moon of Castergine Four was small. It had been terraformed to have enough of a greenspace to support a decent atmo and plenty of growing plants that had been encouraged to take root in the many urban centers. There were huge mining centers out in the unformed spots of the world, but most of the inhabited parts of the planet had plenty of cover for the rodents to do their jobs. 
 
    And as they went, Lysanda would look down as rats returned and climbed their pants, chittering their teeth and waggling their heads at the doctor’s hand signals. 
 
    “Five on the right,” or “one straight ahead,” Lysanda would whisper through the comms, and Kril would lead them left. They dodged about four groups, all told, as the city stretched before them. 
 
    At one point they heard vehicles and went to ground in the blown-out remains of a fabbery, the room-sized industrial machines silent and the showcases full of furniture, small homes, and housewares covered in dust and rubble. One, two, three engines whined past on the road outside, heading in the direction they’d come. 
 
    “Actually...” Kril said, looking around the fabbery, “this ain’t a bad start.” 
 
    “For what? Mass-produced credenzas?” Lysanda said, staring dubiously at a duvet. 
 
    “For checking our mystery box against their inventory. I doubt that it’s anything they sell off the shelf here, but we can maybe compare the style to existing manufacturers. Storners do things through trade guilds, so if we can nail down which one made it, that’ll tell us something.” 
 
    “Well, you’re the one who signs the pay slips. Which I will presumably receive at some point. When we make money. Which we will do at some point. Presumably. Oh hey, do wait, dear man!” 
 
    Kril hadn’t wasted time while the doctor was monologuing. The place was pretty well looted, but they hadn’t touched the servers. It didn’t take long to locate their public catalogs and copy them to a burner comm, then upload them to Trin. 
 
    “Time to move,” he said as he set the burner comm to wipe and dropped it on the ground. “Trin, you found a school, yet?” 
 
    “A school?” Lysanda asked. 
 
    “Yep. Captain Krav said a lot of things. I want to check them against what actually happened. Or at least what their textbooks claim happened.” 
 
    “I doubt they’ll be updated since this place declared a state of emergency.” the doctor said, brow furrowed, and lips pursed. 
 
    “Ayep. But this didn’t come out of nowhere, so we’re gonna take a look and Trin’ll do some reading between the lines. She’s good at that.” 
 
    “Not as good as some of the crew we’ve had before,” Trin said, and this time her voice did crackle a bit with interference. “But I do like reading. Better than Kril. He’s more of a pictures guy. Usually of nudes.” 
 
    “Like you don’t like that stuff?” Kril shot back. 
 
    “I didn’t say that. Anyway, I found one, looks like it got used as a shelter. Big hole in it, so probably ain’t being used now.” 
 
    “Coordinates? In Telingo, please.” 
 
    Trin rattled off a set in native Kildan. Anyone with a translator could probably figure that out eventually, but this would buy them some time if someone was listening in. 
 
    “Got it. Follow me, Doctor.” 
 
    “Do we really have a lot of time to devote to scavenging educational facilities for cultural knowledge and local history?” Lysanda said, hurrying after him. “Not that I’m questioning your judgment, but... well, I suppose I might be questioning your judgment a little. Respectfully.” 
 
    Kril tapped his finger to his lips and spoke quietly through the comms as he headed back out of the door, and in a westerly sort of direction. “This is what we do on most jobs. You go scavenging in someone’s graveyard, you best be prepared to deal with the next of kin.” 
 
    “This is why I prefer rats. They’re simpler,” Lysanda muttered, glancing around as a few more ran up to them. “All clear to the west, for a bit.” 
 
    “Got to admit, rats is startin’ to grow on me,” Kril said as they left the commercial district behind and crossed a junk-filled canal to move through some rampant undergrowth. Things were starting to turn residential up ahead, judging by the mix of tall towers and small buildings. Apartments and homes, a pattern he’d seen plenty of times before on well-terraformed planets. It spoke to some degree of prosperity, maybe not an optimal one, but a choice of shelter on this scale was a pretty good sign that folks ate regular and didn’t worry so much about getting gunned down in the street. 
 
    Almost as if the gods had overheard that thought, gunfire chattered from off to the north. He froze, looked to Lysanda. 
 
    “It might be a good idea to go to ground a bit,” Lysanda said, squatting down as rodents approached from all sides. “My mischief is going to need some time to rest and recover. Not a lot, but... well, they have very small legs and we’ve covered quite a bit of cruel and unusual geography.” 
 
    Kril scanned around and nodded. “There,” he said, pointing to where the canal ran through a wooded patch. “We get down on the bank, the overgrown trees will help cut off visual, and we’ll be below ground level if anyone gets the notion to do thermal scanning from the streets.” 
 
    They settled in to rest as Lysanda broke open a ration pack and fed the rats starchbar crumbs. Kril broke open his own, took a sip of water from his canteen to wash the dry food down. Lysanda got the hint and ate as well. 
 
    It was a beautiful day, if you could ignore the radiation that was permeating the atmo and slowly killing the population. 
 
    After a time, Kril nodded. “Ready?” 
 
    “As I shall ever be. Mmf, too much ship and station living. I’ve gotten well-used to a lighter gravity.” Lysanda clambered to their feet. 
 
    “Trin? Destination still clear?” 
 
    “From what I can see up above, yeah. Don’t want to do more focused scanning because they might be peepin’.” 
 
    “Fair,” Kril said and led the way out of the woods, and through the small houses. It was that or the apartments, and his gut told him that the remaining inhabitants would be out of the houses and shacked up together. Safety in numbers, from both rebels and radiation. It was more effective to proof a shared building against fallout than a bunch of small dwellings. 
 
    The gamble paid off. Nobody was in sight, and the plethora of open doors told him that looters wouldn’t be a worry. Everything that was worth taking had been, days, weeks, or months ago. 
 
    But Kril couldn’t shake the feeling they were being watched. 
 
    Weren’t anyone on the streets around. The rats kept coming back negative, going by how Lysanda was keeping quiet. Inside the houses? Maybe. 
 
    It wasn’t until he glanced up and caught a flicker of motion in the sky over by the taller buildings, that he realized what had peeped them. 
 
    “Don’t look,” he whispered to Lysanda, “but we got a drone watchin’ us.” 
 
    “Oh dear. What options have we?” 
 
    “Call in the rats,” Kril decided. “If they ain’t spotted them by now, they’ll be a good surprise later. Make sure you’re under cover when you call ’em in.” 
 
    Lysanda nodded, pulled out the whistle on its chain, and blew a few silent notes before stepping under a nearby awning. Small forms came scurrying, and the doctor tucked them away inside their coat. 
 
    “Now what?”  
 
    “Now we keep goin’,” Kril said. “Get under cover, see what they do. That school we’re headed to might be good for that, if it’s got enough of a roof left.” 
 
    It did, but Trin hadn’t been lying about the hole in it. It was a pair of joined rectangular buildings at an angle, with a sloped solar panel setup on the side. And something fairly devastating had come down right in the center of it and blown out all the floors below. Remnants of curtains flapped in empty window frames, and charred soot ran down the walls. 
 
    And that was what made Kril stop and lift a hand to halt Lysanda in their tracks. 
 
    “That’s a T-ball shot.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “Thunderball. Tungsten coating over rock, or somethin’ else heavy. Launch it from somethin’ like a fat railgun setup. It can be anywhere from the size of a two-wheeler to a small auto. This one was probably on the middlin’ side of things.” 
 
    “Could the orbital payload launcher have done this? Could they have fired and missed, and this is what happens when one falls back down?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Kril chewed his lip. Something was off, here. “Let’s get inside.” 
 
    It wasn’t until they were crossing over the road that he realized what was wrong. 
 
    “There’s no glass,” he said. 
 
    “Glass? That’s a rather archaic material.” Lysanda shot him a look. 
 
    “I mean, whatever they used for windows. The roads are clear. Ain’t passed no shiny fragments around, either. That school got all its windows blown out, you’d think there’d be window stuff.” 
 
    “Perhaps they cleaned it up? Except...” Lysanda tilted their head. “...now why would they bother cleaning the streets when the planet was mid-evacuation? Or after it had been evacuated? No, the only time they would clean it up would be before the atmosphere was irradiated.” 
 
    “Ayep. And unless a payload launcher malfunctioned, this sure looks like somebody decided to drop a big ball of ‘fragg you all very much,’ square into a school.” 
 
    “Disturbing implications, those,” Lysanda said, glancing around as they hurried through some overgrown greenery and into a soot-stained doorway. “One hopes that it was not in attendance at the time of destruction.” 
 
    Kril gazed over the burn patterns in the wall, noted how they had a few fairly disturbing shapes on the lower parts of things, and decided not to make the doctor’s day any darker. 
 
    It did settle that feeling in his gut, though. This story had more sides than Captain Krav had let on.  
 
    The servers were a wash, the tech room was on the first floor, and a good chunk of the second floor had fallen onto it. But an hour of scrounging turned up a few tablets and some thindiscs full of homework. He scanned them one by one into his second burner comm, then sent it up to Trin. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said. “Thought I was past lookin’ over homework.” 
 
    “Never too old to learn, kiddo.” 
 
    “Don’t make me come down there and kick your head, shoulders, knees, and toes.” 
 
    “Knees and toes?” Kril asked, deadpan. 
 
    “Knees and toes.” she deadpanned back. 
 
    “Seriously though, is that the age group we’re dealin’ with here?” Kril asked. That set his teeth on edge, if so. Those shadows on the wall were pretty well muddled with rain and time, but they had seemed on the small side. And someone had seen fit to drop a rock on ’em. 
 
    “Nah, bit older, looks like,” Trin told him. “Either that or it was a mixed grade thingy. I’ll read up, see if I can get you a basic history.” 
 
    “Good. We’ve been spotted, by the way.” 
 
    “Well, shit. You need an extraction?” 
 
    “Not from our good friend in orbit. Something’s hinky. Keep your eye on the Storner fleet.” 
 
    “I got to sleep sometime. But I’ll set the computer up with alerts. How ’bout you?” 
 
    “Don’t got any computer to alert me, down here.” 
 
    “I mean sleep.” 
 
    Kril sucked his teeth, glanced at Lysanda. 
 
    “I am feeling rather weary,” Lysanda confirmed. “This entire mission was organized swiftly, and we’ve been up for quite some time, overall. That said, we only have sixty-six hours before our window of grace closes. Can we afford to take the time to rest?” 
 
    “I think so,” Kril said. “Trin’s gonna need some time to read and give me a tealdar on this here moon.” 
 
    “Tealdar?” Lysanda blinked. 
 
    “Kildan slang. Means a short summary. And now we been spotted, I want to see what they do about us.” 
 
    “And what if what they do involves bullets?” Trin asked. 
 
    “Then I reckon you get to be captain,” Kril said. “Don’t think it’ll come to that, though. They had enough boom to take down a shuttle from a ways away. They could have probably sniped us once they made us, but they ain’t. Figure we’ll probably have some talking to do.” 
 
    “Seems logical, dear man,” Lysanda said. “If you wish to rest, I shall take the first shift on guard duty.” 
 
    Kril nodded. “Mighty kind of you.” He led the way back to what had once been a staff lounge, stretched out on a couch that had mostly escaped devastation, and went to sleep listening to the ruins settle around him. 
 
    He’d barely closed his eyes, he thought, when Lysanda was shaking his shoulder. But the light was different, and his retinal implants showed that hours had passed, when he blinked them on. 
 
    “How many?” he whispered. 
 
    “I’m entirely uncertain. My rats found four. They’re outside, bellowing at regular intervals. Asking that we come out and disarm ourselves into their custody.” 
 
    Kril nodded, then checked his comm. Sure enough, a message labeled TEALDAR had arrived while he was asleep. “Good on ya, Trin,” he whispered and flicked it open. 
 
    “I’m not sure we have time for that,” Lysanda said, eyes wide and nervous in the dim shadows. 
 
    “Relax, she kept it... short...” Kril said, the sentence trailing off as he read the few paragraphs of text. “Well, shit.” 
 
    “There’s a problem? Of course, there’s a problem.” 
 
    “There always is,” Kril said, taking out his slugger and dumping the magazine into his coat. “Come on. Let’s go try words because bullets ain’t gonna help us down here.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 9: ANSWERS 
 
      
 
    The cell door creaked open, and Kril glanced over to see Lysanda stumble through, then fall on their face. 
 
    Stirring himself, trying to ignore the pain of his bruises, Kril got up and helped the doctor to their feet. Lysanda’s hair was loose from its ponytail and poofed out. They were blinking furiously through one hell of a shiner on their left eye, and the doctor could barely stand up straight. 
 
    “Still got all your teeth?” Kril asked, through swollen lips. 
 
    “I... believe so.” Lysanda blinked and held firmly to Kril’s forearms. “Dear, dear me. It’s been quite some time since anyone’s been so rough with me. Can’t say that I’ve missed it.” 
 
    “Eh, they were professionals ’bout it, leastaways they were with me. Nothin’ that needs a vat treatment or that won’t heal on its own with time.” Kril didn’t want to admit that he’d been a tad shook when they’d started hitting him. And not for fear of lookin’ weak in front of the Lysanda. Since they’d put the doc in with him, he was pretty sure that they were being spied on. There was a device under the second bunk that looked pretty suspicious, and that hole in the ceiling was likely a camera. 
 
    “They tortured you, too? Of course they did,” Lysanda blinked a few more times, then frowned. “Strip down, let me check you over.” 
 
    “Er... I’m sure I’ll be fine—” 
 
    “Doctor’s orders!” 
 
    He shrugged and stripped down to his skivvies. If the watchers were offended, they could deal. And he hadn’t been sure how the doc would react to rough treatment, so if this helped Lysanda cope, then it was all to the good. 
 
    Kril did as asked, turning, lifting arms, as the doctor felt, and prodded, and occasionally made him hiss with pain.  
 
    “Bruises. No fractures,” Lysanda nodded. “Good heavens you’re in good shape!” 
 
    “Me and Trin don’t have any diseases that would bulk us up, and we don’t eat well enough to get fat the fun way,” he said, retrieving his clothes and starting to put them back on. “You want me to do you, too?” 
 
    “No need. My assessment is mostly favorable, though I am uncertain about my lower ribs. The fellow missed my abdomen a time or two, hit higher than they desired. Did you tell them anything I should know about?” 
 
    “Nah. Just stuff we both knew.” He didn’t feel like getting into Trin’s tealdar while there were unknown eyes on him, so he equivocated. “Fact of the matter is, we’re outsiders. Don’t have much intel on the local situation, and there’s somethin’ going on here that’s all local problems.” 
 
    “Damned if I know why they beat us up over that,” Lysanda said, sitting on a bunk. They reached into their jacket, then sighed. “At least they haven’t killed my rats. Some small mercy, there. True, I’d just breed more, and none of this lot were irreplaceable but still. They’re not total villains, at least.” 
 
    “Nah. They ain’t villains. They’re desperate, and they gambled that they might be able to scare us, because they can’t think of much they got to offer.” Kril sat on the other bunk. “They’re beating when they should be buying.” 
 
    Heavy footsteps fell on the corridor outside, and Kril shut up, listened to them approach. At least two people dragging a third, he thought. 
 
     Creak went the cell door. 
 
    “You assholes!” a man bellowed and was bodily thrown into the cell to land between the bunks with a solid ‘Thud.’ 
 
    “Well fragg,” Kril said, standing up and offering the man a hand. “I know that face. You’re Basque Pieterzoon, aintcha?” 
 
    Basque was a giant of a man, seven feet tall if he was an inch, with broad shoulders and a build that tapered down like an inverted triangle, mostly muscle. White eyes stood out in stark contrast against dark, dark skin, and his hair was shaved into two strips on the sides, and a goatee without a mustache. He wore a yellow jumpsuit with tight trousers, and they were stained and ripped to match the patches of bruises on his face. 
 
    And without so much as a word, he glared up at Kril, grabbed Kril’s wrist, and pulled him down. 
 
    He was a big fellow, and Kril knew the second he tugged, that Kril was going down. 
 
    But the problem with whatever Basque had in mind was that the Kildane fleet had made damn sure that all their security officers were trained in CQC and subdual. And on top of that, Kril had spent the last six years surviving in tight corners like this. 
 
    So when he went down, Kril twisted and pushed his elbow down, so that instead of ending up in Basque’s arms, he landed his elbow and forearm into the big man’s chest. 
 
    “Oooof!” Basque coughed, but he kept his grip, tried to get ahold on Kril’s side with his other arm.  
 
    But by this point Kril was lying with his upper torso across Basque’s gut and thighs. He whipped his left arm out and under, got it under Basque’s leg and rolled, pushing his right forearm into the man’s chest, and hauling Basque’s leg up high as the big man grunted.  
 
    Basque let go of Kril’s hand and punched at his face, but the angle was bad, and he couldn’t get his full force behind it. Still, given how Kril had gotten worked over earlier, it hurt like a fragger and wasn’t doing his bruises any good. And given time, he’d do some damage. 
 
    Kril twisted his head away, gasped as Basque got a good one in on his neck and yelled “Doc! If he don’t knock this off, kick his block off!” 
 
    “What? I... well... take THAT, you fiend!” 
 
    Kril couldn’t see what transpired, but Pieterzoon left off with the pounding.  
 
    “Fucking... fine,” Pieterzoon said. “Who are you? How do you know me?” 
 
    “Name’s Kril. Any chance I can get my face out of your unmentionables before we have this talk?” 
 
    Basque snorted. “You haven’t earned the right to be there. Get up; we’ll talk.” 
 
    Kril eased himself up, grunted as his head throbbed, and half-slid, half-crawled back off Basque and over to the bunk he’d vacated. While he did so, he tapped the floor and pointed back to the listener. “Pretty sure we’re bein’ listened to, just so you know.” 
 
    “Of course, we fucking are. I installed the goddamn things myself.” Basque looked from him to Lysanda, who had backed into a corner and was holding their hands up. “It doesn’t fucking matter though, because I locked that security system when they took me. It’ll take hours for them to get back in.” 
 
    “Wait. Wait, hang on. They threw their own engineer into a prison he built?” Kril said, eyes wide. 
 
    “This. This is the kind of bullshit we’re dealing with here.” Basque sat up and stood, towering over the two of them. “So, who are you and what kind of bullshit are you bringing to the turd table?” 
 
    “Turntable?” Lysanda squeaked. 
 
    “No. It’s... ah, forget it,” Basque shook his head, glancing at the both of them. “Well, you’re definitely from outsystem.” 
 
    “So we’re tryin’ to figure out what’s going on here, too. A month or two back, the Storners put out signal beacons sayin’ there was a controlled evacuation going on and askin’ for help from any passers by. Said come to Castergine Four and help with the relief.” 
 
    “Huh! Of course, they’d say that,” Basque sneered. “Assholes, one and all. So you just showed up out of the goodness of your hearts?” 
 
    “Nah. We need help with some Storner tech we picked up. But I was gonna ferry people. Got a ship with hyperlight. Ain’t big, but she could do her part.” 
 
    Basque blinked. Then he sat down on the opposite bunk. “You have a working hyperlight vessel?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Orbit. With three or four warships keepin’ an eye on it, I reckon.” 
 
    “That tracks.” Basque prodded at his face, eye twitching as he found each bruise. “Fuckers are going to make sure none of us get away.” 
 
    “That’s a question I been meaning to ask,” Kril said, pulling himself up to settle opposite Baque. “Who’s us?” 
 
    Basque sighed. “Okay. I don’t expect you to know much about our home.” 
 
    “I know a bit. You all were a prison colony to begin with. Then the miners found nuclear minerals—” 
 
    “Fissile material!” Basque snapped. 
 
    “Give me some slack, sir, I’m workin’ off of twelve-year olds homework that my sister summarized. Fissile materials, and the miners used that to negotiate their freedom.” 
 
    “Negotiate. Bah, that’s one word for it. There was a rebellion, and we won our freedom from the world below.” 
 
    “Sounds like they were a pretty harsh mistress. At any rate, you went on for a while, but then the sublight ships started arrivin’, and the Vendharans attacked.” 
 
    “The raiders. Yes. We saw them off with fission and fire.” Basque grinned. 
 
    “Yeah. You fended ’em off here, but other systems weren’t so lucky. Or blessed with stuff to make ordnance. The materials you mined here got shipped through the rest of the Storner worlds, and a trade guild got involved.” 
 
    “Not just one,” Basque said. “They tried their damnedest to get us to heel, and Orion Unlimited was the one that landed on top and wrote the history books. At least for a while. There were revolts, and rebellions, and several rounds of betrayal as politicians did their thing and sold us out repeatedly, and we’d rise up and kick their asses out windows for it. And then...” 
 
    “Pale Riders,” Kril said. 
 
    “Those assholes came and wiped out Orion’s trade fleet. I was in prison when it happened.” 
 
    “On what charge?” Lysanda asked. 
 
    “False ones,” Basque growled. “Let us only say that I am glad Orion is no longer in existence.” 
 
    “Noted,” Kril said. “But then the Scrappers started showin’ up.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “Folks like us. Hyperlight riders. Folks that the Monnichiwan trusted, or folks who took ships or stole tech from them.” 
 
    “The Monnichiwan...” Basque inhaled, and for the first time he looked at Kril, looked him over. “Have you met them? Actually seen them?” 
 
    Old memories stirred in the back of Kril’s mind. A staring squad of tube-eyed helmets, a gentle smile under blue, loving eyes. And some harsh, harsh words that could never be taken back. 
 
    “I have,” he said, and maybe it was a bit dusty in here, given how his throat scratched a little. 
 
    “Did they do it?” Basque asked. “Were they the Pale Riders?” 
 
    “No,” Kril said, simply. “That ain’t their way.” 
 
    Basque hissed through his teeth. “You are certain?” 
 
    “Ain’t no certainties in this galaxy. Anyone could be wrong about anything. But the people who saved my hoop ain’t capable of what the Pale Riders did. It ain’t their way.” 
 
    “Well. Whether or not they did it, they are the reason this moon is fucked,” Basque said, after a moment. “Once the hyperlight trade started bringing in cheaper fissile materials, the writing was on the wall. Castergine Prime, the world below us, has broken treaty after treaty, and the Nova Pluton trade guild that tries to rule us now cooperates with them to auction us like cattle. They would have us slave ourselves to death, for a pittance of what we had before!” 
 
    “Sounds like a rough situation,” Kril said, rubbing the back of his neck where Basque had done his best to punch his head off. “This why your ex wants you off this rock?” 
 
    “My ex! Again, with this nonsense!” Basque stood, instantly furious once more. 
 
    Kril held up a hand. “Easy. I ain’t nothin’ but the messenger, here. And I already got worked over by your friends.” 
 
    “Well, you’re a messenger of lies! I did have a husband once, but he never left this moon. He’s certainly not some fleet toady a system or two over.” 
 
    “Gonna assume you’d know on that score,” Kril said. “So why is that feller so hot on the idea of getting you off-planet?” 
 
    “Hm... do you have anything worthwhile to steal?” Basque asked. 
 
    Kril got a feeling in the pit of his stomach. “A Monnichiwan-made ship.” 
 
    “Ah. That, yes, I remember. And now it makes sense. You’d try to take me off, I’d be identified as one of the leaders of the resistance, and they’d get someone they’d very much love to execute and a new ride on top of it.” Basque grimaced. 
 
    “Well, fragg,” Kril bit his lip. “Though... that don’t feel quite right. My gut’s telling me there’s more to the story.” 
 
    “Are you, though?” Lysanda asked Basque. 
 
    “Am I what?” 
 
    “Are you one of the leaders of the resistance?” 
 
    “No! Well, sort of. It is complicated.” Basque grimaced. “I helped put things together, but the damn fools don’t listen to me anymore. They’ve fucked it all up!” 
 
    “All right,” Kril said. “So why the hell did they throw you in a cell with a security system that you control?” 
 
    Basque grinned, showing that most of his teeth were steely metal. “They don’t know I control it. Right now, the assholes are watching a loop of us sitting and staring at each other. I can leave at any time I want.” 
 
    “Could we perhaps leave as well?” Lysanda asked. “Please and thank you?” 
 
    “Sure,” Basque shrugged. “But I don’t know where you’ll go. There’s only a few ships left on the surface, and Chatterly’s shooting down anyone who tries to leave.” 
 
    “Yeah, what’s up with that?” Kril asked. “Seems like a right idiotic move.” 
 
    “It fucking is.” Basque rubbed his jaw. “Chatterly is desperate, and he doesn’t do well under stress. And everyone below him is getting antsy because they see him squirming, and the doors out are shutting one by one. Not that it matters; at this point we’ve all had enough radiation that we’ll be dead in a few years. Which is exactly what Nova Pluton wants.” 
 
    “That’s er, that’s the trade guild that ended up governing your world, correct?” Lysanda asked. “I’m without my comm, so I can’t take notes.” 
 
    “Why do they want you glowing?” Kril asked. 
 
    “They don’t. But when the rebellion really started going, they cracked open shaft forty-seven. Oh, they say it was us who did it, but they lie. The radioactive dust got into the atmosphere, and the governor had to order an evacuation. Then midway through, we started noticing that known rebels were being put on different ships than the rest of the populace. Then we started poking and found out that the hardmail messages sent back by departed rebels were bot-made and full of deepfakes. It didn’t take long to figure out what was happening.” 
 
    Kril wasn’t sure what deepfakes were, but it sounded bad. And he didn’t need all the numbers to solve the math. “They aim to make prisoners of you again and ship you off to somewhere worse. If you get stubborn and hold out, then the radiation kills you. That’s pretty fragging evil.” 
 
    “If there’s one saving grace, it’s that the plants and animals are resistant to it,” Basque sighed. “Our ecosystem will survive. Though our food will be poisoned for years. They will have to reseed the world entirely. All at our expense, of course.” 
 
    “Well,” said Lysanda, tilting their head and looking up at the ceiling. “If the ecosystem is still habitable, why not simply take regular doses of cellular reconstructors?” 
 
    “What?” Basque squinted at them. 
 
    “Cellular reconstructors. I mean, for those who got more exposure, you would need nanite therapy for the more extreme tumors, but overall, a simple batch of Marknines would do it. I noticed several Gingko Biloba trees in the park on the way in, you’ve got a compatible ecosystem and the raw chemical and fibrous matters necessary for the chemicals that are involved.” 
 
    “What the fuck are Marknines?” Basque blinked. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Kril sat up. “This is techdrift. If it wasn’t, those Pluton fraggers wouldn’t have set you up to glow.” 
 
    “What are Marknines?” Basque turned his gaze to Kril, eyes wide with hope and confusion. 
 
    “Fucked if I know, but the doc here did shoot us up with something when we touched down.” 
 
    “Well, technically those were Markfives, designed for short-term protection and with wider compatibility. Marknines are designed to go in food and provide longer-term correction of cellular corruption, along with general medical benefits that—” 
 
    “I’ve spent my life shipping from Grand Buckle to Aubergine, and not once have I heard of any drug that protects from radiation,” Basque said. 
 
    “Yep. Techdrift,” Kril said. “You didn’t figure it out here, but someone somewhere else in the galaxy did, and it ain’t reached here yet. Well, now it has. Doc, can you synth up some of that stuff or give them the recipe?” 
 
    “Provided a medical fabber and my commpad, certainly,” Lysanda said. 
 
    “God in heaven,” Basque whispered. “This changes everything.” 
 
    “Which god?” Kril asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Never mind. Listen, we’ll trade you the recipe in exchange for some fusion core rods and help with a technical problem. Need someone to analyze a complicated piece of Storner tech. You got anyone who can help with that?” 
 
    “Yes. Me!” Basque jabbed a thumb towards his chest. “I’m the best gods damned engineer left on this rock!” 
 
    “Well now!” Kril said, offering his hand. “We’ll get you squared away, show you what we’re dealing with, and you can tell us what to do about it. But... it’s military. Think you can handle that?” 
 
    “Ha! I’m the one who set up the defense grid for this moon! I’m the one who keeps those Prime ships out there from bombing us back into the stone age.” 
 
    “All right, that—” Something clicked in Kril’s mind. “Wait. You’re the guy who minds the orbital defense?” 
 
    “I am. It’s all slaved to my account.” 
 
    “The account that you locked everyone else out of.” 
 
    “Well... yes.” 
 
    “The account that presumably you can’t monitor while you’re in here?” 
 
    Basque nodded. “Well now, the cell is... shielded...” Realization began to dawn in his eyes. 
 
    The cell shook, and the lights flickered. 
 
    Basque looked up, eyes wide. Lysanda dove for cover. 
 
    Kril shut his eyes. “And now we know why they wanted you tucked away in a tiny little cell...”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 10: METAL RAIN 
 
      
 
    There are certain inescapable truths to the universe. 
 
    There is no such thing as a free lunch. Time travel isn’t a thing. The hungry dark is always looking for its next meal. 
 
    But right now the most relevant one to Kril’s life and limb is that ships up on top of a gravity well can drop anything they want on people below, so long as any applicable defensive systems are offline. 
 
    They currently were, and the world shook beneath Kril’s feet as the capital ships in orbit pounded nine shades of shit out of the rebel moon. 
 
    On the upside, there were no guards outside in the corridor when Basque used his overrides to unseal the prison cell and let them out. They had all fled for their lives. 
 
    Kril was tempted to follow suit, but he had a few things to take care of first. “All right, ain’t got much time. Where are they keepin’ our stuff?” 
 
    “The valuable shit is probably stolen already,” Basque rumbled. “Squirreled away between the guards who are still stupid enough to think the black market matters. But the worthless shit will be two floors up and to the left.” 
 
    “Does up lead out, ultimately?” Lysanda asked. 
 
    Basque nodded. “Yes. But given how they’re blasting, it might be safer in here.” 
 
    With a massive rumble the concrete below their feet shook and cracked. Down the hall, the roof splintered, and a few hundred tons of dirt and stone blocked off one passageway. 
 
    “Out it is!” Kril said and beat feet. 
 
    The place had wide passages and stone walls, some poured concrete, others bare rock with seams mixed in. His read was a mining facility or some kind of ore processing station. Abandoned pallets and flatbeds were shoved to either side of the corridor at various points, rusting and piled in heaps. Kril took the lead without hesitation, running up the ramp that led up as lights strung along the ceiling flickered and died. 
 
    Kril’s right side throbbed as he went, the places the rebels had pummeled him objecting to the wear and tear he was going through. The ache nagged harder at each hard footfall. He figured he was due a long, hot shower when this was all over. 
 
    Shouting up ahead and he slowed down and glanced to Basque. He mimed talking motions with his hands. 
 
    Basque snorted and walked around the corner. “Oi! You fuckers! Get away from there!” 
 
    Kril looked to Lysanda, shrugged, and followed. 
 
    Five men stood in a semi-circle, spreading out around Basque. One of them had a lit plasma cutter, its thin hose leading from a wheeled tank next to him. Judging by the scorch marks on a metal door to the left and the smell in the air, he’d been using it. The other four were pulling out knives and stunsticks, glaring at the large man over rebreathers. 
 
    “You’re out, Basque,” snarled the guy in the lead. “Chatterly said you’d turned on us.” 
 
    “I’m not the one trying to rob the damn armory, so who’s a traitor again?” Basque said, shifting his weight and looking around the group. 
 
    The hall shook, and the torch wielder laughed. “Sure, you’re not! The boss figures you out, and moments later, everything starts blowing up! No, we’re gonna kill you, grab what we can, and get out of here, leave this fucking rock to its fate—” 
 
    Basque charged him. 
 
    The man whipped the torch around, but Basque threw himself into a diving slide and kicked the plasma tank with both feet. With a snap, the hose broke, and a brilliant light started to flare from the tank as it sped backward. 
 
    “Look away!” Kril said and grabbed Lysanda. 
 
    In the instant before he brought both of them to the ground he saw Basque flip up to his feet and grab the man he’d been talking to, holding him in place. 
 
    WHUMP 
 
    A flash of brilliant light. 
 
    A wave of heat. Three men died screaming. 
 
    And Kril whipped his head around in time to see Basque dropping the smoking remains of the man who’d threatened him and charging toward the two who were still staggering, blinded and scorched. 
 
    The big man put them down hard. There was no particular art in his work, just anger and muscle. But it was more than enough. 
 
    “Shit,” Kril said, as Basque stood over the last man, breathing in lungfuls of the hot air. “I’m hoping they had that coming.” 
 
    “They all have it coming,” Basque said, flatly. “Months I’ve been the backbone of this goddamn rebellion. The only engineer worth their salt who’s stayed loyal to the cause. The only voice of sanity, ignored over and over again. And here we fucking are!” 
 
    “What’s in there?” Kril nodded to the metal door. 
 
    “Hopefully, enough of your things to make this worthwhile.” 
 
    “We getting in there without a cutting torch?” 
 
    “Did you forget that I built the damn security in this place?” Basque moved to the door, waved a palm over a slot in it, and it rolled open to reveal a room full of racks and junk in boxes. “Come on, see what they left us to work with.” 
 
    The grenades he’d brought were gone, but Kril’s slugger had been left behind, thankfully. As was most of his comm gear. He tried booting it up and connecting to the ship, but there was nothing. Too far underground, he figured. 
 
    “Hello, babies!” he heard Lysanda squeal, to a rising chorus of squeaks and tooth grinding.  
 
    “What the fuck are those?” Basque asked. 
 
    “My rats!” 
 
    “You let rodents crawl on you?” 
 
    “Well, it’s what I bred and trained them to do, now isn’t it?” 
 
    “You are grotesque!” 
 
    “I’m not the one who just murdered five men with a plasma tank and his bare hands!” 
 
    “They had it coming!” 
 
    “Yeah, and we’d better get going,” Kril said, fitting his video stalk back into place and clicking his harness. 
 
    The room shook, as if to punctuate his point, and dust pattered down from the ceiling. 
 
    “First you must upload those medical schematics!” 
 
    “Formulae.” Lysanda corrected. 
 
    “Whatever!” 
 
    “All right, where do we go to do that, and please don’t say up,” Kril said. 
 
    “Up!” 
 
    “Fragg maggots,” Kril muttered. “Then we need core rods after that!” 
 
    “I can get them started at the same place!” Basque yelled, pushing the door open and hitting the hall running. 
 
    Kril and Lysanda shot each other a look, then hurried to follow. 
 
    They passed people twice more, as they jogged through the facility, but no one paid them any heed. The rebels were a ragged bunch, throwing supplies and gear onto hover pallets, running down checklists, and yelling at each other. Kril knew an evacuation when he saw one, and he couldn’t fault them a bit. Place was coming down, and only a fool’d stick around to turn it into his tomb. 
 
    So, where’s that leave us? He wondered, but no, they needed to see this through. If a simple upload could keep the people here from rotting in their own flesh, then it was worth some risk. 
 
    After a few minutes Basque slowed down, gave them time to catch up. The big man was panting, sweat pouring down his face. He’d been worked over too, after all, just not as thoroughly. 
 
    Kril caught up, but Lysanda took more time, huffing and puffing, with four little snoots poking out from their jacket, red eyes a-gleaming on ratty faces. 
 
    “Gonna need some details on where we’re going,” Kril told Basque. 
 
    “The auxiliary comms station,” Basque said, lifting a hand and peering around a corner. His voice was much quieter as he continued. “I can activate the automated orbital defenses, upload your schematic—” 
 
    “Formula!” snapped Lysanda  
 
    “—formula to our linknet and get an industrial fabber started on those core rods for you,” Basque told them. 
 
    “Sounds good,” Kril said, eyeing Basque’s body language. “What’s the holdup?” 
 
    “Guards out front with guns,” Basque replied. “Two of Chatterly’s inner circle.” 
 
    “I don’t know that name... wait you mentioned them once. Who are they?” 
 
    “The asshole who put me in the cell,” Basque said. 
 
    “How much of an asshole?” 
 
    They paused for a second as the tunnels shook again. Distantly, rock crashed down, rumbling and crumbling in an avalanche that took way too long to slow and stop. 
 
    “What does it matter how much of an asshole he is?” Basque frowned. “He is a big asshole, though.” 
 
    Kril sucked his teeth. “Murder people kind of asshole or idiot who makes bad decisions kind of asshole?” 
 
    “Why the fuck does it matter?” 
 
    Kril took his video stalk and played it around the corner, pushed the button that fed the feed to his retinal implants. Two guards, longarms, and at least thirty meters away. Straight shot.  
 
    “It matters cause we’re gonna have to take them out, and I don’t want to kill folks from ambush who ain’t done nothin’ to me. If they’re workin’ for someone who eats babies, then I’ll sleep easier about that.” 
 
    “Well, if you want to turn the corner and try to hold them at gunpoint, be my guest,” Basque said.  
 
    “Problem is there’s two of ’em, no cover twixt us, and I ain’t the best shot,” Kril said. “If I miss or don’t get both of them, I don’t fancy my odds. And if I try to snipe round the corner, then we risk getting pinned down ’til the ceiling falls on us. Could kill ’em from ambush easy, sure, but that don’t sit right with me unless they really deserve it.” 
 
    “Gods damn it,” Basque ground his teeth. Metal scraped on enamel. “Your morals will get me killed.” 
 
    “Might I suggest a distraction?” Lysanda offered, as they knelt, and the rats scurried down to the floor. He pushed them to the corner, sprayed them with a small spritzer, and leaned back as they hurried down the hall. “Do make yourselves ready, my dear men. If you wish to subdue them rather than murder them, your chance shall arrive posthaste.” 
 
    Kril traded looks with Basque, gave him a nod, and put his video stalk back in his jacket. Then he slipped out a pair of knucklesaps, and waited. 
 
    They didn’t have to wait long. Yelling mixed with high chittering and the thwack of plasteel against rock, as two very surprised men tried to fend off angry, attacking rats. 
 
    One middling sized dash and some quick and brutal beatings later, Kril tugged the ringed weight of the knucklesaps off his fingers, and put the weapon back into his coat. Lysanda regathered their children, sighing as one of them dragged itself on its front legs, shrieking in pain, its back twisted and rear legs dragging behind it. 
 
    “Broken spine,” Lysanda decided, pulling out their autohypo and popping it with an injection. Instantly the rodent’s eyes shut. “I can fix it. Come on, little one. You get to rest for a few days.” They scooped up the rat and put it into a secured compartment in their doctor’s bag. 
 
    Basque looked down, incredulous. “You have a rat ambulance?” 
 
    “Lysanda has a rat ambulance,” Kril confirmed. But he was peering through the door of the comm room as he did so, holding a finger up. A lone woman was inside, wearing a headset, and tapping on various sets of keyboards, moving from station to station in the cramped, tech-filled room, ignoring the flickering and staticky monitors as she worked. He didn’t understand the language, but judging by the sharp intake of breath over his shoulder, Basque did, and he didn’t like whatever she was saying. 
 
    He heard the sound of a racking slide, and glanced back just as Basque moved past him, and snarled, “Jaffa! Don’t move.” 
 
    Instantly the woman whirled to look at them, then raised her hands above her head. Eyes wide and white, her gaze flickered among them, as her lips tightened. 
 
    “I can respect a woman knows bad odds,” Kril said. 
 
    “Get her headset,” Basque commanded. 
 
    “Ordinarily I’d make you say please,” Kril moved forward and took it, being very careful to stay out of Basque’s line of fire. 
 
    Someone squawked a question through the headset. Kril looked to Basque, who shook his head. Kril turned it off and put it aside. 
 
    “You’d run and leave all of us to die,” Basque said. 
 
    The woman- Jaffa evidently- snorted and shook her head. “We’re dead if we stay. Chatterly’s doing the smart thing. You’d do it if you were in his shoes!” 
 
    Basque snarled. “Cowards! I can’t believe I put my life on the line for you! I should pull this trigger and leave you to bleed out on the floor.” 
 
    “Then do it,” she whispered, taking a step closer, then another. “What’s stopping you? What’s ever stopped you? What’s held you back? You could have taken the reins at any point, Pieterzoon! You could have been the leader! But no, you ducked back to play with machines you let us take the burden, and now you take us to task for this? When we needed help and you fucked off to go play with your toys?” Her voice rose, and she jabbed a finger toward Basque’s chest. “What gives you the damn right?” 
 
    But Kril noticed her eyes sliding towards the longarm in Basque’s hands. The one she was now almost in grabbing distance of. 
 
    He slid up again, put his slugger to her temple. “Howdy. You’re Jaffa?” 
 
    She froze, and her eyes slid over to his. “I am.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you Jaffa, I’m a fellow who don’t have time for this. Basque, Doc, do your thing, I’ll blow her brains out if she gets stupid.” 
 
    Basque made a noise somewhere between a groan and a scream and tossed the longarm toward Lysanda, who scrabbled and caught it. “Fine! Fine. It’s... fine,” he spat, and moved to the console, started tapping the keyboards. “Doctor! Your comm, if you please!” 
 
    The room shook again. 
 
    Jaffa grabbed for his slugger. Kril slammed the butt against her forehead, put his foot on her stomach, and aimed it at her head. “No.” 
 
    “Jaffa!” Basque shouted, starting forward, and stopping himself. 
 
    “She an ex?” Kril asked. 
 
    “It’s... complicated,” Basque said, glaring down at her as she pressed her hands to her forehead and groaned. 
 
    “Don’t care. Look, lady, that bit about not getting stupid? Not a suggestion. Stay there and stay still.” 
 
    “Done!” Lysanda said. 
 
    “You’ll want the core rods, then,” Basque said, moving back and typing in commands. “This works. They’re still loading the ship and preparing it; that will take an hour or so. I’ll spool the order in to the fabbers they’re using and it’ll get added to their cargo.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kril said. “So how do we get that cargo back to my ship?” 
 
    “Obviously we go and steal their ship,” Basque said. “Then we dock with yours, pass the cargo off, and go our separate ways.” 
 
    Kril lifted his finger, opened his mouth to argue, then shut it again. “Alright. Got a few questions for you but there’s time to ask when we’re in a place that ain’t being bombarded.” 
 
    The tunnels shook again, almost as if he had reminded the ships in orbit to keep up their barrage, and Kril felt thin hands snake up his calf as Jaffa tried to get stupid again. 
 
    He shifted the slugger down, and shot her in the shoulder instead of the head. She howled and clutched at the wound, blood spreading out in a puddle around her. “You shot me!” 
 
    “You got dumb! Basque, we done here?” 
 
    “You shot me!” 
 
    “You’re fragging welcome!” 
 
    “I’ll kill you!” 
 
    “Basque!” 
 
    “We’re done here,” Basque said, staring from the woman to Kril with a gobstruck expression. “You shot her!” 
 
    “She got stupid— oh fragg it, come on.” Kril turned and left. 
 
    “One moment!” Lysanda said, and behind Kril an autohypo hissed. Jaffa stopped screaming. “Combination coagulant and soporific. She’ll be out, and she’ll survive.” 
 
    “She was at your mercy, and you just shot her,” Basque whispered, as he followed behind. 
 
    “Weren’t you getting on me a moment ago about not taking out two guys from ambush?” 
 
    “Yes, but...” 
 
    “We got a difference of morality here best discussed over booze in a place that ain’t being blown to bits.” 
 
    Basque grunted. Then he moved up and past Kril. “Come on. The transport station is this way.” 
 
    It took a few minutes to get down the tunnel, and the crashing and shaking intensified as they went. It wouldn’t be long before this place was gone. 
 
    “You turned the orbital defenses back on, right?” Kril asked. 
 
    “I did. But a lot of the things hitting us were already in the air. This headquarters is done for. Perhaps a few other places, depending on where they shelled.” Basque’s face drooped. “They deserved better. They really did. Not a leader who bails on them and leaves them to burn, not an engineer who thinks he’s a revolutionary. I don’t know what I was playing at.” 
 
    “We can talk about it in the transport,” Kril said. “Come on. How much further?” 
 
    “We’re here,” Basque said, pointing at a metal door inset into a cut-out tube in the stone, a door that led into a round metal railcar. “This one’s locked down normally. I’ll get the system online and the destination in.” He waved a commpad that he’d evidently grabbed up in the comm station. “After that, we’ll have ten minutes before we get to the hangar. I don’t know how alert they’ll be, so we may have to fight.” 
 
    Kril felt sore; his ribs were aching; his left side was throbbing with pain, and he wanted nothing more than to lie down and sleep. But he nodded. “We’ll see what the sitch is and make it work.” 
 
    He dearly hoped they could. They’d likely be dead if they couldn’t. 
 
    Kril collapsed into one of the railcar seats, and Lysanda took another. Basque worked at the controls at the front for a bit, before the door hissed shut and the car jolted into motion. 
 
    Kril slumped back and breathed for a minute or two, listening to distant rumbles. There was nothing they could do now. The train would reach its destination, or it’d stop, and they’d die in the tunnel, so there was no point in worrying about it. 
 
    Motion in his retinal HUD. The video stalk got a good view of Basque settling down a few seats away, staring at him. 
 
    “Something on your mind?” Kril asked. 
 
    “You,” Basque said, frowning. “You came all this way. For what?” 
 
    “I told you. It was a humanitarian effort. We responded to a call to help with evacuation.” 
 
    “You also mentioned something about technology. What sort of technology?” 
 
    “Don’t know.” Kril chewed his lip, decided they had time to kill, and dug out his commpad. He flicked it over to that strange cobbled mess of lights, wires, and circuitry all in a Vendharan shielded case. “It tried to take over my ship. Locked up the navigation computer something fierce.” 
 
    Basque took the pad, squinted at it... and Kril watched his eyes go wide... then narrow, as the big man considered him. 
 
    “What? I have something on my face?” Kril started to smile but gave it up midway through. It hurt too much. 
 
    “This is on your ship right now?” Basque asked him. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kril said, squinting back. “Why?” 
 
    “You might not have a ship to come back to by the time we get up there.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 11: ESCAPE 
 
      
 
    The bad news was that the train did stop moving before they’d reached their destination. The lights flickered hard once, flickered again as something rumbled back the way they’d come, and then everything shut down. 
 
    The good news is that they were out of the tunnel by that point, out on a plain full of tall yellow-green grasses, seedpods hanging down from full stalks. Occasionally the wind blew, sending them rustling and waving in a gentle susurrus. 
 
    The effect would have been calming, if it weren’t for the fiery streaks in the sky, the smoke and dust plume rising from the east, and the vibration of the earth as every last missile in the orbital bombardment struck home. 
 
    The streaks definitely looked like T-ball contrails. There were probably some railgun rounds mixed in there too, for hitting deep into the bunker they’d just fled. To his trained tastes, it looked sloppy. The Storner ships must have jumped on their window and thrown everything they could at their targets. 
 
    “How much further do we have to go?” Doc Lysanda asked, stopping Kril’s train of thought as neatly as their own railcar had been depowered. 
 
    “They’re not far ahead,” Basque said, pointing to a place where the grass broke. There were a few lines of metal visible above the foliage, either a structure or the ship that Basque’s former friends were escaping on, Kril didn’t know. 
 
    “You sure you can’t tell me nothing about that gadget?” he asked for the third time. 
 
    “Not a thing until we get clear of this world,” Basque said. “I have good reason for it. Please bear with me.” 
 
    “You are not making my life easier, Mister Pieterzoon,” Kril shot back. 
 
    “No, but perhaps I am keeping it from getting harder. Or stopping entirely,” Basque said. “Come. Let’s go make Chatterly pay for his cowardice.” 
 
    “Hey, I’ll back you up, but I don’t know him from Eve,” Kril shrugged. “This is your play, big guy.” 
 
    “Then we are on the third act, and the curtain is coming down soon,” Basque nodded grimly. 
 
    “I got no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Plays?” 
 
    “Yeah, how do you want to play this?” 
 
    “No, I was talking about... ah, forget it. Just be silent; there may yet be a chance we can sneak up on—” 
 
    A seedpod exploded, bursting into flames as the air boiled in a long, thin, straight line a foot from Kril’s head, as a distinctive SNAP echoed down the tracks. 
 
    “—them,” Basque finished, looking stunned. 
 
    “Get to cover!” Kril yelled, then took his own advice and leaped into the tall weeds alongside the track. He knew laser fire when he saw it, and several more lines cut the air with that snapping noise you never forgot after you saw a friend drop with a smoking hole in their head. Lasers were deadly as fragg. 
 
    But they weren’t a guaranteed kill, and as he heard Lysanda and Basque grab their own cover, he put his head up, watched shadows move against the distant weeds, and chose his target carefully. The first two shots missed, but the third one elicited a yelp of pain, and then he was down and crawling as the air burned around him and stalks and seedpods fell charred to the underbrush. 
 
    Once he managed to get out of the firing corridor he glanced back, saw Basque pop up and take a few shots with his borrowed longarm. The man kept firing even as lasers carved closer, howling in pain as one drew a smoking line through his arm. But his work paid off, as the return fire stilled and stopped, and Kril poked his head up to find no shadows ahead. 
 
    There was, however, a metal fence blocking his way. The plants were growing around and through it, so he doubted it was electrified, but the spikewire on top looked painful, and the fence was pretty thick. 
 
    He froze there, listening to rustling behind him as his allies moved up. Basque was wheezing; Kril didn’t need to look to know that was pain. He ignored them both and scanned left and right. If there were still hostiles on the other side of the fence, then going over would make him a big-ass target. He knew there was an opening on the right side, but that was where the shadows had been, where the fire had been coming from. 
 
    He moved back a bit, following the wheezing until he was next to Basque. He waited until the wind blew hard, and the field whispered its vegetable murmur, as he asked, “There another way in on the left side?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” muttered Basque. “Never been here before.” 
 
    Then words flickered across Kril’s retinal HUD, and he sighed in relief. They were back in Trin’s signal range. 
 
    You have to go right. Be ready to fight. 
 
    Kril tapped his earbud. “Will do,” he told her and turned to his allies. 
 
    “This is gonna get messy,” he warned the two of them. “So Lysanda, I’m gonna move up. Basque, you come behind. Doc, you stay here. When I’m ready, Basque, you’ll see me wave my hand like this. You wave your hand like this to Lysanda. And when he does that, I want Lysanda to start shaking the fence, Lysanda. Just grab it and rattle it like someone trying to climb, all right?” 
 
    Lysanda gave the fence a once-over and nodded. 
 
    “And I?” Basque asked, rubbing his left arm. 
 
    “Follow my lead. Once I start shooting, back me up. Our goal ain’t to kill every fragger, just push ’em back and get through the gate. We secure that, Doc can follow us in, then we find a way to push through to the ship.” 
 
    “But what if—” 
 
    Lysanda’s words were cut off by a rising whine. “They’re powering up the engines!” Basque warned. 
 
    Kril scrunched his eyes shut. “Of course, they are. Come on, let’s move!” 
 
    The upside was that with the drone of the engine, he could move without worrying about making noise. 
 
    The downside was that now they were on a timer. 
 
    He crawled for all he was worth, flashing back to his time in basic. It was training he’d never expected to use in Fleet. His side screamed agony as he went, and he was pretty sure at least one or two ribs were cracked, as he had to stop and gasp midway through. The world swam, and he realized he’d been hours without water, without any real rest. The last food had been shortly before his sleep, and that had been how long ago? 
 
    A man wasn’t his best when he was tired, wounded, and hungry. But the alternative was to be stranded on a planet with a sky full of hostile thieves and folks who’d shell schools. So, he crawled through the tall weeds, avoiding the stalks as best he could so they didn’t see him by the movement and kept his eyes wide and slugger out in one hand. 
 
    He saw them before they saw him, and he lay there, listening to the wind and listening to Basque crawl behind him seemingly making far too much noise. His heartbeat thudded behind his eardrums, and he studied the two at the gate, who were wearing ballistic bests and camo not suited for this land. They had full-face helmets on and were at the edges of each side of the open gate, crouched down behind the big plascrete railstop block that was out a few meters in front of the gate, and watching with bulky, older-model laser rifles clutched in gloved hands. Blood on the ground and scuff marks showed where another man had fallen and been dragged back into the compound. 
 
    Thanks to Trin’s tealdar he knew what he was walking into: rebels who had pluck but damn little training. They’d started their revolt expecting a fight on the ground, like every other revolution on their moon had been. But there was damn little they could do against hellfire from above. And the sound of their boss getting ready to run behind them couldn’t be easing their minds, none. 
 
    But that didn’t matter. Kril was laser-focused, and they’d already shot blind at him. They were fair game. 
 
    He crawled a little to his right, away from the gate, then waited until he heard Basque stop moving. Then he stretched out his hand and waggled his fingers. 
 
    It took two or three more tries, and then he heard it. Rustling and banging back the way they’d come, as the fence rattled, and the two guards turned that way, opening fire without hesitation. The smell of charred plants filled the air, along with smoke and flames flickered to life on the grazed edges of the grasses that they were spraying. 
 
    Kril rose, threw himself out of the vegetation, and fired as he went, praying that Basque would get the cue. 
 
    One, two, three shots and the leftmost guard dropped limp to the ground. But Kril missed two more shots at the right-hand one, was forced to run, leaping over the tracks as the survivor tried to light him up and diving into the greenery on the other side. 
 
    Basque got the cue. And his longarm barked, as craters walked over the plascrete block of the railstop and climbed up to drop the last guard in a spray of blood. Big bullets made big holes. 
 
    Kril turned, started to yell back that the way was clear, then a flicker of motion caught his ey,e and he turned and fired in one fluid motion. Plastic sprayed in fragments as a third guard who had been creeping up from behind the fence fell, drilled straight through the helmet from luck more than anything else. 
 
    Kril ran over and slid in at the front of the railstop, putting it between him and the compound. His hands were shaking, and it took two tries to eject the mag and reload his slugger. He had a few slugs left in the old mag, he was sure, but he didn’t want to run out in the middle of a shindig. Better now, when he was... safe? No. This wasn’t safe. But nobody was shooting, and the gun smoke drifted up in lazy spirals from Basque’s longarm as the big man jogged over to join him. A rustling a second later and Lysanda waved from the foliage line. 
 
    Kril inhaled, exhaled, forced his breathing until his heart wasn’t pounding his skull so badly. Then he fed the video stalk up and swept it around, closing his eyes to see the overlay better. 
 
    The way was mostly clear. The compound was a huge clearing in the weeds, with a tented tarp over it, painted to look like more of the field from above. It probably wouldn’t stand up to a thorough search, but from what Basque had said on the way up, this plain was enormous, so the odds of someone twigging to it on a fast sweep were small. 
 
    Under the tent sat a boxy ship, smaller even than Nomad’s Land. It was an in-system shuttle, Kril wagered. A repurposed freighter, complete with cargo hooks lining its sides, and a tapered cockpit. It had been modified with two ball turrets, probably point defense against missiles, one on each fat wing. 
 
    In the back of the vessel, the grass was flattening under the wind of its engines as turbines unseen spun up, and a blue glow filled the clearing.  
 
    They’d caught it mid-load. Not far from the ship, under a large, freestanding roof, was the squat bulk of an industrial fabber. Stacks of crates were scattered around, and a hover-pallet slowly slid down the ship’s open cargo ramp, two boxes still on its bed. Had the third guard been pushing it aboard, then come back to investigate? Hard to say. 
 
    There were a few smaller buildings around, but one caught Kril’s eye. It was just beyond the gate, and smears on the grass suggested that a bloody body had been dragged into it. The door was still ajar, and its single window was shattered, shards of clear plasteel hanging from metal, jagged and glinting in the sunlight. He couldn’t tell if there was anyone within. The interior was dark, and the videostalk didn’t have low-light capabilities. He didn’t fancy poking his head up to look, either.  
 
    Bad spot. Only one way in. Still couldn’t go over the fence, because of the noise it’d make and the visibility. 
 
    He thought about asking Lysanda to get the rats going to scout the building but no. No time, not with the engines going. Kril didn’t know this model, but he figured they had minutes before it lifted off, at best. 
 
    Searching around the area, looking for a solution that didn’t get him shot, he noticed something useful. 
 
    The guards had bandoliers, and those round things on ’em sure looked like grenades. 
 
    “Basque?” he called, pitching his voice just over the engines. “How many rounds you got left?” 
 
    “None! I’m out of ammo!” Basque shouted over the engines. Kril winced. If there was anyone in the guard house, they’d have heard that. 
 
    “I’ll cover you,” he called back, still trying to keep his voice low. “Go get their grenades and lob a few through that busted window.” 
 
    “Throw grenades through that window?” Basque yelled back, full voiced. 
 
    “Gods fragging dammit, stop yelling!” Kril yelled back. “They’re right there, you masshole!” 
 
    “Fuck you! I’m shot! Don’t tell me to keep quiet!” 
 
    “Fragg you... just go! I’ll cover you!” Kril screamed back. If this fraggnut got him dead, then by gods he’d take the big guy with him. “Lysanda, get ready to move up soon as the booms happen!” 
 
    He saw the doctor nod their head, eyes wide and anxious. Then he turned, yelled “Go!” and popped up from behind the railstop. He didn’t wait for a target, just double-tapped through the window and was rewarded with a flash of metal and the crack of laser fire as he ducked back down, then slid around the side of the railstop and put more slugs into the dark. 
 
    He saw Basque half-leap, half-limp onto the nearest guard, and fumble with his chest. 
 
    Then, as time seemed to slow, he saw the guard post door jerk open, grabbed from the other side. A shadow flickered in the light, and Kril slid his gun around and fired, hoping against hope that he was fast enough. 
 
    The slugger barked, and he ate the recoil, arms tense and aching. 
 
    The figure in the doorway fell forward, momentum carrying him to the ground. 
 
    A long, snapping crack split the air, and a black line carved itself into the ground next to Basque. 
 
    And Basque rose from his kneeling crouch with the guard’s bandolier in his hand, ripped at it and sent pins and handles flying, whirled the leather strap for two seconds longer than Kril would’ve, before boloing it through the window. He turned and ran, with Kril snapping shots back through the window and doorway alternately. Another laser crackled, and the ground near Basque charred and sprayed smoke upward... 
 
    ...and then the grenades went off, and the building ceased to be. 
 
    Kril ducked back until the clattering, shattering sounds of shrapnel against the railstop ceased, then leaped out, his inner ear implants restoring his hearing in time to hear the ship engines peak and see the cargo ramp start to shudder and rise up. 
 
    “Go!” he yelled, not sure if his allies heard him. “Go, go fragg your asses goooooo!” 
 
    He followed his own advice, and adrenaline and a lot of practice running for his life did the rest. 
 
    Kril got to the ramp when it was two feet off the ground, jumped up, and charged into the hold, sweeping left to right then behind as he went, finding no targets. He did find an emergency-open button and punched it, sending the ramp back down just as Basque caught up. The ramp went down, but the ship started to shudder upward, and Kril swore, as crates slid and started to fall down the ramp. Tossing his slugger to the side he caught the cargo netting as it threatened to break and tried to hold back the heavy boxes that threatened to take out his team. 
 
    To his credit, Basque waited, one hand on the ramp as rose, waited and grabbed the slower form of Doc Lysanda as they ran, then bodily threw them aboard. Only then did Basque, legs dangling, plant his second hand on the lip of the ramp and squirm upwards, swearing as his wounded arm shook and trembled, barely managing to pull himself up before the cargo ramp started to rise again, its emergency override overridden. 
 
    “Get the crates!” Kril called back to Lysanda, and the smaller figure took a look, then started grabbing the bindings lying around and tossing them through the hooks on the crates, cinching them back smartly. Lysanda didn’t have muscle, but they had brains, and after a few seconds Kril saw it was secure enough so he could slide down the ramp a bit, grab Basque, and help the big man get his legs free and clear of the ramp just before it snapped shut. 
 
    “Doors!” Kril shouted. “Get the door open, ’fore we reach space! Else they’ll vent us into the void!” 
 
    The only thing keeping them from doing that on the way up was the ship’s inertial dampers. They needed those going until they’d hit escape velocity and punched out. But once they were through atmo, all bets were off. 
 
    “They’re locked!” Lysanda wailed back, stabbing at the panel next to one of the doors, pushing it over and over again, chiming red each time. 
 
    “Slow it down, Doc!” Kril glanced to Basque, then stirred himself and ran over to the door. Gods damn, he was tired. But live and tired beat rested and dead. And once he got to the panel, he pushed Lysanda aside and studied the screen. Palmprint with a keycode backup and an emergency exit button off to the side. That had to be what Lysanda had been jabbing, so that was out. He tried the palmprint. Sometimes they left them unencoded, though the odds were bad, it might be worth a shot. 
 
    To his utter surprise, it slid open. 
 
    “You did it!” Lysanda said, whooping with joy. “In, in! Why hesitate?” 
 
    “Ain’t used to my luck bein’ this good. Or existent at all,” Kril said. 
 
    “MOVE!” bellowed Basque, and the three of them piled through the bulkhead, just as the ship leveled out and alarms started to blare. They were through atmo already, and the door slammed shut behind them so quickly it almost crushed Basque’s heel. 
 
    Empty corridor to the left and right and Kril reached for his slugger, remembered that he’d tossed it aside in the hold. “Fragg,” he muttered. “You know this layout, Basque?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Gimme a second.” He tapped his earbud. “Trin, come in. Got more time to talk. You there?” 
 
    Garbled noise and precisely none of it sounded like his sister. “Shit. Gonna need to find a relay; they got their jamming up again or something.” 
 
    “Would you care to know where the other people on this ship might be?” Lysanda asked. 
 
    Kril shot a glance to the squirming forms under the doctor’s coat. “Good thinking. Turn ’em loose to scout.” 
 
    Lysanda popped open their coa, and held one arm up to the nearest vent. Pulling out their whistle, they blew a few silent notes, and the rats wiggled up and were gone in a flash of fur and tails. 
 
    Within minutes they were back, wiggling down. The doctor held up their commpad, and the rats nosed at it. 
 
    “They can type?” Basque said, incredulously. 
 
    “Not precisely. It’s more of a series of pictograms, that I have to decipher contextually—” 
 
    “Another time please, Doc,” said Kril. “What do we got?” He kept glancing back up and down the corridor as he spoke. Without a gun, weren’t much he could do, but he had his knucklesaps on just in case anyone who came was slow. 
 
    “There are two humans. They are in what I’m guessing is the control room, which is over that way,” Lysanda gestured. “One is poking buttons and talking to a human on a device. Probably a screen. The other is pointing a gun at the door.” 
 
    Kril sucked his teeth. “Layin’ in ambush. Not good. I got no shooter. Basque?” 
 
    “I dropped it when I grabbed the ramp. It was out of ammo anyway. But I do have this.” Basque dipped a hand into his pocket, came up with a grenade. “I didn’t throw all of the grenades through that window.” 
 
    “Well, that’s no good!” said Lysanda. “If we blow up the control room—” 
 
    “Bridge,” corrected Kril. 
 
    “—bridge, then how do we fly the ship?” 
 
    “It’s not that kind of grenade,” Basque grinned. “So, how much weight can your little ratty friends carry with them?” 
 
    A minute later, crouched in front of the door to the bridge, Kril heard a faint tinkling of metal on metal, and the sweet FOOMP of a flashbang. 
 
    “GO!” he yelled, slamming his hand on the access panel. It opened, just as the one from the cargo hold had, and they rushed in. He immediately leaped on the fellow on the ground, the one who was fumbling for a longarm, and beat him in the face until he stopped moving. Then he was up, heaving breath like a furnace, in time to see Basque holding a squirming form aloft with his good arm, and frogmarching him over to an airlock. 
 
    “Hey,” Kril said. “You sure?” 
 
    “Trust me,” Basque said, jerking a thumb at the main viewscreen. “Chatterly deserves it.” 
 
    Kril turned his attention to the screen... and the icy, glaring visage of Captain Krav, the very woman who’d let him borrow a shuttle and head down to the surface. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” he said, taking a seat in the chair, and starting to parse through the windows around Krav’s face. “Happy to report my mission’s successful, Captain. We’re gonna be rescuing Mister Basque Pieterzoon and taking him off your hands.” 
 
    Behind him, the airlock hissed open, and a man plead for mercy. He shut it out. Weren’t his business. The suit in front of him was his business.  
 
    As she opened her mouth to speak, he slid a wire out of his left earbud and plugged it into the comms relay port. Trin? You there? He subvocalized, as he boosted the signal. 
 
    Yep, and I’m spun up, she replied, instantly. Glad you’re alive, twerp. Get that pile of junk over here before those capital ships get any closer. 
 
    “Captain Granger,” Krav said. “You have pirated a ship belonging to a diplomatic envoy come to end a long-running conflict and you are interfering with peace talks. Furthermore, you are harboring a known fugitive, Basque Pieterzoon and collaborating to murder persons with diplomatic immunity.” 
 
    “I’m doing no such thing,” Kril said. 
 
    Behind him, the airlock cycled, and the man Basque had called Chatterly went screaming into the void. 
 
    “Well okay, you maybe got a point on that last one.” 
 
    The captain’s eyes narrowed, and her lips quivered with rage. “You will adjust your course immediately to rendezvous with Percheron and surrender yourself and your passengers for judgment or I will blow you from the sky.” 
 
    Kril checked the sensors. Their fleet was out a ways. Not out of missile range, though, and this was a freighter. “Give me a few minutes to confer,” he said, as Basque’s heavy hand fell on his shoulder. “I’m sure you can understand my situation.” 
 
    “You have two minutes, then you’ll be corpses in a shattered shell of a ship,” Captain Krav snarled. The screen winked off. 
 
    “We don’t have much time,” Kril said, as he laid in a course and started cranking the engines up to their maximum thrust. “Lysanda, I need you to scare up some suits. Basque, I need you to go back to the cargo hold and find those core rods you made. And anything else might be useful and portable. Go. Go, go, GO!” 
 
    A moment later, Basque shouted from the hall. “You’ll have to let me in! It’s locked!” 
 
    “The fragg? Use the handprint; it ain’t coded!” 
 
    “Yes, it is! Red and rejected!” 
 
    That was strange. But Kril didn’t have time to think on it. He found the menu on the control station and unlocked it, just as Lysanda came back with their arms full of softsuits and started folding one on for themselves, rats and all. 
 
    Kril punched in the course and stepped over to suit up as well, just as the console screamed. 
 
    Missile locks. Three of ’em. 
 
    He’d hoped that the distance would keep them safe, but hope died as he scanned the display. They were coming in fast, small ones that were probably armor piercing, not that this shuttle had any of that to begin with. But it wouldn’t matter. They’d track the burning drives, and even one would stop them dead in space even if it didn’t kill them all. 
 
    Kril kept suiting up regardless, sliding the dome on and locking it into the plasfoil, watching the display... 
 
    And watching them wink out one by one, as Nomad’s Land beeped into existence on the edge of the sensors. 
 
    He let out a breath. 
 
    Trin was spun up. She was on the guns. They were safe... for a moment, anyway. 
 
    Words appeared in his retinal HUD. Kill thrust. I’ll be by your bridge in three. 
 
    “Gonna be sitting flapfowl,” he muttered, eyeing the distances on the display. “We get within T-ball range your railguns, won’t do shit.” 
 
    Then be outside and waiting by the time I arrive. 
 
    Kril let out a breath and killed thrust. He’d trusted her in worse situations.  
 
    “Only one box made it through!” Basque boomed, as he came back in, carrying what had to be a stupidly heavy crate under his good arm. “Wait, we’re really going to suit up and go out?” 
 
    “Ayep,” said Kril, holding the last one out. 
 
    “What about this one?” Lysanda said, looking at the unconscious and bleeding guard. 
 
    “Shit... any more suits?” Kril asked. 
 
    “No!” Lysanda said, looking horrified. “I’m wearing the emergency suit!” 
 
    Kril gritted his teeth and clicked the display back on, audio only. “Captain Krav. Please do not fire. We have a civilian aboard who cannot evacuate.” 
 
    “Then change course and approach Percheron.” 
 
    “For the love of gods, Captain! You fire, you won’t kill us, you’ll just waste this fragger! He’s on your side!” 
 
    “Is he important?” 
 
    Those three words told Kril all he needed to know about Captain Krav. He killed the channel, just as Basque slid his dome on and looked down to the unconscious guard. “Sorry, fellow. I tried.” 
 
    Then it was out the airlock, taking the crate with him and hell, it was heavy. Out into the dark, with the bulk of Percheron and her sister ship so close that they were looming, easy to see against the light of the moon. 
 
    And another ship approaching, settling down, building-sized alongside the small freighter. As he watched, the underslung railguns spat, energy flaring up the barrels as they threw crowbar-sized slugs at speeds only really achievable in vacuum. They were firing fast, and he didn’t need to be back in the freighter’s cockpit to know that she was punching missiles with every hit. 
 
    He waved a hand in a simple motion, go and took his own advice. Flexing his weary legs he bounded up and out, aiming for the hatch into Nomad’s Land. It was open, and he slid through with long ease, turned around and saw Basque following behind him. He stowed the crate and grabbed the man’s arm again, hauling him to safety— 
 
    —just as he saw Lysanda muff their launch and head off in a completely different direction. 
 
    If this were a normal situation, he’d have a good laugh and bring the ship around to catch the hurtling doctor. 
 
    But it wasn’t. They were under fire, and at any second, ordnance that was immune to point defense would be whistling in. Hell, they’d be within beam range soon, and if they let that happen, it’d be all over. 
 
    If Kril had been at the helm, then he might have had to leave Lysanda behind. 
 
    But fortunately for all concerned, Trin was driving, and she was working between the seconds, spun up to a processing speed that humans had never been meant to wield. 
 
    His view of the stars and the freighter spun, as Trin moved the ship in microbursts, sliding it with precision to reorient it, hearing the frame groan slightly as the inertial dampeners worked overtime. 
 
    And he caught Lysanda as the Doc came hurtling through the hatch, caught him and bounced against the back wall as the hatch slid shut, and the airlock pressurized. 
 
    Five minutes later he was in the bridge, sweeping the hyperlight beam as Trin fled them full speed away from the moon. And on the seventh minute, he pushed the button, and they were sheathed in light and gone into the dark. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 12: REVOLUTIONARY 
 
      
 
    It was a rare day when Kril had nightmares. 
 
    He’d gotten out of the habit early on. His father had taught him how to wake himself up out of dreams and doing that on the regular had trained his mind out of the habit. Dreams were a refuge for Kril Granger, a place where he knew he could escape from his troubles. 
 
    But when he was too exhausted to wake up, when his system was chugging from adrenaline and pain, when he had a new set of worries that he hadn’t had time to sic his conscious mind on, well—  
 
    Then his sleep tricks didn’t work quite so well, and his dreams spiraled out of control, and there was no rest, only a collection of clashing images and fears made manifest that made him struggle, helpless to stop them. He saw missiles impacting Nomad’s Land, ripping it apart, and sending them screaming out into the hungry dark. He was there, chained, watching Skuljaegers tear Trin apart, detaching her mechanical legs with power tools and then lowering a whirring drill toward her metal eyes. He saw the rats turn on Lysanda, and strip their master down to thrashing bones. 
 
    And Basque... 
 
    Basque was standing upright, as masked guards fired upon him over and over again, ignoring the bullets ripping through him and shouting “WHAT THE FUCK DID YOU DO TO THIS ENGINE?” 
 
    Kril blinked. 
 
    He wasn’t dreaming anymore. He was in his pull-out bunk, staring at the ceiling. 
 
    “IT LOOKS LIKE YOU USED IT TO GRILL GODDAMN SPAMBURGERS!” 
 
    A female voice rose in protest, and after a few blinks and a certainty that yeah, he was awake now, he recognized it as Trin’s. 
 
    Couldn’t make out the words she was saying. Basque had to be full-throated bellowing for him to hear the guy through the bulkheads. 
 
    He rolled over, and something squeaked and struggled. Focusing on it and easing up, he blinked as three small rats glared at him red eyed, then scurried out and into one of the vents. 
 
    Evidently, he’d been a warm bunkmate. 
 
    “WELL MAYBE IF YOU STOPPED TO GIVE IT MAINTENANCE MORE THAN ONCE A YEAR, IT WOULDN’T BURN CORES LIKE CANDLES!” 
 
    With a sigh and a stiff pain from his left side, Kril pulled himself out of bed, threw his jacket on so he was at least semi-decent, and headed out to pull his sister out of the line of fire. 
 
    They’d left the doors open betwixt bridge, and cargo hold, and crew quarters hallway, all the way to the engine room. Cables strung back through the hold led to unboxed crates of spare parts and materials and a small compressor engine chugging away and powering some sort of machinery in the far back. He could distantly hear it humming when Basque wasn’t yelling like a goddamn brox. Times that were rarer with each passing minute. 
 
    “WELL IF YOU TREAT YOUR CREW LIKE YOU TREAT YOUR SHIP, IT’S NO WONDER YOU DIDN’T HAVE A GOOD ENGINEER UNTIL NOW!” 
 
    “The hell you fussin’ about?” Kril said, ambling into the engine room and glaring down from the walk around the central drive. 
 
    Basque and Trin were over by the connections to the main engines. He’d got one of their casings open, and was running an air blaster along its internal mechanisms. A pile of stained rags behind them testified to the amount of gunk he’d blown out of there. 
 
    Trin had one hand on her hip and was shaking a finger in the big man’s face as she stood balanced on the first pipe of the railing, so that she could look Basque in the face. “Settle the fuck down! What would you know about crew? We ain’t some luxury liner can afford the best of the best!” 
 
    Basque opened his mouth, took a deep breath... 
 
    ...and Kril strolled over and put his hand over the man’s lips. “Please don’t. I’m a lost cause, but Lysanda might be able to get some sleep if you stop hollerin’.” 
 
    Basque knocked his hand aside but dialed it down a notch. “I was informing your pilot here that her engines are a damn disgrace. You took a set of perfectly good Hammer-Waveriders and let them go almost entirely to seed. I’ve found no less than six corrupted cells in the interior phalanges. Six!” 
 
    “I’m guessin’ that’s bad,” Kril said. 
 
    Basque opened his mouth, then shut it again, shaking his head. 
 
    “Just so you know, he had me stop the transit, so he could clean the engines,” Trin said. 
 
    “Wait. What?” Instantly Kril felt his exhaustion leave him. “You did what?” 
 
    “I know,” Trin said. “He wouldn’t shut up, and I got tired of arguing.” 
 
    “Your engines were a wreck. They would have given out on you the next time you tried to do micro maneuvers.” Basque sniffed. “They still might. I’ll do what I can, but I am an engineer, not God.” 
 
    “We’re on the run from the Storners, and you stopped us mid-transit.” Kril rubbed his eyes. “Are we at least on a second leg?” 
 
    “No. Can’t with a busted nav computer, remember? Hell, we’re riskin’ a lot just stopping mid-flight,” Trin said. 
 
    “Shit. On top of that we’ll have to reacquire our position.” Kril glared at Basque. “Fix the damn engines as best you can. Might as well, we’re gonna be here a while.” 
 
    Basque looked between them. “Have I missed something?” 
 
    “It comes back to that gadget that we needed to talk about. The picture I showed you. Maybe you can give me the tealdar on that before you get back to them engines?” 
 
    “What is a—” 
 
    “A short summary that encapsulates both explanation and advice,” Lysanda said, strolling into the engine room, feeding slivers of biscuit to the rats who sat happily on their shoulders and held their snacks with both hands. “I do seem to recall that you promised explanation once we were off the planet. And so we are!” 
 
    “Ah.” Basque said. “Perhaps I should fix the engines, first.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Kril, eyeing the biscuit in Lysanda’s hand. “Rest of us’ll have dinner while you do that. You’re welcome to join and talk when you’re ready.” 
 
    Basque joined a few minutes in, with a somewhat sheepish look on his face. Kril studied him between bites of rations, watched the big man demolish a full pack and reach for another. Before Basque could open it, Kril rapped his knuckles on Basque’s shoulder. “Hold that thought.” 
 
    “But I’m hungry.” 
 
    “But I want answers. The fragg is that?” Kril pointed his spoon toward the mystery box. 
 
    “I... don’t actually know,” Basque confessed. 
 
    “Fragg me...” Trin sat back in her chair and her eyes clicked as they slid to look up to the ceiling. 
 
    “No, no, you don’t understand. I used to serve in the merchant marine. Those things are on the contraband list. If we find one, we’re to report it immediately, on pain of prison or execution if we fail to do so.” 
 
    “Well, what’s it called?” Kril asked. 
 
    “They didn’t even tell us that,” Basque said. “They just showed us a list of similar looking devices and told us it was that serious a business. Honestly, be glad that the blockade didn’t get wind that you had that in your hold. They would have boarded and confiscated it and probably taken you as well. And the ship.” 
 
    “They would have tried,” Trin sneered. 
 
    “They already tried,” Kril corrected. “But that’s ’cause of you, Mister Pieterzoon.” 
 
    “Then count your blessings that they did not know of this,” Pieterzoon gestured at the case. 
 
    “Problem is, it turns out you don’t know of that either,” Kril said. “Which means you lied to me, Mister Pieterzoon.” 
 
    “I did not lie!” 
 
    “I seem to recall you refusin’ to tell me what this was until I got you in orbit and in that escape vessel. I did that.” 
 
    “Yes, but they was in no position to escape! I thought the freighter was a hyperlight ship. I didn’t know Chatterly was fully collaborating with the defense force. Damned traitor.” 
 
    Kril considered him through narrowed eyes. “Yeah, but that don’t change the fact that regardless, you didn’t have anything to tell me about this. What were you planning? To kill me after you were safely away, so you didn’t have to fill your side of the bargain?” 
 
    He had his hand on his second-best slugger. He’d tucked it into his coat on his way out the door, when the question had first occurred to him. 
 
    Basque stared at him for a long moment. “I wasn’t entirely misleading you,” he said. “And I did get you the core rods. I wanted to see my end of the bargain through. I planned to send you the coordinates of a place where you could probably find the answer.” 
 
    Kril considered him. 
 
    Finally, he took his hand off the butt of the gun, and Basque’s shoulders lowered, the tension draining from him. 
 
    “All right. There’s good news and bad, if that’s how it was,” Kril said. 
 
    “I’m listening.” Basque glanced down, reached for a new ration pack, and grunted in disappointment as Trin snatched it away. 
 
    “The good news is that I ain’t gonna space you out the airlock like you did your old pal.” 
 
    “He was a working acquaintance at best,” Basque said. 
 
    “Bad news is that I either charge you passenger fees or put you to work as crew until you pay off your debt for lying to me and for pulling us into business we don’t want any part of and for getting us on Storner wanted lists.” 
 
    “And makin’ us lost because you stopped the engines mid-jump,” Trin supplied. 
 
    “That, too.” 
 
    “Should I go pull up the starcharts and check our navigational points?” Lysanda asked. 
 
    “Please,” Kril said. “We’re gonna be at this a while, might as well get started.” 
 
    “I wasn’t kidding about those engines,” Basque said. “You were at serious risk the next time you fired those up.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, if you fix those suckers, it’ll be a start toward payin’ your passage, regardless of how you choose.” 
 
    “About that...” Basque rubbed his chin. “If I were crew, would I get wages?” 
 
    “You’d get a share of any work we do. And room and board. And maybe some interesting bits of salvage, if we come across any.” 
 
    “And if I am a passenger?” 
 
    “Two meals a day and your own cabin. Only work you’d be doing is putting the engines back together.” 
 
    “Hmf. I’ll be crew, then. There’s far more that needs work besides the engines. Your ducts are full of vermin.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you should have seen the prior inhabitants,” Kril said, remembering the bug things the rats had proudly retrieved. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Never mind.” 
 
    Basque shrugged and glanced over to Trin. “May I have that second ration pack, now?” 
 
    “You sure you want this guy as crew? He’s gonna eat all our food,” Trin asked. 
 
    “He’s a big boy,” Kril shrugged. “And he seems to know his stuff. Probably better than Juto did.” 
 
    “That ain’t exactly a high bar,” Trin said. “More of a doorstop.” 
 
    Basque scowled. “I am a skilled engineer and this is hardly the first ship I’ve served on. I did eight years in the merchant marines. Hopped between three different vessels.” 
 
    “How’d you dodge the Pale Riders?” Trin asked. 
 
    “I retired after my second term, three months before they struck. That was a dark day.” Basque closed his eyes. “I lost many friends before their time.” 
 
    “You ain’t alone in that,” Kril said, patting his arm. 
 
    “Thank you. That freighter we pirated, and this ship, these are the first vessels I’ve been aboard since then. Call it superstition.” 
 
    “Or the fact everyone’s ships got fragged,” Trin supplied. 
 
    “That too,” Basque said. 
 
    “Merchant marines.” Kril gnawed his lip. “I know most of the Storner systems are pretty close together.” 
 
    “From Grand Buckle to Castergine Four took about three months. The longest hop was Buckle to Heartless. That was seven. I had to make that trip four times. It’s not horrible, but you get a lot of time to think. And you hope that you get good shipmates, or else it’s a pain in the ass.” Basque sighed. “Problem is, most people who get assigned that route are the ones who either didn’t kiss enough ass or have bad records. I had both.” 
 
    Kril leaned forward. “Why’s that, you don’t mind me asking?” 
 
    Basque squinted at him, then shrugged. “There might be a bounty on my head right now, so it’d be stupid to hold back things you’d find out anyway. I have a bit of a problem when stupid people give me orders. Or try to tell me how to run my engine room.” 
 
    “Just a bit of a hot temper, I’ve noticed,” Lysanda offered as they came back from the bridge. 
 
    “My tolerance for fools has diminished greatly since I signed my first enrollment contract. So, so many goddamn captains who washed out of the defense fleet and tried to make themselves feel like swinging dicks by abusing their crew. I did my two terms, and I was out. Couldn’t take it anymore. Then I got back home and put my knowledge to work for Orion Unlimited. And found there were just as many assholes in there as there were in the merchant fleet.” 
 
    “Run into a lot of assholes?” Kril asked. 
 
    “So goddamn many.” 
 
    “You know the old saying? If you keep running into assholes everywhere, maybe you’re the asshole?” 
 
    “I am an asshole. But I’m a smartass, not a dumbass.” Basque curled his lip. “But I eventually pissed off one of my bosses enough that he bribed a few police to throw me into prison on trumped up charges.” 
 
    Kril felt his lips tighten, felt an old ache stir. “Ain’t no evil worse than a lawman who’s gone bad.” 
 
    Basque studied him. “Maybe so. But they let me out right quick when the Pale Riders came through. They needed everyone who had shipboard experience and tech skills to try and rebuild... well, everything.” 
 
    “I imagine that went more smoothly?” Lysanda asked, setting a few rats aside as they tried to gnaw on a commpad. 
 
    “Yes and no. I was my own boss for a little while.” Basque smiled, ruefully. “Then they gave me people to boss around. And I found out I’m a shitty leader.” 
 
    “It’s a tough job,” Kril said. “Especially if you got a temper gets set off by stupidity. Everyone gets stupid sometimes, and ain’t nobody likes it when their boss goes off on ’em for it.” 
 
    “Still, we were doing good,” Basque said, after a sip of hot caff. “And losing the fleet was the end of Orion, at least on our little moon. I found myself on speaking terms with my father again... you know, he had risen up against Orion when I was a child. They tried to stiff the miners on their pay, and the government officials they bought had grown corrupt and needed replacing. When I first went to work for Orion, he disowned me. But with them gone, Dad was willing to forgive me. Never stopped telling me, ‘I told you so,’ when I complained about that prison thing, though.” 
 
    “I read that in the history books,” Trin said, perking up. “The revolutions, I mean. Seems like you guys had one every few decades. Broke away from Castergine Four, then replaced your government every other generation or so. Yeah?” 
 
    “When a piece of fruit goes bad, you take it off the tree so a fresh one can grow,” Basque said, shrugging. 
 
    “Thing is, long-term, that kind of fucked you,” Kril said. “I ain’t being mean, just saying that I reckon you blew your toes off with this last one.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Basque said, tilting his head. 
 
    “Well... you all kind of got in the habit of tearing down the old stuff and buildin’ it up again from scratch instead of settling on something and figuring out how to fix it inside the system. And that worked because ain’t nobody could really interfere with you from the outside, much. Because this moon here was one of the biggest sources of radioactive metals in the Storner systems.” 
 
    “It is,” Basque nodded. “And hell, we’ve tried to make governments that were worth a damn. But there’s too much money at stake, is the problem. Sooner or later they all go bad. And we have to try to avoid repeating the mistakes of the past.” 
 
    “Right. But you all lost your shield from outside forces. The hyperlight trade means that the rest of the Storners aren’t mostly dependent on Castergine’s moon for fissiles anymore. They can get it in a matter of days from Cutter’s Hell or one of the dark systems off Rigel. So, when this new guild who were they again?” 
 
    “Nova Pluton,” Trin said. She was up on a crate now, drumming her metal heels against it as she glanced between them. “Figure they decided they didn’t want to deal with the stuff Orion had to deal with, so I’m guessing they probably got trade deals with a few other fissile suppliers, then tried to teach you a lesson.” 
 
    “They did. They taught us that the new boss is no better than the old boss. Worse, in a lot of ways.” Basque grimaced. “They do NOT know who they’re fucking with. Now that we have workable anti-radiation medication, we’ll fight to the last.” 
 
    “You might at that,” Kril said. “Provided those automated defenses keep working without you there to mind them.” 
 
    “Eh.” Basque said. “Chatterly was a stupid asshole. Without him trying to swing his dick around, there’s enough smart people to take over the stations. And I left notes, goddamn it! Because that’s proper coding procedure!” 
 
    “Speaking of code and all,” Kril said, glancing back to the mystery case. “If you can’t tell us what that is, you think you can maybe run a few tests on it?” 
 
    “Maybe. If that’s from one of the old Vendharan raiding groups, I made a hobby of reading their white papers. The ones we managed to steal, anyway. But as far as cracking it open... your sister told me what it did. I’d have to set up a secure space for it. And anything I used to analyze it would be at risk, so...” Basque gnawed his lip. “I think we should investigate what it is before I go that far. I’ll study the case in the meantime. AFTER I finish cleaning your engines and check a few other vital systems.” 
 
    “Yeah. You mentioned you were going to point us to a place we might be able to get answers,” Kril said. “What exactly were you planning to steer us into?” 
 
    “Tell me,” Basque said, putting down the remnants of his ration bar. “Have you ever heard of Barb@DOS?” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 13: BARB@DOS 
 
      
 
    The Pale Riders had swept the galaxy like a wildfire, wrecking star empires, and blasting every ship they could out of the dark. 
 
    But it was a big galaxy, and they’d missed more than a few. 
 
    And many a good captain and crew, when finding themselves in possession of a very rare commodity amid a vast diaspora of worlds that had to desperately struggle to rebuild and lacked the materiel and machines to keep old trade lanes safe... Well, some of them had forsaken their oaths and contracts and raised high the black flag of piracy. 
 
    The successful ones often became warlords in their own right, fighting to conquer and hold their own little corner of the universe. A station here, a planet there, perhaps a whole system if they could get enough ships and subordinates under them to keep them flying and loyal. 
 
    Others eventually made peace or became privateers in service to their local rulers. Hell, Storn’s Compact had been pirates previously, a few hundred years ago when the gates first failed. Once the Pale Riders reset the board, the governors of the Compact put out a call for privateers and set them to work raiding other nearby systems to keep them busy and out of their hair until their industry could fast-fab enough hulls and get them up in the dark to discourage shenanigans. 
 
    But then came the hyperlight vessels. They were gifted to the first wave of those gifted by the Monnichiwan to reconnect and rescue humanity. And the galaxy, which had been dealing with the trauma of another great darkness, found their horizons broader than any could ever imagine. 
 
    Of course, the pirates of the time were only too happy to plunder Scrappers. And so, the most lawless and grasping of humanity gained the ability to traverse light years worth of space in a matter of hours, and with that ability to travel, came the opportunity to raid countless systems that had hitherto been shielded from local pirates.  
 
    It didn’t take long for governments to get in on the game, seizing vessels and doing their best to hunt down and destroy the pirates who plagued them, and they were successful enough that the most infamous pirates held a council and tried to figure out a solution. 
 
    And what they came up with was Barb@DOS.  
 
    Barb@DOS, or The Barb, had been a penal colony once upon a time. Most of the land was tropical; the air was breathable, and terraforming had put in a lush biosphere. 
 
    But then the gates had failed, and the bulk of the prisoners had died as it was cut off. Elements and nutrients necessary to their health had been left out of the biosphere deliberately, rendering them reliant upon shipments from home to stay alive. That, combined with the original terraformers having a sick sense of humor and resurrecting ancient reptilian terrors from Earth’s past, made for a dangerous place that would eventually kill you one way or the other. 
 
    With all of its humans dead, it had been left undisturbed for over a century.  
 
    Until hyperlight rendered its relative isolation meaningless. 
 
    They held council on Barb@DOS, fourteen dread pirates did, while their crews held off assaults from scaled and feathered carnivores that roared and hissed and tried for easy meat. Accidents and ‘accidents’ happened, and after it was all said and done, the twelve remaining captains declared the planet and its system to be a haven for all who could keep the peace within its boundaries. 
 
    From that day, the Barb was literally a haven of scum and villainy. While on paper it was a peaceful port, given the proclivities of humanity and pirates in particular, the peace was tenuous at best, and more than one unprepared crew had found themselves dead, press-ganged, or taken into slavery... or worse. 
 
    Things had changed a bit, over the last few years, though. Chaos had given way to order, though the order was different every time Kril visited. And Kril was rapidly finding out the most recent changes, as the shaven-headed woman on the viewscreen grinned at him with metal fangs and told him how it was going to be. 
 
    “No. It’s a parkin’ fee, mate. Yer just got to pass along messages, is all.” 
 
    “How many and to where?” Kril asked. 
 
    “It isn’t like that. Yer just have to point yer hyperlight caster at the coordinates we supply and flicker it on and off in the patterns we’ll send along. Spend a few hours doin’ that, and yer can stay as long as yer like.” 
 
    Kril considered her, searching her tattooed face for signs that she was shitting him. But though she was cheerful, he couldn’t mark any obvious signs of deception. “All right,” he said. “But I want a good parking spot. Something close to Silver’s. I assume Silver’s is still standing?” 
 
    The woman laughed. “Mate, Silver’s will outlast all of us. Silver’s will be where the last survivin’ people of this wicked galaxy will watch the end of it, and when the gods come to collect ’em, they’ll have to cover their faithful’s bar tabs before they can leave.” 
 
    “It’s a pretty sweet way to dodge the end of everything,” Kril shrugged. “So you got me a spot or not?” 
 
    She did something on her station, and her eye flickered as what looked like a low-grade retinal implant brought her up to date. “Yer in luck,” she smiled. “Buy me a round at Silver’s when yer get into port, maybe ye’ll get lucky another way, handsome.” 
 
    “Name’s Kril. What’s yours?” 
 
    “Leesa. See you there.” She grinned and cut the call. A moment later, the comms system chimed with the first of many encoded messages. 
 
    “You can do better,” Trin told him. 
 
    “Maybe but we ain’t staying long,” Kril replied. “Better usually takes time, and if she’s ready and willin’, hey. Easy enough on the eyes.” 
 
    Besides, it had been a while, and he’d survived a few bad spots in a relatively short time. Blowing off some steam with a friendly lady would be a pretty good way to end a night on the Barb. 
 
    “So, we’re going to act as part of a comms relay?” Basque asked, moving up to Kril’s station, now that the comm channel was closed. 
 
    “Ain’t the first time we’ve done this,” Kril said. “I was wonderin’ why here, because every other time I’ve come they ain’t asked for this or any parking fee at all.” 
 
    “Could be there’s too much demand for parking and not enough supply,” Trin said, and he glanced over to see her working the sensors, checking out surrounding space. “There’s a lot of ships out here, Kril. Bout twice what we saw that one time after the Haggard job.” 
 
    “What was the Haggard job?” Basque asked. 
 
    “We don’t talk about the Haggard job,” Kril said. 
 
    “At least not sober,” Trin tossed in. 
 
    “We don’t talk about the Haggard job,” Kril reiterated. 
 
    “Well let’s talk about something else, then,” Lysanda said. “We’re to be part of a comms relay? Is that safe, letting them into our systems like that?” 
 
    Kril tried to figure out how to explain it. “Aside from the messages, we ain’t letting them in... it’s...” 
 
    “It’s like an old scale semaphore system,” Basque supplied. “It would take some coordination, but the hyperlight beams that their ship can generate are being used to flash signals and codes across great distances. You’d need to make sure they were pointed precisely at the coordinates generated, and that someone on the other end was watching very, very closely. But you’ve basically got something equivalent to a telegraph.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I’m not familiar with that device, dear man,” Lysanda said. “But I shall observe. After I take another round of bloodwork from you. Please do hold still, and try not to fuss this time, yes?” They rummaged in their coat and pulled out their autohypo. 
 
    “Bedamned vampire!” Basque’s mood went from contemplative to angry in a heartbeat. “What do you need all that blood for? I’ve given you more than enough!” 
 
    “Well, I’m going to need an accurate profile of your genetics and microbial diversities in order to optimize treatment and get you onto the galactic health equivalency.” 
 
    “The fuck are you talking about? This sounds made up!” Basque snarled. 
 
    “It ain’t,” Kril said. “The Monnichiwan talked about this.” 
 
    “Oh, did they? Were they the originators of this novel notion?” Lysanda was instantly interested. 
 
    Basque had also gone wide-eyed. Kril had figured dropping their name would settle him some. The man was intelligent and curious, for all he had a mercurial temper. 
 
    “I’ll explain. Trin, get on those messages,” Kril said, and she nodded and adjusted the ship, getting the beamer oriented and starting to sort through the various files that had been sent along. 
 
    He waved them back to the cargo hold and settled on a crate. “Way I understood it, and Doc, please correct me if I’m wrong here, but what I know is the Monnichiwan talked long and hard about how the galaxy was gonna change after they gave everyone access to hyperlight, and one big concern was plagues.” 
 
    “Not just that, but do go on, dear man.” 
 
    “Sure. So the problem was that you got people from all sorts of different planets and systems and places comin’ together, you’re gonna get the bugs and parasites and viruses and bacteria that come with’em. And you can screen and scrub and sterilize all you want, but sooner or later somethin’ was gonna get through. Just how humans are.” 
 
    “I’m with you so far,” Basque nodded. 
 
    “They tried to figure out ways to stop that but couldn’t. There ain’t an enforceable way to make people smarter about dealin’ with plagues. But they could make it so that they were easier to treat. It’s... something to do with genetic drift, and evolution, and shit, but basically we ain’t equal, when it comes to medicine.” 
 
    “I’ll step in, if I may,” Lysanda offered. “When mankind originally spread throughout the stars and set up the hyperspace gates, we were all one relatively contiguous species. Minor cosmetic and dietary differences aside, we’d all come from Earth, spent time on Earth, or grown up there. As such, our bodies had adapted to Earth’s biosphere and learned to deal with the challenges of Earth. Even after the gates were opened and travel was rendered nigh-instantaneous, it was still relatively easy to maintain body chemistry and floral equivalency. Products and medicines from Earth were distributed to every corner of space that the gates allowed access to, and genetic and biological drift was catalogued, studied, and controlled at the central source, which was Earthgov. But alas, that ended when the gates died.” 
 
    “Ain’t no one was in charge anymore,” Kril said. “And everyone was left to develop on their own, with their environments controlling their growth and what kinda microbes were in their systems. So different folks from different places developed different resistances, and immunities and stuff.” 
 
    “Hence the galactic health equivalency,” Lysanda smiled. “A plague from a world twenty light years away might be harmless to you or deadly, depending on how the people of your world developed, or a quirk of your genetics, or your intestinal flora and fauna. There’s just too much diversity to predict how it would go. And what’s worse, the treatment or medicines involved in curing or inoculating against a plague might be toxic to you for the same reasons.” 
 
    “And since we’re about to touch down on an entirely new planet full of people from around the fragging galaxy who specifically don’t much care about laws and ain’t known for their brightness where health issues are concerned, we might need to figure out how you tick first, in case you come down with something lethal,” Kril said. 
 
    “Once I understand what I’m dealing with in your case, I can customize and adapt medications to work well with your system,” Lysanda said. “Think of it as customizing an engine for a vehicle it wasn’t meant to power.” 
 
    “Well,” Basque said, glancing between them. “I still think you’re taking too much blood.” 
 
    “And I think you need to stop bein’ a baby and let them get about their business,” Kril said. “But if you want to skip vaxxing up and die from shitsplosions, then by all means, keep bein’ a baby about it,” Kril said. 
 
    Basque scowled at him. “Now you’re just being rude.” 
 
    “That’s ’cause now you’re just being stubborn.” 
 
    “Meh. Fine. Stab me and get it over with.” Basque shoved a massive forearm toward the doctor, who happily got to work. 
 
    Judging the matter to be sorted out, Kril found his way back into the bridge to help Trin with the relay work. 
 
    A couple of hours later, Kril hailed planetary comms again. To his disappointment, it wasn’t Leesa, but an older, white-haired man with a bare electronic eye and a permanently unimpressed scowl. “We finished our relay work. Leesa said we’d get a good landing spot.” 
 
    “You’ll be touchin’ down at field fourteen,” the man said, pulling up a 3D map and showing the approach vectors with flashing dots. “You’re clear to stay for a week. We ain’t responsible for anything that happens to ya, mate, so mind your ship and crew well. Give us notice before you take off and don’t fuck around. Any other questions?” 
 
    “No, I don’t reckon—” 
 
    “Good,” the man said, and the display cut out. 
 
    “Well, they don’t hire for manners,” Trin said, moving over to the pilot’s station. “Might wanna get the others in here, this is the pretty part.” 
 
    A few minutes later, they were breaching atmo. The ship shuddered as they rode the vector down, AR beacons on the display glowing to shepherd them in. 
 
    It wasn’t just politeness. Like most major ports, if they left the beacon trail then ground control would assume they were up to shenanigans and start shooting. 
 
    Kril trusted Trin to stay within the rather generous lines, and settled back to enjoy the breach. There was a bit of light shuddering, as the dampening fields struggled to compensate with the thickening soup that was the atmosphere of Barb@DOS, but that was usual. 
 
    What wasn’t usual was a loud KRUMP, and a sudden lurch, as the systems station lit up, and started whining. Basque was on it in a second, swearing, and Kril jumped to his feet, checking the camera feeds.  
 
    “Looks like it was one of the starboard compensators,” Basque said. “We’ll make it to the ground, but you’ll want that fixed before she goes back into space.” 
 
    “What made it blow up?” Kril said, scanning through the surroundings. He wasn’t getting any target locks, no signs of kinetic misses. 
 
    “Looks like it gave out,” Basque said. “But I can’t check it internally, so that’ll have to wait until we’re down.” 
 
    “Let’s hope that was it,” Kril said. He didn’t see a reason for ground control to betray and open fire on them, but stranger things had happened. 
 
    But if they’d decided to pull a sudden but inevitable betrayal, they were shitty shots, because nothing else exploded as Trin brought them down to a muddy field covered in scorched earth. Maneuvering jets flared and exhaust added another layer of carbonization to the scorched earth as Nomad’s Land creaked, groaned, and sunk its landing gear into the dirt. 
 
    “Welcome to Barb@DOS,” Kril said, as he tucked his second-best slugger into his shoulder holster and made sure his knucklesaps were loose in his pocket. “Everyone you meet’s gonna be looking to game you, even the ones who aren’t.” 
 
    “You’re going to have to speak more clearly than that,” Basque frowned. 
 
    “If you come across as a mark, you’re gonna get played,” Kril summarized. “If you act like you got business, people are gonna wonder what kind and try to find out. This is a haven for the desperate, the stupid, and the folks who got nothin’ to lose, so my advice is make folks think you’re that last kind and might be you’ll steer clear of the more dangerous predators out there.” 
 
    “On that note, I do believe we should discuss guard shifts,” Lysanda offered. 
 
    “Ain’t a bad idea. You first, Doc?” Kril squinted at them. 
 
    “My pleasure. Though if I may, I’d like to send you out with a few boxes of infants, to scatter in quiet spots and grow. Having a proper infestation at a major port could play dividends the next time we visit.” 
 
    Kril nodded, silently accepted a small pack that rattled and chittered, and stowed it under his coat. Basque did the same with a little trepidation. 
 
    Kril turned to the big man. “Now, before we head out, you said you knew someone who could maybe tell us what’s goin’ on with that gizmo?” Kril waved a hand at the case, which now sat in a cleared spot in the cargo hold, surrounded by diagnostic sensors hooked up to a spare commpad. 
 
    “Yes. If she’s still here.” Basque frowned. “Her name is Ferny. We didn’t exactly part on good terms, though.” 
 
    “Good. We absolutely ain’t gonna give a shit about Ferny until we go and spend a night or two drinkin’ and haggling for supplies and jobs,” Kril said. “Don’t mention her name to no one, don’t listen if you hear it, don’t act like you’re here for anything but livin’ in the moment.” 
 
    “But we are here for... ah. Would that be acting like a mark?” Basque said, slowly. 
 
    “Now you’re getting’ it. We show up and start tossin’ that name around, people are going to know what we want. And once someone knows what you want, the ones who are runnin’ games know how to get you to buy into their game. And then you get played.” 
 
    “Seen it a million times,” Trin said, wiggling her ship legs off, and switching to the thin-stripped metal running ones, the ones with tension wires connecting the pressure plates. “A stranger waltzes into a bar, drops a name or two, next thing you know the local grifters swarm’em; there’s a firefight when the stranger get ambushed, and bodies are being cleaned off the streets while ships burn away at top speed with angry people chasin’ em into the dark.” 
 
    “Well, that ain’t gonna happen here, at least,” Kril said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Not quite that uncivilized?” Lysanda asked, a hint of hope in their voice. 
 
    “Naw. It’s just that we ain’t gonna get killed in the streets. Barb@DOS don’t have streets.” 
 
    That wasn’t quite true, Kril had to admit when they made their way down the hill, past several other ship-occupied landing spots, and to the muddy main path that led into town. It didn’t have street signs or any particular plan to its design, but there were streets by dint of the fact that the buildings had spaces between ’em that were often too big to be classified as alleys. And enough of them linked up, that it sort of made streets. 
 
    “Skyline looks different,” Trin said as she followed along behind them, and they started to make their way past the first set of scrap metal and wood houses that made up the outer band. “Think it was weather or another giant critter?” 
 
    “Weather,” Kril said, flicking his eyes up and trying to remember what it had looked like before. “The reptiles here get big, but they don’t get that big. They can’t. You run into physics, and physics wins that head-on collision.” 
 
    “Maybe,” said Basque, staring up like a tourist. 
 
    “Maybe? Shit, you’re the engineer,” Kril said. “Best tell me I’m hiring someone who knows his math.” 
 
    “Eh, that old theory might have been true when we were all on one planet. But there’s enough planets out there, with different minerals and mixes and organics that there’s no way to nail it all down.” Basque shrugged. “And the gravity feels a little lighter to me than I’m used to, so...” 
 
    “Point nine two, accordin’ to the sensors,” Trin said. She skipped, went high, and came down hard enough on her legs that the wires sang. “Yeah, that’s why I like comin’ here. Well, that and the booze.” 
 
    “All two cups?” Basque looked down at her. “With your body weight, that’s about all you could handle, I bet.” 
 
    “Oh you stepped in it, now she’s gonna want to drink you under the table,” Kril said, glancing back forward and keeping his eyes peeled. Capboard dwellings gave way to the loose and shifting part that was the market. They were starting to get into the more crowded parts, though crowded was a relative term for this small settlement. With long experience he marked the predators who were sizing them up, made eye contact with those who seemed bold or desperate. Most looked away, which was fine. Lysanda had given him a shot or two to help his body mend from the interrogation, and he was in no hurry to get more bruises by defending the small purse of trade gold he was carrying from a stim junkie or ganger who got the notion they were easy prey. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s possible for you to outdrink me, woman,” Basque said behind him. “With all due respect, you have to be about a third of my mass.” 
 
    “Ain’t tellin’,” Trin said. “But I can do it.” 
 
    “No, you cannot. It’s physically impossible.” 
 
    “And a few seconds ago you were sayin’ giant monsters might be possible.” 
 
    “They’re more possible than you succeeding at this suicidal task!” 
 
    “That sounds like a challenge.” 
 
    “It’s not a challenge; it’s fucking science!” 
 
    “Fuck science? Got it.” Trin chuckled. “But if yer chicken, you don’t have to take me on.” 
 
    “Don’t fall for that,” Kril warned. “Don’t take her on. She’s left a trail of broken and barfing men behind her. And I ain’t talkin’ about her romantic escapades— ow!” 
 
    “I’m your sister you sick fragger,” Trin said, withdrawing the point of her foot from his now bruised ass cheek. 
 
    Kril rubbed his trousers and glared back at them. “Just sayin’. Don’t let her size fool you. She cheats.” 
 
    “No, no, I have to see this for myself,” Basque said, squinting down at her. “You’re on.” 
 
    Kril shrugged. “If you really want to throw your sobriety away like that, go for it. But we’re drinkin’ at Silver’s.” 
 
    “Aww...” Trin whined. 
 
    “I ain’t getting shanked again because some rando pirates lost to you.” 
 
    “It was just a graze! I had it handled,” Trin said. 
 
    “If by handled you mean you’d only lost two fingers by the time I stepped in, yeah, sure.” 
 
    “What?” Basque said, blinking. 
 
    Trin lifted her right hand and waggled it in her face. It was hard to see unless you were looking for it, but the skin on her index and middle fingers were discolored. “Vatjob. Our doc got ’em regrown.” 
 
    “You should see the other guys,” Kril said, relaxing a bit as they left the market behind, and started heading into the more permanent buildings of the town. Most of them were wood on brick foundations, a very few were all-brick. Not much stone on this little island that most of Barb@DOS’ civilization was centered around. No way to quarry it from the continents around without stupid amounts of risk and cost, and not much point. 
 
    Silver’s was different. 
 
    The frame of the bar was the control bridge of an old carrier freighter that had been carved off and dropped down to the planet the hard way, then dragged out of the water for later harvesting that never happened. 
 
    It was a somewhat warped plasteel and composite shell, a vaguely conical rounded snub of vessel painted a faded lime green with shining silvery streaks where the paint had been torn away, streaks that gave it its name. Placed up on pylons, with the back part of its hull removed and several entrances carved into the now-upright structure, the enterprising merchant who had bought the shell back in the early days of the resettlement had replaced the missing and scrapped parts with wood.  
 
    Inside, the rough features continued. A planked floor, covered in sawdust that occasionally got changed. A balcony that ran the length of the upper level. Doors that were built to swing open at a touch and shuttered windows that let the light in when the broiling bake of the star’s fury let up, usually around noon or so during the colder months.  
 
    They walked into the hustle and bustle of conversation with a musical backbeat, clashing mixes of industrial music and something folksy struggled for dominance from the two tuneboxes on either side of the open room, and a variety of unsmiling faces looked up from their drinks or conversations to see who had come in. 
 
    “Place never changes,” Kril muttered under his breath, giving an even stare around until most of the patrons turned back to their business. 
 
    He reached behind him and rapped his knuckles on Basque’s chest to get the man’s attention. He could see through his vidstalk that Basque was glaring like there were threats in every corner, and that wouldn’t do.  
 
    “Come on. Let’s go hold up a table,” Kril told him. Trin fell in next to him without him needing to mind her, and the three of them found their way to a grimy spot not far from the bar. 
 
    “What’s on tap, here?” Basque asked. 
 
    “Rum. Gin. And whatever pirates looted from a shipment this week.” 
 
    “Might want to wait to order, though,” Trin said and nodded at the door. 
 
    Kril turned in time to see the back of someone slinking out. “Ah. Shit. Well, we got time for one if the servers are quick about it.” 
 
    “What? Did I miss something?” Basque asked. 
 
    “That lady friend of yours. Ferny was her name?” 
 
    “Yes. But you said we shouldn’t mention it here yet.” 
 
    “Plans change. Hey there,” Kril said as a hard-faced woman with a low-cut bodice and a shotgun slung across her back came over, commpad in hand, with a platter-equipped drone hovering behind her. “Basque, what you want?” 
 
    “Rum, I suppose—” 
 
    “Great. Lady, we’ll have a rum, two rums?” he asked Trin. 
 
    “Rum and coca for me, yeah,” Trin said, eyes fixed on the door. 
 
    “—A rum, a rum and coca, and I’ll have whatever’s on special that won’t kill me. Also we’re looking for intel on a woman named Ferny. Peaceful. Want to talk.” He slid over a trade bar, then paused. “You still got that hard exit special?” 
 
    “It’s always on the menu,” the woman spoke. Her voice was harsh, monotone. Implants in her throat, sounded like. 
 
    “One of those, too.” 
 
    “Price has gone up since last time, Grangers,” the woman droned. 
 
    Kril grimaced, put a smaller gold bar next to the first. The woman nodded and whisked them up, then headed back to the bar. 
 
    Trin leaned over and whispered, “You’re forgettin’ something.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That ratbox. Lysanda wanted you to scatter them someplace.” 
 
    Kril looked up, checked the exposed lights. Dim enough. Then he shrugged and pulled the box of out his jacket, cracked it open, and ignored the fuzzy faces and paws scrabbling and nuzzling at his fingers. Sliding it under the table, he used his foot to open it further and did his best to ignore the sudden clicking and pattering as the rat babies ran for their lives. The music would cover the noise of ’em, he figured, and if they were smart enough to be any use to Lysanda, the doc would have made sure they were smart enough not to stick around Silver’s any more than they had to. Place didn’t serve food, anyway, so Kril expected they’d move on right quick, regardless. 
 
    “What kind of drink is the Hard Exit Special?” Basque asked. “I’m guessing it’s to go. But why do we need to flee?” 
 
    “That fellow you saw sneakin’ out the door?” Trin asked. 
 
    “Yes, that one, I saw him,” Basque said. 
 
    “He was the last of three.” 
 
    “Fragg,” Kril said, rubbing his face. “I only marked two. Good eye, Trin.” 
 
    “You’re slipping.” 
 
    “I’m tired.” 
 
    “Dreaming of rendezvous with sharp-toothed women?” 
 
    “She was cute.” 
 
    “She was desperate.” 
 
    “The second fact don’t negate the first.” 
 
    “You can do better.” 
 
    “Probably, but not here and now. Speakin’ of here and now...” Kril nodded to the server as she returned, hefting covered cups from the platter and depositing them on the table, uncaring of who got what. She also pulled a datastick from her bodice, and handed it to Kril. 
 
    “Ferny?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s all on there,” the woman droned. “Good luck.” 
 
    Kril looked to Trin, who already had one of the cups up, the lid off, and was swilling away with glee. Basque shrugged, checked the lids of the others, and finally found something vaguely brown and sweet-smelling. Kril pulled the remaining cup over to himself, studying the fabbed wood and considering. 
 
    He checked the door. Nothing. 
 
    He looked at the cup. Whatever was in there was green. It didn’t look bad, kind of clear, with bubbles. 
 
    Kril checked the door again. Empty. 
 
    “It’d be just my luck,” he muttered. 
 
    “Just drink,” Trin told him. “What are the odds?” 
 
    Kril shrugged and raised the cup to his lips... 
 
    ...only to put it down with a sigh, as the door slammed open. And a familiar figure strode in, with seven large, bone-adorned bruisers following behind her, guns out. 
 
    “Kril Granger!” Frigga, the Skuljaeger called out. “I knew I’d find you here eventually!” 
 
    “Odds are pretty fragging high,” he yelled to Trin as he flipped the table and ran for his life. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 14: WARRENS 
 
      
 
    When Silver’s had originally been founded, a few years ago the owner had decided to post an AR menu. It had lasted all of two months before it got hacked into oblivion and used to spread a memetic virus that made anyone who tried to order from the menu hum a certain showtune over and over again. But while that menu was active, it had proudly displayed a dessert item called a Hard Exit. 
 
    Poking that option on the AR display gave a simple phrase: 
 
    “I’ll unlock the back door. You and your party are free to go with no hard feelings for property damage along the way.” 
 
    It was reasonably priced, and until word got around about it, saved many a patron from an untimely end. Then word did get around about it, and smart killers put people watching the back door when they made their move, and it lost popularity for a while.  
 
    But Barb@DOS is a fast-paced port of call, and after the menu got knocked out and the original owner was found at the bottom of the ocean one morning, the hard exit option was forgotten. 
 
    Forgotten save for two categories of people. The first being the original staff, many of whom stayed on and found their lives much improved now that the original owner was no longer garnishing their wages and forcing them to work extra hours, and  the second category being older, wiser patrons who didn’t talk about the hard exit to outsiders. 
 
    Especially outsiders who decided that it was not only a good idea to burst through the door with guns out, but also a great idea to spend precious seconds talking instead of shooting. 
 
    There was a reason that Kril regularly took tables near the bar here, and now, like it had many times before, it paid off. He leaped it easily, heard the crash and clatter of his coat taking out cups and bottles as he went, and tucked himself down below the surface, crawling for the door into the storeroom.  
 
    About that point, the Skuljaegers got their shit together, and he heard bullets sluicing against the bar. Heavy caliber, big magazines, he could tell. They were wasting their time. The bar was made of well-used atmo shielding with a thin veneer of vatgrown wood over it. They’d have had better luck trying to ricochet the rounds off the conical roof. 
 
    Then, as he knew it would, other guns started working from other angles. He heard the snap of laser weapons, the pop, pop, pop of sluggers, and a ratchety-boom of a boarding shotgun, before his implants overloaded and turned his hearing off to save his eardrums. 
 
    You didn’t drink in Silver’s for the ambiance. You didn’t drink in Silver’s for the service, or the quality of the booze, or the prices. 
 
    You drank in Silver’s because the bar was full of people who had zero tolerance for idiots who came in looking to shoot up the place and were quite happy to kill and rob anyone who started shit in this particular bar. 
 
    Kril waited a few seconds to make sure that the Skuljaegers were getting enough pain from the patrons, then checked the much-cracked and dented plastanium bar mirror. He let out a sigh of relief as he saw Trin make her move and hop the bar, and then stifled a laugh as Basque picked up the table, slung it on his back, and followed after her as stray shots gouged furrows and dents in the metal. He was a big target, and Kril couldn’t blame him for turtling up. 
 
    He resumed his crawl to the door, turned to see the two following suit. Nodding, he moved into the storeroom... 
 
    ...and froze as a muzzle pressed against the side of his head. 
 
    Someone said something, but the gunfire was too loud. 
 
    “Granger, party of three, hard exit!” he yelled, hoping that this was the staff. 
 
    The muzzle withdrew, and his peripheral vision caught the figure withdrawing, waving an arm toward a door that opened in the dim light, letting in the hot Barb@DOS sunlight. 
 
    “Many thanks!” he belted out, as he risked getting into a crouch and half-ran, half leaped outside. 
 
    He rolled as he hit the ground, and good thing he did as he felt two, three hits on his back, felt them as solid punches, the weave of his coat stiffening up as it soaked the bullets. Twisting up and around, drawing his slugger, he was in time to see one of the shooters peer over the edge of the neighboring rooftop, bones dangling from his chestpiece as the Skuljaeger tried to bring his weapon around. Kril squeezed off a few rounds, watched the man’s head pop, and felt blood and grey goo patter down on him. Heard it as his eardrum implants unsealed. 
 
    Then he was up and moving, hearing more shouts, and to his dread, he heard the ping of what had to be a grenade hitting concrete. 
 
    Out the mouth of the alley then, diving for his life as once again, he made the corner before it blew. 
 
    “Grenade!” he called into his comm as he got clear. Fortunately, the idiots must not have cooked it correctly, because in the second before it went off, he got a reply. 
 
    “Oh those idiots,” Trin said. “Also, why you telling me twice? Door’s shut alread—” 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Shrapnel pinged and howled past Kril, as he listened to the sunworn bricks eat the blast. 
 
    And in the stretched time that adrenaline gave him, he had a moment to shut his eyes, and feel laughter bubbling up from deep inside. Oh they ARE idiots, he thought. They shouldn’t oughta done that. 
 
    The basic hard exit was simple. The staff and owner of Silver’s would not hold the patron responsible for any property damage incurred. 
 
    But if some fraggnut decided to try to take out the staff or start lobbing explosives around in a way that could take out the staff or damage the storeroom, like the Skuljaegers had just done, well... then the hard exit became a hard exit on the rocks. 
 
    The rocks were bullets. Many bullets. From the staff, from the security personnel in Silver’s, and from anyone who wanted to get on the bar’s good side. 
 
    Kril tucked himself in a doorway and waited for the lead rain to stop. He hummed a bit of a song he’d heard once, to try and burn some nervous energy, and hoped no ricochets came his way. 
 
    How had it gone? Snipers on rooftops, and Stompers on hot drops, guns on full auto, and villains turned to pig slops, gore and carnage and grenades on a sling, those are a few of my favorite things... 
 
    They weren’t, not really. He wasn’t a merc, and he saw no profit in fighting. It was a means to an end at best, and usually way too risky a gamble when it wasn’t necessary. 
 
    Eventually the racket died down, and Trin whispered, “Comin’ out! Where are you?” 
 
    “Hang a left, then a right, and don’t shoot when I step out,” Kril said into the comm. 
 
    Silence in the empty streets. Kril figured the local traffic had seen the Skuljaegers getting into position and retreated to watch and wait until the coast was clear for scavenging corpses. Silence broken by panging and pinging as Trin ran and heavier stomping as Basque followed. Kril took a deep breath, then jogged out to join them. 
 
    “Warrens?” Trin asked. 
 
    “Warrens,” Kril confirmed, and they made their way to the innermost part of the settlement. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we go back to the ship?” Basque called. “No, wait, you’re worried about leading them there.” 
 
    “We need to get you a comm,” Kril called back. “Also, you’re right. Get to the warrens, see what we got on the chip, then figure out how many assholes they got hunting us.” 
 
    Ahead of them, bricks exploded as a shot echoed from behind. 
 
    “At least one!” Trin said. “Turn left!” She took her own advice and vanished into a crooked alley, and Kril followed as something lethal and probably lead-based whined past his head. 
 
    They paused for a minute to let Basque catch up. He sagged against the wall the second he got to them, panting, lungs working like an aircon unit. “I have never done so much running before I joined you. Why did I join you again?” 
 
    “Our stunning good looks and witty charm?” Trin offered. 
 
    “More like desperation. Mine.” Basque said, panting. 
 
    “Buy me a drink first, and we’ll talk.” 
 
    “You can do better,” Kril told Trin. 
 
    “What was it a wise man said? Better takes time?” Trin grinned. 
 
    “Oh yeah, time, that thing we ain’t got right now. Come on, let’s go!” Kril led the way in, to where the alleys deepened, and the buildings switched to metal and plascrete, growing higher in uneven leaps and bounds. He took stairs and ladders as he went, until he found what he was looking for: a hatchlike entrance into darkness. 
 
    Pausing, he looked down, through the gaps in the neighboring towers, and saw a trickle of movement appear and disappear. Maybe a flash of something that could have been bone on a red metal pauldron. No, they weren’t giving up. 
 
    “Okay big guy,” Trin said, as they came up the ladder behind him. “This is the warrens. Let brother lead, don’t speak unless spoken to, and don’t start shit. Bro, you got enough gold on you?” 
 
    He felt his pocket. “Think so. If not, I got slugs.” 
 
    “Then time’s wasting. Basque, you see in the dark?” Trin asked the big man. 
 
    “I fabbed myself some goggles back while you were sleeping. They’re not perfect, but they’ll do something.” 
 
    “All right. Let me lead,” Kril said, heading into the deeper spaces. 
 
    To tell the truth, he didn’t mind it so much. After so long in Nomad’s Land, living weeks or sometimes months at a time in his ship, being outside and with little cover on a planet or habitat felt like an unjustifiable risk.  
 
    Basque clearly felt differently. The big man grumbled as they led him deeper into the mishmashed structure. Cinder blocks and scrap metal sheeting vied with wooden beams and planks. Tarps walled off various sections, and curtains covered doorways that Kril stayed well away from. The entire structure creaked and wobbled as they moved through it, and occasional scurrying footsteps or the twitch of a curtain where there was no wind let them know that they were under scrutiny. 
 
    The fact that nobody had told them to leave yet was proof enough to Kril that it was going well. But whenever he glanced back to check on his team, Basque appeared a little more tense with every minute that passed. 
 
    “This place isn’t natural,” Basque finally muttered. “How can anyone live here? This is like a hive. Better off for bugs.” 
 
    “Wasn’t by choice when it was first built,” Kril said, turning his eyes back forward. “The pirate council had dreams, but most of ’em don’t care for honest work, so they took a big batch of slaves and dropped ’em on the safest island they had, and said ‘Your freedom if you build us a settlement, here.’” 
 
    “Charming,” Basque bit out.  
 
    “Deadly, as it turned out,” Trin filled in. “They thought it was the safest island they had, but it was in a saurus migration path.” 
 
    “Saurus?” Basque asked. 
 
    “Big lizard thing. Those things I told you about.” 
 
    “Ah. Right. Uncaring terraformer pet projects.” 
 
    “Right,” Kril cut in. “So, things go well enough for the first few months, but then a bunch of big amphibious lizards start swarming this place. Big fraggers.” 
 
    “So they built inward. Too tight for the critters to get in, too cramped. And it ain’t the sturdiest, but it’d take the big ones too much energy and too much of a fight to crack this place open,” Trin supplied. 
 
    Kril caught a flicker of motion up ahead and raised his hand. Someone was moving out into the corridor, had just peered around the corner. He slid his hand down to his slugger. “We’re just passin’ through,” he called out. “Got pirates on our ass.” 
 
    There was a pause, a whispered conversation, and then a man’s voice called back. “There’s a cost for leading trouble here.” 
 
    “We’re prepared to pay it. Is Roth still in charge?” 
 
    “Dead and gone four months.” 
 
    “Fragg. He have it coming?” 
 
    “Depends on who you ask.” 
 
    “I’m askin’ you.” 
 
    “He did some good; he did some bad. Etoufe’s in charge now. She’ll want to talk price with you.” 
 
    “Lead us to her; we’ll talk ’bout anything she wants.” 
 
    “Glad you see it our way. Hands off weapons and follow, please.” 
 
    Below them, the structure shuddered as something blew up. Above, creaking, groans, and clattering heralded parts losing their support and falling off. Basque groaned more loudly than the noise, and Kril nodded to Trin, who slipped back and took his hand as best she could in the tight spaces. 
 
    It was good to know of his crew’s fears. And by Basque’s white, darting eyes under the goggles and sweat, this was something he couldn’t control. Better to find out now, then when they were wrists deep in a wreck. 
 
    “Let’s get going,” he said after the clattering had finished, and Basque had a moment to collect himself. 
 
    The fellow who’d been doing the talking led the way, and Kril marked at least two or three more keeping pace in parallel corridors, probably ready to shoot through the thin walls if things went bad. Which was sensible, to his mind. Also worrisome, but given how the Warrens were put together, any slugs that didn’t end in a person’s body would keep going and risk hitting innocents, so it wasn’t that worrisome. Assuming his guides weren’t bloodthirsty fraggnuts, he doubted they’d be ambushed in the main part of the Warrens. 
 
    But he’d been wrong before, so he kept his coat pulled close around him and his head on a swivel. 
 
    In short order, after a few more explosions in the distance, the halls started getting the occasional light source. Wires ran between lamps strung on the ceiling, and after going up a few sets of stairs, the hallway opened up to the point where he and Trin could walk side by side. He started recognizing the occasional paint scheme or stretch of corridor from the last time he’d gone to see Roth and nodded at the sight of one of the past Warrenmaster’s most prized possessions: a godawful furry rug that filled the corridor.  
 
    “Wait here,” said their guide, now revealed as a slender man, the entire top of his head above the eyes a smooth metal skullcap. He scurried forward to knock at the double doors that had probably been scavenged from a very fancy luxury liner before pirates had gotten ahold of the ship and stripped it of everything, including its furnishings. 
 
    The doors opened a crack and the guide hurried in, pulling them shut behind him. Kril shifted to look around the antechamber, which was decorated with small stands and tables holding sculptures and vases and art of all differing styles. The walls had tapestries, and though some of them were pretty torn up or singed or otherwise damaged, the overall impression was cozy and warm. 
 
    But he didn’t miss the small holes in the ceiling, or the walls, and he still felt eyes upon him. No, if there was treachery to be had, this would be the place they would do it. 
 
    When Basque cleared his throat, and said “Should we ask this... Eato Fay about Fern—” Kril held up his hand.  
 
    “Figure we’ll take the measure of our host first, ’fore we go asking too many questions,” he said. “Might be those answers have a price that’ll need some negotiation first.” 
 
    A few minutes later, as the adrenaline ebbed and left Kril tired, and Basque had started pacing the room, burning nervous energy, the door finally opened once more. “She will see you now,” said the skull-capped man. 
 
    The antechamber had been richly decorated. 
 
    The inner chamber was downright opulent. 
 
    Kril remembered this place from the last time he’d been through, paying a passage fee to Roth and discussing a small matter of a smuggled shipment gone awry. He remembered it as being a display of wealth and power but tasteful enough. Riches displayed in a way that served to remind you of who you were dealing with without being too distracting. 
 
    This was a loud bellow compared to the former’s attempt at subtlety. Clashing colors from thick rugs filled the floor, standing pedestals held bowls of gemstones and gold nuggets, and fine glass lamps hung from the ceiling, shedding colored glow over the already-clashing rugs. To one side a large statue of a four-armed man, made from what looked to be jade, leaned against a marble fountain. Their guide put himself there, staring at them with an inscrutable look on his face. 
 
    Kril shook his head, as he remembered the miserable halls they’d crawled through to reach this place, the dwellings they’d passed. No, he doubted the change of leadership had done the Warrens much good. 
 
    And as he directed his attention to the center of the room, to a polished wooden table with ebony inlays, Kril coolly surveyed the quartet of small reptilian bipeds on chains, staring back at him with neck-frills half raised, he marked them as a threat but not immediately. The clearer threat was a bit north, where a woman stood. Kril turned his attention to her with the full expectation that she was also a clear and present danger. 
 
    She sat at the head of the table, a plain woman with tattoos down half her face, a greatcoat thrown over her shoulders, and a small chain holding the collar shut. Silverware clinked as she ate a steak from a plate, staring at them between bites, and under her coat he could see an armored vest. The side of her head that wasn’t tattooed had an ear positively dripping with earrings, starting at the lobe and climbing the cartilage like thread along a seam. 
 
    Like Leesa, she was bald, and he wondered if this was a style thing, a recent shift. But then she stopped eating and spoke, and he forced himself to focus. 
 
    “Welcome to the Warrens. Why have you come, and why should I let you leave?” she said, toying with the chains of her pets. 
 
    “We came because pirates are hunting us,” Kril said, simply. “And the Warrens have long been a refuge for folks who have to deal with that.” 
 
    “Yes. For the ones who live here,” the woman said.  
 
    “For anyone, back under Roth. But you ain’t him, and the deal we struck probably ain’t good anymore,” Kril said. “So can we strike a new one?” 
 
    “Roth...” She toyed with the chains for a bit, scowled. “Bastard wanted me. There are no slaves in the Warrens, but he tried to get me deep into debt with him, so I’d have no choice but to futter his fat ass. My pets ate him like a slab of raw scop.” 
 
    “He weren’t a good man,” Kril said, simply. “And all we had with him was business. You seem better. Can we have business with you?” 
 
    She bit her lip as she considered him, and next to him, he heard Trin’s eyes roll in their sockets. “The fragg is it with bald women down here,” she muttered. 
 
    “Let us have pleasure before business,” the woman smiled. “I am Etoufe. And you?” 
 
    “Kril Granger.” 
 
    “Ah yes, you were in his records. I’ll be blunt. I would have you, Kril Granger. For a night, no more. Are you willing?” 
 
    There were a number of things he could say to that. Like about how she had just griped about her predecessor using his power to get her into his bed and how she’d hated that. But Kril had been ’round the galaxy long enough to know that fairness only mattered when you had enough people around with enough power who cared about it. 
 
    And truth to tell, it HAD been a while for him, and he’d been feeling regrets in the back of his mind about how the Skuljaegers had interrupted some possible business with that Leesa lady. “All right,” Kril said. “We can play. Safe passage for me and my crew after, though and refuge when we need it.” 
 
    Etoufe nodded, smiling wide. She waved a hand, and the guide motioned to Trin and Basque, started walking toward a door. 
 
    Trin hesitated. “You sure?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “You could stay instead of him if you prefer,” Etoufe told her. “Or both, if you please.” 
 
    “No, thank you,” he said and found Trin chorusing with him. 
 
    Etoufe looked shocked and narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “She’s my sister,” Kril explained, making little ‘shoo’ motions behind his back. Fortunately the other two took the hint, and he heard the door shut as they left. 
 
    “Ah! My apologies.” The forming meanness left Etoufe’s face. “Let me make it up to you,” she purred, as she rose, and the lizard things screamed in anger as she embraced him. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 15: PRIMAL 
 
      
 
    Music blared in Kril’s ears, and he sat bolt upright. The second he did, the music shut off. 
 
    He blinked his eyes repeatedly, until the words hovering in their vision made sense. 
 
    She is betraying you. 
 
    It took another second of looking around to remember where he was. A cozy bedroom, windowless, with purple and gold wall hangings and fancy-looking art all over the bits of mismatched furniture. He was sitting nude in a four-poster canopied bed, and the smell and sweat on him reminded him of why he’d gotten nude in the first place. 
 
    This was off the main room of the Etoufe’s hall. She’d moved a tapestry and led him through the door, and then... 
 
    Memories stirred, and he pushed them aside as other bits stirred. Wasn’t the time to be distracted. Standing and snagging his skivvies from a chair as he went, he crept up to the slightly ajar door and listened. Etoufe was talking over a comm. 
 
    “...Why are you going to wait a few hours... oh. Oh, very well. I don’t see why I can’t just hand them to you in chains, but if you want a few hours to sort it out... ah. The ship, too? Sealed up? Good luck with that. I see why you need extra troops, though. What? Well, I don’t know how many crew they have aboard. Listen, I don’t care that you’re down three squads, that’s not MY problem. I wasn’t the one who started shit in Silver’s. That’s your problem. No. No, don’t you bluster at me; I rule here. And you are a bunch of stupid pirates who just made themselves look weak on a planet that eats the weak.” 
 
    Kril closed his eyes. Wasn’t too hard for his suspicious mind to put together the pieces. Now he felt bad for laying with her.  
 
    The message faded from his retina as the betrayal sank in, replaced with another.  
 
    Secret door out of this room. 
 
    He risked looking out through the door, saw only tapestry. Twitching that aside, just a finger’s worth, he saw the opulent main room once more, and Etoufe walking around the table, wearing a gold-chased robe, feeding chunks of raw and bloody meat to her guard lizards. 
 
    He glanced back to the chair, noted without any real surprise that his holster was missing. Four lizards, one lady, no gun... bad odds. 
 
    Kril let the tapestry fall back and eased the door shut, silently. “Secret door, huh?” he muttered and threw his clothes on as he got to searching the room, twitching aside the wall hangings and looking for exits. 
 
    He found a safe with an old-style lock that he couldn’t do much with, a decently sharp sword on a hanger that he slung on his back, sheath and all, and absolutely no seams that would indicate a secret door. 
 
    Below. 
 
    “You ain’t Trin,” he said, subvocally. “And this ain’t the first time you’ve talked to me, is it?” He remembered messages here and there, over the last week. Messages warning him of danger, telling him to react, saving his life. 
 
    Correct, his retinas flashed. 
 
    “Who the fragg are you?” 
 
    Unimportant right now. Check below. 
 
    And sure enough, there was a hatch under the bed. 
 
    “What’s beyond?” he asked. 
 
    Unknown. Good luck. 
 
    “Motherfragger,” he muttered. 
 
    Still, he was lacking for better ideas. It took a moment to work the hatch open, a few seconds to scan it, suspicious as always to verify that it wasn’t trapped, then he slid down into the crawlspace that was revealed. 
 
    There was no light down here, but his retinals did their work, and he pulled himself down the tight metal tunnel, feeling that soreness in his left side that hadn’t fully healed yet and hoping it wasn’t a long crawl. 
 
    It wasn’t, and after a few minutes he found himself in front of a sliding wooden panel. Air seeped in from the seams, and he slid it aside to reveal a courtyard between several spires of the towering heaps of cinder blocks and girders and platforms that made up the Warrens. 
 
    Up above he could see wireframe bridges, watch feet moving along them, and hear the hubbub of the undercity. 
 
    He slid out, looking left and right, and almost put his hand directly on a tripwire. Stopping short, he glanced back and saw the small ball of splodex that it led to and the detonator LED merrily flickering away, its crimson gleam showing that it was armed. 
 
    To most, that’d be a tricky spot. But Kril was a salvager and had spent years working around traps better than this one. A few moments of scrutiny, and he thought that it was rigged to go off the second the detonator tab got yanked out of a main body inside the splodex. He dug out his comm, checked models in his database to confirm that it was a standard one, and confirmed that his assessment was right. 
 
    Then he licked his lips, took out the sword, and held the wire taut while he cut it. Then, following the schematics he’d called up, he twisted the detonator tab until the LED switched to green, dug the splodex out of little cubby it had been poured into, and pocketed it. 
 
    That done, he slid out into the courtyard, feet sinking a bit into the oozing mud that collected from above. On one side, a ladder led up, but a path wound through and around the building he’d just come from, and a few hatches were sprinkled throughout. 
 
    He replaced the panel he’d eased aside, noted that it fit flush into its frame and was almost invisible from this side. 
 
    So far, so good. Given time, he could probably find his way out. Except... 
 
    “Except you don’t leave crew behind,” he whispered. “All right. New friend, you there?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    It was a little harder to read the small text, now that he was in even partial daylight. “Can you switch to a darker font?” 
 
    Like this? 
 
    “Yeah, that’ll do. Do you know where they’re keeping Trin and Basque?” 
 
    Only in relation to you. And that is three hundred meters west, sixteen north, and about twenty up. 
 
    “There anything stopping me from talking to them or tappin’ our comms?” 
 
    Not any more there isn’t. 
 
    “Well thanks,” he said and tapped his earbud. “Trin. You read?” 
 
    “We’re being watched,” came the eventual reply. “Stranger danger told us the skinny.” 
 
    That is not an appropriate name. 
 
    “They don’t mean nothing by it,” Kril lied. “What do you need, Trin?” 
 
    “A distraction before Basque snaps and gets us all killed.” 
 
    Kril nodded. “All right. I’ll see if I can work my way near and find something.” 
 
    Three hundred meters weren’t far in most places, but down here in the Warrens it might as well have been a planet away. With no other choice, Kril set off down the winding path, wading through the wastewater filth that had carved out channels betwixt the main buildings. 
 
    He felt a headache coming on as he went. It had all been so simple, when they came down planetside. And Silver’s had done its job, dealing with the assholes who had been waiting for him. But a shift of management in the Warrens had put all his plans in peril, and now he was wading through the literal shit, trying to play it by ear. 
 
    And he hadn’t had lunch. That was the annoying part, they were on an actual planet that grew and raised actual food, and the only thing in his grumbling stomach was a ration bar he’d chowed down seven or eight hours ago. They’d passed right through the market, and though he’d been busy watching and talking, he’d marked the smells of sweet street food but put them out of mind due to being on task. 
 
    “Gonna waste away, Granger,” he muttered as he went. 
 
    It took a fair amount of crossing back and forth to get closer to his crew. The way wasn’t straight, and he had to double back twice, squeeze through a seam where some sheet metal had peeled away from a wall and clamber over a heap of wooden frames. All the while, the people up top on the walkways were seemingly oblivious. He heard kids shrieking as they played, men and women chatting in languages he’d never heard before, and the shift and clatter as people moved heavy stuff between and through the ramshackle structure of the Warrens.  
 
    It was actually fairly peaceful. 
 
    And maybe that’s why his guard was down, and he had no warning before he turned a corner and found himself staring at three frilled lizard things. 
 
    They looked a bit like the things in Etoufe’s hall, but without the frills and with feathery arms. They did have crests that rose, as they stared back at him through yellow eyes. Each was half his size or thereabouts. 
 
    “Fragg,” he said, drawing the sword and holding it down, not challenging them. “Got any advice, mystery guide?” 
 
    I’m checking the local extranet. These are predators; don’t run. They’re fast and have footclaws. Keep that coat pulled tight. 
 
    Kril nodded and tucked it around himself. Then he walked back, hearing them slither into the mud as he passed around the corner, and kept going until he had backed himself into a narrow gap. He held the sword up and out and crouched low, watching as they stalked toward him, heads low and tails bobbing, trilling as they came. 
 
    You want the good news or the bad news? 
 
    “Good news?” he asked.  
 
    You’re close enough to your friends this is probably going to be a good distraction. 
 
    “Oh. Great. Yeah, that’s good news,” he said, letting sarcasm leak into his voice. “Thanks a hell of a AWFRAGGDAMMIT, BACK OFF!” 
 
    Back on Kildeer, swords were still used for ceremonial purposes now and then. Sword fighting, serious sword fighting, had long ago been left to the history books. But every now and then, someone who was rich, or obsessed, or had mastered several forms of close combat took an interest and found acceptance and enlightenment by following one of the ancient forms and sparring with other enthusiasts, becoming a force to be reckoned with when they had a blade in their hands. 
 
    Kril Granger was not one of these people. 
 
    He had grown up relatively poor, been more obsessed with women than weaponry, and while he’d gotten good with Fleet CCQ, it had always been a means to an end instead of an art form or anything that people with a lot more time than him made it out to be. 
 
    This saved him. 
 
    A professional swordfighter would have probably met the leaping lizard’s attack with a calculated and well-aimed thrust. This would have been their death. The scales on the small creature were good enough to turn the crudely sharpened point of the sword on anything but a powerful thrust, and the creature’s momentum would have carried it through and into its target, bowling it over while the other two moved up from behind to end the struggling and fallen prey. 
 
    But Kril didn’t thrust at the creature. He swung down with both hands and knocked the thing out of the air, kicking it as it fell and feeling the impact jar his foot painfully as he hurled it back and into the one slinking up behind it. Feathers flew, carved loose from the crest by the sword stroke and he bellowed, 
 
    “GET THE FRAGG OUT, YOU SCALY BIRDY BASTARDS!” as loud as he could, hoping they’d scatter and run. 
 
    They did not, in fact, scatter and run. 
 
    The one he’d knocked back picked itself up and inched toward him, swiping the air once or twice with its clawed feet. But Kril knew a feint when he saw it, so he waited until he saw it tense again, then swung the sword sideways like a stickbat when it came in. That opened up a gash and bounced it off a wall, and he jabbed at its eyes until it scampered back. 
 
    They were quick, yeah but not ludicrously quick. And they were carnivores, which meant that they had to fight for their food, and knew well the value of calories and reward versus risk of injury. And here in this narrow space they couldn’t come at him two at once, couldn’t get around him. But the pure reptilian rage in the slit-pupiled eyes of the one he’d wounded told him it wasn’t gonna give up any time soon. 
 
     “Hey! Hey there’s a guy down there getting jumped by raptas!” someone called from above. “Hey guy! Hey guy! Get out of there!” 
 
    “Get me out of here!” he called back. He couldn’t spare a glance. The three were watching him like redhawks on a rat and ready for the briefest moment of inattention. “Or shoot the fraggers, either’s good!” 
 
    Tromping and stomping overhead, and voices asking what was wrong, and more voices shouting gleefully back. He couldn’t recall what the scaffolding looked like overhead, but judging by the light, it wasn’t clear sightlines. 
 
    “Ten drachs on the raptas!” someone shouted. 
 
    “You’re on for five on the guy!” someone called back. 
 
    “Ten percent cut, or I drop a grenade on them all!” someone called back. 
 
    “God dammit, Kevin!’ 
 
    “Screw you, too! I get paid, or they all get the grenade!” 
 
    “Fuckin’ Kevin!” 
 
    “There’s always gotta be a Kevin,” Kril muttered and fought for his life as a different one came in hard and fast and low. He braced himself against the wall, kicked its head, and it stumbled back, dazed and shaking. Before he could recover the third one pushed past, and only the fact that its sibling was in the way saved Kril, and an overhead cut with the sword sheared off half its crest and made it jump back into the first one. They both went down, hissing and spitting and fighting, and Kril took the chance to wedge himself back into the gap a bit. 
 
    A cheer rose up from about half the crowd above before it got drowned out with boos, and he heard the scaffolding creak as more and more people came to see what was going on. The light got dimmer as shadows filled the gaps in the walkway that let light down to this little alley. 
 
    Kril wasn’t a hero. 
 
    He was shaking, the adrenaline up in his blood, the bile in the back of his throat, and time seemed to slow and stretch. He was well aware he could die in this shitty little alley. And after all he’d seen, all he’d done, it seemed like such a waste, such a terrible end to his story. The things he’d survived, the lives he’d saved, the few good things he’d struggled to accomplish and actually managed to do to make the universe a little bit better... all moot in the face of three carnivorous lizards. 
 
    The urge to turn and flee grew by the second, but he knew what would happen, forced his mind to override his gut, shaking harder, listening to his breath echo in his skull, watching the light brighten as his retinal implants helped him see. Heard the cheers and jeers of the growing crowd as more and more came to watch something or someone die bleeding and screaming. 
 
    Time slowed, and when the first one came in, darting and hissing, he swung down too hard, and felt metal fragments patter off his face as the sword blade snapped over the thing’s skull. 
 
    I’m dead, he thought, and the other two lizards froze, eyes tracking as the free-wheeling length of blade spun up and over and down. 
 
    And then, just as fast, he thought, No I’m not. I just have a knife now. 
 
    Kril Granger wasn’t any type of swordsman, but he knew knives very well. 
 
    Acting before thinking he stepped forward, grabbed the stunned lizard-thing as it shook its head, grabbed it just under the jaw, lifted it, and buried the jagged stump of the sword into its throat, once, twice, three times, feeling its feet scour his coat, hearing the rip of fabric, as the armor got shredded, felt whispers of pain as flesh shredded, too. Blood sprayed as he hit something vital, spattering his face and chest, and he roared a primal howl and cast the thing back down the alley, to land in front of its siblings as they scurried back, shocked. 
 
    He charged them, howling, and they ran whisper-quick, gone, tails flickering. Claws at his boot then, ripping, and he kicked the dying predator in the mouth, felt teeth crunch as it gurgled and choked, blood blurping out to coat his legs. 
 
    And then, gunfire. 
 
    He glanced up, saw nothing, heard the crowd yelling, and saw the walkways shaking as suddenly people needed to be anywhere but there. 
 
    Then he turned and ran. Not just because the two critters might find their courage and return, but because he wasn’t sure if Kevin had gotten his ten percent or not. 
 
    Door on your left, came his mystery friend’s words as he rounded the third corner and beat feet down a stretch, feeling warmth on his legs and not knowing if it was his own or his kill’s. The words repeated and flashed and he skidded to a halt, sending up a spray of mud, then turned to see a panel sliding open. He had the broken blade up and ready to jab, running on pure reflexes... 
 
    ...and stopped, as he saw green hair and a pair of golden eyes. A slender woman, tall, tall in a way only spaceborn could be, staring at him with wariness as she dipped a hand down and came up with a pistol. 
 
    “Sorry,” Kril said, forcing his suddenly numb mouth to work. “I’ve had a day.” He lowered his trembling hands. 
 
    “You know Basque?” she asked. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “That’s one thing we’ve got in common. I’m Ferny. Come on, let’s go save that oaf before he gets himself killed.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 16: GRIFT 
 
      
 
    Ferny had gills. 
 
    That gave Kril some pause when they got out of the cramped passage and into a small room full of boxes and barrels. A line of gill slits, three on each side of her neck, that opened and shut slowly as she considered him. 
 
    “My eyes are up here,” she said, pointing. 
 
    “Sorry,” Kril said, easing onto a box and feeling most of the energy ooze out of him. “Been a long day.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s going to be longer still. You’re messing up my plans just by being here, so I’m going to cut my losses, and you’re going to help me get some good out of this situation. You all are.” 
 
    “What situation you talking about?” Kril asked. 
 
    Ferny frowned. “Give it a few minutes. I don’t want to have to repeat myself, and I’m not going to risk broadcasting it over your network. Until your mystery helper is in the room, I won’t trust that nobody’s listening in.” 
 
    You’re going to be waiting a while. 
 
    “No, no, I get you’re on the ship,” Ferny said. “You got the hardware to burst through my encryption and find me, and made me talk to Basque. So there’s some powerful servers behind you.” 
 
    “How much of my stuff is behind you, now?” Kril asked. 
 
    Unimportant. Came the reply. Your pilot and engineer are almost to you. 
 
    “All right then,” Kril said, making himself as comfy as he could. His arms ached. Those lizard things had been solid, and the sword mainly a club, due to their scales. He looked at the hilt and few inches of jagged blade in his hand, covered with red that dripped onto the floor, pulled out a handkerchief, and did his best to clean himself. 
 
    “That was an almost suicidal move for a distraction,” Ferny said. “Three ruptures at once? Seriously bad odds, mate.” 
 
    “I didn’t exactly plan it. Just turned a corner and there they were.” 
 
    “Those things are all through the drainage ditches; they hunt the scavengers that feed on the trash down there,” Ferny said, taking a seat next to him and drawing out a rag from a nearby box and helped wipe his hands. Then she caught a view of his shredded coat and winced, pulling out some meditape and getting to work taping over his wounds. Her skin was warm against his own, hot, and he could feel her pulse, fast and steady. For a second he thought she was excited, but reading her expression, no, he didn’t see anything there but mild concern. Just how she was built, he reckoned. 
 
    Gold eyes snapped to his own. “Something on my face?” 
 
    “Nah, you’re just, uh, a trifle warm. Here I thought I was the one who’d been workin’ up a sweat.” 
 
    “I’m from Lorelei,” she said. “We’re built this way. Comes with the gills. Once hyperlight started connecting things, people started calling us genemods.” 
 
    “I figured it was something like that,” Kril nodded. “Anyway, thanks.” 
 
    “Thank me after you pay your debt,” she said, poking his nose and leaving a bit of wet stickiness behind. Blood? Most likely. “I wasn’t kidding when I said you were going to help me out.” She examined his fingers, where the rough sword hilt had scraped them. 
 
    “Well, this is touching,” drawled Trin. “Two in one day?” 
 
    Kril jerked his hand away, and glared at Trin. “Ain’t like that.” 
 
    “You got a bloody nose,” his sister grinned. 
 
    Next to her, Basque didn’t smile, didn’t react. The big man’s eyes were locked on the woman next to Kril like she was gonna disappear if he looked away. 
 
    “Ferny,” Basque said. “It’s been too long.” 
 
    “If I were in a better mood I’d say it hasn’t been long enough,” Ferny said, tossing her green hair back and binding it into a ponytail with a loop of elastic. “Shut up and listen. You messed up my game, so I’m going to need all of you to help me salvage what I can.” 
 
    Basque folded his arms. “And what con you were running this time? Robbing pirates? Cheating the poor bastards in here out of what little they had? Maybe running rigged games for the sauruses and stealing their scales?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s her business,” Kril said. “Got it.” 
 
    “That’s not my only business,” Ferny said, folding her arms and glaring back at Basque. “But some people don’t appreciate what it takes to get supplies. They just use the supplies then act shocked and like they’re better than other people, when they find out how I got the good stuff.” 
 
    “Oh. Quartermaster?” Kril asked. 
 
    “Best damn one in the fleet. While there was still a fleet.” Ferny sighed. “Ran into this clown in the merchant marines. Don’t ask me why I didn’t space him out an airlock while he was drunk. Would have saved me so much trouble and money.” 
 
    Basque boomed laughter and opened his arms. “You beautiful bitch! Come here. God damn it’s been so long.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and hugged him. “You still owe me,” came her voice, face muffled against his pecs. 
 
    “Tell us what you need, and we’ll see if we can do it,” Kril said. “Bonus points if it fraggs over Etoufe. She’s plannin’ to sell us to the Skuljaegers or someone else who wants our hoops.” 
 
    It is the Skuljaegers, came the words across his retinas, and judging by the way everyone around him glanced up for a second, his mystery friend was messaging the entire group. He’d figured that was about the way of it. 
 
    “Oh it fraggs over Etoufe, all right,” Ferny said, pushing Basque away. “Assuming that fraggs is a bad thing.” 
 
    “Usually is,” Trin drawled. 
 
    “Right. So I’ve been slowly robbing her blind,” Ferny said, opening up a box and holding up a small golden statue. 
 
    “She had one just like that over her bed,” Kril said, leaning over to take a look. 
 
    “Had. Yeah. That one’s a fake. This one’s real.” 
 
    “Gold? That’s barely worth anything,” Basque snorted. 
 
    “Gold’s worth a decent amount in places that ain’t around the Storners,” Kril said. “And you got art value.” He took the statue, turned it around, considered it. “Pretty good set of wings on this here angel.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve got a buyer a few dozen light years that way,” Ferny jerked a finger skyward. “I got a job cleaning her place. I’ve been slowly swapping out the good stuff in her hoard for fakes and getting the real stuff ready for shipment. Been trying to contract with a captain who won’t take the stuff and space me out an airlock.” 
 
    “I see where this is going,” Kril said. “And it’s been a while since we had a good grifter.” 
 
    “A what now?” 
 
    “Someone who’s sneaky, good with people, comes at problems sideways, and maybe has criminal experience and connections. That about describe you?” 
 
    “Now hang on a second,” Ferny said, putting her hands up. “I wouldn’t call myself a criminal—” 
 
    “I would,” Basque grinned. A grin that faded as Ferny turned and popped him in the jaw. “Ah! Hey!” 
 
    “Shaddap. If you hadn’t fuc... fragged me over on that last run, I wouldn’t be reduced to running art theft in the ass end of nowhere.” 
 
    “How was I to know you’d broken the cameras deliberately!” Basque lifted his hands. “They needed fixing, so I fixed them!” 
 
    “Anyways,” Trin said. “I think what my brother’s asking is if you want a one-way trip to somewhere safe or if you want to sign on as crew.” 
 
    “Crew!” Ferny’s eyes went wide. She shot a sidelong glance to Basque. “You didn’t tell him about Captain Ford, did you?” 
 
    Kril looked to Basque. “What’s this about Captain Ford?” 
 
    “He was an asshole. Don’t worry about him,” Basque said. 
 
    “Didn’t you say that ’bout most of the folks you worked with?” Trin drawled. 
 
    “Well, they were mostly assholes! I keep falling in with assholes!” 
 
    “I mean, if you keep running into people problems, and the only thing they all got in common is you, maybe you’re the ass—” 
 
    “That’s enough Trin,” Kril put a hand on her shoulder. “We made that point already. You. Ferny. Join my crew. Room and board and a full share of any job we pull. And the profits for your work here are your own; we won’t touch anything you make off your con game here.” 
 
    “What’s the catch?” Ferny said, gills flaring. 
 
    “We need you to tell us about a thing we found.” Kril rummaged, dug out his comm and pulled up the picture of the thing they’d pulled off the Vendharan ship. 
 
    Ferny took a look. “Oh. Oh wow. Are they awake? How much of your ship have they taken over?” 
 
    “The nav computer. And I’m guessing the comms. That about right, mystery stranger?” 
 
    Plus or minus a few assorted systems. Came the reply. 
 
    “Oh, you’re the... wow. Okay.” Ferny breathed. “I hope you know we’re all in ludicrous amounts of danger right now. Right? These things are dangerous.” 
 
    Excuse you! Mind you, you’re not wrong. But STILL. 
 
    “They’ve had plenty of opportunity to fragg us over and didn’t,” Trin said. “Kept us abreast of what Kril was doing, told us when the distraction was goin’ on, so we could take out the guards without another wave coming in to interrupt us. Led us here and got Basque’s messages through to Ferny.” 
 
    Securely, too, came the words on Kril’s retinas. The Skuljaegers are monitoring your ship’s communications closely. The good doctor has been alerted as well. They have closed the ship up tight and are readying a small army. 
 
    “Gonna eat me out of all our rations, if they don’t watch it,” Kril grumbled. “At this point I ain’t distrusting you, mysterious voice. Got a ways to go before I trust you, but if we’re to have a stowaway, least you’re earning your keep. So, what the fragg are you? An AI?” 
 
    “No,” said Ferny, slowly. “This is a person you’re dealing with. A long ways back, before the gates failed, there was a time where old Earth crumbled from war. And a pair of AIs got into a pissing match. One of them took a bunch of uploaded human brains and filled in the missing parts of their files with the personalities of folks from books and movies and such. You do know that, right? You know that part of you is based off someone fictional?” 
 
    She’s aware of it. It matters not. 
 
    “She who?” Kril asked. 
 
    A quirk of speech. Can’t use first-person pronouns. But yes, she is well aware of her artificial memories and partial persona override. But rest assured that you’re dealing with a human, just a temporarily inconvenienced one when it comes to the physical form. 
 
    “So how the fragg did you end up in the hold of a Vendharan destroyer?” Kril asked. 
 
    That is a very long story which would take far too long to recount for your present circumstances. You have decisions to make and plans to implement regardless of the choices made, so for now please believe that she has every reason to assist you and little reason to betray you. 
 
    “They’re called cores,” Ferny said. “I helped one escape once. But like the lady said, that’s too much story for too little time.” She glanced to Trin. “If you think she won’t betray you, I’ll trust for now. It’s got you this far. So...” She tilted her head, looked at Kril, considering. “I’m willing to try a crew spot if I can walk, no hard feelings, if it doesn’t work out. Unless you’re pirates. If you’re pirates, I’ll just take that trip, thanks.” 
 
    “Ferny!” Basque gasped. “Do you really think I would fall in with pirates?” 
 
    “You joined a revolution, didn’t you?” 
 
    “You heard about that?” 
 
    “Been all the talk. Lots of crews in and out of Storner space, and the pirates who raid it all drink here.” 
 
    “It wasn’t that kind of revolution. It was just. A noble cause.” 
 
    “Yeah, most of ’em start that way.” Ferny rolled her eyes. “But eventually some asshole uses a revolution to grab power, and everyone else gets quietly disappeared.” 
 
    “That doesn’t always happen,” Basque protested. 
 
    “Chatterly,” Kril pointed out. 
 
    “Doesn’t always happen,” Basque muttered. 
 
    “Welcome aboard,” said Kril, offering Ferny a hand. And hers was warm as the outside of an oven in his, as she shook. “So. How can we help you wrap up your business here?” 
 
    “Now we’re talking.” She grinned a pearly white grin. 
 
    “What was all that before, then?” Kril felt his face scrunch in confusion. 
 
    “Never mind. Local speak, I guess.” She shot a look at Basque. “Where are these two from anyway? Forget it, doesn’t matter. Okay, so we need to do three things. First, we need to get past the guards on Etoufe’s rooms and raid them for all they’re worth. There’s a list of things I haven’t stolen yet that need liberating. We don’t need all of it, but the more the better. 
 
    “Two is that we need to go meet up with some friends I’ve enlisted. They’ll secure the way out of here for a share of the loot. If Etoufe’s distracted and her people are busy, my friends should be able to get us back to your ship. Assuming your friends there can hold it—” 
 
    We can, flashed the words on Kril’s retinas. 
 
    “—then they’ll smuggle both us and the cargo out to your craft.” 
 
    “That’s two,” Kril said. “What else you got?” 
 
    “Something that should come naturally to at least one of you,” Ferny said, stretching up as far as she could to pat Basque’s shoulder. “I’m going to need somebody to start a revolution.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 17: UPRISING 
 
      
 
    Kril and Basque picked up a following early on, as they wound into the heart of the Warrens. At first it was only a few people, but as Kril and Basque walked, he heard whispered talk in the distance and more and more feet falling into line behind him. Basque shot him a look every now and then, as if to silently ask if he was sure about this, and Kril waved a hand in dismissal. 
 
    They were past the killing rings now, and into the heart of where people lived. He could tell by the way the doorways they were passing showed ever-nicer rooms, and the floor they traveled across was occasionally padded by carpets. 
 
    Killing them here would be messy, and this was where people found their peace. He had made it this far, and it was too nice a place to ruin with corpses. 
 
    This was the reality of it, once you got past the outer shell that kept pirates and reptiles and bad weather mostly at bay. Once you got past the maze of tiny rooms and narrow corridors to keep invaders confused and funneled until they could be dealt with, the place was like any other settlement. 
 
    And like any other settlement, it had a gathering place in its center. 
 
    Hidden away at the heart of the Warrens was the great hall, reachable by all those scrap wood and wire bridges that Kril had spent the better part of an hour crawling under. It was something like a hollow drum, filled with walkways that got wider as you descended. The roof was glassteel and cloth that shifted thanks to an elaborate pulley system to keep the worst of the glare off during midday and let the most light in the rest of the time. 
 
    It had been a time and a half since Kril had been here last, but he remembered the way, picking down the metal stairs bolted into the heavily shingled wood that made up the egglike shell of the outer wall and spiralling toward the five bridges that connected to a central platform at the halfway-point of the drum. What was this place called again? 
 
    Kril saw a flicker of motion ahead of him for the first time in this trip and put a cautionary hand on Basque’s arm as the big man tensed up. 
 
    “Why are you in Yrkuna’s Egg, strangers?” asked an elderly man who stepped out from behind a half-wall and glared at him over folded arms. He was wearing a beaded poncho, and the beads clicked together as he considered the two of them. 
 
    “Yrkuna’s Egg, that’s the name of it,” Kril said, testing his voice and listening to the echoes. “Thanks. I’d forgotten.” He made to move around the old man, but the fellow was spry and stepped to move between him and the bridge to the center. 
 
    “Why are you here?” the man asked, white stubble on his chin flexing as he scowled. 
 
    Kril didn’t have to look behind him to know that the people who’d been trailing him were moving up, getting ready to strike if he failed this test. So, he spread his arms and called out, loud enough that his echoes could be heard all over the Egg. “I’m here because this is a beautiful place, and I wanted to see it one more time, before Etoufe betrayed us and traded us away to pirates.” 
 
    Silence. And in that silence Kril moved forward, keeping his gaze level on the old man as he brushed past him, and stepped out onto the bridge to the central platform. This was the place where anybody could talk, bring grievance or a matter for the Warrens to hear publicly. 
 
    That had seemed appropriate to Kril. What was a revolt, but a big grievance? 
 
    “You probably deserved it!” somebody called out, as Kril and Basque walked along the bridge. “You brought pirates here!” 
 
    “I saved someone they were trying to hunt,” Kril said, reaching the platform and turning, seeing the figures filling up on all the balconies above, shadowed forms he couldn’t quite see thanks to the light blazing down overhead. “But what I did ain’t important. The Warrens don’t do business with pirates, but Etoufe does.” 
 
    Muttering and murmuring, plenty of it angry but maybe not all of it aimed his way. Hard to say. 
 
    “You’re not one of us. What does it matter?” the old man asked.  
 
    “I paid the fee,” Kril said. “I bartered for safe passage, and she took what she pleased from me, and then imprisoned my crew and called up my enemies the second she thought I couldn’t hear.” 
 
    “So what?” the old man said, scowling like Kril had personally pissed in his scop. “You. Are not. One of us.” 
 
    Kril opened his mouth to respond... 
 
    ...then winced as Basque clapped his hand on his shoulder and stepped forward. 
 
    The big man had had enough, and Kril took a step back as an almost-palpable anger seemed to roil off him. “Are you PIRATES?” Basque bellowed. 
 
    The crowd rumbled, low and ugly. 
 
    “Then why are you fucking acting like pirates?” Basque turned, undeterred. “The pirates are out there,” he stabbed a finger. “And I’ve seen what they’ve built. It’s pathetic. They took the bones of what YOU made and ruined it! It kills me. You worked so hard. I can tell by looking at it that you worked so damn hard. And they just... let it go.” 
 
    The rumbling subsided. 
 
    “You, you’re in here, and you built this,” he said, gesturing up at the hall, at the neatly arrayed pulleys and gears that shifted the cloth covers, at the way the light played down into the hollow central part. “Yrkuna’s Egg. An egg holds the future. You built this because you knew you had a future, a better future than just trying to be PIRATES. You knew that was a puny goal. You knew you were BETTER THAN THAT!” 
 
    Kril found himself starting to get the idea of how Basque had gotten to being the second most powerful man back on Castergine Four’s moon. There was a raw fire there, a charisma that couldn’t be denied. And looking around at the galleries, he could see the grumblers settling down and listening. 
 
    Most of them. 
 
    “But you’re not us!” called a heckler. “Why shouldn’t we trade you away?” 
 
    Basque looked to Kril. 
 
    “Roth was one of you!” Kril called up. “And you traded him away.” 
 
    “Roth was cheating us!” came another voice. “He’s old news! Etoufe’s in charge now.” 
 
    Kril opened his mouth, but Basque beat him to the punch. “And you think Etoufe isn’t cheating you left, right, and center? I’ve been in that pile of loot and gold that’s her throne room! She lives like a queen, while what do you have? What good does she do for you? From what I can see, she just lines her own pockets! She gets fat off of your work, and gives you NOTHING!” 
 
    Kril looked up at a flicker of motion, saw a familiar metal kull-capped man winding his way through the crowd. He had a longarm out, and there were four or five heavies following in his wake. Skullcap glared Kril’s way, then started down the stairs, toward the nearest bridge. 
 
    “They’re all the same! All the Elders screw us over!” someone protested. 
 
    The crowd exploded into jeers but not at Kril. And he could see why. The idea that every leader was always just the same, that was truly a stupid statement. That was the sort of thing a bad leader told their followers, and only the stupidest sorts of followers believed. 
 
    Kril recognized the voice, too. 
 
    “Fragg you Kevin, nobody likes you!” Kril bellowed. “Take your shitty grenades and go home!” 
 
    Instantly a wave of laughter rang through the galleries. Kril let it run, watching the men hurry their way through the onlookers, trying not to jostle too many on their way down.  
 
    He felt Basque squeeze his shoulder. “We have company,” the big man whispered. 
 
    “I seen ’em,” Kril said. “This platform is the Speaker’s Circle. They’d break tradition if they killed us on it. Same for us, though, so we gotta avoid that.” 
 
    “How about maiming?” 
 
    “To quote a good book, the laws are a mite fuzzy on the subject of kneecaps.” 
 
    The crowd took its time taunting Kevin. If he hadn’t threatened to blow Kril up, Kril would have been a bit more sympathetic. But the goons didn’t stop coming, so he kept his eyes on them, trusting Trin and whoever the frag was in his comms to let him know if somebody tried to jump him from behind. 
 
    “I was told of Roth!” Basque boomed once the laughter had died down enough. “He wasn’t a good man. But you don’t need good men, here. You need leaders who don’t rob you blind! Sure, Roth took a cut, but he shared his prosperity! The money we paid, he used to buy food! Medicine! Tools! And what has Etoufe bought you?” 
 
    “Security!” bellowed Skullcap, as he pushed through the last few bits of crowd between himself and the bridge to the platform. 
 
    Kril looked past him, tried to catch the old man’s eye. The elder tried to hold his gaze but had to look away. Shame there. That was good. There was a chance... 
 
    “You’re under arrest!” Skullcap said, striding out onto the platform and leveling his gun at Kril. 
 
    “Under arrest for what?” Kril said, spreading his hands. “Tell me what the fragg I’ve done you should arrest me?” 
 
    “Conspiracy! Treason! And resisting arrest!” the man said, rucking back the slide on his gun. 
 
    The sound echoed in the sudden stillness.  
 
    The crowd had gone silent. 
 
    The men behind Skullcap hesitated, looking up and around. They did not meet friendly eyes. 
 
    “You would shed blood in the Speaker’s Circle?” Basque said, with just the right note of incredulity in his voice. “Etoufe would dare to break this oldest tradition? Why not drop your pants and take a big shit while you’re at it! Like you shit on everyone who lives here!” 
 
    Low muttering, angry muttering from the galleries. 
 
    That seemed to get through to Skullcap, and he risked breaking eye contact with Kril, looked up, around. “You have conspired against the Warrens,” he said, almost pleading. 
 
    “I ain’t done nothing since I got here ’cept keep my end of the bargain with Etoufe, get betrayed, and fight saurials!” Kril reached into his pocket and slowly drew out the blood-stained hilt of the sword, its blade broken a few inches above. “Broke a good sword over their heads, too!” 
 
    “Holy shit it’s that guy! It’s Rupture Shanker!” somebody squealed up above. 
 
    “No wonder he was pissed at Kevin!” somebody else yelled. 
 
    “I mean, that’s nothing special, everybody’s pissed at Kevin,” somebody else pointed out, and laughter made its way around the galleries. 
 
    This pissed off Skullcap. Kril saw the look in his eyes, the look of every thuggish law enforcement asshole who’d ever been given a tiny bit of authority and gotten ignored during what he saw was a chance to show off and wave his nethers around. The rifle came up, and he pointed it at Kril’s head. “Drop the weapon! Drop the weapon now!” 
 
    Kril dropped the hilt, raised his hands as it clattered to the wood.  
 
    But he looked past the ego-bruised goon and locked eyes again with the elder. And now he saw what he wanted to see there. 
 
    A spark, just a spark, of the fire that had made the people of the Warrens rise up when the pirates had tried to cheat them on the deal, the same fire that had made them drive the pirates out with gun and blade and cudgel and blood. They had strung up the slavers come to raid them anew on every side of the warren, left as a feast for the dactyls. 
 
    “Might as well kill me here if you’re gonna shit all over the Warrens, buddy!” he called, as Skullcap hurried forward. “A nice wash of blood to show them all that the laws don’t apply to Etoufe or her folks, and to hell with Yrkuna, because that’s what you’re saying.” 
 
    Skullcap ran up, pulling the gun to the side, getting a grip on it that Kril knew well. He was gonna try to apply the gun’s stock to Kril’s face, and probably keep going until Kril was down. Maybe put the boot in a few times, too. 
 
    But Kril saw what he didn’t, and that was that the men Skullcap was trusting to back him up were hesitating. As the muttering from the galleries got louder and the crowd started shouting down, he figured them distracted enough. 
 
    And so when Skullcap reached him and jabbed the stock at Kril’s head, Kril took it from him and gave the head goon a knee to the solar plexus while he was open. 
 
    The guy doubled over, and Kril swung the longarm by its barrel, cracked the stock on Skullcap’s face, and sent teeth and blood spraying in a nice arc. The guy fell. 
 
    Kril was vaguely aware of a blur of motion next to him, and Basque was on the first members of Skullcap’s goon squad. But Kril kept his eye on the other two, who backed up on the bridge, bringing their own longarms around and racking slides, turning off safeties... 
 
    ...and promptly going down before they could get a chance to fire, as the crowd at their back surged across the bridge and threw them off. They screamed on the way down, cut off abruptly. 
 
    “Enough!” called the old man. “Enough!” 
 
    “Enough of this bullshit!” Basque agreed, dropping the goon he’d been using to beat another goon and leaving them groaning and bloody on the platform. “Etoufe must go! ETOUFE MUST GO! ETOUFE MUST GO!” 
 
    “ETOUFE MUST GO!” roared the crowd, and Kril sighed with relief, as the now quite angry and pointed in the proper direction crowd became a mob, surging out of the galleries and into the warrens. He felt adrenaline leave his system and sagged, just a bit. It had been a very long day. 
 
    And he was hungry. When the hell had he gotten hungry? 
 
    The noise drained from Yrkuna’s Egg, as the shouts and furious patrons receded into the distance. Kril was left with Basque and the fallen goons, and the old man across the way. He was staring glumly at both of them, and Kril stared back, slid the longarm on its sling across his back as he glared into the old man’s eyes. 
 
    “Used to be this place meant something,” the old man grumbled. “Used to be a place for respect and debate. Not guns and blood.” 
 
    Kril stepped forward, and the old man flinched, but Kril merely walked up to him, clapped his hands on the man’s shoulder, and looked him in the eye. 
 
    “Then maybe next time, you choose better leaders,” he said. 
 
    And with Basque following behind, Kril headed off to the next part of the plan. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 18: OUT AND UP 
 
      
 
    “Got good news and bad news,” Trin drawled across the comm. 
 
    “Yeah? Gimme the good, I could use a smile,” Kril said as he followed the map his new friend had sent to his retinal HUD. 
 
    “We didn’t need to cause a distraction. You all got people riled up faster than expected. Etoufe sent all her folks to go put down the uprising, then grabbed her stuff, and ran.” 
 
    “Sounds like a solid win,” Kril said. “What’s the bad news?” 
 
    “The bad news is that she’s got a few things I need to keep my promises!” Ferny broke in.  
 
    “Your promises,” Kril pointed out. “You got some of her loot already, and I’m betting she didn’t have time to box up all the rest of her stuff. Can you take what’s left and call it a win?” 
 
    “I could, but...” Ferny paused. “I’d have to short the smugglers. We’d be on our own for hauling it out of here. And once we’re out of the Warrens, we’d have to march it through Barb@DOS proper. Past a city full of pirates. And... I don’t break promises, Mister Granger. Not if I can help it. If you don’t follow through with this, I don’t see much of a chance that I’ll stay in our crew.” 
 
    A ping in his earbud, a tone that announced a private channel. “You sure we want her? You kinda recruited her fast and all,” Trin said. “Grifters are always optional; you told me that after the first two we recruited backstabbed us.” 
 
    “I may be working a few angles here,” Kril said. Truth was, he needed more intel on the person who’d taken over parts of his ship, and Ferny was a solid source, but he wasn’t about to say that over a channel that entity was listening in on. “Let me sort shit out and we can talk ’er over when we’re back on Nomad’s Land.” 
 
    “Just so long as you ain’t thinking with your man bits,” Trin said. “Use your brains.” 
 
    “Always do, ’cept when I don’t,” Kril said and switched back to the shared channel. “All right. What do you need us to do, Ferny?” 
 
    “You’re agreeing? Just like that?” Ferny’s tone showed her surprise. “Wait. Is Basque alive? Did he die?” 
 
    “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” Basque yelled. 
 
    “Usually, you’d whine and try to back out of helping me!” 
 
    “Usually, you’re asking for too damn much!” 
 
    “I only ask for what you can give.” 
 
    “You have an overinflated opinion of my generosity!” 
 
     “Enough, enough,” Kril said, pausing and staring at a ladder going up and another going down. They were well out of the egg, but there was still a fair amount of ground to cover, and this part seemed a little confusing. “Gotta navigate my way through this clusterfragg of a building. Mystery guest? Can you find us a workable rendezvous point?” 
 
    It would require a significant shift in direction from your current course, came the text. 
 
    Kril heard gunfire from above. Distant, followed by shouting. Shouting from many throats. “Is it away from the mob?” he asked. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “Then let’s go. Figure you probably want to catch Etoufe before she’s out of reach, right Ferny?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    “Then find us an ambush point or something along the way, mystery guest.” 
 
    You ask for more than you know. 
 
    Kril hung there on the cramped landing at the edge of two buildings, listening to the sounds of distant violence. “Do I?” 
 
    Her skills at network infiltration are great, but there is no exposed central network in the Warrens. There is a security network; she has sighted several cameras during your rush, but we need a direct connection to access them. And if you want this Etoufe, who is doubtless moving as we speak, you need to get to a central node or security room immediately. 
 
    “That’s almost disappointing,” Ferny whispered. “You people were supposed to be like unto digital gods, at least the way I heard it. Machine controlling menaces, leftovers from the old times.” 
 
    History is written by the victors. Or in this case, the survivors. Some bias and exaggeration is only natural. 
 
    “All right. Tell me where to go.” Kril pinched the bridge of his nose. “We’re burnin’ seconds.” 
 
    Up, for a start. You must follow the direction of the wiring. 
 
    Kril started up the ladder, and it wasn’t until he got most of the way up that he realized Basque wasn’t following. “Basque?” 
 
    “It doesn’t feel right,” Basque said, listening at the distant shots, and the sounds of rage. “We set them going. But we’re leaving them to fight it alone.” 
 
    “They set themselves goin’” Kril said. “If it had just been us riling them up, they would’ve let Etoufe’s guards take us. No, this has been brewing for a while. We were just the catapult.” 
 
    “Lyst,” Basque said.  
 
    “List of what?” 
 
    “Catalyst,” Basque said. “One’s a medieval siege weapon; the other’s a chemical that triggers reactions. And yes, you may be right. But...” Basque fell silent, listened to someone wail, thin and unending. “But it still feels wrong to run out while they’re out there dying.” 
 
    You know, came a retinal message. If you can find a security room, there might be other ways to aid this revolution. 
 
    Basque’s eyes widened. “Now you’re talking! Come on, let’s move!” 
 
    Kril barely had time to get up the ladder before Basque was up behind him, and they silently and grimly got to business hunting for wiring and conduits. 
 
    Three buildings, a tunnel crawl, and a few pauses to let patrols rush by later, they found it. A metal door set into a brick wall, with firing slits clearly visible on both sides. 
 
    Kril pulled his head back around the corner and looked to Basque. “Got a killzone set up. Ideas?” 
 
    “Do you still have flashbangs?” 
 
    “Yep. But there’s no guarantee I’ll get everyone through those slits. Easy enough to duck and look away.” 
 
    Backtrack to the nearest camera and plug your commpad into it. 
 
    “If it’s got a plug slot, sure,” Kril said. 
 
    It does. They’re a mismatched lot, but she was watching for something compatible. 
 
    They moved back three turns, and Kril tugged the jackwire out of the commpad, and slotted it into the waiting port. 
 
    Got it. In about two minutes they’re going to come out. None of the other cameras will register you from this point on, and the one under the security room will show people moving into position with explosives. 
 
    “How many?” Kril asked. 
 
    Unknown. You have one minute and forty seconds to set up an ambush. 
 
    Kril sucked his teeth. “They all Etoufe’s guards inside?” 
 
    Unknown. 
 
    “They are,” supplied Ferny. “We’ve been hearing them call out rebel positions over the loudspeakers.” 
 
    Kril unslung the longarm he’d snagged from Skullcap and started to jog back. “Come on, I saw a good spot.” 
 
    There, at a bend in the corridor, shielded by some dangling wires and a slab of pipes that filled half the corridor, it came to him that Ferny probably didn’t have any way of knowing that those guards in that room were the ones yelling through the loudspeaker. 
 
    As they heard people running toward the intersection they were covering, Kril reached out and put his hand on Basque’s shoulder. “Abort,” he said. “Change of plans. Hold fire, get ready to follow me.” 
 
    “You’re doing it again,” Basque grumbled, but the big man scooted further into cover and aimed his longarm away. “I hope your instincts are good.” 
 
    So do I, Kril thought, but he kept that one to himself. 
 
    When the six guards pounded through the intersection, sluggers out, following one after another he let them go, forced himself to wait a moment until their noise faded, then bolted back the way they came. Kril heard Basque following behind and pushed his aching legs to go as fast as he could. He hoped that his read on Etoufe’s quality of guards was accurate. 
 
    It was. The fraggnuts had left the security door open. 
 
    Interesting choice, came his guardian angel’s words as he fumbled the commpad out and jacked it into the nearest security computer. There may be more to you than she thought. 
 
    “He got weird again, didn’t he?” Trin sounded in his earbuds. 
 
    “Very weird,” Basque sighed. “I’ll just shut the door and get ready to hold it. You know, against the guards we let live. Who are going to come back and kill us. Because we’ll be trapped in here. By the guards who we could have shot without risk just a moment ago.” 
 
    “You whine like a dog whose dinner is late,” Kril told him, peering through the firing slit and glancing back at the commpad. “How long you need, lady?” 
 
    That depends. Do you want to find Etoufe or aid the uprising? 
 
    Kril glanced to Basque. “Both?” 
 
    “Both,” Basque nodded. “Without taking too long.” 
 
    Fast, cheap, or good. 
 
    “What?” Kril asked. 
 
    Old business axiom. Disregard. Leave your commpad here and get moving before the guards return. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Kril asked. 
 
    Away, to start. They’re sweeping the area under the security room, but they’ll realize that they’ve been tricked, shortly. She’ll direct you once you’re clear. Now go! 
 
    He reached out for the commpad. 
 
    Leave it. She’ll flood the room with fire suppressants and trigger lockdown. 
 
    “Damn,” Kril said. “Feels good to have a hacker on the crew, for a change.” 
 
    “It is kinda a luxury,” Trin sounded off. “Usually the tech handles that.” 
 
    “I’m happy to share duties,” Basque said, following Kril as the two of them fled the scene. “I’m decent enough on software, but hardware’s my one true love. You keep your hands off my engines, and we’re chill.” 
 
    “Your engines?” Kril asked. 
 
    “After seeing how you treat them, yes. I’m adopting them.” Basque said, as they pounded their way up, up and out. 
 
    Two walkways and a hasty diversion around a cheering mob later, their new hacker finally got them a destination. 
 
    Apologies for the delay. Etoufe took a route to avoid her own security cameras. Understandable that she wouldn’t want her guards to know she was fleeing and leaving them to deal with her enemies. 
 
    “You say understandable,” Basque rumbled. “I say deplorable. This woman is scum, and we’re doing the people of the Warrens a favor by robbing her.” 
 
    Kril paused to check coordinates on the overlay map and nodded as he found a route.  “That is what we’re doing, ain’t it?” he asked. “That about sum it up, Ferny?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ferny said simply. 
 
    “We’ll have a talk about this later,” Kril said. “But we’ll see our part of the bargain through. You and Trin in position?” 
 
    “Almost. We need you up on the ridge.”  
 
    “Gonna put me in front of her guns, huh?” 
 
    “To be fair, you’re the ones with the longarms.” 
 
    “What about those smugglers?” 
 
    “They’re not getting paid enough to get involved with that part.” 
 
    Kril could respect that. 
 
    It took a hurried eight minutes to reach the ocean-facing part of the Warrens. 
 
    Here, a series of rocky cliffs led down to the sea, meeting it at a gravel beach that was strewn with bones, birds, and pipes that greedily lapped at the waves. The heart of the Warrens was a massive desalination plant that provided freshwater to the island that held Barb@DOS’ only settlement. This was the Warrens’ ace in the hole, the reason that the pirates hadn’t and couldn’t just level the place. All potable water in the settlement passed through the Warrens. 
 
    But it was low tide now, and from his vantage point on the rocks, Kril watched one of the three-meter tall pipes that was out of the tideline shudder and shake as the hatch on it opened. And four familiar looking little lizard things crawled out of it, flaring their frills and blinking against the daylight. 
 
    A pair of guards followed, straining under the weight of their heavy packs and dragging several small crates on a travois behind them. 
 
    Kril glanced across the way. Trin and Ferny were lower on the slope, down where a few more pipes curled and tracked their rusty way across the gravel. They were off to the side, where stray rounds wouldn’t catch them. Theoretically, anyway. In Kril’s experience, once a person put metal into the air, it didn’t always go where you thought it would. 
 
    He watched, and he waited until Etoufe emerged, a kerchief around her bald head and an armored vest around her ample bosom. He felt a twinge of guilt... but only a twinge. Chemicals, he knew. You got a hit of the good stuff when you lay with someone, felt friendlier with them for a time. Just chemicals. 
 
    That’s what he told himself, as he rose and leveled the longarm. “You’re done!” he called out. “Leave your gear and loot and run away!” 
 
    The guards did not run. Etoufe dove behind them and yelled orders, and the guards struggled to drop their burdens and get their own guns out. Kril put lead into the air but saw bullets kick up gravel as he went wide. 
 
    Basque was a little more accurate, and one guard went down. Then the last one had his autoslugger out, and Kril ducked back behind the ridge as flat cracks filled the air. Underneath it, he heard the sounds of reptilian rage, and the ugly noise of four lizard bastards running up the slope. 
 
    “Got him!” Trin said, and the repeated cracking was replaced with sporadic pistol fire. “Etoufe’s under cover, though!” 
 
    “Look out!” Ferny yelled. “They’re almost on you!” 
 
    “Fragg, fragg, fragg, back up!” he yelled to Basque, and took his own advice. He’d barely gotten clear when one of the little predators leaped up on the ledge, frills out, and barfed goo like a firehouse right where he’d been laying. A wave of acid-like stench hit his face, and Kril gagged to smell it, felt his lungs burn. 
 
    Then the other three poked their heads up, narrowed their eyes, and charged. 
 
    But Kril and Basque had automatic weapons, and at this range, they couldn’t miss. 
 
    As the last one dropped, and Kril danced around a flowing puddle of poisonous puke, he heard Etoufe wail. “You fuckers! You killed them! You killed my little spitters!” 
 
    “Shouldn’t a tried to sell me to pirates!” Kril roared back. 
 
    “I thought we had something, Granger!” 
 
    “We did! Then you TRIED TO SELL ME TO PIRATES!” 
 
    “It’s not that big a deal! I would’ve let you make a COUNTEROFFER!” 
 
    Kril felt laughter bubbling up inside him. He forced it down. “Well, here’s your counteroffer! Leave your shit and run away!” 
 
    “Fuck that! Fifty-fifty split!” 
 
    A pistol went off down below, and he heard metal pinging off metal. 
 
    There was a long pause. 
 
    “Forty-sixty?” Etoufe asked. 
 
    A few more rounds pounded, probably against her cover. 
 
    “Okay, okay, fuck it! Fine! It’s yours. But you won’t make it off the planet!” 
 
    “Yeah, well.” Kril thought back to how the mob had exploded the second they had the chance. “Might want to see to your own business first.” 
 
    After a moment, he heard Trin sound off. “She’s gone. Back in the pipes. Also, Ferny, where the fragg did you learn to shoot?” 
 
    “I’m self-taught.” 
 
    “That explains it,” Trin said, and Kril moved cautiously over the ridge, watching his sister and their new grifter move down to the travois, and start breaking open boxes, grabbing and stowing choice items as fast as they could. Kril waved Basque forward to help and covered them, listening with half an ear as the flocks of birds that had vacated at the first sign of danger descended once more to the dead bundles of meat that had once been Etoufe’s prize pets. 
 
    Wheels crunched gravel in the distance, and he glanced over to see a balloon-wheeled truck rolling toward them. 
 
    “That’ll be my smugglers,” Ferny said. “Hey, Core. How are things at their ship?” 
 
    “Your ship now,” Kril added in. 
 
    “Apologies...Captain. Still getting used to that.” 
 
    The pirates who survived Silver’s are gathered and watching Nomad’s Land. They are set up to snipe any who approach. 
 
    “Where, exactly?” Kril asked. “Give me a map.” 
 
    Topography lines and a coordinate grid made a 3D illustration in the air in front of Kril, and he studied the hill that he’d landed on, and the surrounding ships on their various landing spots. “The part they’re in ain’t occupied, is that correct?” he asked. 
 
    Correct. Though it is a regular landing spot, by the looks of it. Also, there’s another problem. 
 
    “I’m listening,” Kril said. 
 
    They are in communication with a ship in orbit. I believe that these were the reinforcements they were waiting for. Once they land, they will move on your ship, then hunt you down at your leisure. 
 
    “Well ain’t that ducky.” Kril gnawed his lip. “We could move fast, hit the guards first, then book it to the ship and burn hot out of here.” 
 
    “No good,” Basque shook his head. “We blew a starboard compensator on the descent, remember? We try to take her up with that still gone, we’ll be helpless against that ship in orbit.” 
 
    “Shit.” Kril had forgotten about that. “How fast can you get that swapped?” 
 
    “I already had the parts set up to print on the fabber before we left, so... fifteen minutes, assuming there’s nothing else wrong.” 
 
    “Fifteen minutes.” Kril chewed his lip more. “And there’s a ship in orbit...” 
 
    They merely await permission to land. They are currently, grudgingly, using the semaphore method that Barb@DOS charges for landing spots. 
 
    “First things first,” Kril said, slinging the longarm and running down as the truck arrived, helping his crew throw crates and goods on the back. Ferny had brought her own hover-pallet of loot, and it was actually adding up to a pretty good haul. “First things first,” he repeated, once it was all aboard and they were hopping into the bed of the truck. “Let me try and buy us some time.” 
 
    The truck sped along the beach, and as it worked its way around the tight streets of the settlement, Kril managed to find the contact info he was looking for and get a call through. 
 
    “You stood me up!” Leesa whined, her lips full and pouting.  
 
    “Sorry, darlin’,” Kril said. “I went to Silver’s, but some folks came and shot it up.” 
 
    “I heard about that!” she frowned. “Bunch of newbies. The regulars laid their bones in rows. The survivors will learn.” 
 
    “Yeah, might be they won’t.” Kril checked the map he’d been provided, poked Ferny. “Hey, tell the driver to head toward these coordinates.” 
 
    “What? Why? That’s directly at the pirates, they’ll see us coming a mile away!” Ferny protested. 
 
    “Let me handle that.” He tapped back to Leesa’s channel. “So those folks ain’t learning. They’re laying for me, and they’re stupid enough to be waiting in a neighboring landing field.” 
 
    “Oh really?” Leesa grinned a sharp-toothed grin. “Which one?” 
 
    He gave the coordinates. “Also, they got a ship in orbit, named the...” 
 
    Nidhogger, his guardian angel supplied. 
 
    “Nidhogger. Appreciate it if you could bump its landing time back at least fifteen minutes or more.” 
 
    “They’re about due, but I could— Yeah, let’s give THAT one priority,” Leesa said, her hands moving on air as she played her personal augmented reality display and directed traffic. “All right. But you owe me for this, Granger. And it better be a GOOD date. Place without blood all over the floor.” 
 
    “Not Silver’s, then.” 
 
    “Not Silver’s.” 
 
    “It’s a date,” Kril promised. 
 
    “Better be.” Leesa gave him a stern look. “Now get moving.” 
 
    Kril closed out the channel and looked up to meet Trin’s sardonic metal gaze. “You’re incorrigible.” 
 
    “You’re a pest,” he shot back. 
 
    “Walking gonad.” 
 
    “Merciless imp.” 
 
    “Two tour toddler.” 
 
    “Metalhead.” 
 
    She kicked him in the shin for that, and his bellow of pain was lost in the noise of the truck’s engine as Basque laughed. 
 
    Once they got to the bottom of the hill, he raised a hand. “Tell them to hold up a moment,” he commanded Ferny. 
 
    “All right.” He watched her lips move as she subvocalized, and the truck jolted to a stop, idled. 
 
    “Basque?” Kril nodded at the big man. “You got any more mags for that longarm?” 
 
    “Two.” 
 
    “Good.” Kril pointed up the way, at the lip of the ridge that the Skuljaegers were behind. “Cover it, sight in, and get ready.” 
 
    “Ready for what?” Basque asked. 
 
    Thunder in the sky above, as a ship rode a trail of fire down. The ground shook, as repulsors found hold, and it arrowed slowly down right toward the Skuljaegers’ position. 
 
    “That,” Kril said and took his own advice, just before the first few red-armored, bone clad pirates scurried over the ridge, running for their lives. 
 
    They were fish in a barrel, and Kril felt no guilt as they fell. After a few seconds Basque joined in, and after the fifth one collapsed, he saw words across his HUD. That’s all of them. 
 
    “Get us to the ship!” he called to Ferny. 
 
    The truck took off so quickly that he dropped the longarm, watched it bounce and clatter on the ground. He rolled his eyes. Good day for losing guns and let it go. One of the many things he’d learned in his travels was that weapons weren’t hard to find, but time was always in short supply. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, as he was pacing the bridge and waiting for Basque to give the word that they were clear, Leesa pinged him again. “They’re on their way down. Stalled them as long as I could,” she said. 
 
    “Always down to the wire... thanks,” he told her. “You done me a solid.” 
 
    “One date, Granger. A good one.” 
 
    “I’ll show up with flowers and a smile. And nothin’ else on,” he promised. 
 
    “Oooooooh...” She left on that note, and he sighed, feeling any hint of flirtation slip away. He was just tired, now, his spacefarer muscles aching. Even in the lower gravity of the planet, he’d been through a hell of a workout. 
 
    “Done!” Basque said. “I’m back inside.” 
 
    “Seal and go!” Kril said and opened the ship’s channel. “We’re lifting off immediately! Trin, punch it!” 
 
    Then he sat down, and just in time, as the engines roared and Nomad’s Land rose into the sky. 
 
    He switched to sensors and saw with grim realization, that they weren’t alone in this thin blue and white layer of atmo. There was a huge, black, and spiky mass riding its way down on a parallel course, and he didn’t have to check the comms to know that it was Nidhogger. 
 
    “Incoming fire,” Trin’s digitized voice came through the speakers. “Evading.” 
 
    He sighed and felt the dampeners kick in as the view spun, jerked, and spiraled. Puffs of vapor spewed out of Nidhogger as she cut loose with her atmo-capable guns, but he wasn’t concerned. They’d had time to prepare.  
 
    And more importantly, Trin had had plenty of time to spin up. 
 
    It was only a matter of moments, and then the blue and white turned to black and stars. Trin took them on a celebratory barrel roll, as he sunk back in his seat and triggered the hyperlight sheath. Then he stabbed the button and everything became light, as they put stars behind them. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 19: TRANSHUMANITY 
 
      
 
    “On the upside, it’s a minor infection,” Lysanda said, peeling away the meditape and surveying Kril’s wounds as they oozed blood all over their bunk.  
 
    Kril bit back a snarky reply. Never taunt your doctor when they’re working on you. His mother had taught him that one early on. 
 
    “Not too surprised,” Kril said instead. “I was fighting those lizards in a drainage ditch. And they weren’t exactly wearin’ shoes.” 
 
    “Or grooming their claws, by the look of it. At least they’re clean cuts. Mm, right through your armored duster, too... my dear man, you’re lucky to be alive.” 
 
    “Eh. You should see the other guy. Thing. Lizard. Whatever it was.” 
 
    “I’d rather not. You know that the ancestors of rats ensured their extinction, back on the original Earth?” 
 
    “How big were those?” 
 
    “No, no, they didn’t win by becoming rodents of unusual size. They just got rather sneaky and developed an overwhelming taste for eggs.” Lysanda grinned, reached up to stroke the head of the piebald rat who was staring down and twitching its whiskers on their shoulder. 
 
    “Three of those fraggers were enough for my taste,” Kril shut his eyes. “Minor infection. Anything else?” 
 
    “I’d say take it easy for a few days, but I know you Mister Granger, and you are thoroughly incapable of that, so we’re going to stitch you up, and prescribe some low-grade medicine, and tell you to eat well and get your rest. Sound good?” 
 
    “Reckon that’ll work.” 
 
    No sooner had the words left Kril’s lips, than Lysanda jabbed them just under the ribs with a hypo, then rubbed extremely cold gel over his wounds. 
 
    “Whoof! Hey!” 
 
    “Anesthetic. Give it a few seconds.” 
 
    “Could have warned a guy.” 
 
    “Could have. Didn’t. Deal.” Lysanda turned their head to the rat and clicked their tongue. 
 
    The rat’s eyes widened and wobbled like jelly. Then it scampered off Lysanda’s shoulder, grabbed a tiny little pack from a nearby shelf with its teeth, hauled it over to Kril, and dug inside with both hands. Kril watched, then raised a hand in alarm as it pulled out a curved needle and started threading it. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa, hey now...” 
 
    “Oh, settle down. You’re in good hands, and Poppet needs the practice.” 
 
    “I mean, hearing you talk about it is one thing but actually seeing it in practice is a mite...” 
 
    Lysanda took his hand and gently pushed his arm down. “Not to be rude, but you might want to stop talking. She’ll get neater stitches that way.” 
 
    Kril settled down, closed his eyes, and tried to ignore what the rodent intern was doing roundabouts his abdomen. 
 
    It was much later when he opened his eyes and thought to check the time on his implants. He tried to remember when he’d lain down, but it eluded him. 
 
    When he did rise and check his midsection in the mirror, he saw the stitches neat and dark in his cleaned wounds.  
 
    He also saw Lysanda with their back to him, working away at a simply-fabbed standing desk. 
 
    “Doc?” he asked. 
 
    “Patient,” Lysanda shot him a big-toothed grin over one shoulder, then shut their commpad off. “We really do need a sickbay. I was going to get some sleep, but you’re in the only bunk.” 
 
    Right, these are Lysanda’s quarters, Kril remembered as he blinked away sleep. “Sorry about that. You coulda used one of the spare crew quarters.” 
 
    “None to be had. One has been claimed by a lovely young aqua-adapted lady and the others contain her loot.” 
 
    “Her... loot?” Well, she had a truck bed full of the stuff. Still, it seemed a waste. “We’ve got a perfectly good cargo hold. Empty, too.” Need to fix that soon, Kril thought. 
 
    “There appears to be a slight trust issue that you may wish to address quickly. They’re waiting to talk to you on the bridge, I believe.” 
 
    “Mph. Right.” Kril felt the stitches again, pulled his shirt on. “ Ah.. give me time to think, we might be able to do you a proper sickbay at some point. And thanks again, Doctor.” 
 
    “You’re quite welcome.” Lysanda turned back to their commpad, and Kril left them to tap at it. 
 
    He hit the corridor, ignored the swearing and pounding coming through the open door of the engine room as Basque worked his trade, crossed through the cargo hold, and found Ferny sitting in the bridge, watching the stars on the display. She looked up as he approached and smiled a wide-lipped smile. “I was wondering which one of you would wake up first.” 
 
    “Trin needs a while to rest and recover after she does her thing,” Kril said, leaning against his station.  
 
    Ferny slid off the comms station she was sitting on, meeting his eyes. “So. Tell me now, Granger. Is the deal we made down there still good? Are you going to hold up your end of the bargain, or are you going to change it now that I’m at your mercy?” 
 
    His eyes flicked over her. “First off, you ain’t at my mercy. You got a standard shoulder holster under that jacket, and that bulge says you’re armed. I ain’t.” 
 
    “I saw you gut a rapta with the equivalent of a prison shank.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that was before I ran my ass all over the Warrens getting things squared away for you. And myself, being honest here,” Kril said, shrugging, “I got no reason to change the deal now. Question is, you still want to be crew?” 
 
    “It’s still on the table, but I have a few more questions before I commit entirely.” She squinted at him, and he struggled to keep his eyes on hers. It wasn’t the usual distractions, though her shirt was low-cut and flattering. It was the motion of her gills, pulsing as she drew breaths and exhaled that kept pulling his attention. 
 
    “Ask,” Kril said, dragging his eyes upward. Normally he was better at this, but he was tired and torn up, with muscles aching that didn’t usually see a ton of use. Etoufe had been... vigorous.  
 
    “What exactly is it that you do?” she asked, gesturing around, seeming to indicate the ship.  
 
    “Keep the ship flying. Captain stuff. Have to fight lizards sometimes,” Kril shrugged. “That answer your question?” 
 
    “Not one bit.” 
 
    “Try asking a different way.” 
 
    “Look. It’s obvious that you’re an operation. What’s your specialty?” 
 
    “Okay, I see what this is,” Kril said. “You think we’re criminals.” 
 
    “If you’re not, you’ve got a funny way of doing business.” 
 
    “It’s...” Kril rubbed his chin. “It’s a big galaxy. And nobody’s in charge of it anymore. If anyone ever was in the first place, really. I got my doubts about the history books and how the Terran age was like a utopia and all.” 
 
    It wasn’t. 
 
    Kril blinked. Of course, she was in on the talk. Well, that was fine. “Anyway, given that it’s a big galaxy, everything’s illegal somewhere. So, we’re less about obeying specific laws, and more about common fragging decency and not screwing over folks who don’t deserve it.” 
 
    “You’re telling me what you’re not doing. But I’m asking what you are doing,” Ferny leaned forward, searching his face. “What’s a good day look like through the eyes of Kril Granger? Don’t be flippant, please.” 
 
    Kril bit off an instinctual reply about women, wine, and people fanning him on a tropical beach. It was a good question, and it deserved a good answer. 
 
    “It’s more like a good week, or a good month, when it happens.” he stared past her, recalling the jobs that had gone well. “Scrap is what we do best. Scrap is what we specialize in. Sure, we’ll take cargo jobs, or message, or passenger delivery, but scrap usually doesn’t give as much grief. Fortunes will rise or fall with cargo, messages important enough to be sent by hyperlight vessels are sometimes important enough to shoot the messenger, and passengers are sometimes pirates, but at the end of the day, scrap don’t fuck you over. It just sits in the dark and waits for you to bring it back to the light.”  
 
    “Hm.” Ferny said, studying him. “So how exactly does it work? On a good job.” 
 
    “When we got a grifter, they go and check about the stations or the planets we’re at while the rest of us are havin’ a break, or repairing the ship, or tendin’ to other business. If there’s no grifter it’s my job or whoever feels like doing some digging. We find records and go looking for rumors of missing ships or battlefields from the last few years that don’t look like they were picked clean. Then if we don’t have one, we go looking for a customer who might be interested in scrap from there. Once we’re sure we got a way to make a payday, we head out into the dark, find the derelicts, and set to work. When we’re done, we return.” Kril smiles. “If it’s a big haul, it usually draws more Scrappers. Word spreads fast, ’specially if you use the bondsmen, like we do. And that’s fine. We ain’t above scooping from other scores, too. But we steer clear of the more crowded sites. Too much room for treachery, and we don’t get paid for violence.” 
 
    “You never do mercenary work?” Ferny lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    Kril shook his head. “Got enough of war in the fleet back home. And it’s too easy to die out here. No point in making it harder for my people. Or me, for that matter.” 
 
    “But you didn’t have a problem killing those guards or getting clear of the Warrens.” 
 
    “Just because I don’t like it don’t mean I can’t handle myself.” Kril shrugged. “And they were trying to trade me and mine to pirates. I took that a mite personal.” 
 
    “You take other work, too...” Ferny tilted her head, considered the ceiling, and frowned. “It’s going to be a little rough, here. Most Lorelei ships, they have ports or viewscreens above to show the stars, make it seem a little less cramped. This whole vessel... it seems a bit small, to be honest. You’ve got assorted cabins, a bridge, a cargo hold, an engine room, and that’s it?” 
 
    “There’s the underhold, but that’s more for transporting stuff we don’t want in our life support cycle,” Kril nodded. “This is a scout hull, at the end of the day. She ain’t big.” 
 
    “I like space, I like being able to spread out. But if what you’re saying is true, then this might be the job I need. I’ll be honest...” She glanced down to meet his gaze again. “Storner space is a bit hot for me, right now. And doing something that’s outside of my usual thing for a few months or even a year or two, that suits my long-term plans. So, I’m inclined to stick with our bargain and join your crew, provided you ferry me to my destination and let me offload my haul.” 
 
    “Done,” Kril nodded and offered a handshake. She took it, in that extra-warm grip, offering a smile as she did. 
 
    “Now I’m gonna need you to tell me everything you can about our stowaway,” he said, pointing back out the open doorway to the cannister of trouble. 
 
    You could ask her directly, you know, came the reply on his retinal HUD. 
 
    “I’m gonna do that, too. But I wanna hear what Ferny’s got to say, first. We been having a fairly cordial relationship so far, but you still took some of my computer space without askin’, so I have to make sure I’m not making a huge mistake.” 
 
    Fair. 
 
    “I’ve been talking to her a bit while waiting for you to get out of the doctor’s care, so it’s more or less a moot point. But you got lucky,” Ferny said. “I’m trying to remember how much we discussed down on planet. I think I told you that cannister’s a relic from old Earth history? Holds an uploaded human mind, modified with false memories?” 
 
    “Something about them being pawns in an AI pissing match,” Kril said.  
 
    “It was one of the World Wars. The last one before the Terran Empire. We’d just gotten gates, but there weren’t too many yet. Earth crumbled, and the surviving powers were a pair of AIs, both up in orbit,” Ferny continued. “One of them was basically a librarian, so when she needed heroes, she made them using a bunch of old literature. She got access to a bunch of human brains that had been uploaded by a pretty nasty pre-Terran regime and molded them into the heroes she needed.” 
 
    Not all were heroes. And there’s some dispute, as to whether or not she wiped out actual memories or saved damaged minds. That said, it’s a moot point, and both of the AIs are long gone. 
 
    Kril nodded. “So how do you know all this? Basque didn’t.” 
 
    Ferny stopped smiling, ran her tongue over her teeth. Kril watched her lips bulge, as she seemed to think for a bit. It was a hell of a tell, and he felt certain she was being honest, letting him see how much she was deliberating the answer. 
 
    “Most people nowadays don’t know it,” Ferny said, slowly. “It’s a well-kept secret. The cores and Storn’s Compact had a particular relationship at one point. I only knew because after I had to muster out, the captain of the smuggling ship I crewed with had a silent partner who ended up being a core posing as a human. After the captain died, I fled, and the core negotiated with me to take its can on the shuttle. We parted ways, but I learned a fair amount from him.” 
 
    Which one was he? 
 
    “He cautioned me not to say without a very good reason,” Ferny said.  
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    “According to Basque, core cannisters are contraband. Top secret bullshit,” Krill said. 
 
    “He’s not wrong. I don’t know what relationship the Compact brass had with the cores at one point, but it’s gone deep ever since.” 
 
    “Deep?” 
 
    “Ah, it’s a Lorelei phrase. The deeper you go, the worse it gets.” 
 
    “Got it,” Kril nodded. “All right. So... Miss Core. Here we are.” 
 
    We are indeed. And at the nav station, light flickered, and his retinals dilated, as an augmented reality image materialized: an armored figure, power armor of uncertain make, black and gray, with a red hooded cape trailing to the floor. Her face was hidden behind a porcelain muse’s mask, dark eye sockets staring into his own. She stood, arms folded, looking down upon him with at least half a meter in height over his own two-meter frame. 
 
    You may call her... Erid. 
 
    “All right then,” Kril stepped forward, offered a hand. There was no sensation when she took it, but she mimed a shake as he moved. “Welcome aboard. Now that I know you’re people, this makes things more complicated.” 
 
    The masked figure nodded. You were expecting a payday. But given what she’s seen of your morals and ethics, that’s out the window, now. 
 
    “Yeah. Selling you would be slavery, even if you weren’t hot contraband as far as the Storners are concerned. So, where’s that leave us?” 
 
    With your navigation computer currently occupied. So then, let us come to accord. She shall return all compromised files to you, for storage and backup elsewhere as you see fit. Furthermore, she is willing to act as your navigator and communications officer, as payment for her transit. 
 
    “You want to be crew,” Kril translated. Erid had a strange way of talking.  
 
    It seems the simplest solution. Besides, she’s been aiding you in this manner for a while now. There have been several occasions where a timely warning has saved both yourself and your sister from untimely disaster. 
 
    “Yeah. Took me a while to figure out those warnings weren’t comin’ from Trin,” Kril said, moving back to his station and leaning on it. “All right. You’re in. You get a share of profits, same as the rest of the crew. And when you want to leave, just give notice, finish out whatever work we’re on, and you’ll be free to go. Sound fair?” 
 
    Hmph. Simpler than she expected. Done. Erid turned to Ferny. You. Erid shall claim one of the cabins you’ve currently got your junk occupying. Choose one and empty it. 
 
    “I’m not just going to leave that lying around in the cargo hold. I worked hard to steal that stuff!” 
 
    It shall be watched at all times. So declares Erid! She thrust a gauntleted hand out at Ferny, pointing. Do not doubt her. 
 
    “The fragg?” Kril blinked.  
 
    The figure sheepishly lowered their arm. Apologies. A holdover resulting from piecemeal memories. Old instincts from a fictional past that are not necessarily suitable in modern society. 
 
    “Which society?” Kril shrugged. “Been all over the Diaspora and Lysanda’s from even further than that. Probably someplace out there where that’s suitable. But when you’re dealin’ with crew, I’ll ask you to rein in the intimidation tactics. At least when you’re standing in front of me.” 
 
    Acknowledged, Captain. 
 
    “And yeah, Ferny, clear out a cabin. There’s space in the cargo hold. Throw a tarp over it and put a sign up, and anyone who touches it’ll answer to me.” 
 
    The green-haired woman pouted. “All right, but if anyone does, they’re going to lose fingers.” 
 
    “If there’s digits to be lost then I’ll do the subtraction,” Kril said. “Now. Where do we need to get you to go for the handoff?” 
 
    “Yeah. Have you ever been to Fiddler’s Green before?” 
 
    Kril whistled. “Heard of it, never been. That system’s invite only, and I ain’t rich enough or got the right friends to get one.” 
 
    Ferny grinned widely. She had many, many sharp, small, white teeth, more than a human should. “Well, you’ve got an invitation now. My patron’s got clout. I’ll fire up the one-key transponder when you get us there and just let me do the talking.” 
 
    Kril nodded, feeling better about enlisting her. Sure, the payment from this job would be Ferny’s alone, but a chance to see the forbidden paradise tugged at his explorer’s heartstrings. This was what had made him join up in the first place, what had pulled him off his home soil. “Sounds good. Navigator, get a solution going.” 
 
    “I’ll go start clearing a cabin for you, Erid,” Ferny said. “Probably pester Basque into helping. He owes me one. Or two, or fifty, I’ve lost count.” She left, with a backward wave. 
 
    Once she was gone, Erid waved a gauntlet over the navigation station, and it flickered to life, pulling up coordinates and maps on the main display. Done. 
 
    “Good,” Kril nodded and checked the current course on his commpad. “Figure our current jump’ll be done in a few hours. That’ll give Trin time to stir her stumps. No way we’re jumping to Fiddler’s Green without her there to see it. She wouldn’t forgive me. After that, ah—” he gnawed his lip. “You got anywhere you need to be?” 
 
    At this juncture? No. She is still gathering data for her next move.  
 
    A thought struck him. “Is your next move anything to do with the Vendharans? Got something I need to send back to ’em at some point.” 
 
    And what would that be? 
 
    “A mirror ball thing, with a holo of somebody’s family in it. Looked fancy.” 
 
    Ah, one of those. Keep it safe. Those mementos have religious significance to the Vendharan. Mishandle it, and you may find yourself tried for war crimes. 
 
    Well, that didn’t sound worrisome at all, except for the part where it DID sound entirely worrisome. But Kril let it slide. “All right then. After we settle her business at Fiddler’s Green, figure we’ll head back to the Rig, stock up on a few supplies and get some proper work. Gonna need more food for the crew who have to eat, more core rods for the engine, more feedstock for the fabbers...” 
 
    Bad idea. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Kril squinted. “You taken a look at our supplies, lately?” 
 
    Not that part. Heading back to the Rig would be a bad idea. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    Do you remember that code that you attempted to decipher a few weeks ago? Erid chanced upon it while she was occupying your systems and deciphered it. 
 
    Kril blinked. It had been a while since he’d thought about that small scrap of plastic he’d found in Camomile’s quarters. “What did it say?” he asked, with the creeping feeling that he was going to hate the answer. 
 
    Erid told him, and yep, he hated it. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 20: FIDDLER’S GREEN 
 
      
 
    They called it the Jewel of the Compact. 
 
    Fiddler’s Green was the only planet in Storner territory which hadn’t required extensive terraforming, both before and after the gates went down. It had been the gateway to settling the sector. 
 
    And alone among the worlds that had joined (or been forced to join) the nascent Compact, it had stood its ground and dealt with Admiral Storn’s fleet as an equal, coming to terms without threats or conquest and retaining its own form of governance. 
 
    Those who had originally settled Fiddler’s Green believed in two things above all: commerce and defense. And though both had been tested over the time since the gates fell, this lush and fertile world remained the beating heart of the Compact. 
 
    But for all that, they received few visitors. 
 
    Because along with being famous for commerce and defensive measures that could stop a full Terran fleet back in the day, Fiddler’s Green was famous for having an institutional xenophobia that made casual visitation almost impossible.  
 
    “So how exactly DO they trade, dear woman?” Lysanda asked as they took the last bite of their dinner. 
 
    Ferny leaned back in the chair as she considered her ration pack and grudgingly broke off a piece of the protein block. “They control a few key stations midway between themselves and the rest of the Compact. One over by Grand Buckle, a couple more towards Rigel, and one coreward. Only the most important meetings are face to face; everything else is conducted through rigorously controlled comm channels. Occasionally some idiot tries to stow away to sneak into their space. The public execution of found stowaways is added to the media loop that every buoy around their territory broadcasts.” 
 
    “Barbaric,” Lysanda curled their lip. 
 
    “Shortsighted,” Kril said. “But I think I understand why it’s off limits to hyperlight traffic. That station trade’s been goin’ on for centuries, yeah?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ferny nodded and took a bite of the protein, then grimaced and put it aside. “Most of the trade guilds in Storn’s Compact have a lot invested in the station routes. Hyperlight can do it in a fraction of the time, so they pump ludicrous amounts of money into bribing the Fiddler’s Green government into xenophobic measures. Once they crack the secret of hyperlight and start manufacturing their own drives, it probably won’t matter so much, and you might see things ease up a bit but probably not for a while. There’s a lot of very rich and very stupid people running things in the Green, and they don’t change unless they see opportunity for profit or would take too much of a loss by staying the course.” 
 
    “Sounds like a lot of places we’ve been,” Trin said. “Kinda depressing, makes me think that’s kind of just how humans are.” 
 
    “Not all of ’em,” Kril took her hand, gave it a squeeze. “We’re still here, ain’t we?” 
 
    “Ah, if we’re so smart why ain’t we rich?” Trin snorted. But she squeezed his hand back, before she turned her attention back to her nutrient slurry. 
 
    “They did some good,” Basque said, finishing off his second ration bar. “After the Pale Riders, the guilds got hulls into the sky quickly. They’re the only reason some of the Compact worlds are still alive.” 
 
    “Yep. Totally did it out of the goodness of their heart,” Ferny said, rolling her eyes. She pushed her protein block along the table, and four small snouts popped over the edge and promptly dragged it to the floor in a flash of fur and tails. The sound of rapid nibbling followed shortly after. 
 
    “Well, I never said they didn’t reap the rewards from it. That’s just good business,” Basque shot back. 
 
    “Ain’t you usually about standin’ up for the little guy?” Kril shot Basque a look. 
 
    Basque met it with equanimity. “And if their workers don’t stand up for themselves and make their bosses hand over a share of the riches, then they deserve what they get. I honestly don’t care, either way. The Fiddlers don’t give a shit about anyone who isn’t another Fiddler, so they can work out their own problems.” 
 
    And they will find problems in the long run, spoke Erid, her now-synthesized voice ringing out from the intercom. Their society will take decades to recover from this forced isolation, and from what she’s seen, too many neighboring powers are adapting and manipulating the status quo to suit themselves. They will fade in relevance and power, given time. 
 
    “That’ll be then, but this is now,” Kril said. “Ferny. This transponder you have, you’re certain it ain’t a trick?” 
 
    “Positive,” Ferny nodded. “It’s all sorted. I’m a diplomat of the Vernian School. That’s a Lorelei faction, by the way. You’re my entourage... at least that’s how I’m going to explain it. My patron will see to the rest.” 
 
    “All right.” Kril thought over his approach and finally decided that head-on was the best way to go. “I assume you’re gonna have a private meeting to hand off the stuff.” 
 
    “That would be a good assumption.” 
 
    “He’s a rich fella who doesn’t mind working with outsiders.” 
 
    “That would also be a probably true assumption. I don’t know his personal feelings on it, but he was pragmatic enough to hire me, and I doubt I’m the first outsider he’s hired to do things. Why?” 
 
    “I got a job I want to run by him,” Kril said. “We could use a patron like this.” 
 
    Ferny inhaled, and her gills flared, then settled down. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea. He might see this as me trying to squeeze him at the last minute of the delivery.” 
 
    “I’ll make it clear that it’s my idea and mine alone,” Kril said. “And that it won’t affect your business from this job. Think that’ll go over better?” 
 
    “I’ll be honest,” Ferny said, slowly. “He’s unpredictable on a good day. Mercurial. I... can’t say I’m a hundred percent certain that he won’t try something during this delivery. I think he’d be stupid to do so, but I’m not arrogant enough to think that I see all the angles.” 
 
    You will have some assistance for this coming part.  
 
    “Oh god, don’t show hide or hair of yourself while you’re around him,” Ferny’s eyes went wild. “He’s a collector. And you’re...well, to him you might be a rare commodity.” 
 
    She is well aware of the issues with Fiddler’s Green and its nobility in general. Rest assured that Erid is taking appropriate precautions. 
 
    “Then I’m clear to talk business with him during the handoff?” Kril asked. 
 
    “I can’t really stop you. You’re my ride away from this; I need to stay on good terms with you,” Ferny said, her lips pressing into a thin line afterwards. 
 
    “Bring me along for this talk,” Lysanda said, putting down their plate. 
 
    “Think he’ll want to talk about rats?” Kril raised an eyebrow at the doctor. 
 
    “I’m starting to get a picture of this fine fellow. I have some experience with the type. Worry not, I shall follow your lead,” Lysanda flashed a big-toothed grin. 
 
    Kril nodded, slowly. It seemed appropriate. He was asking one crew member to trust him enough to let him into their business, at least partially. It was only fair to trust another to help with that business. 
 
    “All right,” Ferny said. “But if things go sour between you, I’m taking his side and hoping he can hide me long enough to find another ride out of Fiddler space.” 
 
    That settled, they wound down their dinner and got to their stations. It was a few minutes work to double-check the course they’d laid in to Fiddler’s Green and set sail on wings of light. 
 
    The instant they snapped out of flight, Kril’s comm channel chattered, and Trin looked up from her station with wariness. “Got a lot of nasty stuff on the sensors and every bit’s aimed at us.” 
 
    “Bout as expected. Ready?” He looked over to Ferny. 
 
    She stood there, ramrod straight in a skin-tight aquasuit that showed off every curve. She nodded, setting the metallic seashells in her hair jingling and checked her makeup one last time in the display before she answered. “Ready, Captain.” 
 
    On the one hand, it seemed a pretty good way to judge how good their new grifter was at grifting. On the other hand, the tension was palpable. 
 
    Kril had absolutely no problem crawling into years-old wrecks and dealing with all the danger that brought. And fights? Well, things were simple in fights. Kill the other guy before they got to you first. But this was human interaction, and humans were unpredictable at the best of times.  
 
    So, he nodded, held up three fingers and curled them down one by one until he had a fist once more. Only then did he activate the main display. 
 
    It flickered to show a stern-looking woman with her hair done up in a high pile, almost a foot tall and fluffy. Though it looked mildly comical, her tone was anything but, and her words didn’t ease the tension one bit. 
 
    “...you are in a restricted region of territorial sovereign space. You now have four minutes and thirty-seven seconds to state your business. Failure to comply or depart will result in your prompt and non-negotiable destruction. Attention vessel: you are in a restricted region of territorial sovereign space. You now have four minutes and twenty-six seconds to state your business. Failure to comply...” 
 
    “I am Ursula Octavia, the representative of the Vernian School. My transponder is active, and I have an appointment. Do not trifle with me!” Ferny crossed her arms and glared. 
 
    The woman’s image flickered on the screen. “I’m sorry. Your choice was not understood. Please choose again.” Then it flickered and returned. “Attention vessel: you are in a restricted region of space...” 
 
    “You have got to be shitting me.” Ferny shook her head. “Uh, ah, I’m here on a diplomatic mission!” 
 
    The woman’s image flickered again. “For diplomatic messages, select one. For all other business, select two. Attention vessel: you are in...” 
 
    “One? One what?” Kril asked. 
 
    “You have selected diplomatic messages. For dropping off, select one. For picking up, select two. For all other message related business, select three. If none of these options suit, say ‘new menu.’” 
 
    “Quiet!” Ferny hissed. 
 
    “I’m sorry. Your choice was not understood. Attention vessel: you are in a restricted region of territorial sovereign space. You now have three minutes and fifteen seconds to state your business...” 
 
    Kril shut up, but he held his hand over the station as he plotted a course away and kept his eyes locked on Trin. The second she gave the signal, they were gone. 
 
     Two minutes later, Ferny had managed to find the right combination of words and numbers to get someone living on the line, and a thoroughly annoyed looking man with a crew cut and a suspicious squint listened to her rattle off her credentials. “All right, then,” he said as she finished explaining how her negotiations were far too sensitive to be entrusted to electronic means, “Lower your sheath and let’s have a look at you. I trust you’ve no contraband on board?” 
 
    “Not a bit,” Ferny said. 
 
    They’d prepared for this. Erid had assured him that she’d rendered her core cannister undetectable by anything the Fiddlers could bring to bear. This would be the test, Kril supposed, as he dialed the sheath down. 
 
    The man nodded and tapped several parts of his station. “Please wait to be scanned. Movement or unexpected activity during this phase will be taken as hostile intent, and you will be destroyed. Thank you for your compliance.”  
 
    He sounded bored. Kril felt his feet itching. Instincts telling him to get out of there. But a man who always listened to his instincts and never his mind was nothing more than an animal, so Kril forced himself to wait. 
 
    Across the way, he heard Trin whistle. 
 
    Ferny shot her a glance, and it was enough to shut her up. 
 
    After what seemed like an eternity but was probably nowhere near it, the man looked up from his station. “You’re cleared for approach. Please follow the provided flight plan precisely. Deviation from it will be taken as hostile intent, and you will be destroyed. Thank you for your compliance.” 
 
    “Comms off,” Ferny said. 
 
    Done, Erid replied.  
 
    “Friendly sorts,” Kril said, with as much sarcasm as he could muster over his nerves. 
 
    “You ain’t seen the half of it,” Trin told him. “Let me start us movin’ toward the landing site, and I’ll put a scan onscreen.” 
 
    She did, and for once, Kril was glad he hadn’t known the situation beforehand. 
 
    The coordinates that Ferny had given him, the beacon he’d managed to find with the hyperlight scan and use as a nav point, had taken Nomad’s Land in front of an enormous bowl. Many kilometers in diameter, it was curved inward facing the ship, and even if it had only been lined with plasfoil, the amount of metal it had taken to create this thing was considerable.  
 
    Even more amazing, it was only one of many. Trin swept the view back and forth, showing dozens and dozens of these things, blanketing nearby space. 
 
    And behind them were large, black lumps, studded with winking lights and protrusions that Kril could tell with a glance were railguns and shipbuster missiles. Four, five, six little stations in a line that made it clear the Fiddlers hadn’t been bluffing about certain destruction. 
 
    “From what I’ve heard, they have every significant vector covered,” Ferny said, moving to stand by Kril and lay her hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry. The hard part’s done. But for the love of all the gods, stay on the approach vector, all right?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t you worry about that,” Kril said, as Trin took them in, and the next few rows of defensive measures rolled by. These were minefields, by the look of it. “We ain’t setting a foot out of line. I like our toes too much.” 
 
    Mines. Drones. More stations, though these were spread farther apart. Orbiting dishes, much like the one that Nomad’s Land had fetched up against. All of these things and more, they slid past in the silence of the dark, flickering AR beacons directing them to thread a crooked and slow path where one false step meant death. 
 
    It was worrisome for another reason, Kril reflected as they went. Leaving this place without permission and planning would be slow and risky at best. Their usual tactic of running the hell away from trouble wouldn’t be reliable here. 
 
    “Head on, then,” he muttered. 
 
    It was a pretty planet, he gave it that. 
 
    Once they were through the defensive lines, and the dark was lightening around them, as they started their slow descent through atmo, the world was all green, with wine-dark oceans, great black stretches of water that had unimaginably long spanning bridges connecting the glowing lights of cities studding them like cups of jewels floating in a greater basin. There were cities on the land, too, but trees and plants of ludicrous height broke up their light, made them harder to spot. This was a well-settled world, fully under man’s control, and the humans who had molded it were unafraid to show off their mastery of its nature. 
 
    “I hate it,” said Trin. “Looks pretty, but it’s all artificial underneath. You can tell they got hundreds, thousands of systems set up to keep it all styled up like some pampered doggo breed. And just like one of those lap doggos, you know that if things went wrong, it’d fall over dead in a heartbeat. Give me somethin’ wild and untamed any day.” 
 
    Kril smirked. “How’d that work out with your last boyfriend and all?” 
 
    “You shut up about Drexel. He weren’t that bad.” 
 
    “He shot you in the ass and tried to make off with our cargo.” 
 
    “He could’ve got me in the back. He was aimin’ to wound. Didn’t deserve you killin’ him.” 
 
    Kril remembered a hasty, frantic scrabble in the darkness as the guy tried to knee him in the bits over and over again, breaking fingers defending himself before finding the gun that he’d knocked out of Drexel’s hand and finishing matters. “You’re right.” 
 
    She grinned in triumph. 
 
    “He deserved way worse.” 
 
    She frowned in annoyance. 
 
    “I’d love to go diving in the oceans. At least the parts where they didn’t put megafauna back into them,” Ferny said, gazing at the display. “I understand there’s a few Fiddlers who have tried out similar modifications to ours. Though for them it’s more of a fad than a commitment. Most of them transition back when they’ve had their fill of the sea.” 
 
    “Ever thought about giving up the gills?” Kril asked, before realizing it might be a tactless question. “Sorry, you don’t got to answer that if it’s offensive.” 
 
    “It’s a little more involved of a process for us. Expensive and it comes with a lot of drawbacks,” Ferny said. “We were genetically modified, so reworking that would require a lot of pain, and suffering, and regular treatments to keep it that way.” She shrugged. “I won’t deny that having to operate in non-amphy company most of the time gets a little uncomfy, but I’d rather make do then change myself completely for mere convenience.”  
 
    She gestured at the screen. “For the Fiddler’s, it’s easier. Their medical technology is top-notch, and they’re smart enough to keep it cheap enough for the poorest of their citizens, so trying out aquamods for a few months then reverting back after they’re done... that’s not too difficult. Back to baseline, just like that.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Kril nodded, shooting a glance to his sister. 
 
    Trin was looking at her with an unreadable expression. Regret? Memory? Her augs were of a different nature, and there was no coming back from them. He could only guess what she thought about people doing it for fun. 
 
    Light shuddered, as the dampening fields compensated for the shift into full atmo, and their trajectory became a glowing line downward. For a second, he thought it was taking them into the ocean, but as they approached, he could see their destination was on the very tip of one landmass, right on the coast. It wasn’t far from one of those jeweled cities nestled back among some tall trees, maybe a hundred miles, but it didn’t look like there was much in the way of civilization down in that particular spot. 
 
    They touched down on the edge of the sea, on the only clear bluff overlooking the waves. The rest of the land around was covered in tall conifers, something like the highpines of Kril’s own home. It brought back memories, particularly when waterfowl fled squawking from the ship’s intrusion. There was nobody waiting for them; there were no structures, no signs of life, and if they hadn’t spent the last hour threading the orbital defenses and following a precise and pre-determined path, Kril would have thought that this was the wrong site. 
 
    Kril moved to the airlock with Ferny in tow and found Lysanda already waiting, beaming, with a rat carrier in hand. 
 
    “Maybe save seeding this world ’til you’re sure we ain’t being watched,” Kril told the doctor. 
 
    “Better to ask forgiveness than permission, I’ve usually found,” Lysanda said. “Besides, I can’t help it if I leave the cage door ajar and some of my pets get away from me.” 
 
    “Don’t,” Ferny said softly, as she adjusted the strap of a colorful purse on her shoulder. “There is no prison here for offworlders, and they merely await the excuse to execute you.” 
 
    “Besides, we’re bein’ watched,” Trin said, strolling out from the bridge and grabbing a jacket and some long trousers to pull over her metal legs.  
 
    “You comin’ on this one?” Kril asked. 
 
    “Looks a little like home,” was all she said, and it was all she needed to say. 
 
    “Come on then. Basque, you’ve got the ship,” Kril called back. It was more a reminder than anything else; they’d discussed it before landing and decided that since he was on at least one Storner shit list, it was better if he hid his face while at the heart of Storner territory. 
 
    “Just get the supplies we need, and I’ll have plenty to do!” the big man called back. 
 
    Kril popped the airlock once they were ready, letting out stale, recycled air and taking a deep breath of the loamy breeze. It didn’t quite smell like home. The vegetation was different, and the ocean had gods knew what in it, but it smelled clean and fresh and green, and it brought back good memories regardless. He stepped out, looking up and around at the towering trees and felt his mood ease a bit. They weren’t expecting treachery, but if it came here, then this’d be a good place for his ghost to haunt for a while. 
 
    “So,” Trin said, smiling as she came up to him and stood side by side on the bluff, staring down at the ocean on one side, and a small valley on the other. 
 
    “Yeah,” was all he replied with. Didn’t need to say more. It was a good mood. 
 
    Behind him he heard Ferny and Lysanda chatting and moving down the bluff, into the underbrush. He tracked motion in the doctor’s pants legs, and without too much surprise, he saw tails flashing out of their trouser cuffs and into the tall grasses. He rolled his eyes and looked away. Lysanda had been warned and taken the chance anyway. Couldn’t fault that but wouldn’t condone it, and if the doctor got caught Kril would have to think hard before putting his neck on the line for them.  
 
    Still warranted a good talk, once they were off this planet. Lysanda had a stubborn streak, Kril had noticed. That might be a problem down the road. 
 
    And just as he moved to join them, he heard the sound of a distant engine whirring. A wind blew through the trees, and from the west, he caught the lights of a moving vehicle.  
 
    They would have company very soon, and a lot was riding on this meeting. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 21: GAMES 
 
      
 
    There WAS a road; it was just very well hidden. The vehicle that had followed it, a hovercraft of fairly impressive size, stopped well short of the bluff and settled to the ground. Antennae along its frame turned, and Kril was dead certain that they were being scanned by various devices. 
 
    Kril wasn’t too worried. He’d left the grenades back on the ship. He was packing a slugger, true, but the magazine was in a different pocket. 
 
    The thought had crossed his mind that Trin’s cybernetics might cause a ruckus, but there wasn’t much to be done about that. Besides, they were handing off stolen goods. The client would be bringing along their own muscle, or they were a damned idiot. 
 
    The client wasn’t a damned idiot. After a moment, messages pinged on his retinal HUD. Kril blinked his open, glanced around to see his crew doing the same. 
 
    Welcome to Fiddler’s Green. Come on down to the camper. 
 
    A door on the side of the hovercraft slid open. Ferny waved at them and started picking her way through the brush with Lysanda close behind. 
 
    “We got a different definition of camping,” Kril said to Trin, as he started down the slope. “Thing’s bigger than our old house.” 
 
    “Doubt it’s as cozy,” Trin said, sticking her hands in her pockets. “Probably fewer rats, though.” 
 
    “Don’t tell Lysanda that,” Kril murmured and watched Ferny and Lysanda grasp the handles and step up and into the craft. The vitals monitoring program that Erid had set up for them didn’t blink or sound any alarms, so Kril felt his pulse relax a bit. Just a bit. 
 
    The door led into an airlock setup, with a viewing port to the side and a shady figure watching from behind opaque plasteel. As the door shut behind them, a drawer opened underneath the viewing port. 
 
    “Please deposit your weapons in there. Herman will take good care of them until you’re ready to leave,” came a man’s voice from a hidden speaker. 
 
    Kril nodded, put in both slugger and magazine, paused, then dropped his belt knife in as well. Trin came up with her own autoslugger and garotte. Lysanda added their autohypo to the pile, and Ferny spread her hands. 
 
    Ferny cleared her throat. “Really now, Lord. It’s quite clear that any treachery at this stage would be the height of stupidity. We’re not leaving this planet if we betray you.” 
 
    “Realistically, I believe you. Theoretically, I can’t rule out the possibility. I’m sure you understand, my dear.” 
 
    Ferny sighed, reached into her mouth, and popped out a few teeth that glinted with metal before dropping them in the tray. She smacked her lips, licked away a little blood. “They’re just a bit painful when I put them back in, that’s all.” 
 
    “I appreciate the effort. And it will be reflected in your hazard pay.” 
 
    The drawer slid shut, and the portal in the opposite wall slid open. 
 
    And when Kril stepped inside, he stumbled, hesitated, then stared around. 
 
    The hovercraft had vanished. No, that wasn’t right. No, from inside this room it was translucent. The systems of the hovercraft were projecting a display of the area around the hovercraft. He was standing on a metal platform in the middle of the forest, with a clear view of the bluff they’d descended. Up, left, right, every part, save for the open door behind him showed an unobstructed line of sight to the rest of the forest and the road that cut it to the north and south.  
 
    It was a convincing illusion. Even the scent of it was real, and he couldn’t hear any sounds that weren’t natural sounds of the wild. 
 
    Kril whistled between his teeth and stepped in. The door slid shut behind him, then faded away to reveal the patch of forest that had been missing from the tableau. 
 
    In the center of the platform, a man waited at a table. 
 
    He was older, with a lined face and close-cut gray hair that was rapidly losing ground to pale white, a bit stocky but with muscles in there that betokened a well-maintained physical regiment. A cane rested on the table, a cane with an owl’s head for a handle. The man’s fingers curled around it, and his faded blue eyes studied the four of them as they peered around the room that, for all intents and purposes, was a clearing. 
 
    “Lord Hauer,” Ferny curtseyed. “Thank you for your hospitality.” 
 
    “I won’t deny that company at this stage of the game is a small breach of protocol.” It was the same voice they’d heard in the camper’s airlock. Dry and reserved but not without warmth. “But my departed mother would have my head if I were anything but a gracious host. Come. Sit. I can call up a fire if you like.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind one,” Trin said, sliding up to one of the three round benches that encircled the table, and settling into it. “Bit cold down here.” 
 
    The man nodded. “Mason, give us a campfire.” 
 
    A few meters away, a circle of stones appeared one by one, followed by kindling that stacked into a pyramid and set itself ablaze. Instantly the area grew warmer, and the scent of woodsmoke filled the air. 
 
    No actual smoke, though, Kril noted. He took his own seat at the table, next to Trin, and saw Lysanda settle between himself and Ferny. “Neat trick,” he said, feeling the back of his jacket warm. 
 
    “I’m a regular magician,” Lord Hauer said, shrugging. “Parlor tricks, you know.” 
 
    “I don’t, actually,” Kril said. “Name’s Granger, Captain Kril Granger. This is my sister, Trin. Ship’s doctor, Lysanda. And I reckon you know Ferny already.” 
 
    “Come now, Captain Granger. Did you come to state the obvious at me?” The man softened his words with a smile. “But in the case she has not informed you, I am Harford Hauer. Lord Hauer, at least for a few more years, I think.” 
 
    “What happens after that?” Trin asked. 
 
    “I expect I shall be dead, and my children shall continue fighting over the title.” 
 
    Kril winced and shot Trin a look. She bit her lip and flicked her eyes at him, then back, with an audible click. But Lord Hauer didn’t seem insulted by the question, as he gathered up his cane from the table and used it to stir the fire. “I’ve made my peace with it. Just using the time I’ve got left to wrap up a few outstanding pieces of business.” 
 
    It wasn’t the best lead in, but Kril felt he had to speak up or miss his window. “Lord Hauer, I wonder if we could talk about business. After you’re done with Ferny’s business, of course.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Lord Hauer gave him a calm smile. “I have little need of business from smugglers after this is resolved.” 
 
    “It ain’t exactly that.” 
 
    “Then we’ll discuss after proper business has been finished. Fernilia, will you show me the sample, then?” 
 
    Ferny nodded and took out her purse. Popping the clasps, she reached in and withdrew the angel statue that Kril had examined back in the Warrens, just a few days ago. 
 
    Lord Hauer took it, examined it from every angle, then put it on the table and nodded. “Tabitha?” 
 
    It took a second for Kril to realize that the Lord wasn’t talking to them. A woman’s voice chimed out of midair. “The signal matches. Either it’s the original or someone removed and transplanted the chip into an identical statuette.” 
 
    “There we are, then,” Lord Hauer’s face sagged into a relieved smile. “All right. I’m satisfied.” He reached into his pocket, withdrew an envelope, and passed it to Ferny. “Payment in full.” 
 
    Ferny’s smile showed equal relief, but Kril noticed a bit of tension in her posture as she cracked the seal and examined the documents. “I’m going to have to confirm with the banks, you understand,” she said, studying them carefully. “But once they tell me that the real estate is back in our hands, I’ll have my associates here start moving the rest of the goods over.” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Lord Hauer said. 
 
    Ferny froze. “What?” 
 
    “The sole object of value to me in that haul was this statue. And now it is mine,” he smiled, picking it up and turning it over in his hands. “The rest, while doubtless valuable, is of no particular interest to me.” 
 
    “You tricked me?” Ferny whispered. “Why?” 
 
    “I tricked you, my dear, but I’m not cheating you. You’re paid in full, and you’ll leave here alive and unarrested. You’ll have to pretend to be the diplomat you posed as, of course and shake a few hands, but that’s hardly a challenge for a con artist of your caliber.” 
 
    Ferny paled, and Kril watched the tension stiffen her spine. 
 
    “I have to admit I’m comin’ in late to this story,” Kril said, glancing between her and Hauer. “But I get the feeling that there’s shenanigans going on. Care to enlighten a simple man?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I don’t care to enlighten you. I’ve wasted quite a lot of my time before explaining my methods to the unappreciative and found it entirely disappointing. But I’ll make you a wager.” He straightened up, leaning on his owl cane as he stared into Kril’s eyes. “Tell me what you can deduce of my plan, and if enough of it matches reality, then I shall listen to your business proposal with equanimity rather than the instant rejection that I was planning. If you fail, you will depart immediately, and never speak of our meeting, or seek to meet with me again.” 
 
    “May I ask a condition?” Lysanda spoke, for the first time. 
 
    “One may always ask,” Hauer said. When his eyes left Kril’s, Kril felt himself sag with relief. The man had an intensity that made it impossible to look away, a raw force of personality and confidence that was terrible in its own right. He’d met priests with less conviction. 
 
    But Lysanda met it with an easy smile, and no hint of fear or discomfort. “A crew’s only as good as their captain, and a captain’s only as good as their crew. May we aid him in conjecture?” 
 
    “You may, Miss Lysanda.” 
 
    A hint of irritation then, but Lysanda covered it by tucking a blonde curl back behind their ear. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Of course, since I’m extending that courtesy, I can’t make it too easy. No hints, Fernilia.” Lord Hauer tapped the cane at her feet. “Say nothing without my leave and control your reactions.” 
 
    “Lord Hauer hired you to retrieve about twelve big boxes of things from Etoufe...” Kril began, only to be interrupted by a familiar text on his retinas. 
 
    Incorrect. I’ve spoken with Ferny. She arrived while Roth was in power. 
 
    “...Roth, I mean. Ferny showed up before Etoufe took power,” Kril said. “Or maybe the Warrens in general, I’m pretty sure I didn’t see all the stuff she hauled out in Roth’s treasure rooms before.” 
 
    “Reality is currently satisfied,” Hauer said. “Proceed with your conjecture.” 
 
    “But now you’re telling me that the angel’s the only thing you cared about. Now, I’ve seen that thing in Roth’s displays before, so it’s been something you’ve been wanting a while, and since he showed it to most outworlders who came through the Warrens, I suppose that’s how you heard it was there.” 
 
    “Then why, pray tell, did I ask for more?” Hauer tapped his cane on the ground. 
 
    Kril hesitated, and Trin jumped in. 
 
    “That part’s simple,” Trin said. “Tell a thief you want one specific object, the thief might grab it, then try to renegotiate. Squeeze you for more. Tell ’em you want a heap of things, then they won’t know which to squeeze you on. You just made some insurance for yourself, is all.” 
 
    Hauer tilted his head, turned those shocking eyes on Kril. “Your crewmate has spoken. Do you concur, Captain?” 
 
    Occam’s Razor says yes, Erid sent. 
 
    “It does seem the simplest explanation,” Lysanda spoke. “I’d also point out that Ferny has admitted to being a skilled forger, as she copied and replaced many items without Etoufe knowing. This would also protect you against her slipping you a forgery, as the amount of work to forge every item in the collection would be frankly, astronomical.” 
 
    “Both sound good,” Kril said. “I trust their logic.” 
 
    “The two of them do raise good points.” Hauer nodded. “Close enough to reality that you’re still ahead of the curve, Captain. I will also say that I wished to restrict her time to double-cross me in that window between when she’d gotten the statuette and when she returned it to me. With a larger number of stolen items, she’d need to arrange her exit more carefully and have less time to evade discovery. With only one, smaller item she might slip out unnoticed and take her time returning to me, doing god knows what with it or even contacting my rivals. With a larger cargo that necessitated a chaotic distraction or additional shipping expense... or both... she would, by nature, return it to me as soon as possible.” 
 
    Clever, Erid said. Watch this one. Be certain of any bargain you make with him, check the wording carefully. He sees the oblique angles well. 
 
    “That makes sense,” Kril said.  
 
    “But you’re not done yet, Captain.” Hauer looked back to the statue. “How did I ensure that this item was the sample she brought me? How did I ensure that the first thing she put into my hands was this exact statuette?” 
 
    Kril paused. 
 
    His first instinct was to say, “You told her to,” but Ferny was white-knuckling the table, so he doubted it was that simple.  
 
    It couldn’t have been that simple, now that he thought of it. If Hauer had asked her for that specific item, then she might’ve understood that it was the most valuable thing to him. No, this was the tricky part.  
 
    Kril felt like he was back in school again and hated it. He’d never been good at tests. 
 
    The moment of silence stretched. 
 
    “Hm...” Hauer grunted, sounding disappointed. 
 
    “The purse,” Trin said, tapping it. “Ferny didn’t use this purse ’til today. Maybe...” 
 
    “May I?” Kril asked Ferny. She hesitated, looked to Hauer. 
 
    “You may,” Hauer said. 
 
    Kril flipped through it. A few useful things, her makeup kit, and inside pockets that contained what looked, at a glance, to be personal possessions. There wasn’t much else, it wasn’t a big purse. 
 
    And just as he had that thought, Erid wrote on his retinas again. 
 
    The statue’s the smallest object in Ferny’s haul. Nothing else would fit in that purse without risking damage to its structure. 
 
    Could it be that simple? 
 
    Lysanda reached out and took it from him, running their fingers over the fabric, turning it over and around. “No materials tag. Machined, made to look handwoven. I’m quite unfamiliar with the fabric... let me check the ship’s database...” 
 
    On it, Erid said. The make is unique, but the style matches several high-end boutique lines from Fiddler’s Green, one of which is owned by House Hauer. 
 
    “You didn’t tell her to bring you the sample in the purse...” Kril said, slowly, watching Hauer carefully. But the man showed not a tell, in body or in eyes. “But you sure as hell gave her the purse, and maybe implied that she should bring you the sample in that.” 
 
    Ferny groaned and squeezed her eyes shut. 
 
    “You were doing so well, too,” Hauer told Kril, sighing. Then he looked back to the rest of the crew, sweeping his eyes across them. “No, no, don’t worry. You’ve done well enough, given the information on hand. In fact, when she first started trying to... let’s say, audition for the job, the purse was the very first gift I gave her. And I praised her more, whenever she wore it in my company. And so, she brought the sample in it, as I knew she would when I first gave it to her, over a year ago.” 
 
    Feed his ego. Erid advised. 
 
    “Damn.” Kril whistled. “You don’t miss a trick.” 
 
    Hauer smirked. “Close enough to reality. There are details you couldn’t know of course, and there’s conjecture I couldn’t reasonably expect you to arrive at. You don’t know the history of this particular piece, I expect.” He lost the smirk as he looked at the angel statue. “Or its significance.” 
 
    He was quiet then, turning it over in his hands as the illusory fire popped and crackled, its heat now a little uncomfortable on Kril’s back. 
 
    “It was my third daughter’s work,” he said, finally. “She was an artist, a sculptor. And this, along with a few of her other pieces, attracted offworld attention. She was to send the pieces along and reap a handsome payment. But...” he sighed. “Artists are too independent, too headstrong. And she was no exception. She pulled strings, called in favors, shipped out on the freighter. 
 
    “And when I found what she had done and traced the ship, you can imagine my horror when I found that it had been waylaid by pirates.” 
 
    Kril exhaled. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be. If I thought you had anything to do with it, any responsibility at all, you would have suffered the fate I inflicted upon them.” Lord Hauer’s smile was grim. “They did not die swiftly.” 
 
    The fire crackled, and Kril had nothing to say. 
 
    Trin did, though. “What was her name?” 
 
    “Octavia.” 
 
    “It’s a pretty name. And pretty work.” 
 
    “It is. She blossomed when she found out how much it was valued, out in Dangarry.” Hauer sighed. “That’s why she couldn’t stay away, I suppose. Ah well. Now it will be passed down the family, as it should have been. An heirloom and a cautionary tale of the dangers outside our home world.” He put it back on the table, and his smile was pleasant, his features bland again as he looked to Kril. “You have earned your business proposal. Speak concisely and without attempted deception, Captain Granger.” 
 
    Kril cleared his throat. “All right then. I’d like you to be our patron. We’re planning a long-range exploration and to do some work in a different region of the galaxy. But we need supplies and trade goods to cover the journey. If you supply them, I’ll happily share any discoveries, give you the charts, and cut you in on a majority share of any gross profits. How’s that sound?” 
 
    Hauer stared at him. “This is your proposal?” 
 
    “It’s a fairly standard exploration charter,” Kril said. 
 
    “Yes, and there are any number of organizations focusing in exploration who could fund you. You could contact your local bondsmen easily to try and arrange a contract... ah. Ahhhhh. But that takes time, and a good rating. Perhaps you do not have those. I read urgency in your eyes. I see desperation. You need this now.” 
 
    Kril inhaled, caught himself. 
 
    “Why is that?” Hauer asked. “No, no, I’m not certain that I care, not yet, and my time is growing short. I will offer you a choice, Kril Granger.” 
 
    He reached into his pocket, and he pulled out something small, black, and thin. He placed it on the table with a metallic “click.” 
 
    “This coin is from Terra. One of the last minted physical coins produced before the last war. Some nation-state that even the history books barely remember,” Hauer shrugged. “The eagle on the back? That’s tails. The bald fellow on the front? That’s heads.” 
 
    Kril took it, turned it over. It was worn, stained from centuries of handling. The images that Hauer described were barely visible on the coin, more suggestions than engravings.  
 
    But they were distinct enough. 
 
    “You may subject it to any test you desire to verify that it flips fairly,” Lord Hauer said. “And when you are ready, you may flip it. Heads and I give you three million Greenbacks worth of supplies and trade goods, no questions asked, and I will ask no share from your profits. Tails and you give me your ship. I will arrange passage offworld for all of you to a place of your desire, and any possessions that may be on the ship will go with you. But you will cease to be a captain, Kril Granger.” 
 
    Kril turned the coin over and over in his hands, stared at it. It felt balanced. 
 
    Fifty-fifty. Even odds. 
 
    Don’t. Wrote Erid. 
 
    “Maybe worth a shot...” Trin whispered. 
 
    “Oh dear. There’s a lot on the line, mm?” Lysanda said. “I don’t know that I’d be brave enough to flip that coin.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve got all the rest of those art pieces and trade bars, so I’ll be fine if you lose...” Ferny said. 
 
    Kril lifted the coin, tucked his thumb under it, stared Hauer in the eyes, met that mad-eyed, forceful glare, felt the heat of the fire at his back, heard the crackle, saw the leaves rustle on trees surrounding the hovercraft. 
 
    And then he put the coin down. “No deal,” he said. “Thank you for your time.” 
 
    He started back toward the place he’d come in, and his crew rose to join him, but the door didn’t open. 
 
    “Captain Granger,” Hauer continued. “I offered you a choice, remember? And congratulations, by the way. You chose correctly.” 
 
    Kril glanced back. 
 
    “You correctly deduced the trap. The coin is mundane, ordinary. It does indeed give even odds. But you are in my domain, and my servants control every other aspect of it. Including the gravity. You knew, Captain Granger, you KNEW that I would control how it fell.” Hauer was beaming now. 
 
    Kril didn’t have the heart to tell him that actually, he just knew his luck, and he didn’t trust any coin to flip in his favor. 
 
    “So, what now?” Kril said, returning to the table. 
 
    “Now we talk about a job,” Lord Hauer said, still smiling, and visibly relaxing as he stirred the fire with his cane again. “I’ll be your patron, but there’s something I want you to do for me, first. I have a very important cargo that needs to leave here clandestinely, and I think you’re the man to deliver it...” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 22: FISHING 
 
      
 
      
 
    The days passed, much as Lord Hauer had said they would. They stayed isolated out at the landing spot, enjoying being planetside for a change. Occasionally someone would call for “the ambassador,” and she’d disappear into her cabin. After the third call she told them that there would be a visitor coming out in two days, but it would probably be a perfunctory meeting. That suited Kril fine, and he spent the first day checking over the ship, scouring the outside with the duster and running diagnostics alongside Basque. 
 
    On the second day, Kril went fishing. 
 
    With the promise of more feedstock on the way, Kril fabbed up a rod and tackle and went strolling up northerly, following the coast around. Waterfowl honked at him as he went, and amphibians splooshed into the water as he passed them. Reeds rustled in the wind of this lonely part of the wilderness, and despite the tension, he felt himself relax. 
 
    That lasted all of eight minutes or so, then he heard the sounds behind him. Someone was following his trail. 
 
    Kril sighed, waited until he turned the next bend, and leaned up against a tree. They were making enough noise he was pretty sure it wasn’t trouble, but he loosened his slugger in its holster anyway. 
 
    And moving down the bank, sun hat clasped to their head, dress ruffling in the breeze, came Lysanda. 
 
    Kril waved, got a pale-skinned arm waving back in return as Lysanda joined him. 
 
    “I’m out here to fish. You?” 
 
    Lysanda beamed and held up a long bag. “I repeated your last replication. I do hope you don’t mind company, dear man?” 
 
    Kril thought it over. Solitude was half the point of fishing, as he saw it. But Lysanda wasn’t much of a bother, compared to Basque or Ferny, or even Trin. “I came out here to get away for a few hours, but if you’re willing to give me more silence than sound, we can give it a shot.” 
 
    “Not only am I game, but I am also set and match,” Lysanda smiled their big-toothed smile. 
 
    Kril eyed them. “I’m gonna assume that’s a ‘sure’,” he said and led the way up the coast. 
 
    About twenty minutes later they found a place that looked promising: plenty of fallen trees out at the surf line, with the jewel-like lights of some facility or dwelling out on the horizon. The sun was catty-cornered here, sort of northeasterly, so they could sit without it glaring into their eyes, and Kril found a log to park himself on and got to casting. 
 
    It was nice, out here. The noise from the ship wasn’t audible, now that he and Basque had finished the bulk of the maintenance testing. The big man was busy disassembling and putting back together all the quieter little mechanisms that Kril would let him touch, (and probably a few things that Kril had asked him to spare) and burning through a good portion of the ship’s feedstock to do so. But so long as Lord Hauer held up his end of the bargain, that was acceptable. 
 
    If. If was a mighty wobbly word, all things considered. 
 
    He got his first nibble while he worried and put those worries aside as he stood and reeled in something small and long, kind of like a cross between a fish and an eel. He’d worn gloves because he didn’t know the local critters so well, and he was happy about that now, as it scraped spiny flukes along his hand when he grabbed it. 
 
    “Think it’s edible?” he asked Lysanda. 
 
    “Absolutely not in the slightest!” Lysanda cheerfully supplied. “The chemicals they put in the local water to prevent algae bloom would destroy your digestive tract, and this beast is soaked in them.” 
 
    “Damn,” Kril said and junked the hook out of its lip, cast it back into the ocean with a long underhand throw. “And here I brought meal to batter my catch in, too.” 
 
    “Perchance you could repurpose it to a snack. Definitely don’t eat anything here. This place has been well-sculpted to mimic unspoiled wilderness, but the microbes powering that particular arrangement are many, mighty, and malevolent.” Lysanda reeled their own line in, considered it, then cast out again. 
 
    “Something took the bait from your hook,” Kril said as he slid another plastic lure onto his own. 
 
    “Incorrect. There was never any bait there in the first place.” Lysanda watched the bobber placidly. 
 
    “To some, that’s how fools fish. To others, that’s how masters work,” Kril said, settling next to them on the log. 
 
    “I consider myself somewhere in between. But time will tell which side is predominant.” 
 
    Kril caught a couple more fish. Another half-eel, and something that was flat and disklike and looked at him with two big, mournful eyes. That one got skimmed like an exercise disk, and sliced into the water with ease. After that, and the sun had moved a few more degrees, he felt settled enough to glance over at Lysanda and ask the burning question. “So what’s on your mind?” 
 
    “Much.” Lysanda closed their mouth, considering. They ran their tongue over their teeth, then caught and held Kril’s gaze. “You want to take us on a deep-space exploration.” 
 
    “Mostly. Out of the Diaspora, anyway. I’m thinking coreward.” 
 
    “Mm. The direction that I came from.” 
 
    “Yeah...” Kril hesitated. “You’re seeing problems? Worried about your bounty?” 
 
    “Perhaps. Though there are measures I can take. My flesh is as malleable as I want it to be, and I’m a skilled enough surgeon to alter myself to any situation, really.” Lysanda shrugged. “In the old days, people would have to go under knives for this sort of thing. Now, between medicines, genetic therapy, and body modification treatments, it’s barely more than a few days’ trouble at most so long as you keep the change gradual.” 
 
    “That ain’t the answer that Ferny gave when I asked her about shedding her gills,” Kril said. “It’s really that easy?” 
 
    “Yes, and that’s because she’s a Storner. As is Basque, and he didn’t know about Marknines.” Lysanda frowned. “Basic radiation therapy, that. Been around for ages. Strange to be this close to Terra, and to find an empire that’s so deficient, at least medically.” 
 
    “Can’t speak to that,” Kril shrugged. “It’s probably just techdrift. They’ll catch up when it gets profitable or easy enough. But we’re way off on a tangent, here. What’s your worry about going coreward, Doctor? Just a simple question.” 
 
    “Oh, the question was definitely of the simple variety. But the answer is of a complexity that doesn’t match the question.” Lysanda stared at their bobber, as the wind blew it gently toward the tangle of logs. “While my bounty is of little worry, provided that fortune and foresight steer us clear of the slings and arrows of righteous indignation, I wonder if you are prepared for the... culture shock that comes with the Liminal Marches.” 
 
    “The Liminal Marches?” Kril shot them a look, then glanced back to see his bobber go under. He muttered swears and reeled, but he knew by the give that the bait was gone; the hook unset. 
 
    “Just a local term for them, from my home region. Which is very civilized. Though not excessively more so than here. I was very surprised to find the Diaspora as peaceful as it is, overall.” 
 
    “Bondsmen are to thank for that,” Kril said. “And the Stompers.” 
 
    “I never did receive the full picture as to how and why that works. Or who they were, to begin with. I’ve been forced to work with contextual clues. Might I trouble you for a more in-depth explanation?” 
 
    Kril shrugged, leaned the rod to the side and reached into his coat for the cans of beer he’d brought along. Couldn’t do fishing without beer. Just wasn’t the same. He’d figured he’d be out here for two beers, but company demanded hospitality, so he handed one over and drank as he considered the best way to explain things. 
 
    “So... you know how the Monnichiwan sent the first wave out. That’s where we came from. Original Scrappers.” 
 
    “I do. Not many of you left, in my home. Most of the original Monnichiwan hulls were nationalized or pirated in fairly short order.” 
 
    “Same here. But some of the first wave found a fleet that the Pale Riders missed. It was heading out toward the Magellan clouds, a whole lot of colonization vessels, designed for long-term cryosleep. The Scrappers who found it woke up the folks in charge of the fleet, and they decided to turn around, lend their resources to rebuilding the galaxy.” 
 
    “From the goodness of their hearts?” Lysanda lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    Kril laughed. “Fragg, no. They were rebels from the old Terra that was. They were surprised to learn about the gate failures, that’s how old they were.” His laughter faded. “Got some old-fashioned ideas, too. Like how everyone should listen to them and obey their laws. That said, most of their laws are just common sense decency. Problem is, at the end of the day, they’re all people. And there’s good and bad people alike in every organization.” 
 
    “I’m sensing a personal involvement,” Lysanda popped the tab on their beer and drank. They grimaced, then tried to hide their expression. 
 
    “Was a time when they were going hard against the pirates and catching a few systems in the crossfire,” Kril said, staring down into his beer. “Trin and I might have helped carry a few people back and forth between talks to de-escalate things. And maybe talk to the Stompers about how they needed to stop seizing hyperlight ships on the slightest pretext.” 
 
    “The greater good?” Lysanda mused. 
 
    “That’s their kinda language.” Kril said. “That’s why there’s bondsmen. The bondsmen are the ones who keep records on ships and people. They work with the Stompers, but they ain’t the Stompers. And so long as the bondsmen can verify that the captains and ships do business fair and square, the Stompers can’t go after them without a damn good reason. It kinda works out. They enforce some basic laws in systems that work with them, go after pirates, and even do a little good sometimes with search n’ rescue.” 
 
    “So... why Stompers? That’s a nom de guerre, I suppose?” 
 
    “Nom dagger? What?” 
 
    “An alias.” 
 
    “Weird. Translator didn’t catch that. Naw, they’re called Stompers because they like power armor and because of their logo. Second-Terran-Magellanic-Protocol.” 
 
    “Did they ever reach the Magellan clouds?” 
 
    Kril sucked his teeth, did some math. “Don’t know if all their fleet stopped, or started coming back, or settled down or if only some of them did. Figure if they used some of the hyperlight ships they got to keep traveling that way, they’d have about a century or so to go. So I’m gonna guess no.” 
 
    “Hm... True, true. It is fairly far, from the few charts I’ve seen,” Lysanda looked out at the sea. “The Bondsmen and the Stompers worry you, don’t they?” 
 
    “Ain’t sure what you’re talking about,” Kril said, baiting his hook and standing to cast. 
 
    “Well. I was watching the body language between yourself and our estimable host during the negotiation. And there was quite a lot of tension in your spine when he mentioned the bondsmen.” 
 
    Kril tangled his line in the weeds, cursed, and bought time by wading out to get it free.  
 
    But Lysanda would not be deterred. “You could have gone through the bondsmen, but you didn’t. And seemingly out of the blue, you’re trying to get a quick patronage for a far-range exploration, of all things. Captain Granger, I’m afraid I have to insist on some answers. My future is currently intertwined with yours, after all. Please. Be honest, dear man.” 
 
    Kril exhaled, standing there in the water, sandy dirt swirling around his boots. 
 
    It didn’t suit him to conceal things. And hell, maybe Lysanda could help, somehow. 
 
    “Told you a while back that my last crew mutinied, tried to kill everyone else, and take the ship,” Kril said, wading back to shore. “I didn’t know why, ’cept for they were getting a payday from someone else. Stupid as hell, I thought. If word got back to the bondsmen, they’d get Stompers on their tail until they got caught or found their graves. Well, it turns out they weren’t as stupid as I thought.” 
 
    Kril called up the message that Erid had translated a few days ago and sent it on to Lysanda. 
 
    Lysanda frowned and read aloud. “Vendharans incoming. Turn T over to them, dispose of remainder, and find a place to lie low for seven-hundred and twenty hours. After that, our agent in STMP will justify your actions and no charges or bond penalty.” 
 
    “Yep,” Kril said, settling back down on the log. “So, you can see the problem.” 
 
    “Seven hundred and twenty hours...” 
 
    “That’s about a month around here.” 
 
    “And your last crew mutinied...” 
 
    “Not quite a month ago, but I don’t know when they got that message,” Kril said. 
 
    “It’s a scanned image. Physical message?” Lysanda tapped their teeth, thinking. Their fingernails clicked against enamel, made a sound like their rats did when they were happy. “Why leave such evidence lying around?” 
 
    “There were three of them conspiring, and it’s tight quarters,” Kril said. “Probably couldn’t talk about it out loud, didn’t want to risk emails. Figure the tech guy got the signal through whatever comm bypass he was running and printed out messages for the others. And Camomile, bless her heart, either lost hers or kept it ’cause she had a hoarding streak. 
 
    “Either way, that agent in the Stompers? That’s a problem. Could be a lie their employer cooked up to convince the mutineers they’d get out of jail free. But it could be real,” Kril said, staring out at the ocean. “Either way, I got someone unknown gunning for Trin. Figure I’ll put a couple hundred light years twixt us and them and let things cool a mite. So, I’ll ask, again, do you have a problem if we head coreward, Doctor?” 
 
    “Now that you’ve made bare the logic behind the decision, and it no longer seems like random whim? None at all. There may come difficulties, but should they become too much of a burden, I’ll tender my resignation and move on. Until that day, you are stuck with me, I fear.” Lysanda smiled.  
 
    Kril nodded, stretched out a hand. Got a firm handshake in return. 
 
    “That said, I’ve been talking with Ferny and Erid, and doing some research,” Lysanda continued. “I do believe our current employer does not in fact have our best interests in mind, and after much late-night conversation I think we’ve come up with a way to derail his planned shenanigan-ry...” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 23: TRIPLE THREAT 
 
      
 
    It took several days for someone to show up and speak with Ferny. That meeting took less than half an hour, and Ferny was in a mood and a half by the time it was over. The official and his bodyguard clambered back into a ground vehicle that was mostly a bubble-like roof and zoomed off to the west. 
 
    “I never did ask,” he said, as Ferny stomped out of her quarters, drying her hair and glaring at everything in her path. “What were you negotiating for? Was that just part of the show?” 
 
    “No,” Ferny said, clipping the word. “Fiddler’s Green owns a good part of Lorelei. The Vancian school hired me to regain what I could and try to parlay the gains into a plan to buy our world back a bit earlier. But the trade guilds aren’t willing to play frunjball yet. This is going to take more pressure.” 
 
    “So there’s no goodwill lost if thing go the way we expect?” Kril pressed. 
 
    Ferny stared at him, then offered a smile. “No. Thank you for checking. Finishing Hauer’s job got me some partial success, and regardless of what happens, the Vancians will see a little territory returned. About the only thing to suffer was my pride, after being played by an arrogant noble. But it’s hardly the first time.” 
 
    Kril nodded and started to tell her that if this next part went well, she’d more than have her revenge. But before he could speak, words flickered across his HUD. 
 
    The package will be arriving shortly. 
 
    By the way Ferny’s eyes moved, she saw it, too. Kril nodded. “We’re on. Go receive the gift I’ll get Trin going.” 
 
    His sister was waiting in the bridge when he arrived, stripped down to her shift, and pulling her legs free of their socket. Her metal eyes flicked up to gaze at him, as she nodded. “You sure this is the way to go?” 
 
    “I think so,” Kril said. “The simulations worked out okay.” 
 
    “Seventy percent successs ain’t okay. That’s barely passing. That’s at least a third chance we get turned to dust in the sky,” Trin said, staring at her leg, before passing it over.  
 
    Kril went and stored the legs in her cabin, tucking it into the locker next to her other spare limbs. “You got this. The sims Erid whipped up were worst case. We got this,” he said, putting all the confidence he could into his voice. 
 
    “Help me in, please,” she said. Her voice was small and that tore at Kril’s heart. 
 
    He opened the hatch down into the chamber below the bridge, and settled her into the harness that the crafters of this vessel had made for her, years ago. She slid into the sleeve, folding her arms around herself like a butterfly returning to a chrysalis shape. Turning her head to one side, she clamped her teeth around the nutrient tube, and the drip started up. 
 
    Then the harness shook and hissed, and Kril saw her straighten as the injectors did their work along her spine. 
 
    Her eyes snapped open wide, mechanical pupils dilating to their maximum size, and the last that Kril saw of her before the hatch sealed was the visor settling around her head. In less than a minute she’d be under. In four minutes, her nervous system would be patched directly into the ship. In five, time would slow bit by bit for her, entering a crawl, a state where she could perceive and think at a speed that rivaled even artificial intelligence. 
 
    It was a unique sort of hell, and a little part of him died every time she spun up. 
 
    But it was their one edge against a cruel and hostile galaxy. The one card that most folks couldn’t match, so long as he kept the specifics of her condition quiet. 
 
    Kril returned to his station and flipped the display on, watched Ferny talking nicely with the delivery personnel, two men who looked spooked to be dealing with an offworlder, and were visibly relieved when she swiped the air to sign an AR receipt, and they retreated, leaving a three-meter by three-meter metal cube behind on a hover-pallet.  
 
    Basque made a token show of waving a scanner over it, then hauling it aboard with Ferny trailing behind. 
 
    “Secure that carefully,” Kril said over the intercom. From this point on they had to watch what they said, at least out loud. Erid had set up a secured subvocal channel, but they had to keep some regular chatter going, to allay suspicions. 
 
    Ferny joined him on the bridge, settling into the comms station. And while the minutes ticked by, they navigated the automated system that was Fiddler’s Green’s space traffic controller. It was easy enough once you knew the numbers and keywords to use, and the stuff to avoid saying out loud. 
 
    Midway through, Trin’s synthesized voice whispered in their ears. “I’m in the zone.” 
 
    It was synthesized because it had to be. Time was out-of-synch to her, to the point that she couldn’t speak normally. These were her thoughts, willed through the ship’s interface. 
 
    “You will be cleared to launch in three minutes,” concluded the stern woman on the viewscreen. “Goodbye, Ambassador. We appreciate your visit.” 
 
    Kril doubted that. But Ferny tapped the station and closed the channel, tilting the view up to wait for the AR vector to materialize. 
 
    “Cycle the drive,” he put through the intercom. “I want us to be ready to go in a heartbeat.” 
 
    Instantly, the ship rumbled with a low hum. It was always strange, getting the engines going in atmo. The sounds, the feelings were different. 
 
    Kril looked to the hatch. Was it different for Trin? At this point, she felt the ship like it was a part of her. He made up his mind to ask her once they were out of this, knowing that if anything, anything at all came up he’d forget to ask. 
 
    Something came up. 
 
    As they passed through the first of seven defensive rings, the comms channel chimed. 
 
    Erid wrote It’s from Lord Hauer.  
 
    “Put it through,” Kril said. 
 
    “Captain,” Hauer said, as the screen flickered on. “Is the ambassador present?” 
 
    “Two-way,” Kril ordered, and Ferny tapped the station. 
 
    “Ah, there you ware. I wanted to wish you a safe journey and talk about a few details on those lend-lease agreements, if you have the time.” 
 
    “I... suppose we do. It’s going to take a little time to get clear of the orbital defenses. Should we take this in my quarters?” 
 
    “No need, they’re fairly minor adjustments... if in fact there are adjustments to be made. I couldn’t help but notice that your trade agreements with Phaeton specify a particular yield ratio on the kelp production...” 
 
    They chattered on, and Kril squinted, trying to figure out his game. 
 
    But just after they finished passing through the second ring, Ferny asked for a break, cut the feed momentarily, and subvocalized. “It’s not him.” 
 
    “Then who is it?” Kril subvocalized back. 
 
    “I don’t know, but the reactions are just different enough, and some of his tells are off. This is someone pretending to be him.” 
 
    It’s a body double. Erid confirmed. He’s trying to establish an alibi or sow confusion. Or both.  
 
    “We’re not the target of this particular arrow,” Lysanda chimed in. “Can’t see any harm in playing along.” 
 
    So Ferny put him back on, after a trip to the head, and resumed dickering over details. 
 
    Five minutes later they were heading past the third row of defenses, a small dronebelt, when the vector path flickered out. 
 
    “All stop,” Kril said, and Trin slowed the ship, gradually stopped it where they were. She could have done it instantly, could have made it dance in place, but there was no reason to give away the game, not this early. 
 
    “Hail the port authority,” Kril commanded. “See what gives.” 
 
    “Hailing... we’re being jammed,” Ferny said. 
 
    The nearest drones are activating!  
 
    “We’re getting a textcomm but not from the port authority. Signal unknown,” Ferny said. “It says, abandon ship and get to the lifepod. It’s provided coordinates.” 
 
    “Lifepod?” Lysanda asked over the subvocal. 
 
    “It’s a small hab in space,” Basque told them. “Kind of like a lifeboat without an engine.” 
 
    “Makes sense they’d have a few out here,” Kril muttered, checking the sensors and pinging back on the thousands of small, tent-sized objects in this band of the defenses. Most were drones, but a few might have been lifepods, and he had neither time nor inclination to scan all of ’em. “We ain’t abandoning ship. Ferny, keep hailing port authority.” 
 
    Erid sent an unwelcome text. The first wave of drones is active and inching forward to get us within weapons range. 
 
    “Still got that vector in memory?” he asked her, subvocally. 
 
    Yes, but given their usual patterns, it should shift within minutes. 
 
    “Resume flight,” Kril ordered. “Double speed.” 
 
    “The port authority’s hailing us,” Ferny reported.  
 
    “Actual person or automated?” 
 
    She put it onscreen, as Trin eased forward, then accelerated. 
 
    The stern-faced woman showed up again, babbling her automated text blandly from the viewscreen. “...stopping in this region is illegal and subject to the full penalty of the law. Resume travel and do not depart the indicated route. Attention halted vessel: stopping in this region is illegal...” 
 
    “Hail them back,” Kril said. “We’ve got signal again.” 
 
    “It’s one way,” Ferny said. “Erid...” She switched to subvocal. “They’re locking out our comms, right Erid? Can we do anything about that?” 
 
    She is trying, but it looks like it’s solely on their side of things. Either a portion of the Port Authority has been bribed or compromised or their software has been thoroughly hacked to prevent them noticing any irregularities. 
 
    Kril was watching the sensors as she spoke and grimaced as the drones that had been inching forward stopped moving, but at least double that number activated ahead and started moving to intercept. “In about fifty seconds, less something changes, they’ll probably notice a whole lot of weapons fire.” 
 
    “I can take them out,” Trin offered. “From what I can see they’re just packing missiles and railguns. No beams.” 
 
    “The... Lord Hauer... is trying to comm us again,” Ferny noted. “What should I do?” 
 
    “Put him on and ask for help,” Kril said. “Explain things as best you can.” He added subvocally, “It’s what we’d do if we were innocent.” 
 
    Ferny nodded, popped the false Hauer back up onscreen, and started yelling and gesturing. Kril was a little impressed; she’d gone from mostly calm to frantic in the space of a second. It was a hell of an act. 
 
    “Don’t gun down the drones,” he told Trin. “That’s what they want. Adjust the vector so they’ll have a decent shot at us, dodge ’em, and go to triplespeed. I want it on record they fired first.” 
 
    “I’m calling the port authority!” the false Hauer said, as Ferny raged at him. “Give me... give me a moment, here.” 
 
    The uncertainty in his face and tone would have given him away, if they didn’t already know he was a fake. The real Hauer had more conviction than a monastery full of zealots. 
 
    Regardless, he whisked offscreen, just as Trin said, “Here we go!” 
 
    The sensors spun, and the ship creaked as the dampening fields did their work and kept everything in the ship from being turned into chutney. The maneuvers required to dodge railguns were not forgiving. Kril closed his eyes and told himself that the swirling in his inner ears was just psychosomatic. And, just like every other time he’d thought that, it did little good. Grangers were stubborn in body, as well as mind and soul. 
 
    The lights flickered, and he glanced up, worried.  
 
    “They popped a missile early once they saw what I was doing,” Trin explained. “Our back end caught some shrapnel.” 
 
    “Beginning repairs!” Basque boomed. “Doing what I can from inside, anyway.” 
 
    “Now the port authority’s hailing us, but whenever I try to connect, I get errors and signals not found,” Ferny said. 
 
    “Can you do something about that, Erid?” Kril subvocalized. 
 
    Not if I want to chart out the vector for us and predict its changes. One thing at a time, Granger. 
 
    “Right. Fragg it. What’re we in... shit.” One glance at the screen was enough to show him that they had made it into the fourth layer of defenses. 
 
    The minefield. 
 
    He glanced to the sensors, didn’t see any of the nearby mines moving like they shouldn’t. But mines didn’t have to move quickly. They just had to explode when someone was too near.  
 
    Trin was good at evading weapons fire and missiles, but explosions were another thing entirely. 
 
    “Max speed, Trin,” he told her. “Get us past here as quick as you can.” 
 
    “We’re getting another planetside hail,” Ferny said. “Voice only. Got an icon blinking that says privacy mandatory.” 
 
    “Means we can’t record it,” Kril said. “Let ’er through.” 
 
    The display screen snapped on, showing a woman with long, brown hair draped over one shoulder. She glared at them like a raptor glared at prey, and the set of her jaw and the familiar squint to her eyes was all the confirmation Kril needed. 
 
    “You’re kin to Hauer, ain’t you?” he asked. 
 
    Her eyes went wide, then narrowed again. “And you’re my father’s latest set of pawns.” 
 
    “Oh, chess! You know chess?” Kril smiled. “Always did love that game. Figure I’m a knight, at least.” 
 
    “Everybody knows chess— No, I suppose that’s not true. Everybody who isn’t stuck in some shitty hellhole where they rewrite history to suit propaganda knows chess,” the woman said. “And maybe you are a knight, but I’ve got you in check, regardless. Stop your ship. Evacuate to a lifepod. I’ll not only let you live, but I’ll get you a new ship.” 
 
    “Not going to happen,” Kril said. 
 
    “Then you’re going to die here.” 
 
    With sick horror, Kril saw several of the mines ahead start to move. They were on the edge of his sensor range, but they were definitely shifting. 
 
    “The hails from the port authority are coming faster,” Ferny said. “I think there’s actually somebody living on the other end!” 
 
    “Why the hell do you have it in for us?” Kril asked. “I get the feeling your father manipulates a lot of folks.” 
 
    “Oh, he used to. Then we decided we’d had enough.” Her smile was pure malice. “Me and all the rest of his children. Once we made peace with the bastards of his line, the writing was on the wall. He’s clever, but... well, have you ever heard of the Gordian Knot?” 
 
    “No, where’s that?” 
 
    She sighed. “Too much to ask, I suppose. Anyway, he’s trying some intrigue with you, and we’re not going to have it, so we’re going to destroy you, because that’s going to set him back somehow.” 
 
    “You don’t even know what he’s trying, and you want to stop it?” 
 
    She lowered her face and glared at him over her nose. “You don’t know what it was like living with that son of a bitch for a father. Test after test, rubbing in how dumb WE were, and how smart HE was. Well fuck him. He gets to sit alone in the house where he drove his sixth wife to suicide and rage over how he doesn’t get to do his cunning little plans anymore. And when he dies, we’ll take his fortune and go our separate ways, using it to dismantle every little network and intrigue that we come across. Because FUCK him.” 
 
    Kril sighed. “Listen... what’s your name?” 
 
    She shrugged. “You either play ball, or you die, here, so there’s no harm in you knowing. I’m Meredith Bryce-Hauer. And listen, my grudge is against the worm who seeded my mother, not you. Stand down, and you’ll live. You’ll all live, and I’ll make it up to you, without games or deception. That’s my deal, and it’s a better one than my father gave you.” 
 
    “I hear you, Meredith, and for what it’s worth I don’t like the guy much myself, but Nomad’s Land is more than a ship. It’s the only home I got left. And there’s no replacing it. It was the only one of its kind made, and that won’t ever happen again.” 
 
    He spoke, and he was truthful, but there was more behind his words and to his dismay, she saw that. 
 
    “You’re stalling,” she said. 
 
    “Yep. You would too, in my shoes.” 
 
    “Mm. You’re fast and twitchy. The mines might not stop you. Hell, you might make it past the border forts. But Kril?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I’m not the only one gunning for you. Stand down now, and I’ll tell the Vendharans that you died with your ship, and that the thing they’re after is gone, too.” 
 
    Kril exhaled, feeling a chill run through him. 
 
    And he remembered. It seemed so long ago that he’d seen those Vendharan ships pass by them, missing them by a hair’s breadth. What was it he’d said? Until he saw them again, there was no point in worrying, and he’d only see them again if they were good? 
 
    Well, they were good enough, because they were somewhere nearby. And if that was the same bunch, then they had hyperlight, too. This wouldn’t be finished after they were out of the orbital defenses. 
 
    “Meredith,” he said, trying one last time to reason with her. “I understand. Your father’s not someone I’d ever say was a good man, and I can’t even imagine what he done to you and yours. But we’re more or less innocents in this. And if you try to wreck us just to do him harm, if you write us off as collateral damage, then how’re you any different than him?” 
 
    “You’re seeing the difference right now, Granger,” she said, her face turning cold, her voice hardening. “I’m giving you a choice before I pull the trigger.” 
 
    And Kril knew that look, had seen it a million times before. “Trin! Railguns! Pop the mines in our path!” 
 
    The ship shuddered; the lights flickering. 
 
    For a second, he felt gravity give a bit, felt like he’d been slammed against a wall... not hard but enough to wake him up, and he knew that the fields had just compensated for a blast. Not a close one or else alarms would be screaming by now. 
 
    He looked over to Ferny, saw her doubled over on the floor. The main viewscreen snapped off as he ran to her, helped her to her feet. 
 
    “Pressure change,” she coughed. 
 
    “Can you get to the doc?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes. Think so.” 
 
    “Go,” he said, looking at the comms panel and shaking his head. “Time for talking is over anyway, I think.” 
 
    You’d be incorrect, Erid wrote. Meredith made an error by gloating over you. Her encryption keys are Di... ours, now. And by her reckoning, it’s time to speak with the port authority. 
 
    Kril checked, saw that they’d gotten past the minefield, and the ring of stations loomed ahead. They’d be on them, soon. But there were an alarming number of damage indicators on his station, and he knew that they couldn’t last long, if it came to a fight. 
 
    “Onscreen,” he commanded and took a breath, mustering his courage. 
 
    The screen showed the face of an older man, grizzled, bald, staring at him with mixed worry and fury. He wore a uniform with rank, and Kril well knew the tone that this officer used to chew him out. “For the love of god, Captain, what the hells are you doing?” 
 
    “What are we doing? What are you doing! You’re attempting to kill a fragging ambassador!” Kril stabbed a finger at the screen. “Some masshole’s been jamming us since the third belt, and your defenses have been trying to wipe us out of the sky! Is this a formal declaration of war against Lorelei?” 
 
    The officer roared. “You’re out of line! You’re out of vector! Heave to and stand down!” 
 
    “Why? So you have an easier time blowing us out of your orbit? Think, man, why the hell would we leave the vector if things weren’t trying to take us out? We’re trying to leave, and you’re trying to kill us!” 
 
    The officer glared. “You son of a bitch! I’m ordering you to stand down!” 
 
    “Until you can prove you ain’t a hostile force, I’m under no obligation to listen to your orders! The ambassador’s being treated for her wounds right now, you understand that? You know what’s going to happen if she dies?” 
 
    What was going to happen was absolutely nothing. 
 
    But this guy sure as hell didn’t know that. 
 
    And Kril glared at him with all the bluff he could muster.  
 
    The man blinked. “Son,” he said. “We’re sending you coordinates. Pull to the station there, and we’ll sort this out.” He was trying for kindness, but the weariness leaked through. And Kril wasn’t fooled. There was concern in his voice, sure, but it was for his own career. This was happening on his watch, and he would be held accountable for it. 
 
    The last time he’d heard those tones, the worst admiral his world could offer had gotten his entire fleet destroyed for nothing. 
 
    “All due respect, sir,” Kril said, and he didn’t have to fake the rage in his voice, “Your word ain’t nothing to me right now. We’re leaving, and your diplomats can sort this out with Lorelei later. Or you can fire on us and sort this out with Lorelei personally, in whatever jail they put you in after a court-martial hands you over to try and avoid a war.” 
 
    The officer opened his mouth, and Kril chopped his hand dramatically. “Cut comms.” 
 
    The viewscreen snapped off, and Kril sagged against the station, sweating. 
 
    God DAMN he hated confrontations. He was worst at talking, best at doing. 
 
    But the stations didn’t fire, as they passed. And with a sigh of relief, he spun up the hyperlight.  
 
    The Monnichiwan had built Nomad’s Land well. The sheath came up, the recent damage they’d taken hadn’t messed up that system. Small mercy, in the hungry dark and Kril was thankful. 
 
    Thankful a moment too early, as it went. 
 
    “Shit!” cursed Trin’s voice, and Kril’s stomach lurched as the sensors spun. They’d just rolled, but why? They were past the stations, had they decided to fire at long range? 
 
    Then some familiar blips showed up on the sensors, and Kril’s heart sunk. 
 
    The Vendharan frigate Adishesha is hailing us. Erid must go dormant for this call. Good luck. 
 
    “Do what you have to; I got this,” Kril said, wishing that he did, in fact, have it. “Trin? How much time you got left? Basque? How are we looking, damage-wise? 
 
    “Less than four minutes,” Trin’s voice came. “I’m already starting to fade.” 
 
    Basque spoke. “The overall damage is bad enough that we’ll need repairs before we hit atmosphere again, but that’s not too serious. Regrettably, our railguns are toast. The missiles are still intact, for what it’s worth. But against a cruiser?” 
 
    “Bad odds,” Kril said.  
 
    He punched the comms on and found himself looking at a copper-skinned man with curly black hair, standing on a familiar, ring-shaped bridge design. Behind him and to the side, Kril could see eight other people tapping away at stations, see their muted lips moving as the comm filtered chatter. Colorful drapes of fabric covered the walls, in pleasing, if somewhat mismatched patterns. 
 
    “Captain Granger,” said the man. “I am Captain Vesdharmaja. You have our property. I would prefer you to hand it over intact, but I have been authorized to disable your ship and retrieve it from your wreckage.” 
 
    Kril glared back. 
 
    Normally this’d be the point where he punched the hyperlight and ran. 
 
    He had a course already laid out, a course to the coordinates that Lord Hauer had provided while they were planetside. 
 
    But... 
 
    These were the same ships that he’d seen on the way back to the Rig from that last, ill-fated job. They were hyperlight capable, and if they pursued him, if he ran and they followed immediately, then he’d have to get supremely lucky to lose them. 
 
    If Trin were fresh, they could do it, maybe. 
 
    But she wasn’t., and Kril knew his luck too well to trust it. 
 
    “You chased me this far, and you want to try piracy right in sight of Fiddler’s Green?” he said, frowning. “That’s bold as brass. Sure you want to start another war with the Storners?” 
 
    “We’re carrying a charter authorized by the governing council of the Castergine system,” Captain Vesdharmaja said, his face neutral. “You aided and abetted terrorists, Captain Granger and could be carrying one right now. And regardless of whether or not we’re successful here, we’ve already sent the authorization for this to Fiddler’s Green just now. I expect that the other ship traffic through Castergine will spread this far and wide. You are now wanted in Stornic territory. So no, I don’t believe we’ll be starting a war after we defeat you.” 
 
    Kril exhaled. Fragg. Knew I should have cleared that up, somehow. There just hadn’t been time to report the whole mess to a bondsman. And to be truthful, he wasn’t sure how much weight a bondsman would lend his word against a Storner government’s. 
 
    He studied the captain. “You destroy my ship, you destroy what you’re coming for.” 
 
    “I’m pretty confident we can destroy your life support and cabin integrity. That should kill everyone on board who can breathe and leave our target intact,” Captain Vesdharmaja said, reaching out a hand to his station. “Shall I do it now, or will you surrender?” 
 
    Kril chewed his lip, checked the display. They were at a decent enough range that Trin could probably dodge a volley or three. But that was a frigate, with two scouts escorting it. There wouldn’t be a volley or three, there’d be as much as there needed to finish the job, and Trin was winding down. 
 
    “Let me think. Let me think of terms,” he said, studying Vesdharmaja and feeling sweat on his brow. Three times. Three times in less than an hour, he’d had to face off and confront enemies. This was nerve wracking. 
 
    And then he saw it, saw the pattern on the wall, repeating. He remembered going through the crew quarters, of Rajah’s Pride. Where he’d retrieved a thing that had saved him, a thing that seemed to be a treasure. 
 
    It was a gamble, maybe. And he knew his luck, but still... 
 
    “Wait here a second,” Kril said and darted over to his cabin. He dug frantically through his trunk, feeling the seconds slip by, hoping that Vesdharmaja kept his patience... 
 
    ...and sighing, as he finally found what he was looking for. 
 
    A half-sphere of glass, set into a dish. There was engraving along the side of it, and when he squeezed it, the mirrorlike sphere showed a woman holding an infant. 
 
    He walked back to the bridge, found Captain Vesdharmaja half turned away, talking with his crew, and waited until the man looked back. 
 
    And before he could speak, Kril showed him the mirror ball. “Would you like this back?” 
 
    Vesdharmaja gasped, and the crew around him stared in shock. One woman leaped to her feet and started yelling, her voice muted by the comm filter. 
 
    “I’m gonna guess that’s a yes,” Kril said. 
 
    “Do you know what you hold?” Vesdharmaja said, choked. “That’s a soul. That’s sacred! You... that’s for family, for lovers, not for...” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kril said, pulling out his slugger and tapping it to the mirror ball. “But if you want it back, I’d like a head start, please and thank you.” 
 
    And as Vesdharmaja turned and began barking orders, Kril felt his body sag with relief. 
 
    Sometimes, sometimes his luck worked out just enough to keep them all flying. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 EPILOGUE: TO FARTHER SHORES 
 
      
 
    Later, much later, Kril would find out that the mirror ball things were called atmadarpa, and that they served as something like dog tags, only with a religious significance as well. And that even during the worst of the fighting back before the Pale Riders came, the worlds of Storn’s Compact had a treaty with the Vendharans that dictated any atmadarpa found would be returned unharmed and with dignity to the Vendharans at the first opportunity. 
 
    But at the time, he was more than happy to bundle it into a crate with a time delayed beacon and promise from the very panicked Captain Vesdharmaja to give him a twenty-minute headstart. 
 
    They took an indirect route to the handoff point, a large asteroid in a system that had a beacon, a defunct mining planet, and nothing else around. And there on the asteroid, they found a hidden pressurized bunker, with the cache they’d been promised. Core rods, freeze-dried food, and a few million worth of trade bars of various rare metals. 
 
    Kril picked up a bar of gold, rang it against a block of titanium, and nodded. “This’ll do. All right.” 
 
    And per the instructions, he headed over to the terminal at the end of the room, and tapped in the code he’d been given. 
 
    The viewscreen flickered, snapped to life, and showed the metal platform in the forest, Hauer’s camper, and the man smiling genially from his seat. “Excellent. You’ve passed the test.” 
 
    “I’ll cut to the chase,” Kril said. “Because we’ve got to move quickly. We know you’re in that cargo box you gave us.” 
 
    “That one wasn’t exactly difficult to guess. Nobody’s cracked faster-than-light communications at this distance yet, beyond crude semaphore. And this facility doesn’t have that. At any rate, I have an offer for you—” 
 
    “No,” said Kril. 
 
    Lord Hauer frowned. “Let me speak, Captain.” 
 
    “No. I know what you want, and we ain’t giving it to you.” 
 
    “Do you, then?” Hauer glared. “Tell me.” 
 
    “If it had just been me, I would’ve been fooled. Too busy dealing with your daughter and the other stuff in my path, and I would’ve had no choice but to agree when you surprised me with this. But it ain’t just me, out here,” Kril said, smiling. “I found a good crew. And we thank you kindly for the supplies and goods, but you ain’t gonna join it.” 
 
    Hauer sputtered, then staggered to his feet, supporting himself against the thin air that Kril knew was the programmed display to hide the cargo box behind it. “You... how did you know?” 
 
    “Took us a while to crack the planet’s info network, especially with us off in a secured private area. But we got a comms officer that’s very, very good at that stuff and has a fair amount of free time to devote to it. But more than that, Lysanda had your number. Wherever the hell they’re from, they knew that something was going on with you, knew how bored rich, decadent nobles get, and how fixated they are on the things they can’t have. And Ferny... hell, you fooled Ferny the first time, but when you rubbed it in her nose, she gave them all the little details to dig into your past, and when they brought it to me, I figured out what was going on.” 
 
    Kril put his hands in his pockets. “You were a spacer. That’s how you made your fortune, back in the Vendharan wars. You ran blockades through uncharted sectors. That’s probably what this cache is, either one you found out from friends or had made. And if there’s one thing a good spacer can’t do, is stay out of the dark.” 
 
    Lord Hauer nodded. “You’re not wrong about that. But then why did I go to these measures to get off the planet? Tell me.” 
 
    “That one we weren’t exactly sure on. Then Erid turned up your record on divorces and estranged kids. She said something about occult razors, and it didn’t take long to do the math. Your relatives hate you; you ain’t got no real friends, just employees, and seeing how you treated Ferny and tried to trick me out of my ship, it ain’t a leap to know you got enemies everywhere on Fiddler’s Green.” 
 
    “Close enough to reality.” Hauer closed his eyes. “I do want to leave. I’ve nothing left on my home world save a slow rot until I die and a bunch of grasping ex-wives and greedy children who will scrabble away my inheritance and claw each other to bits to do so.” 
 
    “Then you shoulda been a better husband and father,” Kril said. 
 
    Hauer’s eyes snapped open in fury, and he shook his cane. “Enough of this. Boy, I’ve nothing to lose now, and this box I’m in is lined with explosives. You know what I want. Give it to me or lose your ship, your friends, and any hope of getting off this asteroid.” 
 
    “The case you’re in? You’re really going to blow it up?” Kril asked. 
 
    “What have I got to lose? Better than being dumped off the ship, left to float until I run out of oxygen or food.” 
 
    “Might want to take a look before you do that,” Kril said, stepping aside, and giving the monitor an unrestricted view of the black box, still on its hover-pallet. 
 
    “How... How did you...” Hauer looked wildly around. “I’m still in the...” 
 
    “Yeah, our comms officer is THAT good. We found the cameras on the outside of the box, and she fiddled with ’em. Hey Erid, you can cut the fake feeds now.” 
 
    Hauer’s face crumbled, as the bunker faded in around him. 
 
    Then he glared at Kril. “I can still take you with me.” 
 
    “Could. If you had the guts to off yourself. But the thing is, we’re not gonna leave you here forever. Push that button and you die. Let us leave without issue, and we’ll stop by a station and post a reward and coordinates for anyone who wants to come rescue you.” 
 
    Hauer looked him over carefully. “How can I trust you?” 
 
    “You can’t. You just have to take a gamble. Better odds than your fragging coin flip, I’ll tell you that.” 
 
    Hauer grimaced. He turned aside, and Kril watched pride war with common sense. The old man sighed, after a minute, and all the tension leaked from his face. “I would have been happy to join your crew,” he said, and the sorrow in his voice made Kril feel pity for this broken, old misanthrope. 
 
    Pity, yes. But not enough to forgive him. 
 
    “I know,” Kril said. “But you ain’t good at making other people happy, so this’ll give you a chance to find a crew you do get along with.”  
 
    “I assume you’ll want more for this. How much?” 
 
    “No cost,” Kril said. “You already paid us for the last job, and I ain’t going to leave you to die out here. The Monnichiwan already got a grudge against me; I don’t need to give them even more reason to come after me, by breaking another one of their laws.” 
 
    Hauer’s face shifted again, a hint of wonder entering his features. “So, it’s true... you DID meet them?” 
 
    “Goodbye, Lord Hauer,” Kril said, his boots clicking on the plascrete as he left the bunker. 
 
    When he got back to the bridge, Ferny smiled at him. “That was satisfying. I regret not being there for the confrontation.” 
 
    “Well, I wasn’t sure he wasn’t gonna blow himself up,” Kril shrugged. “Didn’t want anyone else to take the risk with me.” 
 
    “Trust me, dear man, it wasn’t a big risk,” Lysanda said over the comm channel. “I know his type. Narcissism, plain and simple. Nothing matters to that man besides himself.” 
 
    “The worst kind of boss. And he would have been a boss, even if he took a position here,” Basque snorted. “I had enough of his type to last a lifetime.” 
 
    It is a pity, in a way. He was relatively sharp with his plotting. Erid can respect that. 
 
    Nothing from Trin save a thunderous snore. She was still out from using her talent, and Kril was happy to let her sleep. 
 
    “So,” Ferny said, leaning against the comm station, “where to now?” 
 
    “Coreward,” Kril said. “I know a quiet stop along the way where we can post notice about a marooned nobleman. After that... well.” Kril said and tapped his navigation computer. “Let’s just say that I’ve got a few hot tips that I always wanted to follow up on.” 
 
    No one disagreed, and Kril smiled, as he charted a course away from his troubles. 
 
    There would be more to come, he was sure of it. But he had a good crew, and out here that was the most important thing a man could have. 
 
    And by gods, he’d make sure to look after them, each and every one. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 AUTHOR’S NOTE 
 
    Thank you for reading the first 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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