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CHAPTER ONE


Her finger hovering over the launch button, Kit paused.

She was leaving the space station and heading off to Ephren, a much smaller hub in the depths of the sector, with every item she possessed. She’d told herself that she’d be back, had even promised her previous captains, but she knew it wasn’t going to happen.

It was time she moved on and found somewhere she felt she could settle. Somewhere she belonged.

“Ready?” Barien asked, thumping the base of the control console with his boots as he sat down in the gunner’s seat.

That was the trigger she needed. After flicking him a grin and pushing her jet-black hair out of her face, she jammed her finger on the button and locked in the coordinates.

Ephren, here I come.

Then she waited. The docking bay wasn’t at its busiest, but it wasn’t empty either, and it appeared that everyone else had decided to try to leave at the same time. Half an hour later, someone finally got to them and designated a flight path into the vastness of space.

“Last chance to get off and stay behind.” Kit glanced at her friend, noticing the sadness in his brown eyes.

“Nah, it’s cool. I’ll come with you.”

“You sure?”

“Completely. We both know you’re considering not coming back. This way, we get one last epic memory for sure.”

Frowning, Kit found she couldn’t look his way again. Was this goodbye? Did he know how she truly felt?

If so, he wasn’t the only one. The leaf sisters, her previous captains, had shown a similar understanding. Somewhere in the massive cargo area of the ship was a typical leaf-culture dress: white, with roses embroidered on the cloth. For a few months, she’d worn something a lot like it day in and day out, as everyone did in their crew, but it just wasn’t her. They’d bought her the new dress right before she left. The crew could opt to wear it as a uniform, so it was a memento. The spacers in the leaf culture wore theirs all the time, but she didn’t hold much hope of ever wearing it.

Kit now wore canvas pants, boots, and a denim jacket. Those were much more her style and infinitely more comfortable.

While she considered not coming back, the dockhand waved her forward. Larger than the average cargo ship yet too small to be used for much else, her vessel, the Jaunty Camper, wasn’t the best model in the dock, but it should get her where she needed to go—Ephren, where she could find the Xeartais crew dispose of her cargo.

“Nine kellians to go,” she said as they lifted off the launchpad. She pushed down on the throttle.

“Want to take a break while I watch the ship?” Barien asked.

Shaking her head, she motioned for him to take the time off instead. He sighed.

“What?” she asked.

“I wasn’t sure you’d actually leave.”

“One of these days, I won’t,” she replied, but she didn’t know if even she believed her words. What would it take to make her stay somewhere? She had no clue.

Before she could think about it further, an alarm blared, which made her jump.

“The alert system works, then,” Barien observed.

“What do you mean, ‘it works, then’? Didn’t you test it?”

He shook his head, tousled blond hair bobbing.

“I know you said this was cheap, and I’m grateful you found me a ship at all, but seriously, you didn’t think of checking the security features and making sure they all worked before we set out?”

Barien shrugged.

Straightening, she checked the systems console to find out what was wrong. The culprit was obvious; the back hatch of the main cargo bay wasn’t shut. Two-thirds of the bolts designed to keep the contents safe in the vacuum of space had failed. Only six held it in place, and they and the cargo were in danger.

“We’d better not get into a bad fight,” she offered. “The back cargo hatch isn’t going to hold against even the slightest hit. We’ll need to be careful not to get blown sky-high or lose our atmosphere.”

“Want me to see if I can fix it?” he asked, no doubt feeling guilty, but she shook her head. It wouldn’t be easy while flying, and she didn’t want to delay. The longer they were in the gap between the hub and the small space station, the more likely they were to be attacked or have something else go wrong.

Frowning, Kit decided to run full diagnostics, which she should probably have done before leaving. Warnings and lists of ship parts doing strange things came up on the monitor.

“Sorry,” Barien muttered, reading over her shoulder. “Best I could do.”

“Don’t start feeling guilty or ashamed of it again,” Kit replied. “You bought me a ship. Hunk of junk or not, it’s giving me something no one else ever has.”

Barien raised his eyebrows.

“Freedom,” Kit explained, trying to hide her frustration at having to. He meant well, but she needed more people in her life who got her. Going to Ephren was another attempt at finding that.

While the ship compiled a list of things she needed to fix—in order, with the most important at the top—Kit stared into the vastness of space. There was almost nothing nearby; stars twinkled from thousands of light-years away.

A movement to port caught her eye. Striding to the window, she stared out.

“Another ship,” she reported, wondering why she hadn’t been alerted by her radar.

“You sure?” Barien asked and scooted over to the radar. There was no blip on it to let them know they weren’t alone.

She nodded, pointing at the vessel. At first, she wasn’t sure it was getting larger, but it became clear that it was, and it was heading in their direction.

“How far are we from the asteroid belt?” he asked.

“Too far. They’ll be on us before we get close. Battle stations.”

Barien scooted back to the weapons console. He’d been briefed on what she’d need him to cover if they were attacked. She flicked the ON switch on the ship’s lone repair bot and strapped into the seat at the navigation console. For now, she planned on avoiding them and keeping them at bay with a few shots, but who knew if it would work?

Although she kept one hand on the throttle, she left the autopilot on as she watched the ship approach. No one was in range. There was a chance they’d stay that way and give her ship a wide berth as they went somewhere else.

But with each minute that passed, it became clearer. They weren’t on course for anywhere else. Kit’s ship had caught their attention.

“Want to hail them?” Barien asked.

“Feel free.” Kit pushed the comm to him. “I don’t think it’ll make any difference.”

“Hello, unidentified craft. This is the Jaunty Camper. Please state your intentions.” Barien began as Kit rolled her eyes. Not only was the name silly, but if the other ship did contain pirates, there was no way they would say so.

“Ahoy there, Jaunty Camper. Pleased to meet you and your ridiculously named ship. We’re in a bit of a hurry and you’re evidently new around here, so I’ll explain this as quickly as I can. You probably want to prepare to be boarded. And if you could arrange your cargo so the valuable stuff is nice and accessible, that would also be helpful.”

Kit almost dropped the drink she’d just picked up. Turned out pirates did declare themselves.

“What do you want to do?” Barien asked.

Tilting her head to the side, Kit didn’t look his way. Although she’d been given projects to oversee while working with the leaf sisters, she hadn’t encountered any pirates, having stayed within friendlier waters. She didn’t have a clue how to handle this other than to try not to get boarded.

Kit waved for him to hand the comm back and jammed her finger on the button. “Sorry, no can do. We might be jaunty and a little bit camp, but we’re not pushovers. You’re going to have to work harder than that if you want my cargo.”

It made her grin, even if it was a silly response. Sometimes being antagonistic was satisfying.

“Make sure the guns are ready in case they catch up,” Kit told Barien once the channel was closed down.

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied, pressing buttons and making himself look busy.

“And you’ve got a personal shield on and charged, right?” Kit asked. Most people had them, but she wanted to check after everything she had just discovered was broken.

“Aye. As always. I’m not getting shot. Anyone wants to hurt me, they’re going to have to use something far slower.”

“Good,” Kit replied. Most people said pirates didn’t use guns anyway. Life was considered more valuable and ships more important this far out on the fringe. You didn’t want to kill people when so few lived in your area of space as it was, but it only took one person to decide to use a gun, and everyone could end up scuppered.

Focusing on one task at a time, Kit took control back from the autopilot and pushed the throttle to max. They were still a long way from the first asteroid belt, and she wasn’t even sure if she could navigate inside one.

She’d been told to practice that skill. Knowing how to skirt one was helpful, but she’d been so busy setting up her moonshine business that she hadn’t had a chance. With no working radar, she was even less anxious to do so.

Despite weaving around space debris in the area and pushing her ship to full throttle, the pirates were gaining on her.

“Gonna have to send a few shots their way and see if we can discourage them. Let them know we mean business,” Kit said, hoping Barien didn’t ask what they’d do if that didn’t work. She had a sword at her waist, but she wasn’t that great with it. Her parents had never let her learn—something about it not befitting for a woman.

The thought made Kit chuckle. If her parents could see her now!

As the pirate ship came within gun range, she posed her fingers over the nav controls.

“Hope you’re strapped in tight,” she said a fraction of a second before she slammed Camper into a quick turn, bringing the guns around to fire on their pursuers. Barien grunted and did his best to time the shots for the right moment. Two plasma bolts shot from the side of the ship, but they both missed.

“Sorry,” Barien said. “Not had as much practice as I’d like.”

Kit tried not to yell at him. Although he wasn’t perfect, Barien was doing his best. Instead of replying, she flung the ship in a one-eighty to bring the other two guns to bear.

Barien fired again, getting the timing much better. However, as she watched the bolts on the screen, she noticed the pirates had changed trajectory as well to either fire or dodge the molten plasma. The shots went wide.

“Frell!” Kit exclaimed and flung the ship around. The straps of her harness dug into her shoulders.

There was no reply from Barien, and when she glanced at him, his head was down. He was concentrating. Neither of them found shooting easy, but she’d hoped to hit the other ship with at least one of the four bolts.

Imagining the pirates laughing at her, she kept turning while she waited for the guns to recharge.

Their gunner was faster. The ship in pursuit swung side-on, and two missiles hurtled at them.

Since the distance between the parties was so large, the shots went wide after a slight course adjustment, but she decided to keep attacking.

“Fire,” she said, hoping Barien could deliver.

He seemed to have his act together; two bolts flew from the Camper with enough precision that one of them struck them dead on and the other grazed one side and the shield.

“Yes!” Kit yelled. Scoring a hit would never get old.

Her joy was short-lived; the ship still followed them.

“Get the guns ready again fast,” she ordered.

“I’m trying.” Barien’s reply was muted as if he had spoken through gritted teeth. As the pirates got closer, Kit swung back the other way to give the other ship the message that she wouldn’t make it easy.

For the next few minutes, they flew circles around each other and fired when they could. Kit got another hit in, but it must have struck something inconsequential because it didn’t slow the other ship.

A knot grew in Kit’s stomach as the distance between them got smaller. She was sure she’d be boarded. She couldn’t let pirates onto her ship; everything she owned was on board, and she wasn’t sure she could start all over in another part of the galaxy. She’d tried it once; that was enough.

She had to keep her ship safe, but she was out of ideas.


CHAPTER TWO


Voices filled the marketplace on Ephren. Used to blocking out noise, Dante listened for the only one that mattered. His ship, the Catalpa, had some battle damage that needed repairing. One of the stallholders had promised to source the part he needed for a set price—an exorbitant amount of money.

After haggling, Dante had gotten it cheaper. However, he needed it, and both of them knew that.

There was a queue to get to this particular mechanic, although he’d never been sure why. The man who ran the stall was unpleasant, busy, and barely acknowledged requests, but he generally delivered—eventually. Late was better than never.

“Here, for that matrix enhancer and everything else we agreed on.” Dante pulled out his wallet.

The stall owner, Varun, looked at him as if trying to remember his face, although for the last two years, Dante had been coming here to get his parts.

The man frowned and went to the back of the stall. Dante tried not to be impatient. He could feel the stares of everyone else who was waiting. They’d all been there for long enough. No one wanted this to take a long time.

Varun finally came back with a small box under one arm and a matrix enhancer in the other hand. In front of everyone, he opened the box and showed the contents to Dante.

“A reconditioned kerlin drive and a matrix enhancer, just as you asked.”

“Fantastic!” Dante was relieved the man had gotten the parts he wanted. That alone was an improvement on some of his previous transactions.

“That’ll be a thousand credits.” Varun put the item back in the box after pulling it out of Dante’s hands in one smooth move.

“A thousand? We agreed on six hundred only a week ago.”

“We might have, but I always make it clear prices change. Parts are hard to come by out here. My cargo runners have to get past pirates and all sorts of dangers. I gave you a quote for that day only. It’s a week later, and this is what it cost to get the parts here.”

“Come on, man! You can’t be telling me it cost twice as much to get it here as you thought it would. Even my worst crew member can make a better run than that.”

“Then you’re welcome to send one of your own crew for the part,” Varun replied. “It’s a thousand credits, or I’ll sell it to someone else.”

Dante’s fists clenched until his knuckles hurt and his fingernails dug into his palms.

“Come on. What’s the hold-up?” someone called from behind. Dante flicked a glance over his shoulder. There were at least twenty people waiting in line, all of them poor, half-starved, or desperate. From the amount of clothing that had turned to rags and the empty looks in people’s eyes, it was clear that of everyone there, he was in the best condition.

More than a little angry at the position he’d been put in, Dante slapped the rest of the money on the counter. Varun thrust the part at him, then grabbed the money and scooped it into the folds of his shirt before Dante could even consider changing his mind.

“See you next week,” Varun finished, looking at the next customer.

Growling, Dante walked away. The people around him were muttering. Some were angry that they had been held up, but most were curious about what had just happened.

If he hadn’t needed the part, he’d have walked away. Catalpa wouldn’t fly without a new kerlin drive, and the crew needed him to take his share of the jobs and cargo runs on their books.

His crew was one of the biggest in the sector, but there was just too much for them. Also, this was a new sector. No one here could avoid all the dangers since no one knew the area yet.

The answer to most of his problems was a bigger crew. If he had more people and ships, they’d be able to take on more jobs. No crew was big enough for everything, though.

Still angry, he stomped back to the dock and dropped off the part. Another crew member, Ike, would be along shortly to do the repairs for him. That was one perk of being the captain; he got to delegate tasks he sucked at, repairs being one of them.

With that done, he headed to his small office to work on the books and see if the crew could afford the workshop they wanted yet. That job bored him, but he was leading the crew toward a goal.

More than once, when costs had been higher than the Maintenance cut, he’d added some of his profits, so the fund for the workshop continued to grow. After plonking down a thousand credits for two parts, Dante wouldn’t be doing that again any time soon.

He sat at the desk and smiled at the pictures of the crew it bore. It was old-fashioned to have printed pictures in frames, but he liked to see who he was working with when he was doing the least fun and appealing parts of his job. It made those worth it.

After half an hour, he gave up, his mind full of Varun and the ways he would eventually make him pay. It occupied his mind to the exclusion of all else, so Dante had to do something. He covered his clothes with a cloak so he would blend in better when he left the office.

When he got to the market, he listened to the interactions taking place around him. About half the time, people were bartering goods for other goods. Everyone was working in harmony to meet each other’s needs, or in the case of beverages, strong wants.

When credits were involved, there was a different dynamic. The sellers were more resistant to offering a fair price, always pushing for more. This seemed to be worse for customers who appeared to be better off, with a few exceptions. Government peacekeepers and station officers were given plenty of respect. After all, they were the closest thing to law enforcement on the space hub.

When Dante got closer to Varun’s stall, he stopped by a tall stack of bolts of cloth, pretending to be looking for material for a new cloak.

Dante heard the merchant up the price for most transactions, going back on what he’d quoted. His upcharges seemed to correlate to the buyer’s need. Essential ship parts were almost doubled; it was clear this was a deliberate tactic. Apparently, Varun’s runners were the worst in the galaxy.

Although Varun was ripping off almost everyone who came to him, Dante didn’t know what he could do about it. None of the officials would care. They never did. Like Varun, they’d tell him to source the items himself if he didn’t want to pay the price.

The big problem was, no crew was big enough to compete with people who had networks all over the galaxy. No, he couldn’t do that.

Something had to be done, however.

Dante’s feet took him to the Inn. There was only one on Ephren, but it had multiple rooms for the clientele, based on their taste in company.

He needed a drink and space to think.

The bartender had his drink on the bar when he got there. It was still early enough that half the tables were empty, but Dante didn’t stay in that room. He headed for the smaller space to the left. It was reserved for patrons of the Inn at breakfast but open to select people who were frequent customers the rest of the time, mostly captains and senior officers of good repute.

Here he could think, knowing only a handful of others would join him: people who understood the burden of taking care of a crew in a hostile place.

With the drink in one hand, he sat back and put his feet up on the table. Something had to change. The vendors should offer honest prices, even this far out on the fringe.

When he was half-done with his beer, an idea formed. If a single crew couldn’t become powerful enough, could more than one crew work together? Several of the captains shared information with him, including strategies, and they occasionally took on big jobs together. What if he could unite them in a more permanent alliance?

Dante stood and paced as he thought about the details and the benefits. Could it work? His pulse sped up as he got excited. It could solve so many problems. It was worth a try.

Before he got any further, the door opened. Lexi, another captain, appeared through the gap, dressed in a deep-red spacesuit. She had a rapier at her waist and a helmet tucked under one arm, like a futuristic fencer.

When she saw Dante pacing, she raised an eyebrow. “Out with it. What’s got you either uptight or excited?”

Dante chuckled.

“Varun frelled me over again.” He sat down. Lexi kicked the chair opposite him around and straddled the seat. She balanced her tankard on the back.

“You too?” she asked, then took a gulp. “He’s getting a mighty large ego, that one.”

“I want to do something about it.”

“What kind of something?” Her voice was wary. It made him laugh again, and he felt better.

“Nothing illegal. I want to organize something to challenge him. To replace his inflated prices with sensible ones.”

“You’d need a lot of people to pull that off. A lot of people.”

“I know. More than a crew’s likely to have.” Dante paused to think about how to phrase his idea.

“I’ve said it once,” Lexi put in. “Out with it. Don’t make me say it again.”

“What if our crews worked together? What if we made a...” Throwing his arms in the air, Dante let out a frustrated growl.

“Alliance?” Lexi finished.

He nodded, then took another gulp of beer. “We share a lot of stuff already. Info, trade routes.”

“It would be taking our cooperation up a level. No direct fees for crew members, though. We’ve got enough taxes and the like eating into what we earn.”

Dante nodded again, aware they were talking details now. Lexi was on board with the basics of the idea.

As quickly as he thought of ways to make it work, he spoke them, using her as a sounding board. She did the same, processing her ideas in real-time.

“I’d love to see Varun brought down a peg or two,” she finally stated. She got up, her empty tankard in her hands. “But the two of us won’t be enough. If you can put something in writing, get another crew or two involved, I’ll persuade my crew. But I won’t stick my neck out alone.”

“You’d never be alone,” Dante replied, frustrated that she hadn’t pledged her help unconditionally. There were always conditions, agendas, and maybes.

Lexi didn’t reply to this, just left the way she’d come.

Although it was still early, he took his empty mug to the bar and turned down the offer of a second drink. If this idea was going to take shape, it needed work to develop substance—and he needed a strategy.

Someone had to make this area of space a better place, and he was the most powerful captain in these parts. If he couldn’t do it, no one could.

With this thought, Dante hurried back to his quarters. It was time to change this sector.


CHAPTER THREE


Letting out a growl, Kit threw her ship hard to port again. It responded sluggishly compared to the vessel bearing down on them. She had to wait, exposed, until the guns were brought to bear again, then Barien opened fire.

“Yes!” he yelled as he scored his third shot of the battle. There was a bright light on the screen as something on the pirates’ ship exploded. Kit almost fell out of her chair, but whatever it was didn’t slow the pirates down.

Gritting her teeth, she spun the ship in another one-eighty to let Barien fire again. Another direct hit brought a smile to her face.

“It’s not enough,” he growled when the other ship got close enough to hurl a grappler at the Camper.

“No! There’s got to be some way to beat these guys,” she snapped as much to herself as to her companion. “I’m not being boarded on my maiden voyage.”

“Doesn’t look like we’ll have a choice,” he replied as the Camper jolted, hooked by the other ship.

Kit slammed her fists on the console as she tried to think of a way out, but there was none, not once a ship got its hooks in. She could only seethe as she was reeled in.

“Plan?” Barien asked.

For half a second, Kit wanted to hit him. There was no plan. And she wasn’t the only person on the ship who could come up with one.

Instead, she stood and drew her sword, prepared to face whatever emerged.

Barien took his lead from her. It gave her a little comfort to know she didn’t stand alone, but this ship was full of her possessions. She was the only one who cared.

It seemed to take forever for them to be reeled in. The sounds were magnified through the hull as an airlock connected. She went to one side of the door and put a finger to her lips.

Barien stared at her, then at the door.

Although Kit did her best to appear calm, she was terrified. Her stomach was in knots, her hands were sweaty, and she was barely able to get through one thought before she was distracted by another.

A telltale swish and whoosh came to her ears, letting her know the pirates had breached her airlock. That was going to be expensive to repair, and the ship hadn’t been in great shape to begin with. Is this ship a present I’d have been better off without? she wondered.

There was no way to tell, and Kit didn’t plan to sit around and wait to find out. Slamming her fist on the controls, she opened the door. Barien let out a squeak and raised his sword, his eyes fixed on something beyond the doorway.

A booming laugh rang out. One of the boarders evidently found Barien hilarious. For a moment, Kit felt sorry for him, but it didn’t last.

“You deal with the greenie here, and I’ll go see what kind of loot we’ve got stashed away,” the laughing pirate ordered.

Not on my watch, Kit thought, but she didn’t move. If she were to have any chance of beating these pirates, she needed to take a few by surprise. As much as she wanted to protect her stuff, she needed to be smart, too.

Barien seemed to understand he was the bait and backed up.

“Come on, then,” he said after several seconds passed. The sound of boots stomping on metal announced the approach of the attackers.

“No wonder this rust bucket was easy to chase down,” a woman remarked. “No bots, and a boy all by himself. Didn’t anyone tell you this ship was too big for you?”

He was the one who thought it would be a great present for me, Kit thought, still waiting. I guess he was wrong.

Barien took another step back, crashing into the console and garnering another laugh. His eyes flicked her way. Kit glared at him, hoping their attackers hadn’t noticed.

Barien tried to make it right, flourishing his sword as threateningly as he could. “If you want my cargo, you’ll have to go through me.”

Kit tried not to roll her eyes. As she waited, a woman strode past her, oblivious to her presence, then a man followed. They were polar opposites. The woman was tall and well-proportioned, and she sported a corset that looked ready to burst. Her companion was stick-thin, his clothes hanging off his short, bony frame. They aimed their swords at Barien.

Kit encouraged her body to attack, but she hadn’t been expecting two of them—or for them not to notice her.

Rushing people from behind was underhanded, even if they were pirates.

She decided to yell as she attacked to warn them and did so as she hurled herself at the nearer pirate.

The woman had faster reactions than Kit had expected, and she met Kit’s blade with her own. The clang of metal on metal rang through the ship.

They clashed several more times, Kit unable to find an opening. The fight led them in a dance around the cabin until Kit’s opponent moved across the doorway. With thrusts and jabs, Kit managed to work her back a few paces. On the last one, the pirate caught her feet on the coaming.

She wobbled, and Kit placed her sword on the other’s neck. The pirate froze.

“Mercy,” she requested.

“Do you give any mercy to those you attack?” Kit asked. The woman shook her head. “Then what makes you think I’ll grant you any?”

The tears came thick and fast, and Kit caved. She suspected they were fake, but if that was true, the woman in front of her was good at what she did.

“We’ll tie you up, and I’ll drop you off when we’re done. What you do after that, I don’t want to know.”

As soon as the pirate was securely bound to a spare seat, Kit focused on the male. Barien was holding his own, but he was uncoordinated and clumsy. None of his moves flowed well.

Kit shouted as she rushed to his aid. That got the man’s attention, allowing Barien to close and knock him off his feet.

As he went down, Kit followed, grabbing his sword arm and shaking the weapon loose. It flew across the floor and hit the wall with a loud clatter.

“Get off,” the man yelled as he wriggled. Barien dropped to the deck and grabbed his other arm as the pirate tried to shove Kit away.

Kit and Barien pinned him to the ground. The female pirate laughed. “Give up, Lionel. These two upstarts have us beat.”

“You can turn on the waterworks to help yourself, but I’m just supposed to yield? No way, Kerry.” He thrashed again, but Kit waited for an opportune moment and smacked him with the hilt of her sword. He went out like a light.

Barien’s mouth hung open as he stared at her.

“What?” she said. “They came to take my stuff. I had to fight back.”

He shrugged and got up. After some encouragement, he helped her drag the man to the side of the cabin, where he wouldn’t be seen by the third pirate when he returned.

“Stay here and make sure she doesn’t get loose,” Kit directed. She stepped through the doorway and headed to the cargo hold before Barien could protest.

She tried to muffle her footsteps, but the metal grate on the floor made that impossible. Who’d designed this ship?

Kit pushed aside her annoyance, reminding herself that Barien had meant well when he got her the Camper. She heard crates being dragged across the floor, then the clang of a lid hitting the ground. That just fueled Kit’s anger. This was her cargo. The pirates would not take it.

She charged into the cargo hold, brandishing her sword. A broad-shouldered pirate wearing a feathered hat stood with his back to her.

“Wondered when you’d bother to come help me, Lionel,” he said before turning, one of her bottles of rum in his hand. “You’re not Lionel.”

“No, I’m not.”

“That explains why it sounded like there was a woman in charge.”

“Put my rum down and get off my ship,” Kit snarled as she walked closer, wary but confident after besting his associates.

“You know how to use that thing?” he asked.

“Well enough. Stick them with the pointy end.” A grin spread across her face. If the pirate noticed, he didn’t react, just drew his sword with his free hand. The cargo hold was a mess, her clothes flung all over her meager furniture.

“Don’t think much of your dress sense,” he said as he moved closer, motioning at the leaf sisters’ gift.

“Your hat makes you look like the mother-in-law at a wedding, so forgive me if I don’t take that as an insult.”

He guffawed. Kit tightened her grip and braced for his attack, but it didn’t come.

“You’ve got spunk, lass, but my crew’s got to eat tonight. If you’re ever looking for a home on the other side of the law, come find Old Harry, and I’ll see you right.”

The offer caught Kit by surprise, and she lowered the tip of the sword, considering it. He seized the moment to attack, yelling as he rushed her.

Just in time, she brought her blade up to meet his. The impact jarred her arm. Grunting, she twisted away from him.

“Nice recovery,” he commented.

She ignored his words and focused on his movements. When he closed with a volley of thrusts and slashes, she was ready. Ducking and dodging, she made him follow her until he stood with his back to a large crate. She feinted left, then ducked under his return slash.

Pushing off the floor, she drove her body up and forward to slam him into the crate. Before he could recover, she grabbed the hinged lid and slammed it on his head.

When she lifted it, he was still conscious, although his hat was misshapen.

Fear rippled through her. She was close enough that he could skewer her, but the feather was over his eyes. He pulled at it, trying to clear his view.

Before he could do anything else, she slid under the open lid and used her whole weight to slam it on his head again. He banged on it but could not free himself. She tipped his body into the box, then latched it before he could clamber out.

Kit stepped back, wobbling as her body processed the adrenaline. She still had to deal with the emotions that threatened to overwhelm her, but she fought them back until she was calm.

Before now, when her ship had been boarded or in a difficult situation, she hadn’t been in charge. She’d been the backup, with the less dangerous jobs like repairs or hanging back on the ship to protect it. Nothing that would get her injured. Now she was in charge, so the buck stopped with her. If she didn’t make the important decisions and act, no one would do it for her. She was terrified but also exhilarated. This mattered; it was personal.

Leaving Old Harry inside the cargo box, she went back to Barien. He stood at one end of the systems console, his sword pointed at Kerry. She sat on the same chair, arms tied, but she was grinning broadly. Barien looked scared.

This time Kit did roll her eyes. Some people didn’t have a backbone.

“Come on. On your feet.” She took Kerry’s arm and half-dragged her out of the chair. “Back to your own ship.”

Barien came forward as she shoved the woman into the airlock.

“Bring the other one,” Kit called over her shoulder, then listened to find out if he did so. Barien grunted as he dragged over the pirate she’d knocked out.

Kit clenched her fists as she went through the hole the pirate ship had cut in her hull. They had to seal this section of the ship before decoupling. The gap was too large for her bot to repair out here, but she’d only seen a couple of panels in good enough condition for the task.

After tying Kerry to a chair on the pirates’ ship, Kit went back to help Barien. They deposited the unconscious pirate on the floor and tied one wrist to a pipe.

“Get into a suit, just in case, and grab mine for me,” she requested. Barien just stood there.

“Okay,” he finally replied. “What are you going to do?”

“Have a look.” She grinned.

“Hey, that’s our loot,” Kerry yelled as Kit sauntered toward the cargo hold. She scanned the contents, noting the mismatched containers. They’d evidently had a productive trip.

Looking for those that might hold valuable items, she went to a stack of smaller crates. The top few had been jimmied open. She flicked open the first lid and found raw sugar packaged in neat bags. Grinning, she took it off the stack and slid it across the floor toward the door. She could make some fine rum with that.

The next few crates contained more food but were less interesting. Then she noticed a crate on the floor, positioned so it was obscured by the others. With her back against the nearest stack, she shoved the next stack with a foot. The cargo moved enough for her to squeeze through the gap.

Inside were small electronic components embedded in packing foam. She lifted one out, careful what part of it she touched.

“Kit?” Barien called, his voice muffled by a spacesuit. “Where are you?”

“Down here,” she shouted, standing with the component in her hand.

He dropped her suit and gasped. “Is that a control chip?”

Kit shrugged. Recovering, he retrieved her suit and hurried over.

“Oh, Enkoloth’s teeth. There are loads of them.”

“They’re valuable, then?” Kit tucked the one she’d removed back in place and closed the lid. After handing it to Barien, she put her suit on. “Take that back to our ship. Stick it by my seat in the control room.”

Barien nodded and hurried off, muttering something. Ignoring his grumpy attitude, Kit made sure her suit was sealed and checked the readouts. Her oxygen was low, but she had enough credits to buy a replacement. She strapped her sword over the suit; they weren’t out of the woods yet.

Kit looked for another good crate. Noting there were others in strange places, Kit pushed more stacks apart to access them.

A loud crash caught her attention. Barien clattered into view a moment later.

“We’ve got a problem,” he shouted.

“All right. Grab the crate by your feet. I’m coming.” Kit snagged another one that looked promising and hurried back to her ship. More clatters came from her cargo hold; the pirate she’d trapped was escaping from the box she’d shoved him into.

Kit hurled the crate she was carrying into the control room, narrowly missing Barien, and ran for the hold. She drew her sword and put it under the pirate’s chin as he stood. He froze.

“I invoke the code,” he said.

Exhaling, Kit nodded. She’d heard of it, even if it wasn’t a code she liked. Earth pirates had lived by a code that stopped them from fighting among themselves. Space pirates also had rules that most followed.

“Come on, then, back to your ship. I’m keeping a few things, though.” Her voice was firm despite how nervous she felt. She’d never done this before.

Old Harry walked ahead of her, hands in the air where she could see them, back to his own ship.

“Barien, you at the controls?” she called over her shoulder as Harry crossed the threshold.

“Yup, ready and waiting.”

“Engage the shields and close the other hatches,” she said, her eyes fixed on Harry. “Then prepare for departure.” They turned on their air feeds.

“See you around, kid. You’ve got a lot of guts in that meatsack. Been a pleasure.” Old Harry tipped an invisible hat since he’d left his in her hold. She gave him a brief nod of respect in return, but she didn’t move.

“After you,” she said when he didn’t leave.

Chuckling, he turned his back and walked into his ship. When he closed his airlock, Kit took it as a signal to get out of her ship’s vulnerable area. When the pirates’ vessel disengaged, he’d leave a hatch-sized hole in the side of her ship. The shields would hopefully hold, but until the repair bot could patch it, the area would be open to space.

She sprinted into the control room and slammed the lock button beside the hatch with her fist on the way past. Hopefully, it would keep them safe, but if not, their suits would.

Throwing herself into the seat at the systems console, she motioned for Barien to get them going.

“Well, that was interesting,” he commented. “But I don’t think we’re done.”

“What do you mean?” Kit asked, strapping in.

“Another ship is hanging back but obviously interested.”

“Frell.” Tense, Kit broke away from the pirate ship. “Keep an eye on the first ship and put the new one on the display.”

Barien didn’t need to. A small ship darted in front of them, then slowed until it matched their speed.

“The pirates are heading in the other direction,” Barien told her a moment later.

“Yeah, of course they are. There’s another ship to worry about.”

“Do you think they’ll attack us too?”

Kit frowned but did not answer the question. Surely, if they were going to attack, they’d already have done it.

Confused but feeling bolder after the recent victory, Kit grabbed the comm.

“Hello, up ahead. Jaunty Camper here. Anything we can help you with? You seem to have slowed down in the fast lane.”

Less than a second later, she heard a woman’s laughter.

“Nice to meet you, Jaunty Camper. It’s the Bouncing Bunny here, captained by me, Nora. We just wanted to check Old Harry had left you in one piece. You heading to Ephren?”

Before Kit could decide if this response was as friendly as it sounded, Barien leaned toward the comm.

“Hi, Nora. Barien and Kit here. We’re doing pretty good. Old Harry left with his tail between his legs and a little lighter than when he attacked.”

“Fantastic!” Nora started laughing. “Did you get anything good off the rascal?”

Barien described the cargo they’d looted, earning him a glare from Kit for being so stupid and reminding her that she hadn’t looked inside the final crate.

“Want an escort to Ephren? We can see you get that cargo back in one piece.”

“We’re good,” Kit replied before Barien could. “We’ll see you there in a couple of hours.”

“Suit yourselves, but I’ll look out for you on the other end.”

The Bouncing Bunny accelerated until they were invisible against the star-studded blackness.

“Why’d you turn her down?” Barien asked. “We’re not in great shape.”

“Because we have no idea if she’s a pirate too. She could have been fishing for info, and you told her what our most valuable loot was,” Kit informed him, her voice getting louder as she spoke.

“Whatever. She wasn’t a problem.”

You didn’t know that, Kit thought, but she let the matter drop. They still had seven kellians to go. She didn’t want to cope with a tense atmosphere for that long.


CHAPTER FOUR


To quiet the room, Dante coughed and waved the datapad in his hand. Silence fell. On short notice, he’d managed to convince about a dozen crew captains to come hear his idea. Lexi sat near the front, tankard in hand.

He tried not to focus on her as everyone turned to him. It was now or never.

“Drinks are on me tonight,” he announced, earning a few cheers. It’d cost a fair number of credits, but if this worked, it would be worth every one.

“Moonshine’s all well and good, but we’ve got crew to look out for. Why are we here?” a tall, wiry guy asked. His stubble was patchy. Ramone. Dante glanced his way. This was one trader Dante didn’t expect to be enthralled with his idea.

“Yeah, I can get to the reason quick enough. I’m fed up with seeing us and other hardworking folks wrung dry of every credit we’ve got by the scum that call themselves traders around here.”

“Aren’t we all officially traders?” Taron asked. Beside him, his wife Eve nodded.

“Yes, but we could be a force in the marketplace here on Ephren. Maybe even the only traders worth dealing with.”

“Cut to it, Dante,” Lexi called. Around her, there were nods. Sighing, he tried to gather his thoughts.

“I want your crews to ally with mine. Work with me to start a workshop and provide parts and repairs for a reasonable price. Then we’ll grow that to other important cargo. Food, clothing—whatever we can set up a route for.”

Everyone started talking at the same time, asking questions and giving responses he couldn’t understand. Taron stood up and slammed his empty tankard on a table.

“Come on. There’s no excuse for behaving like a bunch of drunks at Monday Night Football. Ain’t none of us had enough rum for that. Let Dante speak his mind. We’ve all gone out of our way and given up time to be here. Might as well hear the whole thing and see if it is worth more than a free drink or two.”

Taron sat down and gave Dante a nod. It was enough to let him relax. He had to persuade them it was a good idea.

“I know there’ll be a lot of details to work out, methods to decide on, but if nothing else, we’re all suffering by paying Varun’s prices for parts, right?”

They responded with ayes, curses, and raised drinks.

“My crew’s almost got enough for a workshop. In tandem with just one other crew, we could probably run most of the parts we’ll need.”

“I’ve got a contact on the space station who’d supply obscure parts,” Eve offered. “She likes reconditioning stuff she comes across.”

“A single workshop won’t support all of us,” Ramone interjected.

“No, but a workshop, a clothing store, grocers, and other specialty stores would.”

The captains muttered among themselves, few of them meeting his gaze. He was losing them. He had to sell the idea.

“Most of you pass on information, don’t you? Let each other know about safe passage or a good place to get a particular item? Or when someone’s run out of something? Anything that’ll save us time or money.”

Most nodded, listening for now.

“But I bet some of your crew members attack each other out in space. I bet you’ve all wasted precious fuel, plasma cells, and time, fending off each other by mistake.”

More nods.

“What if we could stop that too? Stick a symbol on the sides of all our crew ships. Mark us as allies. That way, we know who we can trust when we’re in the depths of space with asteroids on one side and an angry polark on the other.”

Someone chuckled at the image, giving him more confidence. It was time to bring the idea home.

“If we can make a load of money, make the market prices fair for all, and make it safer for every person in our crews by working together, shouldn’t we? Don’t we owe that to them?”

“How will we put together the trade routes?” Ramone asked, his voice softer. Dante raised his eyebrows. He hadn’t expected his first vote of approval and interest to come from Ramone.

“Carefully. One at a time. What’s needed most to what’s a luxury.”

“Good luck, but this ain’t for me,” Mack stated, downing the last of his drink. “We do all right on our own.”

Dante didn’t try to stop him from leaving or plead his case further. Either they were interested now, or they were not.

Although he hoped Lexi would ask questions, she remained seated, arms folded across the back of the chair she was straddling, as always. Taron took up the mantle instead.

Over the next half-hour, the captains bombarded him with questions from how profits would be divided to what their symbol might be. By the end, Dante was wrung out, his body aching.

He watched as they talked among themselves. Some were positive about the idea, but would they join an alliance?

His patience ran out before the conversation died down. Trying not to look nervous, he coughed again to get the attention of the room.

“I know many of you still have questions. Not every detail is clear right now, but if you’re interested, please stick around for a bit. We’ll try to make it work. If not, head back to the bar, grab a drink, chat. Whatever floats your boat.”

This was the moment. Dante barely dared breathe as the captains got to their feet. Some hesitated, exchanging glances, then the room went quiet.

In the end, four people sat with Dante: Lexi, Taron, Eve, and Ramone. He smiled despite his crushed hopes. The three crews they represented were better than none. He’d have loved to have more, but he’d work with these.

Over the next hour, the five talked about how they could make it work. In the end, they had a plan, some tech, and enough money to rent the workshop space they needed.

“Right. I’d best get back to the crew and find out what they broke while I was gone.” Lexi threw a small gem on the table beside her empty mug. “Let me know when we can start using the workshop. I’ve got a couple of crewmates who’ll be more than excited.”

“Ditto.” Eve came over to give Dante a hug. “I can’t wait to see what happens with all this. It’s going to be wonderful,” she whispered so only he’d hear.

After Taron and Ramone followed the two women out, Dante let the silence fall around him. He’d taken the first step. Now he had to figure out what the next few looked like.
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Dante grinned. He stood in the middle of a large open space, three walls lined with tool racks, heavy-duty cupboards, and cabinets. The floor had multiple pits to allow the mechanics to get under vessels, and a hangar door filled the fourth wall.

He went to the nearest interface and scanned his ID for the fourth time since he’d been given access. Just checking, he told himself, but in truth, he was still astonished by the “access granted” message that popped up.

Using his comm, he sent a message to the senior members of his crew—the ones who’d given time or money, or both, to help the crew grow and prosper.

Within ten minutes, those who were currently on Ephren had replied or were on their way.

Dante thought nothing could be better than standing in the space for the first time until he saw their faces as his most trusted crew walked in, their jaws dropping and the less-guarded gasping.

“I didn’t think we could afford this yet.” Victor’s eyes took in everything as he wandered over.

“We couldn’t. Not alone. We’re going to have to share it.”

Victor raised his eyebrows. He didn’t add another comment, but others asked questions until he’d passed on all the details of the deal.

“So, this is really ours?”

Dante nodded as Sky broke into a broad grin. Her delight spread, and the group started chattering excitedly.

A knock on the open door caught his attention. Lexi walked in, followed by a handful of her crew. They came over and introduced themselves, then explored with his people.

When the other captains and their mates arrived, it started to feel like a party.

“I never truly thought I’d get to stand in one of these and think about what I could do with it,” Lexi stated, the pair of them off to one side. “Here’s to a new beginning.”

“Here’s to making it count,” Dante replied. “Let’s give everyone here a chance to see a dream come true.”

She gave him a curt nod. There was nothing more to say.

“So, let’s get this workshop going,” Ike said. His tricorn rested at a jaunty angle on his dreadlocked head. In one hand, he had a wrench, in the other a bottle of moonshine—no doubt his own brew.

Dante laughed and nodded.

Within seconds a group had formed, headed by Ike, to carry out repairs, ship maintenance, and other useful things with chips and processors.

Taron came forward next, holding notes.

“Places we can get parts,” he said, holding them up. Victor took one, called to his usual second, and wandered off with it.

“Got one in the Sablin quadrant?” Lexi asked. Taron flicked through them and plucked one out. “More dangerous, the better. I love me a good adrenaline rush.”

Fighting not to laugh in delight, Dante held his hand out. It had been ages since he’d chipped in like just another crewmate.

“The Catalpa ready yet?” he yelled. Taron gave him instructions, a chart, and coordinates. Over his shoulder, Ike held his thumb up without looking back.

“I’ll join you if you need a second, Captain.” Garrus wandered over from where he’d been looking at electronic systems.

Dante nodded, pleased to have someone like him along. No one knew electronics like Garrus. He might be opposite to Ike in appearances, but they were two sides of the same coin. If he couldn’t have one with him, he liked to have the other.

Dante messaged the crew to let them know ships were heading out. That done, he looked around the workshop.

What he saw were the hopeful faces of crewmates and now allies who had a goal and were ready to make it happen.

For a few seconds, Dante basked in it, proud of what he’d created.

Okay, he thought. Time to show these people how to make a cargo run.


CHAPTER FIVE


As the yawning mouth of the Ephren docks swallowed the Jaunty Camper, Kit relaxed. They’d made it safely to the dock, their journey long and tense but uneventful after crossing swords with Old Harry.

She’d only been on Ephren a couple of times, and this was her first time piloting the ship in, so she concentrated as instructions came over the comm. She didn’t want to cause a mess in front of people she might need to get along with.

Time slipped by as she guided her ship toward, then onto, a platform. As she shut the engine off, she noticed the Bouncing Bunny was right beside her. Nora was unloading her cargo.

Grinning, Kit went over to say hi, almost forgetting to wait for Barien.

“See, I told you she was probably safe,” he said after she’d pointed out their neighbor.

Kit rolled her eyes, grabbed the crate with the control chips, and headed to the main hatch. He’d gotten lucky. She didn’t plan on taking a risk like that again.

“Hey there,” Nora said when she was on the dock. “Wondered if I’d be seeing you soon. Didn’t think it’d be quite this convenient, I must admit. Looks like you made it here okay.”

“Yeah, we had a great run.” Barien grinned as he sauntered over. Leaving Kit to unload the cargo, he helped Nora with the last of hers.

“Those the crates you got from Old Harry?” Nora asked, motioning to the separate stack of crates. Before Kit could respond, Barien nodded and invited her over to see the computer chips.

“I don’t suppose you want a buyer for those, do you?” Nora asked. “My crew happens to need all sorts for the workshop we’ve just opened. I’m heading there now. Something about wanting a logo painted on the hangar door.”

Kit hesitated again. Was that too good to be true?

“What crew are you with?” Kit tried to sound as if she were simply curious, but it was plain that she was checking if it was a safe bet.

“Xeartais,” Nora replied, displaying her ID to prove it.

Kit blinked, the only outward sign of her shock. Xeartais was the crew she’d come in search of on the recommendation of her former crew. They dealt in many goods, so her moonshine would be a good fit for them, and they were reputed to be honest.

“Sure,” she said a second later. “Give me a couple of minutes to get my ship secure and my stuff in a locker, and I’ll come too.”

Nora grinned, gave her a double thumbs-up, and went back to her cargo.

It took Kit ten minutes to unload and get it safely stored for the harbormaster to inspect. Barien grabbed his hand luggage as soon as they were done.

“I’ll wire you your share,” Kit told him by way of a goodbye.

“Or just bring it with you when you come back in a few weeks,” he replied.

“I’m not coming back, Barien.”

“Yeah, you keep saying that, but come on. No one in their right mind stays out here for longer than they have to. Have a bit of fun, then come back where you belong.”

Kit clenched her fists but didn’t otherwise respond. She needed to calm down, or she was in danger of letting her anger take her too far.

She tried to keep her voice even. “I was about to ask if you wanted to stay aboard.”

“No way.”

“Yeah, I realize that now. But I’m going to.”

“Seriously? You didn’t notice how dangerous it was coming over here? How we almost lost everything? Not to mention how we could have been blown into space if one of those blasts had hit the rear cargo hatch?”

“You knew, didn’t you?” Kit asked, understanding dawning on her. “You knew the ship was so beat up it was a hazard just flying her.”

Barien didn’t respond, but it was clear from the way he set his jaw. Buying the ship for her had not been about giving her freedom. It had been a backhanded attempt at discouraging her.

“I thought you’d notice before leaving. Figured you’d put off the trip until you could afford to repair it, then spend your credits on other stuff. More important things, like making a home.”

“Making a home with you?” Kit asked, her words clipped.

He nodded.

“Never, Barien. Not now, not then, and definitely not in the future.”

Without another word, Kit stomped off, carrying the box of chips. She heard Barien call her name, but she ignored him. As soon as these stupid chips were sold, she’d wire him his cut, then forget he’d ever been part of her life.

If anything would have made her stay on Ephren and carve out a new future away from the leaf sisters and the far-too-controlled life they led, this was it. Barien didn’t understand her or the abilities she had, but she’d prove him wrong.

Kit wasn’t yet calm when she spotted Nora waiting outside the dock, but she pushed her emotions aside.

“That the goods?” Nora asked by way of a greeting.

Nodding, Kit held up the box. “Twelve chips inside.”

Nora whistled. “Now, that’s a good haul. Come on. It’ll make my captain’s day. Get this little venture of his off the flight path before it’s even begun.”

Weaving through people like they were stationary, Nora led her through the crowded marketplace to the repairs district.

“Dante? You still here?” she yelled before they were even close to a large hangar. The hangar door was down, although people lingered around it. Hanging back, Kit let Nora greet those she was familiar with, most smiling and turning their attention on her.

A man in his early thirties, his fiery beard the first thing she noticed, raised a hand but didn’t turn. He was talking to someone and appeared to be selecting a few people from the crowd. As soon as he was done, he looked their way and hurried over.

“What is it, Nora? I’m about to head out, and I need you to do some paintwork for us.”

“Yeah, yeah. I can get to that, no problem.” She waved her hand to dismiss the request. “This here’s Kit. She picked a fight with Old Harry while driving a rust bucket of a Yentin-class ship. Got these for her troubles. I thought we might want to buy ’em.”

Sensing this was her cue, Kit flicked open the box. Dante’s eyes went wide, then he lifted out one of the control chips and held it up to the light to study it. A moment later, he glanced her way, his gray eyes piercing her and making her feel exposed. A slight smile played at one side of his mouth, warming his expression.

“You beat Old Harry, did you?”

“Yeah, sent him packing with his tail between his legs. He’s a mean swordsman, though.”

“Aye. That he is. I’d like to offer you two thousand credits apiece for these, but I ain’t got it all right now. I can take four and might be able to take a few more tomorrow, but money’s tight.”

A frown that no amount of willpower could remove appeared on Kit’s face. She’d wanted them gone and the whole thing done with. If she only sold him four, she’d need to give all of it to Barien and have nothing to live on while she waited for the others to sell.

“Would you hold the rest for me?” he asked.

“For that price, I’d love to, but I need to pay off the guy who helped me. It’d leave me with nothing to live on and no way to repair my ship. Can’t you buy even one more right now?”

He looked thoughtful.

“I can solve one of those problems,” Nora said, grinning from ear to ear. “Come join our crew. We’ve got crew quarters. Solves the roof-over-your-head issue and makes it easier for Dante to buy the rest off you later.”

“Aye. Any lass who bested Old Harry is a welcome asset. And I could solve the other problem. I’m about to take me ship out on a run. It’ll be dangerous, but I’ve got a station you could man for me.”

Without stopping to consider it, Kit nodded. She’d been on Ephren for less than two hours, and not only did she have an invite to one of the best crews in the sector, but she was also going on a cargo run with its captain. How could she refuse?

“Awesome. I’ll make sure you get the greenie cut. It’s a little higher than our regular one to help the new mates out. But just for this run, to help you get on your feet.”

Dante picked up a datapad and tapped a bunch of commands. A moment later, he handed it to her for her bank details so he could send her the credits.

“Here,” she said, holding up the box. “Pay me for the rest as you can.”

He grinned uncertainly, as surprised by her display of trust as she was, but he took the crate. “Okay, head over to the Catalpa with Garrus here. I’ll be along in a few.”

A crew member appeared behind him, probably Garrus. He was shorter and thinner and had a goatee adorning his chin and glasses covering his hazel eyes.

“Hi,” he greeted her breathlessly. “Welcome to the crew.”

“Thanks,” she replied. She waited for him to lead the way, but he didn’t move. The silence was awkward until three others appeared.

“Come on, Garrus,” an older man said, slapping him on the back. “If we don’t hurry, Catalpa won’t be warmed up when the captain is ready.”

“Oh, right,” he agreed, blinking as if he’d come out of a dream.

Falling in, Kit let her feet carry her after them. She listened to snippets of their conversations while she checked her balance and paid Barien. As soon as the money had been forwarded, she felt lighter. Finding out he’d only bought her the Jaunty Camper to try to stop her from leaving had made her feel dirty. Now she could make her own decisions again.

As she strode onto Catalpa beside a quiet young woman named Sky, Kit grinned. She was off on another adventure, this time with a crew around her that made her smile.

“This way to the secondary systems,” Sky began. “You can take the station next to me. I’ll show you how Dante likes things run.”

“Brilliant,” Kit replied, meaning every bit of the enthusiasm the word implied.


CHAPTER SIX


Feeling like he was walking on air, Dante headed to Catalpa’s main hatch and strode inside. The cargo hold was empty, the ship only now flight-worthy after a couple of weeks out of action.

“Garrus?” he called. “We’ll need some empty crates.”

“On it,” his second said, popping his head out of the control room.

“And get us something to sell.”

After plonking down in the pilot’s seat, Dante stroked the arms of the chair.

“I hope you’re ready for this, old gal,” he began, not loud enough for anyone else to hear him. “We’re about to make history.”

Around him, there was a buzz of activity as Garrus got the crew into their positions and had each report on the readiness of their stations.

Dante looked at his notes on the area of space they were heading to. It was a small lunar colony just over twelve kellians away—not a short run, but a valuable one. This moon was rich in dalterian, and dalterian made the core drive system of every ship function. It provided the thrust. If they were going to run a workshop, they needed fuel.

But along their route was a dangerous stretch—an asteroid belt, too big to easily go around. There were also a couple of small bases frequently used by pirates and smugglers. If that wasn’t enough, near the fifth kellian mark was a small solar system that housed an aggressive race of spacefaring aliens, the Kruk. They had organic ships, and although technologically they were no match, they had numbers.

It would make for an interesting journey, but that moon was the best source of dalterian in this sector and the next three. If he stocked up, they could do a huge amount of good for the people on Ephren.

“Good to go, Captain. Just say the word.”

Dante nodded and settled back in his chair. His crew was up to this, even with a couple of greenies on board—especially if the newest one, Kit, was as capable as Nora had led him to believe.

While monitoring the ship’s stats and the crew’s banter, Dante stayed alert for danger.

He wanted to know about the slightest blip on the radar.

“Captain, did you check out the latest story reel Karl had?” Garrus asked when they were a kellian out and conversations had died down. Shaking his head, Dante frowned. It hadn’t been his sort of story. His second’s electronic-engineering mind would enjoy it far more.

But Garrus wasn’t good at realizing that sort of thing. The crew was forced to listen while Garrus sang its praises and urged everyone to see it.

The beep that let Dante know something had appeared on his radar was welcome, but he didn’t have a clear idea about what it was for.

“Anyone have a visual?” Dante asked. It was coming up to starboard, barely moving faster than they were. At first, no one responded; all of them were too busy with their tasks to study the outside world.

“Got it,” someone commed from the secondary control room. It sounded like Sky, but Dante couldn’t be sure. “Looks like it’s a medium-sized cargo ship. They don’t appear to be heading directly for us.”

Dante glanced at the radar, stopping himself from pointing out he could see information like that on the small screen. It was just one of the crew trying to be helpful.

“Keep an eye on it,” Dante commed back. “Let me know if it changes course or speeds up.”

“Aye, Captain.”

“Make sure everyone is prepared for an impending battle,” he added.

Garrus checked the ship’s systems. It took a long time to go through the diagnostics routine, but Dante didn’t get bored. The other greenie chose that moment to declare their interest in learning about navigation, probably to be able to take their own ship out.

Dante humored him for a few minutes, watching the young man’s eyes glaze over at the phenomenal amount of information that needed to be processed. Navigating a ship wasn’t for everyone.

“Everything is prepped, and the guns are ready,” Garrus informed Dante a few minutes later.

That was just how Dante wanted it.

The blip on the radar was closer, and Dante gave it his attention. After unbuckling from his seat, he hurried to the secondary control room to get a better look. Sky and Kit were sitting with a couple of young men who’d grown up on Ephren.

“Where is it?” he asked, not glancing at the tasks they’d divided up. They’d already worked those out between them.

He didn’t need them to answer since his gaze was drawn to the shiny ship flying near them. It was closer, but it still hung out of range.

Frowning, Dante stared at it. He recognized the vessel, but he couldn’t place it.

The lightbulb went on, and Dante swore. Pirates. That ship had hounded Lexi and her crew more than once.

“Captain?” Garrus called from down the corridor.

“Yes. Coming,” he replied, looking around the room. Sky blushed enough for him to notice, and the two men grinned, no doubt amused at his creative cursing. Kit didn’t appear to have noticed; her face was serious as she concentrated on the controls in front of her.

Smiling at her studious demeanor, Dante hurried back to his station, hoping Garrus had a good reason for disturbing him.

“Those frelling aliens look to be out in full force,” Garrus said, pointing at the long-distance scanners.

“They would be, wouldn’t they?”

“What do you want us to do?”

Dante decided it was time for something a bit different.

“Take us closer to the flight path of the other ship,” Dante replied. “Point-blank range.”

There was a chorus of ayes in response, and Catalpa moved a notch to starboard.

“Bring up a map on the console,” Dante commanded. “Overlay our flight path and that of our company.”

“Want me to add the aliens?”

“Not all of them, just the main group. They’ll work as a team.”

A few seconds later, the information he wanted was in front of him. It showed Catalpa’s projected path as a dotted beige line and the path of the larger cargo vessel, Jumping Jack Flash, in green.

At the moment, they were slowly heading closer. They were to the left of the alien group, but the captain on the other ship must have noticed the intrusion.

He veered to starboard as well, narrowing the gap between them and the Kruk.

“Adjust again,” Dante said, noticing Garrus’ grin. At least one of the crew understood what his plan was. As Jack Flash also responded again, the second looked at his captain, his eyes speaking the words he didn’t. Dante nodded.

For the third time, they all adjusted their courses.

“That should be enough,” Dante stated. “Slow a little and put us on a straight path. Then prepare to max us out and man the guns on that side. We’ll see how far we can push it.”

The crew half-watched the screen with him and half-performed their tasks. It would be interesting to see if the captain of the other ship realized how much danger they were in.

As the minutes ticked by, they stayed the course, getting closer and closer to the aliens.

“Looks like they’re moving.” Garrus pointed out the obvious as his map added a third trajectory to the screen in white. The estimated direction put the small creatures between Catalpa and Jack when they converged.

If there hadn’t been another ship, Dante would be trying to stay off their radar, but he needed to keep the pressure on to keep the Jack from avoiding the trap.

“Ramp up the heat on the guns on that side,” Dante said, wanting to be ready if they found themselves in a battle. It had the added benefit of putting the other captain on edge and making him wonder if the Catalpa planned to fire on Jack.

If need be, Catalpa would fire a warning volley. She didn’t want to pick a fight, just nudge them into the waiting aliens so everyone left the Catalpa alone.

Grinning, Dante watched the alien group curve toward the other ship, having decided they were the better target.

“We’re being hailed, Captain,” Garrus announced a few seconds later.

“Put it through. We can all listen.”

“I think you must be fairly new at making a run this way.” The male voice sounded angry but superior. Dante grinned at the discomfort the posturing probably hid.

“That we might, but we’ll be regulars from now on. There a problem?”

“Good luck with that. You don’t know what dangers you’re about to head into,” the man said patronizingly. “But now that you’ve asked, there’s one very big problem. You see those aliens up ahead?”

“The ones with the funny-looking organic pods?” Dante responded.

“Yeah, those. Those are aggressive little shits, and they’re heading straight for me.”

“Doesn’t sound like my problem, then,” Dante replied. One of the crew sniggered, but quietly so it wouldn’t be transmitted.

“I don’t think you understand me. I’m making it your problem. You’re getting in the way of me avoiding a fight.”

“I’m just taking the optimum route. I won’t lie; I don’t like wasting fuel, especially on a trip to pick some up. But if that’s a threat, I’ll warm the guns up a little more.”

There was a pause, then the map showed the aliens speeding up. A few broke off from the main group, heading nearer.

“A touch to port,” Dante commanded, his eyes locked on the map while the crew redirected the cargo vessel.

“They’re heating up weapons all over their ship.” Garrus didn’t sound concerned, which made Dante’s smile widen. If Catalpa was the target, they’d only be warm on this side. He was preparing to defend them.

“I’m not sure we’re communicating this correctly,” the other man said over the comm. “I’m Ryder. Varun is a good friend of mine. A very good friend. You could say I’m making this trip on his behalf, even.”

“Well, Ryder, if that’s the case, you tell him Dante, captain of the Xeartais crew, doesn’t appreciate it when he charges almost double a quote, and neither does the rest of the crew. I’m not letting him cost me another credit more than I have to. I’ll repeat what I said. Those aliens are your problem, not mine, and I don’t frelling care if they hold you up.”

“You really don’t want to go down this path, Dante. Varun doesn’t forget.”

“I’m a reasonable man, Ryder, but I think you need better friends. Now, excuse me, but I’ve got a cargo run to make, and one of the spare crew we have aboard has just cut up the most delicious-looking cake.” Dante motioned for Garrus to cut the comm.

“Cake, Captain?”

“Yeah. Cake.” Dante sat back in his chair with a smile. “Remind me to get some when we’re back on Ephren.”

“Aye, sir.”

For the next few minutes, he watched the Jack and the aliens get close enough to start a firefight. Catalpa avoided the conflict by a whisker.

“Get us back on course and up to top speed until we reach the asteroid belt,” Dante ordered, wriggling to get comfortable.

The crew got to work, letting the guns cool off without needing to be told. Feeling smug, Dante relaxed and listened to the conversations that sprang up.

No matter how life turned out, he hoped he’d always have these moments. He was out in the vastness of space, with nothing for several kellian and a good crew around him.

This was a perfect day.


CHAPTER SEVEN


Trying not to show her stress, Kit focused on the task in front of her. Although Sky had said she would help with any problems, Kit wanted to handle the console herself. Of course, the computer could handle it, along with a bot or two if necessary, but their protocols didn’t always allow for the demands of a human captain or for dangerous situations.

More than once, her personal communicator went off. Before leaving Ephren, Kit had set it to silent. It only buzzed against her wrist, but it was distracting.

During a lull, she’d made the mistake of checking it. Message after message from Barien: a mixture of backhanded apologies, shock at being paid so quickly, and disbelief at the amount.

Of course, she couldn’t reply until she was off-duty, and she wouldn’t tell him she’d sent him every credit she’d gotten so far. She was pretty sure the Xeartais captain was good for the money. He seemed to have a lot more than she did.

“Coming up to the asteroid belt,” Garrus reported loudly enough that they could hear him in the next control room. Setting her communicator to Do Not Disturb mode, Kit put all thoughts of Barien behind her.

“Everyone, stay on alert. Plenty of pirates hide on the fringes, and we’ve got to find a way through, too,” Dante told the crew.

Kit nodded, forgetting he couldn’t see her. That earned her a grin from Sky. She smiled back as they pulled up information on the ship’s state.

By tweaking the flow and the chemicals in the mix, Kit maximized the ship’s maneuverability. It took a little off the top speed, but it meant they could turn quicker and sharper.

Through the large reinforced viewport, the asteroid belt crept into view, stretching as far as the eye could see. It was far larger than the two between Ephren and the central space station, and there was no way around it.

Silence settled over the ship, everyone waiting and watching. Kit felt goosebumps rise on her arms. She loved this kind of thing—the anticipation, then the adrenaline hit. She was surrounded by others who felt the same, but this was a whole new level. No one had mentioned how big the belt was, just that they would be going through it.

“Time to be awesome,” Dante called, his voice steady and calm.

Aye, Captain, she thought, smiling to herself.

As the first small asteroid whizzed past no more than a foot from the window, the crew sprang to life, orders and responses flying thick and fast.

Kit bit her lip as she concentrated, making several small adjustments every minute, monitoring readouts, matching concentrations, and tweaking to allow the engine its best performance.

“More handling,” Dante called to her. She complied, sacrificing speed as another asteroid skimmed off the shield in a flash of light.

The ship shook from a hit. After clutching the arms of her chair, Kit went back to work. There was no time to check the view anymore.

Seconds hurried past, becoming minutes as they continued plowing through the field, avoiding most of the space debris.

Her wrists and fingers ached. Kit was starting to wonder if they’d ever get through the field, but there was no one to ask. Beside her, Sky assessed the damage they had taken, the level of the shields, and which areas needed the most power. She constantly made adjustments, the radar helping her anticipate where to reinforce the shields.

“Shield levels?” Dante asked, still calm.

“Down to sixty-five percent,” Garrus replied, sounding more excited than anxious or frightened.

“They were full at the beginning?” Dante asked.

“Yes, but I think at least one of the capacitors is wearing out. Not retaining energy as well as it used to.”

“Noted. We’ll have to work with what we’ve got right now. We’re almost through this one.”

No one appeared concerned by this news, so she tried not to dwell on it. The important thing was, they were almost through. Another shudder from a direct hit ran through the ship; she was more than ready to be done. It was followed by another and yet another, and the ship let out a wail of sirens to let them know the last hit had broken something important.

“Get whatever that is fixed ASAP!” Dante called above the din.

“Aye, Captain!” Sky yelled back, her fingers flying over the controls as two of the bots that had been curled up under the desk to conserve energy sprang to life.

Before Kit could ask what had broken, a warning flashed on her screen; she couldn’t control the particle flow on one side of the ship. The valves were wedged partially open.

Not good, she thought. Reduced maneuverability would make the current situation worse.

She tried to compensate, but the asteroids kept coming, and she could only give the navigator so much to work with.

More of the fast-moving space rocks slammed into them, jostling the crew, but no more alarms blared.

“We’re through,” Dante called.

Kit exhaled as she set her controls back to default. That wouldn’t provide the most speed, but it would give her time to fix things with Sky and the bots.

After easing out of her chair, she joined them. She wasn’t good at repairing broken ships, but it was a skill she needed to acquire. Besides, there was little she could do until the systems were in order.

Since she knew the ship better, Sky led them to the correct section.

“Let me isolate this. Then we’ll take a look inside and see what broke,” Sky said, tapping on the control panel’s keyboard.

The pipes hissed as they emptied, then Kit and Sky swung the hatch open. The pipe was a little wider than Kit, and it ran both up and down. Sky turned on a flashlight and pointed it upward, but after a quick scan, she moved on.

As soon as she looked down, she clicked her tongue.

“Look at that,” she said, moving over to let Kit see. An asteroid had struck the pipe and the side panel. The whole thing was a mess. The bots and shield systems must have sealed the area before the asteroid could depart.

“Doesn’t look like that should be there,” Kit remarked.

“Nope, but the bots can’t easily work inside the pipes. They’re too smooth. We’ll need to get it out so they can finish fixing things.” Sky narrowed her eyes and looked around.

Ignoring everyone and focusing on the problem, Kit tried to judge the distance. “How far down do you think it is?”

“Hmmm, four feet, maybe five.”

Kit held her hand out for the flashlight. Raising an eyebrow, Sky passed it to her. Without explaining, Kit gripped it between her teeth and pulled herself onto the edge of the hatch.

“Kit?” Sky called, panic making the name come out in a higher pitch.

She ignored the engineer and hooked her feet over the edge, then wedged them under the hatch coaming and slid down the pipe head-first. She braced herself, arms pushing one side to force her back against the opposite wall.

When she got close, she stopped, using one hand to hold herself in place. When she stretched, she could reach the broken panel. Tugging, she slowly worked it free. An asteroid as big as her fist was embedded in the twisted metal that had once been a ship part.

Having nowhere else to put it, Kit tucked it into her blouse, securing it against her stomach before slowly working her way back up. It took a lot longer to get back up than it had to slide down, but eventually, she was back on her feet. The metal panel slid out of her shirt and clanged on the deck.

After straightening her clothes, she handed the flashlight back to Sky and picked up the twisted metal. As she pulled the asteroid from the wrecked panel, she realized there was an eerie silence in the area.

When she looked around, there was more than one open mouth, and Dante was grinning at her from beside Sky.

“What? Did anyone else have a better idea or know they could pull that off?” Kit asked, addressing the assembled crew.

Dante chuckled, and Sky shook her head, smiling. The others looked embarrassed and returned their attention to their tasks.

When a repair bot scurried up, Kit handed it the panel, wondering if the machine was clever enough to repair something so damaged. She tucked the asteroid into a pocket as a souvenir.

“All right. If you’re not needed to repair anything, chill out, people, and let the bots and folks who know what they’re doing fix things. No doubt there’ll be something for you all to do later on this voyage.” Dante ushered the others out of the room.

“Nice work,” he told Kit as she went past him. “Hope you’re ready for more like that.”

His words made her pause. This wasn’t the first time he’d come across as blasé about danger. “How are you so calm, knowing that more is probably coming?” she asked.

“Easy, babes. If we come out of whatever happens alive, we’ll have only lost time or money. Neither of those is important, and if the worst happens, I won’t be alive to care.”

Kit raised her eyebrows, surprised by the response and the nickname, but he left before she could speak.

More than happy to obey the command to relax, Kit headed back to the secondary control room and strapped back into her chair. It would take a while for the bots to repair things, but they were safe for now.

She took the asteroid out of her pocket and studied it. It was plain, nothing special on the outside, but it now had a history. It had done something different from the asteroids around it, and no matter how it looked, that made it special. Unique.

Smiling at how sentimental she was being, she tucked it away and checked the controls again. Once they were back on Ephren, she’d decide what to do with the rock.


CHAPTER EIGHT


As the Catalpa flew into the starry blackness, she got faster as her damaged systems were repaired and put back into service. The transit of the asteroid belt had been a close thing, and it had taken its toll on the shields.

While everyone around him made themselves busy or relaxed and tried to forget about the danger ahead of them, Dante considered the next part of the journey. They were just over two-thirds of the way there, but even if they made it, there was the return journey to handle. Ideally, he wanted to come straight back, but if they didn’t have better luck, they’d have to stop to recharge vital systems. That would eat into their profits.

Not to mention the danger of pirates. They’d passed one of their favorite haunts without a sighting, but they would be lucky to pass another and still be alone in their stretch of space.

Finally, there was a ship with an irritated captain somewhere behind them. If they met again, there could be fireworks. All of that meant Dante was far from relaxed.

“Ship’s as good as she’s going to get, Captain,” Garrus reported, pulling him out of his thoughts.

“All right. Push her speed and keep an eye out for company.”

“Aye aye.”

The command had only been in force for half a minute before the systems beeped and a dot appeared on the radar.

“Pirates?” the other greenie on board squeaked. Dante didn’t know his name, but he met his eyes, projecting calm and studying him.

“Maybe, but nothing a good crew can’t handle if they work together,” he finally replied. That settled the guy down, and he was focused on the controls in front of him, monitoring the weapons systems for the gunners.

“It’s getting closer,” Garrus announced a minute later.

“Pull up the map again,” Dante ordered, leaning forward in his chair.

His second was on it, and the projected paths appeared as well. The two ships would meet within the current kellian. Dante ran a hand over the stubble on his chin as he thought.

“Adjust our course to intersect a fraction closer.”

It took a while for the map to show the correction and longer for the other ship to respond. It changed course as well. Their paths were going to cross sooner.

“Same again, and warm the guns on their side. Let them know we’re confident enough to be a threat.”

“Delighted to,” Garrus replied, tapping his keyboard.

Dante saw the crew glancing around as their stations allowed it. Before the other vessel could react, there was another bing, and another dot appeared on their radar. This one was coming from behind.

“Frell!” Dante exclaimed, knowing who it was. “Can we get any more out of the engines?”

“A little,” Kit stated from behind him. “But it’ll take me a bit to adjust back if we need better control later.”

“Do it anyway.” As he watched the map, Dante felt a tremor run through the ship. What was Kit doing? Whatever it was, when the map updated, it predicted Catalpa would be ahead of the other two ships.

It didn’t last. The pirates edged up on them with each refresh, and the Jack Flash had a bigger engine. It would catch them.

“Shift toward the pirates again,” Dante ordered, hoping Ryder would be more focused on fetching and delivering the chemical than getting revenge.

His hope was short-lived; the ship stuck to their tail, given the third contender and the aggressive display. If Catalpa wasn’t careful, they were going to get sandwiched between two aggressors.

“Ready all guns,” Dante directed. “And get my maneuverability back.”

“Aye aye, Captain,” two crew members responded. Dante’s mind was made up. If he couldn’t get out of this, he would make the first move. Sometimes a bully would back off after a single display of force. If not, throwing the first punch seemed smart.

Kit and Garrus executed his orders, and he threw the Catalpa sideways at exactly the right moment.

“Fire,” he yelled.

The crew on the guns shot in unison, and the plasma rounds showed up on the map as they rushed toward the other two ships. Jack Flash must have anticipated their move since they dived hard to starboard and away from everything, including the pirates.

The other ship wasn’t as lucky; they were hit on the starboard side of the nose. They lost speed and turned away.

Almost stationary, the Catalpa slowed for the Flash to close again.

“I think we damaged something on the other pirate vessel,” Garrus offered. “They’re only warming one gun on this side, and their controls seem...erratic.”

“Okay, noted,” Dante replied. He knew Garrus was trying to be helpful, but it didn’t change anything.

“Ready to fire again,” their resident greenie declared.

“All right. Wait for it,” Dante replied. “Let’s see how they respond.”

“You’re being hailed, Captain,” Garrus reported seconds later. Dante chuckled ironically before he told his second to put it through.

“I see you’re still playing pointless games, Dante,” Ryder began.

“And I see you’re still late to the party. I apologize; I ate all the cake.”

There was a chorus of sniggers around him.

“I don’t like being shot at.”

“There’s a whole heap of things I don’t like, such as your pointless threats. Go make them to someone who cares.”

There wasn’t another transmission, so Dante had Garrus turn off the comm.

“Keep an eye on Jack Flash, but focus our attacks on the Grinning Puppet,” Dante commanded, hoping he’d done the right thing by starting something with the potential aggressor rather than the pirate. There was always a chance they would not have attacked.

Shaking his head, Dante cleared it of the pitying thoughts he’d come up with over the course of the day. It was time to do what he did best.

Back and forth he steered until the third ship had its guns trained on them. Before they could complete their attack, Catalpa fired a volley at their ship.

It struck, fizzling across the enemy shields but only taxing them. The return shot went wide thanks to a last-minute bank, but it scraped the shield, draining the precious charge.

Dante let out a low growl and pushed the ship in the opposite direction. His gunners fired another volley without needing to be asked.

A mini explosion lit one side of the aggressors’ ship. Within seconds, its engines went dark, and they proceeded on their ballistic course, unable to maneuver.

Pushing Catalpa, Dante brought them closer to the Puppet.

“Scan them,” he commanded when they were within range. “How many aboard?”

Garrus paused, pressing buttons as they appeared on the screen and reading information.

“Looks like just the four,” Garrus replied. “But there’s shielding around the engine room. Could be more in there.”

“Those are good enough odds. Engine room isn’t large on a ship that size.” Dante got out of the chair and grabbed his sword, a cutlass. As he did, he glanced at the radar, noticing that Ryder had flown on, leaving Dante and the newcomer to settle this between them. “Prepare for boarding. Everyone but the helmsman, someone to monitor the repair bots, and you, Garrus.”

“Are you sure, Captain? You know I’m one of our best in a sword fight,” Garrus replied, almost succeeding in keeping the disappointment out of his voice.

Dante nodded. “As good as you are, I don’t trust Catalpa in many hands, and I won’t send crewmates over there without being with them. There’s no other way.”

Garrus nodded, mollified by the implied praise.

When the crew had gathered around the captain, including Kit, Sky, and Limnad from the secondary control room, he nodded.

“We outnumber them, and they didn’t appear to have their ship at full strength, so let’s make this gentle but confident. No fighting battles we don’t have to, and no taking food, water, or items that are obviously sentimental, especially if they are of little value. Got it?”

The response was a chorus of ayes and a number of nodding heads.

“Weapons ready?” Raising his blade, Dante scanned to see what his crew carried. Two-thirds of them wore swords of different types. A couple had mace-like weapons, and his greenie sported knuckle-dusters and a club. The last made him pause.

He pulled a spare dirk from the top of his boot.

“Lose the dusters,” he said as he offered it handle-first.

The greenie did as he was told, shifting the heavy metal off his fingers and dropping it on his seat.

Some weapons didn’t sit right with Dante. Dusters were brutal and painful. If he was going to live a life where he came to blows with others, he wanted to do it in a dignified way. There was no sense in making other humans suffer.

After scanning the group again while doing a headcount, he prepared to board. He had eight behind him, another three on his ship, and the sudden revelation that he hadn’t wanted to bring a person more.

Without needing to be asked, two of them grabbed heavy-duty cutters and led the way to the airlock. Dante waited as Garrus guided them to connect up. There was some banging, then the Catalpa formed a seal against the hull of the other ship, connecting the two.

“Get us through ASAP,” Dante commanded. His crew was already on the task, the whirring of the cutters filling his ears. Having had practice, they were soon through.

“Keep your heads,” Dante ordered, knowing it might be the last command he gave them. “I’ll see you on the other side.”

Giving the two men at the airlock a nod, Dante stepped forward and held his sword at the ready. Whatever was on the other side, he’d face it first.

They pushed, and the hatch clanked into the other ship, the sound reverberating through both.

Silence followed.

His gaze darted around the other vessel looking for movement, not letting the quiet lull him into security or confidence.

The ship had seen better days, and the smell of unwashed bodies hit him as he stepped over the threshold.

Frowning, he took step after cautious step. He proceeded down the main corridor to a junction and found the control room door partially open, so he stopped.

“You’re outnumbered and outmatched,” Dante called, keeping his voice steady and his sword ready. “Come out, and we’ll negotiate the release terms.”

More silence.

Trying not to let it get to him, Dante took another step forward, glad he had a good crew at his back. The next step allowed him to look both ways down the junction; the cargo hold was to the left and the secondary controls and engine room to the other.

He was about to go over into the control room when movement near the cargo hold caught his eye. A man rushed him, a rapier at the ready. Dante brought his cutlass up just in time, and the clang of metal hitting metal rang out.

He thrust at the man, but his attack was blocked. Before Dante could attack again, one of his crew smacked the man with the hilt of his blade. The unfortunate man collapsed, alive but not likely to stir soon.

A yell announced the presence of another attacker, and a scrawny lad barely into his twenties hurtled toward them. Inexperienced, he overshot the captain and barreled into Marl. They went down in a tangle of limbs.

As soon as he could figure out what arm belonged to which person, Dante hauled the kid up. His rusty sword clattered to the deck.

The fight went out of him, and he let Dante steady him. The captain made sure the boy was in the middle of his armed crew.

“You hurt my pa,” he growled despite his predicament.

“He’ll live, but it’ll take him a while to wake. How many more of you are there?”

The kid folded his arms across his chest and tried to look tough. He didn’t answer the question, but he kept glancing at his father.

“So, more family, then?” Dante asked. “Female too, I’d wager. It’s all right; we’re not the kind to bother women. We just want to take a look at your cargo hold, then we’ll be on our way.”

“Got no reason to believe you, not after hearing you...” The kid’s voice trailed off when he realized he’d said too much.

“After hearing what, boy?” Dante asked, concern gnawing at him. “What have you been told about us?”

“That other ship. Said you’d been bothering him for ages. Said you had attacked and left him for dead. Took everything, and now he didn’t know what to do.”

“Well, that’s a frelling pile of horseshit.” Dante let the kid go. “We’re not that kind of crew. Take your pa somewhere he’ll recover.”

“I’ll give him a check-over and some painkillers to make sure he doesn’t wake up with too big a head,” Marl said, helping the kid lift his dad.

Frell, frell, frell, Dante thought, though outwardly, he was calm. They’d wasted plasma on the family, thinking they were pirates because of how they’d acted, but Ryder had tricked the crew into thinking Dante was a pirate, and they’d reacted accordingly—not that it explained the old man’s reaction. He’d have known he couldn’t win against Dante. The only explanation was Ryder assuring them he’d join the fight—another trick. Instead, he’d fled.

His conscience didn’t like the idea of taking everything now, but his crew would expect something for their troubles. It was a tough space to be in.

“Okay, half of you with me. Let’s go see if we can find the rest of the family. No point having them hiding and frightened when we can reassure them. The rest of you make a note of their inventory. Line it all up and let me know, then we’ll see what we want to do next.”

There was no argument as his crew split, the men going to check the cargo while the women, including Sky and Kit, stayed with him to find the other family members.

Before Dante could direct them, Kit strolled over to the small closet-like space reserved for cooling the guns during battle. She yanked the handle open, revealing two faces: a woman and a tiny girl.

“Come on out,” she told them. “We won’t hurt you.”

The pair didn’t move. The mother clutched the child to her.

“We really won’t,” Kit said, putting her sword away. She held up her empty hands. “There’s been a misunderstanding about who is a problem and needs to be shot. It’s not you or us.”

“I want my daddy,” the little girl cried.

“I’m sure you do, little one. Your brother is helping him right now. Shall we go find him?”

The kid nodded and tried to wriggle free.

The mother let go, and the pair clambered out.

Dante’s jaw dropped when Kit offered her hands as a crutch. This new crewmate of his had more than one talent.

Taking a back-seat approach, Dante let her comfort the family and reunite them. He went to oversee the gathering of the cargo.

“We found a few hidden stashes of cargo, but it was almost entirely food,” Marl informed Dante when he reached the cargo hold and noted the pitiful number of boxes.

“And the rest?”

“Mostly clothes, linen, and a couple of small containers of dalterian. Nothing worth taking, really.”

“All right, take the majority of the crew back to our ship with you. I won’t rob these guys blind.”

Marl nodded, his mouth set in a line. Expecting him to protest, Dante waited, but nothing was said.

If the crew didn’t like it, they would have to get over it.


CHAPTER NINE


Kit tried not to yawn as she went to get another crate of dalterian. She was awed by how much the Catalpa could hold and how many credits the captain had agreed to pay out in one transaction, especially after not only refusing to take anything from the ship they’d boarded but also helping them limp into the space hub for repairs. The Grinning Puppet was going to try to keep up on the way back to Ephren for safety in numbers.

Dante had gone to trade for enough dalterian, a liquid fuel, to fill his entire ship. While Sky and a couple of others had worked to repair the ship and recharge the shields, Kit lent a hand to load all the heavy water.

“Don’t look now, people, but we’ve got company,” a familiar voice said. Kit looked up from the crate she’d just lifted to see a long-haired man swagger closer, his hat at an angle that was probably meant to be a fashion statement.

“Ryder,” Dante greeted him. “Didn’t think you’d still be here. Not after the shameful way you cut and ran earlier. Thought you’d want to get back to your mama’s skirts and have Varun solve all the problems you find too hard to sort out.”

“Pretty funny coming from a captain who can’t make a run without bringing an entire crew and then some to help.”

“What can I say? People actually like spending time with me. Never a shortage of people wanting to do something to help me out, or just come on one of the many adventures I offer.”

“Yeah, some adventures, forcing someone to risk their lives against aliens you pissed off and then didn’t deal with.”

“All I did was stay my course.”

“All you did—” Ryder was cut off by the appearance of the space hub’s station manager.

“Gentlemen, please take whatever disagreement this is out of our airspace and future business deals. We are neutral territory. Everyone needs dalterian to fly.”

Ryder narrowed his eyes, focusing on Dante, making it clear he was considering disobeying the request.

“Varun won’t be happy about this.”

“As I said, Varun shouldn’t have ripped me and my crew off if he didn’t want me to take matters into my own hands.”

“Enough.” The station manager placed a hand on Dante’s chest and gently pushed him backward.

Eventually, the broad-shouldered man relaxed and nodded. “Sorry. Don’t want to make you and yours any trouble. Just don’t like it when someone makes it harder on others out here. It’s bad enough.”

“Which is why we ask everyone to leave their problems out in space.”

Dante nodded and picked up another couple of crates. Wondering if she should say something, Kit lifted one as well. She wanted to point out the other captain was the bad guy, but she suspected that no one cared. It also might not be that black and white. Whatever was going on, she felt a desire to be back on Ephren. Somewhere a little safer.

With so many crew helping load, they were soon on their way. Ryder was lugging crates by himself as they powered their engines on and lifted into the sky around the orbiting moon.

“Let’s see if we can get back a little quicker than we got here,” Dante requested as the Grinning Puppet joined them. Shuddering at the image in her mind of what that puppet might look like, Kit focused on her tasks.

Interpreting her captain’s words as a desire for speed, Kit modified the settings. She was pleased to see the bots had repaired things well enough that she could use the pipes on both sides of the engine with no problem.

As the day wore on, Kit got tired. Her eyes threatened to close on her as she monitored the ship. Thankfully the journey was uneventful until they closed in on the asteroid belt again.

“Heads up, crew,” Dante called. “We need to get through this a little better than we did last time, or our repair bill is going to be a lot larger than our profit.”

Tapping buttons, Kit adjusted the flow to give Catalpa more maneuverability and reduce her turning circle, but she fumbled, and instead, it did the opposite.

As asteroids fizzled and crackled against the shields, there was an uproar of voices from the primary control room.

“Sorry,” she yelled, not knowing what to do but correct it. With every ping she heard and flash of light she saw, she winced, desperate to fix her mistake before it cost them.

Finally, the right balance was achieved, and Kit sighed with relief when the ship wove around the dangers.

“How’s the other ship doing?” she asked Sky, desperate for the attention to not be on her but also concerned about how the older ship would handle such a difficult-to-navigate situation.

“They’re keeping up…just,” Sky replied. “But their shields are taking a bigger hammering than we did just now.”

Nodding and gritting her teeth against another wave of sleepiness, Kit adjusted here and fixed there, giving the crew what they needed.

More than once, an asteroid took out something important, but the ship made it through. The Grinning Puppet took a little longer to get to safe space again, having sacrificed speed for control.

“You in one piece?” Dante asked over the comm.

“Just about,” came the reply. “Though it looked like you might not be for a sec there.”

“We had a few technical difficulties. All sorted out now, though,” Dante replied, covering for Kit as if he’d told the truth and was proud of the result. “We’d better look out for company now, however. There’s some aliens who like to cause merry hell when they get the chance.”

“Noted.”

Kit was apprehensive. Although Dante had covered for her, there was a good chance he was going to reprimand her, and it was her first voyage with the crew.

Another yawn stole over her as she considered what might happen next. At the worst time, Dante appeared.

“Tired?” he asked. She nodded, realizing there was no way to hide it.

“Any particular reason?” He sounded casual as he asked the question, but it was obvious he was fishing.

“I only sailed into port this morning myself and didn’t sleep very well last night. I’ve never been out this way before and didn’t realize it would be such a taxing journey when I needed rest.”

“Hmmm,” Dante said, studying her. Panic filled her, and she froze under his glare. “You’ve found a home now. You can relax and recharge, learn and grow. Just make sure you don’t risk the lives of others unnecessarily.”

“Of course, sir. I’ll do my best to get settled in as soon as we’re back.”

“Captain?” Garrus’ voice saved her.

Shooting her one last look, Dante hurried back. “What is it?”

Kit’s relief faded when she looked out the viewport.

“The Kruk are still lingering far from their usual territory,” Garrus reported, confirming Kit’s fears.

“Shields?”

“Only thirty-seven percent.”

“Frell.”

There was a half-second pause as Dante thought.

“Ready the guns and prepare for a rough ride. Take us farther from them. Maybe they’ll leave us alone if we don’t come any closer.”

“Aye aye, Captain.”

Kit kept adjusting, but there was little she could do to help.

The crew could only wait. The ship was ready for battle, but it was clear no one was as excited about this one. Fighting pirates and taking back cargo they’d stolen was morally righteous. Harming aliens who didn’t seem to understand the humans were just passing through was less of an adrenaline rush. Guilt came with the victory.

“They’re not buying the course correction, Captain. Want to try flying farther away?”

“No, fire a warning shot.”

“Likely to rile them further,” a voice Kit didn’t recognize replied. Frowning, she held her breath so she could hear what followed. It was a direct challenge to the command Dante had given. Would it be tolerated?

“Do it anyway. I won’t start shooting at someone I’ve not warned first.”

This time no one spoke up, and a plasma bolt streaked at the starboard side of the mass of ships.

It didn’t help and possibly made the aliens angrier. They came closer, the small specks growing bigger and becoming more defined.

Biting her lip, Kit could only watch. It wouldn’t be long until they were firing back.

Feeling more than a little responsible, she tried to think of something that might help, but she drew a blank. How did one small cargo ship and the damaged vessel it was escorting fend off that many aggressive Kruk? Could they harm Catalpa and Puppet after they’d been pelted with flying rocks?

Kit had a lightbulb moment. After unstrapping and leaping out of her seat, Kit almost tripped in her haste. As she rushed to the primary control room, she hoped not to do anything embarrassing.

“We’ve got a whole bunch of space debris on board, right? Broken ship parts, that kind of thing?” she asked.

Dante nodded. “We do, but what’s that got to do with fighting?”

“Is there a way we can fire them out of the ship?”

“Like bullets?”

“No. Like asteroids.”

Dante’s eyes went wide.

“The airlock could do it.” Garrus came closer.

“What’s this got to do with defending ourselves?”

“The Kruk,” Kit continued. “They’re not that bright, right?”

Dante nodded and furrowed his brow. Worried he would cut her off, she tried to explain it. “If we jettison the discarded parts, metal, and anything else that would make a good asteroid, they’ll either think it is asteroids or that we can fire that many missiles at once. Even if it’s not enough to stop them from coming after us, they’ll have to dodge them or get shredded.”

As she paused, Dante looked around the room.

“That’s a brilliant idea,” Garrus murmured, his eyes fixed on her so intently Kit flushed.

“Well, you heard the greenie. Anyone not doing an essential task, gather up anything we don’t need, can’t sell, and that would make a good asteroid.”

Dante grinned as he hurried past her, picking up a handful of broken bolts a bot had left in a pile by the door.

The crew rushed after him, everyone picking up something. The ship, more than a little untidy after the run they’d had, provided plenty of debris.

“This way,” Sky directed, standing by the airlock. “Fill it up.”

As she spoke, repair bots scurried up, carrying twisted panels. Grinning, Kit noticed the one she’d fetched from inside the tube. She couldn’t think of a better way for it to be useful one last time.

With so many of the crew helping, the task was soon done.

“I’ve worked out the best angle to shoot at,” Garrus offered after everyone returned to the control room. He pulled up a map on the screen, with the path laid out over the top and the position they’d need to be in.

As Kit went to return to her seat, Dante reached out and stopped her.

“No. Your idea. You can press the button…if you want?”

Kit opened her mouth to say “Sure,” but the word stuck halfway. Was she sure? These aliens were a pain in the ass, but did she want to be the one to unleash this upon them? It was guaranteed to hurt a lot of them.

Eventually, she shook her head.

“Thanks.” She paused to bolster her confidence. “But no thanks, Captain.”

Dante shrugged, a gesture of indifference as well as a dismissal.

As soon as she was safe in her seat, Dante pressed the button. She watched the metal space debris fan out from their ship, heading for the many aliens dotting the view.

Unable to watch them get hurt, she looked away. This might have been her idea, but it was only out of necessity. Harming living creatures wasn’t something she took lightly, but neither did she feel comfortable after she’d risked the crew’s lives by making an avoidable mistake, even if it was out of sheer exhaustion.

At least now, she’d done something to protect them. As she thought about the moment she’d spoken the idea aloud, she pictured the way Garrus had looked at her—like he’d seen a goddess.

She’d never had anyone look at her like that.


CHAPTER TEN


Feelings mixed, Dante watched as Catalpa left the dangerous area of space. Ephren loomed on the horizon, far warmer and more inviting than it usually looked.

Not long to go now, he told himself. This had been one nightmare of a journey. They’d fired at innocent people, and it had cost him far more in bolts and fuel than normal. He only blamed himself. He’d been so caught up in the excitement of forming an alliance that he hadn’t considered how risky some of these routes were. He made a mental note to assign this one to only the most skilled captains in the crew.

When the ship entered the dock, Dante sighed with relief. The crew’s body language expressed similar sentiments. Garrus finally sat down, and Marl high-fived the greenie next to him.

“Catalpa, thank you so much for the escort,” Grinning Puppet’s captain sent over the comm.

“You’re welcome. Sorry again for busting up your ship.”

A laugh came back. “Oh, I think our trickster has got his work cut out for him, especially if he comes across the treacherous little addition you made to the route.”

As the engines shut down, Dante noticed Lexi standing on the edge of the platform.

“Finally!” she exclaimed. “How long does it take to go pick up some cargo?”

“Longer than you’d think, especially if you run into a lackey of Varun’s along the way.”

“Sounds like a story,” Taron replied, coming up as well. He had a couple of his crew with him.

“Aye. But this is quite the welcome committee.”

“Everyone else is already back. We thought you might have had problems. Thought we’d best come see if you needed backup.”

“Trouble definitely found us, but we’re back. Since you’re all here, you can help get this cargo unloaded and up to the shop.”

Taron grinned, and the people with him jumped to it. With Dante’s crew and the extra hands, the fuel was soon off Catalpa.

He was about to leave when Ike appeared, rubbing grease off his hands with a cloth that was too dirty for the job. He let out a low whistle as Garrus showed him over the worst of the damage.

“Lexi said you’d gone and gotten yourself a few new dents. Didn’t think she meant more than bruises. I only just rebuilt the girl.”

“Yeah, but we all know you love a project,” Garrus shot back.

“True, but let a man have a moan about it now and then, kid.”

Garrus rolled his eyes as Dante grinned, feeling better for being back.

“All right. Leave her with me, boss, and I’ll see what I can do.”

“Thanks, Ike. Beer is on me.”

“Isn’t it always?”

Garrus was leaving, so Dante hurried to catch up, but someone called to them before they could get to the main hangar.

Turning toward the voice, Dante spotted the family they’d escorted in. Their battered ship looked like it had crashed on the landing pad. At their feet were their meager possessions and the small amount of dalterian they’d bartered for.

The dockhands wheeled the majority of it away while the father came over to them. “This sector of space is far too dangerous for a young family. Thanks to your crew, Dante, we managed to bring back enough to buy tickets on the next hyper-shuttle to the Nireen sector.”

“I hope you find somewhere you feel is home soon,” Dante replied, never good at goodbyes.

“Thank you, but I wanted to offer you my ship, such as it is. She probably needs so many repairs she’s worth more for scrap and spare parts, but she’s yours. We’d never have made it here if you hadn’t come across us when you did, even with the initial misunderstanding.”

Dante couldn’t have refused if he’d wanted to. The older man took his hand and transferred the master keys and info chip to him.

“I found your crew on the database here. Transfer’s already done. Hope that wasn’t too forward of me, but she’s no use to me here anymore, and I can’t exactly take her on a hyperjump.”

Dante nodded, a lump in his throat. Although he’d helped them, and certain members of his crew hadn’t been happy about walking away empty-handed after their brief fight, he hadn’t expected to get a delayed reward. Even damaged, a ship was worth a lot out here.

Before he could express his gratitude in words that would have conveyed its depth, the man hurried back to his family. Each of them took a share of their few possessions, and with a quick wave, they got on the shuttle that took arrivals to the hub’s living areas.

“Wow. That was a new experience,” Garrus murmured. “Wait ‘til Nora hears about this.”

“Don’t tell her. In fact, don’t tell any of them.” Dante walked over to the ship. “We wouldn’t have gotten this if it hadn’t been for Kit, and the greenie needs a smaller, faster ship.”

Garrus chuckled, thinking about the idea she’d come up with to get them home safely.

“Leave it with me, Captain,” Garrus replied. “We have a crewmate who knows how to keep a secret and likes a project. I also know the perfect name for it.”

“Good. Let me know what credits you need—”

“No,” Garrus interrupted. “I’ll cover them. It can be from both of us.”

Glancing at his second, Dante found himself wondering if the man had an ulterior motive for being so kind. If he did, he made no mention of it. He wouldn’t have blamed him for liking Kit. She’d been in his crew for less than twenty-four standard hours, and she’d already made her mark.

But… Dante pushed the thought aside before it could form. They were only rumors.

Before either of them could move, a familiar voice spoke from the other side of the ship. “I know, I know. Tell Varun I’m sorry the shipment is late. I ran into a difficult situation. Some crew captain he recently pissed off wanted to settle a score. Beat me to it.”

“We’re aware,” a gruff voice replied. “They’ve already got their dalterian on the market, and they’ve opened a workshop. Managed to scrape together the credits for a large one, too. Varun isn’t happy about that.”

“Duly noted,” Ryder replied. From their side of the ship, they watched him stride off, not looking back at the two people who’d overheard everything.

Feeling far better about this run than he had when he’d landed, Dante went to find the rest of his crew and tell them the good news. They were already making waves, and with a little bit of consistency, they could change everything on Ephren.

When Dante turned the corner into the section of the hangar where the workshop was, he saw people gathered outside. He stopped, and his jaw fell open. A line had gathered, most of them captains, pilots, or cargo runners with ships.

“Captain, wondered when you’d come see this for yourself.” Victor was standing at the front of the line, swapping credits for measured quantities of dalterian.

“We’re going to need another load,” Lexi added. “I’ve been grilling your crew for details. Sky said she felt fresh enough to go again. You mind if I borrow her?”

“No, as long as you’re up to it.” Dante couldn’t take his eyes off the queue as more people joined. Then he noticed the painting on the workshop door. It was a large, majestic bird on a blue and white background shaped like a flag waving in the breeze.

“Completely,” Lexi replied, grinning when she saw how distracted he was. “My last run was smooth sailing all the way.”

Lexi gathered a set of willing crewmates while he went in search of Nora. He wanted to have the logo painted on the crew ships.

Before he could find her, he heard his name called.

“Count me in.” Mack strode up. “If you’ll still have me? We’ll back this venture of yours. Show Varun and anyone else who don’t like it just what a motley crew or two can do when they put their minds to it.”

“Well, we’re up to five crews in the flag now.” Nora grinned as she came over. Dante nodded and shook Mack’s hand. “And I’ve got my work cut out for me, teaching enough people how to paint our protector on all these ships.”

“Hello, gorgeous,” Mack greeted her. “You can paint what you want wherever you like.”

Nora giggled and flicked her hair back as she went off with him.

Feeling lightheaded from the speed at which his plan was becoming his new reality, Dante found a quieter place to sit and watch. It was coming together so quickly; the workshop was already full of ships and bots being worked on by various people, some of whom he didn’t recognize.

There was a buzz in the atmosphere, the chatter bright and full of hope, leaking through to the crowds outside. People kept turning up just to see what the fuss was about.

Ephren was a large hub. There were a lot of people in a small space, many living on their own ships, and so many ships coming and going that there weren’t enough launchpads if they all returned at once. For the moment, the hangar side was the busiest section.

As well as dalterian, Lexi had grabbed some important and hard to acquire parts on her last trip. Already all of them had been sold or allocated to ships on the repair list. Eve had returned just before him with some crops that couldn’t yet be grown on Ephren, as well as gardening equipment and seeds. If each crew grew things for themselves, they’d have more credits for other stuff they needed.

“Thank you.” A woman’s voice caught Dante’s attention. She cradled a potted tomato plant under one arm. “I’ve not had a decent tomato in months. Varun wouldn’t understand a quality tomato if it jumped up and bit him.”

Laughing at the image, Dante thanked the woman and wished her well.

For more than an hour, he sat in the same place, watching, chatting to customers, making notes of requests, and guiding the activities of the five crews at his disposal. They were all eager to get more supplies and contribute that they were in danger of overcommitting and not having the stamina to keep it up, so he concentrated on one major route per crew. For now, that was enough.

Dante didn’t have to solve every supply issue. If he made some of the markets fairer, he made the struggling people better able to cope with the occasional large expense.

“Here.” Ramone’s voice made him jump.

The younger man held out a bottle of something alcoholic but otherwise unidentifiable. In his other hand was another bottle, open and only half full. Dante took it, no questions asked.

“To a better future.”

“To an alliance that actually means something,” Dante replied, and they lifted their bottles in the age-old salute before taking large swigs.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


When the fifth yawn in half an hour escaped Kit, she made a mental note to get more sleep. In the three weeks she’d been part of Xeartais, she’d been on a cargo run every day and had drunk at a party or with friends every evening. It was taking its toll in more than one way.

Kit surveyed the small store she’d rented her second day on Ephren. With the new trade runs the flag operated, Dante had paid her for the computer chips far sooner than he’d promised. She’d poured it into her little moonshine business and expanded to rum, a very popular drink on Ephren.

Frowning, she counted the fermenting bottles. There weren’t enough, not at the rate the crew was drinking them, let alone the whole flag. But she was almost out of sugar cane, and she didn’t dare try to make rum without it. She needed to find more.

After mixing up the leftover ingredients and putting away the bottles she’d filled to ferment, Kit looked up sugar on the master list of the flag’s trade deals Dante had given her. There was none listed.

Was she going to have to do a run of her own to get some? She’d hoped to avoid that until she had enough credits for a smaller but faster cargo runner. The Camper wasn’t swift or easy to handle, not to mention it was still a death trap.

The cargo door was fixed, but she didn’t have enough bots or materials and parts should something go wrong in space. Along with intermittent issues with the shields and other systems, she had no hope of selling the Camper.

Sighing, Kit grabbed a tissue from a small stack on the counter and pulled a pen out of her pocket. She wrote down the number of bottles she expected to use a day going forward, given the current consumption, and rounded it up for spares. Then she worked backward, adding ten percent for manufacturing issues, and eventually got to the amount of sugar cane she needed per day.

“Okay, that’s a lot,” Kit muttered to no one in particular, realizing she could only fit three times that much into the Camper. A smaller, quicker ship like Catalpa could only carry about double. Running the goods that often would be exhausting, on top of helping the crew, but she hadn’t seen sugar for sale since she’d arrived.

However she solved the problem, it was time to visit the workshop. Not only did she need to speak to Ike about Camper and how safe she was, but she also wanted to get an idea of what her future might hold and figure out if she ought to rethink her moonshine business. Sales were picking up, but she didn’t want to be making the same tedious cargo run every other day just to earn a few extra credits.

As usual, the workshop was buzzing with people, even at this time of morning. Some worked on the many repair jobs they had, but more stood over star charts and notes on trade routes, discussing ways to get the resources the flag had agreed to supply.

A final group just hung around chatting, not wanting to go back to their ships or their tiny apartments. The latter were often no bigger than necessary to hold a bed, a small cupboard, a toilet, and if they were lucky, a shower. Not the kind of place you wanted to be in for anything but sleeping.

Kit sauntered over to the bulletin board that had been set up next to a makeshift office at the back end of the workshop. It contained all the cargo runs the flag recommended and a list of urgently required items. No mention of sugar there either.

“You trying to memorize that thing?” a voice asked from behind her, making her jump. She whirled to see one of the other captains, a young fellow who often wore a grin and swaggered. “You’ve been there a long time.”

“I was hoping we had sugar covered so I could buy some. When I didn’t see it, I continued to stare at the list, hoping it would feel my frustration and modify itself,” Kit replied.

That earned her a chuckle. “The sugar run can be a particularly unfun one. I don’t think we’ve got it on our list yet. Why don’t you ask? Most of the people who would know are in the office.”

Before Kit could object to disturbing them, the guy knocked on the door and pushed it open. Dante sat behind a desk, and Lexi, Victor, Garrus, and Eve were with him.

“This here crewmate wants to know what the sugar situation is. We’re all drinking her rum and not helping out with supplies, by the sound of it.”

Kit gulped, hoping no one thought she’d have put it so rudely. Lexi chuckled.

“Sorry, Kit,” Dante replied. “Sugar isn’t a necessity, and we’re only focusing on the basics everyone in the hub needs.”

“That’s okay,” she replied. It made sense, even if she’d have liked a different answer. Feeling awkward, she tried to think of a way to extricate herself from the situation, but Garrus got to his feet.

“If you want a second for a run, I’ve been on Ephren too long. I’ll come help.”

Nodding like a bobblehead, Kit backed out of the room, giving him space to leave.

“The best place is that strange little farm Jencor set up on Lillian’s moon, right?” Garrus asked as they walked toward the hangar door.

“I think so. They’ve managed to get the place growing all sorts of things.”

“Do you know if they grow ruga berries?” Kayla called, sauntering closer as Kit nodded. Nora followed her. A group of men kept their eyes on the new women as they sashayed closer. Both wore elegant dresses and intricate hairstyles and makeup. More than a few of their crewmates had their sights on the pair, and the girls milked it for all it was worth.

They were also two of the loveliest women Kit had ever met. They were as fussy about their appearances as the leaf sisters had been, and the pair understood others and their differences far better. Not once had they made her feel anything but welcome, nor had they made her feel like she wasn’t good enough or couldn’t learn.

“I desperately need some red dye. Mind if I come with you?” Kayla asked. “I will help with repair costs if we run into trouble, too.”

“The ship’s not in the greatest shape now,” Kit replied, worried that lives would be in danger if she used it.

“That’s okay,” Sky interjected. She had reached them in time to hear the last of the conversation. “I can do some repairs on the way. Beats hanging around here waiting for a party or something.”

Kit didn’t know what to say. She’d feared having to make the run by herself. It had never occurred to her that others might want to come just because.

Garrus led the way, chatting away about the first time he’d been to the moon. “It was one of the most beautiful things I’d seen. They’ve turned the surface into this massive garden under domes like greenhouses. You’ll love it, Kit.”

She nodded, not sure where such an emphatic statement had come from. There had been a similar setup on the planet on which her family had raised her and her brothers.

When they reached the ship, a knot formed in her stomach. Camper was dented and obviously old. Nora’s fresh logo was the only part she liked.

Trying not to sigh, Kit opened the main hatch and let her small crew on board. It was a start, and she’d been so excited when she’d gotten the ship.

“Oh, frelling days,” Kayla said. “This baby is huge. No wonder you’re willing to run sugar instead of rum. With this much space, you can run anything and still have space for loot if a pirate gets stupid enough to take you on.”

A grin formed on Kit’s face at the assessment. While she booted the systems, Sky and Kayla had a look around, and Garrus assessed the weapons.

“Wow!” he exclaimed a moment later. “I haven’t seen these things in a while. They take a little longer to heat up, but oh, my gosh, do they pack a punch!”

Although Kit was only vaguely interested, she noticed how his face lit up. He focused on the controls and information at his fingertips. She tried to think of something to say. A question to ask. Anything to generate conversation, but nothing came to mind before Sky came back.

“Where do you want me, Captain?” she asked.

“Um...” The title threw Kit.

“I like the consoles in the secondary cabin on a ship this small, but I can control the bots from up here if you’d prefer to have me closer.”

“Bot.” Kit shrugged, and all three of her companions stared at her. “It came with one, and I haven’t had time to find more.”

“I’ll speak to Ike,” Garrus volunteered. “He’ll know which ones can handle this class and model.”

The moment passed, taking with it Kit’s shame. They hadn’t disowned her for being reckless or refused to fly with her. Instead, Garrus had offered assistance, and Sky had happily gone to work at the repair console.

While the others were getting acquainted with the systems, Kit began the process of leaving the hangar and getting a flight slot. With an empty cargo ship, there were no Customs checks to worry about, but their departure still had to be coordinated with the other ships in the vicinity. The downside of having a hub where everyone lived on and used their ships was the constant traffic. The station hadn’t been designed for this level of use.

The advantage of the time of day, however, meant that Kit quickly reached the front of the queue.

“We’re good to go in five minutes,” she told the others so they would find a seat and strap in. She did the same, then set the coordinates for the destination. Although she was fairly sure she appeared calm, her stomach roiled. She worried she’d get them into trouble or worse. People died in space or went missing all the time. Every time a ship undocked, there was a chance it wouldn’t come back.

“We might need to be careful on the first half of this journey,” Garrus told Kit. “We’ve been having trouble with pirates on certain stretches. Dante thinks they consider us a threat, but he can’t prove anything.”

Kit nodded, trying not to show her panic. It would have been helpful to hear that sooner. She hadn’t tested her skills fighting pirates since her run-in with Old Harry, and by every account, she had gotten lucky with him.

She didn’t want to have to take on other ships yet. She’d seen others do it, and the possibility had crossed her mind, but in an abstract way. Now it was real and immediate; there was a good chance they’d have to fend off pirates. Rather than frighten her as she’d expected, knowing it was likely to happen settled her.

If it happened, it happened. She had a good crew this time. Between them, they’d take care of any threats.


CHAPTER TWELVE


Trying not to curse aloud, Dante looked over the latest reports the other captains had brought him. They all said pretty much the same thing; the runs were getting harder to make. Not just runs where the crewmates were furthering the flag’s goals or restocking one of the commodities they now supplied to Ephren on a regular basis. They were being hit more often and harder on runs for themselves and their own businesses.

“Some of my greenest ship pilots are too scared to go out,” Ramone told him. “They’ve lost all they can afford to, and unless someone who can handle a difficult battle or duck and dodge in asteroid fields is with them, they won’t go anywhere.”

“We’re seeing similar things,” Eve added, shaking her head. “They want to help, but they’re risking their lives.”

“The crew under Caiden voted not to join us for that reason,” Victor chimed in. “They’ve got a lot more green recruits. No way they’d handle the heat.”

Dante shook his head, feeling lost. He’d known Varun would retaliate, but this was lower than he had expected. The merchant was apparently in league with a bunch of pirates. No wonder the sorry excuse for a man had gotten away with ripping off the civilians on Ephren. The pirates had created a monopoly for him, and they’d benefited from the higher prices for certain goods, too.

“What if we take the flag back off?” Lexi asked. “Then they won’t know for sure if they’re targeting us.”

Taron finally spoke. “I dunno, I kinda like it. And poor Nora has been working her fingers to the bone to get one on every ship.”

“Yeah, I’m not sure I want to break it to her that we’re going to pull them all off again.” Victor shook his head. “But they do act like a neon light. Is there a way we can keep them so we can use them when we want, but cover them or have a fleet of unmarked ships for those who want an easier run?”

“Having unmarked ships is worth looking into,” Dante replied and made a note. “But I want to be careful. Varun has never been challenged, and I think that if we look like we’re backing down, it will make the problem worse. He’ll believe his strong-arm tactics work on us.”

Lexi replied, “Not gonna let that happen, even if I have to find another way to help the crew, or we help them personally and refund losses for a bit. I’ve had enough of that smarmy, self-satisfied jerk telling us things cost three times what they used to.”

“I think we all have, Lexi, but not all of us have deep pockets and the ability to do something about it,” Ramone replied.

“Can we charge a bit more for the goods?” Victor asked. “Could the flag as a whole fund this rough patch? That way, the crews who are struggling more would feel supported.”

“Again, I think it would be a dangerous path to follow.” Dante frowned, not liking where the conversation was going. “If we raise prices on the people around us, Varun can claim we’re just like him.”

“Except our costs are going up.” Victor stared at him, not happy, but Dante shook his head.

He would not back down on this one. If the market was going to become fairer, they had to swallow the extra cost for now. Or find ways to protect their ships.

“I think we have to be more strategic. Those of us who can best the pirates need to make sure we’re available more. Get the crewmates who aren’t comfortable going out alone to request an escort.”

“But that will wear us out even more and take away our ability to profit. I spend a lot of my spare cash to help my crew in other ways.”

“I know, so it’s only a temporary fix. Use the times you’re providing assistance to do training. Teach our pilots to make use of the asteroid fields and their bots in battle. Show them what their ships can truly do.”

Taron and Lexi nodded, the latter grinning broadly. The pair of them could get behind that, at least.

Mack, Ramone, and Victor didn’t look happy, but they nodded.

“All right.” Mack got up. “I said I’d help a crewmate make a run to the station and back. We’re low on basic repair components, and he wants a new bot.”

“Oh, that’s one thing Ike offered,” Victor added, stopping everyone. “He said he can reprogram the newer bots to perform more tasks. Things that might be useful in battle. Said he’s happy to work through the flag fleet. Just give him a day or two for each one.”

“Outstanding. I will put together a schedule,” Eve replied. “Make sure those who would benefit most get the upgrade first.”

“Good, and I’ll see what I can do to get us a reprieve.” Dante got up to signal they were done.

“You going to pay Varun a visit?” Victor asked when the others had left.

Dante chuckled but shook his head. “I’d love to pay him that kind of…attention, but we’re going to do all this aboveboard. We’ll put him out of business the right way, or we’re no better. No, I’m going to see if I can persuade someone in our council to lend us official aid.”

“You think that’ll work?”

Shrugging, Dante grabbed his jacket and hat. If he didn’t ask, he wouldn’t get, but the council would be reluctant. They were there to see that the hub ran smoothly and didn’t get itself blown up. What happened in the depths of space between the locations the government policed was not their concern.

It didn’t take him long to walk to the large, ornate building in the center of the hub. It was one of the few not made of metal, so it stood out.

As he climbed the steps, he glanced around. Ephren had grown since he’d first come. The people were holding their heads higher, especially lately. Everywhere he looked, people smiled at him. A few even doffed their hats or waved.

His alliance had only been operating for three weeks, but they’d already changed so much for the people living here. It gave Dante the balls he needed to walk boldly to the entrance.

“Dante Zullo, here to make a petition to the council on behalf of Xeartais and her sister crews.”

The guard at the door raised his eyebrows, but he reached for the door.

“Everyone’s calling your little venture ‘the Aerie’ after a group of eagles. My sister came home two days ago with a guitar. Her previous one was broken by pirates an entire year ago, and she could never afford to replace it, but you made that possible. You’ve made the basics cheap enough that she could play again. Thank you,” he said, opening the door.

“That’s awesome, man. Tell her to come play at the Inn sometime. Bet she could liven up the place.”

The guard chuckled and nodded, his eyes lighting up at the thought. “That she could.”

Hope filled Dante as he stepped inside. They were making a difference. They just needed to keep going and push harder. Hopefully, the council would see the merit in his request.

The atrium was marble, polished metal and glass decorating each surface. This was the only place the government had spent money when they’d furnished the inside of the hub. It was also cool, which was not the case in the rest of the dome during the day.

Before he could figure out where to go, a man appeared, his body stiff, walking briskly. He wore an immaculate black suit and took Dante in with one glance. It reminded him of the butlers he’d seen in old photos and reels.

“Captain?” the man asked.

“Yes, Dante Zullo of the Xeartais crew and leader of the Aerie. I’ve come to petition the council.

“The Aerie?”

“Yes. That’s what the people are calling it.”

“So, it’s not an official body, just a moniker? Well, come with me, Captain. You’re in luck. The council is in session and is accepting petitions.”

Dante nodded. He’d never liked formal processes, but for his crew and the others on Ephren, he’d do what he needed to.

The “butler” led Dante through several corridors, his feet clipping while Dante did his best to limit the stomp of his boots. The floors hadn’t been designed for quiet, that was for sure.

The next corridor ended in double doors. The butler strode to the nearest and pushed it open. Before Dante could follow, he faced the end of the room shielded by the door, gave a low bow, and waited.

There wasn’t enough room for Dante to fit through, and even if there had been, he suspected he wasn’t supposed to go in yet.

“What is it, Benton?” a female voice asked, the warble in the time-worn vocal cords obvious.

“A petition from Dante Zullo, captain of Xeartais.”

“Captain Zullo? The person behind this new thingy. What are they calling it?”

“The Aerie,” a male voice replied, barely loud enough for Dante to hear. A grin spread across his face. At least some of them had heard of him, even if the butler hadn’t wanted to mention it.

“Yes, the Aerie. Show him in. I am very curious to meet Captain Zullo.”

Benton stepped to the side and allowed Dante to enter the room.

“Head to the circle in the middle and wait there,” Benton whispered as Dante passed. Nodding, the captain strode in.

Once inside, he spotted the circle at the center of a patterned wooden floor. Each piece of wood was shaded to one of two tones and polished to a gleam.

At the far end of the long room lay a massive table. Seven men and women occupied ornate chairs on the other side of it.

One of the white-haired men fidgeted as if he’d just sat down and hadn’t yet gotten comfortable. Another talked to the man beside him, hastily scribbling something he was told. One of the three women was holding a datapad, clearly reading the display over her spectacles.

Realizing he didn’t have their attention despite the introduction, Dante coughed. The woman reading looked up, narrowing her eyes as she noticed him for the first time. The two men, still engrossed in their chat, glanced at him, exchanged their final comments in whispers, and straightened in their chairs.

Dante waited until he was sure he had the council’s attentions. “Thank you, councilors, for hearing my petition.”

“We’ve not heard a word yet,” the white-haired councilor interrupted. “Make it quick, boy. Some of us aren’t as young as we used to be and nod off if things take too long and don’t hold our attention.”

I’d go quicker if you’d let me get on with it, Dante thought as he bowed in acknowledgment, more to hide his frustration than to be polite.

“My alliance—the Aerie, as you’ve already noted—is in need of some assistance.”

“The whole lot of you? Aren’t you large enough to sort your own problems out?” a male councilor asked. He was the one who had acknowledged their name earlier.

“How large are you now?” the woman asked.

“Between the five crews, we’re responsible for a hundred and fifty people,” Dante replied. They were already off-topic.

More than one raised their eyebrows, while others nodded. The spectacled councilor seemed to take him seriously, sitting forward to study him. She squinted.

“Come a little closer, man. Let’s see you properly. If this is true, uniting that many people under one flag was no easy task on a station like Ephren.”

Dante took several steps closer, and she nodded and sat back in her seat. He saw that gold strips were inlaid in the tops of each chair, and the names of each councilor were large enough to be read.

“You’re correct, Councilor Harper. It has been a difficult task, and please, if you’d let me, my petition would shed more light on the matter.”

She nodded, waving him forward.

“The Aerie was formed to facilitate a fairer market on Ephren. One that provides the basic commodities for reasonable prices, so the people living here can afford to better themselves.”

“Go on.”

“We’ve identified key products, and we’re making regular cargo runs for those things with the aim of selling them more cheaply while also not losing finances to the pirates.”

The man on the end, Councilor Trent, yawned, not bothering to stifle it as he ran a hand through the short white hair adorning his head.

Dante ignored the disinterested man and focused on the others.

“Since we started providing these goods, the pirates’ attacks on the fleet have increased from two or three per day to more than ten, often as many as fifteen occurrences. Almost half the total runs the Aerie operates in a single day.”

“And are your ships winning these fights?” Harper asked.

“Most of the time, unless a less experienced pilot is conducting the run.”

“Then might I suggest you only run your more experienced pilots or train the ones who keep losing,” Trent offered.

Dante kept his mouth shut, clenching his hands into fists behind his back where his anger wouldn’t be visible. If it were that simple, he wouldn’t be before the council.

“Of course, Councilor, and we have already begun employing those tactics, but we have reason to believe the pirates are targeting our ships. They might well be trying to keep us from uplifting the good people of Ephren.”

“Do you have hard evidence of this, Captain?”

Sighing, he shook his head. It was obvious what would follow.

“We can’t act on hearsay, Captain. If you obtain evidence, we’ll be more than willing to conduct an investigation and, if you are proven correct, implement reasonable precautions, but until then...”

“I understand, Councilor Trent. I merely wish to see if something can be done so we can continue to support the people on Ephren. Pirate attacks have increased, and that directly impacts the wealth of the people. It also impacts sales taxes and rentals for the hub. I assume you’ve recently seen an increase in those revenue streams?”

Councilor Harper chuckled but didn’t reply.

“What do you want us to do?” Trent asked a moment later.

Dante paused to make sure he got the words right.

“I’d like to know we can count on the government to back us up. Having strong colonies and stations out in the fringes requires we work together. My alliance of crews is providing for the inhabitants. We’d love to see government support in the form of extra patrols and escorts.”

“That’s a big ask. Not only would it show favoritism, but extra patrols require greater expenditure and a larger staff.”

“Yes, but as I’ve already pointed out, our actions are raising your revenues. All I’m asking is that some of that money is spent helping us and others who use those routes. It would ultimately end up back into the government coffers through higher tax payments.”

“No, you’re asking us to spend our money on helping your so-called alliance line your pockets. I don’t believe you’re doing it for the people.” Councilor Argen waved her arms as she spoke. “I’ve lived in the fringes for too long to be that gullible, Captain Zullo. You want us to help you remove your competition so you can profit instead.”

Dante’s temper flared once more, but he managed to keep his mouth closed until he’d calmed enough not to insult anyone.

“So far, our endeavor is costing us money, not gaining us profits, but thank you for the clarification of your position.”

“Now, now, let’s not get heated over this,” Trent interjected. “It’s clear we’re not all in agreement, but in general, it is better for the hub if prices are lower. To a degree, anyway. With that in mind, I’ll make a proposal.”

Trent looked at the other councilors. They all nodded or waved for him to continue. Argen folded her arms across her chest but eventually gave him a nod.

“We’ll allow you access to our recent report on known pirate activity. Send someone here in the morning each day, and the last twenty-four hours of data will be provided. You can use this to your advantage in planning your cargo runs.”

“Thank you, Councilor, but—”

Trent held up his hand to cut Dante off.

“We will also inform our current patrol staff of your struggles with pirates and direct them to aid you when they see your symbol on a ship. Hopefully, this will discourage further attacks on your vessels.”

Trent stopped and looked at the councilors. They gave their consent, but Dante felt no better. The proposal was a token effort. It would not help to know where the pirates had been.

Also, the patrols were already tasked with protecting ships from pirates. That was why they patrolled.

Trying to be diplomatic, Dante pointed that out.

“We have made our offer, Captain Zullo. I suggest you accept it.” Argen’s voice was colder, but Dante wasn’t backing down yet. He looked at the others.

“I know you’re concerned about the hub’s needs at heart and must walk a fine line between interfering, favoritism, and doing what’s best, but we need more than you’re offering. Could we at least have access to the schedule for the patrols in advance, so we can plan our routes to coincide with them?”

“No. We have never given out our patrol information and never will. The last thing we wish is for it to fall into pirate hands. The schedule is decided at random a few days in advance. If the pirates knew when we planned to patrol, they would operate at another time. No. For the safety of our staff, we cannot.”

Dante growled, but it was clear from the councilors’ set faces that they weren’t going to budge.

Before he could consider trying another angle of persuasion, Benton returned, opened the door, and motioned for him to exit through it. Despite his frustration, Dante bowed.

“Thank you for your consideration, Councilors. I hope for everyone’s sake we can find a better way to supply the hub with what it needs.”

Without waiting for anyone to respond, Dante strode out. It might be petty, but he’d had the last word.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Exhaling, Kit tried to keep calm. They’d made it to the farm and grabbed the resources they needed. Now they were on their way back. The main cargo hold was stuffed with sugar cane, Garrus having helped her negotiate a lower price than she usually received.

Everything else Kayla, Sky, and Garrus had bought had been tucked into spaces she hadn’t known her ship sported. Sky, especially, knew where to look and what spots to press to get the cubby holes to pop open. The valuables were tucked out of sight, with a few exceptions.

Garrus had bartered for seeds from various plants, hoping to grow them on Ephren, and Sky had bought interesting-looking tubes and equipment for hydroponics. The latter only fit down one side of the control room.

There was one problem. Kit’s ship wasn’t in good repair, and they were heavily laden and tired. The extra weight overtaxed the engines as they’d left orbit, and in space, they were slower than normal and too low on fuel to speed up much.

“We’ll have to be careful,” Sky warned. “We’ll be slow to turn and hard to stop if we get into trouble.”

“Okay,” Kit replied. She was not pleased to hear it, but she knew that was the case. “Here’s hoping this run is as clear as the first.”

No one replied, focusing as they were on their stations. Garrus was in the gunner’s seat, running diagnostics for the second time and making sure they were ready for battle. It didn’t make Kit feel better.

Seeing no other ships on the radar, she focused on the navigation display as the distance to Ephren slowly decreased. Each agonizing percent of each kellian slipped by until they’d made it a third of the way back.

Before another kellian began to diminish, eaten up and spat out the back by the engines, an alarm sounded. The radar came to life, and a blip appeared off to one side.

Every head turned to Kit and the radar. She frowned as she tried to get more information on the vessel, pressing buttons to scan the hull and their beacon.

“The info matches that pirate ship we encountered a few weeks ago,” Kit announced. That was the last thing she wanted.

“Ryder,” Garrus replied, stating the name rather than asking.

Kit nodded anyway.

“Can we change course to avoid him? Maybe he has not seen us yet.”

“I’ll try.” Kit directed the ship away from the dot on the radar, but Camper was slow to respond, Sky keeping the settings on minimal maneuverability to preserve their fuel.

“They’re still coming,” Garrus reported a moment later. “And they’re going faster than us.”

“There’s an asteroid belt not far from here,” Kayla offered. “Head for that. They might not want to tangle with us if we head in there.”

“I’ve never piloted a ship through asteroids,” Kit replied.

“It’s a light one, and Camper is a smaller ship. You should be good.” Garrus smiled at her, but that didn’t ease her queasiness. This was going from bad to worse, but she had to do something.

“All right. Warm the guns anyway. Hopefully, they’re not after a fight today.”

“Already on it.”

The Jaunty Camper turned toward the asteroids, Kayla watching for space debris and the belt of asteroids as Kit flew them closer. Sky continued to juggle managing the bots and their engine, ensuring they got the most out of the ship for the least fuel.

The control room was silent. Everyone was tense as they awaited updates on the other ship’s position.

“They’re still coming,” Kayla announced a few minutes later. “We haven’t thrown them off.”

“I don’t think we’ve got enough fuel to go much farther off-track,” Sky added, pressing buttons as she spoke.

Kit bit her lip. She had to make a decision, but she froze. How could she get them all home safely? Was it even possible?

“I don’t like the idea of letting this pirate take everything. If we can get close to Ephren, plenty of pilots would come to our rescue.” Kayla looked her way, eyes shining, seemingly unaffected by the danger.

It didn’t take Kit long to agree. “All right, Sky, let’s get us there fast and hope we don’t run out of fuel.”

“Aye aye, Captain.”

After taking a deep breath, Kit maxed their speed.

Garrus focused on the targeting system. “We’ve got plenty of plasma. Want me to fire a warning shot?”

“Not without talking to them first.”

“Funny you should say that,” Kayla interjected. “We’re being hailed.”

Kit motioned for the signal to be put through, not taking her eyes off the navigation display.

“Hello there, little ship. Which member of the Aerie do I have the good fortune of chasing down today?”

“Hello, Ryder,” Kit replied. “A little birdie tells me Varun is none too happy about your dismal results lately.”

“Ooh, a female pilot today. That should make my job easier. Sorry, sweetheart, but your Captain Dante and a friend of mine don’t get on, so I’m obligated to relieve you of the cargo burden that’s slowing you down.”

Kit tensed, disliking the pirate even more. She didn’t mind his mockery, but for her gender? That she hated.

“Fire a warning shot,” she directed after muting the comm. “And take any shot you’ve got. Fill his ship with holes and then some.”

“Aye aye, Captain,” Garrus replied, only too happy to obey.

“There’s nothing sweet about this heart, Ryder,” Kit said as she unmuted the comm. “You want my cargo, you’ll have to come and get it.”

Sensing her next command, Sky increased the handling capability, and Camper zipped toward the asteroid belt. Ryder responded to the warning shot by readying his guns.

Kit wove back and forth, avoiding shots coming her way and providing opportunities for Garrus to shoot back. Trying not to think about how much fuel was being spat into space by the particle accelerator engines, she reached the edge of the asteroid field.

“Right, we’re in the asteroids. Hold tight, and I’ll try not to get us killed.” Kit hoped the others realized how serious she was. She was out of her depth, having only skimmed the edge of a field before.

“Shields are almost full, so don’t stress out,” Kayla replied. “We’ll get through this.”

Kit nodded and took a deep breath as she swung to avoid a large rock heading their way. She was too slow, so the debris grazed the shield before bouncing away. She had to jerk the other way to avoid the next.

“Nice flying, sweetheart,” Ryder said over the comm. “But that rust bucket isn’t going to last long in there, no matter how good you are. So come out, and let’s get this over with. I promise I’ll be gentle.”

“Don’t listen to him,” Kayla replied. “You’ve got this.”

Although Kit didn’t need the encouragement, it was nice to get it. A few seconds later, Garrus added to the mood. Despite being on the edge of the belt, as Kit swung toward the pirate ship, he fired both plasma guns on that side. The scorching bolts avoided the space rocks and caught Ryder off-guard.

His shields held, however, absorbing the heat before it could do anything but scorch the paint.

“Nice shot!” Kayla whooped, as did Garrus.

With morale improving, Kit concentrated on dodging the whizzing rocks. She managed to avoid several large ones, but a small rock came in at an angle. The shield crackled but couldn’t break it down in time, and a chunk crashed into the side of the ship.

Alarms blared. The hull had been breached, and the rock was in the cargo hold.

The bots scurried off, grabbing ship parts from the repair station as they went.

“I’ll go with them and get it sealed.” Sky grabbed a visor and welding equipment, then donned a suit.

Focused on the asteroids, Kit didn’t respond. The rocks moved so fast she couldn’t dodge them and more struck, although none did as much damage.

“I can’t do this,” she muttered as another grazed one side, further diminishing the shields. Another alarm blared to let them know shields were at half-capacity.

“Just a little longer,” Garrus urged, his thumb hovering over the firing button.

Before Kit could respond, he slammed his thumb down, and two more plasma bolts streaked through the blackness. One crossed paths with an asteroid, but the other struck Ryder’s ship.

Kayla cheered, and Sky hurried back in. “What did I miss?” She threw herself into her seat.

“Garrus must have hit Ryder’s engine or something else important. He’s floating,” Kayla explained.

“Brilliant,” Kit said, trying to find a gap to leave the asteroid field. They hadn’t gone in very deep and were managing to keep to one edge, but that didn’t make it easy to get out. Kit aimed for each gap, wincing every time another asteroid struck, until they were at the edge of the field, only a few hundred meters from Ryder’s ship.

Turning, Kit aimed for Ephren.

“Don’t we want to go see if he’s got interesting cargo?” Garrus asked.

“I wasn’t planning on testing him or his crew by boarding,” Kit replied. Although she’d taken some sword-fighting and hand-to-hand combat lessons in the last few weeks, they weren’t her strong point.

“He’d have dalterian we could take,” her gunner pointed out.

“How far off are we going to be with the fuel?” she asked as Sky tapped on her console.

“Hmmm…” There were more taps. “We’ll get about halfway to Ephren.”

“No, we won’t,” Kayla interrupted.

Kit raised her eyebrows, then spotted movement on the radar. Ryder’s ship had come to life. It was shooting toward them fast.

Kit tried to turn Camper, but Sky must have transferred all thrust to the back of the ship since it barely moved. Both bolts hit the ship, draining the shields and scorching the paintwork.

“Hope that didn’t hit the flag,” Kayla said, not bothered by the damage.

“He must have been faking,” Garrus said, returning fire without orders.

It didn’t help to know that, but Kit didn’t voice that thought. She’d made a mistake by coming out of the asteroid field so close to their enemy, but if the crew had had their way, they’d have attacked Ryder anyway. Ryder had beaten them by playing dead.

To make another run into the asteroid field, Kit swung the ship around. However, Ryder had closed the distance, and his grapples were lunging toward them.

Caught flat-footed, all they could do was listen as clanks rang through Camper’s hull, letting the occupants know they were about to be reeled in like a fish on a line.

Garrus growled as he turned off the guns. This close, shooting would drain their shields even further. More alarms blared to let them know they were trapped and that the engines were so low on fuel they were unlikely to get back to full speed before they ran out.

Angry and frustrated, Kit got to her feet and pulled her sword from the sheath on her waist. She might not be the most skilled swordswoman, but she intended to defend the ship.

Sky, Garrus, and Kayla joined her, also armed.

As one, the four strode into the hallway and toward the airlock. Ryder had at least had the courtesy to join their airlocks rather than cutting a hole in her ship.

Before they reached it, the door burst open, but Ryder didn’t appear, nor did anyone else. Instead, a dozen bots poured through, scurrying toward different parts of the ship.

“Stop them!” Kit yelled. She ran toward the nearest, but they were faster than she’d expected, and several of them had weapons.

When Garrus got too close to one, a net shot out of its back, covering his torso and tripping him into a pile. Another jetted out brown liquid, and Sky slid into the corridor wall.

Furrowing her brow, Kit stopped and tried to make sense of what was happening. She’d never seen bots that had attack and defense capabilities, but they’d have controls somewhere.

Ignoring the bots, she strode toward the airlock. Ryder was on that ship, and she intended to find him.

Before she could get any farther, however, a bot she’d missed zoomed closer. It spat up a cloud of something thick and smoky, hazing her vision and irritating her lungs enough to make her cough.

She waved at the smoke and strode through it. Stepping out the other side, she came face to face with Ryder, his smug, smiling face fixed on broad shoulders that loomed above her. One muscular arm held out a sword, the tip tucked just under her chin.

“I’d tell your crew to stand down if I were you, sweetheart,” he murmured, eyes locked on her face.

For a moment, Kit did nothing, staring back, wondering how serious he was when she could hear the commotion behind her as her friends tried to fend off the bots and come to her aid.

“Don’t make me say it again. I don’t like repeating myself.” He slowly came forward, using the flat of the blade to lift her head a fraction and expose her neck even further.

Kit knew she was beaten.

“Guys, I think you’d best stop now. We’ve lost this one,” she said, trying to keep her voice even despite the fear that gnawed at her. There was no way to know what he’d do with or to them.

“Better,” he said, motioning for her to drop her sword.

She did so and heard it clatter on the deck. She winced as she pictured the fall blunting the blade or bending it.

“Now, let’s all go back to your control room, shall we?”

It was clear this wasn’t a request but a command as he reached for her arm. Moving the sword to one side, he kept the sharp edge of the blade by her throat and turned her around.

Garrus still lay in a tangled heap on the floor and Kayla stood nearby, having paused while cutting it open. On the other side of the corridor was Sky, her clothes covered in the brown substance. She was unable to detach herself from the web-like gunk.

Even if Ryder hadn’t taken advantage of the distraction, Kit realized she’d never have bested him alone, and her team was out for the count.

Letting out a chuckle, he motioned for the three to finish sorting themselves out and lead the way.

“Must admit, I expected more of you on this rust bucket when I saw that little flag, but four is enough to make this satisfying.”

Kit didn’t reply as he pulled cable ties from his back pocket and handed them to Garrus.

“Tie each of them to a station, then yourself over here,” Ryder said, motioning to the pipes on the floor. Kit raised her eyebrows at the mistake Ryder had made by assuming the hydroponics equipment was attached to the ship, but no one made any mention of it, and Garrus barely moved it as he tied his wrists to a couple of pipes.

“Now your turn,” Ryder said, spinning Kit around and into a chair. “One wrist to each arm, sweetheart.”

Kit did the first, the sword still at her throat, but with one done, she hesitated over the second. Ryder didn’t give her an opportunity. Grabbing the other arm, he used his strength to tug it over to the other armrest and tied it in place.

“No funny ideas, sweetheart,” he added, his grin inches from her face. “You wouldn’t want to provoke me.”

Sick of being called “Sweetheart,” she growled and lashed out with her feet, catching him in the shins. He yelped as he backed off.

“I’m no sweetheart,” she replied when he looked at her, his eyes ablaze. He stepped forward, raising his arm as if to backhand her, but stopped at the last minute.

“You’re lucky I’ve got my head screwed on straight enough not to smack a defenseless woman, but you do something stupid like that again, and I’ll give you a beating you won’t forget.”

“Go to hell,” Kit replied, not looking away or flinching, tense and ready to defend herself.

“Kit, careful.” Kayla’s voice came from somewhere behind her. “We’ll make him pay another time.”

Ryder laughed. “I’ll give you women one thing: you’re a lot braver than most men. But I’m going to go check out that cargo of yours now. Hold tight while I rummage a bit. I won’t be long.”

With that, he strode away.

“It’s just sugar cane,” Kit called after him. “Sugar cane and more sugar cane.”

Ryder laughed, clearly not believing them, but Kit joined in. He was going to be so disappointed.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


As the artificial lighting system dimmed to simulate sunset on Ephren, Dante got up from his desk and wandered into the workshop.

“Hey, boss. You seen Garrus?” Ike asked, rubbing his hands on a rag as he walked up. “I wanted to work on that project he had for me in my spare time, but he’s not about, and no one’s seen him.”

Dante frowned, trying to remember if he’d seen the young second or the rest of the crew he’d sent out with that morning.

“I can give you access to the ship, but no, I haven’t seen Garrus, Kayla, Kit, or Sky.”

Not needing more of an explanation, Ike threw the cloth into the corner and pulled a tool kit out from under a bench, as well as a long dirk.

“Lead the way, Captain.”

“I don’t know where they were headed,” Dante replied, hurrying toward the hangar bay anyway.

“We can check with Nora. She’ll have known what Kayla was doing,” Ike replied. “Those two are as thick as thieves.”

As they hurried to the Catalpa, they passed other members of the Aerie. Dante kept asking if they’d seen the four missing people.

The response was always the same: no one had seen them.

“Let me know where you need to go, and I’ll get you there ASAP,” Eve said when they asked her. She put down the cargo report she’d been filling in and grabbed her ready gear. A moment later, Ike stopped by one of his ships, grabbing a small crate.

“More fuel and a basic repair kit,” he explained before Dante could ask. He nodded, offering to carry it so the engineer wasn’t as burdened.

They were two docking bays from Catalpa when he spotted Nora.

“Do you know where Kayla went this morning?” he asked.

Nora nodded. “I had just decided to ask for help to track her down. She went with Kit and some others to the farm on Lillian’s moon.”

“The one Jeb runs?” Ike asked.

Once more, Nora nodded.

“Okay, we leave in five minutes. Grab anything you think might be useful and board the Catalpa.” Dante didn’t look back as he hurried up the ramp, running through the reasons his crewmates could be so late getting back from the moon. It wasn’t that far away.

Ike dropped everything he carried by the cargo hatch and hurried out to retrieve something else. Given that the engineer had also anticipated the reason why they were late, Dante didn’t question or stop him. They needed to consider all the angles.

Before Dante could do more than start up the ship and request an emergency departure time, Eve was sitting in the navigation seat, punching buttons to plot a course to the planet Lillian and her moon.

“Take guns, Nora,” Dante said. “You’re a better shot than me. I’ll cover navigation and systems, and Ike can keep an eye on any damage or wonky behavior.”

“Aye aye, Captain.”

Dante swung into the correct seat, remembering Kit sitting there a few weeks before when he’d taken the ship out.

He could only hope she was okay and she’d have a chance to sit there again. He hadn’t said it at the time, but she’d had a sixth sense for working with the engine.

There was a clatter as Ike returned with more gear on his back and a repair bot under one arm. He piled them into a corner and looked around at the setup. “Ready.” He didn’t need to be told to throw himself into the seat beside Dante.

The wait for the station master was excruciating, every second feeling like a minute, but eventually, they were given clearance to launch.

“Hold onto your hats.” Dante punched the button to get Catalpa into space.

Eve took over, flying around those lingering near the hub entrance with a skill Dante had never seen.

“Frell, Eve, when you said you could handle navigation, I didn’t realize you were this good.”

She laughed as she wove around a slower ship.

“Just give me plenty of particles, and I’ll get this baby where she needs to be before you know it.”

“Aye aye.” Dante focused on the controls in front of him. If anyone could find their missing crewmates, it was the team he had aboard.

But as time ticked by and there was no sign of them, he started to wonder.

“Hmmm,” Eve began an hour into their flight. “I think there’s a pirate out here. There’s a ship darting in and out of our radar range, trying to sneak past us.”

“On the way from the farm?” Dante asked, looking at the radar to see what she meant.

“It’s the only major destination out this way.”

“See if you can get a little closer and scan the ship,” Dante requested. “It’s possible it’s Kit and crew, or a pirate that attacked them.”

“Already on it,” Eve replied.

The silence was almost unbearable until a green dot appeared on the radar.

“Scanning,” Nora reported.

Dante rushed over to see the results as they came in. He knew only one ship with those dimensions and markers.

“Ryder,” he growled.

“You’re sure?” Eve asked. Not all the information was on their screens yet.

“Yes. I’d recognize his ship anywhere. Head straight for him. If he’s in this sector, he targeted Kit.”

“Want me to hail him?” Nora grinned as she started readying the weapons.

“Yeah. Let’s see what he knows while we hunt him down.”

“All right. You’re up in three seconds.”

Dante mentally counted in his head, and Nora activated the comm at the correct moment. “Hi, Ryder. You’re a long way from home and looking mighty lonely.”

“Captain Dante, how delightful to find another of your ships today. Come to give me more of your crew’s cargo?”

“Actually, I was thinking we’d take that sugar cane back.” Dante hoped he’d made the right assumptions about what had happened. “Kit went a long way to get it, and, well, we all like our rum.”

“Aye, that we do. One of the reasons I was thinking of keeping the cargo. A pirate’s gotta drink his worries away at the end of a long day.”

“Wasn’t a request, Ryder. You start a fight with one of us, you start a fight with all of us.”

“I’m pretty sure it was you who started this one, Dante, and a certain merchant friend of ours is none too happy about it. Better watch your back.”

“Noted. But as I’ve warned you before, you need new friends.”

There was no reply, and Ryder closed the comm.

“Hit him with everything you’ve got,” Dante said. “I want that cargo back, and then I want to get him talking.”

“Aye aye, Captain,” his crewmates chorused.

He grinned and went back to his task, giving Eve control of the ship.

Catalpa had never been in such expert hands. She dodged fire as she rolled, flipped, and spun. With Nora on guns, working all four as if they were a single weapon, they exchanged fire.

Ryder stopped firing, and his ship turned to run.

“What? He suddenly not want to play?” Dante adjusted the system to give Eve more speed, jetting particles straight out the back.

“Reckon he’s out of bolts,” Ike said a few seconds later. “I like to count them as they’re fired. He’s used more than us, and if he took Kit on? She can fly pretty well and would have dodged a fair few, even in that hulk of a cargo ship she’s got.”

“All right, let’s see if we can catch him. I want to have a little chat, and let’s take as much of her cargo as we can carry.”

“He won’t get away,” Eve replied, her gaze locked on her HUD, her hands working magic on the controls.

Dante grinned as the distance between them decreased.

“Get ready for a grapple,” Ike said when they were almost in range. “I made a few modifications to the system. We should be able to catch him before he knows what’s coming.”

Dante grinned again as he braced himself. If Ike told them to prepare for something, he would take the advice seriously.

A moment later, a shudder ran through the hull. There was a loud bang as the grapples were flung out at such a high speed, they were a blur to Dante’s eyes.

They slowed as they reached into space, then they latched onto the stern of Ryder’s vessel.

“Reeling him in,” Ike announced, his glee evident in his voice.

“Prepare to board and put everything you’ve got into it.”

“He’ll have a few tricks up his sleeve,” Eve warned as she unstrapped and got up. “The crew has been having problems with him. Quite a few bots, some modified with weapons.”

“Not a problem,” Ike replied. “Let me make the first move.”

Dante almost said no, not wanting to let the engineer get hurt, but there was something purposeful about the way Ike grabbed his tool kit and ordered Catalpa’s bots to hang back in the cargo hold. The man was up to something.

Ryder didn’t try to keep them from boarding. The ships’ airlocks mated swiftly, so Dante knew he’d be waiting to defend himself.

Drawing his sword, Dante waited to one side, closer to danger than Nora and Eve were. That was the way it should be.

“Once you’ve done whatever you plan to, drop back a bit,” Dante ordered quietly so only Ike could hear him. “Ryder’s my problem to deal with.”

“Got it. We’ll keep everything else from bothering you and him.”

“Unless I get to him first. My crew owes him a sound thrashing,” Eve added, showing she’d heard their conversation.

Dante laughed at the determined way she held her sword, hoping she wouldn’t think he was mocking her.

“He’s bitten off more than he can chew this time,” Dante continued. “This alliance was my idea. If he’s been bothering your crew, it’s my problem, too.”

“Together, then. That’s the point of an alliance.”

Dante almost said no again, but the three had made it clear this wasn’t the time to soothe his ego. They’d come along because they cared about others. They wanted to help, and it was important he let them.

“Together,” he agreed.

He went to the airlock hatch. As soon as it cracked open, Ike threw a small ball-like object. It rolled into the other ship to nothing but silence.

Ike held his hand up, crouching on one side of the doors. He was silently counting down.

When he reached zero, there was a loud bang, then yells, clangs, and other noises. Ike grinned.

“Now,” Dante shouted and charged through into the chaos. Bots had fallen off the walls or crashed into each other, now offline, and one must have hurtled into Ryder. The man was clutching his foot and swearing.

“What the frell was that?” Ryder demanded as the four fanned out around him, their swords drawn.

“It’s a secret. If you don’t understand what I did, I ain’t explaining it,” Ike told him. “Now, where are our friends, and what did you do with their cargo?”

“If you’re not volunteering information, don’t think I will,” Ryder replied, lowering his foot and holding his sword out.

“Don’t be an idiot, Ryder.” Dante moved closer, making it clear he’d happily engage him if need be. “You’re outnumbered, and we’ve got your ship tucked up tighter than a bug in a rug.”

Ryder glared, not backing down, then slowly lowered the point of his sword. Once it was far enough down that Dante was confident he could deflect it, he walked forward, pushed it out of the way, and grabbed Ryder’s arm. Nora grabbed the other arm and took his sword.

While Ike scurried past them to the control room, Dante turned the pirate around and pushed him toward the cargo hold. “Let’s make this quick and easy. Where’s the stuff you took from Kit? We’ll start by retrieving that. The more you help me, the less of the other stuff I’ll take.”

Ryder didn’t respond, but eventually, he grunted and nodded toward a stack of boxes on the right.

Eve hurried over to them and pulled the nearest one open. Sugar cane filled the box. She closed it again and lifted it.

“Bots are all disabled,” Ike reported, reappearing. “And you were right; his plasma ran out. Ryder here took on one more fight than he could handle this run.”

“It wasn’t like I was looking for another round,” Ryder replied. “I had a full cargo hold.”

“Not anymore,” Ike replied, beaming as he grabbed a crate and joined Eve and Nora in taking it back to their ship.

Dante forced Ryder down beside the cargo hauler he’d installed on one side of the bay, then tied the pirate’s hands to it, making sure he could still see them.

The machine wasn’t big enough to trap him there indefinitely, but it would hold long enough to ensure that Ryder stayed out of their business until they were long gone. Dante checked that he couldn’t get far and sheathed his sword.

“Give us a bit to move our belongings back onto our ship, then you and I can have a little chat,” Dante suggested as he grabbed a heavy crate.

“I look forward to it,” Ryder replied with a fake smile.

The crew made short work of moving the cargo and came back to stand near Ryder. The man was where Dante had left him, although his wrists looked sore from trying to free himself while they weren’t looking.

“Okay, time to tell us where they are,” Dante began.

Ryder shrugged.

“All right. Eve, pick another crate.”

Grinning, she reached for a medium-sized box, noting the hefty lock on it. Not looking inside, she grabbed the handles and walked off.

Ryder still didn’t respond.

“My turn.” Ike went to a black crate that was parked out of the way. “These usually hold electrical components. They’ll come in handy at the workshop.”

Ryder growled, but he still didn’t say anything.

“Nora, you’re up.” She took a little longer to decide, but she eventually opened a few tops and chose one full of fine fabrics. She would probably have it made into fancy clothing.

Before she left the cargo hold, Dante picked up a long, cylindrical container that was leaning against one wall. It was heavy, but whatever was inside was so perfectly padded it didn’t move.

As he’d suspected, a maker’s symbol was etched into it, and the cap was held down with reinforced tape. Dante didn’t need to open it to know it was a sword from a master weaponsmith.

He heard Ryder shuffle behind him.

When Ike reappeared, Dante chucked the tube to him.

“That one is for me,” he called, then turned back to Ryder. “So, I’ll ask again. Want to tell me where my crewmates are or are we going to play another round?”

Ryder growled again, but this time, he nodded.

“All right. They ran out of fuel about three kellians away. They’re on the edge of the asteroid belt near the Yentin system.”

“And you left them there, high and dry?”

“Ain’t my fault the stupid wench didn’t pack enough dalterian.” Ryder scowled.

“She would have had enough if you hadn’t hounded her,” Dante replied, but he knew his words weren’t going to sway the man. If she’d not packed enough, had she asked for trouble?

There was only one way to find out.

“All right, crew. One last box each, and let’s go find them.”

“Hey, you said you wouldn’t do a second round if I told you.” Ryder tried to reach for him despite his bindings, and Dante stepped farther away.

“No, I only asked if you’d tell me before. And besides, if you’re holding a grudge so frelling bad you left a crew stranded in space, I’m going to be just as vengeful.”

Dante walked away, grabbing a couple of secured crates as he passed.

Not looking back, he left the cargo hold. He saw Ike pick up one of the bots he’d stunned with the electromagnetic pulse bomb.

“This okay to take instead of a crate?” Ike asked.

Dante laughed and nodded. Ryder was going to be pissed when he realized he’d lost it.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Kit shuddered as the temperature in the cabin dropped.

“Why on earth did you not think to get your bots programmed to cut these?” Garrus asked for the fifth time in the last two hours.

“Don’t make her say it again. She didn’t know she could,” Kayla replied. “She does now.”

“I’ll get Ike on it as soon as we’re back,” Kit assured them, trying once more to pull her hand out of the cable tie. Her wrists were raw from her attempts, but she didn’t stop trying.

They had to get out.

Since Ryder had left them, they’d drifted close enough to the asteroid field that one occasionally pinged off the shields, and once those were depleted, the hull.

A particularly large one had damaged something vital in life support. Since then, the temperature had steadily dropped.

Kit could hear Sky’s teeth chattering, but the young woman was quiet.

“Why is it taking you so long to get free?” Kayla asked Garrus.

He didn’t reply, just concentrated on the pole between his hands. It was heavy, and each pole had taken two of them to lift. When Garrus had tied himself to them, he hadn’t thought about that and had lashed himself to a pipe from which it wasn’t easy to get free.

After he’d figured that out, he’d thrashed around, but eventually, with a little instruction from Kit and Kayla, he’d worked his way down one pipe, lifting it just enough to squeeze the cable tie through gaps.

“Almost there,” he announced, using his whole body to push the final pole up and create the smallest of gaps. Back and forth he worked his wrists, pulling them and the cable ties toward him until they slipped off the end.

Grinning, he lifted his hands. They were still tied, and the skin around his wrists was raw and flecked with blood, but he was free.

He went over to his sword and cut himself loose, then worked on freeing everyone else.

“Okay, let’s get this thing fixed,” Garrus growled as he sat down at a console. Kit took a seat at the systems console and scanned the ship’s issues. They couldn’t move, and the ship was drifting along with the asteroid belt, but it was possible they could repair the issue in life support—assuming they had the parts they needed.

“Looks like the problem is in one of the main heat sinks. Something made it decide to draw the heat down. It’s working on overdrive despite how cold it is,” Kit reported, hoping it was good news.

Sky looked thoughtful, then reached into her pack and pulled out a device the size of a fingernail. Calling a repair bot, she handed it over. The bot scurried off.

“I think it’s the sensor,” Sky explained when she noticed everyone looking at her. Kit nodded, grateful the woman had a clue. She was hopeless at repairs, but she planned to learn the basics. Without another word, Sky followed the repair bot.

“I’m putting a mayday signal out,” Kit continued, ready to broadcast on all the major frequencies.

“No, don’t do a mayday,” Kayla cautioned. “In a sector like this, it just attracts more predators.”

“Yeah, Kayla’s right.” Garrus nodded. “We’ve got a crew alternative. Put it out on the channels we use for the inter-ship communication and ask if anyone has seen your spyglass.”

Kit raised her eyebrows at the randomness of the message but did as she was told.

“Done, for what it’s worth. I don’t know if anyone else in the Aerie is out this way.”

“That’s okay,” Kayla soothed, leaning back in her chair.

“I’m sorry, everyone,” Kit said as Sky returned, her success clear given the warm air coming into the room. “I should have made sure I had more fuel. More plasma, too.”

“Nonsense. You had more than enough for the average cargo run,” Kayla replied as she rubbed her hands together to warm them.

“And you did far better than I would have done in the asteroid field,” Sky added, getting back into her seat.

No one bothered to strap in. They weren’t going anywhere. They’d have to wait for rescue.

Despite that, Kit kept an eye on the radar. They were still perilously close to the asteroid field, with limited shields and no way to recharge them or get away.

As more rocks came their way, thankfully only jolting them before bouncing away, Kit pulled up a map. The asteroid belt curved into a nearby system. She hoped their current trajectory would be enough to bring them out of the field, not send them farther in.

“Oh, frell,” she said as the computer overlaid their trajectory. Instead of coming out of the field, they were curving into it and would go deep.

“What’s causing that?” Kayla asked, serious for the first time.

Zooming out, Kit looked to see if there were any gravity sources in play, but nothing jumped out. When another asteroid hit the ship, she realized what was happening. “They’re turning us. They keep hitting our starboard wing and giving us enough of a nudge that we’re inching around to the right.”

“We need to get out of here, or they’ll rip us apart,” Garrus warned. “The rocks are a lot bigger farther in.”

“Not to mention, the panels will only hold for so long,” Sky added. They started tapping on the consoles, trying to come up with a solution.

“There’s nothing left in the engines,” Sky noted a moment later.

“Venting stuff always seems to work,” Kayla replied.

“Yeah, but that’s the extreme way to do it, and it taxes the systems,” Garrus replied before Kit could. She agreed, but it was the most effective and easiest to do on an almost-empty ship.

“We’ll vent the cargo bay at the aft starboard hatch,” Kit said, hoping she hadn’t made the wrong decision. “Let’s see what Ryder left us and secure it so we don’t lose that too, then get into spacesuits.”

Garrus looked like he might argue, but eventually, he nodded. “Aye, Captain. I can make sure we don’t lose whatever cargo we still have.”

Kit gave a grateful smile, but he didn’t respond since he was walking away to do as she’d asked.

Kayla shrugged, linked arms with Sky, and followed.

Although Ryder had taken a significant portion of their cargo, he’d left enough that her run wasn’t a complete loss, assuming she could get it home.

“We can use this to strap the crates in,” Garrus said, holding up one of the nets they used to lower crates using the crane. “It won’t hold for a long time, but it shouldn’t need to if we’re just venting the hold.”

Kit nodded and grabbed one end. Between the four of them, they got the net over most of the cargo and attached it to parts of the ship that would hold.

Not all of the crates fit, but the rest were small enough that the crew could move them to parts of the ship they didn’t plan to vent.

“Okay, everyone suit up,” Kit ordered confidently. Inside, she was terrified.

She’d heard of people venting areas of the ship, only to find the inner doors didn’t hold since they were rarely tested against such forces. Worse, spacesuits were sometimes faulty, or their oxygen tanks were low. It was the one area of her ship she hadn’t skimped on. There were plenty of oxygen cylinders, and she knew her suit would hold up. She could only hope the rest of the crew had looked after theirs.

In ten minutes, they were suited up and in the control room. Kit pressed the button to seal their compartment as well as several others, giving them a double set of doors between the cargo bay and them.

“Ready, everyone?” she asked, inputting all the commands except the last.

They all nodded. Kit exhaled, but she didn’t wait any longer. It had to be done.

She pressed the button, and alarms went off as the cargo bay vented into space. She could only watch as the display blinked red, her attention half on that and half on the screen showing their trajectory. Both updated until it was clear there was no more atmosphere to vent and their course had changed enough to get them away from the asteroid field.

Of course, that assumed not many more asteroids would hit them and shunt them back toward the field, but it was the best they could do for now.

Kit made sure the pressure had equalized. “I’m going to shut the hatch and let the ship get everything back to normal.”

Garrus came closer to watch the screens as she did so. Only after the red lights stopped flashing and the alarms quieted did she get up and relinquish controls to him.

“Keep an eye on our flight path. Let me know if it looks like we’ll hit anything big,” she requested as she hurried to the door. Kit hesitated before opening it, but fear wouldn’t help. She had to find out the fate of her cargo.

As she walked down the corridor, she peered into the cargo hold, but she could only see scattered boxes. Part of the net must have held, but that didn’t mean it all had.

Hurrying the last few steps, she entered the large space and exhaled. The cargo was mostly there, although none of it was in neat piles anymore. Walking around, she inspected what was left. Most of the net had held; only one small section that had torn, the force of the boxes too much for it. Several boxes might have escaped, but the rest had wedged themselves in.

Kit grabbed several and hauled them back into a stack. Her muscles protested, the loading having taken it out of her, but she didn’t stop, counting as she stacked. Although she couldn’t remember how many she’d had left after Ryder had stolen the ones he wanted, she didn’t think she’d lost a lot. Maybe no more than a single box.

Relieved, Kit surveyed the cargo bay one last time. Before she could head back, however, she heard Garrus call her name.

That didn’t bode well.

“What is it?” she yelled as she hurried down the corridor.

“The asteroid field is pretty dense up ahead, and there’s some really nasty ones on the way.” He pointed at them on the screen when she reached it.

“Brace for impact and pray they don’t hit anything important.” She sat down and strapped in. There was nothing else she could do. They couldn’t vent the cargo bay again without overtaxing the ship’s atmospheric systems, and they had no more fuel. Whatever could have been done before was no longer an option.

Thankfully, her crewmates didn’t argue, just copied her precautions as if collisions were an everyday concern.

Kit could barely watch, but equally, she couldn’t tear her eyes away as the display showed large asteroids coming toward Camper. Holding onto the console so tight her fingers went white, Kit prepared for the jolt.

Alarms sounded, filling the control room with sound and light, but she ignored them, her gaze searching for the picture that would show her the damage. Thankfully, only a secondary system had been hit. It would have made a difference in battle, but now, stranded far from Ephren, it didn’t matter as much.

“Everyone all right?” Kit asked.

“I’ve been a lot worse,” Kayla replied.

“Aye,” Garrus added, but he didn’t appear to be paying attention. His focus was on another display. “We’ve got more company.”

“Any idea what kind of company?” Kit ventured.

Garrus didn’t reply, then he broke into a broad grin. Kayla cheered, both of them having found the information at the same time.

“It’s the captain,” Kayla explained. “Catalpa is heading right for us.”

“Open a channel,” Kit directed, but she needn’t have bothered. Kayla had opened the comm.

“Good thing we know where you left it,” Dante greeted them, referring to the spyglass Kit had mentioned in her mayday. “Anything we can do to help now that we’re here?”

Kit could imagine the grin on his face to go with his words.

“Well, since you mention it, Captain, your timing was awesome. Could we get a little assistance getting back to Ephren?”

“All righty. You out of fuel?”

“That we are. How did you know?”

“A little pirate told me. Had some sugar cane he gave up, too.”

There was a chorus of cheers at this news.

“Did you get my dye as well, Cap?” Kayla asked, butting in before Kit could say anything else.

“Nope, sorry, babes. Didn’t know you’d lost that as well. We can reimburse you when we sell the stuff we relieved him of, though.”

Kayla frowned and crossed her arms, but she didn’t say any more. Garrus drew Kit’s attention back to the asteroid field they were on the edge of.

“As wonderful as all this is, do you think you could pull us out of this field?” Kit asked. “We haven’t got enough capacity to take another hit.”

“Aye aye. Hang tight. Ike has a few ideas on how we can get you squared away.”

Kit raised her eyebrows. While she’d been on the crew, admittedly only a few weeks, Ike had not left Ephren. If he’d come on this rescue mission, she owed him.

She felt very small. She’d inconvenienced a lot of people and risked the lives of the crew who’d come with her. She could not make another mistake like this.

But there was nothing she could do about it now. She could only wait while Catalpa grappled them, came closer, mated the airlocks, and slowly eased both ships out of the asteroid field.

Relief filled Kit when she realized they were safe.

“Howdy, crew,” Dante called, carrying some of her cargo on board. She spied the new sword on his belt at the same time as Garrus.

“You get that off Ryder?” the second asked.

Grinning broadly, Dante nodded. “That and more. We’ll make sure none of you has lost out with the profits.”

“Thank you,” Kit replied. She felt so much relief and gratitude that tears threatened to pour down her face, and she couldn’t express her emotions.

“We’ll get the rest back later,” Kayla stated. “Fuel this ship so someone can take her back to Ephren, and the rest of us will take Catalpa after him.”

“No,” Dante replied. “We took far more from him than he took from you. He’ll think twice about attacking us again. We go any farther, and he’ll have every reason to hate us.”

“He already has every reason to hate us,” Garrus growled, making it clear he sided with Kayla. “We’re taking his business and making him lower his prices.”

“We’re taking Varun’s business. Ryder is caught in the middle. There’s a chance he’ll back off if we give this fight to him. If we hound him, he’ll dig in.”

Kit gulped. Kayla and Garrus weren’t convinced, but she wasn’t about to get into the middle of the argument. This was her fault. If she hadn’t screwed up her fuel and plasma levels, they wouldn’t have lost to Ryder.

“Now, poor Kit is probably feeling like crap about now, and I can’t imagine you’re doing much better. Let’s get everyone home, get this cargo safe, and make sure nothing like this happens again.”

“Aye aye, Captain,” Kit replied before anyone else could comment, Dante’s gaze was fixed on her. He studied her face as she tried to look both apologetic and confident, words once more failing her.

He gave her a sharp nod before heading back to his ship. Relieved not to be reprimanded then and there, she hurried back to her console to await instructions. They were finally heading back to Ephren.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


A loud knock on Dante’s door pulled him out of his slumber.

“What is it?” he called, reaching for his clothes to yank them back on.

“There’s been an incident,” Taron informed him through the door.

Visions of the workshop being trashed flooded through his head, encouraging his limbs to work harder and eradicating the dozy feeling from being awakened so early.

As soon as he was decent, Dante hurried over to the door and yanked it open. Not only did Taron stand there, but Lexi and Eve were nearby. Ramone was yelling through Victor’s door.

Before anyone else emerged, Taron beckoned him to follow and led the way to the workshop. Victor fell in behind, his face grim and his gaze fixed on the floor. That made Dante’s unease deepen. Was his first officer hiding something, or was he not fully awake?

There was no way to tell, and Dante wasn’t the kind of person to harbor suspicions without proof of wrongdoing, so he pushed the thought away and concentrated on where he was going. Ephren was a ghost town. Most people were asleep, and the few who weren’t were busy in buildings or on their ships.

As they entered the workshop, only one person was visible, working on a bot in the corner. Ike looked up when their noisy approach drew his attention. Dante waved him over before anyone could object or treat him like he wasn’t welcome to be there.

“What’s happened, Taron?” Dante asked when Ike was within earshot.

“It was a bunch of our crewmates. Some from all the crews.” Taron shook his head.

“What was?”

“They decided to take matters into their own hands,” he replied.

“I think they’ve had enough of Ryder, especially when Kayla and Garrus didn’t get their cargo back yesterday, and Kit never had enough profit to restock Camper,” Eve explained. “So many have been attacked, by him especially, but by other clearly organized pirates too.”

“What did they do?”

“They’re raiding his personal cargo hold as we speak.”

“Here on Ephren?” Ike asked, but Dante didn’t need Taron to nod to know the truth. They wouldn’t have gone anywhere else. Their cargo was here.

“What were they thinking?” the engineer asked.

“I doubt they were,” Dante replied, but he noted that Victor was strangely uninterested in the conversation.

“Do the authorities know what’s going on yet?” Dante asked, still trying to catch up.

“No, but they’re bound to realize something happened, and they aren’t going to be happy about it,” Taron replied. “They’ve approved whatever Ryder has in the cargo hold. It’s been through Customs. There’ll be no defense if our crewmates are caught. No way the Customs officers will let themselves be accused of not doing their job properly.”

“Then we’ll have to make sure they’re not caught and there’s nothing for them to be tried for,” Ike stated.

“It’s not that simple,” Eve replied.

Ramone stood tall. “I’m inclined to let my crew return if they can do it without getting caught, then confiscate whatever they come back with. We’ll take it back in the morning and hope there are no hard feelings.”

“Not sure that’ll cut it. Do we know who went?”

“Kayla and Nora from our crew, for sure,” Victor told them. “Garrus as well.”

“At least four from my crew as well.” Taron sighed, displeased.

“I think only two from mine, but I don’t know for sure,” Ramone added.

“And Mack?”

“He wasn’t in his quarters or on his ship,” Lexi replied, her face more serious than usual. “And another couple of my crew are missing as well.”

Dante kept his mouth closed over all the curse words he wanted to utter. This wasn’t how he’d planned to best Varun and his team. If they stole goods in the middle of the night, they were no better than the people they were trying to stop, and the council would more than likely agree with him. They couldn’t let the rest of the hub think something like that could happen and the perpetrators would get off scot-free.

“Waiting until morning and giving it back won’t cut it. We need to make sure it’s not taken or reported missing.” Dante wished he could be in several places at once.

“What do you propose?”

“I’m going to find Ryder. Maybe I can smooth this over before he reports it.”

“I’d better come with you, then,” Taron replied. “I’m not the sneaking-around type, so I’m no good to you anywhere else, and I think a level head who wasn’t involved yesterday would be a good idea.”

“Appreciated.” Dante looked at the rest of the crew. “Ike, can you persuade Nora and Kayla to listen?”

He nodded. “Garrus too, if need be.”

“I can handle my crew,” Eve added.

“Mack and my few’ll listen to me,” Lexi assured him.

“Good. Victor, keep the workshop open and running for us while things are up in the air. That just leaves you, Ramone.” Dante looked at the only person who didn’t have a part to play.

“I’ve got a friend in the guard crew. I’ll see what I can do to keep things quiet in other respects,” the youngest captain offered.

This was enough of a plan for Dante. He nodded at his alliance mates, then looked at Taron. Everyone hurried off to do their jobs, giving him a moment to grab the rest of his clothes and attach his sword, opting for his usual blade and not the one he’d taken less than twenty-four hours earlier.

“Let’s get this over and done with,” Dante proposed, hoping Taron could keep as cool a head as he’d implied.

Thinking Ryder would stay on his ship rather than bunk with his crew, Dante sought out the familiar vessel on the docks. As he suspected, it registered a life sign inside, although it was locked down for the night.

Dante only hesitated for half a second before he tapped on the door. There was no response. Fears of not finding Ryder there and what that might mean ran through his head, but he pushed them away and tapped louder.

This time there was a muffled response from inside that sounded like a swear word. It didn’t help that Dante would have woken the pirate up, but he noticed the small camera on the top of the door moving as Ryder trained it on him.

“Ryder?” Dante yelled. “We need to talk about something of mutual benefit. Got something important to say about our little spat yesterday.”

“Can’t it wait till a decent hour?” Ryder asked through the comm.

“No. Not if you want to keep what’s in your lockup.”

“What are you waffling about, man?”

“Let me in, and I’ll explain,” Dante told him. “I’ve got another crew captain with me to bear witness and ensure no foul play.”

“Bet he’s one of that funny alliance of yours.”

“Yes, I am.” Taron stepped into view. “But I’m willing to go on record for this one. As much as we can, anyway.”

Ryder was silent. Dante wondered if that was all the response they were going to get and they were wasting their time, but there was a hiss, and the hatch opened.

“You’d better come in and make all this clearer. Right now, it’s as clear as mud.”

With permission to enter, Dante led his friend inside and found Ryder sitting on a crate in his jacket and pants, using a larger one as a table. He munched on some bread as they stood in front of him.

“Sorry for waking you,” Dante began. “But this couldn’t wait.”

“Apparently not, but for your sake, I hope you’re right.”

“At this moment, there’s a bunch of people in your lockup.”

Ryder raised his eyebrows as he took another bite. His thoughts were evident on his face as he decided whether to believe Dante or not.

“They went there to steal back what they believed to be rightly theirs,” Dante continued.

“Wouldn’t be the first time, but they won’t find it easy.”

“They’ll find it easier than you’d think. Some of our best and brightest went.”

“A few of our most hot-headed and stupid too,” Taron added. Dante nodded, mentally groaning at the accuracy. Ryder stopped eating but didn’t say anything.

“We’ve dispatched our firsts to command they put it back and leave everything how they found it.” He met Ryder’s gaze, so he’d know how seriously Dante was taking it.

“You have, have you?” Ryder put the rest of the bread down.

“Aye. And they’ll be done soon.”

“So, why are you telling me this? What’s to stop me calling for one of the guards and sending them over to arrest your crewmates right now?”

“Nothing. And we didn’t have to tell you—or stop them, for that matter,” Dante added. “But we settle our scores out there. In space. And yesterday, we took more from you than you ever stole from us.”

“You don’t need to tell me that part,” Ryder confessed, looking annoyed. “And I won’t deny I appreciate that you’re stopping them from taking more. But I still don’t get it. Why would you do this? Why make them put it back? If they’d taken it and left, I wouldn’t have known or been able to prove it.”

“True, but we don’t operate like that. You might have lied to us about what you took yesterday, but we don’t cheat. We don’t do anything underhanded, and we’re not going to ruin you.”

Ryder just stared at him.

“You’ve chosen the wrong friends. I’ll stick by that. But you’re not the person we’re up against. We don’t intend to make you desperate, just him. You aren’t the one who’s cheated pretty much every person on this hub out of money they needed. You’re not the one who’s lying about how difficult a cargo run has been for a bit more profit.”

“No, but I’ve attacked your ships.”

“Yeah, you have, but you rarely leave with more than it costs you, and I suppose I’m hoping you’ll decide to stop when you realize we’re not giving up and we’re not going to let you walk all over us.”

Ryder laughed as he nodded.

“Not to mention that we’re training all our pilots. You’ll struggle to catch most of us soon,” Taron added, grinning smugly.

“Understood. I must admit I didn’t expect such fair play, but since you’re here, we’ll agree to one thing. We’ll keep our animosity to out there in space. And as long as everything is how I left it, we’ll say no more of this matter. I assume that’s what you were hoping would be the outcome of this little visit?”

“Something like that,” Taron agreed before Dante could speak.

“Good. Now, as politely as possible, get lost. I want more shut-eye, and I can’t get it while you’re on me ship.”

Dante chuckled as he followed Taron to the door. As he was stepping out, he turned back.

“You know, if you ever decide you’ve had enough of this little feud and want out of it, we’ll stop attacking you if you stop attacking us, no questions, no repercussions. You’d make a decent ally out there.”

Ryder met his gaze, running his tongue over his teeth as he considered the words, but he made no reply. Hoping Ike and the others had succeeded, Dante left.

“Well, that went okay,” Taron remarked when they were halfway back to the workshop.

“Yeah, but we got lucky. If this gets back to Varun, we’re in trouble.”

“It won’t,” Taron assured him. “But we’ve got bigger things to worry about. We’ve got cargo runs to do and not enough well-trained pilots.”

“Aye,” Dante replied. He didn’t need to be reminded that even if Ryder stopped attacking, there were still plenty of pirates working with or for Varun. The weight firmly on his shoulders, Dante headed to his office to begin another day of trying to keep his train on the rails.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Kit was uncomfortable. She stood at the corner of Ryder’s cargo hold, watching for guards. It was all she’d agreed to do when Kayla, Nora, and Garrus had tried to persuade her to steal back what Ryder had taken from them and others over the last few weeks.

Their idea hadn’t sat well with her, so she stood alone, watching for trouble. She wasn’t sure being involved even this much was wise. What would Ryder do in response? Would he be able to figure out it was them? What about the rest of the Aerie?

But despite her fears and regrets, Kit didn’t leave her post. She wouldn’t abandon her friends after promising to watch their backs and warn them if trouble came their way. Instead, she stayed in the shadows, jumping at every unfamiliar sound and trying to watch every direction at once.

Taking deep breaths, she worked on calming down, but before she did, she heard footsteps approaching. Tucking herself out of sight, she tried to ascertain who it might be. To her relief, Ike and Eve appeared, cautiously looking around and padding along in a slight crouch.

Although she knew they hadn’t been part of the plan, it was clear they knew what was going on. They came straight to her. “Kit, where are the rest?” Eve whispered.

“Inside. They’ve been in there quite a while.”

“All right. Stay here and keep an eye out for trouble, although Ramone will hopefully make sure we don’t get any,” Eve replied, crouching as she scurried across a gap between two large crates.

Ike, as well as others Kit didn’t know, followed Eve toward the hold where Ryder stored his goods. Before they reached it, Nora and Kayla appeared, bearing several cargo crates between them. They froze when they saw Ike and Eve.

“Put it back,” Ike ordered, making it clear why they were here.

Nora and Kayla didn’t budge.

“Dante and Ryder are having a discussion. You can’t take his belongings. It would jeopardize everything.”

The pair still didn’t move.

“Ryder stole it from us.” Nora sounded like a whiny preschooler.

“And we took far more from him,” Eve pointed out. Before they spoke again, the rest of the group appeared, each of them carrying something.

“No,” Ike stated. “This isn’t our way. You should all be ashamed of yourselves.” His voice seemed to boom, making Eve wince. Kit couldn’t think how to keep him quiet.

The group shuffled to a stop.

“What made you all join your crews?” Ike asked, and before anyone could reply, “What have you gotten out of the cooperation? An extra pair of hands? Extra information and good evenings spent drinking?”

There were blank faces; they apparently thought his speech was not related to what they were doing.

“Our crews stand for something in a place when not many people are banding together. We’ve begun. We look out for each other, for the little guy, for the person struggling. And we need to keep doing so.”

“But Ryder has stolen from almost all of us,” a crewmate piped up.

“Aye, that he has. Fair and square in the confines of space, but he’s never gone farther. Dante believes he won’t if we don’t give him reason to. I’m not as sure, but I won’t chance it either. So, put this stuff back, and let’s be better than him.”

His crewmates didn’t move.

“Shame on you all,” Lexi snapped, walking closer. “This isn’t how our crewmates behave. We’re mercenaries, maybe, and we’ll defend ourselves with fire and brimstone out there, but we’re not thieves.”

That resonated with some. Kit saw them look down, their body language changing as their shoulders slumped.

“But Ryder is in with Varun and his lot,” Garrus countered. “They don’t care about us, and they’d rip us all off in a heartbeat. We’re just taking payment for all our trouble.”

“Ryder is doing as he’s told. And who do you think will get the blame for this if you steal his stuff? It won’t be you. Any of you. Dante’s reputation will be damaged by this, and ours. If anyone from my crew walks out of here with anything they didn’t arrive with, they are out of the crew and the Aerie.” Lexi folded her arms across her chest.

“Aye, and I’ll not fix another of yer ships, neither.” Ike glared, lifting his chin. “We’re above this.”

“But he took my dye, and he lied about it,” Kayla grumbled, clutching the tub.

“Aye, he did. It ain’t fair, but you can always find a reason to take something if you’re looking hard enough. Finding a reason to be kind, merciful, to give a person the benefit of the doubt even? That takes great strength of character,” Eve countered. “We don’t know anything about Ryder other than he does cargo runs for Varun. Has it ever occurred to any of you that he might not want to? That he might have been deluded or trapped into the situation he’s in? Most people aren’t intentionally evil.”

The fight went out of the alliance members on the fringe of the group. One person turned and took his boxes back. That started a chain reaction, and finally, Kayla and Nora followed the would-be thieves back to the hold.

With the tension leaving her body, Kit slipped back to her lookout post. She’d only been distracted for a couple of minutes, but lights were coming on in the dome. For now, it didn’t mean much, but within the next twenty minutes, people would start emerging, another day beginning on Ephren.

“They need to hurry,” Kit urged just loud enough to get the nearest people’s attention. “It’s dawn.”

Whispers and quiet words were exchanged as the message passed on, each new minute banishing the grays and blacks of nighttime and bringing their colorful clothing to life.

A young boy appeared in the hatch of a nearby ship, but he only glanced her way for a moment before hurrying off. She considered mentioning it to someone, but only Lexi was close enough to talk to without making too much noise, and Kit hesitated long enough it seemed silly to mention it any longer.

As the crew members returned, Lexi, Eve, and Ike sent them in all directions and commanded them to take different routes back to the workshop.

Before they could all leave and the lock could be re-engaged, Kit saw a guard coming down the walkway. She drew Lexi’s attention.

“Go. You’ll need to distract him.” Lexi pushed her away from the hold. “Get him talking or something.”

Kit started walking. With sweaty palms and a heartbeat so loud and fast she was sure someone would hear it, she closed the gap.

After walking noisily past the guard, she stopped a meter the other side of him, away from the cargo hold.

“Frell!” she exclaimed, loudly enough that he’d hear.

“What is it, ma’am?” the guard asked, taking the bait. “Need a little assistance?”

She turned and gave him a brief once-over, still trying to come up with a plan. As she hesitated, he grinned at her. He was not old, but old enough that the way his gaze took in her appearance was creepy rather than flattering. Kit tried not to let that deter her and focused on being a damsel in distress.

“Actually, I do. I’m so lost. I’ve not been here on Ephren long, and my ship is in need of serious repairs. I was told there was a lovely crew with a workshop somewhere, but I can’t for the life of me find it.” She made sure her eyes were innocent, and she upped the pitch of her voice.

“Say no more, lady. It’s pretty obvious. They’ve been fixing all sorts of things for the last few weeks. Helping out plenty of folks who couldn’t afford it before.”

“Oh, they have? That’s wonderful news. I don’t suppose you could tell me how to get there, could you?” Kit asked, looking both hopeful and pleading like she imagined a puppy would.

“Of course.” The guard spent the next minute giving her detailed instructions about which lefts and rights to take and how many docking pads to go past, but even if she hadn’t been buying time, she’d never have been able to follow them.

“Um…” She deliberately looked in the wrong direction. He frowned, then glanced at the thankfully-still-quiet area of the hangar.

“Let me take you most of the way,” he offered. “Wouldn’t want you to get lost again. Ephren is mostly safe with us guards here, but there is the odd unsavory type, and a lady on her own is an easy target.”

“Oh, you’re so kind,” Kit gushed, coming closer as if she wanted to take his arm. “I’d feel so much safer.”

He smiled down at her as he let her lead him away. She wasn’t sure how she felt. She hadn’t deliberately deceived anyone since, as a small child, she’d eaten the last cookie and hadn’t owned up to it, but she didn’t want her crew to get caught. Not now that their captains had shown up and insisted they put everything back.

“So, ma’am, did you fly in alone?” he asked when they’d passed the first ship. Yay, small talk, Kit thought. She explained how she’d gotten to Ephren as if it were yesterday, making it clear her friend had scarpered off.

“Sounds like he wasn’t worth the fuss he caused,” the guard mused.

“You’re probably right, but it’s never nice to be alone. I’m so grateful I found you when I did.” She flicked a glance his way and saw him beam and puff out his chest.

“I’m just doing my job, ma’am, but please, if you have any more trouble, just come to the guard hut and ask for Tam. I’ll see you right with any other issues.”

“That’s so kind of you, especially when you must be so busy,” Kit replied as Lexi sauntered past, giving Kit a brief glance. Kit knew she needed to extricate herself.

“Oh, is that it?” She pointed at the painted flag on the large hangar door that stood half-open, visible through the ships between them and it.

“Yes, that’s the one,” Tam replied, sounding disappointed as Kit let his arm go and put some distance between them.

“Thank you so much. You didn’t have to be so kind, but I can’t keep you any longer.”

He tipped his gray cap to her and straightened his uniform. “It was nothing. You keep yourself safe now, and don’t think twice about coming to find me if you need anything else.”

“I won’t,” Kit replied, grateful she was unlikely to need help. Before he could say anything else, she hurried toward the workshop and the safe haven it represented. She’d had enough adventures for one night, but she suspected Dante and the others would have something to say.

When she got there, Taron stood at the door to Dante’s office, half-blocking the inside. He spotted her and waved her over. Trying not to look as frightened as she was, she hurried closer.

He moved out of her way, letting her see the room. Every person involved and every captain was inside. Heads turned to glance her way when she arrived, including Dante’s, but no one reprimanded her for being late. Dante kept speaking as if she hadn’t interrupted.

“…of course you’ve lost some goods. Pirates are always out there, and even with our alliance, we’re going to have incidents when someone takes a shot at those out on their own. You can be assured we’ll do our best to rectify that for you. Out. There,” Dante continued, gazing into each face in the room. He stood tall, and his demeanor indicated he was less than impressed, but he didn’t raise his voice.

“Tackling Varun and undercutting him at every turn has led to a serious backlash, but it was to be expected. We’re already working on solving that too, and we’ll keep on working together until Ephren is safer and you’re all making enough money to live on and look after family elsewhere if need be.”

“Aye, we’re still committed,” Lexi assured him, nodding at Dante. He paused as Taron and Ramone added their ayes. Only Mack didn’t respond, his arms crossed over his broad chest, but eventually, he relaxed and agreed.

“I won’t belabor the point, but you all got lucky today. Ryder decided to be reasonable, and no one saw you, but you might not be so fortunate in the future. If any of you is ever caught stealing or attacking another ship without due provocation, there will be no place for you in the alliance. Is that clear?”

“Aye,” the room chorused, including Kit.

“Good. Then let this be the last of it.” Dante moved as if to usher them all out, but Garrus stepped forward.

“Captain, it feels like the pirates have organized, and it’s like they know who our weaker pilots are and which ships are understaffed. Most crews have at least a few members who are struggling. What can we do to survive until Varun and his runners give up?”

“The other captains and I have been discussing this. We’re going to upgrade your systems, get more bots programmed to help, and make sure all our pilots know how to escape pursuit if nothing else. Speak to your captains about what you need and how badly you need it. We’ll get you all help as soon as we can.”

“Thank you,” Garrus replied, but Kit couldn’t tell if he meant it from the gruff tone of his voice. His face was turned away from her.

More called out their gratitude, and Kit wondered if she’d be helped too. So far, she was managing to make ends meet, but she hadn’t progressed very far.

The meeting ended and people filed past her, but as she was about to leave, she heard her name.

Dante was looking straight at her. Gulping, she froze. Was he angry she’d been late? She’d been trying to help. Or was it about her mistakes the previous day? These thoughts and a million more ran through her head as he came closer.

“I must admit, I didn’t expect you to be part of that group. You seemed to have more sense,” he murmured when the room was almost empty. Before she could do more than gape, Lexi appeared at her side.

“Kit here wasn’t as involved as you’d think,” Lexi explained, throwing an arm over her shoulder. “Found her acting as a lookout, keeping the rest of them safe. When a guard came, she acted as a decoy for us all. We’d have been caught if it wasn’t for her. Why she was late, too.”

“Is that so?” Dante studied Kit, who still couldn’t talk or move. “Thanks, Lexi. You’d best go see to your neediest crew. Give Ike, Victor, and Eve the lists they need to start helping people out.”

“Aye, Captain.” Lexi relinquished Kit and left. There was an audible click as she shut the door behind her. Being alone with Dante didn’t make Kit feel less awkward.

“I thought you’d accepted how things went down yesterday,” Dante continued.

“I had. I mean, I did,” she replied, grateful her voice was back, even if it squeaked. “But losing all the others’ stuff was my fault. They wanted to get it back. I didn’t think it was right to not help them, so I did my best to make sure no one got caught and hurt the alliance’s image.”

Dante chuckled. “Loyal to a fault, then. I can respect that, even if I’d hoped you hadn’t been involved.”

“Thank you, Captain,” she replied, not sure if she’d been complimented.

“Well, it sounds like this time, at least, I should thank you, but go on now. Eve wanted to talk to you. Has she found you yet?”

Kit shook her head, and Dante grinned.

“You’re in for some fun, then.” He opened the door, making it clear it was time to leave. Confused, she walked out, seeking the first mate with her eyes while she tried to process the last minute or so of her life.

After Barien accused her of running away, she’d wanted to find somewhere she belonged and prove him wrong. It was a relief to have her new captain praise her for being loyal, but she didn’t think it was down to her desire to rebel against Barien’s criticism.

This crew and the alliance it was part of were trying to make a difference.

They were doing something that mattered. These people had beliefs she could fight for.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


A file was slapped on his desk, and Dante jumped. He looked up from the one he was reading to see Victor standing on the other side, two more in his other hand.

“These reports are almost impossible to understand,” Victor stated.

Dante reached for the other two.

“There’s got to be something in them,” he replied, opening the top file, which was dated the day before. The pile contained a month’s worth of files from the council on every pirate encounter during that time. They had built up, more appearing every day. He and the other alliance members had been far too busy training to do anything with them.

Finally, Dante had decided he needed to make time.

“We used to see the occasional pirate,” Dante continued. “And a few regular ones. Then we made Varun mad, and suddenly, we get attacked on every route. There have to be specific pirates involved, and they’ve got to be communicating somehow.”

“I’m not arguing with the logic, but frell if I know how to figure this out.”

“Take a break, then. Go teach some more gunnery. I’ll see if Garrus or Ike can find a pattern.”

“Ike’s still snowed under with the bot modifications,” Victor told him as he walked toward the door. “I’d try our resident geek. That guy knows his numbers. I’ll send him over.”

Dante nodded and went back to the file. It was full of the reports the scout ships made when they came into contact with pirates or ships attacked by them. Most were transcripts of recorded conversations, beginning with a pilot demanding the pirate back down or asking a victim to report the events. Occasionally, a scout attacked a pirate they recognized or warned one off a route.

As soon as Dante began receiving the files, he set up a table containing what routes were covered by the guards at what times so they could head out then, but if there was a pattern, he hadn’t spotted it yet. Now he was trying to work out which pirates operated where and who was in league with Varun.

“You needed me, Captain?” Garrus asked, poking his head around the door.

Dante waved him into the room and pointed at the files as he explained the contents.

Garrus sat down and opened one. As Dante watched, he skimmed the first file.

“Interesting,” he said. “Wouldn’t have thought the pirates would be bold enough to fight the scouts. No wonder they hound so many of us.”

“Probably why the council refused to back us up. Just means more danger for them,” Dante replied.

“Maybe, but these attacks seem organized. Twice, the same two pirates fought the scouts together, the other showing up when a scout threatened the first ship. Like they were communicating and watching out for each other.”

“I wondered about that, but it was the same route both times, so it could be a coincidence.”

“True, but we are encouraging the same crews and ships to run the same routes. Why would pirates in league with Varun do any different?”

Dante didn’t answer, struck by Garrus’ idea. Grabbing a file, Dante flicked to the only report where more than one pirate was involved. Garrus picked up another file and pulled out all the reports that mentioned two or more.

Pulling similar reports from all the files regardless of date, they created a pattern. They assembled fifty reports from the last month in that pile.

“These are your pirates working together,” Garrus stated, grabbing a piece of paper and noting the ship names. Many of them appeared again and again.

“All of these?” Dante asked, almost falling off his chair. “This is an armada.”

“Looks like twenty ships and three times as many people,” Garrus added.

Dante let out a low whistle as the enormity of their operation sank in.

“I figured it might be ten at most, given how they’re hounding us, but twenty?”

“The upside is, they can’t be as organized as we thought, or we’d have been hit harder.”

“All right,” Dante agreed, not comforted by that thought. “We need to gather information on these ships and their captains. I want to know everything about their fighting styles. If they prey on particular ships more than others. What they take if they win, and anything else that might be useful. We’re going to make every one of those pirates pay for siding with Varun.”

Garrus grinned as he wrote that and more down.

After his crewmate left, Dante sat back and stared. Varun’s network was vast, but his alliance had to come out on top. First, he needed to find as many of those ships as possible. Other than Ryder’s and a couple of the others, he had not seen any of them dock at Ephren, let alone stay there. Did they meet up somewhere else, or was their network transient, opportunistically passing messages from ship to ship?

Grabbing his jacket, Dante headed out to the dock, reading the names of ship after ship to locate the twenty Garrus had found. Ryder’s was not currently docked.

Several hours later, Dante returned to the workshop, footsore and sure that they must pass messages or meet somewhere else. He needed to know where. How organized were they?

When he got to his office, Lexi and Taron were waiting for him.

“Let’s take the fight to them,” Lexi began. Obviously, she knew more than Garrus had been sent to talk about.

“I don’t know if we can yet,” Dante replied. “We don’t have enough pilots or battle-ready ships.”

“We might,” Taron offered. “Eve, Victor, and Ike have been training people nonstop for days. We’re winning far more encounters than we were a month ago.”

“They’re still costing us precious plasma and time, though,” Lexi growled. “We need to send them a clear message.”

Dante raised his hand to stifle her exuberance.

“For what it’s worth, I think we should do something. I just want to make sure it’s the right thing before we go down this rabbit hole. I want to avoid a twenty-versus-twenty ship battle if we can. We’d lose too many good people.”

“I agree.” Taron nodded. “But we’ve got the information, and we should use it.”

“Is Garrus back?”

Both captains shook their heads.

“Okay, then let’s play chicken. Taron, you got any ships that haven’t gone out yet?” Dante asked.

As Taron shook his head, Dante swore. The idea forming in his head required a ship that no one knew was part of the alliance.

“Nora has. Doesn’t have the logo on the side yet,” Lexi told him. “At least, it didn’t this morning.”

“Good. Tell her we need to borrow it. Then, Taron, take your best navigator and Ike. Have him modify the long-range scanners. It’ll make them less reliable at giving you information but will pick up on vessels farther out. I want you to follow the Catalpa at the maximum range you can and see if other ships approach me.”

“What are you going to do?” Taron asked.

“I’m not sure yet, but I’ll be the bait.”

“You should take a decent gunner with you,” Lexi suggested. “But I ain’t offering. Someone’s got to stay here to keep things going if you two screw up, and Taron’ll take Eve with him.”

“She has a point,” Taron added. “You shouldn’t go alone, and she should stay.”

“I don’t want to put anyone else in danger.” Dante frowned. It would be a difficult ask. He’d be facing the biggest danger. If he didn’t take anyone with him, he only risked himself. If he took a full crew, the risk was reduced, but he was putting them in harm’s way. He also wanted as few people as possible to know about this idea. Even a slight leak would jeopardize the whole thing.

Before he could make up his mind, Garrus and Kit appeared at his door.

“She knows something useful,” Garrus said, encouraging Kit to follow him into the room although they were interrupting. Taron and Lexi fell back.

“Last week, while I was out on a run, I saw Ryder. At first I thought he’d attack me, but after a brief threat on the comm, he told me it was my lucky day and he was busy. He took his ship in a strange direction. It wasn’t toward any hub, farm, or dome I know of,” Kit explained.

“Could he have been avoiding you?” Taron asked. “Eve tells me you can run circles around him now.”

Kit blushed but shook her head. “I don’t think so. I’ve made it clear more than once that if he leaves me alone, I won’t bother him either. I prefer a quick run. But that wasn’t what made me remember it. I saw three other ships head in a similar direction over the course of the next hour. It was the quietest time of day, early morning. There’s never that many people on that whole route, let alone in such a small space of time.”

“You’re sure they were all heading for the same place?” Dante asked.

“No, but two of the ships’ names are on that list of yours,” she replied. “And I’ve been attacked by the third more than once. Old Harry even turned tail and fled from it once.”

“I need to know where that was.” Dante pulled out a map for her to mark, but she gulped and slid back. “You can’t remember, can you?”

“Maybe. I’d know it if I saw it,” she replied. That made his brow furrow. If he was going to find them, he needed her to come with him. And that meant risking her life.

“You want to find them, don’t you, Captain?” Garrus asked.

Seeing no point in hiding it, Dante nodded.

“Okay, then we’re both coming. And we should bring a good engineer.” Garrus straightened his shoulders and gave Dante a confident look. Kit matched Garrus, and he realized he wouldn’t get away with anything less.

“Sky is a phenomenal engineer,” Kit stated. “I always take her if I think I might have trouble.”

That made Dante feel even worse. He couldn’t endanger their lives, but what choice did he have? He needed Kit, and if he risked her life, risking a couple more to keep them all safe was an easier decision.

“All right. Kit, go get Sky and anything else you need. Garrus, get Catalpa ready and make sure she’s so well-stocked with plasma that we wouldn’t run out for hours.”

“I’ll go find Nora,” Lexi offered.

“No. It should be me. Get Ike and Eve and head to the ship. You’ll need fuel, but I’d travel light.”

“Good luck,” Lexi called as everyone else hurried away. “We need that intel. The crews might be coping better, but they’re still not earning what they were before, and they’re starting to grumble.”

“Aye, you don’t need to tell me. Most of them are grumbling to my first mate.” Dante grabbed his sword and his ready bag. “Take care of everyone ‘til I’m back. I don’t know how long I’ll be.”

Lexi nodded and chucked herself into his chair, a wide grin on her face as she wriggled to get comfortable.

“Don’t get too comfy,” he cautioned, shaking his head, more amused than annoyed.

“Wouldn’t dream of it.” Her smile widened as she put her feet up on the desk. As he walked away, not sure he wanted to find Nora, Dante was struck by how good Lexi looked in the chair. If he ever needed to pass the crew on to someone, she’d be a good choice.

Pushing that bleak thought out of his head, Dante checked the workshop for Nora. The place was quiet, an engineer from Mack’s crew the only person still working. The seat Ike usually occupied was empty, and his toolbox was gone.

Come on, Nora, where are you? Dante thought. He looked everywhere, then remembered where she’d been hanging out recently. The little shop she and Kayla ran had grown as things had stabilized on Ephren, and someone famous had bought an outfit from them. Now everyone wanted to own something designed by the pair.

Dante tried to remember where it was. Hoping he was right, he took off, trying to put all other thoughts out of his head until he’d found her. He needed to get that ship into space before someone painted the alliance’s flag on its hull.

The market was busy, but something about Dante must have told people he meant business. The crowds moved out of his way, and he encouraged them to shift when folks hadn’t noticed him soon enough.

When he got close to the section where Kayla and Nora sold clothes, he saw the crowd. Young women and girls were trying on the pair’s clothing.

Standing in the midst of the chaos was Kayla, but he couldn’t see Nora. When he was a few feet from the people swarming around the stand, Kayla spotted him.

“Captain,” she squealed. “We’ve not had the honor before. Are you looking for something in particular?”

If Dante hadn’t been pressed for time, he’d have smiled, cracked a joke, and let her pick out something for him to buy, but he didn’t have the luxury of humoring his crew today.

“Where’s Nora?” he said. “I need to talk to her. It’s urgent.”

Kayla narrowed her eyes but nodded. “She’s in the back, adjusting something for a customer.”

Hoping that was permission to go find her, Dante tried to press forward, but the crowd was too thick.

“Nora? You’re needed out here,” Kayla called after more than a minute had passed and Dante had only gotten a couple of feet closer.

She appeared, looking puzzled.

“Can’t you handle it?” she demanded until Kayla pointed his way, not glancing at her friend.

Nora hurried over, the crowds parting for her. Dante’s face warned her.

“What are you about to ask me?” she asked. “I’m not going to like it, am I?”

“Is your new ship painted yet?” Dante asked.

“No, why?”

“I need one without our flag on.” He pulled her away from the stall and spoke quietly.

Nora’s mouth opened and closed as she tried to form her question, then “You want it to go after those pirates, don’t you?”

“I can’t say. But it’ll be in good hands, and we’ll bring it back to you as soon as we can.”

“Sounds like a yes to me.” Anger gave her words a bite. “I have not even taken her out for a maiden voyage.”

“I’m sorry, but there’s no other way. A logo, even a hint of one, could ruin the whole plan.”

Nora clenched her jaw and put her hands on her hips as she thought. Eventually, she nodded, sighed, and pulled the keys out of her pocket.

“Here. But you’d better bring her back in one piece.”

Dante took the keys. The odds of them coming back weren’t great. Coming back without damage? Improbable leaning toward impossible.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


As Garrus opened Catalpa’s hatch and led Kit onto the ship, she was overwhelmed. The gunner had spent the trek explaining elements of the plan. It seemed insane, but they might not get another chance to find the pirates and launch an attack.

As always, Sky hurried to the secondary control room, happier there than anywhere else on the ship. Kit went to follow, but Garrus reached out to stop her.

“Boss is going to need you up here. He has to know where to go. Besides, up here, I can make sure you stay safe.” He smiled with more warmth than she’d expected. A sign he liked her?

Kit headed to the nearest console, where she could control the engine systems and get the best out of the particle flow and directional controls. She calmed down when Garrus slipped into the gunner’s seat and prepped the weapons.

They were done with the pre-flight checks when Dante appeared. He barely acknowledged them and went straight to the helm. “Okay, let’s go get ourselves caught on a pirate’s fishing line.” He requested a flight window.

At this hour, they only had to wait ten minutes before they were given clearance to fly. They spent the time in near silence, their conversation restricted to systems reports.

“This is going to be a dangerous mission,” Dante began. “I’ve got no idea how it will go, so if you’re not on board with that, you’re welcome to get off. This is your last chance.”

Kit considered leaving. She’d have done it a year ago, but she stayed put. The mission would be dangerous and have little direct reward, but these people had given her a home. Not only were they trying to change Ephren for the better, but she’d made many friends, several of whom were on Catalpa with her. She’d stick by them.

When no one left, Dante tried to hide his smile but failed. Then he lifted the ship off the dock.

“Let’s go see which pirates are out fishing.”

The ship sped into space, pinning Kit to her seat until the acceleration dropped.

“How far into the run were you when you saw the group of pirates heading off?” Dante asked.

“A kellian, or one and a half, out,” she replied, marking the area on the map. “Then we need to do a quarter turn to starboard and go up a bit. Not sure I can direct us much farther than that, though.”

“That’ll work. We can worry about the details once we’ve got this problem out of the way.”

For the next half an hour, no one said a word. The ship was on autopilot and everything was ready for battle, but they had to appear to be struggling.

“We’re almost there.” Dante spoke loudly, and Kit jumped, then tensed. Had she directed them to the right area? Would what she’d seen be helpful, or were they chasing a phantom?

Dante flicked on the comm and switched to a crew channel.

“Wingman, if you’re there, we’re about to begin the next phase. No rendering assistance, even if our situation appears dire. You’re to follow your mission regardless.”

“Aye aye,” Taron agreed, no argument. The command made Kit feel worse. They’d have to find their own way out of trouble.

“Which way now, Kit?” Dante asked, putting the responsibility on her shoulders. She didn’t reply, just stared at the star map. “This part is the most familiar.” She pointed at a small solar system. “I’m pretty sure they all went that way, but we’re not as close as I was.”

“All right. Keep the weapons on low heat and the engines cool. It’s time to look like the perfect bait. Everyone ready?”

Kit just nodded, not trusting her voice to be steady.

“Aye, Captain, and so are the bots,” Sky called from the secondary control room. Kit felt a twinge of guilt that they weren’t in there together, but she didn’t want to abandon her post.

“I’ve got the bolts as prepped as they can be without enough heat, and there’s plenty. We’re as ready as we’ll ever be.”

Dante nodded. Switching to the correct channel, he started the next part of the plan.

“Captain Dante of the Catalpa requesting aid. Engine seems to have a slow leak. Just two onboard, but we’re too low on fuel to make it anywhere with repair facilities.”

Kit wanted to help but monitoring the console for a system that was supposed to be failing left few options.

There was no answer.

Dante repeated the message several times before they got a response. A green dot appeared on their radar, and while they were scanning it, another appeared, then another. Kit gulped. How were they supposed to survive?

“Frell!” Garrus exclaimed. “They’re all coming our way.”

Dante nodded and took the ship off autopilot as he spoke to the crew.

“Ready the guns and give me as much speed and maneuverability as you can. I want to be able to turn on a dime and accelerate like a cheetah that’s spotted its prey.”

“Aye, Captain.” Kit was confident she could do her part. She’d been practicing, and she knew engines like the back of her hand.

But three ships were a lot to handle when they were working properly, and Dante had to feign a lack of fuel a little longer. He let the ship hang in space until the first ship was in range. Kit adjusted the system to allow the ship to move swiftly in any direction as Catalpa came to life.

“Fire when you get a decent shot,” Dante directed, but Garrus had fired. Plasma bolts streaked through the blackness of space.

The first salvo struck the first ship head-on. The resulting explosion wrapped the ship’s nose in flames before fizzling out, starved of oxygen from the minor hull breach. The ship careened off course.

“Whoa, nice shot!” Dante exclaimed. “Feel free to do that again.”

“I’ll try.” Garrus fired another salvo as Catalpa turned. The two remaining ships were warier, however, and the shots went wide.

They fired back, but neither shot well, and as many bolts hurtled toward Catalpa as left her.

Time blurred as Kit anticipated Dante’s needs. Now and then, he gave her a command, which allowed her time to consider her options, but that was rare. The battle was too heated for pre-planned maneuvers.

As the pirate ships came closer, there was less time to dodge. More shots caught the shields, but they held. Sky maintained them and sent the bots to repair any damage.

“Frell!” Dante yelled, and Catalpa swung away from a large hunk of debris. Kit saw it was the nose of the first ship they’d hit, floating through space. “That was close.”

They’d gone farther in this direction than planned, but it couldn’t be helped. The distraction had been enough for the next few bolts to catch Dante off-guard and pummel the shields.

“Ten percent,” Sky called. “We need to get some distance.”

“You’re telling me,” Dante replied, managing to sound calm.

Kit winced as another shot hit them, expecting the shields to fail, but Dante didn’t waver. In his capable hands, Catalpa danced around the stationary pirate ship, using it as a barrier between them and the other attackers.

“Ouch,” Garrus muttered as the damaged pirate ship took the blasts meant for them.

“Scum deserved a little payback,” Dante stated, bringing his ship around to wade back into battle.

“How are we doing, Sky? Can you switch out the shields’ power packs?”

“Not without dropping it,” she replied.

“How long do you need?”

There was a pause, then a clatter.

“Five minutes, maybe six,” she called, but her voice didn’t sound firm.

“I’ll do my best to buy you five. Get to it.”

“Aye, Captain,” Sky replied, then went silent. Catalpa moved away from the other ships, keeping the marooned vessel between them.

As the seconds ticked by, Kit grew tenser. There was a reason ships had shields. Getting hit without them meant death.

Most ships had the most fragile parts deep inside where plasma bolts couldn’t penetrate, but as Garrus had demonstrated, that didn’t mean the ship wouldn’t explode.

Kit flinched when a bolt missed them by inches, lighting up the viewport as it passed, but Dante was still calm, even though he’d identified one of the attacking ships as the Flash. Garrus grunted after every bolt, and he grinned or pouted at the results.

“Sky, we need those shields!” Dante yanked the ship hard to port, dodging more bolts. The first of the remaining pirates appeared around the stranded vessel.

“It’s only been four minutes,” Sky replied. “You said you’d buy me five.”

Dante growled as he sent Catalpa into a spin to avoid being hit, but he wasn’t quick enough. The bolt caught their underside and shook them.

A clatter and a yelp came from the secondary control room. Kit was almost sliced in two by her harness.

“Sorry,” Dante snapped, but the damage was done. It became clear something vital had been damaged when Kit tried to give them extra speed and Dante had to fight the controls. A beep let Kit know they had a particle leak.

“The underside particle jets are damaged,” Kit told Dante. “I can’t control the flow in that direction anymore.”

“I’m already well aware,” the captain replied as he narrowly avoided another bolt, fighting the controls. “You’ll have to turn that section off.”

Kit nodded and shut the lower jets off. Dante relaxed when he regained control of the ship, even if he couldn’t go in that direction anymore.

“Want shields or control?” Sky asked from the doorway.

Dante just threw them out of the way of danger again. Sky gripped the coaming, her knuckles white as she kept herself upright, but the pirate ships loomed large on their screen. Catalpa was done in this fight. They weren’t going to win.

“Put the shield packs in, but don’t activate them. Then fix the jets.”

“I’ll need an extra pair of hands for that,” Sky told him. “Bots this old can’t replace the panels alone.”

“Kit, put the system on auto,” Dante commanded without looking at her.

Kit flicked the switch and jogged toward Sky.

“What do you need?” she asked as they hurried to the control panel for the shield systems. Her friend didn’t reply, being busy hooking the spare shield batteries to the system.

“I need someone to hold the panels while I solder them from underneath. They have to be smooth, and the bots can’t hold them still enough after they’ve been repaired.”

Kit nodded, aware of the importance of getting the panels right. Getting them wrong could lead to heat buildup, propulsion in the wrong direction, or something giving under pressure.

“There, batteries done.” Sky grabbed a panel from the stack. “Take as many of these as you can carry. We don’t want to have to come back.”

Kit followed Sky as she moved to the depths of the ship. The bots were there, pulling off section covers so they could get to the damaged areas beneath.

“We’re not going to fix this fast,” Sky warned, handing Kit a broken relay.

“We’ll just have to do our best.” Kit smiled and got down beside Sky.

There was a loud clang and they looked at each other, color draining from their cheeks. They’d been grappled.

“Not part of the plan,” Kit remarked, tossing the relay aside.

Sky didn’t move, then, “Let’s keep going. It’ll take them a while to reel us in, and if we can fix this, the captain will have more options.”

Her instructions were issued quietly in case they were boarded without them noticing.


CHAPTER TWENTY


The captain opened his mouth to curse but didn’t bother. Only Garrus was close enough to hear him, and his second knew how screwed they were. Ryder had once again gotten the upper hand, and after their last encounter, the pirate wouldn’t have grappled them if he wasn’t confident he could overpower them.

Dante had to get out of the situation and fast, but his ship was limping, and the second pirate ship was hanging around, waiting to take them on if Ryder let them go. If this wasn’t resolved quickly, there was always the possibility the ship they’d disabled would repair itself enough to cause issues, even if just to fire at them.

He could not remember being in so much trouble, and there was precious little he could do about it. Dante realized how his crewmates felt when they took a ship out.

Fighting a pirate when you had a good chance to save yourself and your cargo was exhilarating. Waiting for a pirate to get the pillaging over and done with so you could limp home was soul-destroying. He could only hope that they’d given Taron, Eve, and Ike an opportunity to slip past so they could follow the ships to the pirates’ gathering place. They needed to deal with this once and for all.

A shudder ran through the hull as the airlocks mated. Ryder was considerate in that regard.

Dante drew his new sword. It was comforting in his grasp, heavy enough to damage his opponents but not so heavy that it strained him to wield it.

“We’ll give him hell,” Garrus snarled as the airlock hissed open. Ryder must have hung back since the airlock was empty except for some bots, but Dante strode forward. Was this a bluff? Was Ryder about to leap out and attack?

The bots came through first, but Dante had read up on them after Ike’s warnings. He dodged their net, pushing Garrus in the other direction. Another bot tried to tase him, narrowly missing. Unsure what they all did, Dante booted the closest one across the corridor and stepped back.

Ryder still didn’t appear, so Dante called his name. More bots appeared, and the machines scurried past him. Garrus joined Dante, wielding a metal pipe.

“That looks like those pipes used for hydroponics,” Dante remarked.

Garrus grinned and used one end to stab at a bot when it got too close. Something sprayed from the hole where he’d stabbed it, and a foul smell filled the air.

“What is that stuff?” Garrus asked, using the pole to fend off an eager bot. That one had a blowtorch.

“Compound that reacts with water, I think. You don’t want it on your skin.”

“Ryder?” Dante yelled. “It’s frelled up to send armed bots at the people you attack. Do innocent travelers and merchants deserve to be maimed for life?”

There was no reply, and Dante wondered if this was Ryder’s ship. Then he heard Ryder’s booming laugh.

“You’re not innocent travelers or merchants, are you, Dante Zullo? You’re a crew of thieves and liars.”

“I made them put everything back.” Dante took a step closer.

The bots were getting in each other’s way; nets were dragged through acid, and one bot was on fire. Before Ryder could say anything else, Garrus smacked another bot, and bolts, cogs, and other parts went flying.

“Frell, that bent my pipe.” Garrus swung it at another bot, apparently less concerned than he sounded.

Dante used one of the dented and broken panels Sky had left lying around as a shield against attacks from the bots on the pirate ship’s walls.

“You’re a two-faced liar,” Ryder declared as he came into view, his sword drawn. He lunged at Dante, giving him no choice but to defend himself. “You told me your crew would put it all back, but they didn’t.”

“They assured me they had,” Dante replied, grunting as Ryder’s powerful attack drove him down the corridor.

“If they had, I’d still have my place at the table. But someone took the small box my jewelry was in, included a signet ring I need now and then.”

Dante growled as the older man attempted to drive him back. He was now in trouble for a mistake he hadn’t made and had tried to stop. Sometimes being the captain sucked.

The two men fought, bots dancing around them as they tried to hurt Dante. Garrus waded into the fray, though the machines left him alone unless he got too close.

Catching his foot in a pile of something slippery, Dante went over on his back. Ryder placed his sword under Dante’s chin.

“Tell your kid over there to put his pipe down and back away.” Ryder glared at him, not looking at Garrus.

When Dante glanced at him, his second laid it down and took a step backward. The bots went still, and Dante wondered what controlled them. He didn’t get a chance to think about it long, however.

Ryder picked up Dante’s sword, then encouraged him to get to his feet and head to the Catalpa’s control room. The threat of being run through was enough to deter Dante from doing anything antagonistic, but he wanted to find out who had lied to him.

“I’m sorry one of my crew took something so important to you,” Dante said before Ryder could speak. “They did so without my permission.”

“So you keep saying, but I’ve got no way of knowing you’re telling the truth. Only assurances from you.”

“He’s telling the truth,” Garrus stated, reaching for Ryder’s arm. “The person who took them did so knowing Dante wouldn’t approve.”

“You know who took them?”

“Not for sure, but I have a good idea. I think I could get them back for you.”

Ryder glanced at Garrus. “I want to believe you, but I can’t. I’d be a fool.” Ryder focused on Dante again. “Now, what cargo have you picked up today?”

“We don’t have one,” Dante replied smugly. Ryder had bested them, but several of his bots were broken, and he’d used a lot of plasma. There was nothing of value on their ship.

“Now I know you’re lying,” Ryder replied.

“See for yourself.”

Ryder grinned and eased back to do just that. Then he stopped and took a good look at Dante.

“Something isn’t right. What are you up to?”

It was Dante’s turn to be silent as Ryder tried to figure it out. He shuffled back and checked the room.

“No trap,” Dante said to put the man’s fears to rest.

“What, then?”

“That’s for us to know and you to ponder,” Kit told him as she came around the corner and jabbed her sword into Ryder’s back. “We keep running into each other, don’t we?”

“Kit.” He nodded but didn’t try to turn.

“Drop the swords and raise your hands.”

Ryder did as she asked, bending to put the swords on the deck, but he fumbled and dropped them. As he did, the bots came back to life and rushed Kit. Garrus and Sky came to her defense, however. Not flinching when the blowtorch singed her boots, Kit kept her sword against the pirate’s back.

The bots were running out of steam. Sky and Garrus stopped the rest, many taking the hard whack of a pipe and some losing their circuitry to Sky’s deft hands.

“I won’t ask again, Ryder. Raise your hands.”

“You are full of surprises, aren’t you?” he replied, complying.

“You’re not too bad yourself.” Kit steered Ryder away. Dante got up and followed, sword in hand. This had been his idea, so he wanted to make sure no harm came to the crew if Ryder had more tricks up his sleeve.

When Kit only took Ryder to the airlock and chucked his bots back into his ship, Dante raised his eyebrows.

“You’re letting me go?” Ryder asked, looking at Kit and the captain.

“As Dante told you, we have no idea who took your stuff, and we don’t approve. Consider this us trying to make amends for a crew mistake. We’ll figure out who it was and make sure they realize the error of their ways. You’ll find out you can trust the Aerie’s word.”

Ryder cocked his head and gazed at Kit.

“You sure you don’t want to become a pirate, lass?”

“I’m sure. I like my crew. You’re welcome to join us if you get bored with being a pirate and tired of Varun getting you into bigger trouble than you can cope with.”

Dante shoved another bot into the airlock, the mangled metal striking Ryder’s feet.

“You’ll want to avoid that meeting place you hinted at for the next few days,” Dante said, hoping he wouldn’t regret giving information to a person on the other side.

Ryder’s eyes widened.

“Aye. I figured as much, but I can’t promise I won’t get in your way again when it comes to it.” With those words, Ryder nodded and stepped into his ship.

Dante exhaled as the ships decoupled. Hurrying back to the control room, he searched for the other pirate. They looked as if they were going to grapple them as well, but Sky had done a great job, and Catalpa zoomed in the opposite direction.

Finger hovering over the comm button, Dante debated communicating with the ship Taron was on, but he didn’t dare. The last thing he wanted to do was create an interesting anomaly on radar that a bunch of ships was sent to investigate. Taron was doing what was needed—getting the coordinates and an idea of the number of cooperating pirate ships.

The rest of the journey was uneventful. Sky made more repairs, and Garrus and Kit settled into stations beside each other. While Dante thought about who had disobeyed a direct order and lowered their reputation, his crewmates talked.

Dante envied their friendship. There was no indicator that it was anything more, but it looked like it could be, despite the rumors about Garrus’ past. Could the man be trusted to treat her with respect?

Pushing his desire for a similar relationship aside, Dante focused on the here and now. He couldn’t consider anything romantic until his life was more settled and safer. It wasn’t fair to his partner.

Normally this wouldn’t bother him, but after a day like this, it did.

His life had to change.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Clutching a glass of rum he’d been sipping for hours, Dante sat and waited. He’d been up all night since Nora’s new ship carrying Taron, Eve, and Ike hadn’t yet returned. The horizon created by the dome was lightening, letting people know it was a new day.

He thought about the thief. Whoever they were, he wanted them gone, but finding out who’d taken the items Ryder had spoken of was going to take some investigating. Garrus had said he thought he might know.

That gave him a place to begin, so he decided Taron could take care of himself.

Dante wove through the ships in the main dock. The project Garrus had taken on for Kit was almost complete. The gunner would be there, finishing whatever task Ike had set for him.

Even this early, Garrus was happy, waving as Dante approached. The ship gleamed, looking more ready to fly than he’d have expected.

“What’s up, Captain? Is Taron back?”

“Not yet, but I’ve got to trust him.”

Garrus nodded as he went back to putting a new panel on the cargo ship.

“Ike taught me how to do the hydraulics for a secret compartment,” Garrus said as he closed and opened it with the aid of a button. “She’ll be able to hide more stuff on this ship.”

Dante grinned. He had one inventive crew.

“Is that what you’re here about?”

“Hiding something? Sort of.”

“We got lucky with Ryder yesterday, didn’t we?”

Dante nodded. “We’re often lucky, but we have a reputation, too.”

Getting to his feet, Garrus finally met his gaze. The pair stared at each other in silence.

“I’m pretty sure it wasn’t you, but I think you know who it was,” Dante told him. “You weren’t surprised when Ryder brought it up.”

“I don’t think it’s my place to say. They made a good argument for it.”

“There are some, granted, but I need to make sure my word is trusted, and I gave it. If a crew member feels they need to be compensated for something and my commands mean they lose out, they should come to me so I can rectify it. But I wasn’t given that chance.”

Garrus looked down, then spoke.

“All right. That’s fair too, but I can’t tell you who did it. Best I can offer is to let them know what you’ve said.”

“That’ll do for now. If I have the stuff on my desk by the end of the day, I’ll let it go.”

“Truly?”

“Truly. I’ve decided it’s not worth losing a good crew member whether they’ll agree not to do something that reckless again or not. We all make mistakes and react out of anger. It’s what they do when they’re calm that interests me.”

“All right, Captain. I’ll see what I can do. In the meantime, want me to show you what I’ve added?”

Dante nodded and let Garrus show him around.

They’d barely checked out half the ship when Dante’s personal comm buzzed.

“They’re back,” he said, heading for the hatch. Garrus followed, locking the ship behind them. Looking up, Dante tried to spot the vessel as it came in to land, but none of the ships was the right size.

“Frell,” Garrus said, pointing at a scorched and dented ship as it lumbered into the docking area. It moved slowly, smoke streaming from it.

“Nora’s going to be pissed.”

“I’m glad you’re the captain and not me,” Garrus replied as they jogged toward the landing platform.

The ship was so damaged it struggled to hover and land, giving Dante plenty of time to get there. Trying to avoid thinking about worst-case scenarios, he waited for the crew to emerge and explain. As long as everyone onboard was alive and not badly injured, he thought he could cope, but he wasn’t sure he dared hope for that much, given the extent of the damage.

The hatch creaked in protest and slid an inch before getting stuck. A bang followed and it moved another inch, then it crashed open, a metal panel coming with it.

Relief flooded through Dante as Taron and his wife strode out, flanking Ike and holding him up.

Dante and Garrus rushed forward. The blood on Ike’s forehead and face was dry but abundant enough to scare them.

When Ike noticed them, he tried to smile but grimaced instead. “Should never have stood for that final maneuver. The kick sent me over, and my forehead picked a fight with the console. Not my best moment.”

Taron let him go, and Eve took Ike’s weight as she suggested, “Let’s find a doc and get you patched up.”

Taron watched as his wife walked off. Nora’s shout caught everyone’s attention.

“My ship!” she yelled. “What—”

“I’m sorry,” Taron interrupted. “I tried to keep her safe, but...”

“I’ll make it up to you, Nora. I promise,” Dante added, but she was striding up the cargo ramp.

“Careful,” Taron warned, trying to stop her. “There’s a lot of loose wires and dangerous gases venting. You’re better off waiting until we fix that.”

“No! This is my new baby. I want to see.”

Taron didn’t let go of her. “Ike said he could fix her. He’ll do that. Make her as good as new.”

“But I wanted new. I’ve never had a new ship. She’ll never be the same,” Nora wailed. Dante made a snap decision and pulled her into a hug and away from the ship.

“I’ll make it right. I promise. We’ll find a way to reward you for the sacrifice.”

Nora struggled, but when he repeated the words, she calmed down.

“Come on,” Garrus offered. “Why don’t I show you the cool stuff I’ve done to Kit’s ship? You remember seeing how bad it looked, right?”

“But this is far worse,” Nora complained, although she let herself be steered away.

Over his shoulder, Garrus gave Dante a subtle nod. “It’s worse, granted, but not as bad as you think. Why don’t you see Kit’s ship, then we’ll go check on Ike?”

That pacified Nora, then Dante was alone with Taron. A few spectators stopped, their mouths Os and their eyes almost as wide.

They stepped inside, and Dante took in the damage to the interior. Bots lay in pieces, electronics and mechanical parts strewn everywhere.

“Do I even want to know what happened?”

“Well, we found ’em.” Taron grunted.

“That’s obvious.”

“No, Dante, we found them. Ten of their ships did this, trying to make sure we didn’t get away with what we knew.”

“Frelling Enkoloth.”

“Exactly.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t think it would be this dangerous.” Dante ran a hand through his hair.

“It’s not your fault. Varun has a lot of allies.”

“Too many?” Dante asked.

Taron tilted his head as if he were reliving a memory. “No. Not with everyone in the alliance who can command a ship and gun. They’re not as good as we are. Not anymore.”

“You’d spread us that thin?”

“Yeah, and use anyone who wants a paying job to do the rest. Most people here can do the basics—keep an eye on a radar, fix a leak, make sure the bots have what they need.”

“Okay. Tell me exactly what happened, and we’ll see.”

It took Taron the best part of thirty minutes to tell his story. Dante just listened, not interrupting with questions that patience would reward.

After Taron finished the tale, he swayed.

“Sorry, it was a long night,” he apologized as he steadied himself against an exposed pillar. “I need to eat something and get some rest.”

“Go. I’ll gather the others and organize everything. Sleep as long as you can. I’ll send someone to get you, assuming you want in on this,” Dante offered.

“Aye. Wouldn’t miss round two for anything. Got some scores to settle.” Taron grinned, although his limbs hung limp and his body moved slowly. Both understood why they had to hurry.

Given the damage to the ship and the way people talked on Ephren, Varun would find out fast, and someone would warn the pirates. If they were going to move on the base before the pirates dispersed, the Aerie needed to leave quickly. They would get no help.

They didn’t have time to ask the council, and the security forces wouldn’t accept their evidence. Out here in the fringe colonies, it was up to organizations like the Aerie.

I’ve got a fleet of thirty ships to organize, Dante thought as he jammed the hatch of Nora’s damaged ship shut.

Ten minutes later, he strode into the workshop. Given the faces looking his way, it was obvious the news had traveled fast.

“Two groups. Those who can fly better than shoot on one side, and those who can shoot better than fly on the other. If anyone is so frelling awful at both that you wouldn’t take either console if forced, you can be my organizers. Gather every crewmate in the Aerie. When you’ve done that, I’ll have more work for you.”

Everyone moved. Eve reappeared and joined the growing group of pilots, and Victor stood proudly in front of the shooters. Little was said as Dante grabbed a screen and began selecting ships from the crew manifest. Now and then, he looked at the pilots, checking that a ship’s owner was among them.

Although it wasn’t essential, he knew they’d perform better in a vessel they were familiar with, and everyone had to bring their best game.

Within another ten minutes, he finished the task, pleased to see he now had three groups. The whole crew stood before him, familiar faces and a few he didn’t know. Between his pilots and gunners was a smaller group of panting people, their eyes alight and their expressions as serious and dedicated as those on either side of them.

“Looks like I’ve got an assistant for every two pilots,” he said, hitting the button to finalize the ship assignments. “Gunners and pilots, pair up, then find a pair with a ship on a launchpad near you. Assistants, make sure your team’s ships have everything they need to fly in ten minutes’ time. As soon as your ship is ready, mark it here.” He pointed at the workshop’s bulletin board, which was electronically connected to his screen. “You’ll get additional crew assignments and the rendezvous coordinates then and not before.”

There were gasps at the haste, but no one wasted time as they found someone to crew with them. While people hustled around him, Dante continued tapping on the screen, creating a brief but to-the-point ad in the job section of the hub’s ‘net. Ephren was about to find out the Aerie was hiring.

It would blow the whistle on their plan if it wasn’t already obvious, but Dante couldn’t wait any longer. He took the screen with him and got the remaining assistant to promise to lock up as he headed for Catalpa.

As he slipped into the pilot’s seat, grateful he’d had her restocked the night before, Dante pulled up the destination Taron had given him. It was a remote solar system kept warm by a fading blue giant.

Although the database didn’t show it, someone had set up a small but well-defended dome on the sunny side of a small planet. It was otherwise barren, scorched to a crisp when the sun went supernova a long time ago.

Drawing a circle around it just beyond radar range, Dante picked six sets of coordinates on the circumference. Five ships would meet at each. As he completed that task, the first few vessels reported as ready, eager to get into the fray.

He had plenty of people applying for jobs, so he held everyone back. Assigning the new crew quickly, he gave each group of five ships a balance of expertise until there were no more people to place.

Trying not to wince at the bill, Dante sent someone to wake Taron. Catalpa still needed a gunner.

More ships got clearance from the station master, and the skies filled with Aerie ships, their flag obvious.

Pride swelling in his chest, Dante listened to the footsteps of his arriving crew. Along with Taron, who held a sandwich with several bites missing in one hand, two civilians he recognized as customers of the workshop reported for duty. Behind them came Ike, a bruise down the side of his face and across his chin.

“Didn’t think you could leave me out of this one, did you?” Ike asked.

“Thought it was your choice,” Dante replied.

“Good. Now let’s get up in the sky with the rest of our crewmates and go show these pirates what a bunch of skilled, hardworking people can do when they’ve had enough of being swindled.”

“Aye aye,” Dante replied, pleased to do so.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Although Kit tried not to show it, she was terrified. Sitting in Sky’s ship, the engineer beside her in the gunner’s seat, she flew the Sky Hook. It handled far better than her Camper did.

“Sky Hook, this is Dante. I’d like you to lead the team going to your location. Have them form up behind you in an arrowhead and target the weapons installations on the planet.”

“Aye, Captain,” Kit replied. In charge of a small fleet? They trusted her that much?

“You’ll be great,” Sky whispered before grinning at her.

Exhaling, Kit tapped the controls, grateful the activity stopped her hands from shaking—at least until they were out of Ephren's airspace and she could activate the autopilot. Around her were more ships than she’d ever seen. The radar showed even more behind and coming out of Ephren than were visible through the viewport.

“I assume you won’t tell us what this is about?” the male jobber asked.

“The job description said this was going to be a dangerous mission, right?” Kit asked, glancing at the older man’s weather-beaten face.

“Aye, that it did. Don’t fret, kid. I’m no stranger to fighting.”

“It’s Kit, not ‘kid,’” she replied calmly, but he looked admonished.

“Damien, at your service. I crewed for several ships on the Cremtar front six years ago.”

Kit hadn’t heard of that action, but Sky’s mouth fell open and their other jobber, a woman named Lily, gasped.

Relief flooded through Kit as they talked about the war and let her concentrate on the information she’d been given. After they were far enough from Ephren that their communications couldn’t be intercepted, Dante had transferred the data on where they were heading and what they knew.

They were expecting at least twenty of the pirate ships to be there, as well as the defenses on the base. More pirate vessels might show up to aid their enemy.

Or they could all be gone and the base abandoned.

While the latter situation would be an expensive waste of their time and resources, everyone would be safer. Kit doubted the pirates would shoot to maim and board as they usually did. This would be a fight unlike any she’d been in the chair for.

“We’ve got a ship drifting out of formation.” Lily pulled up the radar so Kit could see where the five dots of their squadron were. The bottom right was drifting to starboard.

“Who’s piloting that one?” Kit asked.

“It’s the Electric Eel and someone from Mack’s crew. Um, Andos, I think.” Sky motioned at the comm, offering to connect. Sighing, Kit nodded.

“Andos of the Eel. Everything okay with your ship? You’re no longer in formation.”

Silence met her inquiry, and she frowned. After repeating the command a third time and getting nothing back, Kit considered what to do. She’d never faced a situation like this. How did you force a ship to respond without pointing your guns at them?

Kit was still pondering this when the ship moved back into position.

“Andos, everything okay on the Eel?” she asked after they put themselves back where they’d started.

“Sorry. Yes, everything’s all right now. Thanks,” a male voice replied.

“All right, Andos. Let us know if something goes wrong again.” Kit chalked it up to a rookie error.

On the way, the group had to navigate a field of asteroids. The sector by Ephren was not known for being an easy flight, but kellian by kellian, they got closer to the coordinates, and Kit settled into her role of squadron leader.

As the distance shrank, Kit’s nervousness grew, but they reached their destination without a problem, their formation still perfect and their group on its own. Wondering how long she should wait for instructions, Kit stared at the screen in front of her.

Before she could open her mouth to ask Sky for the comm, they received a message.

“Sky Hook, are you in position and ready?” Dante asked.

“All in position and awaiting your orders, Captain,” Kit replied.

“We’ll all attack on my mark.”

Kit exhaled, desperate to calm her racing pulse. With no idea when the command would come, she didn’t dare relax.

They were still too far out for her to know what the best target was, so Kit had nothing to plan or prepare for.

“Come on,” Damien muttered loud enough for everyone to hear.

Kit grinned, glad someone had expressed the impatience she felt.

“Incoming ships,” Lily reported. “Four, coming this way fast. Don’t think they’ve seen us yet.”

Kit nodded. She was about to call Dante when the comm crackled to life.

“Attack. I repeat, Aerie, attack.”

Redlining her ship, Kit led her unit toward the pirates.

“Get me info on those four ships please, Lily,” she directed, already able to see them through the viewport. “I want to know what we’re up against. Sky, warm those guns.”

“Aye aye, Captain.” Sky and Lily relayed information as they worked.

The four ships came closer.

“They’re preparing to fire,” Damien stated as he took in the scans and images Lily was feeding him.

“Let’s hit them first.” Kit opened the comm to the rest of the squad. “We’ll work together to pick off the ships one by one but spread out so we’re not an easy target.”

Kit flew Sky Hook to starboard, swinging past the nose of the foremost ship. The others followed, and bolts streaked out a second later.

The first pirate ship, the Dodgy Roger, took the brunt of the volley, its shields crackling and flaring as they tried to absorb the damage. Some of the bolts got through since the shields were unable to absorb that much energy and heat, but they didn’t do enough damage to stop the ship since the last two shots from the Eel went wide.

Before Kit could bring her squad around for another volley, the pirates returned fire. Plasma bolts streaked toward Sky Hook, the easiest target of the squad, and she fought to keep her face calm.

Having to choose between dodging every bolt and staying in formation, Kit mixed it up, taking one hit while dodging three and taking the final bolt on the side to protect the nearest ship. The rest went wide.

“Spread out a little more and aim for the same ship again,” she commanded the squad, hoping a little more space would give them all room to move but stay in a loose formation.

The second flyby earned them a set of explosions that knocked the lead ship out of the battle. Kit cheered as she dodged return fire. An alarm blared when one of the shots caught the shield and body of the ship just enough to knock out something important.

Kit looked at her crew, hoping one of them would fill her in.

“The backup systems for life support and the landing gear are damaged,” Lily informed her.

Kit nodded. Backup systems weren’t vital. They could keep fighting. She just hoped Sky didn’t mind that the ship had been damaged.

As they made their fourth attack, Kit realized all four of the Eel’s volleys had gone wide. With each passing run, they got closer. Even with a lousy gunner, they should have hit by now.

“Anyone here know Andos?” she asked. No one did, so she tried to work out what the Eel was up to. Once more, they didn’t properly attack, didn’t even try. Something was wrong.

“Andos, let us know if you’re having any issues,” Kit said, wondering what she could do if they were avoiding the fight.

“Of course, Captain,” Andos replied, but something didn’t feel right.

“Lily, keep an eye on Andos. Let me know if Eel does anything else strange.”

No one responded, but Lily was focused on her radar. Was she right? Had Andos decided to do something different than she’d commanded, or had something happened on his ship? Kit didn’t know, but she wasn’t going to take any chances when she was in command for the first time.

As the three remaining pirate ships came around for another attack, Kit decided to put her squad through their paces and test her theory at the same time.

“Let’s split up and play some chicken,” Kit directed. “Each pair, head straight for the pirate on your side. I’ll take the centerline. At my command, we’ll do a half-turn to port and fire.”

There was a chorus of acknowledgments, then they went for it. Kit was in control as she took Sky Hook into the path of a particularly skilled pirate.

Trying not to think about whether this plan would succeed, Kit focused on how far away they were. When they were in range, Kit gave the command. No sooner had her squad gone left than the pirates turned as a unit and fired back.

“Looks like someone tipped them off about the direction.” Damien voiced what she’d been thinking.

“Okay, let’s try that again,” Kit sent over the comm as if her crewmate hadn’t spoken. “Same direction, but we’ll turn a lot later.”

She shut the channel off. “Open a channel to the two pilots at the front, Kayla and Silas,” Kit requested. When she glanced over, she caught Damien grinning at her. It was clear he’d worked out what she was testing.

“We’ll go sooner. I want to go in two groups,” Kit lied. She didn’t want them to know she suspected one of her captains if they weren’t a problem.

This time, as the ships flew at each other, Kit led the charge and the break-off, her two uninformed ships flying past like the pirates did. They scored several direct hits before the pirates recovered and spun out of the way.

“Now do something unexpected but not dangerous for the ship,” Damien suggested. “See if he’s truly passing information on.”

“You got something in mind?” she asked. He nodded, and she offered him the comm.

He issued orders for the maneuver, making sure they all understood. It was complicated, and Kit wasn’t sure it would work, but it was more important to see how the pirates reacted to it since the squad was limping and everyone’s shields had seen better days. This battle couldn’t last much longer, and Kit needed to find her advantage and finish it.

“Ready,” Damien said. She nodded and brought the ship around to begin the flyby. The pirates hesitated, not committing to one direction. Then it was happening, the pirates peeling off right before they’d have been hammered by plasma bolts.

“Swing to port,” Damien commanded.

Kit jammed the ship over. She didn’t check if the squad had followed, just brought her guns to bear on the rear pirate vessel.

Her face a mask of perfect concentration, Sky locked on and sent out two brilliant bolts. Both caught the vulnerable ship, and an engine exploded.

“Yes! They said you could fly, but frell, that was impressive!” Lily shouted.

“Thanks,” Kit replied, wondering who’d told Lily about her. They had a rat among them, and she would need to deal with them. “Open a secure connection to Dante.”

“Already doing it,” Lily replied before giving her a nod to show it was done.

“Captain, I’m pretty sure I’ve got a mole among my squad. Electric Eel under the command of Andos is behaving strangely.”

“Noted, Kit. Don’t give them any more info, and stand by.”

“Roger,” she replied, frowning. She’d hoped for something more helpful. While she waited for instructions, Kit turned her attention to the two remaining pirate ships hounding her squad. One was slowing, but the other worked closely with it, guarding it.

“We need to split that pair up,” she growled as they darted to the edge of her range, away from the hub. “They’re trying to distract us from the end goal.”

“Probably because they know we can’t afford to ignore them,” Damien replied.

Kit studied the ships, heading toward them and darting back to the hub as she kept her vulnerable parts out of range.

“Can either of you fly?” she asked a moment later.

“I can.” Lily grinned. “And I played a lot of chicken with my cousin when I was younger.”

“Perfect.” Kit jumped out of her seat. “I’m going to do what I do best. When I say, head for the larger of the two ships. Get as close as you can. When the smaller one tries to get in the middle, keep going.”

“They’ll fire at us,” Sky pointed out.

“I know. I’m counting on it.” As she spoke, Kit slipped into the control seat and boosted the particle accelerators near the back of the ship.

With Lily guiding her, Sky Hook powered at the pirates, leaving her squad behind. The adjustments Kit had made to the engines and the particle flow did the trick. Before the pirates knew what had hit them, Sky Hook closed on them. The pirates huddled together.

Adjusting the engines, Kit told Lily to turn sharply. Damien grunted as the inertial dampeners struggled with the gees from turning so fast, but Sky barely reacted, firing at the optimal moment.

Their bolts bore down on the targets, one hitting each ship in a spectacular crackle of shields and energy. Both pirates turned their vessels around. Before Kit could decide to go after them, Dante got back to her.

“I’ve spoken to Mack. Says it can’t be Andos. You must have some other leak.”

“But his ship is the only one—”

“Mack said he’d stake his life that a kid like Andos is—”

“Hang on a second, Captain. Did you say ‘kid?’”

“Yeah, Andos is a good kid.”

“My Andos is an impostor, then. I’ve got an old guy pretending to be him,” Kit explained.

“Now that you’ve cleared out the pirates in your way, bring your squad closer to the hub and us. We’ll find a solution together.”

“Aye aye, Captain.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


As Dante watched the ships in his Aerie fight, he was both proud and sick with worry. These men and women had followed him into battle, not only because he believed this to be the right course of action but because they trusted him. It was a lot of responsibility.

Here and there, disabled ships floated, buffeted by other vessels flying too close. When he’d arrived, there had been more than twenty ships hanging around the hub. Now there were fifteen active, and he had double that number.

The pirates were getting the message. They were beaten, but not out. This was normally the moment most pirates decided they’d had enough and needed to get back to family.

These kept fighting, however, and apparently, Aerie had at least one traitor in their midst, pretending to be an ally. Given that Lexi had reported a similar problem in her squad, he believed something was going on. When Lexi had messaged, she’d assumed the comm channel was compromised. Kit had proved communications were fine, but someone had taken over at least one ship in the Aerie fleet.

When he passed that on to Mack, the crew captain had fumed. Dante had to promise to investigate and try to save any crewmates still alive to get Mack to keep fighting.

He was stuck observing as some of his ships turned into something far more dangerous. How were they going to end this and find out if their crew were still alive?

Another ship got too close, fooled as Catalpa hung in the air. Taron fired, catching its side with both plasma bolts. It had no shields and buckled under the close-range barrage. They were so close that Dante’s ship was caught, the heat blasting them as well.

When two more pirate ships blinked off the radar Ike was keeping an eye on, the remaining twelve pirate vessels, including the large one that had stayed near the planet and the hub, lost the desire to fight.

“Don’t let the large one get away,” Dante commanded his squad and one nearby.

Eight Aerie ships swarmed toward it, dodging bolts and ships alike in the quest to take it out. The pirates were in disarray and only hindered two, leaving six to surround and fire on the largest vessel. Shields flashing and crackling, the behemoth was like a wildebeest being taken down by a pride of hungry lions.

Dante hoped Varun was on board, but he hoped not as well. He wanted the swindler to see his demise as a businessman and have to struggle for food the way he’d made others do for years.

As the shield crackled and lost strength, Dante knew his gunners had to be careful, or they’d decimate the ship. Before it caved in, he stopped Taron from firing.

More ships eased off, leaving the last couple to finish the task.

His other ships came to hover nearby, the pirates they’d faced disabled or gone.

They still had not dealt with the hub, but the gun towers were no longer operational. Everyone was on the ships in the sky instead.

“Urgent transmission for Dante Zullo of the Aerie,” a voice said.

Dante didn’t reply for a moment, surprised and aware it might be Varun, then “Dante Zullo speaking.”

“I’m Captain Harland. I run this hub. I’m sure you’re doing this because you think it’s the best course of action, but I’d like to make you an offer.”

“I’m not inclined to negotiate with pirates.”

“That’s not what a certain Captain Ryder tells me. He informed me that you know how to fight for what you want and when to talk. I can make you rich, a resourceful man like you. Way wealthier than Varun.”

“Tempting offer,” Dante admitted. “But there are a couple of problems with that.”

“I’m sure we can work something out. Let’s stop this needless violence and have a little chat.”

“Sorry, no can do. You can’t fix my problems. Firstly, you’re a pirate and can’t be trusted, and secondly, you wrongly assume I want more money, and from a source like this. The Aerie will make wealth for everyone. We’re already far richer than your setup will ever be.”

It sounded like the captain growled his response, but Dante couldn’t be sure as the large ship lost a gunning platform and gained a blind spot where plenty of the Aerie fleet could hang out and keep firing uninterrupted.

Before they could finish it off, three of his fleet broke formation and rushed toward Catalpa.

“Dante, look out! My rogue is heading for you.” Kit’s voice came over the secure channel they’d opened earlier.

“We need to move,” Dante directed as Ike hurried to his console to adjust their engines. He calmly swung the ship to the side, looking for the nearest allies, but most of the ships nearby had moved to pursue or hinder the pirates. He was alone.

It took all his concentration to dodge a slew of plasma bolts. Some of the pirates who hadn’t gone far came back and attacked when they sensed he was in trouble.

“We need to find a way out,” Dante commented, hoping Ike or Taron had a moment to look at the radar and suggest something.

“Down. Fly down,” Ike suggested a moment later.

With no better option, Dante did just that, pushing the ship into a dive. Although it took Catalpa out of the line of fire for a moment, the other vessels followed, so they needed another solution.

He was about to try the same thing when another small vessel darted across his vision, weaving around bolts and other ships. Dante’s eyes caught the name Sky Hook as Kit flew past. Guns blazing, Kit streaked toward one of the closest vessels, then joined him. They had to move in ever-smaller patterns to avoid being destroyed.

Working together and shooting the same target, they managed to whittle down the shield and disable something important on the nearest ship, an explosion initiating a serious slowdown. The group of enemies moved away.

One down, four more to go, Dante thought as another Aerie ship joined the fray, then another.

The danger passed as his allies came together, more of the pirates fleeing or being incapacitated. A couple of pirate vessels and one Aerie ship exploded, but pod beacons suggested the crews had survived.

As Dante returned his attention to the largest ship, now hanging dark in orbit over the planet, he hoped none of his Aerie allies were among the dead.

“What do you want to deal with first, the hub on the planet or the captain of the large ship?” Ike asked.

“I’d like to go down to the hub. I want to stop any looting before it begins and find out what they were up to. Have Victor head up a team to detain the captain in charge and see if we can pin anything on him that would make the authorities arrest him. Get everyone else to take in other pirates and clean up a bit.”

“Aye aye, Captain.” Ike grinned as he issued orders to the fleet and took Catalpa closer to the hub.

The domed structure grew as they closed until it loomed so much larger than the ship that it filled the screen.

Dante craned his neck up, then left and right.

“Let’s see what they were up to.” He landed Catalpa and opened the back cargo hatch. Kit landed Sky Hook a moment later, and her crew tumbled out. Seconds after that, Eve’s ship appeared and she strode out, the cut on her arm and the scorch marks on her ship the only signs she’d been in a fight. She waited on the ramp.

“Nice flying,” Dante told Kit, glad she’d shown up when she had.

“Ditto. But frell, am I glad that’s over!”

Chuckling, Dante nodded and looked around. The main dome held only plants and a few small houses, but it was clear the pirates were self-sufficient. With no one there, however, the crops seemed creepy, and the crews were uneasy.

“Let’s start with the buildings,” he ordered, directing Eve and Ike and Sky to keep their eyes on the landing pads and gardens while he gathered info.

In case pirates lingered, Dante drew his sword, and the others did the same. Ready for almost anything, he opened the first door and led the way inside.

A hall lined with cheap tiles and quick-fit panels was the first room. A big wooden table sat in the middle, papers scattered on it as if they had been rummaged through recently.

Dante drew closer, reading bits of the documents here and there. Most were invoices for things of varying degrees of importance. Others were crew manifests, schedules, and demands Varun had made. While Eve gathered the documents and tried to organize them, Dante wandered deeper into the room.

There were a couple of doors off to one side, leading to toilets, dormitories, and other living spaces like the kitchen.

Dante made his way toward a door half-obscured by a potted plant. Inside was an office, part of the contents in sacks and the rest strewn around the room.

“Someone wanted to leave in a hurry,” Kit said as she strode in behind him and looked into a bag.

“Perhaps, but other things haven’t been moved.” Dante pointed at a picture on the wall and a suspended collection of planets that depicted the solar system humans had come from.

“That means we took them by surprise, but we knew that,” she replied.

Dante nodded. There was no better explanation for the state of the place, but he didn’t have time to think about it yet.

In one corner sat a large filing cabinet.

The drawers were secured and Dante couldn’t pick the locks, so he did the next best thing and smacked one with the hilt of his sword. Lock and hasp parted ways, and Kit opened the drawer.

Instead of files, they found brown packages, some better-wrapped than others. Each bore a name.

“This one’s Ryder’s,” Kit said, holding up a thin package a little bigger than an old-fashioned postcard. Dante held his hand out for it.

He considered not opening it, but he needed to get to the bottom of the pirate alliance. He used his dagger to pry one end open without ripping the paper and slid the contents out: photos, paper letters, and a government-issued travel card.

“This must be Ryder from a few years ago,” Kit said, pointing to one of the photos. “With family, perhaps.”

“His daughter.” Dante noted the resemblance between the girl and a younger Ryder as they flew a kite.

“These aren’t the kinds of things a person leaves behind when evacuating.”

“No, but they are the sorts of things someone truly evil takes and uses as leverage.”

Kit lifted out another package. “Then we need to return these to their owners. See if anyone wants to do something different once they have them.”

“It’s worth a try.” Dante grabbed an empty sack and handed it to Kit. “Bring them aboard the Catalpa. Don’t let anyone look at them, and don’t delay.”

“Does that mean you’ll return them?” Kit asked. He nodded firmly. Only then did she take the sack and start placing packages inside.

After tucking Ryder’s parcel into his jacket pocket, Dante returned to more pressing matters. What else was the hub used for, and what did he intend to do with it? It would take him a while to answer that latter question.

Dante didn’t find anything else of value in the office or the main room. The real benefits were the storage and farm areas. Many varieties of plants grew here. They had been well-tended, planted as an ecosystem rather than old-style crops.

Several of the crew were taking inventory, and one of them was enough of a botanist to identify most of the plants. The rest were loading cargo into ships, including his.

Tired after being awake for so long and in battle, Dante decided to leave the rest of the cleanup and accounting to his crew and went back to Catalpa. Ike took him into the skies. Ships lingered everywhere, some being hooked up to tow back to Ephren, others getting their engines going, and several repairing important systems.

He noticed more of the pirate ships were gone, no doubt limping off to be repaired while their owners made a decision about their future.

Dante decided it was high time he dealt with Captain Harland, so he flew Catalpa to the wreck.

As on the hub, the Aerie crew swarmed all over it, gathering useful items, clearing debris, and making sure the crew on the ship would cause no trouble.

Captain Harland had been moved to a restroom, and Dante strode in. The man was smaller than he had expected, but he stood as confidently as someone a foot taller, crossing strong-looking arms across his chest.

“Captain Zullo?” Harland asked.

Dante nodded. “You had a pretty good setup here.”

“Had. That we did. You played this well. Thought we could handle you and yours. Didn’t account for all those jobbers you persuaded to help you.”

“What can I say? The people of Ephren like us.”

“Aye, and that’s Varun’s fault as much as anything else. What’ll you do with me?”

“We’re taking you back to Ephren. You’ve attacked enough people that you have to answer for your crimes, but you can no longer be blackmailed by Varun or his men.”

Captain Harland raised his eyebrows.

“Let’s just say I found something—several somethings for several people—and it won’t be used to make your or their lives worse again.”

Harland nodded but didn’t speak, which left Dante little to do but walk away.

“Thank you,” Harland called before Dante could shut the door. “I didn’t know what to expect, but you’ve turned out all right. I’ll cooperate with your crews.”

Mack showed up, face looking like thunder, gripping the upper arm of a man with his hands bound.

“This one can be locked up too. Civilian from Ephren. Crewed for us and attacked Andos when his back was turned. Andos is okay. Injured, but not in any permanent way.”

Dante took one look at the jobber before him, but the graying man wouldn’t meet his eyes.

“Get his name and tell Kit. Do the same with the other jobbers who went rogue.”

“Kit?”

“Aye. She’ll know why you’re telling her.” Dante wasn’t going to explain. No one else needed to know about the labeled packages.

Mack nodded and moved on with the prisoner.

As he strode toward the docks, Dante found Eve and Taron working together to organize the Aerie ships and crews. Near them, a team of medics had set up and were treating the injured.

“Got a quick report for me, Taron?” Dante asked. “How did our crews fare?”

“Aye, captain. We did okay. Despite the intensity of the battle, no one lost their lives. A few were seriously injured, almost all on the pirates' side. They should all recover. I’ve sent the worst back to Ephren.”

“Good. Get the stationary ships flying again asap, and get the jobbers home with their pay, then rest.”

“Aye, Captain,” Eve replied for Taron, flashing him a smile.

Relieved and ready to be back on Ephren, Dante boarded Catalpa.

Although it was like the end of an era, it felt like the beginning of one too. Dante and the Aerie had worked together on their first major task. They’d fought evil and risked their lives together.

They were returning home together, victorious.


EPILOGUE


Quick footsteps drew Dante’s attention away from his work outside Catalpa. The new nameplate was almost finished. The previous one had been damaged in the battle, and he couldn’t let his girl sit without it for long.

It was also the perfect way to unwind after reporting everything that had happened to the council. They’d noticed the mass of ships leaving, figured out the connection between them, and observed the return of the injured crew and damaged ships. They’d insisted he make a full report.

Of course, they hadn’t done a damn thing about it while it was happening, and when he’d challenged them on it, they’d given the usual excuse of not having the resources and manpower.

They hadn’t been lying. None of the sector hubs on the fringe were any different, but that didn’t make him feel like cutting them some slack.

“I must say, Dante Zullo, you’ve proved to be a tougher man than I expected,” Varun greeted as he came into view.

Pretending not to pay him any heed but noting where his sword was and how close help could be found, Dante lifted the plate and held it against the ship.

“There. That’ll look great once it’s on,” he remarked.

“You’re not even going to acknowledge what you’ve done?”

“I’m not sure what you’re referring to, Varun. I’ve been running the Aerie lately, and all these cargo runs keep us very busy. Thankfully, pirate activity in the area seems to have dropped considerably in the last few weeks.”

“You think you’ve stopped them. You just wait. You’ve only made them angry. Captain Harland wasn’t working alone. And the little base you think you occupy now? They’re going to want it back.”

“That a confession about him working for you?” Dante asked, finally looking at the merchant.

Varun snapped his mouth shut and glared at him. For a moment, the two men stared at each other, tension thickening the air, but Dante wasn’t afraid. If the man before him had the balls to attack, he’d already have done so.

“I’m glad you popped by, Varun, but I’m a busy man, and you’ve reminded me of more unfinished business. I suggest you head back to your stall and try to figure out how honest men make a living selling goods.”

Then he locked Catalpa and walked away. He had two more things to do, and he needed Garrus for both of them. Thankfully, he knew where the guy was.

In one corner of the docks, tucked under a tarp to keep curious eyes off, Garrus worked with Ike to affix a nameplate to another ship.

“All done?” Dante reached into his pocket and withdrew his datapad, then tapped until he found what he wanted and held it out. “The name change has been accepted, and it’s been recorded and covered. Consider it settled, and don’t worry about paying me back. We’ll say it’s from both of us anyway.”

“Thanks. I think she’ll love it,” Garrus replied as he read the document, grinning broadly.

As soon as the nameplate was on, Ike went into the ship to collect his tools and give them a moment. Garrus reached into a pocket as well and handed over something passport-sized.

“He’s registered again, although I can’t even begin to understand why you’re doing so much for this man. He doesn’t deserve it.”

“We rarely deserve the good things we get in life,” Dante replied. “Humans are far from perfect, even the ones striving for it.”

Garrus just nodded and handed him the keys.

“Let me know what she says?” he asked.

“Of course!”

To give Garrus time to finish and put his stuff away as well as get the least pleasant task out of the way, Dante made his way to Ryder’s ship. The pirate answered his knock right away.

“Captain Zullo.” Ryder looked none too pleased to see him.

“You know it’s Dante,” he corrected, reaching into his jacket pocket. “I brought a few things that belong to you.”

Dante unloaded the jewelry his crew had stolen, putting the items on the seat one by one. He added the signet ring Ryder had mentioned the last time they’d met.

“Thank you,” Ryder said. Dante paused, having one more package to deliver.

“There’s something else. I found this a short distance from Ephren. You could say it was lying around where anyone with a brain would think to look.” Dante pulled the brown paper package out of his inside pocket.

“The travel card has been renewed,” he added as he held it out.

Ryder gulped, his eyes wide until the whole thing was safe in one of his big hands.

“Why? You didn’t need to give this back.”

“No, but holding that against you is the lowest of low things to do.”

Ryder swallowed again, looking like he couldn’t decide if he wanted to cry or dance.

“Thank you, Captain Zullo,” he choked out as soon as he could speak.

“Dante. I’m Dante.”

As he turned to leave and give the burly man space, Dante saw him nod.

“Thank you, Dante,” he murmured.

Dante walked away, one more task to do. This one would be a much happier job.
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Kit sat on the Camper, staring at her most recent message. It was from Barien, and it spoke of missing her. His questions showed he knew about the attack she’d been part of, but it was mostly a bunch of subtle ways to try to persuade her to go back to the major space hub in the sector rather than staying here with the Aerie.

Kit had no intention of leaving, but she needed to find a way to tell Barien that. It was time to get it over with.

I hope you’re well. I’ve been having a lot of fun here on Ephren despite the dangers. My new crew has taught me so much and made me feel like part of a family. I can’t imagine being anywhere else anymore. Camper has served me well in a couple of fights. Thank you for all you did to get me here. You helped me find my home, and I won’t forget you and what you’ve done for me.

It was final, clear, and polite. Before she could regret it or rewrite it, Kit pressed send and put the screen down. She was locking up when Dante appeared.

She froze. She had hardly seen him since the battle, and she still wondered how he felt about it. He’d said she’d flown well, and she’d received her cut of the profits, but every time she saw him, she couldn’t get her questions out.

“You up for a little walk?” he asked. She nodded and let him guide her.

They headed through the docks, going toward a corner Kit had never been to. The ships that sat on permanent pads flew from here.

“I never got a chance to thank you for your commitment to the crew since you arrived, but Garrus has been working on something for me, and I wanted you to see it,” Dante told her.

“Garrus?” Kit replied to keep the conversation going as well as express her curiosity. When she came around the next ship and saw the one tucked in the corner, every inch of her gleaming, she was struck dumb.

Spying the name on the ship, she squealed. “The Slippery Kitter? You refurbed a ship and called it the Slippery Kitter?”

Dante chuckled as he nodded and held out the keys. Slowly, Kit reached out to take them, disbelief robbing her of speech.

“There’s a whole heap of customization, but with it, you should be able to make all those cargo runs you need, and it’ll keep you safer than the Camper did.”

“Why?” she asked as she stepped inside. “Why did you do this for me?”

“Because you’ve worked so hard, and you’re a frelling amazing pilot. If you spend time memorizing your maps and figuring out the best routes, you’ll be a pro in no time.”

Kit gulped. She’d had no idea Dante had paid attention to what she’d been doing, other than almost reprimanding her for stealing from Ryder weeks ago.

Tears stung her eyes as she looked at the ship’s insides. It was completely stocked, and instructions sat on the pilot’s chair, detailing the six secret compartments and how to open them as well as outlining how to operate the bots and explaining the software upgrades. If she’d wanted to, she could have taken the ship out then and there.

“We’re all glad you’re in the crew, Kit. If you need anything at any point, you let me know, all right?”

She could only nod.

After Dante left, she slipped into the pilot’s seat. A grin spread across her face as she ran a hand over the smooth, cold console toward the keyboard. Beside it was the ship’s registration number, its name, the Slippery Kitter, and the name of the person who owned it: Kit Jackson.

This was her ship, and it was magnificent.
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CHAPTER ONE


A loud thump on the door jerked Kit awake.

“There’s an Enkoloth, Kit. Come on, we’re going to try to get some ink,” Garrus yelled through the door.

Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, Kit sat up. It took her a moment to process the words, unsure what an Enkoloth was…until her memory kicked in. Eyes wide, she threw back the covers and reached for the clothes that were strewn in a pile across the floor.

Just as she found her shoes, Garrus thumped on the door again.

“Come on, Kit. We want to take out several ships. We need you.”

“Coming,” she yelled, not sure she was awake enough to pilot but aware that she wasn’t likely to get much choice.

Shoes on, she headed for the door and opened it to see Garrus grinning. Sky and Kayla were with him, and she realized she’d forgotten about her hair.

“We need to take Kitter out. Is she ready to fly?” Garrus asked. Kit hesitated, panicked that she hadn’t remembered to restock. The Xeartais taught all their crew that it was a good idea to leave a ship stocked and ready to fly at the end of the previous journey, even if you were exhausted. Not only was it useful in situations like this, but it kept you from spending the money you needed to restock with, then finding out you didn’t have enough for essentials.

“She’s ready,” Kit stated firmly. “She’s always ready.”

Broad smiles greeted her, and she returned them. She pulled her cabin door shut behind her and hurried through the living area of the main habitat on Corsera.

Around her, many members of the Aerie were doing something similar. Groups formed and headed to their ships, some grabbing rolls from a small pile at one end of the mess.

Kit did the same as she hurried to her ship. This was the first time she’d been involved in an Enkoloth hunt, but she wasn’t going to say so. She’d missed it the last time the flag on Corsera had spotted one on a cargo run to fetch something from Ephren, but this time, she would be right there.

After tapping in the code to open her main hatch, Kit strode aboard her ship, the Slippery Kitter. Her captain, Dante Zullo, and Garrus had fixed up the small cargo runner and registered the ship to her.

“Oh, nice! New bots,” Garrus remarked as he followed her.

Kit saw him looking at one of the two new bots she’d bought from a merchant. They had been general bots, but Ike had modified them. They’d both gained weapons, and one had been kitted out to help her if the ship was boarded. It could attack the enemy with flamethrowers and other sharp objects. The second had been modified to assist with maintaining the ship’s systems. It could scurry quickly between the control cabin and the engines to make repairs.

Most importantly, she had more than one bot now, and two would be able to cut her bonds if she was restrained again. The additions increased her chances of surviving an attack and would help keep her ship going. Dante had all but insisted she get more after he’d had to rescue her on a past run, even though running out of fuel had been the cause.

She thought she could see her heart banging under her shirt. She had to calm down so she would get this mission right. Right now, she was so excited and afraid she couldn’t think straight. She started her usual pre-flight check, grateful she’d taken the ship out enough that it had become habit.

She checked each system—the guns, engine particle flow, and navigation—as she got to them in her list. Life support, she double-checked.

By the time she was done, three of the other six ships were in space. It was clear from the expressions on Garrus’ and Kayla’s faces that they were eager to join them.

“We’re good to go,” Kit reported as she turned the comm on. “Control, this is Slippery Kitter, requesting space to fly.”

“Head out behind Victor’s Flying Finman, Kit,” Ike replied. “He’ll be leading the mission.”

“Roger that. We’ll bring you back a prize.”

“You’d better. I hate being left behind on fun ones like this, but duty is duty.”

“Can’t have us crashing into each other.” Kit grinned as she thought about the first few days the Aerie had used Corsera as a base. Unlike their setup on Ephren, they did not request permission to leave the docks. More than one near-miss and a spectacular crash had put an end to that. Dante had assigned everyone to a control-duty rotation.

As Victor cleared the area, Kit flicked the comm off and started entering commands. Under her guidance, Slippery Kitter lifted off the launchpad and into the air. She followed Victor up and out of the dock and into space and joined the Aerie fleet in waiting for further instructions.

Within seconds of the last ship joining them, Victor’s voice came over the comm.

“Sending everyone the coordinates for the Enkoloth now. Please be careful while taking on this beast. One wrong turn and it will send you into a spin. Front three ships are the boarding crew. Back three ships, you’re our best pilots. You’ll be the distraction team. You have to keep the Enkoloth busy so we can get a moment to harvest from the extra resident.”

Kit sucked in a deep breath; she was one of the back three. The pressure would be on their shoulders to distract this creature, but she’d never seen an Enkoloth, so she had no idea what to expect.

Despite that, Kitter flew toward the coordinates Victor had supplied with her companions. The rest of her crewmates didn’t speak much, limiting their communications to feeding her the information she needed. Having flown with most of them many times, she knew it was probably because they were as nervous as she was.

She didn’t know what she was up against, and there was nothing but empty space around the six ships. Farther into unknown territory they went until something loomed ahead. At first, it looked like a grayish-blue blob, but as they got closer it, Kit spotted tentacles writhing.

It looked like a cross between an elephant and an octopus. The body and head were large and wrinkled, and its face looked wise like an elephant’s, but where an elephant would have legs, its appendages were tentacles—eight of them.

“Is that where the ink comes from?” Kit asked.

“Sort of,” Garrus replied. “The ink actually comes from a creature that’s attached to the back near the top.”

“I can’t see another creature,” she told him after zooming in on the beast.

“It’s...” Sky shot her a frown, which confused Kit. “It’s on the inside.”

Kit raised her eyebrows and peered at the space animal again. What could possibly live inside it?

She was glad she only had to distract the alien. She didn’t have to worry about anything but being a nuisance and not getting hit. She could do that.

However, when the creature filled the screen and her radar still didn’t show it as being close, Kit wasn’t as sure. No wonder they’d brought so many ships.

“How do we get that thing to pay attention to us?” Kit asked, feeling like a gnat buzzing around a mammoth. It was one enormous creature.

“We fly near the tusks, and it’ll try to bat us away,” Garrus replied. “But it’s quicker than it looks. You’ll need to keep moving without slowing, and Kayla and Sky will have to be on their toes.”

Kit exhaled and nodded, not trusting herself to speak. Thankfully, the ships flanking her pulled forward and showed her the way. She stayed between them as they veered down and to one side to come up from below the creature.

As one, they went beneath the Enkoloth. The creature’s underside became their roof and blotted out the stars.

“I’ve never been this close to one,” Sky commented, breaking the silence.

Kit didn’t point out that she hadn’t either. She doubted they wanted yet another reminder of her lack of experience, which spoke for itself.

As the tusks loomed ahead, Sky anticipated her need to dive one way or another at a moment’s notice. The ship slowed but was significantly more responsive than before, the slightest redirection sending them veering to one side or another.

Kit grinned as Kitter. The other pair flew toward the tusks, and Kit realized she was near the creature’s mouth. As she drew closer, she thought she saw lips, and above those were orbs that were probably its eyes.

She didn’t know where the three boarding vessels had gone, only that they were not in sight and would likely need protection shortly. As the other ships tasked with distraction spun around the tusks, the mouth cracked open.

The gap continued to broaden, now a black hole that was more than large enough to swallow them whole.

“Time to fly,” Garrus called since he was at a station that allowed him to watch all the action. His eyes were fixed on the viewport at the back of the ship. Kit didn’t dare look, but she initiated a dive to the left and brought the ship up. It wasn’t easy to dodge something you had not seen coming while those around you maneuvered to avoid other body parts, but she succeeded and breathed a sigh of relief when she saw one of the creature’s long tentacles sail past the port side.

“That was close,” she stated. It wasn’t going to be easy to keep distracting the Enkoloth. “How long does harvesting usually take?”

“I generally handle distraction,” Garrus replied. “Getting aboard an Enkoloth isn’t my idea of fun, so I don’t rightly know. It’s got to feel like forever if you’re out there riding that thing’s back. It’s going to seem like we’re waiting for an eternity, no matter how quick they are.”

Kit nodded at his logic. She’d rather do this too.

“Kayla, you’re going to have to guide me. Tell me what’s coming at us, and I’ll fly away from it,” Kit called when another tentacle whipped in front of them, narrowly missing their nose as she dove.

Although the ship was designed to cope with the forces it normally encountered, it could only dampen the g-forces the moves created by so much. Dodging the flailing Enkoloth’s tentacles was more than a little taxing.

“To your right, coming in low,” Kayla called, acknowledging she’d heard Kit’s request. Kit lifted their nose, then slammed the ship hard to starboard, darting up and over the long gray appendage as it swung to the left.

“Frell!” Kit yanked the ship down when a tusk appeared in front of her, seemingly from nowhere. With Sky keeping the engines primed and Kayla and Garrus acting as her eyes, they skimmed over the top, following the tusk’s shallow curve until she swerved back to port.

“Come closer,” Garrus told her a few seconds later. “We’re out of range. We need to keep its focus on us.”

“Got it,” Kit acknowledged, pushing the ship back toward the creature.

As she brought the Kitter around, she noted that the other two ships were flying close to the Enkoloth’s face, forcing it to try to swat them away.

It looked terrifying, but she didn’t hesitate to power toward them. Sky gave the ship a speed boost, then redirected the particle flow to the thrusters.

Distracted, Kit missed a tentacle as it came toward them. Garrus and Kayla cried out in unison too late to avoid it. She flung the vessel parallel with the Enkoloth’s limb, but it still brushed them, and the shields crackled and alarms blared as they were propelled forward.

The impact shook the ship and rattled Kit until her bones ached. She used the extra momentum to guide them out of reach.

“Everyone all right?” she asked as her eyes flicked between the viewport and the damage icons and warnings on her screen.

“Aye, just about,” Kayla replied.

Sky unstrapped from the console. “Gonna need to fix something down by the engine. Garrus, take my seat.”

Sky needn’t have bothered with the last part, which pleased Kit. Garrus was on his feet and ready to slip into the chair.

“Hold on, Sky,” Kit cautioned as another limb barreled toward them. Without looking back to check on the woman, Kit darted to one side and farther down.

There was a clatter as a bot lost its grip on the floor and careened off the wall, then Sky’s bootsteps echoed down the corridor.

“We’re all set up and about to begin harvesting,” Victor relayed through the comm. “That will agitate the Enkoloth a little, but you’re all doing a great job.”

Kit gulped, not sure how much more she could handle. No wonder Garrus had said they needed lots of ships. This was crazy.

As she ducked a tusk and flew toward the creature’s open mouth, she realized she was grinning. This might be the most dangerous mission she’d ever piloted, but it was also the most astounding. Adrenaline pumped through her bloodstream, making her response times much faster than normal.

She glanced at the other two people in the room. Their eyes shone, and they moved like lightning, focused, exhilarated, and loving every moment like she was.

This, Kit thought. This is why I joined this crew. This is what makes life worthwhile.


CHAPTER TWO


A loud sigh escaped Dante as he signed the last piece of paper in front of him.

“I’m tired of all this,” he said, looking at Lexi. She sat on one of the many mismatched chairs in the room, her boots up on the edge of the table, legs crossed. “I can’t wait to get back in a ship and fly somewhere. Or get back to Ephren and our usual supply routes. We’ve made so much progress.”

“I dunno.” Lexi took another bite of the apple in her hand. She munched for a moment, looking thoughtful.

Knowing better than to push her when a thought was coming, he waited, grabbing one of the apples himself. It was one of the upsides of Corsera; it had a small farm, which meant fresh food.

“I like it here. It’s ours, something we can work with. On Ephren, we have done good things, but here, we’re masters. We’re only doing stuff here for us. If we don’t want it, we don’t do it. We don’t even need to worry about money the same way.”

Dante nodded. She had a good point. Since they’d fought Varun’s band of pirates here and taken over the small base station, it had been an asset to them, but it wasn’t theirs, not officially. Just like the pirates who’d held it before, no government recognized it, so there was no way to get title…yet. This area of space wasn’t generally open for colonization. There was talk of it, and Ephren was growing, along with the nearby main space hub. However, to be allowed to forge another settlement, they would need so much.

“You’re considering it, aren’t you?” Lexi asked a moment later, her apple gone.

“Considering what?” He raised an eyebrow at the grin she flashed him.

“Considering making this a colony. Officially.”

“I...” Dante’s voice trailed off. He realized that was exactly where his thoughts had gone, and she hadn’t led him there; he’d gone there himself. Truth was, it wasn’t the first time. He’d thought about the details.

“A colony could work here,” Lexi mused.

“I know, but we’re not officially allowed to establish one yet.”

“Didn’t stop Jeb with his farm or the weird guy who started Ephren. What was his name?”

Dante shrugged. It had been a long time, and the guy hadn’t survived the first month. But she was right. They had not waited.

“Corsera is a good colony name.” She grinned, and he couldn’t help but smile back. He’d mentioned it the first night they had stayed there, and it had spread like wildfire among the crews. Now everyone was calling the planet Corsera, with no consideration that he’d wanted to use it for something special.

Could this be that something special? Everything has to start with small beginnings.

“We’re agreed then?” Taron asked as he walked into the office. The frame still lacked a door. “We’re going to keep Corsera and build it up?”

“Not you too,” Dante replied, but it was a half-hearted objection. Excitement was building inside him, making his heart beat faster. It would be good to be independent. To call the shots. He’d clashed more than once with the Ephren council, especially after Varun had left, taking a considerable section of the market’s supply with him.

“The principal crew members all want it,” Taron said, grabbing another chair and bringing it close. “And it would give them a place to call home. We have a lot who need that.”

“Neither of you is going to back down on this, are you?” He looked at them. Lexi looked like the cat with the cream. Taron sat back and folded his arms. His eyes were alight with passion, daring Dante to put him to the test. Shaking his head at the pair, Dante let out a chuckle.

“All right, but you two are going to help me make sure this idea frelling works. If I lose sleep over this and have to persuade a bunch of people to go along with the plan, you two are right there with me. And we’ll do this properly. No cutting corners, no skirting issues that could come back to bite us later. If we’re taking this place over, then I want it to be a forever home.”

“Aye aye, boss.” Lexi got to her feet. “I’ll go get the inventory I had the crew make for me. We’ll have to work out what we need and what we’ve got.”

Taron didn’t move as the other captain left, still sitting with his arms across his chest.

“What?” Dante asked.

“I want to make sure we’ll all get a vote. That we won’t just be like the other colonies, where the poor come looking for hope and a new life and just find another planet and another government getting rich off their hard work.”

“I don’t want that either, and our crews have never been about that. But we’ll all need to pay dues. It won’t be free to do this.”

The two of them looked at each other, Dante letting Taron study him and find the reassurance he needed. He knew it was there. He’d started the Xeartais when he’d grown fed up with the exact problem Taron wanted to avoid—people getting rich off the hard work of others. No one needed to be rich, and having a group of people work together for something they all benefitted from was a far better motivator.

“All right,” Taron agreed as he stood. “Let’s do this. Let’s make Corsera the best colony this side of the Kelt line.”

“We’re going to need to make it safe first,” Ike interjected as he wandered into the room. Taron laughed when Dante shook his head again. He really needed to get that door fixed. “At the moment, one attack and, unless we are all here, Corsera will fall.”

“I thought you were working on repairing all the defense systems?” Dante asked.

“I am, but those towers need expensive parts, and they’re woefully inadequate. Especially now that we expanded the hemp section of the farm and Kit helped Victor install a proper distillery.”

Dante frowned. Neither of those projects had been run past him. There had been mention of more hemp since the planet’s soil lent itself well to the hardy plant. Also, the distillery made sense when Jeb’s sugar cane farm was nearby, but he wouldn’t have given them permission to start a permanent business here until they’d decided to stay.

“I’ll chat with Victor,” Dante replied. “But we have to sort the towers out. Let’s get the crew’s best runners on fetching the needed supplies right away.”

“They’re all out bothering an Enkoloth at the moment,” Ike replied. “But that’s not all. You’ll want to come to the hangar. A few merchants flew in today. One family in particular you need to chat with.”

“You want me to talk to a family of merchants when I need to begin making this planet safe to become a colony?”

“They’re related, and you know you’d rather be yakking to travelers rather than doing paperwork,” Ike replied. He didn’t wait for Dante to acknowledge the statement before he walked out.

Dante grabbed his jacket and hurried after. On the one hand, he did have a lot to do, but merchants were coming to Corsera and asking to do business. If that kept happening, a colony would appear on the planet, whether he controlled it or not. It was in the Aerie’s best interests to encourage these people to keep coming back or even use Corsera as a base.

The hangar wasn’t far away, and the rest of the planet was quiet. Most of the crews were out, as Ike had mentioned. It would be a boon if they returned with plenty of ink. That stuff sold for a small fortune, and this wasn’t the first time they’d spotted Enkoloth in the area. That so many had gone to harvest its riches would hopefully mean a decent haul.

Dante didn’t get to think about how the money would do the Aerie good any longer. As soon as he walked into the hangar, he spotted a ship he recognized, the James Dean, then he saw the family. Beaming, he hurried over to them.

“Hello, Captain Zullo. Hope you don’t mind us paying your place a visit,” the father began, holding his hand out to shake Dante’s.

“Please, call me Dante. Last time we met, I didn’t get your name, but one of my crew has put that ship to good use. After we fixed it up, that is.”

“Aye, I’m Farlan. And I’m glad you made use of her. I know I vowed I’d never take to the skies again, but Ephren gave us the fresh start we needed. I managed to do so well selling goods there; we’ve got a permanent stall now and a weavery. We borrowed a ship from a friend to come this way when we heard you were out here with a hemp farm.”

Dante laughed and saw Ike grin at him from behind the man.

“News seems to be traveling fast.”

“The Aerie is on everyone’s lips. Please don’t tell me we’ve wasted a trip. Have you truly got hemp for sale here?”

“Aye, we have. I’ll let one of the other crew handle that if that’s all the same to you.” Dante shook the man’s hand once more and went to extricate himself from the conversation, but Ike stepped forward.

“We were just saying—weren’t we, Farlan?—that you didn’t run over here solo. It might only be a short hop, but it’s already busy.”

“Aye?” Dante raised his eyebrows, picking up on Ike’s body language. There was something more Ike wanted him to know. “You met others out there?”

“Well, we didn’t meet anyone as such, not to talk to, but we did have a moment that put my heart in my mouth, I must admit.”

One of the kids interrupted, yelling as the other pulled their toy out of their hands. For a moment, Dante wondered if the conversation would end before he heard the most important part, but the mother stepped forward.

Letting her deal with their children, Farlan leaned back and rubbed his chin with a hand.

“It was funny. I was just minding my own business, heading here on the route my friend recommended when I noticed a lot of activity on the far reaches of my radar. There was nothing moving, mind. I soon passed it, but I took a look out my viewport once I was a bit farther away, and I could have sworn it was a pile of ships. They’d banded together like you’d imagine a raft might be built out of wrecked ship parts, ropes and compartments everywhere.”

“That is strange,” Dante replied when the man paused, hoping he’d continue.

“Aye, but I didn’t dare get any closer. One of them was the same model as that pirate we both ran into the first time we met. It was probably just a coincidence, but I weren’t taking any chances.”

“That was wise. You’ve got to keep your family safe as best you can.”

His wife returned, holding their youngest child, and Dante knew the conversation was over. The whole family walked away a moment later to buy the hemp they needed and leave.

No sooner were they out of earshot than Ike came over. He spoke barely above a whisper. “I think some of those pirates have decided to try to stick around.”

Dante had reached the same conclusion. “Possibly Ryder, too.”

“Aye. We need to get those guns online, and I’ll put patrols in place.”

“Good. I’ve got some ships in mind for that. As soon as they’re back from their hunt, anyway.”

Dante gave his chief engineer a nod and walked back to his office. An hour earlier, if someone had told him there were pirates lingering nearby, possibly with the intention of trying to take Corsera back, he would have ordered everyone to pack up and head back to Ephren. He would have viewed the fight as not being worth it. However, his conversation with Lexi and Taron had changed all that.

Now he felt like this planet was his. His to protect and the Aerie’s to call home. No pirates were going to take it from them, not if he could stop them.


CHAPTER THREE


A little agitated, Kit thought. You call this a little agitated? It’s like an enraged bull.

For the third time, a tentacle caught the ship and sent it spinning through space. More alarms blared, and Sky let out a yelp from the engine room.

“I’m okay,” she called a moment later. The ship was still rolling from the blow.

Relieved that the only unstrapped crew member wasn’t badly hurt, Kit wrestled with the controls and secretly prayed the team harvesting the creature’s ink would be done soon.

It took the ship a few seconds to acknowledge that Kit was trying to stop its roll before it began to fly straight again. All the while, the Enkoloth’s mouth loomed closer, its powerful jaws wide open. Kit gulped as she tried to turn the ship, but it didn’t respond quickly enough to keep the ship out of the beast’s mouth.

As they flew over the largest tooth Kit had ever seen, she poured on speed, desperate to get out of the creature’s mouth before it closed on them.

“Come on, come on,” she urged, watching the gap they were aiming for close as her ship fought her commands.

“Our thrusters on the starboard side must be broken; the ship doesn’t want to go left,” Garrus informed the captain. Kit had already figured that out, but instead of reprimanding him, she continued to pray and watch.

Kitter got closer to the opening, Garrus bringing the flow around to the back of the ship, but the gap continued to shrink. Still flying over that single tooth, Kit watched the opposing upper tooth descend. An instant before they met, which would have crushed the life out of the ship and crew, Kitter darted into space.

As one, the three of them exhaled, relief flooding through them.

“Enkoloth’s tooth, that was close!” Garrus’ exclamation made it clear where that expression had come from.

“I need maneuvering.” Kit was back to dodging tentacles and tusks.

“On it,” Sky yelled from the corridor, rushing around the ship. “Just try not to get hit in the meantime.”

Kit let out a laugh since that task was now harder.

“Shields are at twenty percent,” Kayla added, sounding more serious than she usually did.

“We’ll be fine,” Kit replied, knowing that another hit would leave them vulnerable.

“Nice flying, Kit,” Eve sent over the comm. “That looked like a mouthful of fun.”

“Yeah, nice one, Slippery Kitter. Way to live up to your name and slip through that toothy gap,” Marl relayed from his ship, also on distraction duty.

“Did I hear that right?” Victor asked, his voice ringing out of the speakers. “Kit and crew were just in that thing’s mouth?”

“Yup,” Kit replied as she dodged the tip of another tentacle. “This guy must have thought we’d make a tasty snack, and he hurled us in like we were popcorn.”

“I hope you denied him the satisfaction.”

“That, we did, but we’re not going to hold out much longer. He damaged our propulsion systems, and we can’t turn left very well.”

“Understood. We’re packing up. Drained the ink well dry, and we’re almost ready to leave.”

Kit sighed, not sure what that meant. Why couldn’t people give precise responses to time questions? She wanted to know how much longer she needed to hang on. One minute? Ten?

Kit just listened and watched, she and Kayla doing their best to spot the beast’s limbs as they sped past them. She had noticed the tusks provided a safer zone since the tentacles kept their distance so as not to tangle with them. However, there was also more to dodge, and her ship had to avoid left turns.

“How’s it coming, Sky?” Kit called a moment later.

“Getting there. I don’t have all the parts I need, so I’m having to improvise,” the woman replied, briefly appearing in the cabin to grab a toolkit from her gear.

Trying not to let the distraction steal her focus, Kit dodged the next flailing tentacle, its sucker-like protrusions missing them by inches. The shield crackled as the attack drained their power.

“Shields at seventeen percent,” Kayla reported.

Gritting her teeth, Kit nodded. They couldn’t afford another mistake hit. She would have to fly like she’d never flown before; it was all down to her.

As yet another tentacle came her way, she almost failed to move fast enough. The adrenaline rush wasn’t enough anymore; she’d been doing this for too long. Still, she managed to roll the ship to the right, using the momentum to duck under the tusk on that side before popping back up and over it.

Face to face with yet another swiping limb, Kit growled. She had no choice but to fling them hard to port. Sky must have patched the controls since Kitter responded, sliding past the base of the tentacle and away from the creature.

As she continued her arc to come back in, the comm crackled to life.

“We’re out,” Victor reported. “You can disengage, Aerie. We’ve done it. Eight vials. Good job, everyone.”

Suddenly exhausted, Kit moved from the Enkoloth, looking for the dots on the radar that indicated the rest of her small fleet. Eve’s ship settled in on one shoulder.

“Eight vials! That’s more than one per crew!” Garrus grinned, but Kit just nodded. She had no idea how much one sold for, let alone what her share would be.

“Don’t forget we’ll need to dish out repair-and-restock money,” Kayla replied. “It’ll probably work out to about one per crew after that.”

“True.” Garrus nodded in her direction. “It’s still a small fortune each.”

“Then let’s get back to Corsera,” Kit directed, bringing their attention back to their stations as the six ships came together. Slippery Kitter wasn’t the only one that was damaged. Two of the harvester ships were sporting new dents. One was venting white liquid from the lower port side.

The three distractor ships looked the worst. They all hung at the back of the group, moving slowly.

As Kayla focused on their journey, feeding her info on the obstacles that might lie ahead and where they were, Kit’s jaw dropped. While toying with the large creature, they’d traveled more than a kellian from Corsera. The creature had shifted fast and them along with it, without her even noticing.

“Nice easy ride home now, kids. We’ll be there in time for lunch.”

“Who’re you calling a kid?” Eve came back. “I’d love to see a kid fly like we all did today.”

Victor’s laughter came over the comm. “Don’t worry; you’ll be paid well for your hard work. But we’re still a long way from handling an Enkoloth without anyone taking damage.”

“Not possible to avoid getting hit now and then, and you know it. Don’t make the others feel bad,” Eve replied. They continued to banter in a lighthearted manner, but Kit frowned. For a moment, it had seemed like the two might argue. Were they struggling to get along, or was Kit seeing difficulties where there weren’t any? The irritation had been subtle, if it was even there.

“What are you going to spend the money on, Kit?” Garrus asked when the comm was quiet. “I want this new jacket I saw a merchant bring in yesterday.”

Kayla laughed. “Do you ever spend it on anything but clothes?”

“Yes,” he replied. “I once entered a gunnery competition.”

“And you came in second against almost every decent gunner in the sector. We know.”

Kit raised her eyebrows at the exasperation in Kayla’s voice. It wasn’t a story she had heard before.

“What kind of competition was it?” she asked since the question would take the focus off what she’d spend her money on. In truth, she didn’t know. She had been spending all her money on Kitter, but the ship had everything she needed now. Anything else would be a bonus, and Kit didn’t want to throw money away on things that would be nice to have but not crucial. She might need something else more after the next run.

Garrus spent the next twenty minutes describing the competition in so much detail that Kit wondered if she should have asked, but it was clear it had meant a lot to him.

“It’s how I got into the crew,” he finished. “Dante was there, watching. He knew Serentin, the guy who won, from something they had done when they were both younger. Said anyone who could come close to besting Serentin was someone he wanted to join him.”

“Aye, I remember Serentin,” Kayla agreed. “Funny bloke. Almost like he was deliberately different from how you expected him to be. Pretended to be the most arrogant frelling idiot you ever met until you got to know him. Then he was awesome.”

“Aye,” Kit replied. She’d heard of Serentin. Everyone had. But she had not met anyone who could come close to his rumored skills with guns. Looking over her shoulder, Kit tried to study Garrus without him noticing. When she’d joined Xeartais, she’d thought he was just another crew member, but it sounded like he was more.

He looked up and grinned. Her cheeks flushed as she whipped her head back around and stared at the fleet in front of them as if she had to concentrate on flying. She heard Kayla titter. Smooth, Kit, real smooth. Everyone noticed you checking out your crewmate.

Thankfully, Sky came back not long after, taking over from Garrus so he could return to his favorite position, weapons.

“Ship’s as patched as I can do while we’re in space. No doubt Ike will want to fix the systems once we’re back.”

“Thanks, Sky,” Kit replied, more than grateful for something else to focus on.

“I wouldn’t want to get into a battle or anything, but we’ll hold for now.”

Not much later, Kayla mentioned a new piece of clothing she wanted to try her hand at making, and the conversation moved on. Kit was grateful for the crew she’d fallen into. They were relaxed yet dedicated to doing well. It was a nice change from her earlier life.

The fleet ate up the kellians until they reached Corsera’s sector. Before they entered its solar system, the ships ahead slowed, and she caught up. A moment later, her radar bleeped at her.

“Something up ahead?” Garrus asked, looking to Kayla for answers. Before she could respond, there were more beeps, then even more.

“Careful, mates,” Victor sent. “We’ve got company. We’re going to get closer as a group and see what’s happened while we’ve been away.”

“Has someone attacked Corsera?” Kayla asked. “All my stuff is there.”

“Mine too,” Kit replied, sliding her ship sideways and accelerating to slip between Eve’s and Victor’s ships. “But there’s no way to know yet. We’ll just have to get closer.” And hope we get there in time.

There were precious few left on the planet when she and the others had rushed off to hunt the Enkoloth. If there had been an attack while they were gone, the defense would have been flimsy at best. She could only hope they weren’t too late.

Biting her lip, Kit kept her thoughts to herself. Whatever she found, she needed to keep the people on her ship safe. It was her duty as captain.


CHAPTER FOUR


A siren jolted Dante from his work. He’d just begun figuring out how much it would cost to get Corsera upgraded into a full colony and apply for official recognition when the loud noise broke his concentration.

“What now?” he asked no one in particular, rushing out of his office.

“Pirates,” Lexi called as she dashed through the dining area. “At least ten ships, maybe as many as fifteen. One of the crew spotted them on his way back from a trade run.”

Dante considered their options. They were sitting ducks with so few of the Aerie on Corsera, and Ike had informed him that their defenses still weren’t working right.

“Get everyone who knows how to fly and gun into space now,” he called, and the crewmates who were present leaped to their feet. Lexi yelled instructions of her own as she ran into the living quarters.

Although it was tempting to follow her on her search for more crew, he had other tasks, perhaps more important. Dante sought out Ike. They needed a tower online, if only one.

As Dante ran toward the hangar where he’d seen Ike last, he saw the engineer. The man was rushing toward the nearest defense tower, clutching his tool bag in one hand and hauling something over the floor with the other.

He was too far away to help, so Dante watched as another crew member joined him and helped carry the stuff. Dante halted as most of the rest of the current residents of Corsera ran around like headless chickens, yelling at each other and causing even more chaos. Someone needed to take command and swiftly, or there would be no defense.

Under his breath, Dante swore. He needed to get everyone’s attention and fast. After running to a small table at one end of the main hangar, Dante leaped onto it and took a deep breath.

“Aerie,” he yelled. “You all stood together to rid this place of pirate scum. Just like then, you need to come together and defend it.”

That had an effect. People who had been scurrying around hurried over to him and gathered at his feet.

“Help is on the way, but we need to hold the line until it gets here. Board in pairs, one gunner for each pilot. Grab a ship and form up.”

As Dante finished speaking, Lexi, Taron, and Ramone appeared. Their crews were behind them.

“Taron, will you gun for me?” Dante asked. Lexi and Ramone paired up as they rushed toward one of her ships. Taron nodded and hurried with Dante to Catalpa. The ship was small for a lead fleet vessel, but she would get the job done, and most importantly, he was comfortable flying her.

People appeared out of the woodwork and boarded their ships while Dante got his ready to fly. He was just about to lift off when he noticed James Dean getting into the air.

He frowned, annoyed that the pirates were costing him a good opportunity to trade and integrate a friend into the community. If he wanted a colony, he had to make sure others were willing to come out there. It needed to be safe to make this run.

The moment Taron was ready, Dante pushed Catalpa into the air and stationed her up above the domed base. Several ships already hung there, but they gravitated toward him when he picked a position.

To Dante’s surprise, not a single ship departed for the safety of Ephren or Jeb’s farm. Even the James Dean came closer to work with him.

“Get me a fleet-wide broadcast channel,” Dante ordered Taron as he brought the ship around to face the approaching enemy. “We need to organize our defense.”

While Taron was setting up a comm channel that would only broadcast to their crew, Dante counted the ships and thought about the personnel manning them. He only had eleven ships, and he still didn’t know how many pirates were coming their way, but it was resistance. He hoped it would buy time for their Aerie mates to get back from Enkoloth-hunting.

“Group together. I want the six ships with the best gunners to hang back. Shoot any pirates that get past us. Defend the base. The four with the best pilots, with me. We’re going to take runs at the pirates as they approach, but not until I give the go-ahead.”

“Aye aye, Captain,” was the response, although a few people were out of sync.

Taking the lead, Dante guided Catalpa toward the dots appearing on the ship’s radar. It was going to be a tough battle, but he’d never worried about dying, and he didn’t plan to start now.

As soon as he could make out the ships ahead, his jaw dropped. Fourteen ships were spread out in a line, and one sat behind those. Dante recognized it: Jack Flash. Ryder had come with them.

Given what had transpired between them, he’d hoped the would-be-pirate would have stayed out of something like this. He hadn’t, and that was one more ship Dante had to face. He had to make sure he handled this right. It was time to negotiate. He hoped words would be enough, but he doubted it as he opened a wide channel to broadcast to whichever pirate had taken the lead.

“Unauthorized vessels, you have entered Corsera airspace. Please state your intentions and wait where you are.”

“We intend to take back the planet you stole,” a voice replied. It wasn’t one Dante recognized, but that didn’t mean its owner had been absent from the previous battle. There had been a lot more vessels than now, and Dante hadn’t said much before authorizing his crewmates to attack.

This time he would be more careful. He’d try to keep them talking to buy time for the other ships to reach them. They would be battered, but reinforcements were reinforcements, and those captains were his best pilots. Even in the worst case, they could turn the tide of this battle as long as he hung on.

“I’m not going to let you do that, so expect a fight if you try,” Dante replied. “This planet is ours now.”

There was no response. The encroaching ships moved closer to being in range.

“I repeat, come closer, and we will open fire.” The pirates kept coming.

“They’re warming their weapons,” Taron reported a moment later.

“Do the same,” Dante ordered as he opened the fleet-wide comm again. “Prepare for battle. Stay in a V behind me. We’re going to target the softer areas, and I need you all to follow and shoot the ships I’m aiming for.”

There was another chorus of ayes, but Dante’s focus was elsewhere. He had to identify a section of ships to fire on that would produce the most damage for the least effort and fast.

He spotted a ship that couldn’t match the speed of its companions and hung back slightly and pointed his ship at it.

“Ready?” he asked Taron. His second nodded, and they slipped into the peace before the storm of battle. It was now or never.

Flicking buttons with one hand, Dante entered commands with the other. It wasn’t easy controlling the particle flow while flying the ship, but he’d had practice. He needed to get up to speed, then switch to maneuverability before they could return fire.

Dante flew toward the pirates like he was playing an unbalanced space version of chicken, but he had a plan.

The awkward ship continued to slip back, giving Dante the perfect opening. He dove underneath, the pirates’ fire going overhead as his small fleet followed him, then he rolled and turned. Taron picked the perfect moment to fire back. Plasma bolts erupted from his ships one by one, more than half striking the target ship and decimating its shields.

The last two bolts hit the ship’s hull, causing explosions and damage.

One down, Dante thought with a grin. Just a few more to go.

They quickly circled, but the pirates pushed their ships faster, not wanting to play. Their maneuvers gave Dante time to get another run in, however.

Bringing the flying V back to face the enemy, Dante dodged more bolts as he pushed Catalpa to her highest speed. The pirates darted toward them, and a bolt narrowly missed the side. He flinched, half-expecting to hear alarms blare.

The target wasn’t as obvious the second time, but Dante picked out a ship that appeared to be struggling and repeated the earlier attack. This second ship either had a better pilot or wasn’t as damaged, but it still took several shots.

More than one pirate bolt found a mark among the Aerie fleet, and they strafed back, out of formation.

“Everyone okay?” Dante asked. They couldn’t afford to lose a ship so soon.

Most of the other pilots responded with an aye, but he didn’t hear Lexi’s voice among them.

“Check Lexi’s ship,” Dante told Taron. “She did not respond.”

Taron quickly moved to another console, standing as he pushed buttons.

“She’s flying slow, but she’s still with us.”

“Okay, we’ll give her space. She might be sorting something.” Dante hoped his words were true, but even if they weren’t, the group was almost back with the defending fleet. If they were going to get another chance to thin the herd, they needed to take it now. He didn’t have time to find out if Lexi was with them.

Taron returned to the guns, waiting for the command.

This time Dante took a different tack, ordering the group to shoot in pairs and pick out their own targets. That way, the rest of the attackers would have to stay on their toes and might be a little less eager to shoot back.

Dante stuck with the previous target, however. Taron made sure both bolts hit. A secondary explosion lit the side of the ship as Dante dove to avoid return fire.

“All right, everyone,” Dante said, “Free-fighting now. Try not to get surrounded, hound them from the outside, and help the defenders keep any from landing or taking a shot at the base.”

“Aye aye, Captain.” Lexi was the first to respond. He looked out the viewport to see she hadn’t followed them into the fire the third time. She more than made up for it by heading straight for the lead pirate. The ship didn’t have time to react as she flicked her vessel sideways, unleashed a double set of bolts, then rolled over and sent a second set of bolts from the other side while her ship continued to roll.

All four hit their target, the second barrage smashing through the shield before it could recover from the first.

Dante cheered, but his delight was short-lived. The pirates finally came into range and unleashed a salvo of bolts on the defending fleet. The sky lit up, then descended into chaos. The pirates punched straight through the defenders as they barreled toward them.

Dante pulled Catalpa up and out of the way of more bolts, but a pirate followed him. Jack Flash showed proudly on its hull.

“Captain Zullo. We keep running into each other,” Ryder sent over the comm.

“Aye. You don’t seem to learn that we’re going to beat you.”

“Doesn’t look like it today, but you keep telling yourself that your Aerie is best. We both know the truth about them, don’t we?”

Dante would have flicked the comm off if he hadn’t needed it to communicate with his crew. Instead, he threw the ship into a tight turn and let Taron answer for him.

Ryder managed to dodge the second plasma bolt but the first hit. He swung the ship around, firing back. Dante got lucky, swerving out of the way as he adjusted his course to bring Catalpa back into the fray.

For the next few minutes, the two ships danced around each other, firing shot after shot. Most bolts missed, but enough hit that Dante had sirens blaring and damage control messages flashing to let him know the ship wasn’t happy. His only solace came from managing to hit Jack Flash twice more.

Suddenly Ryder took off, diving back toward the pack. When Dante went to follow, he saw what else had been going on. The pirates had the numbers and were pushing the defenders back, more than one disabled and hanging in space. There weren’t enough ships of the Aerie left to defend against the large, organized force.

“Fall back,” Dante commanded. He noticed two of the defenders trying to hold off several pirate ships, getting farther and farther from the safety of the rest of the group. They were slowly being divided, a tactic that would easily work on so few.

Despite his order, only eight of the Aerie ships managed to get back into a line centered on Catalpa. The other three were too far away or too heavily pursued to make it to them without risking their lives.

Dante swore as the pirates concentrated their fire on him.

“I can’t get a clear sight to attack when you’re dodging so many bolts,” Taron remarked. “There’s not enough time.”

Growling, Dante did his best to find an opening. He couldn’t keep dodging. At some point, more bolts would hit, and his shields were already flashing warnings.

“More ships!” Lexi squealed over the comm. “Six, from the direction of the Enkoloth.”

Please let them be fighting fit, Dante thought, pulling the Catalpa up hard to avoid another bolt. It whizzed through the space he’d occupied only moments before to careen into the Aerie vessel behind him. Its shield crackled and fizzled and disappeared.

“Frell,” Dante cursed. “They can’t get here soon enough.”

“Looks like you need a hand, boss,” Victor’s voice broke through the panicked chatter over the comm.

“Aye. There’s a few pirates to take care of. We’d have sent them packing, but we figured you folks wouldn’t want to miss out.”

Victor chuckled as the ships came closer, but they were still a long way out when the pirates rushed the defenders again. This time, Dante kept the Catalpa over the shieldless ship nearby, only dodging if he was confident they would be able to as well. Catalpa took another couple of hits, the second rocking the ship and causing more alarms.

“Shields at eight percent,” Taron reported, adding to Dante’s fear. They couldn’t afford to get hit again either.

“Come on,” he muttered under his breath, watching another of his ships disengage from the pirates and join them in defending the planet. Another took a hit, and something exploded. It slowly ground to a halt, hovering in the air above one of the two defense towers.

The tower was not contributing to Corsera’s defense, Ike having been unable to get it working. The last bit of hope left Dante as Ryder and two other ships broke from the group and came straight toward him.

“Taron? Anything left in the guns?”

“Enough,” he replied. “We can give them one last volley with the plasma, then we’ve got a few other tricks.”

Focusing on a target not far from them, Dante flew closer. Ryder beat him to the position, however, forcing him to pull up and scramble to get out of the line of fire.

Shots came his way, and Dante looked for a direction to turn, but there would be no escape. The rest of the Aerie ships needed him to keep the pressure on.

“Taron, I think we’ve got ourselves into a situation we can’t get out of,” Dante stated, glancing at the gunner. It was clear from Taron’s face that he didn’t need to bother with words. He already knew.

“Let’s take some of them out with us, at least. That Ryder fellow is annoying.”

Dante chuckled and looked for Jack Flash among the others. Another bolt grazed the shield, gulping energy. The warning indicated shields at one percent.

A moment after spotting Ryder’s ship, more bolts came his way. Dante lost track of the ship that sent them. Instead of trying to dodge, Dante aimed toward Jack Flash and gave Taron an opportunity to fire the port-side weapons. As soon as Taron hit the trigger, Dante rolled the ship, mimicking Lexi’s earlier move.

Laughing at his antics, Taron fired again, and four bolts went streaking through space.

The pair met each other’s eyes as the ship righted itself. This was it. They’d performed their final act, and they’d go out in style, hoping to take Ryder with them.

Before they or the pirate could take their last breath, another ship shot across their view, blasting one of the bolts aimed for the Catalpa and taking the other on the back of their shield. The Slippery Kitter zoomed past.

“Nice flying!” Taron grabbed the weapons controls again and prepared for another shot.

For a moment, Dante couldn’t think straight. He’d been ready to see the end, but Kit and her ship had given him another chance. She’d had no idea how badly he’d needed it.

His bolts pummeled Ryder’s ship, breaking something so spectacularly the Flash careened into the ship beside it. Dante felt a large grin spread across his face.

Maybe today was a good day to be alive.


CHAPTER FIVE


“Yes!” Kit yelled as they scored another hit.

The small fleet Kit had accompanied to harvest ink had spread out, reinforcing the weaker ships defending Corsera. When they’d arrived, so many pirate ships had still been active that Kit had been hard-pressed to retaliate and not get hit, but after taking a bolt meant for Catalpa, they’d remained unscathed while knocking three of the pirate ships offline.

Although Kit had been tired after the Enkoloth hunt, adrenaline had kicked in again, and she was fresh now. It helped that for the first time in her life, Kit was defending her home. Ephren had felt good, and the crew was family, but Corsera had become theirs.

While Kitter could still fly and Kit drew breath, she’d defend the planet with everything she had—and that seemed to be what was required. During the return from the Enkoloth hunt, Sky had found a freshly charged shield unit, but it was only one of four. They’d waded into battle at just over thirty percent shields, and they were under twenty now.

Trying not to think about how close they were to serious trouble, Kit brought Kitter around for another attack. Garrus took every opportunity she presented to shoot at nearby pirates.

With Eve, Victor, and the others flying rings around the pirates, they disabled and maimed so many of the enemy ships that the remainder gave up as a unit. They retreated, taking some of the stragglers with them but not all.

“Don’t give chase,” Dante commanded the Aerie fleet. “We’ve got injured crewmates and some very vulnerable ships and people. Everyone with a functioning ship, aid the nearest that’s not doing so well and bring everyone to dock.”

“Aye aye,” Kit responded to the control room, looking for the nearest ship that wasn’t moving properly. One hung in space fairly close by. It had been spinning and shooting but appeared otherwise immobile.

“James Dean,” Kit said, hailing it. “Would you like an assist to land?”

“Kit!” a woman replied, her voice familiar. “We’d love some help. Our drive is broken. Took a direct hit and overheated.”

“Stand by. We’ll have you back on solid ground in no time.”

Kit brought her ship alongside and, with a little help from Garrus and Sky, figured out the best place to aim the grapples. The tentacle-like arms latched on and brought the James Dean close.

Despite the ships being the same size, Kitter coped well as she flew both toward the docking bay. It took effort to get both on the launchpads, but with assistance from the people on the ground, James Dean and Slippery Kitter eventually parked.

“Well, that was a wild ride,” Kayla commented as she walked off the ship. “Do you think we’ll have to put up a regular defense of Corsera now?”

Kit shrugged. Garrus didn’t respond and acted like he had not heard the question. Before she could wonder why he was avoiding the subject, the crew of James Dean appeared. It was the merchant family Catalpa had tangled with on her first mission with Xeartais.

Waving excitedly, Kit hurried over to them.

“Are you all right?” she asked as the couple walked out of the main cargo hatch.

“Yes, although that was more than a little hairy.”

“Momma, Papa,” a familiar girl called as she ran up and hugged her mother’s legs.

Kit smiled, patted the girl’s head, and let the family reunite and wind down after the battle. It was enough that they’d taken to the skies to help defend the Aerie’s home.

As she returned to her ship to assess the damage and run her post-flight checklist, Kit saw Dante hurry over to the merchant family.

“Thank you. You didn’t have to help us like that. I’ll never forget it.” His words grew quieter as she walked away.

Sky lingered by Kitter, making notes about parts that would need to be replaced.

“Thanks, Sky. You rock.” The pair of them got the ship as ready to fly as they could without searching for new parts.

“I’ll send the list to Ike and see what he can do for us,” Sky called as Kit locked the main hatch and stopped on the edge of the launchpad. “Get my share for the ink, and I’ll meet you in the mess hall to celebrate.”

Kit gave her a double thumbs-up and went in search of Victor or Garrus. Either would know what was happening with the money from the latest haul. On her way back, she spotted Dante making the rounds, thanking everyone involved by the looks of things.

When he noticed her, he withdrew from his current conversation and glanced at her as if he intended to come talk to her, too. Not wanting him to think she had been trying to get his attention when he clearly had more important things to do, Kit waved and hurried off.

Normally, when she’d done a run for goods, she knew where to sell it or what it was for and could handle getting the money herself, but she’d never possessed ink before and didn’t even know where to begin selling it. Did she need to wait until it sold to collect her share of the profits?

Thankfully, Victor and many of the others lingered in the mess hall, chattering excitedly.

“There she is,” Eve called, inviting her to the circle.

“Great. You’re the last one.” Victor held out a hand. Kit wasn’t sure what he was doing until he handed someone else their credit chip.

“Oh, here!” She held out her chip, hoping she didn’t look as clueless as she felt. He scanned it, transferring her credits. “Sky told me to collect her share, too.”

“Yup, don’t worry. I had her details on file. She already got hers.” Victor held up the transaction list on his data screen. Kit nodded, hiding her reaction at the amount. He’d just sent her and Sky more than she’d ever earned in a month. “I also gave you a bunch toward repairs. After the battle, I didn’t think it was fair to take all the repair costs off, but you’ve got more than half what I estimated the damage toll will be.”

Not daring to argue his logic, Kit nodded. When she’d just been given so much as her share of the loot, she almost didn’t care if the ship was in bad shape. She now had more than enough to buy another ship. Kitter’s repairs would pose no problem.

Before she could go find Sky, Dante hurried into the hall.

“I want to hold a meeting. Any Aerie you’d consider to be long-termers?” Dante asked Victor, although Eve and Lexi were both in earshot. “Immediately.”

Kit raised her eyebrows, and Victor and Eve looked surprised, but Lexi didn’t, just hurried off. Within seconds, many of the captains returned, and Garrus and Sky appeared. Kit recognized almost everyone. Kayla and Nora arrived side by side a few seconds later.

Not sure if she was supposed to be there, Kit sidled over to Sky, who’d hung back by the door. Their eyes met, and Sky’s head-tilt asked her if she knew what it was about. Kit shrugged and walked out the door as Ike came through.

“You’d better not be leaving,” Ike told her softly. “You’re wanted here, Kit.”

“But I’ve only been with the crew a month,” she whispered back as he reached out and hooked his arm around her waist to keep her from leaving.

“Aye, and in that time, you’ve piloted over ten cargo runs for the crew and volunteered to help Aerie members handle another thirty-odd. Not to mention, they couldn’t have taken or held this place without your flying.”

Kit stopped, shocked that anyone had noticed the help she’d given, let alone kept track of it.

“Stay. You’re a member of Xeartais through and through.”

Sticking close to Ike in case someone tried to tell her to leave, she nodded. She felt uncomfortable, but Ike still had his arm around her waist. Even though it was an innocent gesture, she’d kept her distance from everyone in the Aerie so far except Garrus.

As more people arrived, Ike let her go and made space. He flicked her a wink as he did. No one reacted adversely to her presence at the meeting.

By the time people stopped coming in, the small dining area was almost full. People sat around or stood in small groups, most with their crews.

Dante hurried to the front of the room but stopped to talk to Taron and Lexi. The three whispered together for a while, the room growing restless while they waited.

“Right,” Dante said as he straightened. Taron and Lexi took seats. “It’s about time we talked about this elephant.”

He paused as people laughed. Kit looked around, wondering what was funny until she remembered an old Earth saying.

“We’ve been on Corsera for almost a week, and we’re squatting. More than a few have been whispering about staying. Some have even set up businesses, farms, distilleries.” Dante looked at Victor as he spoke in a clipped tone, clearly not impressed. Victor didn’t respond, his body language unreadable.

“So, before any more of you set up anything permanent, we need to decide once and for all if the Aerie is staying here or going back to Ephren.”

Everyone started chattering, but none of it was intelligible due to the groups all talking at once. Dante held his hand up for quiet, and within a second, he had it again.

“It cost us to take this place. We lost ships, and people were hurt. Good people. Today, some of those pirates returned, and they tried to take back what we stole.”

“It was more liberation than stealing,” Ike stated, flicking another wink at Kit. She had to fight not to grin as others laughed.

“It’s only a liberation if we do something better with it,” Dante replied, not bothered by the interruption but amused by it. “If we want to claim Corsera as our own, we need to make it a better place, and we need to defend it with everything we’ve got.”

“We just did that,” Ramone reminded him.

“Aye, we’ve fought a few pirates who thought to return and try to catch us while we were distracted. They almost succeeded, too. If we truly want to do something with Corsera, if we want a colony here, there will need to be more. So much more. It will cost us in money, time, effort, sleepless nights, politics, business, cargo space, and even lives.”

That cut through the bravado and silliness. The room was quiet when Dante paused.

“Do you want this? Do you want Corsera to be the place the Aerie calls home? Are you all willing to make that sacrifice?”

“Aye,” Ike responded, the first to make it clear. As he spoke, he raised his right arm and placed it across his chest, hand on the opposite shoulder. “Let Corsera be a beacon for all. A place where people are treated fairly, and no one puts profit above people.”

Not hesitating, Kit responded after the four who followed with ayes and one-armed salutes of their own, Sky, Taron, and Eve joining her. The rest of the room followed suit, a wave of agreement rippling out from Ike and Dante at opposite ends of the room.

The room buzzed its acceptance. Kit’s chest swelled with both pride and enthusiasm.

Dante surveyed them, then nodded, lifted his hand, and saluted back. It was agreed. They were going to make Corsera their home.

Kit thought back to the day she’d joined Xeartais. Someone had accused her of running away, of not knowing where her home was. Well, I know now. This is my home, and I’m not running anywhere.


CHAPTER SIX


For a moment, Dante couldn’t speak. The entire Aerie stood before him, the rest of the members having been called in when the stated intention to form a colony officially on Corsera was made clear. Almost everyone had agreed that this would be their new home.

Dante couldn’t find the words to express the pride and honor he felt. And the gratitude. He’d started his crew when he was angry at yet another person taking those beneath them for granted and using them for their own gains.

Xeartais had been set up to pursue justice, and when the crew hadn’t grown as large as he wanted, he’d formed the Aerie. Bit by bit and day by day, they’d tackled the corruption in Ephren until not only was Varun gone, but they’d also sent the last of the pirates who’d had worked with him packing.

“Then let us get to work. I want every crew to put together a list of what they view as most important. What they’d like to see and what they’d like us to do. We’ll build this colony in ways that benefit everyone.”

People felt like that gave them permission to talk. Dante moved into the throng, looking for one of his crew who could handle the task for him, as well as others he had to talk to.

Before he could consider who might be best, Victor and Ike came over. Ike smiled and patted Dante on the shoulder.

“I know you’re going to be pretty busy. Want me to start fundraising? I’ve got the perfect idea. Should create quite an excuse for funds to come in.”

Dante opened his mouth to politely ask what Ike had in mind, but nothing came out. His tongue and brain tripped over the words.

“Crew-member auction,” Ike explained with a grin, understanding his question. “We’ll let others bid on us for services. The funds will go into the colony’s purse.”

“You’ve been wanting to suggest that for ages, haven’t you?” Victor asked. Ike shrugged.

“It’s a good idea to get us started,” Dante agreed, pushing his doubts aside. Most of his crewmates would love it, and no one would be forced to bid or offer services. “I’m going to the council on Ephren. I need to find out how much the colony application costs and what we need to do to make ourselves stable.”

“Someone should go with you,” Victor replied. “It’s not the safest run right now.”

Dante frowned. He’d planned to go alone, but Victor had a point.

“All right,” Dante replied. He thought his first mate was being overprotective, but he agreed. Someone could go with him; hopefully, someone quiet who would behave at the other end. “Victor, get our crew to tell you their desires like the other crews are doing. I’ll want to know what you find out as soon as I’m back.”

“Aye aye, Captain.” Victor took the datapad from him.

Before the first mate could head out, two crew members hurried up—Sky and Kit. The pair was inseparable these days.

“My ship’s in need of repairs before she’ll fly again, but we’d be more than happy to help in any way we can,” Kit told him.

“Great,” Victor replied. “Sky can fix the ship, and you can go help the captain, Kit. He needs someone to go with him to Ephren, and you know the run between here and there better than anyone.”

Trying not to show his annoyance at having his companion chosen for him, Dante nodded. Kit was a good choice, even though he hadn’t picked her himself.

“Just let me unlock my ship for Sky and grab a few things, and I’ll meet you at the dock.”

“Aye, I’d best do the same. We’ll have to take my spare ship,” Dante replied. “Catalpa is also out of action.”

“I’ll have that taken care of before you’re back as well, boss,” Ike added.

He shook his head, fighting not to laugh. It was a good thing he thought the world of his crew. They really knew how to wind him up and push his buttons. He hated being told what to do, but here they were, handling everything so he could leave.

This was your idea, his brain reminded him. And they are helping the only way they can right now.

After gathering key documents, his away bag, and enough credits to sort out any problems he might encounter, Dante headed to his extra ship. Her name wasn’t inspired—The Wandering Comet—but at one point, it had appealed to him.

He found Kit hovering by the entrance to the dock. She fell in beside him, not speaking a word. Despite her silence, it didn’t feel awkward. Her body language told him she was at ease. She was carrying a pack on her back and a small case in one hand.

“What’s in the box?” he asked when she dumped it at the base of her chair.

“Something I’d like to sell,” she replied. “Random box I took from Ryder. I forgot I had it until today. I’d tucked it into a secret compartment on my ship. I’m sure I’ve forgotten where at least half of the secret spaces are.”

“Garrus put a lot of effort into the ship for you,” Dante told her as he went through the pre-flight checks.

“Yeah, Garrus has been lovely, but thank you, too. You’ve given me a home.” Kit’s words came out quietly, and she choked up on the last word.

“Don’t mention it,” he replied, not sure he wanted an emotional woman with him on the trip. “I want everyone to feel like they belong in Xeartais. It’s time to go now, though. I need to convince the council on Ephren to let us do what we wish with Corsera. We’re going to need colony status and the peacekeepers that come with it.”

“You’re telling me! Have you heard the arguments Ike keeps having with those towers? We’re going to need more than a few peacekeepers.”

Dante laughed, and they lapsed into a comfortable silence again. Just six and a half kellians between the two destinations, he thought. Then the real effort begins.
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“I told him I liked vanilla best,” Kit replied. “His face was priceless. I’ve never seen a guy backtrack so quickly.”

Dante chuckled as Kit finished her story. For the last hour, they’d been swapping bad-date stories and getting to know each other. Now they’d both finished, he couldn’t remember how he’d gotten on the subject, but he was grateful. She’d distracted him from the undesirable task of addressing the council.

They still had a kellian to go, however, and as soon as his mind wasn’t occupied, he focused on standing before the councilors again.

“I can take the helm again now,” Dante stated. “I know the way from here pretty well.”

“Sure,” Kit replied as she fixed the controls and got out of the console’s seat. “Feel free. It’s your ship.”

“Doesn’t feel like it. I don’t even know where the radar is.”

She chuckled, not knowing whether to take him seriously as she slid into another seat. Her eyes flitted to the radar.

As he took the controls and accelerated, Kit bit her lip and tapped the green radar display.

“There’s someone out there. Might be tailing us.”

“A big someone?”

“No. I think just one ship.”

“Pull it up on the screen.”

Kit did as he’d asked with a speed that surprised him. During her time on Catalpa, she’d learned how to operate this class of ship. He wondered who to thank since he’d not had the time to instruct her.

“Is that Ryder?” she asked, beating him to the question. He nodded. It certainly looked like the Flash, although the ship had seen better days. More than one scorch mark adorned the hull.

“He fled our little fight. It could be him limping back to Ephren.”

“Want to take the fight to him?” Kit asked, a mischievous grin spreading across her face. It disappeared when he shook his head.

“I think he is coming around, and I don’t want to add insult to his injuries. Even if he isn’t growing a heart, this isn’t our way. His ship is damaged, and he’s shown us no aggression this time.”

“We’re not in Catalpa, so he might not realize it’s us. Is the flag on the hull?”

Dante frowned, not sure. Over the course of the last few weeks, Nora had painted their emblem on all the ships in the fleet. In the end, he shrugged.

Since Ryder wasn’t catching up and they were close enough to Ephren they’d see it before he did, Dante didn’t pursue it. The councilors had offered mixed reactions to his request for aid the last time he’d stood in front of them.

After his alliance had cleared out most of the pirates in the area and established a fairer trading market, the hub had grown, attracting a richer clientele and a broader range of businesspeople. Dante was hoping his efforts would win him much-needed respect. On top of that, it had made the council wealthier. Hopefully, they would think more favorably of him.

If Kit minded the silence he’d lapsed into, she didn’t let on. She kept an eye on the radar, Ryder, and the rest of the ship’s systems. This close to Ephren, he could pilot automatically. He’d flown into the space hub so many times it was second nature.

“Ryder’s just sped up,” Kit reported. “And he’s heading straight for us.”

Dante grinned as he thought about the shock the pirate would get if he attacked.

“How are you on guns?” he asked when she unstrapped but didn’t head to the weapons console.

“I suck. You don’t want me on guns if you actually want to beat…well, anyone.”

Dante studied her features, but the truth of her statement was clear from her set jaw. She meant it, and she was terrified he’d push her to take the station anyway.

“Looks like you’re flying us into Ephren anyway, then.” He got up, his focus not leaving her. Her body relaxed, and she hurried over to fly again.

More than happy to shoot at the irritating pirate if need be, Dante warmed the guns and checked the plasma levels. The ship wasn’t stocked as well as Catalpa was, but she had more than enough bolts to keep Ryder at bay until they were on Ephren.

Ryder hailed them. “Hello there, Wandering Comet. I’d appreciate it if you’d wander over here so we could have a chat about me taking a little of that cargo of yours. Pretty sure you’re coming from Jeb’s, and he’s got wonderful stuff. I’m sure you won’t need it all.”

“Hi, Ryder,” Dante sent back, then paused. He imagined Ryder swearing or throwing something in frustration.

“Dante! What an...interesting discovery. You trying to get a moment to yourself, or are you on Aerie business?”

“Neither. Catalpa needed some TLC after we had a misunderstanding with a pirate band almost twice as large as the Aerie fleet. I think they’ve learned not to bother the Aerie, though, don’t you?”

“Not sure it was that initial fleet you headed up that won the day. I distinctly remember that Kit girl saving your bacon toward the end.”

Before Dante could respond, Kit flicked her mic on.

“And just like he wasn’t alone earlier, he’s not now. Hi, Ryder,” she interjected. “Want to have a second round of us kicking your butt, or shall we keep doing what we have for the last half hour? We can pretend you’re not threatening us and dock on Ephren as we planned.”

Dante raised his eyebrows at her response. It gave Ryder a way out, but he’d have to swallow more than a little pride to accept the insult she’d hurled with it.

“I don’t know about you guys, but I’m pretty shattered. I’m also more than a little curious about what’s drawn you to Ephren when all your friends are now elsewhere, so I’ll be kind. I’ll let you take what meager cargo you looted from the ships today and be on your way.”

“So magnanimous of you,” Kit replied. “I’ll be sure to set the Chinese whispers going as soon as we’re on Ephren, so you will hear what we’re up to. Wouldn’t want you to miss out on your daily dose of Aerie members achieving things you can only dream of.”

Kit killed the comm and looked at Dante.

“Sorry,” she blurted. “I didn’t think to ask whether you’d mind.”

She bit her lip, worried she’d overstepped by responding for him, but his heart hadn’t been in it. He was far too distracted.

Shaking his head, he laughed and switched the guns off.

“You did great. Let’s head to Ephren and get this council meeting over and done with. I don’t know about you, but I’d like to sleep on Corsera tonight.”


CHAPTER SEVEN


Trying not to think about the pressure of having Kit along to witness his encounter, Dante strode to the council building at the heart of Ephren. He led Kit up the steps, grateful she knew how to be quiet.

The guard from his first visit met Dante in front of the door.

“Captain Zullo! You’ve had more than a few adventures recently, haven’t you? It’s been a joy to follow the news. I hope you’re here to ask the council to let you have more of a say in how things are run on Ephren.”

“Not exactly. Sorry. Ephren isn’t my only concern.” Dante smiled, trying to be diplomatic. “But it should help Ephren continue to grow.”

“Glad to hear it. I won’t keep you waiting any longer. I imagine you’re a busy man.”

You don’t know the half of it, Dante thought as the guard admitted him and Kit.

He strode inside, eyes searching for the annoying butler. What is his name? He has a stick where the sun doesn’t shine. Perhaps he’ll remove it if he knows I remember him.

“Benton, would you please take me to the council chamber? I’d like to make another petition.”

Remembering his name gained Dante nothing. Benton looked at him as if he were the same annoying ant as the first time they’d met, then turned to Kit. Dante waited while Benton studied her.

“Who is this? Is she of high enough standing in the community to be admitted before the council?”

“She’s a member of my crew.”

“She’ll need to be more than just a member,” Benton stated, lifting his chin an inch higher. “She needs to be your second or at least a senior officer in your crew.”

“I’ve just been promoted to senior officer,” Kit replied. “I flew in several missions just today, and Captain Zullo’s second saw fit to promote me.”

“I don’t need the details, just that you are entitled to the privilege of entering the council chambers.”

“She’s here with me. She’s earned it.” Dante was angry at the arrogance Benton displayed, but he didn’t voice it. Instead, he vowed that Corsera would never be like this. People like Kit would never be made to feel like they were not worthy.

Satisfied, Benton turned on his heel and strode away. Once more, Dante followed until they reached the deep-brown double doors that marked the entrance into the council chambers. Benton pushed them open just far enough he could be seen but not far enough that Dante or Kit could.

“Benton, why have we been disturbed?” Councilor Trent demanded. Dante pictured his short white hair. Despite the gravity of the moment, Dante wondered how good pure white hair would look if it was a little longer, or perhaps even in a ponytail.

“A petition from Captain Zullo of Xeartais, also the leader of the Aerie.”

Dante’s mouth dropped at the last part. The first time he’d been here, Benton had refused to mention the Aerie.

“And Kit, a senior officer.” Benton frowned. Dante opened his mouth to fill the butler in, but he couldn’t remember her surname. She’d never said, and he had only seen it on the form when they were registering her ship. She was just Kit.

If that bothered the council, there was no indication.

“Show them in,” Councilor Harper replied. Benton stepped out of their way.

Grateful that he appeared to know what he was doing in front of a crew member, Dante strode toward the circle and stopped. Kit followed and hung back by his right shoulder. Dante glanced her way and saw her stop, hands clasped behind her straight back, chin held high enough to exude confidence but not so high as to seem arrogant, then focused on the council.

“Councilors, I apologize for coming to petition you so soon after the last occasion. I find myself in need of more aid.”

“Given your Aerie has reportedly taken a small planetary base from a group of…less savory humans and begun to make it your new home, what could you possibly wish us to do?” Councilor Harper pushed her spectacles back up the bridge of her nose.

“I want your backing when I apply to become a member state of the sector government.”

“You wish to make the planet you took a civilized place?”

“Yes. The Aerie has agreed. We wish to not only call it home but grow the trade and civilian aspects. We believe it would make a good station for those traveling between Ephren and Jeb’s Farm.”

“Jeb’s Farm isn’t a government-backed project,” Councilor Argen interrupted. Dante fought to keep his frustration from showing. “They have not complied with everything they should.”

“All the more reason to allow another to flourish that is respectful of the requirements, both initially and on an ongoing basis. Perhaps we can teach them something.”

His reply earned him more than one chuckle.

“You’re learning how to sell things,” Councilor Trent acknowledged. “You’ll have my backing when you’re ready, but from my understanding, Corsera isn’t yet ready and doesn’t yet adhere to the basic requirements.”

“No, but we’re working on that. I know the request takes time to process. I’m asking the council to approve our application immediately on the condition that all the guidelines are met by the end of the month.”

Dante heard Kit suck in her breath. A month was a short time, but he wasn’t likely to get what he wanted without making a promise that extreme. He needed the council to think it was a mere trifle to approve his application now rather than later.

“You seem to be a man of your word, Captain Zullo, but I cannot agree to your request.” Councilor Harper gave him what appeared to be a genuinely apologetic look. “Not without documented proof that you will have the required infrastructure in place. You will need habitats, defense systems, and hangars with enough docking platforms. Not to mention enough members of the Aerie to staff everything.”

“And if I could get you documented proof? Ownership of parts, official crew member rolls, that sort of thing… Would you allow it then?”

The councilors looked thoughtful, then Trent got up and walked toward the others. They conferred in a brief huddle, only one of them talking, but the rest listening intently.

Dante tried to wait patiently, but he strained to listen to their whispered conversation. He could barely breathe, knowing they were deciding the fate of Corsera and everyone on it. He had come here expecting to put the Aerie’s case forward. The council had plenty of preconceived notions of what life on a colony had to be like.

If they gave Corsera a chance, he had to provide a way to revoke their charter if it went bad but also persuade the councilors that it probably wouldn’t. How could he do that? They wanted him to reassure them, but they wouldn’t give him anything to work with.

“Councilors, I know you’re not used to being addressed by the likes of me, but my father was on the council on the hub I grew up on,” Kit interrupted and stepped forward. They came out of their huddle, but none of them looked pleased.

“Corsera is beginning to flourish, just with the changes we’ve made. Several merchants have committed to making it their home, merchants who called Ephren home not two days ago. My math is a little rusty, but if I understand it right, that’s good for the merchants and the Aerie but bad for the taxes on Ephren. I don’t think the government in charge of our sector would be very happy about losing out on all the credits each merchant represents.”

“What are you trying to say?” Councilor Argen asked.

“That the government would no doubt appreciate your foresight in bringing those tempted to leave for more lawless settlements back into their governing structure where the law is upheld, including Corsera. Xeartais and the Aerie will make Corsera our home, and we agree to build upon it. We will make Corsera a safe and cozy place for any who wish to live there. We’re only here as a courtesy call. We’re going to be building the planet up anyway. Do you want to be involved or not?”

Dante broke out in a cold sweat, but he tried to look as if he’d expected Kit to say this. Between them, they had backed the council into a corner, but he wasn’t sure they were going to appreciate it. Instead of the rejection he was imagining, Councilor Harper walked toward Kit.

Having enough sense not to dig any further, Kit stood still, her hands clasped behind her back and her gaze fierce.

“There’s a fine line between arrogance and confidence, young lady,” Councilor Harper snapped. “Be careful what side of it you fall on.”

“Thank you, Councilor. I try to stay on the correct side of that line, along with—I’ve been told—the fine line between bravery and stupidity. And madness and genius.”

Several of the councilors laughed at her response. Kit’s sense of humor was coming across the way he’d hoped it would. Harper twisted and looked at him.

“Do you plan to be the governor of Corsera?” she asked.

“Of course. I plan to see the fairness and equality I fought for here on Ephren put in place there, not to mention creating another rare safe haven in this wild sector of space.”

Harper didn’t respond, but her eyes bored into him before she went back to the dais and her companions. “Very well. We will back your request, but you must have the required infrastructure in place on this…haven of yours within two weeks. Otherwise, we will withdraw our approval.”

“Two weeks?” Dante gulped, unable to hide his shock at such a short deadline.

“If you’re as serious as you say, you will find a way.”

Although he wanted to argue, he agreed. What would the Aerie think when he returned and relayed the conditions? It was an almost impossible deadline to meet.

While his mind tried to catch up, Dante thanked the councilors for their time. He and Kit were ushered out of the room by Benton.

“Were they as difficult last time you were here?” Kit asked as they went back down the steps of the building.

“Almost, but I wasn’t asking them for so much. Mostly just to hear me out and let their people do the work for them.”

“Isn’t that all we’re asking them to do here, really?”

“Not exactly, but it’s similar.”

His answer satisfied Kit’s curiosity, and they were silent until they separated to run their individual errands. Kit wanted to sell the loot she’d brought, and Dante wanted to check on the workshop and the building trade.

“Treat it like a day off,” he suggested.

“What’s that?”

He grinned and told her to be back by the time it mattered. He went about his own errands, eager to find out what the repair situation was on Ephren. When she took a little longer to return, he wandered the docks. He wasn’t the only member of the Aerie there, but most had made the run solo and were going about their business.

“Done,” she stated, making him jump as he admired a nice creature curled up on the edge of one of the stalls. “I didn’t take you for a pet person.”

He grinned and stroked the catlike animal, then gave Kit his attention.

They made their way back to the ship, but before they entered the cargo hold, a man appeared, a coat and hat obscuring his features and body. He didn’t remove them until he was sure the three of them were alone.

“Ryder!” Dante’s hand went to the hilt of his sword and Kit froze, waiting for the man to explain his presence.

“I come in peace,” Ryder assured them. “I know you’ve been having trouble with the pirates. They are pretty angry at you and the others, and they’re none too happy about the planet falling into your hands.”

“Why would you come tell us this?” Kit asked, echoing Dante’s thoughts.

“More than once, you’ve done something kind when you could easily have been aggressive or even downright cruel. There’s something different about most of you Aerie folks, and I won’t deny an Ephren that trades fair makes things easier. Varun made a few of us richer, but he mostly made himself wealthy, and we put in the effort. His blackmail didn’t make him a favorite either.”

“But not everyone agrees with you?”

“No. And I don’t think Varun is going to let all this go. Not really.”

“Noted. Thank you, but a warning doesn’t do us much good. Unless you can give us an idea of what’s coming and when, we’re not getting much.”

“I’ve risked a lot by coming here, you know. The least you could do is be grateful.”

“Don’t get me wrong, I am, but you haven’t told us anything we don’t already know. Of course, Varun won’t give up just yet, and the attack made it clear that the pirates we displaced aren’t giving up either.”

Ryder let out a growl and threw his hands in the air, but Dante didn’t say anything else. While he wanted Ryder to understand they were a safe space if he wanted to defect, he was aware that it had to be Ryder’s decision.

“You said you were risking a lot?” Kit asked, stepping closer. “Are they planning something you’re already involved in?”

The balding man had calmed down enough to merely nod.

“But you can’t say more?” she pressed, taking another step.

Dante wanted to drag her back, but he needed the information she was gathering and the wisdom she was showing. In her attempt to keep Ryder talking, she had put herself in harm’s way. If Ryder lunged for her now, he might manage to drag her off the ship and elsewhere before he’d be able to get her back.

The thought made him shudder, but no one noticed. The pair were focused on each other.

“I can’t say more,” Ryder replied eventually.

“Then I look forward to seeing you again, Ryder.” Kit smiled at him, but he didn’t smile back. Letting out another growl, he hurried away.

Kit and Dante relaxed.

“While I appreciate that you’re trying to help, Kit, I’m not sure your blunt style is always what’s needed.”

Kit frowned, her forehead creasing enough to let him know his words had hurt. Trying not to yawn in exhaustion, Dante considered apologizing, but he didn’t. He’d been blunt too but honest about his opinion.

“The councilors responded well in the end,” he continued. “But Ryder is a proud man, and you just commanded him like a puppy who hadn’t pleased you.”

“So, I crossed the line?” she asked, letting out a small sigh. He nodded and ushered her into the ship.

Although he wanted to make sure she was okay, they needed to get back to Corsera. There would be plenty of time to talk on the way.


CHAPTER EIGHT


Although Dante had tried to make conversation, Kit wasn’t sure what to say for most of the journey back to Corsera. The reprimand had surprised and wounded her. Her heart just wasn’t in her tasks, so she had to fight to concentrate.

When Corsera came into view, she sighed in relief.

“Glad to be back?” Dante asked.

“Yes, very much so. Even if we just got here, Corsera feels like home in a way Ephren never did.”

“There is something about it and its big blue giant of a sun. However, we’ve got a long road ahead of us before she’s a proper home and not a lot of time to get her ready.”

“Aye, Captain, but we’ve also got a determined crew and plenty of fine pilots. We just need more money.” She angled the nose of the ship toward its docking platform.

“Speaking of more money. I think Ike has something planned,” Dante told her. “He might need some involvement from others, but it sounds like it might raise a fair number of credits.”

Kit tried to nod enthusiastically. She was excited, but she was also tired. She’d been awakened early and chased by an Enkoloth, she’d defended Corsera, and finally, she’d accompanied Dante to Ephren and back. It was enough to drive her to drink.

Comet had barely locked into the docking platform, powered down, and opened her back hatch when other crew came over, all trying to talk at once.

Dante lifted his hands to calm his crewmates down and encourage them to back off so the main cargo hatch could open, but it took a while. In the end, he had to gently nudge a few people out the way, and Kit had to hurry after him. She carried the information the councilors had given them, which mostly had to do with proving their conditions had been met, along with the list of what was needed for a colony to be recognized.

“Have you done it?” someone asked before Dante could do more than step onto solid ground. He didn’t answer, just checked if Kit was behind him.

When someone else asked the same question and no one moved to let him past, he stopped and surveyed them. Kit would have given anything to know what was going on in his head, but having been reprimanded once for interfering, she held her tongue and waited with the others.

“Let’s go inside and gather everyone. It’s only right that the whole Aerie hears this.” Dante spoke so somberly and seriously that even Kit thought he was going to tell them he’d failed to get approval or recognition when they had done the opposite.

His words had the desired effect, however. The crowd parted to allow both of them through. Kit hugged the documents she carried to her chest.

On the way, they were joined by the people she knew best: Kayla, Nora, Garrus, Ike, and Victor. As they passed her ship, Sky hurried over to them and managed to work her way close to Kit.

“Mostly fixed,” the engineer whispered. “Ike helped. He also found more goodies you must have forgotten about.”

So embarrassed about being unfamiliar with her own ship that she flushed, Kit glanced at Sky to find her friend grinning. Her amusement was infectious, and Kit again reflected on how grateful she was for the crew of the Xeartais. She made a mental note to find all the secret compartments in the ship as soon as she got a chance. She wouldn’t let herself be caught out again.

“Is everyone here?” Dante asked. He grabbed a chair in the dining area, moved it to one edge of the room, and got up on it.

“Not yet, but they’re on their way,” Ike replied, lingering by the door. Crewmates came past him until most were present.

It had felt crowded when there were only senior officers in the room, but now it was crammed, the crew shoulder to shoulder with one another. Some people sat on the tables to give the rest more room.

Kit found herself perched on a table with Sky beside her and Garrus and Limnad behind. On the table beside her sat Kayla and Nora and two other women. One was a new recruit to their crew, but she didn’t recognize the other person. She was similar to Kit in age, and her golden hair was swept back and clipped behind her head, ringlets trailing down her back.

As she glanced around, Kit was stunned by her perfect features. Although the woman was simply dressed in overalls and a t-shirt, they hugged her figure. When the woman turned away, Kit noticed she had the attention of more than a few men in the room.

“Who’s that?” Kit whispered to Sky as more people tried to squeeze into the room. Sky followed her gaze.

“Angelica, I think. I haven’t met her, but Kayla said she was nice, although quiet. She came from another crew and is now with Lexi.”

“Some jerk was bothering her in the previous crew, or something happened with the captain,” Garrus added, leaning forward to whisper. His shoulder brushed Kit’s back and electricity flowed through her, stopping her heart. He moved back, and Ike shut the door to the room with a bang.

That let them know everyone was here and got the Aerie crew’s attention and silence.

Dante gave Ike a smile and shook his head. All eyes fixed on him, including Kit’s. “The council was as they usually are, concerned for the well-being of the establishment.”

“And their own pockets, no doubt,” Ramone called.

Dante nodded and continued. “With some persuasion and a little help from a friend, the councilors agreed to back our application on the sole—”

He was interrupted again, but not by one person. Almost everyone in the room clapped and cheered, although Kit didn’t join in. Frustration flashed across Dante’s face, then his brow furrowed and his jaw set.

He raised his hands to quiet the group, but it took a while for the conversations that had sprung up to die back down.

“They have a condition, and it’s a pretty big one.” He paused to ensure he had everyone’s attention. “They want us to have everything in place for the colony in two weeks.”

There were gasps as the crew digested the tight deadline, then they began calling out questions. Again Dante motioned for quiet, his frustration growing.

“I think we’re all aware that putting everything we have to set up in place that quickly will be hard, and it’s going to cost a lot, but if we’re going to make ourselves a home here, that’s what we need to do. I’ll break the tasks up and work with the captains to ensure each crew is involved and contributes as soon as we’ve been through the full list of requirements.”

This seemed to calm their fears since people were used to answering to their captains and being given tasks.

“The biggest concern is paying for what we need to purchase, as well as having enough volunteers to make the runs. Except for crew funds, we’ve never asked you for anything. We’ve accepted donations, but that means the Aerie has no bankroll.”

“Aye, some of us have been talking of that,” Lexi told him. She and Ike came forward from their respective places in the room. “We’ve come up with a few fundraising ideas. Ike’s first. Everyone ready?”

Dante looked shocked when the pair took over, ushering him to the side as they pulled a low table to that end of the room. Kit raised her eyebrows when Lexi grabbed a chair and Ike pulled a list out of his pocket.

“Who’s up for a pirate-style auction?” Lexi yelled. There were cheers and yells. People began passing around food and drink, the first mates grabbing bags of pre-packed snacks from their storage places.

“Members of the Aerie, this is your chance to have an Aerie mate at your command. Have them pilot you to a distant moon, where you can watch sunsets you’ve never seen before. Set them to cleaning your room, or take a romantic picnic somewhere isolated and quiet.” Lexi winked, and there were more chuckles. “But be prepared to spend your hard-earned credits. We’re only auctioning off those who agreed, and I know more than one of you will want to win. The crewmate’s time will be sold to the highest bidder, so it’s time to put your money where your mouth is.”

Kit laughed, and the people around her cheered.

“Let’s get this party started with our first auction. Lexi has agreed to go first.” Ike took over as Lexi climbed onto the table. “Give her a big cheer.”

Clapping along with the others, Kit grinned and grabbed a bottle of moonshine as it passed by. She took a long swig and handed it to Sky.

By the time Sky had done the same and given it to Garrus, the room was quiet.

“So, Lexi, what are you good for? What can our mates hope to get if they win you?” Ike asked. Lexi chuckled and preened.

“Well, I’m a mean hand at sword fighting, so if we’re taking on pirates, I can rush to your defense and win you some booty. Or, for the right male winner, there might be fighting of another kind.”

Wolf whistles responded to that comment, and Lexi smiled.

“Where shall we start the bidding then, mates?” Ike asked, but before he could suggest anything, Marl raised a bottle, drawing everyone’s attention.

“One thousand credits.”

“Just to be clear,” Ike called, “is that your bid or a suggestion?”

“Bid. Definitely a bid,” Marl affirmed to chuckles, claps, and whoops.

“Two thousand,” Dante called. He was standing alone, arms crossed as he leaned against the wall.

“Surely that’s not the last bid?” Ike asked when the room went quiet.

Marl bid again, then Dante, then Marl, and the bid was five thousand. Kit’s eyes almost bugged out. She’d only recently had that kind of sum in ready cash. When Dante didn’t bid again, Lexi pouted. It looked like Marl would be the winner until Ike threw up his arms.

“Well, since you folks don’t realize what a deal twenty-four hours with Lexi is, I’m bidding six thousand. You can all watch me gloat my way through the day.”

More laughter followed, and the dam broke. Bids flowed until the total was in the high teens.

“Twenty thousand,” Marl yelled loud enough to silence the room. “And if anyone tries to outbid me, I’ll use you as a rag to clean my ship’s filters.”

Rude comments followed his threat. Marl had issued a mayday only a few days earlier due to a warning of critical overload. When Ike had checked, he’d discovered Marl had neglected to keep the filters clean, having put himself in danger by being lazy.

Although his threat was meant to be humorous, it sealed the deal. Marl strode forward, looking pleased as he used his chip to pay. Lexi accompanied him back to his table.

“That brings us to our next auction. Let’s have one of our fellas. Karl, our resident entertainer! Let’s see what the Aerie thinks you’re worth.”

There were oohs and mutters at the burn, although from the looks and grin that passed between Ike and Karl as he climbed onto the table, Karl had taken it the way it was intended—as a good-natured dig at what he did for money.

“I’ve got a lot to offer to whoever wins me,” Karl began without prompting from Ike. “You all know my show. The lucky lady...or gent...who wins gets to be a feature on my ‘Aerie on Corsera’ special episode.”

There was more cheering. As one of the few who hadn’t watched Karl’s ‘cast, Kit only bid once near the beginning. In the end, Karl sold for more than Lexi, with Nora and Kayla fighting over him toward the end until Nora went higher than Kayla could follow.

“Twenty-eight thousand, and Nora wins!” Ike declared.

Kit felt like the party had finally started as she took her fourth swig from a passing bottle. Ike auctioned off some of the lesser-known crewmates who’d volunteered. Kit was buzzed and content, and she chatted with Sky and Garrus as the Aerie bid on their mates.

Finally, the excitement and initial appeal died down, a few mates only going for two or three thousand credits. Ike grinned and looked at his list.

“I think it’s time we auctioned off someone very special.” His smile widened, and his eyes lit up.

Kit heard whispering as people quietly tried to figure out who it was, which made Ike smirk and draw out the suspense.

“You’re all going to want to bid on this man. Given how dashing he looks in a captain’s jacket, the ladies might be the most eager.”

Ike paused, and people whispered some more. Although Kit thought it would be Dante, she didn’t speak, just waited with her heart pounding.

Without thinking, she pulled out her chip and checked her balance. She had more than fifty thousand credits, thanks to the payout from the Enkoloth ink that morning. Although she’d need some of that to pay for repairs, she had enough that she could blow some if she wanted to.

The realization of what she was doing made her stop, her eyes searching for Dante. Was she truly considering bidding on him? Part of her was confused by the desire, but the rest was calm, comfortable with it in a way she wasn’t used to. Kit wasn’t normally relaxed around men once she’d decided there was something there, but Dante was different. He both interested and calmed her.

“Give a very big cheer for the Xeartais’ captain and the Aerie’s leader, our Eagle-in-Chief Dante!” The room erupted. If it had been noisy before, this was a whole new level. Kit whooped as she thought about bidding. Was she really going to bid on someone again? She didn’t know who else she might want except Garrus, and she didn’t know if he was auctioning himself off. Could she buy both?

A tremor ran up her spine. She liked Garrus, but Dante was her captain, the elusive leader of the Aerie. He’d remained mysterious.

Until today.

She acknowledged she had feelings for both men, although in very different ways. She had to stay calm. Could she look like a crewmate who just wanted her mates to go for decent amounts? Yes, she thought. She’d pretend she was just having fun. Maybe she’d even bid on other men and hide her interest in Dante and Garrus until she had a better idea of how she felt.

“Okay,” Ike continued, cutting through her thoughts and making her realize she’d missed Dante talking about what he could do for the winner. “Who wants to start the bidding?”


CHAPTER NINE


When Ike asked for the first person to bid, Dante tried to look calm and cool, as if he knew he was going to sell for a lot but wasn’t concerned either way. They’d had some big bids, but so far, the total wasn’t enough to pay for everything they needed. It was up to him to earn the biggest share. He had to hope the Aerie got behind him.

Thankfully, the first few bids came in fast. Three women from his crew and Marl got things going, each adding another thousand until he was at five.

“Ten thousand,” Victor called, standing as he raised his bottle of rum in salute. “Maybe I can get Dante to take a day off and let someone else be the Aerie leader for a bit.”

Some of the mates laughed but not for long, unsure of how serious Victor was. It seemed like a strange comment to Dante too, but before he could wonder what Victor had meant, Kit got to her feet, stood on the table, and raised a bottle.

“Fifteen thousand,” she said, challenging her first officer. He chuckled and bowed. As she turned back to face Dante, he flicked her a wink. She tried to grin as if she were being cheeky, but he detected the redness on her cheeks. He decided to give her both space and a break from the focus.

“Come on, I know you can all go higher than that to get an evening with me or a ride on the famous Catalpa,” Dante shouted, looking around the room. Although he wouldn’t be disappointed if Kit won, he needed more credits than that. The Aerie needed more credits, even if they didn’t realize it yet.

“Sixteen.” Kayla was the first to bid on Dante for a second time. Lexi followed, and the three girls duked it out to forty thousand. By then, everyone was chanting, “Bid, bid, bid,” as they banged glasses and fists on the tables.

Lexi offered forty-two before she bowed out of the running and sat back down again. With only Kit and Kayla standing, Dante grinned. His crew had come through and made sure this event would at least raise six figures, but Kayla and Kit continued. Kit got to forty-nine thousand before he could do more than blink.

There was another pause as Kayla considered the number to counter with. Before she could, Taron stood up.

“Fifty thousand,” he bellowed, and the room went silent. Kayla went up to fifty-one in the next breath. There were gasps and other shocked noises, but everyone was riveted. Taron and Kayla politely looked at Kit, but she shook her head and sat down.

Dante heard sympathetic noises from people who had been rooting for Kit to win. He smiled despite his pang of disappointment. He hadn’t realized she had enough credits to go so high, but he was touched that she’d have spent that much on him. For Kayla and Taron, it was a smaller amount since both of them had been in the game and crew for a while and had more assets.

Taron and Kayla continued a little longer, Taron claiming sixty. Kayla, passing someone her drink, pulled out her banking chip.

“Eighty thousand,” she called. People gasped before she’d finished speaking. “And I dare any of you to go higher. You will feel my wrath!”

Dante chuckled, knowing she was one of the richer members of the Aerie. She’d go higher if needed, but Taron didn’t challenge her. He shook his head and gave Dante an apologetic look as he sat back down.

“Looks like we have a winner!” Ike declared. Their Aerie crewmates went crazy. Wearing the biggest grin Dante had ever seen, Kayla came toward him. He jumped off the table and went back to her table with her, using it as an excuse to sit close to his crew. When he got there, he nodded at Angelica. Lexi had told him what had led to her arrival, and he was pleased to see her sitting with a group of women who would give her a chance to be involved without drawing attention. Kayla and Nora were more than happy to draw the eyes and focus of others, allowing Angelica to quietly be with them without being noticed.

“Nice one,” Victor whispered near his ear as the next person was called forward.

Dante flicked his first mate a grin. “When are we bidding on you?”

Victor chuckled but shook his head.

“If we need it near the end, I’ll volunteer. Otherwise, I’ll leave the fundraising to you. I have talents other than charming a crowd.”

“As long as you’re with us on it in some way, especially since you’ve ended up with a big distillery here. You’ve got no competition, and even the Aerie has to pay for their drinks.”

Victor nodded but said nothing in reply. They both knew Dante was reprimanding him for opening a business before they were ready. If Victor made a big enough donation of time or money to the colony effort, Dante would let it go, but he hadn’t started Xeartais to make himself and a handful of others rich from the hard work of others.

More of the Aerie were auctioned, and Dante kept a rough mental tally of the total. As the evening wore on, more of the bids were random amounts, some bidding their all to lay claim to loved ones, romantic interests, or in Taron’s, Lexi’s, Marl’s, and his case, their own crew members, especially if there was a lack of interest from elsewhere.

One of the newest crew captains, Francesco, won the bids for all the women in his small crew. The notion felt a little outdated, but it seemed to go down well with the ladies Francesco won.

Dante made polite conversation and joked with the crew until Angelica was called up. He raised his eyebrows at her bravery, looking at Lexi to see if she knew why the woman had volunteered when she’d been trying to keep a low profile.

As Ike and Angelica went through the introductions, Lexi slowly worked her way toward Dante, clearly concerned but trying to hide it. She chatted as she walked, barely glancing Dante’s way until the two were side by side.

“Thought she was trying to keep a low profile,” he whispered, leaning toward Lexi but watching the auction as the first few bids came in.

“Me too, but she volunteered without prompting. I was shocked when I saw Ike’s list.”

“What do you want to do about the buyers? You know not all these men are going to have honorable intentions. I don’t want anyone scaring her.”

“Likewise. If someone you don’t approve of looks likely to win, bid what you need to. I’ll cover half.”

Dante felt better. He noticed Taron’s gaze as he looked up, the captain giving him the smallest of nods. Dante could only hope that meant he knew what was happening and what they planned to do about it.

As Garrus bid on Angelica for the first time, taking her up to fifteen thousand, Dante set his jaw. There was no way he could let Garrus claim her. Although he’d only heard rumors second-hand, more than one member of the Aerie had complained that Garrus went further than was appropriate with women he deemed of interest.

He appeared to have chilled out since the Aerie had come to Corsera, but for Angelica’s sake, Dante couldn’t take the chance. He would be bidding after all.

“Sixteen thousand,” Dante called, louder and more forthrightly than he’d intended.

There were gasps as people looked at Garrus to see if he’d go higher, but several of the other men continued bidding, and Dante relaxed. Hopefully, he’d discouraged the man from trying again.

His relief was short-lived, however. The other bids faded, and Ramone held the highest bid at thirty-eight thousand.

Dante didn’t know much about Ramone, but a quick look from Lexi said everything it needed to. Hoping he wouldn’t have to go much higher, Dante raised an arm.

“Forty thousand.”

Silence followed, then Ike declared Angelica was sold. She seemed nervous as she climbed off the table. Hoping not to put too much focus on her, Dante didn’t move but called for the next and took a swig of rum.

Thankfully, Ike embraced his task of distraction. He leaped onto the table.

“Next up is yours truly!” Flexing his arms, Ike tried to look butch in the campiest way. Laughter greeted his antics, allowing Dante to flick a wink at Angelica, offer her the rum bottle, and lean closer without making it look awkward.

“Didn’t want any of the idiotic Aerie crew to win your time. Feel free to choose a task you’d be good at some time and help me out. Fetch a part, make me something I need. Whatever you’re good at.”

“Thank you,” she whispered, taking a small sip of the drink and handing the bottle back.

By egging everyone on, Ike managed to fetch over twenty thousand for himself. Marl bought him, joking that he hoped to avoid any more emergency bailouts.

With the dramatic auctions over, Ike cleverly went through the quicker and lower ones, cheering everyone on no matter what they sold for. A few times, Dante, Taron, Lexi, and Eve bid to raise the amounts, but only when no other competition presented itself right away.

The next large auctions were Nora and Kayla. Both of them fetched plenty, having bid on several mates and flirted with more than a few others. However, people were running out of credits, and neither fetched as much as they might have earlier in the night. Nora just cleared five figures in the end, going to Victor.

“That was all the volunteers I had on my list,” Ike said as Nora walked over to her winner, swaying her hips more than usual. As soon as she reached him, she went up on her toes and kissed him full on the lips before pulling back and laughing. Plenty of the Aerie crew catcalled and whistled in response, enjoying this final display.

Dante checked his mental tally of the earnings. It wasn’t enough, not by a long shot. However, judging by the credits that had been bid on Nora and Kayla, there were still people who had money to burn.

“The night’s still young,” Dante called. “Let’s see if anyone else wants to find out what they’d fetch.”

“You heard the captain, lads and lasses.” Ike grinned and patted the table’s surface. “Let’s have a few more.”

“Kit, you haven’t done it. You should,” Kayla called across a room finally quiet that enough more than a few heard her. Like everyone else, Dante glanced over to see how she’d react.

Brushing crumbs off her trousers, Kit got to her feet like she’d been asked to help someone fetch a crate of rum from the next room. Her demeanor was cool, no reluctance visible.

“Tell us what you’re good for, Kit,” Ike urged as he held out his hand to help her onto the table. As she straightened and fussed with her clothes, she looked thoughtful.

“I suck at the domestic stuff, so no point asking me to tidy your room. I know how to make rum, and I’m good with numbers.”

“And she’s also the best pilot in the Aerie,” Dante added, saying it loud so everyone would hear. Afterward, he looked apologetically at Eve. Taron’s wife and first mate smiled in response, not offended by his boast.

Kit’s cheeks colored, but she managed to get her embarrassment under control, and Ike began the bidding.

Several men in the Aerie laid down early bids, but they petered out as the amount for Kit went to ten thousand, with Garrus the high bidder. Dante frowned. Was Kit having a problem with him as well? Did he have a thing for her, or was he just helping a friend? He’d gone on more than one cargo run with her lately, despite his preference for staying on base and trading.

“Eleven thousand,” Dante bid, not looking at Kit or Garrus as he did. He didn’t want to see Garrus’ anger after being denied Angelica, and he didn’t want to know if Kit was relieved or annoyed. Garrus wasn’t the man he’d want to win if he was in her position, whether she knew that or not.

Garrus didn’t give up, however, pushing Dante to bid again and then again as he offered fifteen for her, the highest Garrus had gone for Angelica.

Dante didn’t know whether to hope Garrus went higher so the Aerie gained more money or stopped so it didn’t cost him more, but Garrus shook his head.

No one else took up the battle, and before he knew it, Dante had also won Kit. Her smile was genuine as she came to the table beside him.

Kit’s last-minute volunteering persuaded a few others to step up to the table, and Ike did his best to get plenty of money for them, but they didn’t see another five-figure winning bid. Eventually, Ike grew bored with auctioning off the women for lower and lower amounts.

“Any men want to volunteer?” Ike asked. “Still a bunch of you young studs who’ve not found out what the lasses here think of you.”

Several women tried to persuade crewmates, but it didn’t look like anyone would take the bait until Nora called on Garrus. The moment she did, several of the more flirtatious Aerie women repeated the demand until he got to his feet.

This should be interesting. Dante took another drink and hopped up to sit on the table in the space Garrus had vacated.

Garrus had bid on many women over the course of the night, although thanks to Dante and others, he had not won any. Most of those women returned the favor, including Kit, who also still hadn’t won anyone, although she’d thrown in a bid or two on her crewmates and pushed his auction higher.

He expected her to drop out of the running, but as Garrus neared twenty thousand and then went sailing past it, Nora and Kit were both still bidding, as was a woman he didn’t know very well from Ramone’s crew.

“Forty-eight thousand from Yaz,” Ike announced, answering Dante’s unspoken question. “Anyone willing to go higher?”

There was a moment of silence, but as Ike opened his mouth to declare the bidding over, Kit called forty-nine.

Nora whipped her head around and gave her a glare. Kit didn’t notice.

Nora bid fifty, and Yaz fifty-one. Everyone looked at Kit, but she hesitated. The next few thousand went back and forth between Yaz and Nora. Neither saw Kayla slip off the table and lean close to Kit. The two of them whispered, discussing something Dante couldn’t hear, but it soon became obvious.

“Sixty thousand,” Kit called, clearly having been offered money by Kayla.

Dante tried to hide his annoyance. Her bid felt like a kick in the teeth. He’d bid on Kit to keep her safe from Garrus, then she’d gone and bid for the rascal, risking everything she wasn’t aware of. And she’d done it for such a high amount that he couldn’t afford his earlier strategy to bid instead.

The winning bid fell to Kit, and Garrus went to her, smiling. If he noticed Dante had taken his seat, he didn’t seem to mind. Sky declared she was too tired to continue and vacated her seat.

Dante also switched off, having had enough. Thanks to the last round of the auction, they had a reasonable amount to work with. Not enough, but it was a good start. They could begin sending out Aerie pilots and cargo runners to buy things they needed.

It seemed he wasn’t the only person who had grown tired of the pirate-style auction. With Sky slipping away to get some sleep and others following suit, Ike had the good sense to wrap it up, and within ten minutes, Dante was one of the few people still in the room.

Before he could summon the motivation to get up and check the final figure with Ike, Kit came over, the rest of her friends heading to bed without her.

“Hey. You didn’t tell me what you wanted me to do for you,” she said, hesitation in her voice and manner. Tilting his head to the side while trying to look friendly, Dante pondered what he should say.

While he studied her, she shifted uncomfortably, but she didn’t run from the conversation. Patience kept her there.

“I’m not sure yet,” he replied finally. “You happy to owe me one?”

“Sure, if that’s what you’d prefer,” she replied, sounding like it was no problem. However, he thought he saw the light disappear from her eyes. Did she like him? She was one of his favorite Aerie members. Could he encourage her affection and see where it went? He already knew the answer. He couldn’t afford to have a painful break-up that might divide his crew’s loyalty, and that meant no falling in love.

As he watched her and the rest of his crew walk away, Dante was both grateful and torn. Leading these people was coming at a high cost, denying him opportunities to take risks with his heart. However, they were a wonderful bunch, and he was honored to be leading them.

It was a careful balance, and Dante planned to maintain it.


CHAPTER TEN


More awake than she deserved to be, Kit sat down to lunch beside Kayla. Each had a bowl of porridge and some fruit grown on Corsera.

With almost every spoonful, another crewmate appeared and joined them until over half the crew was seated around the table, talking about the auction the night before and what the winners had asked people to do. Most of them were benign, like going on an important cargo run, but occasionally someone mentioned that a guy had used his winning bid to get a date with a girl.

Although she didn’t agree with the tactic, Kit couldn’t deny she’d considered the same thing. It was one of the reasons she had bid so high on Dante and also on Garrus. She couldn’t imagine asking for a twenty-four-hour date, but she could ask Garrus to accompany her into space and ensure she got to spend more time with him. For Kit, that was enough.

Before she could broach the subject with Garrus, Sky sat down beside her, a file open on her datapad.

“The captains have put together a list of cargo runs for each crew.” She held it out to show Kit. A lot of them had been claimed, pilots assigning themselves and their friends to the tasks. While Kit watched, Sky navigated to a particular run with a location she’d never heard of for an important part, an atmosphere unit, one big enough to control and filter the air in larger settlements. The one on Corsera could only support two hundred people.

“I don’t know where this is,” Kit replied.

“It’s out past Sector Thirty-four’s main hub, then on into the Limpar System in Sector Thirty-five.”

“I’ve never been there. Not sure if I can handle a route to an unknown place when I’m carrying such precious cargo.”

“No one knows the area well except me. I grew up on the lunar base less than a kellian from the guy who puts these together,” Sky replied, handing Kit the datapad.

“You want me to go with you?” Kit asked, beginning to understand.

“Sort of. I’d prefer to use your ship and have you pilot. I can tell you about the dangers and plot the course. Nora said you came from 34’s main hub and knew it well.”

Nodding, Kit thought about things that might come back to bite her if she went to the hub that had been her home before Xeartais. Barien, who’d come with her, had had feelings for her. He’d made it clear he expected her to come running back at some point, tail between her legs. Also, the leaf sisters, her former captains, had recently messaged to say they’d missed her. However, she wouldn’t be staying there.

“All right,” Kit agreed, more grateful for the opportunity to show she had new and better friends who didn’t try to change her than she was to see her old crewmates again. “We should be able to make the trip in a day as long as we hustle.”

Before they could head to Kit’s ship, other Xeartais members turned up. They plonked themselves down around Kit and Sky, Garrus opposite the pilot.

“That the list Victor mentioned?” Limnad asked, holding his hand out for it.

Sky handed it over as she nodded.

“Frell, these are all over ten kellians away. There’s even one here for thirty.”

“Yeah, Sky and I are taking that one,” Kit replied. “We know the route well enough between us that it shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Rather you than me,” Garrus remarked, taking only a vague interest in the list as he tucked into his breakfast, dripping yolk from his sandwich on the table.

“Actually,” Kit countered, her mouth opening before her brain decided it was a good idea, “I was hoping you’d come too. Having a good gunner on board would be a massive help.”

“I’m more than just a good gunner,” Garrus replied around a mouthful of sandwich. He still didn’t look at her, chewing as he grabbed a napkin to wipe up the mess he was making.

“You owe me my twenty-four hours,” Kit added awkwardly. She’d hoped he’d be happy to spend time with her or help her, especially after the looks he’d given her. That got his attention.

“You want to use it to bring me on this trip? With you and Sky?”

Kit nodded. “Should be fun. A road trip. I can show you places I’ve visited along the way.”

“All right.” Garrus shrugged and stuffed in the final bite of his breakfast sandwich, “But I’ll need some time to get my flight bag ready, especially if we’re making a sixty-kellian round trip.”

Kit nodded and got up. She needed to grab her own stuff and check that the ship was ready anyway.

Without being asked, Sky followed her to their quarters and picked up a backpack.

“You sure you want Garrus?” she asked as they made their way through the maze of ships on the hangar floor.

“He owes me the time, and it gives us an extra pair of hands.”

“True. He didn’t seem to truly want to come, though. I don’t think he likes flying very far.”

“Do you think I should leave him behind?” Kit asked, feeling guilty. He owed her his time for the auction bid, but she didn’t want to force him to do something he really didn’t like. It wasn’t going to make him feel positive toward her.

“No, but he’ll probably want us to make a detour to a planet or hub nearby so he can buy or sell something that will make him a profit.” Sky frowned.

Kit raised her eyebrows but didn’t respond.

“Make sure you’ve got plenty of fuel so we can handle the extra kellians. More plasma too.”

Recognizing the wisdom in Sky’s suggestion, Kit checked the levels of both and upped them from her reserves.

“I’m ready,” Garrus called as he came through the cargo hold, a bag slung over one shoulder. He wore a deep green jacket that Kit’s eyes were drawn to. “You okay with stopping at Portin on the way back? They’ve got some of those delicious-tasting berries.”

“The ones Eve used for the pie?” Sky asked.

“Bingo.” Garrus grinned as he threw himself down in the gunner’s seat. “We’ll go get some plants and more of the harvest, and the whole Aerie will love us for it.”

“And give us plenty of their credits, no doubt.” Sky gave Kit a look that told her she’d called it, making Kit smile, but Garrus didn’t even notice, already going through the pre-flight checks.

When Sky went to the secondary control room to take her station, Kit was left alone with the very person she’d hoped to spend more time with. Briefly, she considered having someone else come with them so they had the primary consoles manned, but she couldn’t bring herself to introduce a third person to the control room.

After running her pre-flight and having Garrus and Sky confirm they were ready to launch, Kit requested her slot to leave. She also made sure the system registered that she was claiming that mission. It would do no good to go fetch a part and have a ship that could make another run follow them.

“Everyone ready?” Kit asked out of habit rather than need. The three of them knew each other well enough to speak up if they weren’t happy.

It felt like it took an age to get flight-ready status, the silence in the control room awkward to Kit in a way silence hadn’t used to with these people. She kept wondering what Garrus was thinking. Did he have feelings for her, or was this just an opportunity to make a profit for him? Kit had no way of knowing, and she wasn’t going to ask.

Despite the hold-ups, Slippery Kitter was soon in the depths of space, Corsera far behind them. Ephren lay ahead but off to one side of their path. It hadn’t been many months since she’d left the sector’s main hub but heading back there felt strange. So much had happened, and Kit had become so involved in this sector that she didn’t feel right going back. The events and difficulties, the things she’d learned and the people she’d met had changed her. She wasn’t going back as the Kit who’d left, but to them, she’d be the same person, and they’d fight her new version.

“Can’t believe Dante has all the Xeartais off doing these big-part runs for him. After all the money he took in yesterday, you’d think he could pay to have them delivered.”

“I don’t think we raised enough for even the basics,” Kit replied, confused by Garrus’ assumptions.

“After all we spent? He took in almost three hundred thousand credits.”

“Aye, but it wasn’t enough,” Sky called from the secondary control room. “Plenty of crew members didn’t spend any money. You didn’t, did you?”

“Never got the chance,” Garrus replied, sounding annoyed. “Kept getting outbid, mostly by Dante and Mack. Those two kept a lot of women to themselves. Makes you wonder what they want to do with them all.”

“Not sure. Ask Kit. Dante won her.”

“He has not asked me to do anything yet,” Kit replied, hoping to change the topic.

“I’m sure he will,” Garrus replied. “Just a matter of time. Until then, however, you’ve got some time from me to use up. So, what would you have me do for you, mistress?”

Kit tilted her head to the side as he flicked her a wink, trying to figure out how to respond. Instead, she sighed, annoyed at herself and tired from the last few days. She didn’t find flirting easy at the best of times, and under pressure, her brain went blank and she got awkward.

“Hey, you two better not get up to anything while I’m here,” Sky called, rescuing her from the moment. Garrus laughed and turned back to his station.

“I have to concentrate,” Kit added. “We’re near the first set of asteroids.”

“We don’t have to go through these, right?” Garrus asked, looking at the flight path to answer the question himself.

“No, but pirates like to hang out here.”

“I thought there were less since we took Corsera.” Sky appeared in the hatch, a bot following her. It was holding tools, including a small scanner Sky normally kept in a trouser pocket.

“There are between Ephren and Corsera, but we’re on our way to the hub. I haven’t made this run in a while, but Old Harry attacked me on this route a few months ago.”

Garrus shuddered at the pirate’s name. “Old Harry has caused the Aerie a lot of problems over the last year, and he’s the biggest reason Ephren wasn’t flourishing. Few would make the run.”

“Yeah, and Kit beat him the first time,” Sky replied, grinning. Kit’s cheeks flushed, but she gave Sky a grateful smile.

“Really? You didn’t just fight Old Harry, but you beat him?”

“I got lucky. Not many pirates can afford fancy life-sign scanners, not the ones that work through the reinforced stuff they use on control rooms. He didn’t realize I was on board until too late.”

“Still, pretty epic. It seems I’ve been underestimating your skill, Miss Jackson. You’re beautiful and smart.”

Her cheeks turned crimson, but she was saved from a response by the beep of the radar.

“Ship,” Sky stated, having glanced at the screen to see what was going on.

“What kind, and is it coming this way?”

“It’s a big ‘un, but it seems to be on a parallel path, giving us a wide berth,” she added a moment later.

Kit sighed and relaxed. If the whole journey was going to be like this, she was going to be so tense all her muscles would freeze.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


“You mean to tell me they never worked?” Dante asked as Ike stood next to one of the defense towers.

“Nope, not a one. They were not wired right. Whoever set them up didn’t know their colors or circuits. Blew through the first set of components.”

“What does that mean for us?” Dante asked. “Do we need more parts?”

“Some, but I’m not going to trust this thing until I’ve been through the whole setup and figured out what should be connected where and how.”

“How long is that going to take?” A weight settled in Dante’s stomach when Ike frowned. They both knew he wasn’t going to like the answer.

“If I could pull Limnad off his current tasks, I might be able to speed things up, but it’s going to be hard to get it done, even if we buy more tools to help me.”

“Spend what you have to and get the people you need. Just let me know what other tasks won’t get done and how much more it’s going to cost me,” Dante told him, resigned to the setback. They needed the gun towers online, given the recent attack and the warning Ryder had provided. The requirements from the council on Ephren aside, there was no point in doing this if they couldn’t defend and hold the place afterward.

Dante also hadn’t forgotten the visit Varun had paid him a few weeks ago on Ephren. The dodgy merchant hadn’t given up; Dante was sure of that. Had he been behind the pirate attacks the previous day, or was something else coming? Dante just had to prepare and hope.

Encouraging others in their tasks along the way, Dante strode back to the main center. Parts of the hub were beginning to pick up. With a lot of help from Eve, the gardens and crops were growing well. The Aerie was going to be well-fed since the style of farming used here would provide a varied crop with a higher yield than he’d have expected.

His happy thoughts ended when Victor walked into his office.

“More problems?” Dante asked, not sure he wanted an answer.

Victor didn’t speak but handed Dante a datapad. On it was a guard rotation for Corsera to ensure that enough good pilots were around or aloft at the right times, as well as a schedule for patrolling. It included him, as he’d insisted, but the worst part was how few people it left for making the cargo runs they needed.

Dante stated the obvious. “We need more people.”

“And fast.”

“Lower the entry requirements a little and head to Ephren with another captain when you get a chance. We hired a lot of extras to take Corsera. Let’s see if anyone wants to help us keep it.”

“It’s going to cost us in start-up packages.”

“Aye. Add it to the list.” Dante showed Victor Ike’s estimated update on his costs since it had just become available on the system.

“Ouch.”

“Yeah. We need more credits, or we’re never going to be done on time.” Dante sat down at his desk for a moment and sighed. He had no idea how they were going to manage this, but he tried to push the thought aside. He couldn’t wallow in despair. A hundred people were tirelessly working toward the Aerie’s future.

“Most of the crew gave everything they had to spare last night, didn’t they?” Dante asked after thinking about it.

“Most.” Victor’s frown deepened, and the lines on his brow grew more pronounced.

“We need to find more. There’s got to be more. Didn’t you all have a good run at that Enkoloth yesterday?”

“We did. Reasonable, anyway. More than one of the crew who helped us with that gave their entire cut and more in bids.”

“You talking about Kit bidding on Garrus?”

“Among others.”

An awkward silence fell between them. Dante hoped for a useful response from his first—if not credits, then goods, or a pledge—but Victor just stood near the door, arms crossed.

“Why don’t we ask if people want to make further donations? Let’s be open and honest about how much we’re short and see who wants this colony badly enough.”

“Aye, and we should lead by example, should we not?”

“Of course. As always.” Dante noticed the look Victor gave him. Did his first have a point to make? Was he asking Dante to give more, or the other captains? Dante had given almost every credit he had, keeping only the ships he had left and their stock to earn him more credits. Nothing more would come from him.

“I can donate one of the six ink vials we got,” Victor offered. “Someone will have to take it to Ephren to sell, but it would make a sizable dent in the extra money Ike’s asked for if nothing else.”

“I can go in a bit. Thanks,” Dante replied, wishing he could convey his gratitude better. “I’ll stick a donation panel up in the dining hall, too. Let people give what they want anonymously.

“I’ll do it.” Victor uncrossed his arms and hurried out. A moment later, he returned with the ink, placing the small vial on Dante’s desk. Dante tried to thank his first again, but Victor left too fast. Before he could do more than tuck the ink into his jacket pocket to sell later, Taron appeared.

“I’ve been working on something I’d like to show you,” the captain began as he slipped into a chair and held out a datapad. On it was a travel route Dante didn’t recognize. He noticed it began at Corsera and traveled through two sectors to a solar system not far from Taron’s home planet.

“Hentar. I’ve heard of it. What can we get there?”

“Solar panels at half the price we pay on our sector hub.”

“It looks like a dangerous route, and it’s long. You’ve only got the sector hubs as stops along the way,” Dante mused. He studied Taron’s face, but the captain was undeterred, no signs of worry visible.

“I’ll take my wife with me, but it would save us a fortune in one run alone.”

“She’s one of our best pilots.”

“Aye, which is why I need her. Not negotiable.”

“No, of course not. I wouldn’t dream of stopping her from going with you. I’m grateful you want to try it, but I’m worried, too.”

“Only a fool wouldn’t be, but I’ll take the precautions I can. Let’s face it. Anyone wanting to establish an outlying colony has to take risks. This will be my biggest contribution and my most dangerous, but you and I both know, Corsera won’t be ready on time if we don’t find cheaper, better ways to get the parts we need and soon. The crew needs time to install it all.”

Dante nodded, not daring to speak. Every word Taron had uttered was true, but they didn’t mean Dante was any less nervous about attempting a new and long route.

“All right, Eve and I will aim to be back by the end of tomorrow. She volunteered to make a couple of small runs between now and then,” Taron said as he got up.

“I’ll cover them. I have a feeling I’m not going to be able to sleep much these next few days anyway. Might as well make myself useful.”

They gave each other respectful nods, and the Aerie captain left. Dante felt overwhelmed. Better set myself a task, he thought. He grabbed his datapad and opened it to the guard schedule and the cargo runs people had claimed.

Some of them were time-critical, so he had to assign them to other crews, and he had to place even more of them on guard duty or scout patrols to cover his and Eve’s slots. It felt like it took hours, but eventually, he had something that worked. Hoping it didn’t irritate anyone to be dictated to, he pushed the changes to each crewmate’s personal comm and stood up.

On his way to his ship, Dante noticed that Victor had put up the donation pad. He didn’t give in to temptation and check it. That could wait until he got back.

All these cargo runs and patrolling and defending meant they were burning through dalterian fast, so Dante checked the reserve. Victor was there, doing the same thing and double-checking it against the records.

“I’m going to need more than I thought,” Dante told him. “Assign another unit to me.”

Victor nodded, not looking up from the datapad. “I saw you changed the rotas.”

“Aye. Taron’s off on a mission to save us some credits, and Eve is with him. Had to take them off other stuff.”

“Understood. I’ll keep the crewmates informed.”

“Brilliant. You’re in charge while I make a run, too. Keep things moving along as best you can.”

“Aye. I can manage this rowdy bunch.” Victor looked up and gave him a nod and smile. “See you when you get back.”

Dante hurried to Catalpa, taking the extra unit of fuel. The ship looked battered after the fight, but Ike had assured him it would fly and nothing major would be a problem.

Thankfully, he only needed to do a quick run to Ephren. Other crews had taken the runs to places farther afield that day, the goods more urgent and the runs more interesting than doing repeated runs to Ephren and back.

While on Ephren, Dante would take an hour to check on the workshop. With Ike so busy on Corsera, there were few engineers who were willing to help run it, even though it brought in cash. He’d considered selling it, but by the time he had a buyer for a reasonable price, the money would no longer be needed. Corsera would have been approved…or not.

With Catalpa ready to fly, Dante swung her into the air. The dock was quiet enough that he was given an immediate slot. It felt strange to have the ship to himself. He’d had someone with him for most of his runs lately, but he put the automatic systems to good use and put his bots on standby in case of trouble.

He settled into the flight, leaning back in his chair as he kept an eye on the systems. With the ship on autopilot, there was little for him to do but wait and watch and hope the run was clear. He had time, and the thoughts came flooding—fears, worries, hopes, and schemes—until he couldn’t take it anymore.

He got to his feet and told the empty cabin, “I need something to do.”

The universe didn’t answer.

After pacing the room several times, Dante threw himself back into the pilot’s chair. He considered taking the ship off autopilot to keep his hands busy, but before he could, a small blip on the edge of his radar range caught his attention. It disappeared before his system could give him a beeped warning.

Twice more the dot appeared, only to vanish before Dante could scan it or figure out who it was.

After taking the ship off autopilot, he scanned for the elusive vessel. Another ship came onto the radar for a while, then darted off.

Dante had time to scan it, but it wasn’t one he was familiar with. The information his scan revealed was interesting, however. Its hull had fresh scorch marks, and the ship was leaking something chemical-based.

He didn’t look at the ship’s details, and he had no desire to hound a distressed ship, so he went to put the ship back on autopilot. Then he spotted a flashing light on another console—one of the emergency comm channels. Reaching over, he flicked it on.

Ryder’s voice filled the ship. “Mayday. The Jumping Jack Flash calling for assistance. I’ve run afoul of an Enkoloth and could do with a tow. I repeat, mayday. Mayday.”

Dante turned the channel off, his instinct to ignore the call. Ryder had been a pain in his ass for months, but as Catalpa continued through space, doubt gnawed at him. The mayday signal was coming from behind and to one side, the side where he’d seen the other ship. Had Ryder been attacked and left for dead?

That would serve him right after almost doing the same to Kit.

Dante tried to push all thoughts of Ryder away. He had to get to Ephren and bring back parts. He didn’t have time for whatever the pirate was up to.

But no matter how hard he tried, Dante couldn’t bring himself to ignore the mayday.

“Frelling Enkoloths,” he muttered as he swung Catalpa around and retrieved the coordinates from the message Ryder had sent out. He plugged them into the system, pleased to find that Ryder’s ship wasn’t more than a kellian away.

He’d quickly find out if this was a trap or a genuine call for help.


CHAPTER TWELVE


As Taron strapped into his seat, hearing Eve’s buckle click too, he tried not to let his fears get to him.

“Wow, you’ve stocked us well!” Eve exclaimed as she went through their pre-flight checks.

He grinned. It was true since he’d wanted to make sure this run was a success. They were unlikely to have time to repeat it more than once, and they needed a lot of solar panels for Corsera to have enough power for their population and defenses. It was also important to have certain systems in place to get approval.

“You weren’t kidding when you said this was an interesting run.” She pointed at one of the hardest sections of the run, a flight through a solar system with very large planets. Several of them had moons, and there were a number of asteroid belts, as well as a black hole off to one side of the route. The run was almost guaranteed to be eventful.

“This explains all the supplies,” she murmured as she plugged in the coordinates and lifted the ship off the launchpad.

Taron stayed silent, his grin widening. She checked everything while they flew. The space around Corsera was fairly safe since the scouts were doing a good job, but they soon veered toward their sector hub, bypassing Ephren.

For the first kellian, they traveled with no problems. Eve flew while he kept an eye on their radar, the long-range scanners, and the general state of the ship. They were still close to familiar space, but after a while, the star-studded sky ahead of them formed a pattern they weren’t familiar with, including wisps of long-dead suns here and there.

A quiet beep brought Taron’s attention to the long-range scanners.

“Company?” Eve asked. He frowned as he studied the screen and tried to get the scans to give him more info.

“I’m not sure,” he told her a moment later. “If it is, it’s not of a kind we’re used to seeing.”

“New alien race? I’ve always wanted to encounter one. I want to prove they’re rarely aggressive before we are.”

Taron chuckled. Whatever was up ahead, it had his wife and her flying to contend with. So far, he had not met many people who could measure up to her, which was half the reason they’d gone on this mission together. The rest was knowing they might not make it back. At least they’d be together, whatever happened.

“Do you remember that run we did back in Sector Twenty-three for Jarl and his crew?”

“The one for tetraileen?”

“Yup.”

“I really thought we’d found alien life.”

His wife was referring to one of the hardest missions of their lives. They’d come back with half the cargo they’d needed and two tiny creatures that were incredibly fluffy. Eve had wanted to keep them.

They’d turned out to be some human scientist’s experiment, and he had wanted them back.

“Whatever we find, we’re not keeping it,” Taron told Eve as the scan fed him more info. It looked like an asteroid at first glance, but it had an energy signature and wasn’t being drawn along with the gravity pulls in the area. As they entered the edge of an asteroid belt, Taron noticed it was made of a similar rock, deep purple with lighter lines running through it.

“Manmade?” Eve asked as Taron pulled the imagery up on the main display for both of them to see.

“Aye. Reckon we’ve got a pirate or a rogue scientist. It’s moving slowly like it’s trying to blend in.”

“Want to go around it?”

“Yeah, we don’t want the trouble. Gonna mark it on the map and make sure we don’t accidentally get in its way coming home.” Taron plugged it into the system, storing the data and making the note.

“It might not even be there when we get back,” Eve pointed out as she steered to port enough that it would be clear they’d noticed the strange asteroid and were deliberately giving it a wide berth.

“Wouldn’t bother me,” Taron replied. “We’re far enough from Corsera that it’s unlikely to be a threat.”

Despite his outward calm, Taron didn’t take his eyes off the powered asteroid until they were so far past it that it was almost off the long-range scanners. The entire time, it had moved slowly in the same direction. If the occupants had noticed them, they’d also chosen to ignore the other ship.

Not long after that, the asteroid belt thickened, and the contrast between the dark crystalline structures and the light lines waving through the asteroids and a nearby planet became more pronounced. It would have been beautiful had it not stood in their way. Eve headed straight through the worst of it.

A small rock zipped close and pinged off their shields.

“Steady, love,” Taron warned.

“It was like something threw that at us,” Eve replied. “It shouldn’t have been that close, then it was.”

Taron raised his eyebrows. That wasn’t what he’d expected her to say. If it had been anyone but Eve, he’d have wondered if she was making excuses for misjudging the rock’s trajectory, but Eve owned her mistakes—partially because she seldom made them.

Instead, he watched the radar to see what she was getting at. Within seconds, it happened again, and this time, he saw it; the rock curved toward them as they got closer. Not all of them behaved that way—just one at a time.

“You’re right,” he agreed when a third did it. Between them, they’d only taken a few percentage points off the shields, and Taron had spare shield packs, but every hit made a difference.

While he looked at the radar, he tried to understand why it was happening. Eve concentrated on getting them through, but nothing jumped out at them, and after a while, it stopped happening. They were still moving through the asteroid field, which filled their radar in every direction, but it wasn’t moving toward them anymore.

“Problem looks to be over,” Eve commented. An asteroid glanced off the shield on the starboard side a few seconds later.

Taron tensed. He didn’t like unexplained encounters, and that was two so far on this journey. A strange asteroid that was hiding electronics, and now asteroids that could change their direction on their own? Was it a coincidence, or were both things linked?

“We should be careful on the return leg,” Taron eventually stated to let Eve know the whole thing had made him feel uneasy.

She nodded, concentrating on avoiding the asteroids they were flying through. It felt like forever until the radar showed a clear patch ahead, then they were through.

“Shields at sixty-eight percent,” he reported before she could ask.

“I think half of that loss was those first few minutes with the living rocks or whatever they were,” she replied, relaxing her shoulders. She sat back, shuffling in the chair to get comfortable.

He hoped she’d get to stay in her relaxed position as they continued. It would be such a long journey that they could do with that.

As long as there aren’t many pirates, he thought and checked the radar again. There wouldn’t be. The routes between planets and hubs were set the way they were for a reason. He and Eve were going into the unknown and risking everything. If anyone had been this way before, they had apparently decided to go back to the normal routes.

Two hours later, they came to the trickiest element of this section of their journey. A black hole lay to one side of the route, close enough the forces would act on the ship.

Although Eve angled the ship away, they curved to port and down toward the black hole. The ship’s warning systems blared their unhappiness.

“A little more to starboard and up,” Taron directed when the course projected on the star map showed them getting closer.

As Eve brought the ship around, it shook. The forces were having an effect.

Hold together, girl. Just for a little bit, he thought. We’ll be past it soon, and then you can go back to normal. The ship couldn’t hear his thoughts, and even if she could, he doubted the vessel would have understood them. Still, it made him feel better.

They inched away from the black hole, and the shaking grew less. Eventually, Eve could steer the ship and expect her to respond.

“Gosh, this journey is tense,” Eve remarked a moment later.

“Nah,” Taron replied. “It’s just the unknown. Fear of the unknown. Nothing really dramatic has happened yet.”

“Yet? You say that like you’re expecting something to go horribly wrong at any moment.”

“Well, there’s got to be some reason no one comes this way. It’s a direct route from Jeb’s Farm to the sector hub, yet no one uses it. What stops them?”

Eve shrugged, and the conversation died. Was he being pessimistic, or did he have a point? Only time would tell.

The kellians continued to slip by, and other than brief encounters with asteroids and the gravitational pull of a nearby solar system and the star at its center, there was nothing to make him panic or cause the two of them to flee. They made steady progress and soon had the sector hub on the long-range scanner.

“What’s next?” Eve asked.

“Next hub over. Sector Forty-two.”

“Forty-two? That the newest one?”

“Aye. It’s right on the edge of the galaxy and has little to offer besides the hub where I was born. Some guy started a solar-panel company out there because he could get the raw materials easily. He hoped it would bring more people to the sector, but let’s face it, the human population is pretty spread out right now. We’re not ready to expand this far.”

“We need to have more babies.” Eve looked over her shoulder long enough to flick him a wink. He chuckled, then punched in the new coordinates that would take them from that hub to the next.

They slowed, and while Taron checked the systems to make sure they didn’t need to stop, Eve contacted the Customs officer on the hub and let them know they were heading to another sector for trading purposes.

Officially, all ships were supposed to report in before leaving the sector, and in busy sectors where there were sufficient patrols, it was adhered to. Ships traveling in well-defined flight zones where they were almost never attacked by space pirates had little choice. However, Sector Thirty-four and most of the other higher numbers were nowhere near that well-patrolled or populated. Pirates had free rein, or they had until Dante and Xeartais had started the Aerie.

More kellians slipped by. Eve kept yawning as they approached their end destination, but they didn’t meet trouble.

“I feel like this is going too well,” Taron commented a moment later. “Like we haven’t had our fair share of pirate attacks or anomalies.”

“We’ve had a couple, but they’ve been minor.”

“Aye. Makes me think we’re going to have to have a bunch on the way back to make up for it.”

“Don’t say things like that.” She frowned. “I don’t want any trouble. We need to get these solar panels back.”

Taron nodded, not willing to argue with his wife while she was in control of the ship. Besides, he hoped she was right.

They went past the tiny hub in Sector Forty-two three hours later, then plugged in their final coordinates. It was a small settlement, not big enough to call a colony, and the entire compound was owned by the solar-panel manufacturer.

Being only a couple of kellians from the sector hub, Eve opted not to take a break, so they kept their speed up, and Taron watched the radar. He struggled to stay awake, stifling his yawns in his sleeve, hoping each time he didn’t put Eve off.

If she noticed, she didn’t say anything.

“Destination coming up on the radar,” he reported when the planet came into view. The long-range scanner picked up the electrical signatures of manmade objects but nothing more.

He frowned as when they got more reliable readings and pulled the view up on their main screen, zooming in.

“Something’s happened,” he warned, drawing Eve’s attention. “Hentar looks like it’s been attacked. There’s a broken section, and I’m not getting any readings of atmosphere inside.

“We’ll approach with caution. Is there anything on the radar?”

“Nothing.”

“Okay. Keep an eye on it and scan for life signs,” Eve replied, taking command naturally.

He’d have done what she asked anyway, but he knew she was capable. Also, if he’d had any thoughts about a better course of action, she’d have listened.

They approached slowly, but there was still no sign of anyone or the culprit. The life-signs detector wasn’t picking anything up.

They landed in the hangar bay. Three ships were docked there, all with scorch marks on the hulls. There was no sign of any humans, but Taron spotted the rust-like stains of old blood here and there. Something had happened, but if they’d been attacked, where had all the people gone?

Taron and Eve suited up, serious looks on their faces as they headed toward the hatch. On the way out, Taron grabbed the weapons kit with daggers and a gun. Guns weren’t used much since almost every human had a spacesuit with a kinetic shield, but now and then, they were useful.

Without knowing what had happened and whether they would come face to face with aliens or humans, Taron wasn’t taking any chances.

He led the way. Eve locked their ship behind them, and the pair stuck close together.

“Let’s head for the stationmaster’s office. If something flew in, they’d have a record of it,” he suggested. Eve nodded, and they headed in that direction. Along the way, they saw more signs of struggle and gunshots. More blood and more scorch marks, but no people, alive or otherwise.

The stationmaster’s office was wide open and empty. The desk was on its side, everything that had been on or in it jumbled or smashed. Blood stained the floor.

Taron grimaced as he tried to push images of what might have happened from his head. Stronger-stomached than he was, Eve strode into the room and picked up the datapad from the floor.

She powered it on. The battery was running low and the screen was cracked, but it gave them information they could work with.

“There’s nothing here for the last two days,” Eve said as she tapped on it. “No sign of suspicious activity until the guy in charge ordered a lockdown. No ships in, no ships out. About a day later, it was lifted. Not using the same authorization code, though.”

“Who left once it was lifted?”

“It doesn’t say.” Eve narrowed her eyes. “But the scientist who makes the panels gave the second authorization code. Look, here’s a picture of him.”

She held up the device.

“That’s the guy we usually trade with.”

“I don’t think he’s here.”

“I’m not sure anyone is here, but we’ve come all this way. Let’s see if we can find some solar panels so the trip wasn’t wasted. If we can get to the bottom of what happened, great.”

They explored, finding no atmosphere in the habitat. It was as if someone had vented it, and there were no signs of life.

Eventually, they came to a dining hall that sported signs of a struggle, tables overturned and half-eaten food and broken crockery on the floor.

There were marks on the floor leading into the kitchen, as if something or several somethings had been dragged that way. Taron paused, not sure he wanted to proceed, but Eve did.

The kitchen was also in disarray, food all over the place. The marks on the floor continued through the room toward a large, heavy-looking door on the other side.

“I think this is the freezer unit,” Eve informed Taron as she walked over to it, refusing to stand on the marks on the floor and being careful not to move anything else.

“Does this feel like a horror movie to you?” Taron asked before she reached the unit.

“Aye. The kind where you find everyone dead in the freezer.”

“I agree.”

They looked at each other. Neither of them spoke for several minutes. Eve occasionally glanced at the freezer and the door behind them.

Several times, Taron opened his mouth, but nothing came out. He couldn’t bring himself to leave, and he couldn’t get his body to move anyway. He didn’t want to know if he was right, but he couldn’t walk away without trying to find out what had happened to everyone here.

“I can’t,” Eve finally growled, turning back to the freezer. “I need to know.”

He took a step to follow her as she strode the last few meters and grabbed the handle.

The door opened, letting out cold air and revealing the contents. Turning her face away, she pushed it shut again.

“Horror movie?” he asked, unable to think of anything else.

She nodded and walked over to him. He embraced her without hesitation.

“We’ll let the sector hub know to come and identify them. Let all their loved ones know.”

Shaking, Eve took deep, even breaths.

“All right,” she agreed a moment later, pulling back. “Let’s go find some solar panels or anything else that will make our trip worthwhile and get out of here.”

Taron nodded, wishing he’d done that at the beginning. Creeped out and ready to leave, they searched the rest of the habitat.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Sector 34’s hub slipped past on the radar as Kit kept her ship on course for their next stop.

“You sure you don’t want to stop here?” Kit asked for the fourth time.

“Can’t see any reason to unless you want to take a break?” Garrus replied. “We’re well-stocked on everything, and we haven’t had any trouble so far.”

“I don’t need a break.” Kit smiled, relieved. She wanted to see Barien and the leaf sisters again so she could introduce them to her new friends and show them she’d moved on, but she didn’t want to listen to them either request she stay or try to guilt her into doing so.

Having her friends want to get their run done as quickly as they could gave her an excuse to put it off. She had no problem with that.

Another kellian slipped by. They veered off the route Kit had taken to arrive in the sector and crossed into the next one.

“We’re in your sector, Sky.” Kit yelled so the engineer would hear her in the secondary control room. Sky appeared at the door and slid into the nearest seat.

“There are no masses to avoid. It’s a relatively easy-to-navigate sector in terms of natural elements.”

“What’s the pirate activity level like?”

Sky hesitated, frowning.

“That bad?” Kit asked.

“Not much worse than it was around Ephren before we took Corsera,” she clarified apologetically.

“Well, we know we can handle that.” Kit gave her a smile, and Sky wrung her hands. Had her failure to disclose the pirate activity made her uncomfortable or was it being close to home? She’d never heard Sky talk about her family until the mission came up.

With Garrus for company, Kit didn’t feel like prying. Instead, she tried to think of something reassuring to say, but the moment passed. Garrus offered them some of the food he’d swiped from the kitchen on his way out.

It was the perfect distraction, and they fell into a comfortable conversation about their plans once Corsera was stable and an official colony.

“I want to try a new business of some kind,” Kit revealed. “Making rum is nice, but I don’t like doing it enough to make large quantities.”

“The same thing day in, day out gets really boring,” Sky replied. “I want to keep learning. Keep meeting new people and finding new challenges.”

Before Sky could elaborate, the radar beeped. The three of them moved to anticipate the threat, the food forgotten. Kit returned to the main console, Sky slid into the navigator’s chair, and Garrus prepared to warm the guns.

“What kind of ship?” Kit asked after a minute of waiting, not moving a muscle.

“Looks like a small one, fast like ours. Not a name I recognize.”

“We’ll steer clear, then. Make it obvious we’re not interested in a bust-up. Keep the plasma cool, too.”

She got ayes back from her crewmates, and the three settled down to wait for more information on the other ship. At first, it seemed happy to travel parallel to them. Kit put it down to another runner wanting to get the job done with no fuss.

Before Kit could relax, though, the other ship changed course, darting closer before switching back to a parallel trajectory. Kit could make out the name on the side through the nearest viewport. They had the Great White Cuttlefish keeping them company.

Shaking her head at the name, Kit pulled up the information from the most recent scan as Sky performed another.

“They’ve warmed guns, but I think only on the other side,” Kit said, hoping Garrus would come check what she was seeing. Thankfully, he got the hint and rushed over to look at the readings with her. The heat of his body against her side was sudden and intense.

Kit didn’t know whether to pull back or linger, and her hesitation gave her the answer. He slipped his arm around her back and gave her a squeeze while Sky wasn’t looking.

Unable to breathe, Kit forgot why he was there until he pointed at the information and broke their contact.

“You’re right. They’ve warmed the guns on the side facing away from us.”

“Reckon there’s another ship?” Sky asked.

“Maybe. If there is, we can’t see it yet.” Garrus went to the viewport as Sky ran another scan in that direction.

All Kit could do was wait as worst-case scenarios ran through her head. Although she’d gotten better at making cargo runs and was a good pilot, she wasn’t the best. Someone better could come along.

On top of that, they were in foreign territory. She didn’t know where the nearest port or the asteroid belt was. All she knew was that the ship beside her was scared and had sought her out like she was its mother.

“Is that…what is that?” Garrus asked, pointing out the viewport. Sky directed the scan at what he was seeing.

“The systems aren’t picking anything up, but then, the Cuttlefish keeps getting in the way,” Sky replied.

Kit slowed her ship enough that the Cuttlefish crept ahead, allowing more to be seen. Garrus pointed at the screen.

“There, another ship. Not sure how big it is, but it’s coming closer.”

“Finding info now,” Sky replied as Kit held the ship steady behind their companion.

“All guns are hot, and it appears to be bearing down on our position. It’s larger than us, but no more than double our size.”

“Double our size?” Kit gulped as Garrus and Sky both looked at her, waiting for a decision.

“Hail the Cuttlefish and warm our guns,” she ordered. Sky gave her a nod when the other ship accepted her request for information.

“Cuttlefish, this is Kit of the Slippery Kitter. Please state your intentions. We mean you no harm, but equally, we’re not anxious to get into a fight that can be avoided.”

“Kit, this is Fendal. We have no desire to fight. The Crazy Eight is manned by pirates headed by Vincent Maloney. He won’t back down. We were hoping that coming alongside you would put them off. We’ve heard of the Aerie and saw your emblem. Hoped they might recognize it too.”

“Understood. We don’t want to fight, but we’re more than happy to aid in a bluff. Come in behind us, and let’s all warm up those guns and show them we mean business. Even if they’ve got double our firepower, we should be able to best them on other factors.”

“Thank you, Kit. We appreciate the assistance.”

Nodding to Sky to cut the comm, Kit accelerated to overtake the Cuttlefish. They tucked in closer.

Both ships now had warm guns, ready for a fight.

“Hail the Crazy Eight.” Kit was surprised by how calmly she spoke, given they might have to go up against a larger ship with an ally of unknown skill.

“Crazy Eight, this is Kit of the Xeartais crew and the Aerie. Please back off and give us space. We’d like to be on our way, but we and Cuttlefish will defend ourselves if necessary.”

“Kit, is it? We wondered when we’d get the chance to test ourselves against the Aerie. Heard about your little stunt on Corsera.”

“Then you’ll know we’re good at taking care of unwanted pirates.”

“Aye, some of you are when you’re in large numbers, but paying a bunch of Ephren civvies to boost your crew isn’t going to help you here.”

Kit laughed despite not finding the threat funny. Sky cut the comm.

“Looks like we’re going to have to show them we mean business,” Kit said to her companions. Both responded by strapping in.

“Make those first shots count and pray we don’t take too much damage,” she added, as much to herself as to them.

Taking a deep breath, Kit flung Kitter to the left and down, spinning as the ship responded.

Garrus did as asked, hitting the underside of the larger ship with both plasma bolts. The Crazy Eight’s shield crackled as it tried to block the heat and energy, but some must have gotten through since a brand-new scorch mark developed on its hull.

When Kitter came up on the other side, the pirates responded. However, their ship was slower and its shot went wide, while another of the Kitter’s hit.

Banking as she rose, Kit looked for the Cuttlefish. It hung back, just out of range.

Help, Kit thought, sparing them another glance before she focused on Crazy Eight again. Without turning, they loosed two more bolts, making it clear they had four guns on each side.

Kit put her ship into another spin to avoid them, but it left her vulnerable as Eight banked toward her. The inertial dampers kicked in as Kit pulled up and out, trying to fly upside-down over the pirates, but the Eight was distracted by the bolts darting from one side of Cuttlefish. Only one of their four hit, but the pirates focused on avoiding the return fire rather than getting off the perfect shots.

“Get me in a bit closer,” Garrus directed, “and aim for the underside again. I think I see something important.”

“Okay.” Kit gritted her teeth as she threw Kitter into a sharp right. A bolt grazed their side, making their shields fizzle, but thankfully, it did no more than reduce their capacity.

Once again, Kit flew down and aimed under Eight, but its pilot saw the move coming and spun the ship enough that two bolts darted out at them before she could get under.

The first struck the Kitter’s side, and an alarm sounded. Kit managed to dodge the other one, the gee-force of her evasive move so strong that her harness dug in enough to hurt.

“Ouch,” she grumbled as she turned the ship to come back for another fly-by. Cuttlefish took advantage of the distraction and hit the pirate with two more bolts. The second struck something important, causing an explosion.

If it was a major system, however, they couldn’t tell since more bolts streamed toward them. The Eight’s gunner blasted two from each side at Kitter and Cuttlefish.

“Frelling pirates,” Kit muttered when having to dodge their fire kept her from getting into a good position to retaliate.

“Ready when you are,” Garrus reminded her impatiently. It didn’t help, and she shot him a glare before darting toward Eight again. As soon as they spotted her, they spun, but she had been waiting for that move. At the last second, she sped forward and brought Kitter’s nose down and under the large ship, rotating as she did so.

Garrus managed to get the line of sight he wanted, and he fired all four bolts in quick succession. They raked the bottom of the ship before Kit had to twist away.

No return fire came from the port side of the ship, but Kit didn’t stick around to give the pirates a chance to rectify the problem.

“I think I hit something,” Garrus announced. “The bottom of the ship is glowing, and the shield keeps flickering.”

“Nice. You want to finish them off and see what they’ve got, or hightail it out of here while the going is good?” Sky asked.

“Doesn’t look like the decision will be ours,” Kit replied as Crazy Eight broke away, nose aimed back the way they’d come. “Hail them.”

“Aye aye, Captain,” Sky replied, grinning as she pressed the buttons to make it happen.

“Leaving so soon, Crazy Eight?” Kit asked, not hiding the delight in her voice. “Thought you were going to show us how much tougher it was beating pirates when we didn’t have jobbers with us?”

“Oh, don’t think this is the end of our fun, Kitter. Your ship might be more than a little slippery, but there’s a much tighter noose awaiting you, I promise.”

The pirates cut the comm, leaving her frowning. She didn’t like the sound of that last bit, but they needed the parts from this run, and they couldn’t afford to waste time. Cuttlefish also hung back, not attempting to catch the pirates. Kit hailed them again as well.

She went straight to business. “We’re heading off, but as long as you can keep up, you’re welcome to tag along as far as our paths converge.”

“Understood and thank you. Looks like the Aerie rumors are true. You guys know how to fly. We’d be very grateful to come along with you for a while. We’ll feel the safer for it.”

Killing the comm, Kit put the ship on autopilot. Although she had not said so, having company also made her feel safer. She didn’t like being in unknown space, and although it was familiar to Sky, it had been a long time since she was here.

They had learned one valuable thing. The Aerie clearly had a reputation, but would it help or hinder them?


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Pushing his fears aside, Dante pressed the button to connect Catalpa to Ryder’s ship. Nothing but the mayday on repeat had come out of Jack Flash, despite his attempts to communicate and find out what the situation was. Other than needing a tow, it didn’t disclose any further details.

There was nothing else to do. If he couldn’t ignore the call, Dante would respond and find out what had happened.

With a couple of bots for emergency backup, his spacesuit on, and his sword in hand, Dante approached the airlock. It connected fine, but the readings showed a lack of atmosphere on the other end.

Score one for being prepared, Dante thought as he closed the face panel on his suit and waited for it to seal and pressurize. With that done, he stepped into the airlock and closed the hatch on his ship. Only then would the system let him open the door on Ryder’s side.

The main lights were out, but there was a dull red glow just bright enough to see by when he stepped inside. Several of Ryder’s attack bots littered the corridor, battered and broken. One repeatedly ran at the wall, clattering and beeping angrily before reversing and doing it again.

Sparks lit the corridor ahead in brilliant white for a moment before disappearing. Careful of what he stepped on and still firmly gripping his sword, Dante took another step, then another.

The third time sparks flooded the corridor with light, he saw a cable swinging from the roof, brushing the metal panels. But what was keeping it swinging? Dante’s eyes looked for the source of the motion, but it took a moment for his eyes to adjust. A bot was on the ceiling, trying to repair the cable, but every time it reached out to grab the swinging strand, it only batted it since the arm was a stub.

Something had not only fried the bots’ systems but wrecked the inside of the ship. Dante could only hope whatever it was, it was gone.

He ducked past the cable, steering clear of the wall it connected with until he was near the main control room. The door was shut, but a quick look through the glass made it clear no one was in there.

Torn between wanting to find Ryder and wanting to find out what state the ship was in, Dante pressed the button to open the door. It just beeped, refusing to comply. With time, Dante knew he could work out the override, but suspecting it was a failsafe to preserve the atmosphere in the most important area of the ship, he decided to move on. If Ryder wasn’t in there, it explained the lack of reply to his hails, but it didn’t tell him if the man was still alive.

The sleeping and living quarters were next and were equally as empty, the door buckled and broken. The small kitchen’s utensils were scattered, drawers fully extended and cupboard doors open, contents all over the deck. Coffee beans rolled as he stepped inside.

Clothes were strewn across the deck as if they’d been ripped from the wardrobe and had caught on fixed objects. The bed was empty, the covers half off, the pillow caught on the doorframe. To Dante’s eyes, it looked like the door had failed when another area of the ship decompressed, the force of the departing air having broken the door by slamming it.

But if that had happened, where was the hole, and why weren’t the bots fixing it?

The secondary control room was much the same; the door was buckled outward, the room only intact because it had been built to endure it. That left only one space in the ship still unexplored, and Dante found himself hoping Ryder was in there and wearing a suit. As he headed down the corridor, Dante saw that the cargo door had a heavy-duty crowbar caught in the gap, keeping it from closing properly. He was struck by how loud his boots sounded on the deck as he approached the bay.

As he took another step, trying to be quieter, his eyes were drawn to movement. The crowbar wiggled. Dante stopped and studied it to be sure. It moved again, and he thought he heard a faint groan of metal creaking.

“Ryder?” he called. “That you?”

There was no answer, but Dante heard movement and saw the crowbar move again. Striding the rest of the way, Dante cleared the last few feet and tried to peer through the centimeter-wide gap, but he could only see the crowbar’s handle.

“Ryder?” he asked again.

“Aye,” an exhausted voice replied. “Be ye friend or foe?”

“I can be a friend today if that’s what you need?” Dante replied. “Looks like someone left you for dead.”

“Ha! They tried to make sure, but I’m a little too clever for that. I’m in a bind now, however. The ship has gone nuts. Some kind of computer virus. I hope your computer systems are up to date, Dante Zullo.”

Despite knowing Ike would have taken care of those, Dante felt a spark of panic. He pushed it aside. It was too late to worry.

“Can you get this door open?” Ryder asked. “I’m stuck in here with nothing but an oxygen mask and a hazard tarp over my skivvies. It ain’t going to hold up much longer, and I don’t fancy freezing or bleeding to death on my own ship a couple of inches from safety.”

“I can understand that. Give me a moment. I know just the thing.”

Dante straightened and went back to the secondary control room. Inside, he found a handheld diagnostics tool. He’d seen Ike use one a hundred times to override the controls of internal ship doors that had malfunctioned or got stuck. Thankfully, he’d paid attention.

Bringing it back to the door, Dante used the tip of a knife to pry off the panel over the door’s control circuitry. After closing his eyes for a moment and replaying what he’d seen Ike do, Dante reached for the right cables, using the blade to strip the cabling and expose the metal wiring.

Ike had made it look easy, of course, but Dante was methodical and precise as he connected the device and brought up the controls. This was the part he didn’t remember well. Something Ike did overrode the door’s controls and made it open, no matter what state it was in, but it wasn’t an obvious combination of commands.

He pressed a few buttons but got no response. Frowning, he tried a few more, but the door just groaned and tried to shut again. The crowbar bent under the pressure before the door gave up.

“Not that,” Dante muttered, although part of the sequence was familiar. Trying the first part again, Dante added a different final command. The door slowly pulled back, grinding as it retracted.

Ryder got off the deck, and, bringing the crackling tarp with him and holding an oxygen cylinder jerry-rigged up to the mask attached to his face in the other hand, he stepped into the corridor.

“Can you close it again?”

Dante nodded and did so. As soon as it shut, Ryder dropped the tarp. Under it, he was a mess—clothes torn and blood everywhere. Dante raised his eyebrows as the pirate checked himself. Nothing was bleeding, but several of the cuts looked deep.

“The main control room door is locked tight too,” Dante announced as Ryder headed that way, still clutching his oxygen tank.

“Aye. It doesn’t matter right now. I can sort it from the other controls.”

Dante followed the man into the secondary control room. As Ryder tapped, Dante put the diagnostic kit away.

Everything shut off. “Reboot,” Ryder explained. “I keep the control software on a backup section. Hopefully, that wasn’t infected too.”

“If it was, I’ve got spares.”

After the console in front of Ryder powered on and initiated a systems check, the pirate straightened and looked at him.

“I must admit, I wasn’t expecting you to be the answer to my prayer.”

“I’m not the kind of person who’d be the answer to anyone’s prayer,” Dante replied, smiling when Ryder threw his head back and laughed.

“Aye, most of us out on the fringes aren’t. But I appreciate it. A mayday is a big risk these days.”

“That it is, but the only way that changes is if we increase the odds of someone decent responding.”

“Noted.”

“So, you gonna explain what happened here? Given the rescue.”

“Aye. It was some of Varun’s lot. The newer ones mostly, but a few he’d pressed into service the way we were. Apparently, I’m a traitor, gone soft for not also thinking we had it good as a band of pirates working under Varun. And I’m scum for not saying that we need to put things back the way they were before the Aerie interfered.”

“They attacked you?”

“Yup.” Ryder nodded. “They took the cargo I was running to Ephren, then they tied me to my ship and blew off the cargo doors to see what would happen when space tried to suck me out. Oh, and that was after they’d infected the ship to make my bots go haywire. They attacked each other, me, or the ship.”

Dante winced, not wanting to imagine what that must have been like.

“However, they tied me up near a small hidden compartment. Had tools I could use. Kept me alive, and after an hour or so, you’ve come along. That’s all of it.”

He was pretty sure Ryder had glossed over some details, but Dante let it go. It wasn’t his place to provide therapy or put the guy through having to relive it. Instead, he took a look at the ship’s system check readouts, pleased to note that life support was now working and the ship was replacing the air in the sealed section.

“You can take the mask off,” Dante pointed out when the computer and his suit indicated the atmosphere was breathable.

“Fantastic!” Ryder exclaimed, slowly easing it off his head. Dried blood flaked off with it, making Dante again wonder what had happened.

When Ryder half-slid, half-fell into the nearest chair, Dante realized the burly pirate wasn’t coping as well as he’d initially appeared.

Dante stepped close enough to see more of the wounds. His back and the outsides of his arms were covered in small lacerations.

“Frelling Enkoloth, man, you’re pretty cut up. Looks like you need a doctor.”

“Unless you happen to have a good one on Catalpa...”

“No. Tad too expensive to have my own personal doc on board, but...” Dante’s voice trailed off as he considered what he was about to offer.

Ryder raised an eyebrow before exhaling slowly, his eyes revealing his pain. It was clear he was trying to put on a brave face. He would never ask for help, or not by more than joking about a handy doctor.

“Do you have everything you need to get your ship moving again?” Dante asked.

“Yeah. I’ve got spare fuel hidden as well. The frelling pirates drained my cells and took a hammer to my shield batteries.”

“Damn!”

“Aye. They meant for me to die.”

“Well, you didn’t. Head to Corsera. It’s the closest place.”

“You want me to go to Corsera? For help?”

“Aye. I did tell you that if you left us alone, we’d leave you alone, and if you ever needed a home, you’d be welcome. Well, you backed off, and now you look like you could do with some friends.”

“I’m not sure every Aerie mate will look as kindly on my face.”

“Maybe not at first.” Dante paused, not sure he could find the words to diminish Ryder’s skepticism. Instead, he undid his suit, reached into his shirt, and pulled off a necklace. “I want this back since it means a lot to me, but take it to Victor. He’s my first, and he’s currently in charge there. He’ll see you patched up and back in space, even if you don’t want to stay. It’ll have to be Victor, though. He’s the only one who knows what this means. Got it?”

Ryder nodded, hesitating before he took the offered necklace.

“Thank you, Dante Zullo. You’re a fairer man than these fringe colonies deserve.”

“As I said before, someone has to lead us back to civilized behavior.”

Dante gave the pirate a nod, fastened his suit again, and turned to go. As he did, he was pleased to see one of Ryder’s bots getting to work on repairs.

“See you around, Ryder. I’d best get back to my ship and get to Ephren.”

“Aye. You’ve done enough. Be on your way, and may the gods shine on your run.”

Grinning at the blessing he’d not heard in a while, Dante tromped back down the corridor. He was just approaching the sparking section when he noticed the lights were back on. The rogue bot was working on lifting the cable and fixing it back into place as if it hadn’t gone rogue. The stub had been replaced with a shiny new appendage.

Grateful that things were under control and now worried for his own ship, Dante hurried to the airlock.

He shut the hatch to Ryder’s ship before accessing his in case something unforeseen had happened. Being on Catalpa relaxed him, but he still hurried to the control room and punched in commands to test the ship’s responses.

Everything responded normally, but Dante made a mental note to let Ike know the pirates had new software viruses for them to contend with. He would not let himself be attacked by his own ship and bots. It was bad enough getting boarded.

Now detached from Ryder’s ship, Dante considered hailing him to check that he was okay but decided not to. He’d offered the man refuge. Further contact would just strip another layer off the guy’s pride.

Instead, he focused on the dangers he might face on the way to Ephren. He had a cargo run to complete, and the Aerie needed him.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


“That’s the last one,” Taron stated as he put the solar panel in place. He stepped back and surveyed the cargo hold.

They had a full load, and there were several runs’ worth remaining, provided someone didn’t take the panels in the meantime.

That assumed they could stand to come back to a settlement with that many bodies in the freezer.

His wife slipped into the pilot’s seat, not responding. She’d been quiet since opening the freezer, and Taron didn’t ask her for the details of what she’d seen. If she wanted to talk about it, she would.

As Eve lifted the ship off the landing pad, Taron felt like a weight had fallen off him. The planet had been oppressive.

“I’m going to dock at the sector hub. They’ll want to know what happened here. Let them have our ship’s recordings as well as a statement,” Eve told him.

Taron didn’t argue. He wouldn’t deny that it would be nice to rest. Also, it was the right thing to do—tell the authorities that the planet had been attacked and wiped out. He didn’t want to be there when they had to deal with it, though.

Corsera needed the solar panels, and if they told someone, the ones they’d left there would be placed under lock and key. He’d have no choice but to pay for them from now on.

He’d never put Corsera’s financial needs above the rights of all those dead people’s families to know the fates of their loved ones.

If he was ever in the same situation, he hoped someone would do the right thing, not just profit off it. The fringe was hard enough without not knowing what had happened to missing family and friends.

“Where do you want to go first?” Taron asked as Eve finished the landing maneuver.

“Stationmaster. Let’s get the hard part done, then refuel, rest, and head home.”

He nodded, then grabbed his pack and secured the cargo hold.

They strode off the ship onto an all-but-deserted dock. On any dock, the stationmaster’s office was conveniently located at the back right when you faced the hangar doors, which allowed all travelers to get their bearings quickly.

This sector hub was no exception. Taron and Eve wandered over, her leading the way, neither of them speaking.

The stationmaster was outside his office when they arrived, an irate pilot in front of him.

“I don’t think you understand what this means—” the pilot growled, puffing up his chest, his fists clenched.

“I know exactly what it means—the same thing it does for everyone. Money is tight, and a difficult run takes its toll on all of us, but I don’t set the rates. You bring that kind of cargo here, you have to pay. If you have a problem with that, you’ll have to take it up with the sector’s councilors.”

“But I can’t afford it.”

“Aye, and you’re not the first to tell me that either. But I can’t clear you to leave without paying, and my information says you haven’t. If you want to dispute the bill, you’ll have to take that to the council too.”

The man protested, but the stationmaster turned to Taron and Eve, clearly looking for a way out of his current conversation. They stepped forward, giving him someone else to focus on.

“What can I do for the two of you?” he asked.

“You’ll probably want to go inside to hear this,” Taron said. “It’s not...”

The stationmaster raised his eyebrows and looked like he was about to argue.

“Please,” Eve urged. “This isn’t something the whole dock should hear, not first.”

He nodded grudgingly. “All right, come on in. But you’d better not be wasting my time.”

Taron was the last to walk into the small office. He had a desk, a kitchenette in one corner, and several chairs. It was simple, but there were plenty of little touches that made it feel personal compared to the same setup on other hubs. The guy had put art on the walls, and he had music softly playing in the background and a couple of potted plants on one edge of the desk.

“I’m Mike. What’s so important that it couldn’t be said publicly?”

“We’ve just come from the manufacturing plant on Hentar,” Eve began while Taron hung back. He knew she needed to talk to get it off her chest.

“Aye, what of it?”

“Everyone’s dead.”

The stationmaster’s mouth fell open and he looked at the pair for a moment, hoping it was a joke or he’d misheard.

“Everyone?”

“As far as we can tell. The place looks like it was attacked from the inside out. The hangar was open. No atmosphere in the entire thing, and not a soul left alive. We found some of the bodies stored in the freezer.” Eve stopped speaking, her body shaking and her face pale.

“Someone went to a lot of effort to drag them in there. Almost as if they were storing them,” Taron added.

The stationmaster nodded and sighed as if this were old news.

“Thank you both. I’m going to need to ask you to talk to the relevant authorities and tell them the details. It is very important. Let me summon someone to explain the process.”

Mike picked up his datapad and pressed surprisingly few buttons, selecting options from the menus with a confidence Taron wouldn’t have expected.

“This isn’t the first time this has happened, is it?” Eve asked, picking up on that too.

The stationmaster shook his head and sighed again.

“Oh, my.” Eve put a hand to her mouth, her eyes glistening with tears.

“It’s the third in the last three months. Some sick bastard is targeting vulnerable colonies on this edge of space, although not always in this sector. Always the same MO. The place looks attacked from the inside. No atmosphere and storage for the dead people. The first colony had been left for so long, it was clear whoever is doing this had come back a couple of times to take more of them.”

“Someone wants dead bodies?”

“It would appear so. The authorities will have more info and plenty of questions.” Two guards approached and knocked on the door.

Taron and Eve retold their story while the sector security team and Mike listened. Then the questions came, and requests to tell the story again. It was draining Eve, who sat beside Taron. They took over for each other when it was needed.

“That brings us to what happened while you two were there. I don’t intend to take anything from you two. You were evidently there to trade, but it would greatly help to us to know what you took and what you left behind.”

“Exactly?” Taron asked before his wife could respond.

“Aye. As I said, you can keep it, but it would help us to know.”

“You think whoever did this was there for more than one reason?”

The guard didn’t respond, just looked at him thoughtfully. Eventually, he nodded. Taron told the man what was still there and what they’d taken.

“Good. Hopefully, we will get an idea of what else might have been taken from what we find on the planet.”

“To try to work out what their other targets might be…” Taron frowned when he realized he’d spoken aloud.

“Aye.” The guard looked at his companion as if he were asking a question.

The second, who had been silent through the whole thing, shrugged.

“The three other targets were colonies with resources someone would need for building a small colony or a spaceship. Possibly a laboratory too, but we’re not confident about that.”

“That’s just one theory,” the other guard added, annoyance in his voice as if the theory behind the killings was still open for debate.

“I’m pretty sure there’s no flying spaceship in disguise out there that has the ability to control space rocks and doesn’t appear on scanners and radars,” the first guard retorted with exasperation.

Taron raised his eyebrows and looked at Eve. Her mouth dropped open. The other men in the room noticed, and silence fell.

“What did you see?” Mike asked.

“A funky flying rock that had the electronic signatures of a spaceship,” Taron replied.

“Aye,” Eve added. “And while we were close to it, asteroids seemed to attack us. It took every bit of my skill to outfly the infernal things.”

The silence continued, now stunned disbelief.

“Want us to show you where it is?” Taron asked, not enjoying the awkwardness.

The guard held up his hand and picked up his mic. Strolling away, he talked quietly, probably relaying what they’d said to someone higher up the command chain. Ten minutes later, he came back.

“Would you mind leading a team of two ships to where you saw it, and if need be, assisting them in the apprehension of whoever is piloting that deceptive ship?”

Taron frowned as he considered how much time that would add to their journey. Corsera needed the solar panels, but they were tired, and they had not had a chance to rest yet.

“As long as no one bugs us about the cargo we have or stops us from going back to the planet to get more solar panels, we’re willing to assist,” Eve replied, putting Taron’s thoughts into words before he could.

“I can’t officially grant those things, but the guys on patrol are all reasonable. They remember our allies, and we all know that sometimes the small people need a hand up out of difficult situations. If you need those solar panels and can make a good case for them, I’m sure reasonable folk will listen.”

Taron nodded. That was all the confirmation they’d get. It also seemed to be enough for Eve. She got to her feet, clearly prepared to leave.

Within minutes, they were back on their ship, and two guard ships were assigned to them. They were cleared to head into space.

Taron focused on his role, which was controlling the engines and making sure the guns were ready for battle. It wouldn’t be easy to fight something that could control asteroids and had disguised itself as one, but at least they would outnumber it.

It occurred to him that those who controlled that ship were probably linked to the attack they’d discovered or perhaps responsible for it. That made him wary. As Eve flew them closer to the marker she’d dropped and showed a similarly cautious attitude by slowing when they came in range, she clearly had thought the same.

The asteroid belt that had harbored the ship lay ahead. Their return route to Corsera was shortened by traveling through the asteroid belt rather than trying to go around or over or under it.

“We’re getting close to the location where we saw it,” Eve reported over the comm after making sure only the two guard ships could hear her.

“Roger that,” the lead pilot replied, bringing his ship closer to make it easier to stay together while they made their way through the debris. This edge of the belt wasn’t dense, and they managed to get a fair way in before there was anything to worry about. The farther into the belt they progressed, the more it became a problem.

Eventually, Eve was far more focused on keeping the ship safe than maintaining a consistent speed. The guards were just as hard-pressed, sometimes close and sometimes almost out of radar range.

There was no sign of the asteroid-like ship they’d seen on their way in. Taron gritted his teeth as they reached the area that they had marked. Eve was concentrating too hard to realize they were almost on top of it.

“It’s moved,” he stated. “I suppose that makes sense, now that we know it’s a ship in hiding.”

“Hail the guard ships and let them know. See if they want us to try a search pattern.”

“You don’t want to give up and head back to Corsera?” Taron asked as she turned the ship to match the asteroids’ flow. No point in fighting through the belt if you didn’t have to.

The ships accompanying them did the same, which gave everyone a breather and took the pressure off. Rocks would still fly at them but dodging them would be easier.

Taron relayed the lack of success to the other pilots, trying not to sound glad that they hadn’t found it. Before they could respond, however, Eve jerked the ship to one side and swore.

“What was that?” Taron asked, muting the comm.

“Rocks have a mind of their own again,” she explained, rolling the ship back to port.

“Like they did the last time we were close?”

“Aye. That disguised ship is around here somewhere.”

Taron let the other ships know to expect company. After making sure he was strapped in tight, he reviewed the radar’s and long-range scanner’s readouts to identify the signature of the disguised vessel. It gave him something to do, to take his mind off how combat might play out.

He hoped that whoever it was would see the force sent to bring them in and surrender, but things rarely were that easy.

Resigned, Taron sighed.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


“Kayleigh whiskey is just better,” Garrus told Sky. “It’s got more fire to it.”

“Not everything with whiskey is about the fire,” Sky replied, rolling her eyes. Kit smiled, wondering what Kayleigh whiskey was like. They’d both been talking about the brand as if everyone should know what it tasted like, and Kit had no desire to draw attention to her ignorance.

“What do you think, Kit? Do you prefer Kayleigh or Old Karlin’s original?” Garrus asked.

She pursed her lips as if she were thinking about it.

Before she could come up with a retort, there was a beep. The radar showed a green dot on their starboard side.

“Company,” she stated. Sky and Garrus slipped into their chairs again, serious as they figured out what kind of company they had. The ship they were escorting, the Cuttlefish, was still with them, but they wouldn’t have seen the newcomer yet.

“It’s turning to come toward us, and I’m detecting their guns warming,” Sky reported.

“Great,” Kit replied, wondering if this was another of the aggressive pirates they’d met earlier. They had been warned about follow-up ships, and this newcomer wasn’t wasting time.

“What do you want to do, Kit?” Sky asked, sounding worried.

“It’s only—”

Another beep stole her focus. She also had a pirate ship on her other side.

“They’re heading straight for us and getting their plasma ready as well.” Sky brought up a map that showed the point convergence for all four ships on the radar. It was as if the paths had been planned.

“We need more speed,” Kit said, hoping to get ahead of them. “And let’s hope Cuttlefish can keep up.”

Sky nodded, playing around with the particle mix as Kit took the ship off autopilot.

“Guns warming as well, just in case,” Garrus called as he strapped himself in.

A fifth ship appeared, the radar now full of ships and predicted trajectories. Kit groaned, not ready to take on three ships even if she did have an ally.

“Okay,” she muttered. “We need to narrow you down, but I can’t wait until you’re closer. Chicken it is.”

Kit sped toward the first of the attackers, the one on the starboard tack.

“Guns are only half-warm,” Garrus let her know.

She wondered if it was appropriate to ask Cuttlefish to deal with a different ship, but given the odds, they would have to. It was too late to change what she was doing, however. It would be obvious within seconds.

“How long before the guns are hot enough to shoot?” she asked.

Garrus tilted his head to the side and looked at the map, where the convergence point was updating.

“They’ll be ready when you need them. Just.”

“Good. Let me know the second they are.”

The room went quiet. Kit strapped in, as Sky and Garrus had done moments earlier. The two ships sped toward each other, neither changing course. Wondering how big the other pilot’s stones were, Kit focused on the rapidly shrinking distance.

They were almost past the point of no return when Garrus gave her the signal.

“Fire when you get a shot,” Kit said, diving down and to one side as well as adding spin so the ship would roll beneath the attacker. That gave Garrus the full barrage to work with.

“That’s some fine flying,” the captain of Cuttlefish sent over the comm. Kit grinned at Garrus as she twisted the ship away from return fire.

The shields took another plasma bolt before they were clear, but as Kit brought her vessel around for another run, she noticed that the pirate ship was veering off to port as if they’d already lost the stomach for the fight.

“What happened?” Kit asked. “I didn’t think we hit anything important.”

“No. You drained their shields, though, and you managed to get a shot into something. They have been veering to port ever since.”

Her crewmates chuckled.

“Next pirate, then,” Kit directed, leaving the wounded ship behind her to circle until someone could fix it. A frown flickered across her face as she noticed the other two had almost met. This wasn’t going to be as easy.

“Cuttlefish, come to my starboard a couple of ships’ widths lower and aim for the same ship as me if you get a chance. We need to work together to take another out.”

“We’ll do our best, but we had some issues before we found you, and our shields aren’t at their highest.”

“Understood,” Kit replied. They were requesting that she take the hits or not take risks. Either way, she’d have to be careful.

“Our shields are at seventy-three percent,” Sky announced and shot her a grin. Then they were in weapons range of the other pirates.

There were no introductions or warnings this time. Both enemy ships shot bolts their way before they veered to starboard. Taking the first shot on the flank, Kit dove to port as hard as she could. Two more shots sailed between her and Cuttlefish, and a third bounced off their shields, draining energy but causing no damage.

As the pirates sped away, Garrus followed them with a couple of shots, aiming for the stern of the rear ship. His shots were impeccably timed, but Cuttlefish wasn’t as lucky. Their bolts went wide.

Since she’d struck them, Kit held her position while the pirates rotated to come back around. After the game of chicken, she decided to play it coy and see what the pirates tried.

They ran at her, their formation almost identical to Kitter and Cuttlefish. She was tempted to fire on them as they’d done to her minutes before, but they were expecting that. Instead, at the last minute, she zoomed up, letting them go down and under her and her ally. Only when they were underneath and trying to turn did she fling Kitter to one side and into a roll.

For a third time, Garrus took his best shots and peppered the stern of the trailing ship with plasma. Of the four bolts they’d fired, three produced new scorch marks on the pirates’ hulls as their reward.

The lead ship followed her and returned the barrage. As they came toward her, Kit had to think fast. She darted to starboard and down, taking the closer of the four bolts to ensure Cuttlefish didn’t.

“Deliberate?” Garrus asked, sounding like he didn’t approve.

“Yes. I’ll let Cuttlefish take the next one we can’t dodge, though.”

If her crewmates objected to this logic, they didn’t say anything, letting her concentrate. The next fly-by resulted in no hits, both sets of ships peeling off and firing too soon for the bolts to be threats.

“Come on, make a mistake,” Kit growled as she swung Kitter around. They needed more luck, or this engagement was going to take far too long. Kit was drained rather than adrenaline-pumped. She’d traveled a long way already, and it was still a few kellians to their destination, not to mention the return trip.

This time, as the pirate ships closed, the back ship tucked in behind the first.

“What are you up to?” she asked, wondering what had prompted the change in formation. As they came in for what appeared to be an off-target game of chicken, a thought popped into her head.

Could they be trying a high-speed grapple?

“Incoming grapple alert,” Kit sent over the comm, hoping Cuttlefish could react in time. She pulled Kitter up to fly over the chain of ships and tilted to give Garrus the best shot at the rear ship again. The first bolt took out the ship’s shields, and the second smashed through a system near the stern, causing an explosion.

They all cheered, then Kit rolled and spun the ship to get a view of the carnage. Cuttlefish didn’t react as quickly, narrowly avoiding the grapples as they came flying out but not flexible enough to dodge the shot from the lead ship. Their shields failed as well, a sheen flickering across their ship as the safety net disappeared.

“Frell. Still even. Give me as much maneuverability as you can. I want to spin us like a kid’s toy,” Kit ordered, deciding to take a big risk. Not giving either ship time to recover, she flew under Cuttlefish only inches from them, then flung Kitter sideways, leaving her starboard side up while flying in the same direction.

Garrus read her mind and saved the shot for the most functional ship, hammering their underside with two bolts. Kit rocked them back as they appeared out the other side, giving Garrus the port guns to work with. Only one more plasma bolt flew out, and it hit home.

“The other wasn’t warm enough. I think the gun might be damaged since it’s getting slower. We took an early hit near there.”

“Noted,” Kit replied, keeping her annoyance to herself.

The effective barrage broke the pirates’ fervor. Leaving their defenseless shipmates to fend for themselves, the lead ship flew hard to port and zoomed off the way they’d come, taking the worst of the threat with them. Kit put distance between Kitter and the two weaker ships, pleased to note that neither made any attempt to engage. Cuttlefish slowly joined her, their engines evidently taxed and their shields sill down.

“We’re going to change our plans,” the Cuttlefish’s captain said over the comm. “We’ve got a safe haven a kellian away on another route, which this band of pirates hopefully doesn’t know about. We can recharge the shields there.”

“Sounds like a smart move,” Kit replied, stopping herself from asking if she could join them. They needed to get to their original destination.

“We appreciate your assistance. May Drelmar smile on you.”

Kit raised her eyebrows at the strange blessing. She’d only heard it once before.

“May she smile on you also,” Kit replied, remembering her mother’s response. “If your people ever need a safe haven again, you’re welcome wherever my feet shine light.”

“Thank you, Kit of the Xeartais crew. You have helped us protect something of great importance to us today. We won’t forget it and know Drelmar won’t either.”

“Wow!” Sky exclaimed as the Cuttlefish killed the comm channel. “I’ve never met the Drelmar monks before. They’re legendary.”

“Me neither, but they helped my mom once when we were kids. Glad I could repay the favor a little.”

“I think they’re weird, but I won’t say no to help. Let’s get this journey finished, though. I’m getting bored,” Garrus replied. It was enough to make Kit refocus on their mission.

“Shields?” Kit asked as she brought her ship back around and got her back on course.

“Only forty-seven percent left.”

“Right. Let’s hope we don’t run into any more trouble,” Kit replied, putting the ship on autopilot again. Yawning, she pushed back and tried to get comfortable in her seat. “Do we have any damaged systems besides the port gun?”

“Not that I’m aware of, but I’ll go take a look at it.” Sky left, one of her bots following her.

“I’ll take the gun offline so you’re safe to poke around,” Garrus called after her.

Kit was alone with Garrus again. After setting up a system-wide diagnostic, Kit kicked back and stuck her feet up.

“This has turned into one frelled-up cargo run. I know you only came because I used my winning bid as a trump card, but I’m mighty glad you are here.”

“Aye. Some runs, you just find all the annoying pirates.”

“Let’s hope that’s the last of them,” Kit replied as the computer fed her the state of the ship. They had plenty of plasma and fuel since Kit had learned her lesson on a previous run, but the shields were low, and Sky had made quite a few repairs. They couldn’t handle a firefight without good odds until they’d docked and replenished.

“What’s the worst run you’ve ever been on?” Kit asked, hoping it was a good question to ask someone on a first sort-of-date.

Sitting back, Garrus looked up and thought. After stretching out his arms, he folded them across his chest.

“It was one of my early ones in Xeartais,” he began. “I was out with Kayla before Sky came. Victor was teaching someone. They’d never flown before, and I had no clue when I volunteered to help. We hunted down a pirate Victor had spotted—something about settling an old score.”

“Victor approved an unprovoked attack?”

“Yeah, although Dante wasn’t happy about that bit. He has a bee in his bonnet about treating others with more respect than they deserve, but that’s not the point of this little story. The pilot was so bad I never got a single shot off, and we flew around for half an hour trying.”

Kit winced as she imagined it.

“In the end, they grappled us, but they’d wrecked the shields first. Victor was pretty confident we could handle a swordfight, so we met them head-on. The trainee was so bad he got himself captured, and the pirates used him as bait to get everything else they wanted. It was insane. This was back when we didn’t know the pirates well enough to figure out if they were bluffing.”

Kit shook her head, shocked by the craziness of the story and the flippant way Garrus told it. Kit went silent. All she heard was Sky tapping on something metal in the background.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


When Corsera appeared ahead and started to grow, Dante relaxed a little. They had not been living on the planet for very long, but it felt like home.

On the approach, he both looked for signs of trouble and Ryder’s ship. He couldn’t be certain the pirate had followed his recommendation and come to find Victor and get aid, but he hoped this had been his destination.

Although they were trying to be subtle, patrol ships flew above Corsera, keeping an eye out for trouble while the rest of the Aerie worked to get it ready.

When he scanned the planet’s surface, Dante saw how important it was to get the gun towers online.

Well, we’re working on it, he thought as he landed in the docking bay. Looking around, he saw no sign of Ryder or his ship, but plenty of people were there, getting stuff done. Trading, even. It was puzzling, but he’d been gone for a long time. Had they missed each other or had Ryder skedaddled, taking the valuable necklace Dante had handed over without so much as a by your leave?

As soon as Catalpa was on the landing pad, Dante shut her down and hurried to the hatch. Dante instructed a nearby crew member to unload his cargo hold and make sure Ike was given whatever he needed. Then he went to find Victor.

His first mate was almost exactly where Dante had left him, keeping an eye on the systems.

“You’ll want to check your room,” Victor began. “I put most things in there.”

Most things?

“Yeah, Ryder swung by. Said you’d invited him and showed me that necklace of yours. I know you and him have an understanding about what happened, but I must admit, his appearance created some difficulties. More than a few mates wanted to give him a piece of their minds. And no one was willing to trade with him for fuel and supplies.”

“I hope you encouraged the crew to help him get on his way.”

“Not as such. Ike did what was needed in the end. Helped him with the basics and kept an eye on him ‘til he left.”

Dante nodded, relieved. Ike could be grouchy, but he never turned away a person in need. His actions would have spoken volumes to the others.

“If anything else happens, I’ll be in my office.”

“Aye, that’s where you usually are.”

As he hurried away, Dante could have sworn he heard Victor sigh. He almost stopped and asked why, but he’d been with his first a long time. If Victor had something to say, it would be said soon. He continued toward his office, in need of a familiar space and some quiet time.

On Dante’s desk was an envelope, the flap open and his necklace inside. While no one was around, Dante tucked it back inside his shirt and pulled the short letter out. It was from Ryder.

You didn’t have to stop and help. You definitely didn’t have to offer me a port in a storm the way you did. Ike helped me get shipshape again and back in the skies, but it was clear I wasn’t as welcome here by everyone. Probably best. I’ve had enough of Varun and his ways, but I’m no good to anyone domesticated. You’ve done me a good deed. I’ll repay you when I can.

Sitting back, Dante reread the letter a couple of times. It gave him mixed feelings. On the one hand, he was surprised his Aerie mates held a grudge when Ryder showed up looking like crap. On the other, he was grateful the pirate planned to change what he was doing.

As he thought about Ryder’s involvement with Varun, Dante considered what might be going on with the merchant. He had not been seen since he’d threatened Dante on Ephren before they’d migrated to Corsera, but his name kept cropping up. Ryder clearly thought the merchant was still about, and some of his pirates were still operating on his behalf. A noise caught Dante’s attention and let him know someone was outside his office.

“What are you up to?” Dante called.

“The usual mischief and mayhem,” Lexi replied as she sauntered in and slid into a chair. “But I came to ask you how we’re handling these new recruits. Victor wants them all to go into Xeartais, but that would make things rather unbalanced. I suggested they go to whoever recruits them, but that only works if we all get a chance to recruit people from Ephren.”

Dante frowned, shocked that they hadn’t solved that among themselves, but he thought about the problem anyway.

“Either divide them up by crew size and number of greenies or let them choose where they want to go after a probation period. We’re all one big alliance. I don’t care if I have them in my crew or another crew.”

Dante knew he sounded short-tempered, but right now, he didn’t have the energy for people to bicker about something so trivial. The lines had started to blur between the crews, but if they fought over who got what for each, they’d slip back into old ways.

His solution deterred Lexi from bugging him further, so she got to her feet, nodded, and left.

Letting out a growl, Dante stood. He never seemed to get more than a few seconds to think before he was disturbed for yet another reason.

You did decide to lead an alliance, then form a colony.

Before he could check on anything else or handle any of the many tasks waiting for his attention, someone ran toward his door. Lexi appeared again.

“You’ll want to see this,” she blurted.

Wary, Dante hurried after her. He was surprised when she went to the hangar, where a ship was landing. He didn’t recognize it, and it came down flanked by two others. Victor and Ike stopped what they were doing to join him.

“Who is it?” Dante asked when Victor stood beside him.

“They said they were from Ephren’s council,” Victor replied. “Something about checking out the provisions and workforce here.”

“Oh, frell,” he growled.

“My thoughts exactly. Want me to give them a tour?”

“No. Thanks for offering, but I’ll handle it. I’ve met them a couple of times, and I have them mostly figured out. Do you know if it’s all of them?”

Victor shrugged as the final ship touched down and the hatch opened with a whoosh of pressurized air.

Guards came out of the side ships, including one Dante recognized from the council building. Dante smiled but refrained from waving. Instead, he clasped his hands behind his back while he waited to see which of the councilors had taken the time and risked their lives to see what was going on.

Two people stepped out—an older man, his hair short and white, and a woman wearing glasses. The older man helped her down the short ramp.

“Captain Zullo,” she greeted. He smiled, frantically searching his mind for her name. It offered him the image of her name plaque screwed into the back of the ornate chair in the council room.

“Councilor Harper, welcome to Corsera,” he replied, grateful when she nodded. “And you as well, Councilor Trent. I didn’t expect to have visitors so soon.”

“Well, we were of two minds, but the council decided someone needed to investigate what sort of competition you’d decided to create for us, and we drew the short straws,” Trent replied, giving Dante a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

“Oh, nonsense.” Councilor Harper stepped closer and rested her hand on Dante’s arm. “I have not left Ephren in months. I was starting to get space fever. This feels like an adventure. Did you really fight that whole band of pirates here not a month ago?” she asked as she looked around.

His arm supporting hers, Dante nodded and went over how he and a few Aerie mates had been the bait so Taron could follow the pirates back home.

“Then you put out a jobber notice for about half the workforce on Ephren, didn’t you?” Trent asked, making it clear he’d been listening, although he appeared to not care.

“Yes, although it turned out a few were working for the pirates and mutinied on four of our Aerie vessels. We still won the day. Of course, there were losses on both sides and quite a few people were injured, but our jobbers all returned home to their loved ones, and many of the trade routes from Ephren are now significantly safer.”

“Yes, I’ve noticed the workload involving deaths and severe injuries has decreased. That is one of the reasons I wanted to see this for myself. Not only have you saved me time, but you’ve saved a good many wives and children from getting the sad news of losing their loved one or their financial support. That is worth being proud of.”

“Thank you, Councilor Harper. Knowing that makes what we’re doing here even more wonderful.”

Trent didn’t say anything more, just set his jaw and, seemingly deliberately, bumped into one of the younger Aerie mates. Leigh, who was hurrying the other way with a crate of fresh food, dropped the box, and it all went flying.

“Careful,” Leigh snapped, getting down on her hands and knees to gather up the food. “Wouldn’t want to waste this when there are so many mouths to feed and we’re still short on the quota.”

Dante got down too and helped put things back in the box.

“Of course. Can’t have the pilots flying on empty bellies,” Trent remarked as he picked up one of the bright red fruits and looked it over. “Still, no harm was done. They look delicious.”

“Aye, that they are.” Leigh took the final fruit and shoved it into the top of the box. Trent put the lid back on and lifted the crate to hand to Leigh.

“Best be on your way then. Get that where it’s needed.”

After giving the councilor a brief nod, Leigh hurried away and didn’t look back.

“The farm is producing well?” Trent asked. “The food situation is often overlooked. Ephren doesn’t have extra produce to provide if yours fails.”

“Ours is doing very well. The pirates had some wonderful ideas there. It’s grown in a wild fashion, where each area has its own little ecosystem. We’ve even got bees, that sort of thing.”

“Oh, how wonderful!” Councilor Harper clapped her hands together to show her delight. “We must go see that first.”

“Of course, ma’am. It’s the perfect place to begin our tour.” Dante smiled at her, unsure of where he’d have begun but willing to make the best of it.

It didn’t take long to lead the councilors to the small habitat the pirates had set aside for farming, but Councilor Harper started breathing heavily and leaning on Dante’s arm.

Going a little slower, Dante guided her toward a sitting area where the crew who worked there rested. Several more crates lay nearby, partly full of a variety of fruit and vegetables.

“Oh, my,” Councilor Harper said. “What an interesting setup. It looks almost wild. Are those grapevines growing around those trees?”

“Yes. You can see a small orchard of assorted fruits trees, most with grapevines growing on them, the rest with blackberry and raspberry canes. Down among the roots, we have other plants—herbs, strawberries, that sort of thing.”

“All grown together?”

“Yes, and there’s a small pond with fish in it, and we have small animals. A few sheep, a couple of goats, and a mule we use for plowing the field.”

“Do I spy chickens and ducks?”

Dante nodded again. “I was amazed at first, but our ancestors used this method on Earth before we expanded. It produces ten times the crop per habitat, and everything feeds into each other. You just have to introduce all the elements of the ecosystem to create a full cycle.”

“Aye. They had not quite gotten that last part right when we got here, but we added the pond and more animals, and it’s been thriving ever since,” Kellin interjected as she came up with a basket full of blackberries, raspberries, and grapes.

“I have not had a fresh grape in more years than I care to count. Would you mind?” Harper asked, her eyes on Dante.

“Be my guest,” he replied, hopeful that she would warm enough to grant her approval. Kellin pulled off a particularly good bunch and handed it to her.

The councilor pulled a grape off and popped it into her mouth. Her look of delight as she squeezed it with her teeth made Dante chuckle. A smile spread across her face, like a child with their first chocolate bar, and she followed it with another.

Forward enough to show his amusement, Trent held his hand out.

Harper clasped her bunch as if she had no intention of sharing, then held it out.

“Tell me these aren’t the most delicious things you’ve ever tasted, and I’ll declare you a liar and your vote on anything important for the next month null and void.”

That added to his mirth. His eyes lit up as he smiled and took a couple of grapes.

Although Dante hadn’t been on Corsera for long, he’d begun to take the system there for granted.

While he watched these two weary travelers enjoy the offering from Corsera’s gardens, he reminded himself how few people enjoyed these luxuries.

We’re going to have to expand.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Taron grunted as Eve threw their ship to one side again. It had been an hour since the asteroids had started acting funny. Several times, they moved away from whatever was causing it, the small rocks returning to their normal behavior, but each time, Eve had found the area of bizarre activity again.

“I think they must have better radar,” Eve commented. “And they’re avoiding us. Trying to keep us at bay.”

“Because they know there’s three of us?”

“Maybe. Or they don’t want to interact with anyone. It’s not like we’ve said we’re here to attack them.”

“No, but why else would three ships be in this asteroid belt? I mean, our shields are only at fifty-three percent now, and that’s with you working your ass off not to get hit. I’m pretty sure our escort is faring worse.”

“Good point. We need to finish this and fast.”

Eve frowned and pulled up the radar display on her screen, then overlaid the route they’d taken. It showed her weaving around but not into a sphere within the belt.

Eve threw the ship hard to starboard and down a fraction, bringing the nose around to point it at the center of the untouched sphere. She accelerated, ignoring the asteroids.

Their shields dropped ten percent before Eve got them close enough for the scanners to pick up the strange asteroid again.

“Bingo,” she cried as Taron sent the coordinates to their escorts. A few seconds later, they were hailed.

“Putting them through,” Taron announced to give Eve some warning.

“We’ve taken a fair amount of damage, but we have orders to take down this maniac at all costs. We’d sure appreciate your assistance. Been a long time since any of us have seen a pilot who can fly like you. If you can shoot half as well, you’ll seriously reduce the risk of this mission.”

Eve glanced Taron’s way, still aiming for the asteroid and not slowing. He shrugged. It was up to her. It was always up to her.

“We’re in. This scum needs to be stopped.” She refocused on her display.

“We’ll keep following your lead and only take over if you get into trouble.”

“Aye aye,” Eve replied, and the guards cut the comm.

“Can you blow up some of these asteroids so I can close the gap quicker?” the pilot asked.

“I’ll give it a go,” Taron replied, warming the guns. They had plenty of plasma on board. He just hoped it was worth all the extra fuel, shield charge, and plasma. It wasn’t their battle, even if it would rid the universe of a vile group.

Eve took care as they approached, dodging the easier asteroids while staying roughly on course. As they got closer, the three ships’ shields worked in tandem. Not many asteroids hit any of them, and the guard ships took more of the hits in exchange for reducing the distance between them.

It was an interesting tactic, and Taron was grateful that the guards didn’t insist on leading the mission and putting him and Eve in jeopardy. This strategy might allow them to get closer to their target unharmed.

Despite the assistance, Eve kept edging out in front. Taron made the most of the bolts he had ready, shooting at the larger asteroids as they came close.

The disguised ship started moving away, but it was slow, and it wasn’t as maneuverable.

“It’s trying to run,” Taron told the guards. The asteroids around them weren’t attacking them. They moved out of the way of their adversary.

“It won’t get away from us,” Eve vowed, accelerating to maximum speed.

With the asteroids behaving normally, they could easily avoid them, and Taron blasted the few that got too close. In seconds, they were within firing range of the enemy ship.

“Shields?” Eve asked.

“Thirty-three percent.”

“It’ll be enough. Shoot at the ship from now on.”

“Aye aye,” Taron replied. He was hesitant to ignore the asteroids, but Eve knew what she was doing, and the guard ships continued to help them.

Taking a deep breath to steady his nerves, Taron focused on his target. Eve dove closer, then flung the ship hard to port, presenting the starboard guns to the target.

From this far away, the enemy ship had a fair amount of time to react, but Taron had clocked how slow it was to turn. He fired one bolt off its port side and the other to starboard a few seconds later. A grin spread across his face when the pilot tried to avoid the first bolt and turned right into the path of the second.

Before either could hit, however, the two closest asteroids intercepted them. Both blew up.

“Frell!” Eve exclaimed. Taron felt like swearing too. The ship used asteroids in self-defense as well as for offense. “I’ll get us closer.”

“All right, but shields are down to thirty percent,” he replied tensely. They couldn’t take many more hits, and although the rogue ship hadn’t fired at them, there was nothing to say it wouldn’t soon.

Taron waited for the perfect shot. Closer and closer Eve worked them, their ship faster and better at turning. It still took a long time, and the guards weren’t much help as they closed the distance.

When they’d reduced the gap by a third, asteroids targeted them again.

“Frelling Enkoloth,” Eve said as another hit them.

“Twenty-four percent shields,” Taron reported as a warning blared.

“We need to disable that ship or get it out of the asteroids,” she stated. A moment of silence followed her words as she considered, then she hailed the other two ships.

“Either of you two ever herded other ships?” she asked.

Laughter came back, then one of the men responded. “Aye, but not since flight school. What did you have in mind?”

“We need to steer them out of the asteroid belt. We’re near one edge. If we fan out and give it nowhere else to go, it just might work.”

“Better than flying through this frelling belt. We’ll do what we can.”

“Hold on, Taron,” Eve warned as she flew around a big rock. “We might lose shields before this is done.”

“We’ll manage,” he replied as much for his own benefit as hers. They’d never done anything like this.

It quickly became apparent that their idea was working. The guard ships fanned out and kept the pressure on the fleeing asteroid ship. It went in whatever direction would take it away from them, clearly hoping to damage their shields with enough asteroid hits to make them give up and go away.

But this time, it had Eve on its tail, and she was concentrating on following at just the right distance to keep the pressure up but not fast enough that she sacrificed her ability to dodge. The camouflaged ship was playing directly into her hands.

In ten minutes, it had flown out of the edge of the belt. The pilot tried to turn and head back in as if they had not noticed how near the edge they were, but the guards were there to prevent that.

“Hit it with everything,” Eve called as she flung their ship hard to starboard and presented their port guns. Taron had hoped to get a chance to attack, and he didn’t waste it.

Bolts crackled across the ship’s shields, but it held. Only when they flew closer did the occupants defend themselves. Bolts that were a different color than normal shot toward them, but Eve spotted them and dove under both.

Another volley followed, two more guns belching from their side of the asteroid.

“Frell,” Eve cursed as she got them out of harm’s way. The guard ship near them wasn’t as fortunate; the final bolt caught its shield. It crackled and rippled, then the shield disappeared.

“You do not want to get hit by those things,” the pilot said over the comm a moment later. “That hit kept pulling energy out of the shields. Took ten percent before it fizzled out.”

“Get safe,” Eve replied. “We’ll finish this.”

Taron tensed but didn’t argue. This had seemed personal for Eve since she’d found those bodies, and he wasn’t about to stop her from avenging those people, especially when she was their best chance at surviving.

Back and forth they wove as Eve tried to get them another good shot without getting hit. The guard pilot backing them up also showed more caution, but when the asteroid tried to head back to the belt, Eve got the perfect window. Taron fired two bolts into it and held on tight as Eve rolled their ship to give him another opportunity.

He fired again, grinning since the bolts were clearly going to land.

The shields of the rogue ship held, which made him frown. He’d have expected four hits to be more than enough, but the guard ship had the honor of firing the shot that removed the shield. One of its bolts struck the asteroid ship and initiated the cascade of crackles and sparks that preceded the shield’s collapse.

With the shields out of action, the rogue ship slowed. It would be suicide to go into an asteroid belt shieldless, even when you were a rock.

“We’ll lead it from here,” the guard pilot told Eve. Both ships came around and formed up to board before grappling. Eve hung back and let them, but as soon as their ships were connected, she moved closer and connected her airlock to the exposed guard’s.

“Let’s be careful,” Taron cautioned, reaching for the gun in the weapons pack as well as his sword. Whoever was inside of the strange ship had to be treated cautiously. They’d murdered a lot of people, and for the sake of the sectors they’d hit, Taron and Eve had to do everything they could to neutralize the threat.

Eve nodded, grabbing her own sword and coming alongside him. They’d do this together as always.

The airlock led to an empty ship, the guards having moved to the next. Taron was cautious regardless and was pleased to note his wife was as well.

She moved toward the next and pressed the buttons to open the hatch before Taron could hesitate. The door hissed open to reveal armed guards preparing to board the asteroid ship.

“Thought I told the pair of you that we’d handle this,” the one in the center snapped.

“Aye, but we’d like to see this through if it’s all the same to you. We want to be able to sleep tonight knowing whoever was behind all those murders is where they belong.”

The officer narrowed his eyes as he studied them, then nodded.

He gave his team his attention again. “We’re likely to outnumber whoever is on the other side of this door, but they’ve taken out a lot of people. I want you all to be careful and decisive. No one plays the hero or takes a risk they don’t need to. Is that clear?”

There was a chorus of ayes and yeps, then everyone was fanned out around the airlock. It was standard procedure to head through two at a time and for each pair to provide cover and support for the pairs in front and behind.

Even if the enemy was expecting them, that tactic was effective in the enclosed space.

The guards went first, the door opening to reveal a dimly lit area. There was no one in sight, and the security force moved fast. Taron and Eve took up positions near the back of the group and one more pair came through after them, then crouched on either side of the door.

One glance made it clear to Taron that they were going to hold that position and ensure no one got past them onto the guard ships. No longer worried, Taron returned his attention to the ship they were on.

It was similar in structure to the average small vessel, metal and plastic lining the corridors. Dim lights shone throughout, enough to see but not enough to feel comfortable. The ship had two corridors off its airlock, which was not standard.

The security force, including Taron and Eve, split into two groups of four, and one headed down each corridor. Taron and Eve went down the right-hand hallway, keeping close to their companions. They moved fast toward the next obstacle, weapons at the ready.

Taron noticed there were no bots. Whoever was on here wasn’t putting up much resistance.

When they reached a junction, the security force slowed. The corridor went two ways, one into a cargo bay and the other toward a half-open door, the inside not visible in the low light.

Taron motioned to indicate he and Eve would go toward the door, leaving the cargo bay for the others. The force didn’t put up a fuss. If the ship’s occupants were anywhere, they were likely where Taron and Eve were heading.

For a second, Taron wondered if he’d made the wrong choice. The room was likely to reveal whatever the murderer was working on. Taron was curious about that in a morbid sort of way.

If Eve was afraid, she hid it well. She strode alongside him, sword in hand and her eyes focused ahead. They crept closer, but when Taron went to push the door open, she slid through the gap.

He quickly followed, terrified that something would happen to her, but the room was empty except for five workbench-style tables. On their tops were all sorts of objects ranging from the mechanical to the electrical, and on a far bench, the biological. It was clear that whoever had been using the room had been trying to study or construct something that combined all those things.

Thankfully, the worst of the items on display was a brain preserved in fluid, with electrodes hooked up to it and wires trailing to a datapad. There were clear spaces in front of it where faint outlines indicated someone had swept something off the surface in a hurry. The same was true on two of the other four tables.

It looked as if someone had grabbed some items in a hurry, spilling others. Furrows of dust marked absent objects and wires trailed off, ripped out of whatever they’d connected.

“Whoever was here ran,” Eve stated, “and took some stuff with them.”

“Aye, but how? We didn’t see a pod jettison.”

Eve shook her head and went to the final table. On it were a number of components and a small device that looked like a 3D printer.

“What does it make?” Taron asked as she scanned the control panel. Eve’s jaw dropped, and he hurried over.

Before he could reach her, she had grabbed a canvas bag and put the printer inside, along with the nearby datapad and other bits and pieces.

“It’ll make us small solar cells and other components if we feed it the right materials,” she explained as she came toward him.

“So, we’re going to steal it?”

“Don’t look so surprised. We’re only one step better than pirates, and you know it. Besides, whoever owns it won’t need it anymore. Probably stole it from the last planet, and if we leave it, it will get stuffed into a secure lockup, along with all the other stuff here. The evidence will rot for the rest of eternity or be sold in some shady black market by a dodgy guard in a few months.”

Before Taron could consider a logical counterargument, there was a shout behind them, and cargo boxes fell over. Taron hurried toward the commotion.

As he ran that way, a short man in a spacesuit with propulsion jets attached hurtled toward him. Taron drew the gun with one hand and raised the sword in the other.

“Stop,” he yelled.

The man hesitated, then raised his arm. The device strapped to it was strangely cannon-like. Taron didn’t give the man a chance to fire it; he fired, then lunged forward with his sword. The gun blast was loud and drew the guards.

He hadn’t expected the weapon’s projectile to hit anything but rather to be absorbed by a kinetic shield. However, it caught the guy’s suit, tearing it open.

Taron’s sword came down on the arm with the cannon. It caught on the device and cracked it open. Electricity crackled across the blade, which made him glad he’d had the handle covered with non-conducting material.

The man squealed and writhed as something malfunctioned in the suit. Taron stepped back. More guards ran up as the murderer fell over, writhing and screeching until he passed out.

Taron was aware of Eve coming to his side as the security forces took over, checking that the man was still alive, rescuing him from the malfunctioning suit, and carrying him off on a stretcher.

Only then did the security team commander come over to him. He glanced at the bag on Eve’s shoulder but otherwise ignored it.

“Thank you for all your help today. We’ve apprehended one of the worst criminals of my career, and we couldn’t have done it without you.”

“Don’t mention it. We’re just glad no one else will be hurt by him.”

“Oh, I’ll make sure of it.” The guard nodded and looked at the bag a second time. “You’d best be going, and I suggest you take all your equipment with you. We’re going to be locking this ship down and taking it with us. As long as you submit statements within the next week, we’ll leave you fine folks to your own business.”

Eve grinned at Taron as the commander waited for them to leave, then sauntered back to his ship. Taron tried not to laugh as they followed. They were heading back to Corsera at last, and they didn’t just have a good supply of solar panels but a device that would let them make more. They’d just need to figure out how to operate it.

“We’ll give it to Ike,” Eve stated as she put the canvas bag down and slipped into the pilot’s seat. “Now, let’s get home.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN


The control room had been silent for so long that Kit thought she might go insane. Cuttlefish was gone and they were eating up the kellians, but they still had four to go, and there was a section of asteroid-plagued space to make her way around.

“Asteroids are starting to show on the long-range sensors,” Garrus reported, seemingly unaffected by the silence.

“All right, time to strap in again. Let’s hope there are no more nasty surprises.” Kit instantly regretted her words. When she talked like that, bad things followed.

Garrus returned to the gunner’s seat, leaving Sky to juggle the radar and the engine systems.

“Boss?” Sky’s tone was like that of a child who was trying to be angelic as they told you they had spilled milk all over the kitchen floor.

“Aye?” Kit replied, wishing she hadn’t.

“There’s a strange object on the radar. Just on the edge of the asteroid field. Thought it was a large asteroid at first.”

“Let me guess. It’s not moving with the other asteroids?”

“’Fraid not.”

“All right, Garrus, warm the guns. We’ll let whoever this is know we’re not in the mood for games.”

“Aye aye, Captain.” Garrus grinned, pleased to be preparing to attack someone.

They inched closer. Kit watched the radar over Sky’s shoulder since the ship was still on autopilot. The dot Sky pointed out was larger than most of the others nearby, and it became clear that it was moving against the flow. However, it was weaving and winding, either avoiding rocks or trying not to look obvious. This wasn’t their first run, however, or the first time they’d seen a pirate hide on the edge of an asteroid belt.

As they approached the ship, an idea came to Kit. “Shield level?”

“Forty-two percent,” Sky replied.

“Anyone want to play with them a bit?” Kit grinned. “I’ll need maneuverability and someone to keep an eye on them. We can’t lose track of them.”

“If you’re thinking what I think you are, it won’t matter if we lose track of them after a few minutes. They won’t be able to find us again even if they want to.”

Kit’s smile grew wider at the confidence Sky expressed.

The engineer returned the grin. “I’ll handle the radar. The guns are warm, and I want to play a part in this little game of yours.”

“Wouldn’t want you to get bored,” Kit shot back.

“This run has been anything but dull.” Garrus switched seats before strapping in again.

“Our entire lives are anything but dull,” Sky retorted.

“Oh, I dunno. Do you remember that time Victor had us sit by a space hub for eight hours to catch that pirate when he left?”

“Oh yeah, and all because he’d called Victor a nonce.”

“Exactly. I mean, who even knows what a nonce is?”

“It’s an old-fashioned insult that means idiot, but one with airs and graces who doesn’t realize it,” Kit explained, taking the controls off autopilot and aiming the ship at the asteroid field. Once she’d done, she realized her mates were staring at her, and they’d gone silent.

She wondered if she’d said something wrong.

“You have to admit, that does sound like Victor now and then.” Sky grinned. The tension broke as everyone started laughing.

Once the three started, they couldn’t stop. They kept setting each other off again until all three were clutching their sides.

Kit finally tried to arrest some normalcy from the chaos in the room. The pair stopped laughing. Up ahead loomed the asteroid field, and Kit was steering straight for it. “Do you still have that ship on radar?”

Garrus frowned and looked at the screen, then nodded. “Yup. We have the ship.”

“Good. Let’s head in.”

Kit aimed for a gap in the flying rocks and wove Kitter between them. They were swallowed up, and she moved with the flow to help her reaction times.

“Keep an eye on the shields for me, too,” she requested as an asteroid grazed one side.

“On it,” Garrus replied. “The ship has pulled back a little. I think they’ve figured out what we are trying to do.”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean they can do anything about it.” Feeling smug, Kit dodged as another asteroid came their way. She couldn’t keep it up indefinitely, but since joining Xeartais and working with Eve to get better at flying, Kit had enjoyed seeing how long she could keep Kitter in an asteroid field before the shield capacity got below ten percent. On several occasions, it had been as high as an entire hour.

“They seem to be heading this way,” Garrus reported.

“In the field, or outside it?” Kit asked.

“In.”

“Understood.” Kit hesitated, then dove deeper, dodging the larger rocks farther in.

“They’re getting closer. Almost within weapons range.”

“I’d love to see them hit us in this,” Sky replied as she ramped up Kitter’s maneuverability even more.

“They don’t need to hit us,” Kit replied. “If they hit the right asteroid, they could send that flying into us, with plasma residue as well. It wouldn’t be pretty.”

“They seem to be sticking to the edges.” Garrus looked at her, almost daring her to go farther in.

“Show me,” Kit asked, taking the risk of not looking where she was going.

When an asteroid slammed into the shield, Kit winced, but she focused on the radar for a second longer to be certain of the ship’s location.

Kitter was so far into the field that coming out and around now would be almost impossible. She had no options but to engage in a firefight or go deeper.

“Brace yourselves.” Kit shifted the controls to port, taking her ship into riskier territory. She had to jerk Kitter to starboard to avoid a rock a third the size of the ship an instant later.

“Frelling Enkoloth.” Garrus stared out the viewport as another rock flew past them. Even with the best of intentions, Kit found it hard to move deeper and keep the ship from being torn to pieces.

“They’re in range, but we’re almost past them,” Garrus informed her a moment later.

“Good. Let me know if they fire.”

“Aye aye, boss. Won’t matter in about fifteen seconds.”

Kit’s brain counted those seconds, her mind and hands responding automatically to the obstacles. She had definitely benefitted from the hours Eve had made her practice.

“They’ve just fired,” Garrus told her. “Two bolts heading our way.”

“Noted. Give me radar visuals.” Once more, Kit took her eyes off the asteroid field.

Another rock caught the shields, big enough to penetrate and jar the ship.

“Hold on tight,” Kit called automatically, still assessing the incoming bolts. One hit an asteroid, but the other raced toward them.

Looking for an opening, Kit dove under an asteroid on the port side. The ship’s inertial dampers couldn’t compensate for all of the gees and she was momentarily pinned to her seat, her arm muscles aching as she fought to maneuver the ship.

Kit grinned when the bolt sailed overhead and darted around another flying rock.

“You’re out of range,” Garrus told her, his delight evident in his tone. “But they’re trying to pursue.”

“Shields are at twenty-six percent,” Sky added.

Kit just nodded, concentrating. She didn’t have a lot of shielding left for being this deep in an asteroid field. Now that she was past the ship, she had to keep going to stay out of range but also work her way to the edge and out, and for every large rock she avoided, a smaller one skimmed or pinged off the shields.

Her muscles tensing as time went by, Kit tried to remember the techniques Eve had taught her. Go with the flow, breathe with it, and always be spotting farther out than you think you need to. Trust your reflexes to take care of the maneuvers you have already started. The directions were logical, but in the heat of the moment, they could easily be forgotten.

As time went by, however, Kit grew better at it. It was like any game; if you practiced it enough, it got easier.

“Shields down to twenty percent,” Sky reported.

“Time to get out of here,” Kit replied since she’d need to preserve some of the shielding for the last few kellians in case they found more trouble.

Knowing she might now face the other ship, Kit made more of a beeline for the edge, only then noticing how deep they’d gotten.

“How long have we been in here playing cat and mouse?” Kit asked.

“Long enough,” Garrus responded, clearly fed up. She blinked, surprised. He’d sounded eager to try this strategy to avoid the enemy, but now he seemed annoyed. Had he gotten bored that quickly? Should she have made it more exciting somehow, or would he have preferred to get into an actual battle?

Kit suspected it was the latter since he’d been excited by the idea of the other ship shooting at them.

“Are they still in the field behind us?” she asked, wondering how their pursuer’s shields were holding up under the constant barrage. They had spent a long time among the asteroids, and it would require skillful flying to come out scot-free.

“They’re moving toward the edge too. They’ll be out before us,” Garrus continued, “but I’m not sure they know where we are. They’re not following us.”

“Or they’ve given up.” Sky tapped several buttons, and Kit felt something shift in the ship. She now had more thrust on the port side so she could avoid a particularly large asteroid.

“Thanks, Sky,” Kit replied, happy to work with someone who anticipated her needs. There was a positive to shipping out with crewmates you knew.

It took them another ten minutes to get out of the field, but the task became easier as they neared the edge.

“Yeah, the other ship gave up. They’re barely on our radar, but they appear to be heading in the same direction as us.”

“We’re not safe yet, then. Garrus, can you switch back to guns and keep them on the warm side, please?”

“Aye aye, Captain,” he replied, bouncing out of his seat and hurrying to the weapons console.

“Shields at fifteen percent,” Sky reported, once more anticipating her needs.

Over the next few minutes, Kitter closed on their destination. The other ship maintained a similar speed to their starboard. They made no attempt to catch up.

After watching them for a bit and deciding they were no longer a threat, Kit put the ship back on autopilot and got up to stretch. Her arms ached, as did the sides of her neck. This had been a long run, and they still had to go back.

“This part we’re fetching is important, isn’t it?” she asked a few minutes later. The thought of having to go back, even after a break, made her groan.

“Aye. They can’t start a whole section of the required habitats without it. We need to get it back as quickly as we can.”

Kit nodded. She would do what was needed, even if she wasn’t in good shape.

“We’re almost there,” Sky told her mates, which brought Kit’s attention to the radar. There was a blip on the long-range scanners: their destination. Kit sagged with relief as the tension left her body.

It was short-lived, however. The nearby ship sped up and closed the gap between them.

“Guns and handling,” Kit yelled by way of warning as she threw herself into her seat. If the words didn’t hold enough urgency, her tone did the trick. Her companions sat up and paid attention.

Let’s hope their shields are as low as ours, Kit thought but didn’t vocalize. She was already trying to decide the best way to handle this aggressive last-minute move.

“Garrus, let me know as soon as the guns are ready.”

“Starboard already is. The front port one is still slow. You’ll need to give it a minute more.”

“Got it. They’re not in range yet, but I’ll lead with the starboard guns anyway. Let’s let them get closer, shall we?”

“Aye aye.”

Kit let the other ship fire the first few shots, appearing to run but dodging easily with that much warning. After all, plasma bolts could only fly in a straight line.

She took another barrage as the ship spun to empty her guns. After she’d dodged those, she slammed the brakes on and spun. Garrus knew this move well by now and emptied the starboard guns with an accuracy others could only marvel at. Both bolts hit their opponent before the pilot understood what was happening.

“Nice, Garrus!” Kit yelled, grateful he’d come along. Barien would have butchered the shot; she needed someone she could count on.

Although he hadn’t confirmed that the port guns were both ready, Kit took a chance and spun the ship, intending to give the other ship a full barrage. Garrus didn’t let her down; he hammered out two bolts. The attacking ship was so close it could not avoid them.

“Yes!” Sky exclaimed, but her delight faded. As Kit spun away, an explosion went off in the ship behind them, then another. The fourth explosion tore the ship apart, sending debris flying everywhere and rocking Kitter as she sped away. For the next few seconds, Kit couldn’t even dodge, too stunned to think, and Kitter’s shields crackled as they were bombarded with heat and metal shards.

Although Kit had been in more space fights than she could count, she’d never done so much damage to a ship that it couldn’t limp home. This time, she’d not only given them a full barrage, but the ship had exploded.

“Scanning for life suits.” Kit’s voice was barely audible as her fingers reached for buttons she rarely used. Garrus did it for her, no one speaking as they tried to figure out if anyone had survived. The scan showed no survivors, but Kit didn’t want to believe it. She scanned again, and again it came back negative.

When she tried to scan a third time, Garrus took her hand and stopped her.

“Checking again won’t change the result, as much as you’d like it to be different.”

Kit nodded, then pulled her hand back and put the ship on autopilot. She sat back in the chair, not knowing what to do or say.

“First time you’ve accidentally killed someone?” he asked.

“Yeah. I...”

“I’ll tell you what Victor told me the first time it happened to us. You’ll be okay. Not right away, and in the dead of night, you will ask yourself if you could have done anything differently. But you were just defending yourself, and you had no way of knowing what state the other ship was in. You didn’t cause this. They did, by engaging in a high-risk fight. They knew how skilled you were. Witnessed it themselves.”

“I don’t know if that helps,” Kit replied, tears stinging her eyes. She’d just killed people. Did it matter if they’d taken the risk that had led to it? She’d given the order to attack, and she’d made sure they were in range.

“It won’t help now, but it will in the middle of the night when you’re thinking about this and wondering. When there’s no one else there to tell you that you didn’t mean it and it was not your fault.”

Kit nodded again, not trusting her voice. Garrus gave her shoulder a squeeze and focused on his station. He set the guns to cool. No more bolts would be needed. They were safe. It was something to be grateful for.

The control room was silent, the three lost in their thoughts as they approached their destination. It was time to call for a docking station and declare their intent.

Kit went through her tasks with her mind on autopilot. They were from Ephren, there to trade. They would only be staying long enough to recharge their shields, restock, and complete their purchase. Then Kit had to somehow find it within herself to get back in her ship and fly again, knowing more pirates might be waiting and she could accidentally kill more people. Kit didn’t look forward to leaving again.

For now, though, she would trade. It would give her something else to think about.


CHAPTER TWENTY


“Well, that just leaves one more thing. Our defenses.” Dante had hoped not to end the tour there, but he didn’t have a choice since the councilors had started with the gardens. He’d guided them from one area to the next. Councilor Harper couldn’t walk very far or fast, and it was clear as they made their way to the tower where Ike was furiously working that she was running out of steam.

It made Dante wonder how they would have handled looking at a site that was much closer to being ready. It was the best they could do, however. It wasn’t as if the councilors had warned him of their intention to visit.

Over the last two hours, Dante had tried to get a feel for how impressed they were. Harper had been enthusiastic. Sampling the food they’d grown and talking to Lexi about the new recruits and the living quarters had made her happy. Trent was far harder to read. He’d been mildly antagonistic since his arrival, exhibiting a dry, sarcastic sense of humor.

He often smiled at Harper, indulging her whims and letting her dictate their actions. She meant a lot to him, but that was his only outward display of emotion. It seemed like he wasn’t comfortable with anyone else. Dante had failed to get him to engage in conversation about anything.

Trying not to dwell on the tour since he had done his best, Dante located Ike and brought the others over. Ike was where he usually was, standing by an open panel on the side of the tower. Tools, spare parts, and wires were exposed, and his datapad hooked up to something while he tapped the screen and figured out what was going on. Before they could get his attention, he looked up and came over.

“Hello,” he greeted, smiling and being more polite than usual. “You must be the wonderful Ephren councilors here for the tour.”

“Yes. We’ve seen so many amazing things,” Harper replied, returning his happy grin.

“Aye, and tasted them too.” Trent nodded at Ike by way of introduction. Before Dante could prod Ike to give them helpful information, the engineer waved them forward.

“This is one of the two main defense towers. As you can see, it’s not online at the moment. The pirates living here before didn’t know their capacitors from their resistors, so it’s a bit of a mess. We’ve had to make do without it, but I’ve just managed to get the charging systems working. It’s finally safe to begin heating trials.”

“Oh! Has it not worked?” Harper asked. Dante grinned. Ike had steered the councilor toward the only helpful part of the conversation far more effortlessly than he’d credit the engineer for achieving.

“No, not yet. We’ve had to make do without it, but we won’t for much longer.”

“And the other?”

“The pirates had never finished building it. It still needs parts, but it’s not a priority. With a small boost, this one can meet our current needs.”

“Do you mean to say you defended Corsera from those pirates, and you didn’t have this working?” Trent asked, his mouth open as he looked at Dante and Ike. Dante tried not to give his emotions away, merely nodding as Ike did.

“Did you not read the battle report?” Harper asked.

“I did, but I must confess, I assumed it had simply failed to mention the planet’s defense systems.”

“The planet didn’t have any during that battle.” Ike held his datapad up. “Here. You can see the safety levels and checks we’re running. At the moment, I’m performing tests, and the current results are finally up to the highest safety standards for these sorts of defenses.”

“Good. I’ve seen one of these explode, and it took out an entire habitat and part of two more. Killed over two hundred people and left a crater that could never be built on again.” Harper looked a lot more serious. It made Dante wonder what sort of life she’d led.

“While I can never guarantee that nothing will go wrong, I assure you, Councilor, that I won’t be using this unless I am confident it will function properly. This will be tested a hundred times before it’s used in battle. And one whiff of a problem and it will be switched off again, as it has been.”

“Even when it sounds like you could have done with it?”

“Even then.” Ike spoke every word like he meant it and didn’t waver under the councilors’ scrutiny.

“I think I have seen enough,” Harper told the party. “I would like to return to my ship.”

“Yes, we have been given plenty to think about. Just promise me this thing will be up and operational soon.” Trent looked at Ike as he spoke.

“As soon as I can.”

“Good.” Trent offered Harper his arm to lead her back, bypassing Dante. “Come on, Maive. Let us return to Ephren. I’d like to get back in time for supper. I’ve been promised that pie Liam likes to make, and it’s one of my favorite dishes.”

“Oh, yes. He’s a wonderful cook. He does so much with so few options.”

Dante smiled as he hurried after them, tagging along rather than guiding them.

When they were aboard and had been cleared to launch, their guards along with them, Dante heaved a sigh of relief.

“Thank frell that’s over,” he muttered.

Trying to figure out what he needed to do next, Dante headed back to his office. When he got there, Ike and Victor were waiting outside.

“What the frell were you thinking?” Victor asked.

Dante raised an eyebrow.

“The councilors should never have been given a tour of the facility.”

“I don’t think a tour was the problem, but a bit more warning would have been nice,” Ike countered.

“No,” Victor disagreed. “It’s no business of theirs to see how we’ve got everything set up. They don’t need to know officially, and it’s not part of the criteria. We only have to meet the minimum legal requirements, not jump through hoops like performing dogs.”

Dante raised his hands to quiet the pair as they went back to arguing about the councilors’ decision to inspect the colony. They didn’t notice until he opened the door to his office and strode between them.

“Let’s have this discussion in here, shall we, mates?” They followed, looking at him as if he knew what to say and do to put it right.

“Firstly, I had no idea they were coming,” Dante began, holding up his hand again when Victor opened his mouth to respond. “And secondly, once they were here, if we had refused to indulge them, it would have scuppered our chances of getting approval.”

“You still could have given us more warning,” Ike insisted, some of the fight going out of him.

“Aye, but you handled your part well. The two things they seemed most impressed with were the gardens and how cautious you were being with the tower. Hopefully, they’ll tell the other councilors what they saw here. In any case, we did our best, and that was all we could do.”

“It might have helped if you’d told us what actually happened at the council meeting you went to,” Victor countered, not relaxing. “You only had Kit with you, didn’t you?”

“Aye. You insisted I take someone with me if I remember right,” Dante replied.

“I did. None of us should be making important decisions alone.”

“Perhaps not, but we did the best we could. They weren’t happy with us. Seemed to think we were rushing into things, and they might have been right. We’ve done this a lot quicker than most do.”

“We have a lot of good mates, though.”

Dante nodded.

“I still think more of us should be involved. Make more of the decisions.”

Dante’s temper flared. He wanted to tell Victor to frell off, but Lexi appeared, sauntering in as if she’d heard everything. While the rest of them stood, she flicked a chair around with her foot and straddled it.

“Come on, gents. Let’s get all this out in the open and figure out what’s really got everyone snapping at each other like someone stole the last candy bar.”

Dante grinned, glad she’d turned up when she had. She knew what was needed. Without a moment’s hesitation, he sat down. That gave Ike and Victor little choice but to do the same.

“The councilors coming when they did wasn’t ideal. You should have seen Dante’s face. He looked like someone had dropped an Enkoloth into our landing bay.”

That made Ike grin, and Victor relaxed a little.

“But this anger isn’t about the council coming, right? It’s not even about Dante going to the council to request the colonization approval. This is about who knows what and who is involved in what process.” Lexi looked around the room and realized she was right, given the look on everyone’s faces.

“I know you all want to be more involved. I know it’s important,” Dante replied, “but occasionally, something happens, and I have to make a decision right then and there.”

“Aye, and that will always be the case…now and then. You are the leader for a reason. I don’t have any trouble when it’s necessary,” Lexi replied. She looked at Victor as if she were handing him the invisible right to speak.

“As Lexi said, if it’s truly necessary, then fine. I concede that you need to make some decisions. But she is also right that we should be as involved in the decisions we can. You’ve made a lot lately without consulting us.”

Dante sat back in surprise. He thought he’d been running things by everyone and listening to their wants and needs, then acting. Was that the issue, or was there something else? Dante didn’t know, and he wasn’t sure he cared. If they couldn’t voice what was wrong, was it up to him to figure it out?

“Of course.” He wasn’t ready to speak, but he was aware that social etiquette required him to answer now. “I’ll do my best to involve you all, just like I held a vote on whether we would try to hold the colony and make it our own. We all decided to go for it. I’ll also tell you what I decided and why when I do so while you’re not there. Not that I could have done anything about today except roll with it.”

“I had no idea they’d come unannounced,” Ike interjected, standing. “Sure does explain a lot. I’m happy enough, and I’ve got a tower to fix to a high standard, apparently.”

Dante nodded at him. “Thanks, mate. You’re doing a fine job.”

“Aye, well, someone’s got to hold this stuff together and pick up the broken pieces.” Grinning, the bounce back in his step, Ike left.

Victor continued to sit, not saying anything. He still looked far more serious than Dante would have hoped, but he’d never been the sort of mate to smile or laugh without a good reason.

Dante and Lexi waited.

He finally sighed. “All right. I suppose you’re doing your best. I’ve got a lot to do too.”

When Victor walked out, he took the oppressive atmosphere with him.

Lexi shook her head. “I’ll be glad when all this is over. Everyone’s too busy and too stressed to drink and let loose.”

“We’ll have a big party when we get approval. That’ll sort most of the mates out,” Dante replied.

“Aye. It had better bloody do so, or we’ll have bigger issues.”

When Dante found himself alone, he realized he didn’t want to be in his office. He needed to get out and find something useful to do, preferably alone. He remembered he had agreed to cover a scout run for someone.

Perfect, he thought.

He hurried to Catalpa, let the mate stationed at the dock know he was heading out, and took to the skies.

Within minutes, he was surrounded by the vastness of space, Corsera to his starboard. He gazed at it for a couple of seconds, noticing that the hub had grown and expanded across its surface. They were still small compared to the available space, but they were making their mark.

While waiting for the route to finish computing, Dante gazed around. Ships came and went. A few belonged to people he recognized, but some offered new names and new faces.

Dante tried not to worry about how many new recruits there were, just focused on the task at hand. He had to make sure Corsera stayed safe, and he would do so. If he managed to think about this mess at the same time, it was a bonus.

In another few minutes, Dante was underway. He followed the route on autopilot, keeping an eye on the radar and long-distance scanners to monitor the space around Corsera.

Over an hour later, he was in the farthest section of space from Ephren and Jeb’s Farm. Corsera to his starboard since he’d completed half the circular route. Something appeared on the scan, lingering there for long enough for him to recognize it and it to recognize him. He raised an eyebrow; it was Ryder’s ship.

Before he could hail the pirate and find out what he was up to, he received a request to open an encrypted channel. Dante hesitated, then accepted.

“What’s up?” he asked, deliberately not using the man’s name.

“Hello, old friend. Just wanted to pass on some info, Jaste. Varun is getting the group back together. He’s still pissed about losing the planet. Wants that frelling upstart Aerie off it.”

“Sounds like fun,” Dante replied, hoping Ryder knew who he was talking to.

“Thought you ought to know, given how well Varun pays. It’s bound to be a big thing. Plenty of glory and mayhem.”

“Undoubtedly. Thanks for letting me know.”

“No worries. If I hear any further details, I’ll drop it in the usual channels.” Ryder cut the feed, leaving Dante with no idea of what to do next. He’d known Varun was still angry—the man had said as much, and Ryder had confirmed it—but if Varun had a plan and was recruiting, it was far more worrying.

Somehow, he had to ensure they could defend themselves when the attack came. The chat over the encrypted channel hadn’t been recorded the normal way. He would need to talk to Ike to get a coherent record. When he searched the system to find the encrypted file, he noticed there was also a data file, also encrypted. He didn’t know how to decrypt either.

Dante had no choice but to sit back and wait, monitoring the radar. He was alone in space now Ryder was gone. He wondered who Jaste was and what game Ryder was playing to have to call him by a different name.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Yawning, Kit noted they were coming up to Sector Thirty-four’s space hub again.

“I think we need to stop,” Garrus replied after catching her yawn and trying to smother his own. “I’d be no good in another fight.”

Kit bit her lip. She had wanted to decide they were too late to stop. That they had to keep going because Corsera needed the part they were carrying. However, he was right. She should dock at the hub, which meant facing Barien and the leaf sisters after so long away.

“All right,” she agreed, taking the ship off autopilot and aiming her at the space hub. “Let’s find somewhere we can get some sleep.”

The stationmaster was busy at this time of day, but within a minute, they had a place in the queue of ships entering the port.

“Do you think Dante will mind that we’re not back tonight?” Kit asked. She wanted to make the run home, or at least to Ephren, but she already knew the answer to the question.

He’d want them to be safe, and they’d hit a lot of pirates. The run back to the main space hub in their sector hadn’t even been clear, but she’d bested the pirates before, and a quick comm chat had put them off a second attempt. The worst part was the deaths. Whenever Kit thought about what they’d been through, the memory of the ship exploding came back to her.

Pushing it out of her mind again, Kit tried to focus on what Sky and Garrus were saying. They’d not only replied to her question, but they were talking about Corsera as if the conversation had continued without her. She didn’t remember a word that had been said.

All too soon, Kit flew her ship into the mouth of the hangar and headed toward her designated landing pad. It was near the back, so it took a few minutes to get there without crashing into those already landing, and it was familiar. It was common for the bigger hubs to keep track of ship names, visit numbers, and the areas you usually landed.

The less often you came to a place, the farther back you were stationed, or the more awkward your pads were to fly to. The only advantage was being near the facilities and sights the hub had to offer. With precision, Kit touched down, relieved she could at least get that right while she was so tired.

“You lived here before Ephren, didn’t you, Kit?” Sky asked, her question innocent.

“Aye. For a short while.”

“Brilliant. Why don’t you show us around?” Garrus suggested. “We can get some food that’s not from a package. I’ll even buy since you spent all your credits on winning me.”

One glance at their faces made it clear that they were far too excited for her to refuse, so she smiled and nodded. The big question was, should she let Barien and the leaf sisters know she was here? Did she really want to run into them after leaving the way she had and everything that had happened that day? That would require more emotional capacity than she had left.

As soon as she stepped onto the dock, the decision was taken out of her hands. Weaving through the ships toward the trading court was Rose, the leaf sisters’ cousin.

“Kit!” she yelled, running up and hugging her middle. The thirteen-year-old’s head was just below Kit’s chin. “Please say you’re back to stay. It’s been so dreary without you.”

“Hey, Rose. I’m not, but I’d like you to meet Sky and Garrus. These guys are my favorite new crewmates.”

“You left the leaf crew?” Rose’s chin wobbled as if she might cry.

“I’m sorry, Rose, but I’m just not the right sort of girlie-girl to be a leaf mate. I joined Xeartais.”

Rose’s eyes went wide. Blinking to try to compose herself, she looked at the companions and Kit.

“You’re all in Xeartais? I’ve always wanted to be in Xeartais. Can I join?”

Kit chuckled but shook her head.

“Sorry, Rose, they only take adults at the moment. No families.”

“But don’t you have a safe colony now?”

“We’re building one. It’s far from safe yet.”

Rose pouted and folded her arms across her chest, the frills on her leaf dress looking comical with her stern face. No one said anything while Kit was trying to think of a way to extricate herself and take her friends to the nearest place to get some decent food.

Suddenly, Rose burst out laughing.

“Is that your ship’s name?” she asked, pointing at the side of the ship. “The Slippery Kitter?”

“Aye,” Kit replied, grinning.

“That’s the best pun I’ve seen. Kippers are definitely slippery, and so are you.”

“Aye. Kit’s one slippery target, that’s for sure. You should see her in an asteroid field,” Sky volunteered.

Resigned to keeping Rose with them a little longer, Kit locked the ship and led the way out of the maze of docking platforms. For a while, Sky and Rose talked about small things and what it was like to fly in space, then Rose told her new and very willing listener how she planned to get her first ship and join Xeartais.

“I see why you left the leaf crew, if that’s their uniform and the membership requirement,” Garrus whispered once they’d drawn ahead.

“They’re not all bad, but there were some...odd requirements indeed.”

Before he could reply, they reached the edge of the hangar and the beginning of the food stalls and vendors.

“Stall or sit down?” she asked, looking back to get Sky’s attention.

“Sit down,” Garrus replied for them both. Sky shrugged.

“I’d better get back to the fam,” Rose told Kit. “They’ll be wondering where I am. They sent me to run a box of supplies to the spare ship, and I talked to quite a few people on the way there. I’ll let the sisters know you’re here.”

Before Kit could ask her not to tell her old crew, Rose was gone.

“How will she even know where we are?” Garrus asked.

“Oh, they’ll know. There’s only one place you take visitors to the hub. Come on. It’s this way.”

Feeling smug that for the first time ever, she was taking friends to Ed’s, Kit led the way, weaving through the crowds standing beside food stalls and vendors. They were munching and chatting as if eating your food standing up in the middle of the street was normal.

It took several minutes to reach the buildings. Ed’s occupied the central space in a row of restaurants.

A queue had formed at the door, snaking one way, then the other. Kit frowned, about to go to the end of the queue and hope it didn’t take too long, when she was spotted.

“Kit!” Barien yelled. “How are the Xeartais treating you? Assuming you’re still with them. It’s been, like, a few weeks.”

Kit stopped. He was near the front of the line. Almost bumping into her, Garrus and Sky realized the comment had been directed at her.

“That someone from the old crew?” Garrus asked quietly so no one else would hear. Enough people were already looking at Kit, and she wanted to be swallowed whole.

She nodded.

“Nah, she’s not left the Xeartais,” Garrus called loudly, leading the trio closer. “Unlike other crews, we know how to be decent friends. Makes a mate want to stick around if you’re not shitty to them.”

This got a ripple of laughter, and Barien went red.

“You three Xeartais?” the guy on the door asked.

Garrus nodded and walked closer to the door.

“We’ve had some spectacular cargo runs, thanks to those pirates you ousted from that nest of theirs. Come on in, and we’ll find you a table.” He pushed open the door and called over a waiter to tell him their crew’s name. Stunned but gratified, Kit rolled with the opportunity and hurried forward with her companions. As the waiter asked them to follow him to their table, Kit glanced back.

Still red-faced and angry, Barien stood in the queue, glaring. She was ushered away before she could think of a set-down.

A minute later, she sat at a table close to the massive cooking areas that lined the back of the building. In each area were two chefs cooking dishes of different cuisine styles and laying them on a counter.

For a set fee, a diner could go up as many times as they wished, pick up a plate, and chow down. The only requirement was that you didn’t waste anything. You didn’t get to go up for another plate until the one on your table was empty.

Relaxing, Kit took her friends to get her favorite dishes, promising to finish anything they didn’t so they could try more. They went again twenty minutes later. Sky recognized something Kit had never tried and returned the favor.

The longer the three of them ate and talked, the happier and more relaxed Kit grew. This was her tribe. Barien’s comment didn’t even stick in her mind.

After Rose arrived with the leaf sisters, the three of them having joined the queue, the conversation and laughter continued.

“We heard what you did on Corsera,” Violet explained. “One of our friends was jobbing for Lexi. She said it was amazing seeing you all in action. Saw you rush Slippery Kitter over to help the guy in charge.”

“You knew her ship was called Slippery Kitter?” Rose asked, pouting again.

Violet smiled and rolled her eyes.

“You’ve found your forever crew, haven’t you, my dear?” Ivy asked, reaching over and squeezing her hand. There was no hint of anything but delight about Kit being there.

Kit nodded, relieved she didn’t have to fake anything.

“Good. We’ll let the three of you enjoy Ed’s in peace. It was so good to see you again, Kit. When Corsera is up and running, we’ll pay you a visit.”

When she sat back down, Kit almost wept in relief. After the day she’d had and the altercation with Barien, she couldn’t have been more grateful for the sisters’ reaction. Rose launched herself at Kit and gave her another big hug.

“I’ll see you soon, yeah?” the younger leaf asked.

“Of course. I’ll take the next cargo run the crew has to here,” Kit replied. Yes, she could come back, even if Barien continued to be an asshat. Knowing the Xeartais crew was so respected and that she’d played a significant part in the attack on the pirates and the leaf sisters thought well of her was enough.

But even with all that, Kit wasn’t perfectly happy. People had died today because of her, and she didn’t know any of their names. She didn’t know who to tell or who might want to know they were missing besides the next pirate ship she ran into. They had parents or spouses somewhere who were no doubt worrying about them.

With that in mind, when they left the restaurant and Sky and Garrus requested she show them to the market square, she agreed. There was a small stall that sold old-fashioned paper and pens. She’d send her mother and youngest brother a letter. Maybe telling them about her new and better situation would ease her troubled mind.
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Relieved, Kit landed her ship in Corsera’s dock. Garrus headed to the cargo hold to unload the stuff he’d bought at the hub while she and Sky gathered the rest.

“Can you take this to my cabin, please?” Kit asked, holding out the package of paper and the snacks she’d bought on the hub.

Sky nodded and let Kit add it to the pile she already carried. Kit grabbed the box with the part Dante needed. Having no idea where it was supposed to go, she took the box to his office.

The door was open, so she stuck her head around it. The device in her arms kept her from knocking. Dante looked up the second she entered and got up from his desk to help her with it.

“Wow, that’s bigger than I thought,” he remarked.

“Aye, but it’s here. Sorry we didn’t make it back sooner. It wasn’t an easy cargo run. Varun has the pirates organized in the next sector too, and they were a bit miffed to see our logo again.”

“They gave you a lot of trouble?”

Kit nodded, words failing her as she thought about the ship she’d blown up. Tears pricked her eyes, and she trembled. Dante wrapped his arms around her.

“That bad?” he asked after she’d calmed, her cheeks flushing when she realized someone had seen her moment of weakness.

“No, not really.” She sighed and wiped the tears off her cheeks with her hands. “It’s just, I caught a ship wrong. The shields were down, and it went up in a ball of flames. The crew never stood a chance.”

“Aye. It’s never fun when that happens, but they fought anyway, knowing the risks.”

“That was what Garrus said.”

“And he was right.”

“I can’t help but wonder if they only attacked because they were blackmailed into it, just like the others.”

“Possibly, but that’s all the more reason to do what we can to stop Varun and keep doing what few good deeds we can.”

“Aye. We helped a ship of Drelmar monks. They said they had a sacred item aboard, so that’s something,” Kit replied to make herself feel better as well as inform Dante. “We fought the pirates together more than once.”

“They’re a dying sect, but they’ve done good in their time. Good allies to have chosen.”

Kit nodded, but she didn’t feel any better. Now she felt awkward, too.

“Why don’t you do a full mission report as soon as you can bear to? Victor keeps nagging me to make sure you all do it, and writing it down might give you some closure.”

“Aye. I’ve been doing them. This one will be with you by tomorrow.” Kit used the promise as an excuse to leave. Dante had gone over to the part and was checking it. Hopefully, whatever it was supposed to fix would be up and running when everyone expected it to be, and no one would mind that she’d been late back with it.

Exhausted, needing time to herself, and having decided that doing the mission report would give her something to focus on, Kit headed to her quarters.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Taron slammed a hand on Dante’s desk. “The last one has been unloaded. Eve and I just got back.”

“Frell, mate. You look like something an Enkoloth spat back out.” Dante got to his feet, ready to pull a chair out for Taron to collapse on, but the man held out his hand and stayed on his feet.

“No. If I sit down, I’ll never get back up. And I think we’ve got trouble on the way.”

“We do?” Dante reached out to steady him as he swayed. “Tell us as much as we need to know, then get some rest.”

Before he’d finished speaking, Lexi appeared. “Tell Ike Taron is back,” he directed her.

“I think he’s sleeping,” she replied.

“Wake him,” Taron ordered, his eyes forlorn as he looked at Lexi. Forgoing one of her usual quips, she hurried off.

“Those pirates Ryder warned you about,” Taron began. “I think they’re on their way.”

“You think?”

“Aye. We had to take a longer route back. Kept running into trouble on the normal one. More ships than you’d expect, and even if you gave one of them hell, another appeared as a backup. Kept Eve on her toes, dodging bolts and finding new ways around that sector of space.”

“You think they have another base?”

“No. They were being...conservative. They weren’t wasting bolts, and as soon as we were out of reach, they turned tail and headed straight back to where they’d come from. They were gathering in a section.”

“Any idea if they’re planning to come this way soon?”

“No, but they’ll only have so much fuel, and I don’t think there’s anywhere great to land where they are. There’s a lot of asteroids, a lot of debris from our last fight, and a lot of awkward gravity pulls. They’re hiding there.”

Dante nodded. It was all they needed to know.

“Get some rest,” he directed as he headed to the office door, grabbing his jacket and his sword along the way.

“Aye, and you’ll wake me as soon as I’m needed,” Taron replied, echoing the conversation from a few weeks earlier.

Neither needed to say anything further.

“All hands to their ships, as planned,” Dante called as he hurried through Corsera’s rest area. “We have incoming.”

People shot to their feet, grabbing what they needed to make their ships fly. Dante spotted Victor and repeated the command, knowing his first would spread the information and get everyone protecting the planet.

“Who let you know? Ryder?” Victor asked, the disdain clear in his voice.

“No, Taron,” Dante snapped, not in the mood for Victor’s dislike of the pirate. Pirate or not, Ryder had warned them. Victor opened his mouth to argue, but after studying Dante’s face, he let whatever thought he’d been about to voice go. Instead, he nodded and hurried away to get the Aerie into the air.

Dante stood at the edge of the dock, watching as his now-well-trained Aerie mates rushed to their ships and got into the air.

“The guns aren’t ready,” Ike told him after he ran up. He held the part Kit had brought back in one hand as he shrugged the other arm into his jacket, his feet in slippers.

“Do your best. We’ll buy you as much time as we can.”

“You’d bloody better. If we have another attack on Corsera this close to the council making their decision and I don’t have a tower in play, they’ll fail us for sure.”

“Aye, but no blowing a hole in this planet, either.”

Grinning, Ike hurried away.

“Dante,” Kit called just before she reached him. “My second is still out on patrol. Should I wait for her or find someone else?”

“Sky, right?”

She nodded as she stopped beside him.

“I need you to have a gunner, a decent one. You’re one of our best pilots. I want you as my wingman.”

“Who should I take?”

“Is Garrus around?” Dante asked. He didn’t want to see the two paired up any more than they had been lately, but he knew they were one of the most effective combos in the alliance.

“I can gun okay,” a greenie yelled as he ran up to them. “I’m Aneurin. Rin for short.”

“Good. Go.”

Dante watched the pair hurry to Kit’s ship, Kit asking him questions as he jogged behind her. After everyone else paired up, Dante realized he needed to get Taron and Eve off the ground, but he felt awful about pulling Taron out of bed.

Instead of getting in Catalpa and sending for Taron, Dante jogged over to the stationmaster’s post. The man was still there, giving the ships instructions if they were straying out of formation. Dante grabbed the second comm and punched the button to get through to Victor.

“I want to give Taron and Eve as long as possible before I get them into space. Also, I’ll make sure Ike has everything he needs. If you can get the fleet into formation over the planet, I’ll join them as soon as I can.”

“It would be good for morale to see you up here,” Victor replied.

“I’m sure it would, but if we don’t get Ike everything he needs, it won’t matter how excited we are. We don’t have the defenses we need otherwise. Let me know if you see signs of trouble and get the scouts to pull back.”

Dante signed off before Victor could respond, not willing to get into a debate about where he ought to be. There wasn’t time.

Dante found Ike at the main defense tower, the side panel off and loose wires dangling, although significantly fewer than the last time he’d seen it.

“Here, hold this.” Ike handed him a tool and used his fingers to work a wire into a small hole and solder it in place. A moment later, he took the tool back.

“There’s nothing more you can do for me, Captain. Go board your ship and keep them far enough away that I can get this installed and tested to check that I’ve not frelled it up.”

“Aye aye, Ike. You’ll manage it.”

“We had all better hope so.”

Dante went away, letting his engineer focus. With nothing left to do but rouse Taron, he rushed back to the docks. Taron and Eve were already there, waiting with the one other person left on the planet—Ike. All three looked tired but determined.

“Taron, with me. Let’s get into space and see what’s coming this way.”

Puffing and mentally promising to get more exercise, Dante ran to Catalpa and opened her hatch. Taron was a little slower than normal, but he walked straight onto the ship. He went past the captain and stopped at the gunner’s seat, and Dante gripped his shoulder.

“Are you sure you’re up to this?”

“I might not be as strong or rested as I would like, but I’m ready. I can’t sit on that planet and wait, so I’ll be up here with you, and we’ll give them as much hell as we can. But I appreciate the concern.”

Dante nodded, strapped in, and lifted the ship off the pad. Following Eve and her ship, Dante joined the fleet in the sky, pleased to notice that Victor had them all lined up. The last of the scouts joined them and got into position. Some wouldn’t have gunners, but it didn’t matter. More people aloft were more people aloft. When facing so many enemies, it made a difference to have a few more ships to fly past, if just as a distraction.

Dante couldn’t think about anything except the fleet. The number of ships prepared to take the attack to the pirates the first time around had been impressive, but they had twice as many ships this time, and each one was crewed by Aerie mates or their close friends. Even the James Dean was right there with them.

Catalpa’s place was obvious—in the only squad of ships without a leader, dead-center in the spread-out group, in front of Kitter on one side and Kayla’s Caspian on the other.

“Nice of you to join us, boss,” Garrus greeted him via comm.

“I’m relieved we’ve got everyone into space and Ike had everything he needs to provide backup,” Dante replied, indirectly making a point.

There were no more digs.

“What direction are we expecting them from?” Victor asked. Looking at his gunner, Dante paused before responding. Rather than speak, the exhausted man pointed to port.

“They were three kellians that way an hour ago.”

“We’re facing the right way,” Dante replied into the comm. “Keep a lookout. They’ll be here any time.”

Silence was the response. Dante hoped they all did just that.

“Close your eyes for a bit,” Dante told his companion. “You’ll know the second we get company.”

“Aye, but you might have to give me a good shake to wake me.” Taron gave him a wan smile and settled into the chair.

Dante chuckled as the ship went quiet, then settled in to wait.

As the minutes ticked by, Dante’s frown deepened. Where were they? Did they know the alliance was waiting for them?
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Half an hour later, Dante was fighting to keep quiet. Taron was fast asleep. On the one hand, he wanted to wake the man and grill him about what he had seen, but that would have been cruel. He doubted Taron knew when the pirates were coming or had any more info.

He noticed he had a hail from a private channel. Guessing it would be Victor, he sighed and accepted.

“What’s going on, Dante? We can’t stay out here forever. Some of the mates are getting restless.”

“Aye, I’m aware. But the pirates are coming. I’m sure of it.”

“You’re sure of it, or you want to believe Taron got it right?”

“I’m sure of it. Taron’s not going to make something like this up.”

“Not what I meant. He meant well. They all do. But we’re sitting up here getting cold, tired, and hungry, and nothing is on the long-range scanners.”

Dante rubbed a hand over his chin, thinking. They needed to know what was going on.

“We’ll send scouts. I’ll ask for volunteers,” Dante replied. Before Victor could respond, Dante killed the feed. Within another minute, he had at least one volunteer from each squadron, including Kit from his. He paused to think before making his mind up.

“Kit will take the lead. Scouts, fan out from her at short radar-range intervals, keeping her or your closest neighbor in her direction on the radar. Kit, I’m sending you the coordinates we’re estimating they’re at. They could be closer now, so proceed with caution.”

“Aye aye, Captain,” she replied, pulling out so the group going with her could spread out from her position.

As Dante headed for the star map to figure out where Taron meant, he felt a hand on his shoulder.

“Here,” Taron said, pointing out the positions of the pirates, along with a circle where he and Eve guessed they were gathering. After he was done, Dante sent the file to Kit.

She led the eight scout ships away.

“Thank you,” Taron said as they both went to sit back down again. “For believing what I said.”

“You have no reason to lie. And besides, I want to be cautious. We can’t afford to be caught with our pants down.”

“That we can’t, but it was still a big ask. Most would rather believe they were safe until trouble stares them in the face.”

“Sadly, that’s true.”

They were silent as they waited for the scouts to return.

Stay safe and come back in one piece, Dante thought, wishing she hadn’t volunteered.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Breathing deeply, Kit headed toward the large red area on her star map. It was a minefield of problems and factors from ship debris to asteroids and planets with several moons, some of them in large less-than-circular orbits.

All the ships under her command maintained a sensible distance, the two nearest just on the edges of her radar and the next two out showing on her long-range scanners.

“What do you need me to do?” Rin asked.

“Keep the guns warm but not hot, and if we get into trouble, shoot at the pirates. I can handle everything else,” Kit replied. She checked the controls to make sure she could get the ship to do what she needed it to.

“You can handle both of those at the same time?” he asked.

“I’ve had plenty of practice doing them separately. I’ve done the two together a few times, and it’s manageable. If need be, I can stick either on auto for a bit.”

Kit pressed a few more buttons, then glanced behind her and noticed he was still staring at her.

“Can everyone in the Aerie fly like you?” he asked.

She shook her head, then shrugged.

“No, they can’t, but if they’re not good at this, they’re good at—or working hard to be good at—something else. Everyone in the Aerie knows they matter, and it is important to give your best.”

“The more I’m in the alliance and part of Xeartais, the more exciting it gets.”

“It can also be dangerous, but I joined for the excitement too,” she replied. “And the adventure.”

They made small talk about their families and where they were from and when they’d first left home until they were a kellian from Corsera.

When an object appeared on the scanner, Kit raised her hands, cutting Rin off mid-sentence. Pausing, her eyes locked on the screen, Kit waited for the ship to feed her information about what lingered ahead. Was it the pirates, asteroids, a moon?

“It’s moving,” she said a moment later. It didn’t follow a natural pattern. Grabbing the comm, she slowed as she sent, “I’m easing off. I have something on my long-distance.”

“Aye, we do too. Dead ahead,” a male voice she didn’t recognize replied.

“How far out from me are you?” she asked, trying to figure out if they were seeing the same thing.

“I’m three out on your port.”

“I see something dead ahead too,” Kayla added, “and I’m on your starboard.”

“Sounds like a bunch of ships in a formation like ours,” Rin murmured softly so her comm wouldn’t pick it up.

“All right, slow to a stop and scan,” she told the scouts. “Prepare to head back to the main fleet.”

“Aye aye, Captain,” came a chorus of voices.

Kit kept an eye on the moving dots on her radar as the ship continually scanned and provided information. This was her command, so she had to keep a clear head. She could not show any fear.

Before she could figure out if it was a line of approaching pirate ships, more dots appeared, coming up behind the initial line and moving much faster.

Kit opened the comm again.

“We have a lot of incoming hostiles. Head back to your squads as quick as you can. Stay in a spread-out formation, but don’t feel you have to hold steady.” As Kit was saying the last few words, she reached out to set her flow for maneuverability. Rin was already there.

“Thanks,” she said as she pulled the ship around and turned her nose back to Corsera. As soon as she was pointed in the right direction, he reset the flow to give her maximum speed.

“Everyone heading back?” she asked, worrying that some of them might get left behind on her watch. As the pilots replied, Kit counted them. Eight. I’ve got all eight.

“Want the guns a bit warmer?” Rin asked, not anticipating that need after predicting the previous requirements.

“Yes, and strap in,” she replied. “It’s going to be a bumpy ride from here on out.”

Each minute that ticked by brought her, her crewmates, and the rest of the fleet closer together, but the line of pirates behind her accelerated. They started to overtake the scouts, but the Aerie ships found their groove and left them behind.

Although it had felt pretty quick coming from Corsera to the point where they had found the pirates, it didn’t feel as quick going back. Each second, they were pursued was a nightmare of trying to keep track of too many things at once.

As soon as the Aerie fleet came up on her radar, Kit sent Dante a hail.

“Hot on our tail,” Kit reported. “Big pirate fleet.”

“Roger that. How many?” he asked. Kit froze. She hadn’t thought to count them.

She counted the ones she could, coming to eight.

“There’s at least fifteen and more behind that,” Kit told him, including the ships she’d been told about or could see. It wasn’t a perfect solution, but she couldn’t see a better one.

She fell back into her squadron position, in tight as Dante’s wingman.

“Steady, mates,” Dante sent as the pirate ships appeared on everyone’s radar. “We’ll be fighting them soon. You’ve all done me proud in the way you’ve grown Corsera. It’s time to make sure Varun doesn’t take it from us.”

Kit’s heart swelled. Corsera was theirs, and no one would take it from them.

“Stay in your squadrons and obey your designated leader,” Dante finally ordered. “We’ll see you all on the other side.”

“What are our instructions?” Kit asked.

“We’re going to keep the stragglers away from the hub. Give Ike time to do his thing.”

Kit gritted her teeth, preparing to fire and wondering whether things would be different if she’d noticed the pirates sooner. She couldn’t tell, so she got on with the task.

“Steady,” Dante warned when the pirate ships came into range and fired. “They’ll want to scatter us. Don’t take direct hits, but bear in mind that if it doesn’t hit your shield, it’s probably going to hit something or someone behind you.”

Kit thanked the gods for the miracle that was the Aerie engineers, who’d gotten the shields back to full capacity on all the ships of the fleet on short notice. Corsera wasn’t defenseless, but the parts necessary for getting the defense towers online had been difficult to source and acquire.

One of the pirates had bypassed the nearby ships and was heading for Catalpa. Darting her ship toward it, Kit rolled and hoped Rin could shoot in the situation.

One shot went wide, but the second crackled across the pirate ship’s shield.

Although Corsera was vulnerable, it quickly became apparent that Dante’s ship was the primary target. More than one pirate group came up and took runs at him.

To combat that, Dante pulled back behind the others. The squad zig-zagged across his bow, ensuring no shot got through their section of space while shooting at anything in range.

With so many ships so close to the planet and each other, Kit did not fire at pirates unless she was sure she would hit something that could take it. It wasn’t a good way to handle what had happened the day before, but she couldn’t bring herself to do anything else.

Exhausted, Kit tried to think of a solution. The pirates outnumbered them, which meant they needed to even the playing field and fast. Dante and her squad were pinned down by trying to protect the Catalpa and ensure Corsera’s shield didn’t take much of a hit. They were attached to Corsera in a way the pirates weren’t, and taking a defensive posture wasn’t working for them.

Kit could think of nothing except to go on the offensive, but Dante couldn’t lead it. He was too much of a target, and someone had to be the last line of defense.

Time to earn your stripes. You can do this.

Kit opened a secure channel to the captain. “Request permission to form a new squad with Eve, Lexi, Sky, and whoever has Garrus.”

“You want to form a sniper squad?”

“Aye, Captain.”

He paused and considered her suggestion. While he was occupied, Kit did a fly-by to prevent a pirate from shooting at him.

Dante made up his mind. “Okay. Garrus is with Limnad. Hail them all and include me on the channel.”

“Aye aye, Captain.” Kit grinned as she reached for the comm.

“You ready to do some serious flying?” Kit asked Rin, glancing at him to see how he was coping. He was white, but he gave her a determined nod. For his first time in a major battle, it was a healthy level of fear. It would keep them both alive.

“Ahoy, mates. We’ve got a change of plans,” Kit began. When she paused, Dante took over, giving them their orders and her the command in a way that brooked no argument.

“I’m coming to the starboard side of the battle. There’s a team of seven that keep doing fly-bys on Dante. We’re going to give them merry hell.”

“Aye aye, Kit,” Eve replied. “I’d recommend a split-and-weave.”

Kit grinned. “Exactly what I was thinking.”

When the four pilots were in a V formation behind her, Kit reached for the controls, changed a few settings, and gave herself more speed. Kitter shot toward the pack of pirates.

“You’ll need to fire both sides,” Kit told Rin, not looking his way. She accelerated while reaching for the other console to give her maneuverability when she needed it. She thought back to the last time the pirate ships had fired and from which side. If she led her squadron in a fly-by on that side, there was a good chance the guns wouldn’t have warmed up another set of bolts yet, saving them a hit to dodge. Of course, once she was in the main pack of pirate ships, they wouldn’t have that advantage, but a small advantage was better than none.

Her tension built as she barreled toward the largest group of pirates, but she’d played chicken more than once, and she knew she could fly. As they closed and she darted to one side to skim past the port side of the lead ship, the leader veered to starboard to avoid them.

The rest of his squad was too slow to react, and Kit flew into their depths. Rin was focused enough to pick targets and shoot at his best opportunity. He fired all four guns, the bolts hitting a ship apiece before the pirates shot back. Kit pulled up and out of the crossfire, altering the ship’s particle flow to allow her to turn and roll at the same time.

“Oof,” Rin grunted as she finished the move and held them in space for her team to catch up and reform.

“You okay?” Kit asked.

“Aye, just not used to the gees from maneuvers like that. They said you could fly, but...”

“You’ll get used to it,” she replied, grinning despite the danger.

From behind the pirate squad, they had a phenomenal view of the battle, and Kit took a second to appreciate it. Her squad had hit one of the pirate ships with enough bolts that they had overwhelmed the shields. It had slowed, and it wasn’t flying straight. Now was the perfect time to attack the group again.

“Lay on speed, catch up, roll, shoot into the back of them, and peel off to port,” Kit ordered, executing her own commands.

Kitter sped forward faster than the bigger ships and ate up the distance between her squad and the pirates.

They either didn’t expect Kit to turn around and come back so quickly, or they were focused on Dante and his unit, but the pirates didn’t see them coming.

Right after the pirates emptied their port-side guns at Dante and Corsera, Kit reached the back of their squad. With one hand, she switched the particle flow from one jet out the back to all vents, and with the other, she turned and rolled Kitter. This was one of the hardest moves for the gunner to make use of, having to get the first salvo of bolts off before the roll began and the second off halfway through the roll while upside-down.

Rin didn’t let her down. The first salvo came a moment too soon, but it managed to graze the stern of the struggling ship. Eve’s gunner finished it off.

The next two shots caught the stern of the pirate ship on the far port side. The whole squad followed, but the shield fended off the majority of the strike.

“That must have drained them a fair bit,” Rin offered as they flew toward one side of Corsera.

“Aye, let’s hope,” Kit replied before clicking the comm on again. “Well done, mates. One down. We’ll regroup and play some more chicken.”

Feeling like she was finally doing something to help win this battle, Kit brought her ship around. Those pirates wouldn’t take Corsera, not while she still flew.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


“Shields?” Dante asked as they intercepted another hit that would have struck the planet.

“Forty-three percent,” Taron replied. “You can’t keep doing this.”

“Aye, but Kit and your wife are dealing with the biggest threat right now.” Dante focused on the rest of the battle, which wasn’t going as well as he’d hoped. Despite their training, the Aerie wasn’t working as a team, and the pirates were picking off the weaker members of the squads, much as Kit was doing to the unit bothering him.

“We need Ike and fast.” Taron fired a salvo as another pirate got close, draining his shields but doing no other damage. There were a few Dante expected to either run or lose shields soon, but for now, they only had two disabled ships. The Aerie was down five, one of which had suffered an explosion so large Dante feared the worst.

Dante hesitated before he opened the comm to the planet.

“Ike, mate, we need that tower.”

“I’m aware, Captain, but this isn’t going as well as I hoped.”

“What do you mean?” Dante asked, a weight settling in his stomach. “You had one final part to install.”

“Something wasn’t wired right. The gun won’t begin the testing phase. Won’t heat up, but I’m working on it. It’ll be online soon.” Ike didn’t sound as calm as usual, but it wasn’t like he had much choice. They couldn’t afford for Ike to get it wrong. They also couldn’t afford for him to take much longer.

Dante thumped his fist on the console in frustration as Taron shot at another pirate who came too close but missed.

“We can’t hold on much longer,” Dante growled, hoping the negativity wouldn’t affect Taron much.

“The Aerie mates will hold to the last. We just need another advantage. Eve and Kit can only outfly so many pirates at once, but our best are better than their best.”

“You suggesting we pick off their weaker ships too?”

“Perhaps. Or give them an incentive.”

“Incentive?”

“Aye. Corsera is already making us wealthier, is it not? That’s half the reason Varun wants it back.”

“But we spent all our credits on the colonization efforts.” Dante glanced at the man, expecting him to be thinking out loud while he gunned, but Taron wasn’t even looking through his scope. Instead, he was grinning at Dante, an excited light in his eyes.

“True, but if money is what’s making these pirates fight us...” Taron’s voice trailed off.

“Then money might make them join us.”

“Worth a try.”

Dante nodded. At this point, anything was worth a try. They were losing, and the only way they’d win was if they bought Ike more time. After the pirate unit nearby flew past again and he had time to concentrate, Dante opened a general hail, knowing every ship within range would hear him.

“I know Varun has offered you all a lot of money. I don’t doubt he has leverage over some of you as well, but the Aerie has far more value. I’d like to make a deal. I’ll give you half again whatever Varun offered you if you disengage and hang back, and double if you join us and defend Corsera.”

“You can’t match what Varun offered us going forward,” a man with a deep voice replied.

“No, I can’t,” replied Dante. “But with enough of you, we’d win this fight within seconds, so I wouldn’t hang around. First to act is the first to get their pay for this engagement, come the end.”

Dante switched off the comm to avoid arguments. Words wouldn’t do what the doubt he’d just sown might. All it would take was for a single ship to disengage or fly out of formation to join them.

“There.” Taron pointed at a ship near Kit. “They’ve just peeled off.”

The tension drained from Dante as another followed it. None of them came to join the attack, but they disengaged, which evened the odds. When a third ship tried to leave a squad close to the center of the pack, the pirates around it responded swiftly, turning on it and shooting as one. Its shields failed, and the ship blew up.

The stunned silence that followed was palpable.

“Frell!” Taron exclaimed, his shock evident. “They turned on one of their own.”

“They’ll see it as turning on a traitor, but that doesn’t make it right.” Guilt washed over Dante as the pirates went after the other two turncoats. The first was far enough away that they could avoid pursuit, but the second, the one near Kit, was alone and vulnerable.

As the pirates swept toward it and fired, Slippery Kitter dove in, performing her signature roll as she not only took two of the four shots meant for the unfortunate pirate but delivered a double volley of her own and hammered the pirate who’d led the attack. Her squad followed, absorbing the fleeing pirate ship into its ranks before flying away.

The lead attacker didn’t get much farther before something failed, slowing it to a crawl.

“Nice flying, Kit and team,” Dante told her squad on its channel.

“Thanks, Captain. We’ll keep this one safe with us,” she replied. “But I don’t believe we’ll see any more try to change things up.”

Dante sat back, the fight happening far enough away that he had time to think again.

“Ike,” Dante began, opening the comm to the planet. “Where are things?”

“I’m almost there. I’ve found the problem, and I’m fixing it. Just give me twenty more minutes.” Ike cut the channel, not wanting to be disturbed.

Twenty minutes. They had to hang on for twenty minutes? He had nothing more to throw at the attack, and if Ike didn’t get the tower online soon, nothing could help them.
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The adrenaline was wearing off, and the aches and pains of pushing the ship around set in. Kit was exhausted but couldn’t stop. There were still five pirates hounding Dante, and two more Aerie ships had succumbed. Even with the three pirates who’d defected and the ships they’d disabled in return, they were outnumbered, and the odds were getting worse, not better.

“We need help.”

“Or for Ike to hurry up,” Rin replied.

“Aye, but he is hurrying. If anyone can get it online, it’s Ike.”

“Aye. He sorted my ship out after I crash-landed here. I thought she’d never fly again.”

“Did the same for me, along with Garrus and Dante. Turned it from the worst rust bucket in the universe into the best ship I’ve ever seen.” As Kit spoke, she dodged a shot and rolled, giving Rin the perfect angle to return fire.

The pirate’s shields went down, crackling across the ship as they fizzled out. The ship pulled up, reeling, and tried to get away.

“Hold fire on that ship,” Kit told her squad. “They look like they’re making a run for it.”

They obeyed, pummeling the rest of its unit with bolts as the damaged ship fled the fight.

Kit sighed, relieved they’d dealt with another ship. As she banked to return to the fight, she spotted three more Aerie ships in desperate situations, disabled or shieldless.

They were losing the battle, and there was nothing they could do about it.

“There’s new activity on my radar,” Lexi said over the comm. She was the farthest ship out. “More ships, I think.”

Kit froze for a second. More ships? None of their allies knew they were struggling, so it could only mean more pirates. She pulled up her long-range scanners, keeping her unit off to the side while she figured out what was going on.

“Dante? Did you get that?” she asked as her ship confirmed they had ten more ships coming to join the fight. “Sending you my scan report.”

“I heard you. Anything to identify them?”

When Kit fixed on the fifth ship’s name, she went cold.

“Ryder,” she said. “One of them is Ryder.”

Without waiting for orders, Kit turned to face him and commed her squad. “Line up with me. Let’s give these pirates a greeting they won’t forget.”

Before they could move out and run down the incoming fleet, Kit received a hail.

“Ahoy there, Kit. Long time no see.” Ryder sounded smug.

Kit was just about to give him a piece of her mind when he spoke again.

“Thought the Aerie could do with a few reinforcements. Brought some friends who are sick of Varun blackmailing us into doing his dirty work for him.”

“You’re here to help?” Kit asked, not sure she could believe what she was hearing.

“Aye. Dante’s a better mate than Varun any day, and I’d hate to see all the effort you people have put into Corsera benefit a man like Varun. ‘Cause you can be damn sure none of us pirates are going to see the profit.”

Kit hailed Dante, holding the squad in line while she filled him in on what was happening.

“Let him through. He’ll be solid.”

Kit doubted it, but she knew Dante trusted Ryder, and she wasn’t about to disobey an order.

“Squad, stand aside and come in with Ryder. He’s here to help,” she relayed, hoping they’d obey her.

“What?” Limnad replied. “He’s a pirate.”

“Aye, and more than a few have already defected. Let’s take a few more,” she replied. Limnad might have objected further, but Ryder and his team flew in. If they’d wanted to double-cross and shoot them, they’d had every opportunity as they flew past.

“Follow them in, and let’s clear some space,” Kit ordered, pulling her ship around.

The fighters didn’t know what to make of the additional ships at first. Most of them darted out of the way, wary and unwilling to make the first move.

Kit could imagine the grin on Ryder’s face as he swooped toward the closest pirate squad. Kit followed, lending her six ships to the fight and sweeping through the squad with a split-and-weave.

The pirates didn’t know what had hit them. Two more ships lost shields. A third lost a major system and went offline, hanging dark in the sky.

“Nice,” Rin remarked as his shot hammered another ship on the way past.

Before they could regroup, the pirates responded, having realized the new ships were a threat and grouped up to attack. With more space on this side of the battle, Kit pulled up and over, flying upside-down over the battle before she flipped and found the squad space to assess from.

Ryder’s aggressive move had bought them time and left this flank of the pirates significantly weaker, but Ryder’s squad had continued into the center, where it was harder to tell friend from foe, and getting hit by friendly fire was as much a possibility as accidentally crashing into another ship.

While they’d hammered the pirate squad, another had moved over and was strafing Dante and his defense squad. Kit came to the rescue, throwing her unit at the enemy from the side while turning and rolling at the last second again.

None of the ships were disabled, and several shots went wide.

“Sorry,” Rin replied. “I’m getting cramps. I’ve never been in a battle this long and drawn-out.”

Kit wanted to point out she hadn’t either, but she just brought the ship around, hanging back to wait for every member of her squad. They had to press their advantage while they had one, but that meant a squad that was in formation.

“Keep close,” Kit ordered. “We’ll make another run and end up between Dante and Victor.”

[image: ]



Come on, Ike, Dante thought as he watched Ryder and his new arrivals get pummeled by pirate squad after pirate squad. They took a few ships out along the way, but their ships probably lost half their shields in that one run through the field.

It had been a reckless move, and only time would tell if it had paid off.

“Our shields are at ten percent,” Taron reported, reading Dante’s mind. “We can’t take many more hits. We might need to get somewhere safer.”

“There is nowhere safer.”

“Good point.”

Before he could decide on the next course of action, Kit flew by and brought her squad between him and Victor, forming a line for a moment.

“Ike?” Dante asked, knowing the engineer would be annoyed by the interruption but needing to know if the idea forming in his head would work.

“Almost there. Three minutes,” Ike replied.

“You need to make it two,” Dante replied before hailing the Aerie and Victor.

“We’re all going in. One big charge all the way through. Anyone with less than twenty percent on their shields can make a run to Ephren after that if they want to.”

“We’re not going anywhere,” Kit replied. “Ephren isn’t our home.”

“Aye,” came the chorus of responses that overloaded the system.

Proud of the crew he flew with, Dante accelerated at maximum.

“I’ll give them hell.” Taron sounded like he had a lump in his throat.

They flew through a small gap between two pirates, Taron firing from both sides and hitting both ships. Shots were fired back, but Dante dodged everything until they were through, then he brought them back around.

“Shields?” he asked.

“Four percent,” Taron replied. “We can take one more hit. Maybe.”

“Come on, Ike. Now or never,” Dante urged, not hiding his desperation. Ryder had helped them hang on, but they needed a miracle to win.

As the Aerie formed up to make another run, the pirates turned to meet them. No longer split into squads, it was one side against the other, but now, they had a similar number of ships in the fight.

“One last charge,” Taron suggested, giving him permission to take the risk.

Dante nodded at his gunner, took a deep breath, and charged the pirates for the final time. The Aerie went with him and Kitter appeared to starboard, flying a little faster than Catalpa, and Ryder coming up on his port side.

“Make it count,” Dante told everyone. Then they were in the middle of the battle, plasma bolts flying and shields crackling until explosions started erupting across the field.

“It’s the tower!” Taron exclaimed as Dante dodged another shot, the bolt grazing the shield.

A warning blared in the cockpit, but there was no fizzle as the shield faded, so Dante plowed on. Taron emptied both sets of guns into pirates as they flew past.

Panting, surprised, and relieved, Dante came out the other side. Corsera was once more before him as he yanked Catalpa around and got his first glimpse of the aftermath of the battle. Kit flew beside him, her shields gone and a massive scorch mark on the rear starboard section. Ryder was next, his ship intact but bearing several scorch marks on the underside.

The battlefield was still and quiet. More than half the pirate ships had been disabled, damaged, or blown to smithereens. The Corsera defense tower was online, firing into the sky as a reminder that Ike could blow the attackers to smithereens but carefully avoiding doing so.

“Nice work, Ike,” Dante told the man. “You can take a break now.”

“Wonderful, Captain. I’ll go put the coffee on.”

“I think we’ll all be wanting a drink.”

“I want something stiffer than coffee,” Taron replied, then started laughing. Dante joined in, and for several minutes, he couldn’t stop. They’d made it. Somehow, they’d survived.

When he received a hail from Ryder, Dante dried his eyes and adopted a serious expression.

“If it’s all the same to you, Dante, I’d like to sort out these pirates and send a bunch on their way. Most were blackmailed into this like I was.”

“Aye, sort them out and send me the ones who chose to join us. I want the head of the one who gave the order to attack the pirates trying to flee.”

“Nope. I’ll deal with him as well if you don’t mind, mate. He blew up a friend of mine.”

Dante considered objecting, but this was one of those times where protocol went out the window.

“Understood. You’re welcome to restock and repair your ships here when you’re done. We’ll leave the lights on for you.”

Dante switched the comm to the Aerie channel.

“You should all be proud of yourselves, mates. Help another ship to port, and let’s get everyone back on the ground. Rum’s on me. We’ll celebrate our victory and commiserate the lives lost to defend our home.”

Dante killed the comm, not sure he wanted to land just yet. Instead, he unstrapped and went over to the nearest viewport. Everywhere he looked were damaged ships, floating parts, or crew trying to retrieve others.

It was deathly quiet—no more white-hot plasma streaking through space. Somehow, this was even worse.

“I don’t want there to be any more fights over Corsera,” Dante muttered. “There’s been too much destruction and death for a mere planet.”

“I agree,” Taron replied, getting out of his seat and joining Dante. “But it isn’t always up to us. Sometimes all we can do is be the stable, steady presence while the universe falls apart around us.”


EPILOGUE


Pacing in his office, Dante tried to ignore the sick feeling in his stomach.

After the battle, they’d spent a day cleaning up debris, patching everyone up, and letting the crew rest, but then they’d had to resume getting the planet ready to be approved as a colony. Thankfully, the pirates with Ryder had stuck around, helped lug stuff here and there, and even did a run or two for them. Not one wanted the pay Dante had promised for helping in the battle.

In return, Ike promised his team of engineers would fix their ships as well as the Aerie’s. For people who lived in their vessels, that was payment enough.

Despite the help, they’d only had minutes to spare in confirming to the Ephren council that the planet had the required infrastructure. That had been one day ago. Dante was still waiting for the verdict. He had no idea what the councilors had said in their reports, only that they’d included their support as they’d promised they would.

Victor appeared in the doorway. Before he could ask if they had an answer yet, Dante shook his head. They still didn’t know.

His first stepped out again but left the door open.

“We don’t know yet,” Dante heard him say to someone. “Go on, mates. Find something to occupy you ‘til we hear.”

Not sure he was grateful that Victor was keeping everyone at bay, Dante continued to walk back and forth behind his desk.

Every few turns, he stopped and refreshed the datapad in front of him, then resumed pacing. Although it was rare for someone to send a long-distance data burst, one of the colony requirements was having the ability to do so, even at a basic level. Otherwise, the colony had no way of remaining connected to the government structure in the rest of the galaxy.

It also meant he could now receive a long-distance data burst, so he would find out immediately if the colony on Corsera had been approved.

He’d expected to be pacing outside the Ephren council chambers while they deliberated, then to have the entire journey back to decide how he’d deliver the news, but that wasn’t how it had unfolded.

Instead, he would have to compose himself and walk out to tell the entire Aerie.

Once more, Dante paused, refreshing the pad despite knowing it would update all by itself. Nothing.

He sighed and continued pacing, but before he could turn around, he heard the ping. Rushing back, he opened the message without reading the title.

His heart pounded and he almost dropped the pad, but his eyes found the word.

Approved.

They had a home.

Relieved, excited, and ready to celebrate, Dante left the office. Despite Victor telling them to find something to do, half the Aerie had squashed into the common room, sitting on tables, the arms of chairs, the laps of others, and standing around.

Although he’d considered pretending to be serious, he couldn’t do it. The second he saw their hopeful yet worried expressions, he broke into a broad grin and nodded.

The room erupted with cheers and squeals. Hats were thrown into the air, and hugs ensued.

When the rum was passed around, someone offered Dante a seat and pressed a glass into his hand.

They’d done it. They’d actually done it.

Corsera was an official colony, and Dante was its governor.
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CHAPTER ONE


“Where do you need me?” Kit asked as she stepped onto Victor’s ship.

“Usual stations. You’re good with the particle drive, aren’t you?” he asked. Grinning, she nodded.

“I’m one of the best.”

“Brilliant. Garrus is on guns, Sky on engineering, and we’ve got Nora and Kayla aboard to help out where needed.”

Hearing the roster of names made Kit smile wider. They were some of her favorite Aerie members to crew with. This was the first time Victor had taken a ship out on a run with her aboard. She hoped she gelled with his command style.

Before she could get settled, more crew appeared—a guy who had a familiar face but not a name she remembered. He volunteered to back Sky up.

“More, the merrier where we’re going,” Victor replied. “Grab a seat, get strapped in, and we’ll get this show on the road.”

“Where are we heading?” Kayla asked.

“Small planet one of the scouts found. Looks like it has some of the asectoria we need. The plant is great for all sorts of things, but mostly medicines. Painkillers and antiseptic stuff.”

“Hallucinogens too, apparently.”

“Only in large quantities. You can smoke it to feel pretty mellow, though.” Victor grinned as he strapped himself in.

Kit considered heading to the secondary control room, but Sky stuck to the main room and sent her second that way, so Kit stayed put.

“Right, let’s hope this is a nice easy run. Half of us are on scout duty in about three hours.”

“Plenty of time,” Garrus replied.

An hour later, they were lost.

“Are you sure this is where Limnad said it was?” Victor asked aloud. Kit raised her eyebrows, not sure who the question was addressed to.

“I’m positive,” Kayla replied. “But he said he didn’t put the pin in the map, so to speak, right away. He wasn’t sure it was what we needed, so he’d passed it.”

“That’s the kind of information that’s helpful to know before we start out,” Victor replied.

“I’m pretty sure if we just go a bit farther out from Corsera, we’ll find it. He said he was on his way back on a fairly direct route, so logically, we should be able to keep going this way and find it.”

There was a moment of silence. Victor looked thoughtful.

“All right. I’ll give it ten more minutes. If we’re out here much longer than that, there won’t be time to harvest anything and get the ship back to Corsera on time anyway.”

“Aye,” Kayla replied, her happy tone sounding forced.

“You know, we could just get late back,” Garrus remarked. “We need the plants, and Dante’s the only one not here who is going to be annoyed if we miss our designated scout patrol.”

“What, with four ships not heading out? If it was one of us, maybe, but all of us? It won’t just be him who notices,” Nora replied. “Not sure what made him think it was a good idea to have us all on board at once. Surely just one or two was necessary. That way, fewer of us miss stuff at once.”

“Aye, but we all know Dante does what he wants, when he wants,” Victor replied. “And there’s not any reasoning with him once he gets an idea in his head.”

“I dunno,” Kit replied, not comfortable with the character-bashing. She didn’t understand all of Dante’s decisions, but that didn’t mean he was always wrong. And there was a good reason to schedule them for scout duty together. “I think he wanted to make it so most of the time, we can work together on things like this. If one or two of us Xeartais mates are always on duty, we’ll never get to do anything as a group.”

Silence met her comments on the matter, but the atmosphere changed slightly. Kit raised an eyebrow at Sky. The others weren’t looking her way. Sky shrugged in response and kept monitoring the systems. There were several repair bots at her feet.

“There it is!” Kayla squealed, pointing at a planet on the map on the screen. “Plenty of asectoria floating around.”

“Fantastic. Let’s get on the ground and suit up and have some fun.”

“What’s the gravity like?” Nora asked.

“Low, but there’s atmosphere and a breeze, so those things can get up to a serious speed if the conditions are right. That’s what drew Limnad. He said the surface of the planet looked like a writhing mass of plants.”

Kit’s eyes went wide as she looked out the viewport. Most of her shipmates were looking that way too.

The planet didn’t seem to be moving at first, but then something swirled, and the movement became obvious.

Ten minutes later, the ship was on the surface. Now Kit could see what had caused the movement. The planet was covered in tumbleweed-like plant balls that were dark blue and almost a meter in diameter. Every crew member was suited up, breathing apparatuses connected and helmets on.

Kit tapped her comm on.

“How are we catching those things?” she asked.

“Nets!” Victor stated. “But there are not enough for everyone. We need two crew on the ship to squash them down. Two more with nets by the cargo hatch to catch, and the rest of you scurvy lot are going to play the weirdest game of space basketball you’ve ever seen in your life. You catch one of those balls and bounce it at your teammates. For each ball that goes in the net, you’ll get a point.”

“What does the winning team get when we get back?” Kayla asked.

“High,” Garrus replied. Everyone laughed as they trooped toward the cargo hold.

Garrus went over to a box that looked like it could crush anything down to a tiny cube, and the crewman whose name Kit had forgotten went with him. Kayla grabbed a net, along with Nora. The two of them were inseparable.

That left her, Sky, Victor, and a greenie named Heinric to catch the giant alien tumbleweeds as they blew past.

Kit followed Victor, trying not to panic as she stepped outside. The balls flew past slowly, but they were so large that even Victor looked like he’d be swept away with a nudge.

“Just catch them?” Sky asked, the frown on her face making it clear she had similar fears to Kit’s.

Victor nodded, grinning as he ran at a nearby ball. He grabbed it; the hard part was how to get a handhold and redirect it rather than stop or contain it.

Kit strode toward another. A breeze blew past her as she stepped away from the ship. Reaching out, she caught the edge of a ball, but it spun off, bouncing off her as if she were a trampoline.

Grateful she had not been knocked on her ass, she went for another. This time she managed to get in front of it, and it bounced off her before she could grab it. Thankfully, the wind gusted it toward her again and allowed her to sweep it into a hug.

Her view obscured, she turned toward the ship and pushed it onward. It bounced off the planet's surface and up toward Kayla. Moving the net, Kayla caught the ball and pulled it back down to the surface.

“Yes!” Kayla replied. “Nice work, Kit.” She sent it flying up the cargo hatch.

Kit turned and looked for another. In the low gravity, it took her little effort to move, and she happily hurried toward a bouncing ball, enjoying the ease with which she jumped. Her whole body connected with the tumbleweed. Managing to grab it, she came back down, the ball clutched to her chest. She turned toward the ship and hurled it toward Kayla. This time she missed, and her ball flew past the ship.

Kayla laughed as it sailed past her. “Use the top of the ship to aim. You should just about be able to see the top section.”

“You’ve done this before?” she asked.

“Yeah, although I was barely more than a kid the last time. You’ll get the hang of it. You’re already doing better than I did the first time.”

Kit nodded, then almost got flattened by a fast-moving tumbleweed that came her way. Although she reached for it, she missed it and had to look for a viable alternative.

When another one came close, Kit ran toward it, grabbed it, and brought it in close. She didn’t get a good grip but somehow managed to turn with it. Using the sighting technique Kayla had recommended, she managed to get the ball over to her partner in crime.

“Two,” Kayla replied.

“Two?” Victor asked. “We’re already up to five.”

“Aye, but you’ve done this before. Kit here is a novice, and Sky hasn’t caught one yet.” Kayla caught the next one Kit sent her way.

“Looks like she’s getting the hang of it,” he replied as he watched Kit’s swift turnaround, her body rushing to meet another ball and bring it back. She had found a good system: jump and grab in mid-air when the ball was at its slowest, then land, spin, sight, and lob it toward your mate. It worked, and it was a pleasant change from making runs for goods to trade or barter for. It had a good purpose to boot.

“This might be my favorite way to gather cargo,” she called, sending another one toward Kayla.

“I like it more in normal gravity,” Kayla replied. “But only because it’s fun to watch other people get bowled over if they’re not looking.”

There was a smattering of laughter. Victor looked amused as he hurled another ball toward Nora. By then, Sky had also gotten the hang of the game they were playing and sent her first toward Kayla.

Kit took the opportunity to pick out an easy target and bounded over to it, her suit working to keep her comfortable as she moved. Since settling on Corsera, she’d gotten some side hustles up and running. She now made a reasonable number of credits from regular cargo runs and trades.

With the extra money, she’d upgraded her repair bots and her space suit. The inbuilt shield was now stronger, and she had a better sword.

Sword-fighting remained one of her weakest skills. Her body seemed to prefer to come in close and fight fast and dirty, but her training had made a difference.

She noticed the difference in her suit. The boots felt firmer and the limbs more responsive. She also didn’t register the element levels in her air supply as much. The suit scrubbed out the carbon dioxide more efficiently, so going from calm to high-energy events didn’t tax the system.

Sky and Kit soon got into a rhythm. They waited until Kayla secured the previous offering before they caught another. They had cleared the area close to the ship, so they went after plants that were farther out.

When Victor ventured away from the ship, Kit noticed him bouncing the plant along the ground a little way before he threw it back like a giant low-gravity basketball. She grinned. Something about the tumbleweeds made them super-bouncy.

“We’re getting full,” someone yelled from inside.

“Aye, we’re almost done out here too,” Victor called back, waving everyone toward the ship. “The rest are avoiding us, and I don’t want any of us getting too far out the first time on a new planet.”

Kit and Sky headed back to the ship, bouncing over the surface of the planet. By the time they reached Kayla, the cargo hold was full of plant cubes, the machine having squished them.

“Don’t take your suits off in here,” Victor said. “Crushing the plants gives off volatiles, and you’ll get high from inhaling them.”

Kit stopped, her finger an inch from the fastenings.

Instead, she followed the rest of the crew back to the control room. So far, so good.


CHAPTER TWO


Dante had only been in his office for five minutes when he heard the first knock on his door. A young woman opened it—Leigh, a member of Lexi’s crew who knew her botany like no one else on Corsera.

He sat back and motioned to the spare chair, but she didn’t sit down.

“I need you to bang some heads up against a wall.”

“Someone in the Aerie causing you problems?” he asked, confused about what was bothering her.

“No. That stupid liaison in the sector hub. He doesn’t believe my produce estimates. Won’t pay the usual half upfront. Insists he’d be paying it all upfront since I’m grossly overestimating what we can grow and export.”

Dante tried to get his head around what he was being told, but before he could reply, there was another knock. Ike had a wrench-like tool in one hand and looked vexed. His hair was ruffled up one side.

“Stupid gasket has blown again on the fifth habitat control system. It’s got a fault somewhere, but we can’t take that one off-line.” Ike strode in as if he were expecting Dante not to only understand but also to have a solution.

Now two of them were staring at him.

“Can we switch it out and then take a look at it?” he asked, but Ike didn’t get a chance to reply before Lexi strode in.

“Damn greenies,” she snapped. “There’re so many of them, and they’re so curious that they’ve wasted a whole heap of resources. One took a ship of mine out without telling me or checking the cargo hold. Pirate took far more off him than they could make in an entire month.”

“A greenie? How did they have access to a cargo-laden ship?” Dante asked, glad for something a little less complicated.

“We had begun training, but I had to do a turn scouting and didn’t lock the ship. They assumed that if they could get onto the ship, they could use it.”

Dante winced as he thought about what that meant for Lexi. She must have lost a lot for her to be there when the mistake was partially hers.

There was a lull as all of them thought, then everyone began talking at once. Dante winced. He’d agreed to lead this alliance and then the colony, so he had to try to figure out how to fix problems.

“Hey,” he called, standing up. “One at a time, please. Lexi, you’re going to have to come to an agreement with the greenie. Maybe he can work more hours for you, or we can train him, and he can pay you back over time.”

Lexi nodded, calming. Then Taron popped his head around the door like he’d been there for a while.

“On the note of training, we’re struggling,” he began as he came forward. “I offered to put together a schedule for Victor, but there are so many greenies and fresh mates with ships that we can’t train them fast enough. They’re making all the basic mistakes since no one has been taught any better, but because we’re growing so fast, we need them to start doing cargo runs and helping with the economy.”

“Aye,” Dante replied. “I’d noticed that problem, but Victor had some ideas about how to solve it, didn’t he?”

“He wanted to raise the prices of goods to cover the higher rate of accidents and losses,” Taron clarified, his face impassive. The fact that he was mentioning the problem indicated his concern.

Dante frowned. “We need a better solution.” However, he couldn’t think of one. If it currently cost that much, then it cost that much. “But for now, let them raise prices just enough. We’ll lower them as soon as we can.”

“What about training in general?” Lexi asked.

“We’ll have to put more of our veterans on the schedule. Take them off scout duty. We can let the more experienced greenies handle that. As long as they know to report anything even slightly suspicious, that won’t be too big a risk.”

“All right. Ike brought a new mate into Xeartais who might like to handle that.” Taron nodded as if he had just agreed with himself. “Aneurin, I think his name was. Rin for short. The guy seems methodical and calm.”

“Brilliant. Let me know if we still have a problem in a week or so.”

Taron and Lexi nodded and hurried away, chatting as they left. For a second, Dante was sad to see them go. The two captains had been with the alliance from the beginning, and each had a phenomenal capacity for keeping their head.

“Can you get our contact at the hub to actually pay us what we’re owed?” Leigh asked.

Dante nodded without hesitation. For the moment, he had no clue how, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t do everything he could. Leigh left, and Dante felt an idea forming. The last time he’d gone to the hub, he’d flirted with the daughter of one of the councilors. Perhaps showing more interest could help him get things sorted out. It wasn’t an approach he would normally entertain, but if the woman had no problem with it and it served his alliance, he’d do it.

This left him with Ike. Seeming to sense Dante’s tiredness, Ike sat down and put the tool on the desk.

“We need more backup systems,” Ike explained. “And like Taron said, we need more people who know what the frell they’re doing.”

“That takes two things we don’t have enough of, time and money.” Dante sighed.

“Aye. Any rich blind heiresses you want me to seduce and fleece?” Ike asked, grinning.

Dante laughed as he shook his head. “Just keep doing what you’re doing. I’ll try to keep you stocked with parts.”

“All right. And we all came in here and demanded stuff from you. Why don’t you tell me what you need?”

“A break,” he replied without hesitation. “And more money. We still haven’t fitted this place out to where we need it to be.”

“So, you need a rich person to bump off?”

“Or more pirates to pulverize.”

The two went quiet, Ike looking into the distance. Dante gave the busy engineer a moment, considering his options as well. He had two ideas about how to solve the financial issues, but he wasn’t convinced of their merit. Finding someone rich to marry had crossed his mind, but he’d have to love someone to marry them.

“What about using the newest habitat for some kind of alliance business?” Ike asked. “Something even the greenies can help with. Let a manager take a small cut, and the rest of the profits will come to the Aerie for expansion. Greenie kits and anything else we need.”

“I’ve thought about doing something like that. I know other colonies do something similar, especially to begin with, but...”

“It’s easy for it to be abused.”

“Aye, and I don’t want to get rich off the backs of our alliance members.”

“So, you give back with the money once it’s all up and running and we’re not struggling financially. You can even get the alliance to decide as a whole how to spend it. Let them feel like they earn it and decide what to do with it.”

“Victor was all for it when we first took the colony,” Dante admitted. “Even set himself up a little side business in one of the habitats. Distilling, I think.”

“That doesn’t surprise me. He’s always liked to have plenty of credits. Let me guess; he volunteered to manage everything?”

Dante nodded.

“Take precautions. Insist on seeing the books.”

“You think he’d steal?”

Ike shrugged. “Maybe, and maybe not,” he added when Dante kept looking at him. “But he’d make sure he got every single last credit he thinks he deserves. People like Victor never deliberately act selfishly. Their minds do it for them, subconsciously. They’re so focused on themselves and the effort they’ve put in and how much something has cost them that they underestimate the difficulties and sacrifices of others.”

“Sadly, yes. Not maliciously, but they’re equally not likely to steer the Aerie in the direction we wish it to go.”

Ike nodded.

“All right, leave it with me. I’ll think about the options and implement something. We’ve got to get credits coming in somehow.”

“Aye. We can’t spend our entire savings on stopping undeserving male crew from bidding on our women in auctions too often.” Smiling at Dante, Ike departed.

The office felt quiet. Too quiet. For once, he’d have liked someone to come in just to chat or to tell him some good news.

Sadly, that never happened. If he wanted to talk to someone about what was good in their corner of the galaxy, he would have to seek them out.

But that would have to wait. He had a business plan to come up with and run by Victor and scheduling issues to sort out. Then he could figure out who he needed to speak to or charm at the space hub to get the colony the credits, trading partners, and backup systems they needed.

Right now, it seemed like an endless set of tasks, but before he went back to work, he noticed the long-range comm flashing to indicate a message.

Dreading it was more bad news from someone official on the space hub, Dante flicked it on.

“Greetings, Governor Zullo. This is Fendal of the flagship Great White Cuttlefish. We had an assist from a ship in your crew that was piloted by the extremely talented Kit. She led us to understand that your colony would be a safe harbor for a small band of Drelmar monks should we require it.”

“We’re a safe place for any who bring peace with them and don’t plan on taking advantage of others while here. If I remember the Drelmar ways correctly, you fit that bill.”

Dante had to wait for his message to get to the monks and their response to travel back to Corsera. It could take as much as a minute before the system produced a reply.

“We certainly try,” the monk responded. “Although we aren’t perfect, we strive to better the human race by example.”

Dante grinned at the monk’s gentle way of putting things and ran through the logistics of taking them in.

“I must warn you, we haven’t currently got much spare space. We won’t be able to take many refugees without making things cramped.”

“Our monks want little, and we’ve been in close living conditions for a while. Any extra space you offer us beyond our ship will be appreciated, and I’m sure Drelmar will bless your kindness. We seek safety and to be able to protect that which is sacred to us more than we desire comfort.”

“Then you and your people would be most welcome, Fendal.”

“Thank you. May the blessing of Drelmar go with you. I hope we locate something permanent, but if we find ourselves close and in need of respite, I will contact you again.”

“Understood.”

Dante waited for another communication, but after the comm delay, he got no response. The monks were gone. Making a mental note of a possible visit, Dante sighed. There was always someone who wanted help. Mostly, he felt grateful. Word was getting out that Corsera was a safe place. It made him proud of the people he governed.

Wanting to end on a high note and also eager to find something normal to talk about, Dante walked out of his office and headed into the crew’s living area. If he was going to have a normal conversation about normal things, he’d have to go seek it.

Angelica was sitting by herself, having lunch and reading a book. He considered not interrupting her, knowing some people didn’t like to be disturbed while they were in the depths of a story, but she felt his gaze or heard his bootsteps as he clomped across the floor. Looking up, she smiled at him.

“Sir,” she greeted him, closing her book to make it clear he had her attention. “What a lovely surprise.”

“I wanted to check that you were settling in okay,” he replied, hoping from her positive words that she was having a good day. Angelica had joined Lexi’s crew not long before Corsera had been granted official colony status. They had not had a chance to talk much despite him “winning” her during the pirate auction they’d held to raise money for the colonization effort.

“I’m doing just fine,” she replied, but a frown said otherwise.

“Tell me what’s not okay.”

“Oh, it’s silly, really,” she replied, waving it away and taking another bite of her meal.

“Nothing is silly if it bothers you. Tell me, and we’ll see if we can figure out what to do about it.”

“I joined Xeartais because I was being harassed by my old crew. Guy wouldn’t leave me alone. While I’ve been here, only a few people have even half-halfheartedly flirted.”

“So, you miss the attention?”

“Sort of. I miss conversations. People to talk to,” she replied. “I don’t have many friends yet.”

“Well, I’m here. Why don’t you tell me what you’re reading and if it’s any good? We’ll see if we can be friends. I warn you, though, if it’s one of those space-ghost books, I might have to disown you,” Dante told her and winked.

She laughed and shook her head. With the ice broken, she spoke and he listened, grateful to be talking about something so benign and yet important in its own way.


CHAPTER THREE


Kit stifled another yawn, mentally telling herself off for not getting enough sleep lately. There had been a lot to do for the alliance since Corsera had become theirs.

Now she was hurtling through space on a jaunt with the Xeartais’ first mate, and they had a cargo hold full of a plant that could both make you high and heal you if you got sick. And she’d played a low-gravity version of oversized basketball to get it.

Thinking about how that must have looked like and what her parents would have said if they had seen her doing it, Kit shook her head and grinned.

Her happy thoughts were disturbed by an alarm.

“Company,” Kayla reported.

“Old Harry,” Nora added a moment later.

“Fun,” Victor replied. “Strap in, folks. He’ll attack even if he leaves it until the last moment to look like it.”

“Aye. We should be good. Kit here bested him before, and she only had her and a complete waste of space on her ship.” Nora glanced at Kit, grinning like a Cheshire Cat.

Kit blinked, wondering if Nora had been talking to others about Barien. He’d been with her when she’d met Nora, but it wasn’t until Kit, Garrus, and Sky had run into him a few months later that anyone had found out more about him. Nora had implied she knew everything.

“You beat Old Harry?” Victor stared at Kit, not giving her a chance to respond to Nora.

“Aye, but I got lucky. Used my friend as bait and snuck up on Old Harry. Not much even the best fighter can do when someone has a sword point at their neck.” Kit hoped that explained the encounter, although she flushed as she spoke. She didn’t like being in the spotlight.

“All the friend was good for,” Garrus added, not looking away from the weapons console as he heated up plasma bolts.

“Well, we’ll go see if we can relieve him of some cargo and make it another one to Kit then, shall we?” Victor asked.

Kit gulped and looked to Sky, but the engineer seemed excited, her eyes shining.

“Victor is our best swordsman,” Sky whispered once everyone was busy again.

Kit exhaled, relieved. She’d seen others in the Aerie sparring and they’d been a blur, their clashing swords the only things she could follow. Some had tried to teach her, and she was better than she had been, but it wasn’t her strength. Not by a long chalk.

It seemed Old Harry didn’t want to waste time. Within seconds, he’d changed course to intercept them, and both ships had their guns warm and ready. Kit focused on Victor as well as the pirate ship. She’d never been on his crew before, and it was her job to anticipate his moves and get him speed when he required it and maneuverability when he had to dodge, duck, weave, or swing around for an attack run.

She breathed deeply. She had to be steady and controlled.

“Everyone ready?” Victor asked.

“Aye,” Kit chorused with the other crew members. If they were not, it was too late. Their ship came within weapons range of Old Harry and the pirate fired, forcing them to dodge.

They were a long way out, so Victor turned to the side, and the two bolts flew past on their starboard side.

“Get ready and give me speed.” Victor glanced at Garrus, then Kit. Frowning, she wondered if she was being taught something new. She’d given Victor maneuverability since she’d expected him to attack, but he wasn’t doing that.

This wasn’t her ship, however, and that meant doing as she was told to the best of her ability. Victor wouldn’t succeed if she made a fuss or gave him something he wasn’t expecting from his engines. Filing the mental note that Victor was different, Kit refocused.

The captain flew toward Old Harry, evidently playing Chicken. With the ship’s velocity at max, Kit’s finger hovered over the button that would restore its agility.

“All right, I’m going to need half and half,” Victor ordered, glancing at her.

Frell, she thought but didn’t say. After quickly deleting commands, she got him what he wanted a second later.

The ship darted to port more sluggishly than Kit would have liked. That threw Old Harry off, however, and the next volley from him went wide.

“Come on, Harry,” Victor muttered. “Come get your medicine for picking on our mates in the past.”

Nora and Kayla tittered, and Garrus grinned. Kit just felt sorry for Old Harry. He didn’t know what was coming or that he was well and truly beaten this time.

Don’t count your eggs before they’ve hatched, she heard her mother’s voice say in her head. And focus, she added in her own.

The two ships danced around each other for a few moments, shields holding, neither getting close enough to grapple. Victor seemed to be happy to keep doing so since he was inflicting more damage than the pirate.

“Shields at fifty percent,” Nora reported after they took another hit, a double volley.

“Okay, let’s not push them any further. We might need some charge before we get home. I’m going in for the grapple.”

Kit raised her eyebrows. Had Victor only been playing with Old Harry? Deliberately running him around and wasting the pirate’s fuel and bolts? If so, it was cruel. Although the pirate had attacked them, everyone relied on having fuel and bolts to fend off space debris and solar storms. They couldn’t fly without them, yet they’d evidently done their best to deplete Old Harry’s ship.

Feeling sick, Kit increased the flow of the particles and waited for the inevitable grapple and docking. In her heart, she was no longer interested in fighting Old Harry or the two mates he’d had aboard last time. They were outnumbered but had no way of knowing that.

Victor’s and Garrus’ teamwork looked effortless, and within a minute, they were reeling Old Harry’s ship in.

“I’m tempted to cut that predator’s ship open like a tin can, but we’ll have to settle for an airlock boarding. I didn’t bring my cutters,” Victor grumbled. Kit was relieved. That would be worse. It didn’t matter that the pirate had done the same to her at one point. The airlock on her ship had been temperamental at best.

As the ship came closer, the crew unstrapped and checked their weapons. Kit tried to look confident as she held her sword. In the other hand, she carried a device Ike had made for her. It delivered a small electrical charge to bots, disabling them so they couldn’t attack. After a fight where Ryder had used a dozen bots, the Aerie was now prepared on that front.

“I’m going first,” Victor stated. “Old Harry is mine, but the rest of you can deal with any others and then go take your pick of the cargo.”

“Aye, Captain,” Nora replied, her tone delighted as she raised her cutlass. The others bore similarly exotic weapons, Garrus sporting a new scimitar.

That made Kit self-conscious. Her short sword was nothing to get too excited about, but it was better than no weapon in a situation like this.

“Wait for it,” Victor warned as the airlocks connected. “We’ll see if they make the first move.”

Kit barely breathed as the door opened on the other side of the airlock. She counted the thirty seconds it took for the airlock to rebalance and verify that it was happy, then their door slid open with a hiss.

“Old Harry! Been a while,” Victor greeted as a man with a feathered hat appeared. “I hear you’ve met Kit as well.”

“Aye, that name rings a bell,” Old Harry replied as he looked at the crew standing before him. When his eyes found Kit, they locked on, and his stern face brightened. “I’ve not forgotten that face. You still make decent rum?”

Kit laughed but shook her head, not intimidated despite Old Harry’s appearance. It was almost comical. If Old Harry hadn’t been broad-shouldered and muscular, he would have looked silly, but the hat and jacket made him look commanding.

“Pity. I’d have considered buying more of that off you fair and square. If I wasn’t looking to settle a score, of course.”

“Looks like you’ll be disappointed both ways, then.” Kit lifted her short sword and smiled. Victor took a step forward as if he were backing up her words.

There was a pause as Old Harry’s mates, the large female Kit had threatened on a previous occasion and the annoying lad she’d surprised and also beaten, walked in and spread out from the airlock—Kerry and Lionel were their names. There was no sign of bots, but Kit wasn’t taking any chances.

Both sides tired of the stalemate, and the nine people rushed each other. Kit found herself next to Sky, going toward Lionel. When he realized he was going to face Kit, he hesitated, but she never got a thrust in. Sky brought her blade to bear faster than Kit had expected.

Acting as backup, Kit parried the odd strike, keeping out of her teammate’s way. The stick-thin guy’s sword went flying, then his hands went up in the air, and he backed off a step.

“I ain’t looking to get hurt,” Lionel said, evidently scared of the two fierce women he’d tangled with. Kit grinned, pleased that he’d given up before anyone was seriously injured. Sky brought the tip of her blade up to his chin.

“Turn around,” Sky commanded. She was a different person in the heat of battle than the gentle angel she was the rest of the time. The guy obeyed, and then she whacked a tie around his wrists.

By the time she’d done that, Nora and Kayla had bested Old Harry’s other companion, Kerry. Garrus and Heinric stood watching, unable to get a sword in edgeways while Victor and Harry fought.

Their battle looked like an elaborate dance, neither person giving quarter or hesitating. Victor offered thrust after thrust and parried the slices and lunges Harry returned.

Time seemed to stand still, then zoom forward as Kit watched, unable to focus on anything but the skill the men were exhibiting.

Neither gained the upper hand, but then Harry made a mistake and Victor lunged, piercing the pirate’s suit and body with the point of his sword.

Old Harry’s eyes went wide, but Victor didn’t stop. He pulled the sword back, the tip red with blood, and thrust again.

Kit’s mouth fell open. If Victor chose to disregard the rules of engagement, there was nothing she could do about it, but she didn’t have to like it.

Victor was quick to find another opening, and then Old Harry was up against the wall, a sword at his throat and two more cuts on his arms.

“Well-played.” Harry nodded at Victor. “Seems you Aerie people know your stuff.”

“Aye, we’re well trained, and we protect what’s ours.”

“I bet you’ll be taking some of my cargo too,” he replied.

“Isn’t that always how this works?” Victor nodded at the airlock. “Over to your ship, then.”

“As you wish. I’m on the heavier side today. I guess I can afford to lose a little.”

“Even if you couldn’t, we’d take it, pirate. You shouldn’t have attacked us if you didn’t want to risk your cargo.” Victor nudged him along. Kit went next, then Sky brought their prisoner with her.

Only so many could go through the airlock at once, and Kit didn’t want to leave Victor alone with Old Harry. Pirates were pirates, and she’d heard more than one story about the tables turning. They’d attempt more tricks if they got the chance.

Her presence seemed to amuse Old Harry. He glanced at the pair, and a smile tugged the corners of his mouth up. Thankfully, the thirty-second lockdown was over quicker than usual. Kit focused on watching Old Harry.

When his ship’s airlock opened, he stepped inside with no hesitation, but when Victor and Kit followed, she heard a whir. A bot that had hidden to one side rushed toward them, a spinning weapon on its arm. Kit managed to dodge, her body reacting automatically.

It charged toward Victor instead, and Old Harry laughed. Kit finally remembered what she clutched in one hand, and she threw it as the bot ran at Victor. Before it reached him, Ike’s electronic device landed on its back.

At first, nothing happened and Kit felt cheated, but then the bot reacted.

Electrical sparks ran across its surface and it ground to a halt, then spun in circles.

Old Harry’s mouth fell open.

“What was that?” he demanded.

“A little something the Aerie’s top engineer conjured up,” Kit replied as she grinned. “Now, if you don’t mind, we’ll go to the control room.”

Within five minutes, the pirates were secured. Victor and Kayla kept an eye on them as the rest of the crew chose their loot.

“Kit, what about this?” Sky asked as she found a giant crate of the chemicals needed to break down fibers and prepare them for weaving into cloth. Tilting her head to the side, Kit wandered over to have a look.

Sky waved at the crate. “Those are expensive, and you said you knew the basics. No one is using the weaving equipment we found on Corsera. I’m sure if you promised to make Dante crew uniforms or something in return for that, he’d let you have it.”

“Not a bad idea. You don’t think anyone else would mind?” Kit asked.

“Nah.” Victor spoke over her shoulder. “If anyone had wanted it, they’d have claimed it.”

Kit nodded. It was worth a try. She had not started another business since she’d stopped making rum on Ephren. But she couldn’t rely on cargo runs and buying low and selling high forever.

The rest of the crew chose their loot, taking what they could carry as was the general etiquette when boarding the ship that had been the aggressor, and returned to Victor’s ship.

As Kit took her crate to the cargo hold, hoping to find some room, Nora appeared at her shoulder.

“Be careful, Kit,” she cautioned, keeping her voice down. “You were invited on this trip for a reason, and so far, it doesn’t look good.”

“What do you mean?” Kit whispered, so confused she couldn’t keep the surprised squeak from her voice.

“Defending Dante the way you did. He’s doing his best, but we don’t want sycophants high up in the Aerie. You probably damaged your chances to be promoted by saying that. I mean, it’s not like you owe him any loyalty. We all wondered if he had a sweet spot for you when he went so high to win you in the auction, but everyone saw how he was flirting with that councilor’s daughter during that meet-and-greet. If you’re holding out for romance, you’d best give up now.”

Kit’s jaw dropped, and she didn’t try to stop it. Every sentence Nora spoke seemed more outlandish than the one before, and she was suddenly unsure how to process what she felt. Was Nora right? Had she been sucking up to Dante when he didn’t deserve it? He hadn’t made any massive mistakes that would make her think twice about him.

Kit never got a chance to ask Nora what she’d meant. Garrus appeared, looking for her.

“You all right?” he asked. She nodded but didn’t say anything. “You’ve been pretty quiet lately. You okay?”

“I have a lot on my mind,” she replied truthfully.

“Dante?” Garrus asked. Without thinking, Kit nodded. Did everyone know?

“Nora giving you advice about it?”

“Yeah, but I think he’s a genuinely good guy, you know?” She wasn’t putting her thoughts into words very well, but she was unsure how to say what she felt.

“Aye, say no more. I understand.” Garrus smiled and nodded.

“Come on, folks, let’s get her home and get this lot sold.” Victor poked his head through the hatch to hurry them up.

“Aye aye, Captain,” came the happy chorus, but Kit didn’t join in. They’d had a great run in every way except one. She now didn’t know how she felt about a significant chunk of her relationships.

When Sky settled beside her and gave her a warm smile, Kit felt a little better. At least she had one friend she could depend on.


CHAPTER FOUR


As Dante hurried to the habitat, he tried to greet the people he encountered. The colony was quiet at the moment, a lot of the crew out on runs, training missions, or scouting. It was a busy colony, that was for sure. He didn’t know what he’d find, but Ike had sounded urgent.

“What is it, Ike?” Dante asked when he spotted the engineer. Ike furrowed his brow; he was carrying a different tool than he had earlier. “It’s only been three hours since you came to my office.”

“Aye, and I know you haven’t had a second to fix the problem I mentioned, but we might need parts sooner than I realized.”

“How much sooner?” Dante asked with a sinking feeling.

“Yesterday would have been nice.” Ike pointed inside the open machine at a section free of wires that had a simple ratcheting mechanism and several moving pins.

“This bit here. It’s supposed to move, keeping track of time and humidity and light… Well, all of the environmental issues. But it’s not. It keeps getting stuck. I didn’t notice it until I checked something else. It’s not controlling the gases in this habitat right. Explains why the group harvesting in here complained of headaches yesterday. They were breathing almost toxic air.”

“Okay, so we need to fix it now, and we can’t let anyone else in here while we do.”

“That’s all well and good, but I don’t have what I need.” Ike frowned.

“Of course you don’t,” Dante replied, not hiding his annoyance. “Make a list, and I’ll get someone on it right away.”

“It’s not quite that simple. There won’t be time to get the parts I need before the plants start dying. Some are sick already. That’s what made the mates suspicious enough to get me to check this out.

“Then we’ll have to replace the plants,” Dante told him, hoping it wouldn’t be as expensive as it sounded.

“Aye. Or, well, I could try to force it to stabilize, but it’s not an ideal solution.” Ike looked at his tools and the machine, one hand on his chin, rubbing his goatee.

“Yes,” he agreed eventually. “I think I can do that.”

“Try,” Dante urged. “If you can save the plants while I get the parts you need, I’d appreciate it.”

“I can imagine. We should clear everyone out while I work.”

“Yup. And you should wear your suit, shield and all. Let’s not take any more risks than we need to.”

Ike opened his mouth to argue, but he appeared to think better of it and closed it. Nodding, he went to fetch his suit.

Dante had only gone ten meters when Victor appeared. He had a stern look on his face and a datapad in one hand. It was clear he’d just gotten back from the resource run he’d been out on.

“What don’t you like about the new plans?” Dante asked, knowing the expression. Victor was spoiling for a fight—another thing he had to deal with.

“I like the business idea,” he began, his features softening. “I’ve got some ideas for making it even better and getting more out of the space, but in general, it’s great.”

“Good. I’ll need you to make sure the Aerie mates don’t get exploited. Or anyone else, for that matter. Everyone needs to receive a fair wage for their work. I trust you to make that happen.”

“I can handle that. It’s the layout I’d change, and the batch sizes.”

“Feel free to control those as you wish. I’m no brewer and never was.”

“Right. And what about those monks?” Victor asked.

“What about them?” Dante asked as he walked. He didn’t want to have a delicate conversation while others were around to hear, even if he wanted to be transparent.

“I understand they often carry very valuable artifacts.”

“I thought it was just their sacred objects, the way the Catholics have their crosses and the ashes of the popes.”

“They’re one and the same. A collector on Ephren has put a price of eight hundred thousand credits on this amphora they carry. It’s said to date back to pre-space-flight Earth days.”

“It might, but if it’s a sacred object, it’s their decision what to do with it. We won’t interfere.”

“So, you’re just going to let them live here free of charge, without even asking for a donation?” Victor was clearly not amused by that idea.

Dante nodded, and the first mate got angrier. He was going to have to explain his reasoning.

“They have no monetary wealth, just things sacred to them, plus robes, a little food, and fuel. The bare minimum they need to survive. We all know they rely on the kindness of others. I’m showing them kindness.”

“But we can’t afford to. Not at the moment. And do you even know how long they’ll be here?”

“It doesn’t matter. I’m sure they’ll help in whatever ways they can.”

“You don’t see it, do you, Dante? They’ll make the new recruits feel like schmucks for working so hard. Just claim religious beliefs and you won’t have to pay your fair share, but you’ll still get to live here. That’s the message you’re sending our crews.”

“I disagree. I’m sure they’ll understand we’re modeling the behavior we want to see.”

“By showing them we’ll let others have a free lunch?” Victor replied, raising his voice.

“No. By giving refuge to those who need it most. Remember when we were lost in space, looking for a new home? Someone extended a hand and helped us get on our feet and find that home. I never want to forget where we came from.”

Victor opened his mouth to retort, but Dante lifted his hand to cut him off.

“Enough, Victor. I know you don’t like it, but it’s my decision, and I’ve already made it. They’re coming here, and I’m not going to demand they part with an artifact that’s sacred to them just so we can get richer.”

Dante walked away before Victor could yell at him again. It wasn’t the most mature way to handle it, but he had too much to do to worry about it any longer. The monks wouldn’t be arriving for several days if they came at all, and there were far more pressing matters to attend to.

“Will you at least consider my proposals for the business you suggested?” Victor asked when he caught up, his voice back to a normal level.

“Always.” Dante stopped, realizing there was something more going on. Victor wasn’t just annoyed about the monks.

Before he could get his thoughts straight and ask the man to open up, a loud explosion came from one of the nearby habitats.

“Frell!” Dante snapped as he turned back the way he’d come in time to see a fireball whooomph out the door to the gardening habitat Ike was in.

“Water and first aid. Now!” Victor yelled to the people around them as they rushed toward the habitat.

“You got any oxygen in your suit?” Dante asked, pleased to see it poking out from under Victor’s clothes.

“Enough. You?”

Dante nodded. There had been too many close calls over his lifetime for him not to be wearing one.

“Shields too?”

“Always.” The two secured the hoods of their suits and made them airtight, although the face panels needed adjustment before they could see.

The control system informed Dante how much oxygen he had left. He was good to run into the situation and find survivors.

“I’m getting a breach warning,” the medic who’d reached the habitat first said. “But plenty of life signs too.”

The door was closed to isolate the fire. The failsafes to protect the colony had kicked in.

Dante slammed his finger on the intercom button by the door that would let him address the entire colony.

“We have a habitat breach in the farm section. Can all those within the area either suit up or get to another section of the colony and seal the doors behind them. I repeat, we have a habitat breach in the farm section. All mates in the vicinity, you have two minutes to suit up or get to safety.”

The medic nodded, aware of what Dante expected him to do in two minutes. They were going to open the doors and help those on the other side. While Dante counted down the two minutes, which seemed to last forever, more Aerie mates appeared, ready to help. Some bore medical kits and stretchers, and others carried tools and repair kits for the habitat and brought bots to aid them.

Dante noted that Victor’s entire crew from the run was there. Garrus was carrying a repair bot for Sky.

When ten seconds were left, Dante depressed the button again.

“Anyone still in the farm sector, please brace for decompression and apply mag constraints. You have ten, nine...”

While Dante counted down, the people near him moved to the walls, locked their mag boots in place, and linked arms with the nearest mate. Those with free hands slammed them against the wall and locked themselves to its surface. Everyone else clutched equipment and waited.

Dante felt someone wrap a strong arm around him and press the button to lock his boots to the floor. When he got to zero, he did the same for the medic and opened the door.

Heated air whooshed out of the habitat, threatening to rip them from their positions.

With such a small gap, it felt like it took forever to equalize, but eventually, the flow stopped, and the group could move. The repair team and bots went first, and the machines headed for the damaged area. The medics and people with stretchers formed parties, each carrying a life-signs detector.

Dante followed with the rest of the rescuers. Kit was by his side as they rushed toward the source of the fire. The lack of atmosphere had put out the flames, thankfully, but a scorched mess showed where it had started. Fear gripping his insides, Dante noted it was the machine he’d stood beside with Ike a few minutes earlier, but the engineer was nowhere to be seen.

Kit hurried to the machine. It was melted, warped, and burned so badly it would never work again.

“Ike?” he yelled from the plinth it stood upon, looking around.

“Was he here?” Kit asked, also scanning the area around them. She moved to the other side of the machine to cover more ground.

“Aye. It was broken; he was trying to fix it.”

“Would he have gone elsewhere?” she asked as he joined her, taking in the extent of the damage. The fire had exploded up and out and propelled something upward, cracking a habitat panel so badly it had warped and opened at one end. It looked like a tin can that had been hacked open.

Branches had snapped and flown everywhere. Irrigation pipes had been ripped off their anchors, breaking more plants when they were brought back down by gravity.

“There,” Kit yelled, pointing at signs of movement. Under a pile of uprooted trees, dirt, and broken pipes, a body wriggled, then slid out and stood up. The figure was suited, the shield rippling as it protected the wearer.

A crew of medics rushed over, but Ike waved them away and got his bearings. Dante and Kit hurried over to him, picking their way through the debris.

“You okay?” Dante asked, reaching out to steady Ike as his foot caught on a large tree root.

“Aye. I saw it coming and managed to warn everyone in here. I was running away and getting my suit sealed as it happened. Did everyone else make it?”

“How many were in here?” Dante asked.

“Five besides me, near the other end.”

“We’ve got five alive, all being looked over. They all had their suits on, too,” Victor reported as he strode over. The knot in Dante’s stomach relaxed.

“No mates lost; that’s good.” Ike looked around. “Got some serious replanting to do.”

“Plants can be replaced,” Kit told him. “I’m sure more of these can be salvaged if we can reintegrate the bacteria we need. The rest can be bought new.”

“None of it will come to anything if we can’t replace that.” Ike pointed at the machine that had blown up. “It controls the air in here, and we don’t have a spare.”

“Then we’ll make a cargo run for it,” Dante replied. Yet another thing they needed to do. “The nearest source?”

“Dresghen in the Limpar system in Sector Thirty-five,” Kit stated. “I picked up the last unit. I’ll go get us another. Permission to gather a crew and go?”

“There won’t be many to go with you. I’m going to need Sky to help me patch all this up.” Ike pointed at the hole. “I know she often keeps your ship on the straight and narrow.”

“You serviced Kitter recently, and I’ve got the extra bot Taron lent me. I should be good on that score. I’d appreciate a good gunner, but that would probably be enough.”

“All right, go,” Dante directed. “We’ll be ready to install it when you come back.”

Dante watched her as she made a beeline for Garrus. He felt a familiar pang at the gunner being the target of her thoughts, but he pushed it away. His colony and the alliance needed him.


CHAPTER FIVE


Kit headed toward Garrus, who stood with Nora, picking up parts of the scattered irrigation system. Sky was off to one side, already working on patching the habitat back up, along with most of the bots. Ike followed Kit to join her. The medics were still checking the five workers who had been tending the farm.

“Garrus, they need someone to go get a replacement part. Are you up for the run?” Kit asked, expecting a yes but asking anyway.

“That run we did into Sky’s home sector?” he replied.

She nodded, coming closer and trying to ignore the look Nora gave her.

Garrus shook his head and looked away, pausing for a second before he picked up another pipe nearby.

“No?” Kit spoke automatically, struggling to process the rejection.

He glanced at Nora, who grasped the other end of the heavy irrigation pipe. “No. It’s a shit run and dangerous to boot. I’m far too exhausted for something like that, not to mention I can help here.”

“I need a gunner.” Kit spoke loud enough that the nearby mates heard her. No one would meet her gaze.

She didn’t wait to find out if any of them would change their minds. They needed the part, and a lot of the crew was off-planet. If need be, she could make the run solo. She’d just have to do a lot of dodging along the way. It wasn’t an unheard-of situation. People flew solo all the time.

Kit headed toward the hangar bay and her ship, considering. It wasn’t a distance she’d gone many times, let alone solo. She’d have to be incredibly careful.

I’ll just keep an eye on the radar and stick to one edge of the route. I’m sure I’ll be fine.

Trying not to think about what could go wrong, Kit unlocked her ship and strode aboard. Once inside, she checked her suit to make sure it had enough oxygen, then checked her fuel situation. She’d once been stupid enough to set out without checking. Ryder, then a pirate, had made her pay for her mistake.

Thinking about the way Dante had come to her rescue made her grin. Ryder had ended up with less cargo than he’d started with, and in the end, no harm had come to any Aerie mates, but Kit had never forgotten it.

She went through the system checks twice, acting as her own backup, then signaled to the stationmaster that she was ready to leave. She was given the green light to launch almost immediately. She sighed as she lifted off. It was going to be a long journey, but she didn’t have time to wait for the others to change their minds.

While her ship, the Slippery Kitter, sped through the blackness toward Ephren, she thought about Garrus and his rejection of her request.

The pair had been flirting more and more, and they’d shared many a drink and meal in the canteen, talking about their futures. More than once, she’d thought he might kiss her, and eventually he had, only a couple of nights ago. However, Garrus had turned down an opportunity to be alone with her for a day. It didn’t make sense. She resolved to find him when she got back, however, and make her feelings clear. She liked him a lot.

Heading to Ephren was uneventful, the route now safe. Along the way, Kit passed more than one Aerie ship, and she let them know the hangar was currently unsealed and they’d need suits after they landed.

Kit spoke to the empty control room. “Another eight kellians until I get to the sector hub. Better get comfy.”

Not even the bots answered. Their systems were off until she woke them manually. She checked the ship’s systems while she flew, as much to give her something to do as out of concern for her ship. She didn’t want parts to fall off while she was flying, and Kitter had been in quite a few battles recently.

As she thought about the fights, Garrus came into her head again. He was her usual gunner, and it felt strange not to have him in the chair beside her. Kit missed Sky too, but Ike had made it clear she was needed.

Although she had seen no one except Aerie members between Ephren and Corsera, she was now on the other side of Ephren, so she kept a cautious eye on her long-range scanners. If there were any other people about, she needed to know.

Every time she saw anything that might be a ship, Kit took over the controls and adjusted her course, paranoid about taking chances while she was alone. More than once, she noticed a ship was coming closer as if it had seen her and wanted to find out who she was, but each time, she kept her guns cold and moved away, making it clear she wasn’t looking for a fight. If anyone wanted her, they’d have to expend the fuel to catch up.

With the engines warmed and the ship up to a decent speed, she had that advantage over anyone who might try to come after her. They’d have to work hard to catch her.

As her ship approached an asteroid field, Kit strapped in. There were two between Ephren and the hub, one they normally skirted the edge of and another they needed to go through. This was the one she could traverse the edge of, but pirates liked to hide near it.

She studied the dots on her radar that could be asteroids to see if any left the flow or changed direction, but they all appeared to be moving together. Some were faster than others, but all moved in line with each other. It was a good sign.

Despite things going so well so far, Kit’s heart was pounding, and she ached from muscle tension. This wasn’t a relaxed ride.

The asteroids were soon upon her, forcing her to think fast and react faster. She darted around as many as she could, a few grazing her shields and draining their precious energy.

Ten minutes later, she’d had enough of dodging asteroids and was ready to leave the belt.

She flicked her attention between the screen in front of her and the nearby asteroids to work out if it was safe to emerge. That depended on how many pirates were lurking who might have noticed her.

One could never tell how a run would go, but she desperately hoped this one would be smooth. It was the right time of day for the sector to be quiet, but sometimes that meant there were more pirates about.

As Kit was thinking this, she spotted another dot on the radar. With nowhere to go but deeper into the asteroid field, Kit couldn’t get away quickly. She had to blend in.

Dodging another space rock as it hurtled toward her, Kit reached for the console to her right and pulled up the shield levels and the information the long-range scanners had picked up on the nearby ship.

She groaned when she saw she was only at sixty-three percent shields and confirmed the ship nearby was a pirate. She’d engaged it on this very run in the past, so it would be best to avoid them.

Despite the reduction in shields, Kit continued through the asteroid field, dodging and moving closer to the edge, where the rocks were smaller and moved slower. It took several minutes, but it became clear the other ship was coming closer—and it was warming its guns.

“Frell,” Kit muttered. She flicked her repair bots on just in case. She wouldn’t let herself be caught, but she had to be sensible. Bots could help. The sooner they got to work when the ship was damaged, the better her chances. They could fix the ship before repairs became critical.

Still, she didn’t warm her guns. She wasn’t a great gunner, and she didn’t want to make herself more obvious by advertising the heat signature of her plasma weapons.

On she flew, ducking, weaving, and keeping an eye on the pirates. They crept closer, their progress and speed hampered by the asteroids, following her path through the field and hanging on her flank.

The ship was close enough that she could see it through the viewport, but it was still out of range. A particularly difficult stream of asteroids came at her, forcing her to concentrate on her flight path and ignore the pirates.

When she looked at them again, she did a double-take since they had fallen behind. Were they toying with her? Enticing her to come in for the kill as Ryder had done? Or was it just her imagination?

She considered. Her shields were down to fifty-seven percent, and she had another asteroid field to fly through.

“Time to play a game,” Kit told the empty seat on her right. She adjusted the particle flow using the console in front of it, lowering the dispersion to the rest of the ship and sending a small amount behind her. That would make it harder to dodge rocks but give her more speed.

After that, she pulled up a map with an overlay showing the courses of both ships. According to that, the two ships wouldn’t meet, but it couldn’t tell her if she would beat the other ship and get ahead or if it would inch closer. It also couldn’t account for one of them changing where they were headed.

“Come on. Think and focus.” Kit pushed her ship harder. This was one of the reasons she’d wanted extra crew. Having another person there would help, but there was nothing she could do about it now.

Thankfully, the asteroids were the perfect distraction. She could focus on dodging them and not worry about what the pirates were doing. However, at the increased speed, she hit rocks, or they caught the edge of the shields more often, and her shields were soon below fifty percent.

When she got a minute to look, Kit saw that her test was working. The ship was still falling behind. Were they unable to go faster, or had they not noticed she was pulling ahead?

Either way, Kit decided to ride the wave a bit longer. When the shields got down to forty percent, she’d figure out a new strategy. If need be, she could stop at the sector hub to recharge before the next part of her journey. It would delay her, but no one in the Aerie would blame her for playing it safe when they hadn’t been willing to help her.

Thinking about Garrus again made her angry. She had not expected him to be so selfish. They all wanted the safe haven that was Corsera, and it was still being set up. Now wasn’t the time to think of themselves alone.

With every glance Kit gave the viewport or the map, the gap looked larger.

The shields reached forty-one percent fifty-three minutes after she entered the field, and Kit decided enough was enough. If the pirates tried to catch up, they would have their work cut out for them.

Weaving to port, Kit brought her ship out of the fringes of the asteroid belt and went to max speed, although her engines required a moment to respond.

The pirate ship continued to drop back, letting Kit relax for the first time since she’d left Corsera. Perhaps she could do this after all.

A moment later, Kit looked at the shields—thirty-nine percent.

She had to find a safe refuge soon.


CHAPTER SIX


Exhausted and desperate to shut his eyes, Dante walked away from the disaster zone. There was little more he could do. It was a relief that no Aerie members had been badly hurt when the habitat’s airflow systems exploded, but it was still more work for him, not to mention the expense. He’d sent Kit and whatever crew she’d chosen to get another of the annoying things and not given them any money. At some point, he’d have to.

Victor caught up with him.

“Are you any closer to understanding what caused this?” Victor asked. Dante shrugged, and Victor looked at him like he’d grown three heads.

“Several mates suggested reasons, but none were definitive. Things like this aren’t easy to pin down.”

“But you said you’d been talking to Ike.”

“Aye. He was concerned about the machine, and I discussed fixing it with some help and more parts.”

“So you gave the go-ahead?” Victor asked. “For Ike to tinker with it?”

“Of course. Ike fixes everything. He said it needed to be done to save the habitat, and we agreed everyone should wear their suits.”

“He made it clear it was a risk? That something might happen?”

“There’s risks in everything. What are you trying to say, Victor?” Dante asked, annoyed with the second-guessing.

“I’m just trying to understand the decisions you’ve been making and why.”

“That’s fine if understanding is truly what you want, but you sound like you want someone to blame for things not going how you want them. Or you’re trying to find reasons to question my leadership.”

“I’ve never been a yes man. You knew that when you asked me to be your first mate,” Victor growled. He was clearly angry, but Dante nodded.

“I know. That’s why I asked you. I didn’t want someone who would inflate my ego, but rather they’d help me grow the crew and then the alliance.”

“Which is exactly what I’m trying to do—take care of the Xeartais mates and Corsera.” Victor seemed to have calmed, but his body was still tense. Dante thought there was something deeper going on, but he didn’t know how to get Victor to open up. Was it just the high-pressure situation? Would it resolve itself, or was Victor really struggling?

“You’re doing a good job,” Dante told the man, trying to get Victor to speak up. “And I know you’ll keep doing your best. We all are. We can ask no more or less of people.”

“No. You’re right there.” Victor relaxed, uncrossing his arms.

“I’d appreciate it if you kept an eye on things for a few days. I’m going to the hub to speak to a council member who has been giving us trouble. There’s also someone there I’d like to talk to on a more...” Dante’s voice trailed off since he was not sure what he could say. Could he tell Victor he wanted to flirt with a woman? Take her out to dinner and make her feel special to see if she’d invest in Corsera?

No. I can’t. Not without telling her first.

“On a personal level,” Dante finished as he started walking away again. Victor fell in beside him.

“You want to go to our sector hub now? To flirt and play politics?” As Victor asked the last question, Dante glanced his way. His first mate looked like he might get angry again, but his shoulders dropped, and he shook his head instead.

“Aye,” Dante replied. “Sort of. The latter is needed, and I’m not going to waste an opportunity for the other. I like her.”

“You know there are plenty of mates here who have a thing for you, don’t you?”

Dante chuckled and nodded. “Maybe, but this one does it for me, too. I’m a fussy bugger. Isn’t just anyone who can make me travel through space to see how she reacts when she sees me.”

“Well, you’re right about the fussy bit, then.” Victor frowned, and Dante felt like he had to defend himself.

“It’ll mostly be business. We need this politician to back our goods quota. As with everything else, we need the credits.”

“Aye, that we can all agree on. Go if you think that’s best. I’m not going to argue any longer. I’ll get on with doing what I can, and we’ll see how it all lies when you get back.”

Dante nodded, glad they’d kept talking long enough to part amicably. It wouldn’t have been pleasant to leave on a low note. It was bad enough that one of the habitats had been damaged so badly.

I’d best pick up some more plants too, he thought as he hurried to the hangar.

Before he could get on his ship, Taron stepped out of one that had just landed. His eyes met Dante’s and beckoned him aboard.

“More problems?” Dante asked, and Taron nodded.

Eve finished checking the systems and gathered their dirty clothes and a crate of leftover food. Taron didn’t speak, but she closed the cargo hatch behind her like she knew what sort of conversation they were going to have.

“What’s wrong?” Dante asked when they were alone.

“I bumped into a certain pirate today. He’s working with other pirates we liberated from under Varun’s thumb. They’re heading deeper into the sector to create a hideaway, but they’ve been keeping their eyes open. Varun isn’t done yet. He’s hired someone despicable to make targeted runs at Aerie ships.”

“Someone we should be worried about?”

“Aye. Darq Corbyn.”

Dante’s body went cold. “Are you sure? Was Ryder sure?”

“He went to a lot of effort to get my attention and let me know. Said the man had been given strict instructions to target a few key members of the Aerie, including Eve, Kit, Kayla, Sky, and Lexi.”

“Our women?”

“Some of our men too, but if the rumors are to be believed, the women are in for the roughest ride if they get caught.”

“Kit went out to get another control system for Habitat Twelve. It started screwing up yesterday, and it blew up when Ike tried to fix it about two hours ago.”

“When did she leave?” Taron gulped and looked as if he were about to get into his pilot’s chair again.

“A while ago. She went to find Garrus to take him with her, though, so she’s not alone.”

“No Sky?”

“Ike needed her. And Kayla and Nora were helping with other issues, I think, so that just leaves Lexi. I’m pretty sure she’s due to come in from a scouting mission in less than an hour.”

“Right. I can head out to find Kit if need be, but with Garrus, she should be all right. He can at least shoot well, and with her flying skills, they should be safe.”

“Aye. We’ll have to make it clear that no Aerie crew should go out alone for a bit, though.”

Taron nodded. “Eve’s already on it with my crew. They’ll know to listen to her.”

“I’ll make sure the rest listen, but then I need to head out. I’ve got to get to the hub and see if I can bend a diplomat’s ear.”

“The one with the pretty daughter?”

Dante nodded and rolled his eyes, but Taron laughed.

“Don’t worry, mate. If you like her, I don’t blame you. And if you’re just charming her to smooth things over, I don’t blame you either. You’ll get no grief from me.”

Taron flicked the switch that opened his cargo hatch, ending the serious part of the conversation.

“I’ll come with you if you’ll have me, Dante. None of us should be alone.”

“I won’t turn down your company. You can be my wingman. Meet me here in half an hour.”

The two of them parted ways, and Dante went to find Victor. When he thought about Darq being in their sector of space, he felt sick. The man was pure evil, and for Varun to have hired him meant Varun was far more despicable than Dante had realized.

It was war, pure and simple. And Dante would do whatever he needed to protect the Aerie.

Victor was in Habitat Fourteen, their newest, tapping on his datapad as he surveyed the space.

“I thought you were leaving,” Victor began when he noticed Dante.

“I was, but then something important came up. You need to know and need to make sure the Aerie stays safe.”

“I do?”

“Yes. We all do.” Dante launched into the explanation Taron had given him, leaving out Ryder’s involvement. Victor paled when Dante mentioned the name.

“We’re going to have to be very careful to protect everyone,” Victor warned. “If anything happened and it got out...”

“If anyone was caught by him and boarded...” Dante shook his head, too nauseated to speak further.

“Do we know how close he is?”

“No, but I don’t think we have to worry about the current set of scouts. Just don’t let any more go out alone.”

“You’re not going to handle it?” Victor asked, putting the datapad down.

“It doesn’t change what I need to do. If I stop everything to give the Aerie advice and we make no more progress, Varun wins.”

“I disagree. It shows the Aerie you care. We can visit the hub once the threat is dealt with.”

“We need money, Victor.” Dante shook his head when the first mate crossed his arms and opened his mouth to argue. They had argued enough. It was clear they weren’t going to agree. More and more, they seemed not to, but they had different tasks they were good at, and it was important that both do what they could. Dante almost voiced his thoughts, but now wasn’t the time. Instead, he walked away.

He needed to warn the other captains so the news would spread, then get back in his ship.

Half an hour later, he stood outside Catalpa, waiting for Taron.

“Come on,” Dante muttered under his breath, considering leaving without a second for the umpteenth time.

As he was unlocking the ship, he heard the sound of running feet on the launchpad. Taron appeared a moment later with a bot tucked under his arm.

“You know I’ve got a full complement of bots, right?” Dante asked.

“Yeah, but Ike gave me this one. Said it might be useful if we ran into certain people.”

Dante raised his eyebrows but didn’t make any more of it.

As soon as Taron was on board, he took it over to the door to the control room and put it down just inside. After he tapped a button on top of it, the bot lifted its head and split apart. Within seconds, it had rearranged itself into a cargo crate and lowered itself to the deck, retracting its shallow wheels as it did.

The moment it was done, Dante could see what it was for. It looked just like any other cargo box, and in the control room, it was bound to be mistaken for an important one.

“Ike’s one clever son of a croc.”

Taron grinned and hopped into the gunner’s seat near Dante.

“Been a while since we’ve flown together,” Taron remarked. “I might have to get a decent sleep at the other end, though. Been a long day.”

“Aye. It’s going to take me a couple of days, I reckon, so you can take a day off, even.”

“A day off? Can’t remember when I last had one of those.”

Dante laughed; neither had taken a day to themselves since they’d met. Life in the fringe colonies just didn’t allow for it. There was always one threat or another, or a malfunction, or business, or someone to help. But life was never dull, and Dante wouldn’t have lived it any other way.

Sector hub, here I come. I hope you’re ready for me.


CHAPTER SEVEN


Kit tried not to pace as she waited for the shields to finish charging. In one hand, she held the remains of a burger from one of her favorite food stalls on the hub. In the other was her receipt to pick up her shield’s batteries.

She’d hoped not to need to stop at the hub. She’d wanted to get to the trading post in the next sector and get the control unit she needed before it got much later, but after making her way through the second set of asteroids, she’d only had twenty-eight percent shield capacity left. A single hard fight and she’d be defenseless.

It had cost her a fair few credits to get expedited service to recharge the shield units, but it was worth it to get going again after only an hour’s delay. While she was there, she’d sent a message to her family and picked up a reply. Everyone was still alive and trying to make life work in their dying sector. One day, she hoped to persuade them to join her, but the suggestion would be ignored if it came too soon.

“Kit,” a voice said before a cannonball of arms and legs tackled her from behind, hugging her tight. She turned within the grasp, the last of the burger held high.

“Hello, Rose. Sorry I didn’t come find you. I’m in a hurry today. Part broke on Corsera. Important part. I’ve got to get a replacement back asap.”

“Aw. You really need to come and visit, you know.”

“I know,” Kit agreed when Rose finally let her go. “I promise I will as soon as I get a chance. I’d like nothing more.”

“All right. That good-looking gunner with you again today?” A grin spread across Rose’s face as she asked. Kit laughed as she shook her head.

“Not today. I’m solo for this one.”

“Solo? You’re doing solo runs?”

“Aye. Space in these parts isn’t as dangerous as it was, and I can run circles around most other ships.”

“But what about the few you can’t?”

“Then I lose some credits. Life’s sacred. We all know that. No deliberate deaths, no breaking the delicate supply chains we’ve all worked hard for.”

“Don’t you ever wonder, ‘What if?’”

“Yes,” Kit replied, remembering the pirate battle the last time she’d done this run. One of the pirate ships had exploded, but accidents happened.

As Kit tried to think of something to say to redirect the conversation, the metal ticket in her hand buzzed and flashed, letting her know her shield batteries were ready.

“You’ve got to go?” Rose asked, knowing what she held.

“Aye, but I’ll visit. I promise. Might have to drop in again on the way back, but I honestly hope not.”

“I’ll look out for you then.”

Rose ran off, waving over her shoulder.

Kit stuffed the last bite of burger into her mouth and headed to the stall she needed. A person loomed behind her, and she spun but pulled up in time to avoid bashing her nose on his angled chin. She recognized him.

Barien.

The guy who’d tried to get her to stay on the hub by giving her a death trap of a ship she’d never be able to get repaired and flightworthy. Or if she did, she’d have so much trouble with it, she’d come crawling back.

It hadn’t worked. He’d underestimated her, which people did far too often.

“Kit,” he greeted. “Didn’t expect to see you here. Didn’t want to disturb your little catch-up with Rose. She idolizes you, you know. Keep trying to encourage her to do something with her life rather than follow someone else’s crazy plans.”

“She’s strong-willed enough that she’ll do her own brand of crazy when the time is right,” Kit replied. She was not in the mood to talk to him. He was like an ex who had never quite moved on or gotten over her, even knowing she had a new life now, only they’d never dated. “And on the note of crazy, I’ve got to go. Nice seeing you again, Barien. Good luck with everything.”

“Aye, Kit. You too. I’m sure you need it out there. Never can be sure what will happen out in space, especially when there’s no one else for kellian after kellian.”

Kit tried to smile politely as she moved past him, almost bumping into someone else when he didn’t give her room to get around. Putting Barien out of her mind, she hurried to pick up her stuff and get back on her ship. It was time to get back on in the space lanes.

As soon as she was off the hub, she felt better. Thankfully, the area was quieter than normal, and her ship was back en route with only a two-hour loss of time.

“On to the next hub.” Kit spoke aloud to feel like she had company. Even if she didn’t land, she had to pass it and report her purpose in the sector. They needed to know what goods were coming in and out of the sector legitimately.

Of course, in the fringe colonies, so much moved around via pirates that it seemed like a pointless task most days. However, she would obey the rules, so no one had a reason to penalize her.

It was a long way to fly solo, and as soon as she left the space hub, she felt a familiar tightening in her muscles. Taking deep breaths, Kit kept flying. It was space. Chances were she wouldn’t meet anyone for ages, but to be sure, she angled Kitter to one side of the usual path.

She’d have the wonky gravitational pull of a nearby system to deal with in an hour or so, but it should only require her to adjust the particle accelerator flow to give the ship extra flexibility. She couldn’t put Kitter on autopilot, however, so she had to focus.

It would be boring if things went well, but she could handle boring.
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Just under two hours later, having passed the next sector hub and on her way to her final destination, a blip on the radar caught Kit’s attention. She leaned forward to get a better look, then glanced at the controls to check that she was still on course.

She tried to scan the ship, but everything came back unknown as if the scan hadn’t worked. Before she could try again, it disappeared.

Kit hesitated. The ship evidently didn’t want to be detected, and it wasn’t like she wanted a fight. However, she’d never had a scan come back empty, and she was curious about what ship was out there with her.

She flew a fraction to starboard and waited and watched. It took several minutes, but the dot reappeared. She hit the scan button and pulled the ship over a little more so she wouldn’t lose the contact.

Again, the scan turned up empty. Whatever was out there, it had a blocking or disguise capability. Not looking for a fight, Kit didn’t try to get close to it again. Whatever it was, it was probably looking for a safe route, just like her. It was even farther off the side than she was and in danger if it kept going down that route. A heavy asteroid belt was coming up, plus gas clouds and other debris from a star that had exploded long ago.

Another half an hour slipped by, and the ship fell out of her thoughts, which were focused on Garrus and Barien. She had not had a lot of luck with men in her short life, but she was determined to talk to Garrus when she got back. Something had obviously happened to upset him, and unlike with Barien, she wasn’t going to let assumptions and a lack of commitment make it worse.

As she steered through the asteroid field and the remains of the star, Kit saw her radar glitch, her sensors warning her that debris was close when it wasn’t and not telling her when large rocks were. After taking a few hits, Kit decided to navigate visually, and after one more hit to her shields, she reached the other side without a problem. Relieved, she sighed.

Her destination loomed ahead—a tiny outpost in an old solar system. Although it was out on its own, it was a very special place.

It had stunning views of the vapor and the asteroids she’d just traveled through, and the engineer who ran the outpost was a genius. He had more than a few underlings who helped him, but he designed all the systems he sold. Sky had loved talking to him the last time they were there, and she hoped he wouldn’t confuse her since she was the buyer this time.

After requesting permission over the comm, she landed and shut the engine off. No sooner had she lowered the hatch and stepped out than the chief engineer and owner appeared. Dr. Perry glanced at the ship’s name and then her.

“Good heavens, you’re back!” he exclaimed. “Where’s the other young woman? The one who knew her way around an encore drive like no one else I’ve met?”

“She was needed on Corsera. We’ve got an emergency. I need another control unit asap. Same as before.”

“Emergency?”

“Aye. The last one exploded. Started malfunctioning yesterday and made the farmers high. Today, when our chief engineer tried to fix it, it exploded.”

“What did he do?” The accusation was clear in the voice, but Kit didn’t react. Ike wouldn’t have done anything stupid.

“No idea, but it ignited the unbalanced chemicals in the air. Blew the habitat.”

“Come this way. I have two more, but it shouldn’t have done that.” He walked away, shaking his head and muttering. “My, my. No, it shouldn’t have done that.”

Relieved and also grateful to be on solid ground, Kit followed him into the compound. Muttering too quietly for her to hear, he hurried through a maze of corridors and stopped outside a room.

He paused, then reached into a pocket and swiped a strip of plastic through a scanner. Kit opened her mouth to ask a question, then closed it and pointed at the plastic. Perry grinned.

“Rather old-fashioned, but it would keep someone from killing or maiming me to unlock my lab. They just need to steal my card. No science is worth dying for.”

There were two engineers in the room, a man and a woman working together to put a part in a unit. Off to one side were a couple of completed ones.

Dr. Perry hurried over to the completed units and pressed a few buttons, hooking them up to something in his pocket.

“Stop. Immediately,” Dr. Perry ordered as he examined the unit closest to them. The engineers looked up, pausing and blinking their surprise.

“What’s wrong, Doctor?”

“Two of the units you put together recently were faulty—this one and the one we sold last week. I will not let either of you put another unit together until I can supervise to determine where the fault lies. In the meantime, you will take the last unit I built to this young lady’s ship.”

“We haven’t given you a unit before,” the man said, not moving. The female engineer just looked at Dr. Perry and Kit.

Kit replied. “I didn’t leave the dock area the last time we were here. I had an engineer with me called Sky. She came and got the unit with our gunner Garrus.”

“They’re not with you now? We’re not the heavy-moving type.”

“They had to stay behind to help fix everything,” Kit replied, telling a slight lie but not wanting to explain that her gunner had chosen profit over his mates. Or that he didn’t want to be alone with Kit after all.

“So, there’s just you?”

“Yes, just me, and I can’t carry that thing by myself.” Wanting to expedite the transfer, Kit moved to the dolly they’d used last time and got ready to push it over to whichever unit she was directed to.

Dr. Perry reacted first.

“Over here, over here.” He waved his arm to beckon the engineers over. The woman came to Kit’s aid, then gave her colleague a pointed look. Rolling his eyes, he joined her. It took another ten minutes for the four of them to get it onto the dolly, then, panting and puffing, they paused.

After they got the dolly moving, Kit hurried to the front to help steer it around corners. When they got near the ship, the two engineers were exhausted, and Kit had felt better. Thankfully, Kitter had a pulley system, and after securing ropes to the unit, Kit used the robotic arm in her cargo hold to do the rest.

“How much do I owe you?” Kit asked as the engineers hurried away before they could be asked to do anything else.

Dr. Perry shook his head. “No, no. You don’t pay me. Should not have broken. Not meant to do that.”

Kit thanked the engineer as he shook her hand, then strode onto the ship. They needed this part on Corsera, and she’d never been more grateful not to have to pay for something. It was such an integral piece of equipment that she had wondered on the way over if she had enough credits, but she could afford free.

Before Perry could change his mind, Kit lifted her ship up off the launchpad and angled it toward the billowing gases and star debris that stood between her and the sector hub.

“Hold on, Corsera. Here I come.”


CHAPTER EIGHT


“Looks like a commotion ahead,” Taron said, pointing at a mass of dots on the radar.

Frowning, Dante unstrapped and went to the viewport. It took a while to get close enough to make out what was happening, but finally, he saw that incoming ships were being held outside the sector hub. A four-lane queue had formed.

“The hub’s closed. Ships are waiting outside. Want to hail them and see what they recommend we do?”

“Aye aye, Captain.”

Taron pressed buttons as Dante went back to his seat. This was bizarre. If the hub was closed to visitors, something serious must have happened, but they weren’t evacuating.

The closer they got, the clearer it became. No one was leaving, either. For some reason, the sector was on lockdown.

“Thank you for your inquiry, Taron of the Catalpa. Please join the other ships. You are twenty-eighth in line to land and will be called forward as soon as we have space for you.”

“That’s great, stationmaster,” Dante replied. “But we’d appreciate an explanation. I have a crew member in the sector. Is there a problem she should be aware of?”

“If she is somewhere safe, she might want to stay there, but that’s all the information I can currently impart on this subject.”

Dante growled as the stationmaster cut the comm and left them hanging in space with no answers.

“You know anyone in the hub we could communicate with?” Dante asked.

“Aye, but I can’t get through. Already tried. They’re blocking comms in and out except to the stationmaster, and I don’t imagine he’ll take kindly to us if we pester him again.”

“So, the sector hub is on full lockdown. What about another ship? One might have an idea about what is happening here.”

“Scanning the ship names. None I recognize yet. No, wait. I recognize Shippy McShipface.”

“’Shippy McShipface?’” Dante blinked, not sure he’d heard right. Taron laughed and nodded.

“The captain is a historian. Something about the early stages of global communication and people not taking naming decisions seriously. Apparently, the whole course of democracy was subverted because the people in charge refused to honor the majority vote.”

“Because the majority vote was Shippy McShipface?”

“Something like that, yes.”

“I’d have ignored the winning vote on that one too.”

“A lot of people did. That was the problem.”

“Yes, but we’ve moved on since trying for a pure form of any one government. And as fascinating as this is, let’s hail this ship and see what they know.”

Taron did as he was bid, pressing buttons and listening until he heard a voice come back.

“Taron! I’ve been hearing wonderful things about you,” a female voice began. “How’s my big brother’s new life in the Aerie?”

“Hi, little sis. Things are going okay. Ups and downs like any other home and crew. You know what’s going on here?”

“What? No ‘Hi, how are you?’ Or ‘Long time no see. What’s happening in your life?’ Straight to, ‘Why on earth won’t they let me and my important Aerie ship dock?’”

“We’re in a hurry. Stuff blew up on our colony today. Only minor, no one hurt, but not great for our patience levels.”

“I imagine not. Sadly, I know little more than that there was a major crime. They’re trying to track down the criminal, but I’m not sure I believe who they’re saying they’re looking for.”

“Darq Corbyn?” Dante asked before his second could.

“How did you know?” she replied without missing a beat. “And I take it you’re Captain Zullo?”

“Please, call me Dante, and we know because we were warned. He’s here to target us.”

“Frelling Enkoloth.” The woman stopped speaking. Fear gripped Dante’s stomach.

“Kit,” he blurted. “Kit would have stopped here.”

“You think?” Taron gulped, caught halfway between a nod and a shake of his head.

“Do you know when, sis?” Taron asked. Dante was unable to speak as he ran through possibilities.

“A couple of hours ago.”

“Frell! Get the stationmaster.” Dante reached for the comm.

“You think it was someone you knew?” Taron’s sister asked, having heard Dante’s order.

“Call you back in a bit,” Taron replied, not answering the question but cutting her off in a way that would make it clear. Yes, they thought it was Kit.

“Stationmaster, we’ve reason to believe Darq is targeting our crew. One of our mates, a young woman, was probably here a few hours ago. Is there any way we can confirm she’s okay?”

“We’re not revealing details on the lockdown to those not currently on the hub.”

“I understand that, but there is a bounty on her head, one we’re pretty sure Darq is after. If she’s not one of the victims, she’s next.”

“I’m sorry. I can’t...”

“Docking manifests,” Taron interrupted. “I understand you’re allowed to confirm if our crew ships docked here and left.”

“Aye. That, I can do.”

“Then we’d like all information you have on the Slippery Kitter in the last six hours.”

“Bear with me.”

Silence fell like a blanket in the control room, thick with dread and worry.

Please let her be somewhere else. Anywhere else, Dante thought, trying not to think about the worst outcomes if she wasn’t.

“What’s taking so long?” Taron said aloud, then got up and began pacing. Dante leaned his elbow on the console and bit the nearest fingernail. She had to be okay. Her ship had only come this way because of the part blowing up.

“Catalpa, we can confirm that the Slippery Kitter docked here approximately four hours ago.”

“Oh, frelling Enkoloth,” Dante replied, his heart stopping.

“But she left safely an hour and a half after that.”

Taron almost laughed his gratitude, and he spoke when Dante couldn’t. “She’s okay, then?”

“As far as I can tell. Slippery Kitter is listed as coming and going with the same pilot, heading into the next sector to trade for electronic parts used in colony maintenance.”

“Sorry, can you clarify that pilot part? She had no other crew listed?”

“No. Solo cargo runner is what I’ve got here. Rare in these parts, but from what I’ve heard of the Aerie, no problem for some of your pilots.”

“Aye, normally. But we’ve got reason to believe—”

Dante muted the comm off before Taron could finish his sentence.

“We need to go after her. Right now.”

Taron shook his head. “No, mate. There’s nothing we can do for her. If Darq is here, then she’s fine. If he’s not here, we’ll never catch up in time. She left too long ago.”

“But she’s alone.”

“Aye, but she’s our best pilot. If anyone can outrun him, she can, and the Aerie needs you. You can’t run into Darq. As much as I want to be a shining knight and protect every one of our members, my first duty is to protect you, Guv.”

Taron stood as he spoke, moving Dante’s hand away from the ship’s controls, then he unmuted the comm.

“Sorry for the slight hiccup on our end. We’d appreciate knowing if you have Darq on the hub as soon as possible. If he’s loose, we need to either dock or get out of here, pronto. I have another target aboard, and it’s my duty to see him safe.”

“Understood. I’ll have to hand the recording of this conversation to the hub’s security team. They’ll want to know that our victims were probably collateral damage in a hunt for others.”

“Aye. I think that’s wise. Please inform them we request an immediate guard detail.”

“Consider it done, and good luck to all Aerie members. You people are doing good. We’d hate for this to cause you and your crew harm.”

Taron cut the comm and walked away.

“I can’t just sit here and wait,” Dante protested.

“We have no choice. You can’t go back without at least some of what you came for. I don’t think Victor would ever forgive you. And we can’t help Kit. No, Dante, you’re our leader. It hurts like hell, I get that, but you have to carry on.”

It took all his control to nod and not let the tears that threatened to overwhelm him pour down his cheeks. Dante knew he’d failed when Taron left the room to give him what little privacy there was to be had.

For the next ten minutes, Dante stared at the ship’s controls. He just needed to reach out and punch in the coordinates for the next hub. It would only take a few seconds, but his body betrayed his heart. It wouldn’t move, and it reasoned with him, pointing out that Taron would stop him before he got a fraction of a kellian away.

As security ships flew out of the large hangar bay and came toward them, flanking and hailing them in one move, Dante’s heart yielded to what the rest of him knew. He had a job to do, so he had to trust that Kit was doing what she could to get back safely.

Please don’t let me regret this. Don’t let this be something I think about when I’m dying and wish I’d done differently.

Dante didn’t know if there was a God, but he hoped something was looking out for Kit. Something powerful and protective because if Darq wasn’t ahead of him, Dante had no doubt the fiend would be after her soon.

One of them was likely to meet him before the day’s end.

While Dante tried to think about the politician he was there to see and the daughter he’d charmed, he couldn’t do it. It was one thing to come here when all he required was money, but he needed now something none of them could give him—reassurance that he was doing the right thing.

“Looks like we’re heading in,” Taron stated as things started to move and ships began to fly out of the starboard side of the docking bay.

“And Darq?” Dante asked.

“We’ve still got an escort,” Taron replied, moving to the control seat before Dante could appropriate it. “Take a break, Captain. Go write what you want to say and do on your datapad, then delete the message and do what you have to instead.”

Dante opened his mouth to ask what the frell that would do for him, but he found himself walking away, not wanting to watch as they docked with the hub. As he slipped into a seat in the living area, Dante reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out the device.

He stared at it, expecting not to be able to find the words to say what he felt, but his hands started typing. The words came out in a way they’d never come out of his mouth.

He was typing the E in Dante when the ship jolted in its landing. Not daring to read it again and unwilling to delete the message, Dante saved it and moved to a section of wall tucked behind a crate of food. He took his knife out of his pocket, slotted it into a gap that was only just wide enough, and pulled outward.

The panel let go with a faint pop and revealed a small space behind it, one of the secret compartments on every ship he owned. Before Taron could appear and say anything, Dante slipped the datapad inside and closed it again. He then reached into the top of the crate, grabbed a bag of mixed fruit from the Corsera farms, and waited.

“Ready, mate?” Taron asked a moment later, appearing in the doorway.

“As ready as I’m going to be.”

Taron nodded and led the way to the main cargo hatch.

“Darq?” Dante asked as they stepped out and saw the security teams from the ships forming up. He hated to ask, but he had to know.

“Gone,” the closest guard replied. “Slipped through the net over an hour ago.”

Dante nodded, and Taron’s hand squeezed his shoulder. Neither spoke as the security teams went back to their commanders for further orders.

They didn’t have to speak. Dante was safe, but what price would Kit pay?


CHAPTER NINE


A growl escaped Kit as she threw Kitter sideways to avoid a rock. It skimmed off the shield on her port side, and electricity crackled across the viewport.

When she could take her eyes off the debris ahead of her, Kit checked her shield levels—thirty-seven percent. Kit’s heart raced as she looked up to see another rock hurtle toward her.

“Come on, Kit. You can do this,” she muttered aloud. “You’ve got to be almost out. Then a safe run to the nearest hub.”

Five minutes later, Kit was still within the gas cloud and still getting pelted by rocks. Her radar was not working properly, and her shields were even lower.

This wasn’t the run she had expected. The last time she’d come this way, she’d skimmed the edge of the cloud, keeping the ship close to the main route. Then, she’d been confident, having a crew of three who knew their ship and each other well. Today it was just her. She had only a few solo runs under her belt, and she’d never ventured into an area that was so dangerous. Her desire to hide on the edge of the route had gotten her into trouble, deep in the debris field of an old star.

Why hadn’t Garrus agreed to come? Did he realize how badly he’d screwed her over? Did he have any idea what saying no had cost her in time and stress? Did he even care?

No doubt he didn’t. Kit had tried to think of the reason he had refused, but it was no use. She couldn’t figure him out, but she was going to talk to him as soon as she could.

“Frell!” Kit exclaimed as another asteroid came out of nowhere and hit the ship’s nose. The shield slowed it and reduced its size on the way through, but it struck the ship with a thunk, and a shudder rippled through the control room and Kit.

She did a diagnostics check to make sure nothing important was about to break. The nose of a ship took a lot of fire in battles, and Kit didn’t want to blow up.

Chills ran through her at the thought, and her mind served up the memory of the pirate blowing up. Kit gulped, hoping someone wasn’t grieving a loved one because of that day.

With her mind elsewhere, it took Kit a while to notice she was finally coming out of the gas cloud. The vapor was thinner, and the asteroids were smaller and farther between. The worst part of the journey was almost over.

Before she could set her ship for full speed ahead, something large loomed to starboard.

“What the...frell?” It looked like a slow-moving ship, but nothing had shown on the radar until now. While she tried to get a read on the vessel, Kit threw her ship hard to port. It was showing all sorts of anomalies that had hidden its presence.

After setting a scan going, Kit poured on speed to get away from the ship. That proved fruitless, however. The unknown ship’s scan came back as “undetected.” Her ship could not see the other craft.

Through the viewport, she got a better look at the ship. The hull was a shimmering black as if it reflected the light, and looking at it made her eyes blink as if she were looking through water and needed to clear it.

Was this the ship that had hidden from her earlier? If so, it wasn’t hiding now.

As she tried to get Kitter to accelerate, the anomalous vessel powered up its engines and turned. It was larger than Kitter, and it moved faster, too. It brought its guns to bear on her, and they were far warmer than she’d have liked.

Kit set her guns to warm. It would be a while before she could fire a plasma bolt, so until then, she’d have to dodge. Her radar had recovered, and she pressed the comm button.

Her hail was accepted immediately.

“I’m not looking for trouble, and I’ve got no cargo except a habitat part desperately needed on Corsera. I request you immediately disengage.”

“Oh, Kit, I’ve been wondering what you’d sound like,” the deep voice replied. It was sultry and seductive, and the Rs rolled a little. If Kit had met this person any other way, she might have found his voice attractive.

“How do you know who I am?” she replied. She was pushing her ship hard, but it couldn’t give her any more speed.

“I’ve been told more than your name. A certain person wants the two of us to get well acquainted. Very well acquainted.”.

Kit gulped. That sounded far more of a threat than a desire to make friends. She was in trouble. Her guns were only half-warm, her ship was down to only twenty percent shields, and a bigger, faster, and frankly, terrifying ship was bearing down on her.

Kit couldn’t think of a way to get out of firing and grappling range. This stranger could do either at his whim, her shields providing only a meager level of protection.

“I must admit, I expected you to ask who sent me. Most do. It’s a little cliché, but it gives us something to talk about while I hunt you down.”

“I figured you’d tell me if it was important.”

The man laughed. “Different. Good. Varun sent me.”

“Good for him. I hope you’re making him pay lots to be hanging out in a hellhole like this.”

“Oh, he’s going to pay me very well. But I confess, I take a payment of my own.”

“I’ve got nothing to give; I believe I mentioned that already,” Kit replied, her eyes flicking between the shields and the state of her guns. The stranger’s ship continued to close the gap, giving her little choice but to try to dodge and fight back.

“Oh, you’ve got something I want. Don’t worry.”

When her guns were warm, Kit dove for half a second, then pulled up and jerked to starboard to spin the ship.

She reached to her left for the weapons controls and focused, waiting for the best moment, then hit him with a double set of bolts. They rippled across his shields but dissipated before they got near the strange material underneath.

Kit tried not to worry. It was the beginning of wearing his shields down. She focused on finishing her spin and sent the shots from the other side of her ship into the top of his ship as she spun over the control room.

As she rolled, she looked through her viewport into his, and their eyes locked. His face was determined, but a smirk formed before the roll broke their line of sight.

Four direct shots were more than she could have hoped for, but they came at a price. He fired back as she was coming down the other side, and the first bolt caught her before she could dart to starboard.

Kit rolled her ship to bring it back around and place him in front of her, where he was less likely to surprise her with more bolts. However, he’d moved far faster and farther than she’d have thought possible.

“Frell,” she growled as her alarm blared to let her know her shields were low while she searched for the strange ship.

To her starboard, it glimmered in the starlight as if it were made of stars. If the ship hadn’t been hell-bent on attacking her, Kit would have found it beautiful. As it was, she loathed the smug pilot and the sneaky way he had made it seem like he wasn’t a threat until it was too late.

Most importantly, Kit needed to attack it or get away from it, but that wasn’t going to be easy when she needed to hit it five times for every time it hit her. Well, that assumed it had normal shield levels while hers were already drained.

And it was faster.

Kit had never given up a fight, however, and she wasn’t about to start now. She’d find some way out of this, or she’d defend her ship if it was boarded. This guy wouldn’t get her cargo without a fight he probably hadn’t bargained for.

While her guns warmed up again, her opponent rushed at her and fired two more bolts. It took all her skill and control, both hands working on overdrive as she wrestled the controls and adjusted the particle flow.

“Nice flying, sweetheart. I can appreciate your ship’s name now,” he told her over the comm.

“I don’t appreciate not knowing yours,” Kit retorted. She realized it was a lame response the second she’d said it. Where was her usual quick wit today?

“We’ll have plenty of time to get acquainted soon, I’m sure. Although if you’re in a hurry, you could just hold still and let me come over there.”

“I’ll pass, thanks. Places to be and stuff to do and all that. I don’t waste my time on unimportant matters. Perhaps you could come back another day.”

“No can do, Kit,” he replied as his ship made another run at her. As she tried to roll away from it, he moved with her, and two more of his bolts crashed into her underside.

“Frell,” she cursed, then remembered the comm was still open.

“Having trouble?” he asked.

Yeah, with your face, she thought. In case he made a similar mistake, she left the comm open but focused on the task in front of her. She had to break his shields before he broke hers, then she needed to disable his ship since she couldn’t outrun it.

Unless one of us runs out of fuel. The words ran through her head. Could that happen? Did she have enough fuel in the tanks? She’d refueled at the hub out of habit, and since Ryder had run her out in an attack, she’d kept the fuel supplies far higher than most did. That didn’t mean she could outrun a ship like that one.

Who was this guy? She had no idea.

The comm was still on. “So, if we’re going to dance for a while, you could be a gentleman and at least introduce yourself?”

Her words were met with smug, satisfied laughter—amusement at her expense. Kit reached to turn the comm off, but before she could, his voice came through.

“I’m Darq Corbyn, and I think we both know I’m not a gentleman.”

Kit’s finger froze above the button to kill the comm. Had she heard right? Examining his ship as she tried to dart around it confirmed her worst fears.

Darq Corbyn was notorious. He never made mistakes, and he never lost, not according to the rumors.

Kit forced herself to concentrate. She couldn’t let fear get the better of her.

When he brought his ship around for another run at her, Kit knew this was it. Given the way his ship came in and how slow her own was to respond, he could fire, and she would not be able to avoid the bolts.

Time slowed. The ship’s approach and her movements seemed slower than before, and she looked at her guns. They were just warm enough. Her only hope was to fire when he did and pray the bolts collided in mid-air.

That trick was rarely attempted, but she was willing to try anything at this point.

With her finger over the trigger and her ship still hurtling toward his, she watched for his turn. The moment his nose began to inch over to her port, she pulled Kitter to starboard. They would fly right past each other.

Kit fired when she expected him to, but she was a fraction too soon. She could only watch and pull up as their bolts flew past each other.

She scored two direct hits on his ship, but his bolts pelted her shields. An alarm blared, and a readout informed her that her shields were down to four percent.

One more bolt. That was all she could take before her shields failed and she was open to a grapple, or worse.

“Interesting defense attempt. You didn’t really think that would work, did you?” he asked. Kit reached to cut the comm but stopped herself at the last minute. She wasn’t going to let him realize he’d gotten to her.

“Gave you credit for firing at the best moment. You were sloppy and fired late,” Kit replied. It was a weak response, but it would have to do.

“I fired when I meant to,” came his terse reply. Kit grinned. He wasn’t unflappable after all.

For a few more minutes, the pair danced around each other, Kit keeping to his port, where he’d most recently expended his guns.

A grin flashed across her face when she managed to sink another couple of bolts into his back, but his shields held, and he turned fast.

Gritting her teeth, she yanked the ship over hard, but Kitter shuddered and squealed a complaint about being thrown around. The first return bolt hit, sparking across her shield, and the second skimmed over it, taking the last of the shields with it.

Kit gulped as the system went down, leaving her defenseless.

“Oh, dear,” he said, sounding anything but disappointed. “Was that all you had left? I was expecting this fight to last a little longer. Well, let’s get down to business, shall we? I’ve been looking forward to meeting you face to face.”

“Go frell yourself,” Kit replied, bringing Kitter up and over before sending the ship into a roll. He might try to grapple, but she wasn’t going to give in and just let him come aboard. No, if he wanted her, he would have to catch her first.

Back and forth she wove, desperate to get far enough away that he couldn’t grapple, but everywhere she turned, there he was. It was no use. With the guns warm again, she fired as he swung by, but the side profile it offered him was enough. His shields took the hit, then the grappling hooks shot out and latched onto her ship.

Finally, she cut the comm, having no desire to listen to him gloat as she was reeled in like a fish. Instead, she flicked the ship into safe mode, powered up her suit, and grabbed her sword. With that done, she just had time to hide two of her bots, the two best suited to making repairs, along with some basic supplies in the hidden compartments Garrus had created for her. At least he’d been good for something.

As she closed the last one, she heard the clunk of Kitter’s airlock connecting with another. Another few seconds and he’d be on her ship.

Kit strode to the airlock to meet him.


CHAPTER TEN


Dante managed to appear calm as he strolled into the council building at the hub. The Ephren council building was supposed to be grand, but this one made it look like a hovel. The steps that led to it were shallow, carved of an ornate stone with red veins that swirled through the amber base. They had been buffed to a shine, but they weren’t slippery underfoot.

The building was constructed of similar material, and it had a block-like structure that looked imposing. In the middle was a large double door, the dark wood carved and varnished. It was currently shut. Guards stood on each side, staring at the busy hub before them.

Dante and Taron headed for the doors, trying not to look nervous. It wasn’t the first time Dante had been there, but it was the first time he’d seen the guards.

The previous occasion had been a simple visit—he’d walked in with someone else to grab a forgotten item in their small office. Nothing official.

As Dante drew close, one of the guards opened the door.

“Good morning, Governor Zullo,” the man on the left greeted.

Dante gave the man a quick nod of acknowledgment, grateful for the easy pass into the building. If news of who he was had traveled, there was a chance this attempt to see a councilor would go far more smoothly than his first few visits to the Ephren council had gone.

As soon as he was inside, Dante looked for a receptionist, but none was present. People moved to and fro, many of them carrying datapads. A few carried food or drink, and one person pulled a small cart with refreshments after him.

“Do you know how to find a councilor?” Dante asked when one person came closer to him than was customary. He seemed to not understand the question, but eventually, he pointed at the far wall. There on plinths were small datapads topped by a person’s headshot, beneath which information was listed.

Taron reached the datapads first and began flicking through, ignoring the councilor responsible for the water supply, the harbor, and something Dante wasn’t sure about. The fourth picture looked familiar.

“That’s our guy,” Dante told Taron, then read his info. He was responsible for acquisitions and trade. It made perfect sense, and the information was helpful enough to list what area of the building his office was in.

Dante was stunned by the extravagance of the materials inside the building as they strode through the halls toward the councilor’s office.

When they reached the location, Taron took a step back and let Dante take the lead. There was a small desk tucked in a corner for the councilor’s assistant, something the councilors on Ephren didn’t have the space for.

“Good afternoon,” the assistant began when she spotted them.

Dante explained why he was there. He’d expected her to have an idea but wanted to make sure. She smiled politely, and her curly brown hair bobbed as she tapped on a datapad.

“Who shall I say is here to see him?” she asked a moment later.

“Dante Zullo, captain of Xeartais, leader of the Aerie, and governor of Corsera,” he replied, offering the three titles together for the first time.

They sounded good. It had been a logical progression, but equally, an advance no one had managed before. Most councilors and governors were heirs or heiresses who had worked their way into a position of power. Some were puppets, and the rest were entrepreneurs who’d made a lot of money.

Dante suspected that he was the first to have been a crew captain and brought several crews together.

Probably the first to take a colony from pirates, too, he thought. The receptionist had finished tapping, but she frowned rather than look up at them.

“It seems the councilor is indisposed at the moment. Something urgent has come up. Please take a seat, and he’ll try to be with you shortly. Failing that, you can use our booking system. We don’t have an appointment in our electronic database. It would help you gain an audience with such a busy man.”

“He is going to want to see me,” Dante replied. “We’ve got important business to discuss. I’ll wait as long as I need to.” He suspected he was being fobbed off and this would be a waiting game, where the participants tried to out-wait each other.

For now, there was nothing he could do but sit down and watch as people scurried around the busy building. It was a far cry from the Ephren council building, where few people seemed to do anything.

Two hours later, Dante paced the floor as he waited. How could it take so long to see one person? Deciding enough was enough, Dante strode to the reception desk. The assistant was reading something and balancing a meal in the other hand. A datapad sat on the desk, seemingly forgotten.

“Any updates? I know the councilors are busy people, but Corsera needs me back. Is there anything we can do to help speed this up?”

“I’m sorry, Governor. The councilor promised he’d be here shortly. I can only ask you again to kindly wait or book an appointment.”

“Thank you, but we’ll continue waiting. Please let the councilor know we’re still here.”

“Of course,” the receptionist replied and picked up her datapad. As Dante sat back down, he noticed she put the device down again. There was no more to be said. The councilor was avoiding them.

“We need an intervention?” Taron asked, a mischievous look in his eyes. Dante shook his head, although he was tempted. There had to be another way to get the councilor to show up, he couldn’t think of one.

When they’d been there for another hour, Dante noticed a girl who had hurried past several times with different packages in her hands. Her dress drew Dante’s gaze, but it wasn’t until she stopped and gave something to the receptionist that Dante placed the pattern.

“Kit,” he said aloud. The girl turned and stared at him.

“No, but I know her,” the girl offered and came a step closer.

“Sorry, no, you’re not her,” Dante muttered. Kit’s name had just slipped out. “She’s a crewmate, but she has—”

“A dress like this,” the kid finished.

Dante nodded.

“You’re a Xeartais?”

Taron laughed. “Not just a Xeartais. This is the Xeartais. Dante Zullo, leader of the Aerie—”

“And Governor of Corsera. Mike said you were in the building a while back. None of us expected you to still be here. Kit told me how you took Corsera. Garrus and Sky were with her, right?”

“Aye,” Dante replied, smiling. The girl’s eyes had lit up when she mentioned Kit, but something magic had happened to her face when she spoke of fighting pirates.

“I’m Rose. So, who is being inconsiderate and keeping you here? The councilor?” She flicked her head to the receptionist, who wasn’t trying to hide her interest in the conversation.

Dante nodded.

“Leave it with me. I know someone who can get him to appear. Give you an opportunity to pin him down. The git likes to leave people hanging. None of us has decided if it’s him making an inconsiderate power-play or if he’s just an idiot.”

“Rose!” the receptionist admonished. The kid sighed and took the letter the receptionist held out. “If someone hears you say that, you could get fired.”

“Aye, but I know you were thinking it.”

No one replied, but Dante felt happier when the kid flicked him a wink and ran off. It didn’t last, however. Seeing someone who liked Kit too reminded him that she was still out there.

“Do you think she’s safe?” Dante asked.

“No way to know, and thinking about it’ll drive you insane. You’ll find out, one way or another, and we’ll do what we need to—”

“One way or another,” Dante finished.

“Aye, mate.”

Silence fell again, thick and heavy. Neither was able to distract himself from their worry.

Was this what it would always be like? Dante asked himself. It was Kit today, but it could be another mate in a week or some other threat in a month. For the governor of a colony, there would be another life-threatening issue.

Wrapped in a spiral of unpleasant thoughts, Dante didn’t notice the time go by until twins appeared, identical in every way, wearing the now-familiar dresses that adorned their slender figures.

They each offered him a quick wink before striding up to the receptionist. She didn’t appear to be surprised to see either of them.

“We’d like to see the councilor,” the girl on the left began.

“Matter of the utmost urgency,” the right added, not missing a beat.

“We’ll wait right here.”

“Of course, leaf sisters,” the receptionist replied. “I’ll tell him immediately.”

Grins passed between the three women, but nothing more was said as the receptionist lifted the datapad and tapped in a message.

Within five minutes, the councilor appeared from a nearby room and hastily shut the door behind him.

“Ladies,” he greeted, his voice full of warmth. “What can I do for my favorite twin sisters?”

“Well, you see, we’ve been having some trouble with the stationmaster,” the left twin told him.

“He’s refusing to let us keep our stuff in the lockup,” the right sister chimed in.

“Said we needed a ship to use a ship’s lockup.”

“Ah. Say no more of it. I’ll discuss with the stationmaster the merits of ensuring those who’ve always paid plenty to keep their goods safe are satisfied with his service. No doubt he’ll agree that the rule is silly when more space can easily be added to the lockup, given the new empty unit to the side.”

“Thank you, Councilor.”

“Aye, thank you.”

“Can I help you with anything else, ladies?”

“We’re perfectly happy now that we know our precious belongings will be safe.”

“And we won’t keep you from Governor Zullo any longer.”

“Especially after we’ve kept him waiting a few minutes more than he already has been.”

The councilor glanced his way and Dante smiled, laughing internally at how the leaf sisters had steered the conversation to allow him to claim the councilor’s attention.

“Councilor,” Dante said as he got to his feet. “A pleasure to see you again. I hope you’re well.”

“As well as can be expected,” he replied, coming over with a resigned look on his face. “I understand that you’re here about your colony’s crop yield.”

“It’s a concern.”

The leaf sisters continued to stand in the corridor, and for the next ten minutes, Dante explained the farming methods they were using. When it was clear that the councilor couldn’t grasp his explanation, Taron tried to make the councilor understand.

“Father,” a familiar voice said as Taron began to lose his patience. The woman who made Dante grin inside walked into view. She was attractive—and for some men, that would be enough—but she also had a warm personality. When last they’d met, she’d been quick to laugh and slow to get frustrated.

The thing that had won Dante over was the conversation they’d engaged in at a dinner party. In the space of thirty minutes, they’d had a wonderful discussion about how best to store certain goods so they were preserved and what sort of solar sails a ship could best utilize. On both topics, she’d shown a surprising skill for picking up new facts quickly.

“Are you all still talking about those silly crops?” she asked as she strode up and rested her head on her father’s shoulder.

“There’s nothing silly about those sorts of things, Isabella. These men have come a long way to make sure they can sell what they need to for a reasonable price. Let’s not insult their intentions or belittle the importance of everyone being happy with the amount paid.”

“It seems silly to me,” Dante replied. “I still can’t understand why you can’t take our previous season’s figures and use those to base your estimate on. I came all this way because you are only offering us a tenth of what our crops can make upfront.”

“I’m sure my actions seem ridiculous to those who don’t understand me, but I can’t rely on promises alone. I refuse to believe the yield will be this big until I see it with my own eyes, and we are not on Corsera.”

“Is that your only objection, Father?” Isabella asked. Warily, he nodded. “Wonderful! Let us all go together. I’ve wanted to go to Corsera since the last time we met.”

“It’s not that simple, my dear.”

“Perhaps not simple, but it is possible, is it not?”

“Uh, yes,” Taron interjected, seeing where Isabella was taking the conversation and offering his support. “And if you want to stay the night, you can sleep in the newly constructed visitor area. It would be perfect for a small family such as yours.”

Taron beamed, and Dante was happy with the arrangements. It wasn’t a reaction he’d have expected, but having the councilor come to Corsera would change something. It sounded like Isabella would visit as well.

“The simplest and easiest way is for us all to go together,” Taron declared, and Isabella grinned and clapped her hands together.

“We cannot go before tomorrow,” the councilor countered. “I would never be forgiven by several of my clients, and there are a few things I need to do for work—”

“Then we’ll go tomorrow,” Isabella interrupted. For a moment, it looked as if he might argue, but the grin on his daughter’s face seemed to melt his heart, and he nodded.

“Very well, Governor Zullo. Tomorrow, we’ll request an escort to Corsera. In the meantime, I will double the upfront payment I offered.”

“That will be a great help,” Dante replied, hoping it would be enough to keep his farmers happy for a while longer. They would have to replace the destroyed habitat, but he had no intention of mentioning that.

Before Dante could ask for the details of the intended visit, the councilor strode back into the room he’d appeared from. Everyone heard the click of the lock. He clearly didn’t want to be disturbed, even by his daughter.

“Oh, how exciting!” Isabella grinned, grabbed Dante’s hand, and gave it a squeeze. “I’ll need to pack for tomorrow, but can we meet later for drinks and catch up?”

Dante nodded, not sure of his voice, but Isabella didn’t seem to mind. She waved at Taron and the leaf sisters before hurrying away.

“Thank you,” Dante said when the twins came closer.

“Any friend of Kit’s is a friend of ours,” the left twin replied.

“Rose said the two of you looked positively neglected, sitting here hour after hour,” the right twin added.

“Aye, that was true.” Taron tipped his hat to the sisters.

“About Kit… She came through here earlier today.” Dante frowned as he tried to put into words what he wanted to arrange—that someone would go to her rescue.

“Aye. She bumped into Rose as well.”

“Said something about an important errand.”

“Right before all hell broke loose.”

Dante nodded. Did these women need to know what kind of trouble she might be in? Could they do anything to stop it?

“Still not sure I believe it was him,” the left twin said, following his train of thought better than Dante had expected.

“He’s a tale we tell the children.”

“Yes, but now it will be more effective.”

The leaf sisters walked away, neither seeming to remember Dante and Taron as they debated if Darq was a real pirate or a children’s horror story.

That made Dante more confident that he’d been right to keep the reality to himself. However, he couldn’t leave that night, and when he did, he had to go straight back to Corsera.

Sighing, Dante headed back to Catalpa. With any luck, Kit would be safe on Corsera before they returned.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


Time seemed to stand still as the airlock hissed. When people spoke of Darq, they described a man so tall he dwarfed even the tallest men. Someone fearless, strong, and covered in scars. A monster.

Before her was a normal-looking person. He wasn’t ugly, and his high cheekbones and jet-black hair, currently gathered in a ponytail, could be called beautiful. He was no monster, simply a man.

Neither moved as they studied each other, his eyes roving over her as if he were buying her.

“Get off my ship,” Kit growled. She wasn’t going to wait for this stranger to have the first word.

“No can do, Kit. See, Varun paid me to make sure you regretted your involvement in his affairs.”

“Are you going to kill me?” she asked, knowing his answer.

“I’ve never killed anyone. We’ve all blown up a ship or two that got into a fight they couldn’t handle, but like this, on a ship I’ve boarded? Never.”

“Then there’s nothing you could do that would make me regret putting an end to Varun’s business on Ephren.” Kit lifted her sword to make it clear she was ready to fight, but he only laughed.

“Eager, aren’t we? I don’t know about you, but I like to take my time with this sort of thing. Get to know each other a bit.”

“I know all I need to about you.” Kit tried not to think about the rumors and myths, but her heart raced, and her palms were sticky with sweat. This guy had done awful things to the people he’d come across. Now she was going to find out what she was made of.

He took a step closer and she stepped back, lifting the sword. But it wasn’t needed; Darq stopped and laughed again. The sound was loud and mocking.

“You clearly know what people say about me. You’re breathing more rapidly, your eyes are as wide as a cervidin’s in a floodlight, and your arms are shaking. You know what’s going to happen next, don’t you? If you’re lucky, I won’t scar your pretty face.”

“I know what you plan to do, but I’m not the kind of person to just give up. Sorry to disappoint you.”

Darq moved closer, his eyes fixed on Kit. This time, he lifted his sword. Forcing herself to hold her ground, Kit snapped her mouth shut. She wasn’t going to beg or let fear get the better of her.

“You’re more polite than most, I will say that. Sorry, sweetheart. I’ve heard that before. This will end the same way.”

“Never!” Kit kicked herself for not being able to keep her mouth shut.

She urged her body forward and swung her sword, attempting to recall the last lesson she’d had. Somehow, she had to defeat this pirate and send him packing.

Kit’s and Darq’s swords clashed, metal clanging loudly with every block, parry, and counterstrike. The fight proceeded apace until Darq dealt her a blow that numbed her fingers and she almost dropped the weapon.

Forced to duck and weave, Kit fell back until she could bring her sword up again to defend herself. Once she started moving, however, it proved difficult to stop, and either Darq found a rhythm she couldn’t compete against, or he decided to push harder. Kit was forced to reassess her strategy; she either had to disengage or put more distance between them.

Darq moved fast, his sword an extension of his arm, and each move was aimed at her torso. It was all she could do to keep him at bay.

As she ducked an attack that might have taken her head off, she kept going.

They’d put enough distance between them that Kit thought she could outrun him to the airlock. Kit hurtled into the small airlock and slammed the button to close the doors.

He hurried forward, and she wished she could turn back time and somehow avoid being here at this moment. Thankfully, the airlock door hissed shut in time to keep him out. She waited as the air equalized between the two ships. There was nothing Darq could do to speed up the process.

As the door behind her opened, Kit sprinted onto Darq’s ship. It wasn’t a risk-free move, but a similar one had served her well in the past. She had to get him to focus on something other than her.

Where would he expect me to go? she mused. The cargo bay or the control room to break or disable something. She ran down a corridor away from the control room and dove into the living area of the ship. As she entered, she slowed and tried to walk silently, but her boots clomped on the metal floor. The inside of Darq’s ship was black like the outside.

Before Kit could examine the dining and kitchen area, she heard the whoosh of the airlock door as it opened again. Darq’s boots slammed onto the floor as he ran toward the back of the ship.

“I should have worn black,” Kit muttered as she ducked behind the kitchen counter. If Darq came into the room, she would be visible, but it was the best she could do for now. She re-sheathed her sword and quickly unlaced her boots as his footfalls came closer.

“Oh, Kit, you chose the wrong ship to hide on,” Darq called and slowed, then stopped for a moment. Not waiting for him to come closer, Kit slipped her feet out of the boots, pleased to note she had a decent set of socks on, and slid back. Her heart pounded.

When she reached the back of the kitchen, Kit saw a bot in the corner. It didn’t look awake, but the antenna on its head moved. Darq could use his bots to find her.

Frell, frell, frell, she muttered in her head, staying ahead of its rotation. She prayed she was quiet enough. Her path led her to a door that was slightly open, the room beyond it dark.

With nowhere else to go and little time to think, Kit slipped inside. No light came on, and Kit didn’t dare move farther until her eyes had time to adjust to the dim light provided by the open door behind her.

When she could see, she realized the walls were lined with shelves. She thought it was a walk-in closet, but she realized it wasn’t. Each shelf had a single item on it, a small bundle she couldn’t identify at first glance.

Curious despite feeling like she didn’t want to know more, Kit stepped closer to the nearest shelf. In front of each item was a small plaque bearing a date and a name. The bundles were hair.

Kit’s blood went cold, and she stifled a scream. These were trophies, one from each of Darq’s victims.

And she was next.

Unable to look away, she noticed that the dates increased in order, with no more than a week between each.

There had to be over a hundred. Feeling like she might throw up, Kit tried to figure out how to get away.

There was a bot outside the room and no other exit, so she would have to beat that sick excuse for a human. She couldn’t hide forever.

The room had a strange allure, however. She wanted to record the names and see if the people could be found.

The man had to pay for all the people he’d hurt, and she resolved that she’d make it happen.

“I’ll be back,” she whispered as she padded back over to the door. She had to ascertain where the bot was, but she couldn’t look out. If she was seen, that was it—game over. Darq was too strong and too good a swordsman for her to beat in combat.

Thanking the leaf sisters for instilling one good habit in her, Kit reached for the compact mirror she kept in the side pocket of her cargo pants. It might give her a visual to work with.

She put the boots down, dropped softly to her knees, and slowly inched the mirror outward, looking for the corner the bot had occupied minutes earlier. Unable to hear Darq moving anymore, she focused on what she could see. However, the bot wasn’t there anymore, and it wasn’t clear where it had gone.

She hesitated. Come on, Kit. You’ve got to keep going. If not for yourself, for all those other people. You’ve got to be braver. Stronger. Have to find a way out they didn’t.

After taking two more slow, deliberate breaths, Kit used the mirror again, sweeping it across the floor to confirm there was no bot. It wasn’t in the kitchen anymore.

Knowing that and acting on it were two different things. Kit didn’t move, but then she imagined how she would feel if this man was hunting Sky. It fed the anger she needed to keep herself alive and moving.

With the mirror in one hand and the other on the hilt of her sword, Kit stepped back into the kitchen. Her eyes adjusted quickly, and she saw that the living area stretched to her left.

It was time to do more than snoop. She had to disable his ship or break some bots.

Before Kit could go back out to the corridor, the whir of a bot and Darq’s footsteps grew louder.

Not wanting to get caught where she was but unable to go forward, Kit darted left into the living area. She found another door, this one shut, and pushed it open as Darq came into the kitchen.

“Hey, little Kit. You can’t hide much longer. I know you’re in here.”

Gulping, she hurried through the door. It was his bedroom, but there was nothing except a bed. Silently growling, Kit looked for something she could attack him with besides her sword, to no avail.

Fear threatened to root her to the spot, but she shook it off, refusing to give up. She had to get out, but her mind offered only panicked suggestions about what might happen if she failed.

Facing the door, Kit strode back to it and waited, listening. She could hear sounds, but like before, she didn’t dare look.

“Oh, my,” Darq called. “Did you really come this way, little Kit?”

Kit stepped into the living area when she realized he’d gone into the trophy room. The bot was just outside.

“Clever to leave your boots. Quiet. Sneaking around my ship like a cat, but even cats can’t hide from me. No one can.”

As she crept closer, she saw the light inside flick on and illuminate Darq inside the room.

“Are you still in here, or did you sneak off somewhere else?”

With his back to her and the bot still, she darted toward the corridor, having no idea where to go after that.

“There you are,” he called. His voice was manic and shrill with delight.

She ran, her mind focused on her desire to get far away. However, on a ship, there weren’t many places to go.

Kit found herself in one of the control rooms. Darq was close behind her when she mashed buttons and controls in a blind panic, hoping she could break something important enough that he would ignore her and focus on the vessel.

“What are you doing, you frelling cervidin?” A hand grabbed her shoulder, digging in as he pulled her around and away from the keys. She lost her balance, catching one heel on his booted foot.

She struck at him with one hand and stabbed the other toward the control panel. He caught a handful of her shirt, but it ripped, and she fell. Her arm caught the pilot’s chair and arrested her tumble.

Darq either didn’t care about the ship’s blaring alarms, or he knew they indicated no damage of importance. Ignoring them, he focused on her prone form. Before Kit could right herself or turn over, he grabbed her arm and slapped a handcuff on her wrist and the arm of the chair.

Yelling, Kit struggled, but she was trapped. The tussle became a blur of growling and yelping mixed with angry shouts and pained cries as he tried to pin her down and she fought with every bit of strength she could muster.

The combatants broke apart when she kicked his knee to the side. He bellowed like a wounded animal, the crunch as he moved adding to the cacophony.

He backed off, his eyes watering up and his leg not bearing his weight, but Kit remained handcuffed to the chair. She tried to free herself, but the chair was far stronger than her and she could see no key.

Yelling with rage, Kit yanked as hard as she could, but nothing came loose, and pain flared when she almost dislocated her shoulder. Before she could even think of trying again, Darq recovered and grabbed her from behind. Using his body weight, he pinned her against the chair, forcing her over it.

Flailing and writhing, Kit tried to get out from under him. More than once, her hands and elbows connected with body parts, but he had the upper hand, his weight and strength too much for her.

He shoved her over the chair, and she renewed her struggles, but he leaned in, and his arm circled her neck and pressed hard enough to cut off her air supply.

It didn’t stop her, not at first. She kept fighting, but her limbs got heavier, and pain grew in her chest and neck.

Finally, Kit’s world went away, Darq with it.


CHAPTER TWELVE


Boarding Catalpa was always comforting, and today was no different for Dante. It didn’t matter that he’d been up half the night with Taron and Isabella or that he had a pounding headache from all the drinking.

Catalpa was his ship, and he was heading home.

“Councilor, would you like to rest in the living quarters or take a crew position?” Dante asked as the balding man looked around, his mouth open.

“I…uh... Where’s the rest of the crew? And the guards? Security?” The councilor peered around as if he expected more people to appear from a part of the ship he’d not noticed.

“There is no other crew. I’m your pilot, navigator, and engineer today. My second mate, Taron, is your gunner, security, and anything else we need him to be.”

“Except I don’t make tea,” Taron replied. Isabella laughed, then winced. Her head clearly ached as well. Her father didn’t look amused.

“I’ve never navigated. May I try?” Isabella asked.

“Be my guest.” Dante pointed at the correct console and seat. Taron followed her and instructed her on the basics while Dante ran the pre-flight checks and let the stationmaster know they were preparing to leave.

Without asking, the councilor slipped into the seat the engineer would normally occupy. Although they hadn’t left the dock, the councilor strapped in and looked around as if the controls might grow an extra head and try to eat him.

Holding back a grin at the man’s behavior, Dante continued checking his ship. They still had plenty of fuel and plasma, and they were going home, so he didn’t expect to need much of either. They were low on certain repair parts, but that was a sector-wide issue. He’d send his people to get the parts they needed after he got back to Corsera, but they were fine for now.

By the time the stationmaster gave them clearance, Taron was in the gunner’s seat, and Isabella was testing the ship’s functions to get a feel for how to work the controls. It was a good place for someone to learn about a ship. It was hard to go wrong, and on a journey like this one, it wouldn’t be a problem if she mucked up. Dante knew where he was going and most of the issues they would encounter.

The control room was quiet as Dante lifted Catalpa toward the exit. There were a lot of ships coming in, so the outbound traffic was confined to one lane, but they soon reached space.

“Is this a safe route?” the councilor asked when Dante asked Isabella to look for other ships en route.

“For the most part. It’s getting safer. Have you not been to Ephren before, Councilor?”

“No. It held no interest. I understand it is a smaller replica of the hub.”

Dante tilted his head. Ephren was nothing like the sector hub. The hub held a large array of people and businesses and acted as a massive trade artery for the rest of the sector. Ephren kept its area of space safe, but it lacked the hub’s amenities.

“Ephren is an interesting place. Still growing,” Taron replied, flipping Dante a wink when no one was looking. “But it’s nothing compared to Corsera and our setup. Ephren wasn’t designed to grow fast, and they’re encountering problems as they gain population. We’ve gone to great lengths not to make the same mistakes on Corsera.”

“That sounds promising. What population does Corsera boast?”

“Five hundred souls and growing every day.”

“For a crew-based endeavor, that’s a good number, but that’s not enough for a colony to prosper, surely?”

Dante took a deep breath before responding. “Perhaps not if we were struggling to recruit or the sector was in decline, but with many people coming to the sector and new opportunities opening up, we’re growing effortlessly.”

“Good. I’d like to think all the hard work we’ve put into the sector hub is benefiting the nearby colonies. We’ve put a lot of effort into making the routes to and from us far safer.”

“Aye, as have we.” Dante smiled and focused on flying so he wouldn’t show his annoyance. “That’s one of the reasons I want us to work together and understand each other. There’s a lot we can do to better our colonies and the whole area with a few simple agreements.”

The councilor didn’t respond other than to nod, and Isabella drew their attention.

“What’s this funny mass of dots on the radar?” she asked. Dante glanced at the display she was pointing at.

“Asteroid belt. You’ll want to strap in. We’ve got to fly through it.”

“Through it?” the councilor asked, gripping the arms of his chair.

“Aye, but don’t worry, Councilor. Dante here has flown through far worse with few problems.”

The councilor didn’t look convinced, but Dante wasn’t going to waste his breath explaining that ships were designed to cope with the hazards encountered in space. His flying would show the man they were more than capable of coping with the environment.

Half an hour later, the ship popped out the other side of the asteroid field, and Dante looked the councilor’s way. The man was white, his hands were locked on the arms of the chair, and his body was rigid.

“You don’t fly much, do you?” Dante asked. The councilor shook his head, unable to speak.

“Shields at seventy-eight percent,” Taron reported.

“Not bad. Normally they’re down to seventy after coming through there.”

“Aye. I’ve only ever seen Kit and Eve come through and have it above eighty.”

Dante nodded, focusing on his ship’s systems and diagnostics instead of thinking about Kit…or Eve. He wanted to be back on Corsera, managing the more sedate areas of his life.

They’d swallowed up another couple of kellians on the way to Ephren when Isabella pointed out more dots on the radar.

“We’re not far enough along for the next asteroid belt,” Taron replied before Dante could ask for clarification.

Isabella brought the radar up on the main display, and Dante frowned. There were seven dots, all moving.

“Those aren’t asteroids,” he said. “Those are ships. They’re not moving in the right way for asteroids. They’re darting all over.”

“Oh. What kind of ships?”

“Scan them and let’s find out,” Taron suggested, but Dante didn’t need a scanner to know they were likely to be fighting. The ships swirled around each other, not meeting but orbiting around a central point, in and out.

“I’ll warm the guns.”

“We’re not going to fight them, are we? There’s at least five of them.” The councilor sat forward, horrified by the idea.

“There are seven. And no, not if we don’t have to. There’s an etiquette in these situations. Warming the guns partway indicates we’ll defend ourselves if we have to, but we won’t start anything if they leave us alone.”

“Well... That sounds...sensible, I suppose.”

Dante and Taron ignored the councilor as the ship fed them info on the ships. The fight was taking place in their path, but they could go around or over it.

If seven ships were fighting, however, something serious was happening. When Dante saw one ship’s name, he understood. “It’s the Cuttlefish. Monks of the Drelmar order.

“And some pirates Kit, Sky, and Garrus recently fought on a cargo run,” Taron added.

“How many of each?” Dante asked.

“Looks like three on the Cuttlefish’s side.”

“And four pirate ships?”

“It appears that way.” Isabella zoomed in and tapped on the four ships the system suggested were allied with each other.

“Doesn’t look like the monks are doing so well.” Taron pointed at a dot that hadn’t moved in a while.

“I think we’re being hailed.” Isabella pointed at a flashing button.

“Aye. Press it to accept,” Dante explained.

“Aerie? Are you a ship of the Aerie?” a familiar voice asked.

“Aye, Captain Dante Zullo of the good ship Catalpa here,” he replied.

“Oh, Captain, you have no idea how pleased I am to hear your voice. We request immediate assistance in defending our comrades from this pirate attack. We carry a cargo of great importance to our order and have reason to believe someone placed a bounty on it. The pirates are more persistent than normal, but this item is sacred. We must protect it.”

“If it’s the item I think it is, say no more. We’re well-stocked and ready to fight.”

“We are?” the councilor interrupted. Dante nodded as he cut the comm.

“Aye, we are. I promised those fine fellows a safe harbor a few days ago, and I’m a man of my word. We’ll even the odds, and I know those pirates. We’ll come out of this fine if you trust me and let me get on with the task.”

The councilor gulped.

Taron grinned and started pressing buttons. “I’ll get the guns nice and hot.”

Feeling a thrill of excitement, Dante used the radar and what he could see from the viewport to pick his first target. One of the pirate ships was hanging back and taking less risky runs, but the others didn’t seem to have noticed. Dante was convinced they were low on either plasma or shields. They would be the perfect ship to hound.

Dante pointed Catalpa at the ship and headed toward it. As the range closed, they caught the pirate’s attention. Instead of running away as Dante had hoped they would, the ship decided to play Chicken and flew straight toward them.

A grin spread across his face. Chicken was a game he loved, and he and Taron had done it enough times that it wouldn’t go well for the pirate.

“Heading to starboard as soon as they make a move.” Dante spoke for the councilor and Isabella’s benefit rather than Taron’s. His gunner nodded, and the other two gripped their seats and watched.

The pirate continued to fly straight, braver than most, but they finally went to their port. Letting out a whoop, Dante dove to starboard and rolled to port while bringing the nose down. They fired and hit the pirate twice when they were under the other ship, safe from return fire.

Dante considered rolling to give Taron the starboard guns to work with, but his passengers weren’t used to that kind of flying. Instead, he flew to port of the pirates, brought the ship around, and banked across their tail.

Taron fired too soon and one shot went wide, but the other caught the pirate’s stern. A crackle of electricity ran across the shields, then they failed.

“Nice work,” Dante told Taron as the ship dove and sped away from the fight. “We’ll let them go. Get the guns ready for a run at one of the others.”

“Aye, Captain,” Taron replied. “The port guns are close. If you give them another twenty seconds and pick a target, they’ll be good for a couple of bolts by the time we reach it.”

“Perfect.” Dante allowed Catalpa to hang back while he studied the actions of the remaining pirates. One appeared to be leading the other, a slightly larger ship that was better armored and cared for. He dove toward them, joining the Cuttlefish on a deep run.

“Come on,” Dante said. “Come get what you deserve.”

The pirate appeared to oblige, heading at them and leaving the other Drelmar ships to recover.

Nearer to the fight than Cuttlefish, Dante tilted his nose down only to lift up as he’d seen Kit do more than once. It worked; the pirate ship turned and rose as if to pummel something beneath it. Instead, Dante flew sideways over them and pounded them with another pair of bolts. Cuttlefish completed the move by adding two to their tail.

The shields were taxed by the short session, and they let the last bolt through. Something exploded on the back of the ship, and it ground to a halt.

“Nice work,” Dante whooped. The other two pirate ships didn’t hang around to fight off four ships alone.

“Wow,” the councilor murmured. “That was amazing. I’ve never seen anyone fly like that.”

“You should see some of our other pilots,” Dante replied. “Out here, we get a lot of practice.”

Before the councilor or Isabella could say anything else, the other ships hailed them. Dante had Isabella put it through.

“Thanks for the help, Captain Zullo. We really appreciate your assistance once again.”

“No problem, fellas. You all right from here?”

“We’re going to head to Ephren and sort out a few issues, then pick up more of our kind. If the invitation to come to Corsera is still open, we would like to join you until we can gather more of our brethren and establish our own settlement.”

“You’re very welcome, but I can’t wait for you at Ephren, just see you there safely. I’m needed on Corsera, and I have already been away longer than I have wished. I must warn you, however, that Darq has been seen in the sector, and I understand an enemy of ours has paid him for services against us. That might make Corsera a less safe place than before.”

“Did you just say ‘Darq?’ We thought he was a myth.”

“So did we, but we have reason to believe we were wrong, and one or more of our crew members might have already encountered him. That’s part of the reason I want to get back to Corsera. My crew needs me, and I need to know if they’re safe.”

“Understood. May the blessings of Drelmar guide your feet.”

Dante cut the comm and angled Catalpa back toward Ephren. It would take half an hour longer to get back if he saw the monks to Ephren, but the two that could still fly had linked with the one that couldn’t and, while it hung between them, they moved off. Dante took Catalpa a reasonable distance in front to ensure he picked up on any danger that lay ahead before they did.

“I hope you don’t mind the delay, Councilor,” Dante offered, but the man didn’t respond. When Dante glanced his way, he saw him replaying parts of the fight on the console, looking very impressed.

Grinning, Dante left him to it. So far, so good.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Pain washed over Kit as she came to. She tried to piece together why she was lying on the metal floor in the corridor of her ship and why so many of her body parts hurt. As she attempted to move her limbs, she opened her eyes. Nightmares blurred her vision, and confusion was her predominant state.

When her memory came, Kit wished it hadn’t.

Darq. She’d been on Darq’s ship. Seen his trophies. And then he’d found her.

That explained the aches and pains. Kit tried not to think about what had happened after that. She remembered a struggle and not being able to breathe. The fear and panic.

Wincing, Kit curled up. Remembering the trophy room, she ran a hand through her hair. Shure enough, a huge hunk was missing.

She’d become another trophy for Darq. She’d been beaten half to death, and he’d claimed his trophy. Her name and the date would be on a plaque in that room she’d found.

She didn’t want to believe it. She was one of the best pilots in the Aerie. She didn’t get boarded unless she was willing to be. This hadn’t happened to her.

But it had; her body hurt enough to make it clear. He apparently hadn’t done anything but beat her, judging by where she was sore…and wasn’t. She idly wondered why.

Tears hit next, flowing until they became body-shaking sobs, her wails coming out as her arms wrapped around her chest. By the time they subsided, she was exhausted. Several of her bots had scurried closer to check on her as they were programmed to do with a human in distress. There was no one to inform, so they turned in half-circles, then scurried off and came back like dogs urging their master to come rescue her.

As the bots did this for the umpteenth time, Kit relaxed, exhausted and spent. She was cold, and her spacesuit was in pieces. She knew she couldn’t lie there anymore, so she carefully got to her feet. Thankfully, her damaged body cooperated. Picking up her boots and sword, which were also nearby, she thought about what to do next.

She couldn’t relax until she was sure he was gone. In her haste, she’d forgotten her away bag, but she managed to find a spare spacesuit in the forward compartment of the cargo hold.

Kit put the new spacesuit on. After she ran checks to make sure the suit would keep her alive in an emergency, she went back to the control room and quickly verified the shield and oxygen levels. She had to hope she wouldn’t get caught in any more battles since her ship’s shields were gone, but she needed to be prepared. It was a fair number of kellians to either sector hub from her current location.

As she slipped into her seat, she remembered how much her body hurt. He’d done a pretty good job on her. The strangest pains were in places like the backs of her legs and across her shoulders. No doubt she’d pulled her muscles while trying to fight Darq off.

When she thought about him, her stomach threatened to lose its contents, so she focused on something else: the systems console in front of her.

The time on the screen let her know she’d been out for a few hours, and the display cheerily informed her that she’d been back on her ship for just over one. She shuddered as she thought about Darq abandoning her there, but it could have been worse. He hadn’t disabled her ship, and oddly, she still had her cargo. He’d left a note to tell her he didn’t need it and that he’d be watching her.

She had to get it back to Corsera, but she needed to recharge the shields if she hoped to make it home.

While she was unconscious and after Darq had released her ship, Kitter had drifted. It took Kit a moment to work out where she was. She didn’t recognize this area of space, but the ship had star maps, and she pinpointed her location. She’d drifted away from the sector hub toward Sector Thirty-four, her home sector.

She almost smiled as she thought about going to the familiar hub to recharge and sort herself out, and she plotted a course to it. She’d have to avoid several asteroid fields on the way given the lack of shields, but there were ways around them, and that far off the beaten track, there was little chance of encountering another ship. She would see what happened.

Kit kept the controls on manual, partly to give herself something to do and partly because she’d never been this way before. She didn’t know how up to date her maps were, so she could run into an anomaly if she didn’t pay attention, or so she told herself.

The kellians slipped by. She thought about what had happened, remembering the moments before she had blacked out, unable to breathe with Darq’s arm around her throat. It was obvious what he had done after that—professionally beaten her without causing permanent damage, or so she hoped. She was almost glad she couldn’t remember the actual events.

She ran a systems diagnostic and tried to do the mental arithmetic to calculate the amount of cloth she could produce from a crop of the right plant in her new venture. It was a pointless exercise, but it kept her mind from digging for more memories.

Kit tried to keep her eyes open. She had never felt so spent. Apparently, unconsciousness didn’t restore energy.

When did I last eat? she wondered. She wasn’t sure. The time on the clock was meaningless like she’d been out in space alone for too long, but she hadn’t.

I need to get to the hub and find someone to talk to—anyone about anything. Get a meal from a stall. Or a sandwich. Maybe some rum.

Yes, rum. Rum would be perfect.

Rose. The young girl popped into Kit’s head. Rose would be at the hub. Could Kit bear to run into her? Maybe. The thought of trying to explain what had happened brought tears to Kit’s eyes. She didn’t want to think about it, but it would be obvious to anyone who saw her what had happened. She still had the compact, so she checked her face and saw the expected swelling and bruising. She prayed there would be no scars after she healed.

No, she would go straight back to Corsera. Then she remembered her ship’s shields. She was going to have to stop.

She’d have to interact with other people to get her shield packs charged again, and it would cost her big. It didn’t bear thinking about when she would make nothing from the run.

Kit wanted to sigh or yell or cry or all three, but she didn’t. Instead, she sat there and flew.

The surroundings were pretty: strangely colored planets, asteroid fields, and other objects she didn’t have a name for. Surrounding everything were distant stars and the vast darkness that lay between them.

After another kellian, she saw nothing else beautiful.

Several times Kit almost fell asleep, but the ship’s normal noises woke her. A bot as it moved about the ship and made repairs. An alarm that let her know an asteroid belt was close. Every sound jolted her from the grip of sleep.

It was no good; Kit needed something to keep her awake, and she would have to get some rest before flying again. She wouldn’t get back to Corsera until the next day at the earliest.

Numbness overtook her, making her not care about anything except her basic bodily needs and functions.

As she was considering stopping and taking a thirty-minute power nap, the sector hub—her sector hub—came up on the long-distance radar.

Relief at the sight of a place that had been home, if only for a short while, washed over her. It was wonderful to see something familiar.

And Rose. She had to find Rose if she could. Not to tell her anything, but to listen to her as she talked about her simple life. Maybe if she talked to Rose and they agreed to see each other more often, she would feel like everything was back to normal. Like nothing had happened in between.

It was worth a shot. She didn’t want to fear for her life whenever she made a cargo run.

Watching the hub grow larger on the viewport kept Kit awake, and a quick conversation with the stationmaster let her know she could slip into the hangar on arrival and put her ship down in the most difficult area of the docks to navigate. Even now, she appreciated the trust and demand that placed on her. Not every ship was instructed to land there.

Once the ship was on the launchpad, powered off, and the shield batteries were in Kit’s hands, she felt a moment of fear. Could she step off? Did she want to?

No choice, her brain reminded her. You need shields.

Sighing, Kit stared at the button that would open the hatch. Then a hand that looked like hers reached out and pressed it. The hatch opened, and she stepped onto the docks.

She expected everyone to stare at her. She’d been there a few hours ago, and they had to be curious about her changed appearance. However, no one stared or said anything. All of them were too busy with their own lives.

The guy who provided rapid-charging services didn’t say anything either. He just gave her a nod and knocked ten percent off the price, as he said he did for anyone who came back within twenty-four hours. He didn’t ask why she was back or what had happened.

After the batteries were handed off, she wasn’t sure what to do. She could find Rose, but a drink seemed more appealing.

Rum.

That was it. She wanted rum, and on the hub, there was only one decent place to get it.

Not meeting anyone’s gaze, Kit headed toward the large inn to one side of the docks. It was supplied by one of the largest crews in the hub and had formed an alliance with the leaf crew since she’d left and the Aerie had become a thing. More crews were forming alliances, banding together to get what they needed and protect each other.

She didn’t expect to encounter any problems there.

As she strode into the inn, a few heads lifted and looked her way, but most of the weary travelers inside ignored her as they talked to their companions, not noticing Kit was among them.

That was what she wanted—anonymity. As she headed to the bar, Kit looked for an empty table where she could relax alone and nurse a drink, but there were none and no bar stools either. The place was jumping.

Kit frowned, confused. Why were so many people at the bar this late at night?

She ordered a bottle, paid for it, and decided to take it to her ship. A moment later, she saw someone come in, then turn around and walk back the way they’d come.

She realized it was Barien. He turned again, his eyes fixing on her, his face pale and his mouth opening and closing like he was trying to say something.

Why was he acting like that?

The sight of her apparently bothered him.

Kit looked down to check that her suit was fastened properly, but she saw nothing out of place. Then she remembered her swollen and bruised face.

When he ran for the door, Kit went after him to find out why. Had he played some part in what had happened?

“I’ll be back for this,” Kit told the barkeep and put the bottle back on the bar. She sprinted after Barien, dodging other patrons to catch him before he could disappear into the maze of ships on launchpads nearby.

Someone held the door open for her, catcalling as he realized she was chasing someone. Barien was ahead, not heading to the ships and the cover they’d offer but past the stalls, most of them closed or closing for the night.

He was making it easy. Kit pushed herself to catch up with him. He suddenly slowed, looking right and left, and then he looked over his shoulder.

“Barien, you frelling idiot. Stop. I know where you live, remember?”

Laughter came to her ears as onlookers realized what was going on. Let them find it amusing. She was almost amused, but she couldn’t think why Barien would suddenly be afraid of her. What had he done?

He darted left, heading deeper into the commercial area, but the stalls here were closed, and despite her numerous aches and pains, Kit was light on her feet. She darted between the stalls and carts while he had to move slower.

When she was only two meters behind him, she called, “This is stupid, Barien. Stop running away from your problems. Wasn’t that what you told me once?”

Growling, he whirled, and she barreled into him, knocking them both to the ground. His arms came up to protect his head as if he expected her to thrash him.

Instead, she got off him.

“Talk,” she ordered, not sure she wanted him to.

“I’m sorry,” he wailed, his arms still up. “I’m so sorry.”

“I said talk, not apologize,” she snapped. Her voice revealed her anger.

“I never thought...” Tears poured out of his eyes.

Yelling her frustration, Kit grabbed him, getting half a handful of his collar and half a handful of his hair. She hauled him to his feet but didn’t let go.

“Get to the point.”

“I should never have told Darq you were here or where you were going. I only knew because I overheard you telling Rose. I didn’t think he was the real Darq Corbyn, not until after you left and they shut down the hub. Thought he was a myth, not a real person.”

“They shut down the hub?” Kit asked. She almost let go of him, but he wriggled and reminded her to hang on. She wasn’t letting him get away when she still had questions.

“Aye. Some poor girl. She was found in the back of one of the workshops. He’d hauled her in there when no one was looking. Pretty thing. Bre... Bri...”

“Breanna?” Kit asked, thinking back to the trophy room and the name on the last plaque.

“Aye, that was the gal’s name. She was rushed to the infirmary. Her father’s one of the main merchants here, something-Claxter. He’s furious.”

Kit let go of Barien, her emotions all over the place as he waffled. Barien probably hadn’t thought Darq would find her, but he’d clearly been worried about the possibility.

“I swear, if I can make it up to you, I will. I’m just so—”

“So what? Relieved?” He tensed. He’d thought she was okay until he saw her face, and that made her angrier.

“You’re an imbecile. It doesn’t matter if that man was Darq or not. You should never have told him anything. Or anyone else, for that matter.”

Kit stopped talking. She wanted to tell him Darq had found her and he’d almost beaten her to death, but the words wouldn’t come out. Barien had done enough to hurt her, and it explained how Darq had known where to wait for her and managed to use her route to his advantage. For now, that was enough.

“Go on, get out of my sight,” she snarled. “I hope you never do anything so terrible to anybody again.”

Kit stormed off, heading blindly back toward her ship. She stopped halfway there, remembering the bottle of rum she’d purchased. She considered just getting on Kitter and flying home, but before she could decide how much the rum meant to her, she started walking to the tavern to retrieve it.

Thankfully, it was on the bar where she’d left it, and without a word or any acknowledgment from the barkeep, she grabbed the bottle and walked out again.

If she had not needed her shield generators, she’d have left, but instead, she went back to the trader and waited for the batteries to read half-full while she drank rum straight from the bottle.

When they reached the desired charge, she was less than stable on her feet, but she did her best to hide it as she paid and left. Half-shields would have to be enough.

Angry again, Kit got back on her ship, slipped into the pilot’s seat, and plugged in the coordinates for home. She’d had enough of this cargo run, but she still had two-thirds of a bottle of rum and plenty of time to drink it.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


As Corsera came into view and grew larger, Dante began to relax. Although the councilor had been easy to please for the rest of their journey, Dante was relieved the flight was almost over.

Isabella still sat in the navigator’s seat, focused on the radar and the map, but this close to their colony, space was relatively safe. She looked out the viewport as they got closer.

“Wow, I can’t remember the last time I saw a colony on a planet. Most of our previous locations were hubs like the current one.”

“It’s not huge yet, but it has a lot of potential. The atmosphere is toxic, though, so we’re in domes for now.”

“Will you terraform?” she asked. Dante shrugged. That possibility was a long way off. Terraforming wasn’t as easy as it looked, and not every planet could be terraformed into anything more useful than a set of well-planned habitats.

Taron smiled as they were cleared to land by Eve, grateful to be back. The familiar voice brought Kit to mind again, however. Dante almost asked if she was back yet, but the comm link was cut before he had a chance.

Dante landed a little slower than normal, making sure not to bump or throw the ship around. It was a small precaution after putting the ship through a battle, but it might smooth the initial impression of Corsera for their visitors. He needed them to be impressed—both of them.

“Okay. This way, please.” Dante led them off the ship. “Let’s get you some refreshments, and then we can discuss what you want to see first and what matters the most in terms of the agreements between us.”

“Aye, food and a plan sound like wonderful ideas.” Isabella beamed at him.

As Dante led them past the ships between Catalpa and the living habitats, he looked for Kitter, but he didn’t see her. The docks were now quiet, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t come back and left again.

Dante had barely gotten the councilor and Isabella settled when Ike appeared, scrubbing grease off his hands with a rag. He called Dante to the side and leaned in to talk.

“We’re really struggling without that part. At this rate, there’s not going to be anything to show them.”

“What part?” Dante asked, worried that he knew the answer. “I’m sure it will be here soon.”

“What do you mean, what part? Only one major part failed this week or even this month.”

“Aye,” Dante replied, his stomach clenching. “Kit might be late. She ran into a problem, but hopefully, she’ll be here soon.”

Ike looked like he might argue, but then his eyes roved to the councilor and Isabella. “All right. I’ll do what I can to keep the habitat alive until we can get the new system working.”

“Thanks, Ike. I appreciate the hard work. I’m sure Kit will be here as soon as she can.”

As Dante turned back to the councilor, Taron appeared, eyes wide.

“She’s not here.” Ike had made that much clear already.

“Find her,” Dante replied. “I need to know where she is. I need...” Dante couldn’t finish the sentence, but he didn’t need to. Taron gave a firm nod.

“I’ll bring her back.”

“Good.”

Before Taron could leave, Dante reached for him.

“Take someone with you.”

“Eve’s coming, despite the danger. Can’t leave her best student out there to fend for herself.”

Taron hurried away before Dante could say anything else. For a moment, he couldn’t move. If something had happened to her, he’d never forgive himself. It didn’t matter if the councilor and his daughter could help Corsera financially. Money came second to people and their lives. Out here in the fringes, it was more important that people could function. Money only bought so much.

Guilt hit him. He’d docked at the hub when he should have gone looking for her. He might have saved her if he’d left right away. Instead, he’d let his fear for the colony override what he knew to be the right course of action.

Right now, he had to keep going. Nothing he could do would help Kit. Taron and Eve were far better suited to go after her. Eve flew better than Dante, and Taron knew her moves and attacks. They were a very effective team.

“Governor Zullo,” the councilor called, breaking into his thoughts. “I’ve heard wonderful things about those farms of yours. I’d like to see them.”

“I was going to propose them as the place to start,” Dante replied, not sure he could bring himself to do it. His heart wasn’t in it, but before either of them could suggest they go, Victor appeared.

He frowned and hurried over.

“Hello,” he greeted the new people, offering his hand to both of Dante’s guests.

The introductions that ensued were a necessary evil, and then they went back to the topic of the current schedule, Victor enthusing about their farming methods in a way that made Dante raise his eyebrows. No doubt his second had been studying what they were doing on Corsera.

“I think I’d prefer to give the farms a miss, Father. Victor here seems to know a lot about them. Why doesn’t he show you around, and while you do that, Governor Zullo can show me the impressive social space for his crews here. No matter what we do at the hub, everyone sleeps on their ships, but here, they can interact.”

The councilor got to his feet, shrugging. His daughter clearly had his permission to do what she wanted. If Victor objected to the idea, he hid it well, apparently pleased to be asked to conduct the tour.

“Thank you, Victor,” Dante told him. “You’ll find Ike in Habitat Nine. They’re doing their best to keep it going.”

“Aye. I’ve been overseeing the efforts to keep it alive.”

Before Dante could reply, Victor led the councilor away. Dante hesitated, but Isabella slipped her hand through his arm, bringing his attention back to her.

His Aerie mates noticed the intimate body language and whispered among themselves surreptitiously enough that Isabella didn’t notice, but Dante picked up on their behavior.

Doing his best to oblige her, Dante took Isabella to whatever parts of the living quarters she wanted to see. Afterward, he went to show her his office but found Victor had locked it and taken the key with him. Instead, he took her back to the canteen and got her a hot drink.

They sat down at one end of a long table, the canteen quiet enough that no one else was close. For a moment, there was silence.

“This was nice,” she murmured, giving him a shy smile. “Thank you for letting me join my father. It’s rare that anyone takes an interest in me.”

“Don’t tell your father, but I’d choose you over him to show around any day. You get the heart of what we’re trying to do here far better. Plus, I don’t enjoy talking crop yields and fertilization issues.”

She chuckled, then took a sip of her drink.

“And you need enough money to make more than just the farms work.”

“Aye, but that’s not...” Dante sighed, unable to finish the sentence intended to reassure her that she wasn’t just on Corsera for her money.

“Your heart’s not in it, is it?” she asked, her voice quiet.

“My heart’s...complicated. I think you’re amazing, and I am attracted to you, but my motives aren’t pure. You have money. I need money to make Corsera safe and successful.”

She didn’t appear to be disheartened by the news. “I thought as much. Who is the other woman?”

“There isn’t one. I mean, not exactly. All of my Aerie mates mean a lot to me. I’d protect any of them.”

“I understand. You’re one of those leaders who sees each of the people in their world as valuable, no matter who they are. They’re here and they’re trying, so they’re yours.”

“Something like that.”

“If you can continue being honest, then I think I want to continue getting to know you. We can see where things lead, and if we’re not interested in each other at the end of it, so be it, but know this. My money doesn’t have to come with me attached to it. I can support a noble cause but not be romantically attached to its leader. I do have a favor to ask, however.”

“Name it,” Dante replied.

“I need my father to think I’m falling for you before we leave. I want him to get off my case about finding someone to settle down with. I will pretend I’m smitten with you and won’t entertain anyone else. We won’t be coming here again for a while, I think, not after that fight. He didn’t know what to do with that situation.”

Dante laughed and nodded. He could happily act interested in someone as easy to talk to as Isabella, and if it got him the money he needed, even better.

While they waited for her father to return and Victor along with him, Dante asked her what her life had been like, if she’d found it easy to make so much money, and what she’d most like to do with it.

“I’d like to sponsor more of your pilots. Do you have a new ship fund for the poorest to help them get their first?” she asked.

“No, but we’ve got a few extra ships we let the newer recruits use.”

“Then I can help you buy a few more ships if you want.”

Dante nodded, but it wasn’t the most pressing need. His mind went back to Kit’s situation.

“Do you think about her this often when she’s not in danger?” Isabella asked. He looked at her, stunned into silence. She laughed, making it feel natural to talk about.

“More so when she’s in danger, but she’s…different. She likes someone else, though.”

“Ah, so there’s nothing between you.”

“No. No rival.”

“A girl’s got to check these things,” she replied, her eyes sparkling as she smiled at him. The look was infectious, and he grinned back.

Just then, there was a commotion outside the room.

“Finally!” Ike hurried in. “Kit’s gotten her ass back here.”

Dante leaped to his feet without another thought for Isabella, but she sensed the urgency and hurried after him. He reached the hangar in time to see Kit stride off her ship, an almost empty rum bottle in one hand and the controls to her cargo hauler in the other. Her face showed she had been… Her face…

“Someone fetch Ike and tell him I’ve got a delivery,” she yelled, more than one word slurred. Taron appeared beside her, having come from the ship Eve had just landed beside the Kitter.

Dante shot Taron a look that made it clear he was concerned, then approached Kit. He spoke so quietly she turned to him, and his quick reflexes allowed him to catch her rum bottle in mid-air when she dropped it.

A moment later, she whirled back to the crowd that had gathered since she’d landed, half of them staring and the other half encouraging her to let them remove the unit from her ship. Her eyes passed over Dante, but she didn’t appear to recognize any of the people around her.

She stared at the loading control in her hand, then Taron took it from her and gave it to Ike as she shook herself. Dante edged closer, aware that Isabella was on his arm again.

“I need sleep,” Kit declared. “Been awake for a long time.”

“I’ll refuel your ship and lock her back up,” Taron assured her, but if Kit heard him, she didn’t respond. Her legs wobbled as she walked away, and she stared through the people she passed as she hurried into the crew quarters, hopefully going to her cabin. Dante didn’t try to get her to go to Medical despite the damage she’d sustained.

“Well, she’s an interesting character. Is that her?” Isabella asked. It sounded like she was gloating.

“Yes...and no. She looks like she’s been through hell and back.”

That seemed to mollify Isabella, although Dante didn’t hide his indignation on Kit’s behalf. Nodding, she went to help his mates get the part to the right habitat, giving him time with his thoughts.

He didn’t want time to think, but he couldn’t move. He was torn between going after Kit and letting her get her much-needed rest. Despite her appearance, she clearly had no life-threatening injuries since she’d made it back to Corsera and walked out of her ship on her own.

After helping Taron disperse the crowd, Eve went to secure Kitter while Taron came toward Dante. Although the captain’s brain begged him to ask what had happened, no words came out.

“I’m sorry,” Taron began. “I made the wrong call.”

“No, mate. You were protecting me. This isn’t on your shoulders. A thousand decisions led to this point. All of them could have been different, and none of them are any more to blame than the others. But Varun... He paid...”

Words failed Dante again.

“I’ll go to her. I’ll make sure she sleeps off the rum and get to the bottom of what happened. She didn’t tell us anything.”

“Something’s wrong with her.”

“Aye. Darq found her; that much is clear.”

Dante opened his mouth to say he’d go to her, but Victor and the councilor chose that moment to reappear, and the latter called his name.

“I had no idea this kind of thing was possible. Your colony does you credit, Governor Zullo. I apologize for my earlier doubts. Let me rectify the mistakes in the initial agreements to import your crops to the hub. Is there an office from which I can send long-distance messages to sort everything out before I request a ship to pick Isabella and me up?”

“Of course,” Victor told him. “Come with me, and I’ll show you to the governor’s office. Everything you need is in there.”

“Aye,” Dante replied. “That’s a brilliant idea. Thank you, Victor.”

Still thinking about Kit, Dante looked for Taron, but the captain was gone. He imagined going to her, but Isabella and Eve came over to him.

“Her ship is locked up. I made sure no one saw the... There’s still some stuff to sort out on her ship. She’s going to need a new spacesuit,” Eve told him, seemingly confirming his fears.

“I’ll make sure she gets one,” Dante replied. It was the least of their problems, but it gave him something to focus on.

“Do you want me to go?” Isabella asked. Shaking his head, Dante sighed. He might be weak, but he couldn’t face being alone. “I’d like a drink. A large one.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


The pounding in Kit’s head let her know she was still alive and somewhere other than the black ship with its trophy room, searching bots, and strong, laughing faces. When she opened her eyes, she saw the inside of her cabin.

Lying back and staring at the ceiling Sky had painted glow-in-the-dark stars on, Kit tried to calm down. Her eyes wouldn’t focus, and the room swam, but the nightmare was fading, taking the worst of the memories with it. Even now, she couldn’t remember everything, her mind unable or unwilling to tell her how she had gotten from one room to another.

Most of the journey back was fading as well, partially due to the alcohol.

Her mind was a mess of jumbled thoughts, and Kit knew she couldn’t lie in her tiny room any longer. She needed to be doing anything but that. She also really needed to drink some water, or her head was going to split open.

She fished out clean clothes, pulled her jacket on, and combed what was left of her hair. She wasn’t wearing a space suit, but for now, she couldn’t face the idea. If there was trouble, she’d run back to the cabin. It wasn’t like she’d be far away.

Before she opened the door, she hesitated. Did she truly want to go out there and risk running into anyone? But it was the early hours of the morning. Who would still be up?

“Come on, Kit. You still need to function. Varun wanted this to stop you. That means you’ve got to take care of yourself,” she whispered. And make Varun and Darq pay for this.

Kit took a deep breath, surprised by the boldness of her final thought. She wasn’t ready for it; her hands shook, the room spun if she moved too fast, and right now, she just wanted to curl up and pretend no one existed.

Instead of doing that, she opened the door.

On bare feet, she walked down the cold corridor, the sensation soothing. Before she got very far, she heard a door open, and light spilled into the dim corridor. She hung back in the darkness, not wanting to be seen and aware two people were talking in hushed, giggling whispers.

She saw Nora step out of the room. The woman leaned back toward two outstretched arms—Garrus’ arms. They kissed and whispered something else, then he went back inside.

Frozen to the floor, she watched Nora come down the corridor toward her. Their eyes met, and Kit realized her mouth was hanging open. She shut it so fast her teeth clicked.

After she walked a couple more steps, Nora stopped in front of her with a smug smile on her face.

“You should have moved a bit faster, Kit. He wanted someone who would commit. You were taking it so slow, you’d have still been holding hands and rubbing noses Easter next year.”

Nora walked past her and into her room before Kit could think of anything to say. This wasn’t what she’d expected. She’d had no idea Garrus wasn’t happy with their non-relationship until he’d refused to come on the last cargo run with her.

Angry now, Kit hurried down the corridor, wanting to be anywhere but where she was. How dare he? Did he have no idea what he’d cost her? What had happened to her while he’d been fooling around with Nora?

Kit ran almost blind and stopped in the canteen. Taron appeared, holding a big mug of coffee and a cup of water.

“Come with me, Kit. You look like you could use this and a blanket.”

Without waiting for her assent, he strode away. She followed, her brain on autopilot. Someone had told her what to do and removed her doubts in the space of a second. A blanket and hot drink sounded like just what she needed.

Taron led her to a small room off the communal space—the captains’ common room. This late at night, it was empty. Lit by candles and furnished with various kinds of chairs and cushions, it looked comfy. Feeling out of place but grateful he’d picked up on her desire for privacy, Kit sat on the chair he’d thrown a blanket on.

As soon as she’d wrapped the warm, soft material around her, he held out both the coffee and the water. She took a mouthful of the water since the mug was scalding. Steadying the mug on her knees with one finger on the handle, Kit settled back in the chair.

“Thank you for helping me get back safely,” Kit began when Taron grabbed another blanket and popped it onto a chair near her. Then he went over to the beverage station in the room and made three more drinks. She raised her eyebrows, but he didn’t explain. No one else appeared, though.

“No one knew you’d gone out alone,” Taron replied. “Least we could do was make sure you got back here.”

“We?”

“Aye. Eve and Dante know. A few hours after you left, Dante and I headed to the hub. It was closed down when we got there. Darq…” His voice trailed off.

Kit nodded, understanding what he was trying to say.

“Her name is Breanna,” Kit muttered as Eve and Dante appeared. They silently accepted the drinks from Taron and sat down.

The extra people made Kit feel more vulnerable. Her instincts screamed for her to run, but Eve sat down on a beanbag near Kit’s feet and gave her arm a rub. That broke the dam, and instead of moving, tears began to fall, thick, fast and ugly.

Eve slipped her arms around Kit, leaning in to hug her without spilling their coffee or restricting her movements. The woman’s body shielded her and provided comfort.

“I’m so sorry, babes. It should never have been you,” Dante told her after she’d begun to calm down. “If I could change it, I would, a thousand times over.”

“We all would,” Eve added. “But we can’t, so instead, we’re here, and we’ll always be here. I know that right now, you just hurt, but you can’t let the beating stop you. No matter how long it takes for you to feel safe again, we’ll stand with you.”

Kit could only nod to express her gratitude. Feeling their eyes on her, she took a gulp of her cooling coffee. The caffeine quickly worked through her, making her feel more like herself.

“We need to stop Varun and...Darq before anyone else goes through what I did,” Kit stated.

“Aye. And that’s exactly what we’ll do.” Dante drank some of his coffee, carefully not looking at her.

“Does the rest of the Aerie know he was hired?” Kit asked. She had to process this, and the best way for her to do that was to talk it through and make plans.

“Yes, but nothing more than that. We have everyone on double shifts, but we were stretched thin before. We can’t keep it up,” Taron replied.

“Then let me tell you what I learned.” She took another big mouthful of her coffee before she spoke again. “He doesn’t use a normal ship. It’s heavily modified. Quicker, can turn faster, and my radar didn’t pick him up. He kept disappearing.”

“Frell.” Dante ran a hand through his hair, and the pain in his eyes when he looked at her almost set her off again. She gulped and stared at her coffee so she could keep talking. They had to stop him, and that meant figuring out how to defeat his impressive ship.

“The outside was covered in something reflective,” she continued. Her voice sounded strange in her ears, like it wasn’t her speaking.

She told them how he’d followed her, then surprised her. As she laid out his ship’s battle tactics, her voice grew more confident. She could talk about those all day long.

“I outflew him at every turn and got double the number of shots in, but his ship won in the end. It was just better. I lost my shields and couldn’t get out of grapple range.”

Kit paused, her hands shaking as she tried to drink the last of her coffee. How could she tell them what had happened? Did she need to give them the details?

“He was bold and confident, and he could use a sword far better than I could. I didn’t have a hope of beating him that way, so I ran, but the only place I could go was onto his ship. I think...I think that was exactly what he wanted. His bots helped him search, like little moving cameras that heralded the inevitable.”

Kit closed her eyes and exhaled, trying to steady her voice and calm down. Now that she’d begun talking, she wanted to continue—to blurt it all out so she could get better.

“He hunted me, enjoying it like it was part of the game. It probably was. He waited long enough to trap me that I thought I could get away. Get back to my ship and fly away, but I just wasn’t fast or strong enough.”

Eve put a hand on her arm, gently rubbing it with her thumb to keep Kit grounded in the present.

“I tried to run, and I fought him, but...” Kit shook her head and her voice trailed off, but she managed to find the strength she needed to finish the story. “He jammed me against something and handcuffed me. He choked me, and I blacked out before he started the beating. I woke up on my own ship a while later. He was gone. There was a message in my cargo hold that he’d be watching me.”

Feeling empty but a little cleaner, Kit looked up. All three of them were staring at her, their eyes wet.

“Men like him shouldn’t be allowed to exist,” Dante said as he got up and came over to her. He knelt in front of her and placed one hand gently on top of hers, not hiding his tears. “You shouldn’t have been singled out like that just for doing your job. And he wants to do the same thing to more of us. We’ll get the bastard.”

When he started to get up, Kit held onto him.

“I can’t hide my face, but no one needs to hear the details. Especially not Garrus, Nora, or Kayla.”

Dante raised his eyebrows but didn’t object. Taron and Eve were silent.

“I mean it. I might tell some of them in time, but I don’t want the pity or people walking on eggshells.”

“Quite a few saw you come in drunk and knew you were late. They saw your face, so it was clear something had happened. We have to say something.”

“Aye, I know, but I’d rather they thought I ran into an ex at the hub and had an old quarrel resurface than let them know the truth.”

“Consider it secret, then,” Dante agreed. “And if anyone spreads rumors and I hear about it, I’ll deal with them.”

“Thank you,” Kit replied. She was exhausted, and she yawned.

“Get some rest. We’ll work out how to catch that son of a cervidin in the morning,” Taron told her as he came over to take her mug. He took Eve’s as well, and everyone got up.

Eve added, “I’ll trim your hair too.”

Feeling vulnerable and self-conscious again, Kit tried to smile but failed. Sighing, she hurried out of the room, knowing it was rude not to say goodbye but not able to do it.

She wanted to be alone with her thoughts. The others were still at risk, and if she was going to improve enough to find Darq and beat him, she was going to need help—and beat him, she would. She’d wanted to from the moment she woke up in her room.

Despite her fatigue, Kit didn’t intend to sleep. Back in her room, she sat down with her datapad, wrapped her duvet around her, and began making a plan.

Darq wasn’t going to get away with what he’d done to her or the other people he’d done it to. She was going to burn his ship to a crisp, along with his sick trophies.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


After the women left, Dante lingered, straightening the room and thinking.

“Right then,” Taron began after he’d washed and put away the mugs they’d used. “The two of us. Do you want to take Catalpa so the bastard knows who is coming for him or an unmarked ship?”

“Unmarked. Let’s go chat with Ike. He might have some ideas on how to make our odds a little better.”

Taron nodded, and they made their way through the canteen and left the building.

“I thought Ike slept on his ship?” Taron remarked when Dante walked past the main hangar.

“Aye, but he won’t be sleeping, not until that habitat is back online.”

“Good point.” Taron shook his head. “After this crap is dealt with, we all need a vacation.”

Dante laughed. “One day, my friend. One day.”

As he’d expected, Dante found Ike in the disabled habitat. He and Sky had worked hard to get the roof fixed, all the broken panels replaced, and the atmospheric mix back to normal levels. Since then, the farmers had begun fertilizing and seeding the bacteria that let plant life flourish in the dome. They’d only worked on a quarter of the habitat so far.

Ike was busy connecting wires, checking systems on his datapad, and making sure this unit wouldn’t blow up too.

“Look here,” Ike called, pointing at some wires and chips. “This is how it should have looked. Whatever Kit said to the manufacturer, they went all-out on this unit compared to the last.”

“No clue what she said, but they didn’t charge us for it,” Dante replied. The charred remains of the old unit were behind Ike, drag marks on the ground leading in that direction.

“That’s not why you’re here though, is it, boss?” Ike stopped what he was doing and stared at Dante.

“No. I need something fast, unmarked, and lethal to the wrong pirate.”

Ike grinned, and it got broader and broader. “You have no idea how long I’ve been waiting for someone to ask me that. Come this way, boss. I’ve got the perfect ship, and if you give me five more minutes, I’ll join you.”

Dante frowned. “I’m not sure about taking my best engineer away from Corsera, Ike.”

“Well, Captain, to put it politely, I’m done here, and I also want to see a certain son of a cervidin pay for what he did to Kit. So, if you’re done being all secretive about it, I’m coming. And if that doesn’t convince you, here it is less politely: it’s my frelling ship, Captain, and it’s not going anywhere without me.”

“Understood.” Dante grinned. He wasn’t sure how much Ike had figured out, but he was unwilling to break his promise to Kit and give him the details. He just motioned for Ike to lead the way.

“I have a feeling we’re going to need more equipment,” Taron interjected. “I’ll go get my spare ready bag and more food. We’re going pirate-hunting.”

“Aye. Can you pick up my bag from the Catalpa as well?” Dante asked. He wanted to talk to his engineer alone.

Ike soldered a wire to something inside the unit as Dante waited for Taron to leave.

“So, Captain, are we going after the guy I think we are?”

“Aye.”

“He got Kit.” It wasn’t a question.

“She’s asked us not to breathe a word. Doesn’t want the pity.”

“That, I can respect. She’ll get none from me, but I think it’s only right we make him pay.”

Dante nodded as Ike tested something and pressed a few more buttons, then lifted the panel to the side of the unit to fix it back in place. Dante held it for him so he could screw it in.

“I’ll leave a couple of notes about how to control this just in case, and then we can head out.” He picked up a marker and wrote on the panel. It was crude, but it would be effective. It also couldn’t get lost.

Chuckling, Dante picked up the tools Ike pointed at, and the pair headed out of the habitat.

“This way,” Ike directed, turning the other way out of the dome. Taron appeared as they did, carrying a crate of food and Dante’s away bag, plus a large pack on his back. Dante took his bag and slung it on his own back.

On the way down the corridor, Ike went into a locked storage room that had a large danger sign on it and pulled out an away bag of his own. That got Taron chuckling.

“Look at us three, always prepared for crap to happen.”

“Somebody has to plan for someone to try to screw us over and be ready to put it right.”

“Aye. I wouldn’t be doing this with any other mates.”

“Good, because you’re stuck with us either frelling way.” Ike laughed as he opened the door to one of the secondary hangars. In it sat one hell of a junked-looking ship that was evidently being worked on. Behind it was a tarp-covered ship with wires trailing from it—clearly a source for spare parts.

“Ike?” Dante asked. He didn’t say anything further.

“This way.” Ike went over to the tarp and yanked. The wires and some dangling parts and broken panels all came off, attached to each other. Underneath was a pristine ship, no cannibalized parts in sight.

“Son of a...” Taron’s voice trailed off, his mouth uncharacteristically open. Ike grinned, and Dante smirked. He had to admit he loved his Aerie mates.

“All aboard,” Ike called as he pressed buttons that didn’t appear to be buttons. The cargo hatch swung open. “Straight to the main control room if you please. I’m still working on things in other places, and, well, some stuff is booby-trapped, so you don’t want to go off the path.”

Dante blinked but did as he was directed. The main control room was laid out as he’d expected, and he slipped into the pilot’s chair.

“Ah-ah! I wouldn’t touch that just yet if I were you, Captain,” Ike warned. He touched a series of small panels on the side of the seat.

There was a beep, and the console came to life.

“Now it’s safe,” Ike explained.

Taron laughed. “Remind me not to piss you off.”

“I’m pretty sure that’s not the first time we’ve had this conversation,” Dante replied. There was more laughter. Ike guided Dante through the slightly altered diagnostics, and the captain calmed down. While the checks were running, Ike moved around the control room, pressing more buttons, unlocking more systems, and bringing online the largest array of bots Dante had ever seen. More than one was camouflaged in some way.

Dante didn’t realize several were bots until Ike activated them. Then they went back to their previous state, nothing giving away their nature.

It was an insane pre-flight ritual, but it was very Ike, and Dante wouldn’t have had it any other way. He shook his head. “Right. Gentlemen, if you’re ready, it’s time to go hunt a pirate.”

“Aye aye, Captain.”

The other men settled into their stations, Ike taking Navigation while Engineering wasn’t needed and Taron slipping into the gunner’s chair.

It was time to let a certain pirate know he’d taken the wrong job and was going to regret tackling the combined force of the Aerie.

Dante set a course for Ephren. He didn’t expect to stop there, but Darq would be closer than the space hub, and they had to try to draw him out.

The ship responded to Dante’s commands far easier than he’d expected, turning quicker and accelerating faster.

“Frell, this ship flies!” Dante exclaimed after they crossed the first kellian in ten minutes. Ike just laughed and kept an eye on the radar. This time of the cycle was often quiet. Not perfectly so, because pirates liked to catch party stragglers or those who thought traveling in the later hours would be safe, but it was safer than other times.

“Where are we headed, Captain?” Ike asked.

“Not sure yet. We need to draw him to us or surprise him. Where would you go to refuel if you had a notorious ship?”

“You say he managed to land on a hub, and no one knew he was there until his victim was found?”

“Aye.”

“Then his ship must be able to camouflage itself to look normal.”

Dante frowned. It wasn’t a detail he’d considered, but Ike was right. He had to find the ship, but the ship would look different than Kit had described since otherwise, it would stand out.

“Let’s land on Ephren, then. Have a look around, ask some friends, and see if we can determine if he passed through.”

“What about Ryder?” Taron asked. “Isn’t he in the area? He might know where Darq is.”

“Aye, but Ryder is a bit out of the way. It will take us less time to get to Ephren.”

“I haven’t got anywhere better to be, and at this rate, we’ll reach Ephren long before anyone wakes up anyway. If I was being asked for info, I’m not so sure I’d be as cooperative if I was woken up for it as I would if someone bought me breakfast and made my morning that little bit more bearable.”

“Ryder it is, then,” Dante replied, banking the ship to port.

“It shouldn’t take long to get in range. Let’s hope he hails us rather than blows us out of space because he doesn’t recognize us.”

“Aye.” Dante thought for a moment. “Open the mayday frequency. Ask for someone in Xeartais to bring me my old spyglass.”

“Spyglass?” Taron asked. Ike chuckled and did as he was bid. Taron just looked confused.

“Phrase Xeartais members used to use when they were in trouble. You didn’t want to let the pirates know you were having problems since that tended to bring in more pirates, so we asked other Xeartais members if they’d seen our spyglass. Of course, we had to change it after a while. The pirates weren’t stupid. But it’s the phrase Kit used that time Ryder ran her dry and left her for dead. He’ll know it and therefore know it’s one of us.”

This started Taron laughing again, and Dante chuckled too. They had a lot of history with a lot of the pirates in the area, and this time, it might help them.

Fifteen minutes later, there was a return hail. Ike pointed at the display before he put it through.

“Dante! What a pleasant surprise. What can I board you for?”

“Ryder. We’ve had a run-in with a particular pirate, and we want to teach him a lesson.”

“So, the rumors are true?” Ryder retorted.

“What rumors would those be?” Dante asked, giving nothing away.

“Darq Corbyn.”

“He appears to be in the area, yes.”

“Scum! He works for anyone without questioning the whys and wherefores. What do you need to know?”

“Where he is right now.”

“Aye? Well, I have to admit, I’ve never met anyone foolish enough to hunt the bastard. However, I’m not you folks, and you’ve done plenty of crazy things I wouldn’t have thought possible.”

“Can you help, Ryder? I’m not in the mood for time-wasting.”

“Then I won’t waste any. He spreads rumors and lives off them, then makes you run around in circles to get away from him and a dozen ghosts. But rumors say he’s over at that pirate station we passed all those moons ago when we met, fueling up. If you hurry, you might catch him on the way back.”

“Thank you, Ryder.”

“I’d say don’t mention it, but I ain’t sure you should thank me for this one. If you find him, you might wish you hadn’t.”

“No. We want to find him.”

“Then good luck, and Godspeed. I hope we meet again one day.”

Dante rolled his eyes at Ryder’s dramatic statement. They’d come out of this alive and kicking. They had an advantage others didn’t have over Darq—a victim who’d told them everything she knew and an engineer who was ready, not to mention a crew who’d grown up in the fringes.

The fringe wasn’t like other parts of space. There was little civilization, and every time you took a ship out, you expected to run into pirates. It was a given.

Darq wasn’t going to know what hit him.

“All right, mates. Looks like this trip just got a little longer.” Dante pointed the ship toward Ephren again. The fueling station was on the other side, so if Darq was there, he’d return that way if he was going to the hub.

“As I said, nowhere I’d rather be. And this ship needed testing. Now I’ll know what needs improving.”

Dante grinned as he settled back. The ship ate another kellian.

Darq, we’re coming. You’d better be ready for the ass-whupping we’re about to dish out.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


When someone knocked on her door for the third time, Kit groaned and pushed back the covers. She’d finally gotten to sleep after spending half the night planning her future, and it was still morning. She’d had very little sleep, and her head really hurt.

“What?” she snapped as she opened the door, trying not to squint.

“Heya,” Sky greeted, smiling until she saw Kit’s face. She frowned, her expression asking the questions her mouth didn’t.

Kit didn’t explain.

“Somebody said you got back yesterday but had a rough journey. They mentioned that bogeyman guy all the parents use as a threat.”

“Darq Corbyn,” Kit confirmed, and her stomach knotted.

“Aye.”

“He’s not a bogeyman. He’s real. Dante’ll deal with him, though.”

“So, you did run into him?” Sky asked.

“I got the part back here, but it was a hell of a run. I ran into Barien too. I’m not in a great mood, Sky. I’d either like to sleep some more or go find Rin.”

“Oh.” Sky hesitated.

“Sorry.” Kit sighed. It wasn’t Sky’s fault. “It’s really kind of you to come check on me. Why don’t we get breakfast...or lunch, or whatever meal it is next?”

Sky grinned. “You might want to find a hairbrush first.”

Returning the smile and feeling a little lighter for it, Kit did as Sky suggested and spent a couple of minutes making herself presentable. By the time she was done, she felt more awake and human.

“Better,” Sky pronounced, taking Kit’s arm as the pair hurried toward the canteen. They were a little early for lunch, but the person assigned to chef duty that day took pity on Kit and allowed the two of them to come into the kitchen. He put together something from the leftovers of the previous day.

It was only when the steam from the reheated food reached Kit’s nose that she realized how hungry she was. Her stomach growled and rumbled its disdain for her forgetfulness until she was sitting with Sky at the end of one of the long tables, tucking into the casserole and mashed potatoes on her plate.

Kit burned her mouth on the first bite, but she didn’t let it slow her down. It tasted heavenly, and her stomach settled from the satisfaction of finally being fed.

Kit followed her meal with a glass of water and sat back. By the time Sky finished, Kit was feeling more like herself and was ready to think about her day.

“I want to learn a martial art,” Kit stated, launching into her plan. “I suck at sword-fighting, so I want to improve in other ways.”

Sky tilted her head and looked at Kit for a moment. Eventually, she nodded.

“Sounds like a reasonable idea. We run into trouble all the time, and who knows how many more solo runs we’ll have to do to keep Corsera going? Worth doing what we can to keep ourselves safe.”

“If I remember right, Rin knows some. Reckon he’ll teach me?”

“Only one way to find out. He’s over in logistics. Guy’s got a good head for organizing folks and stuff, so Victor assigned him to storage and management.”

“Nice. I’ve done a few cargo runs with him. He gunned for me once,” Kit told Sky as the pair returned their empty plates to the kitchen and headed off to locate Rin.

“I’ve never flown with him, but Lexi, Eve, and Taron like him, and Ike recruited him.”

“Good enough for me,” she replied, although she was nervous. Learning a new thing concerned her. There was always the unpleasant possibility of sucking at it.

As they were walking toward the main storage area, Rin came out, chewing on jerky and prodding a datapad. Kit hesitated, but Rin saw her and stopped. Raising his eyebrows, he waited for her and Sky to reach him.

“I’d like to learn a martial art,” Kit began. “I’d like to—”

Rin shook his head, although he fixed his gaze on her face. “I don’t teach anymore.”

“Oh. I... It’s just...” Kit closed her mouth and frowned. How could she tell him how badly she wanted to learn and not give away why? “I just can’t get my head around sword-fighting.”

“Aye. I struggle with that too.” He didn’t give her anything to go on.

“And I don’t want to be useless when we get boarded. Or if someone landed here and caused a problem. I heard you were good at it and could teach it. That’s all.”

He studied her, clearly considering saying no, but then he nodded.

“All right. I can understand a mate wanting to not let her friends down… Or herself…” He indicated her black eyes. “I’ll see what I can teach you. But if we do this, we do it my way, and you train as hard as I say you have to. I won’t waste my time if you’re not going to put the effort in.”

“I’ll do whatever it takes,” Kit replied fiercely. She’d make Darq pay when next they met.

“I thought you’d say that.” Rin nodded as if she’d confirmed more than her resolve. “Come on. I have a few minutes right now. There’s no official dojo, so we’ll have to use the combat training rooms and hope for the best. I think there are some mats in there.”

Kit gulped but didn’t argue as Rin hurried off. It wasn’t her idea of fun to learn something new in front of others, and she was still very sore—well, she would be for a long time. Darq had really worked her over—but she’d get through it if she focused on Rin and what he was teaching.

Vaguely aware of Sky accompanying her, Kit tried to keep up with Rin, but he was tall and walked with purpose. The mates got out of his way, sensing he was on a mission. Kit wondered what it was she was letting herself in for, but before she lost her nerve, they arrived, and he got her to pull several mats over to a section of the training room.

It was mostly empty at this time in the cycle since a lot of people were busy with chores, patrols, or cargo runs. There were only a few others sparring or working on technical elements of sword-fighting.

“Okay,” Rin began. “Martial arts are rarely about brute strength. Don’t get me wrong; they can be a big asset if you are strong, but you are wiry. You’re going to use your opponents’ strength against them.”

Kit nodded. She had never been fast, and her strength was limited, but she could outwit most people if she put her mind to it. That was why she was so good at flying and managing the particle flow. Her brain worked faster than her body.

Over the next ten minutes, Rin showed her how to warm up and stretch. Not only did the exercises make her feel ready to learn to fight, but they calmed her down. Her world shrank to the four mats and the two of them. Sky sat on the sidelines, watching.

“You’re flexible; that’s good. And you clearly don’t have a problem pushing yourself, but our body tells us stuff hurts for a reason. There’s a point where you need to listen to it. You’re damaged enough right now if your face is anything to go by.”

“Got it. Only a little pain. I won’t push too hard, honest.”

“Right.” Rin chuckled. “I’ll run you through the basic punches and kicks. It won’t seem like you’re learning much, but get the foundations right, and the rest will follow.”

Again, Kit nodded. As he taught her, she’d do her best to learn, and she’d train when he wasn’t around, too. Her commitment wasn’t an issue.

He ran through a series of punches, using his body to give them extra strength. She copied his moves and did a set of five with each arm. Now and then, he corrected something—a finger placement here, an arm placement there, until he was happy.

It felt strange to repeat a motion while someone watched, but Rin was so focused on teaching her that Kit didn’t worry about anything except doing as she was told.

“Well done,” he said a little while later. “You picked those up quickly. Let’s add a few kicks, and then we’ll put them together in an attack.”

He demonstrated the basic kicks, but they took longer to get right. Her stance needed a lot of correcting. Rin showed her each kick in slow motion, maintaining his balance as he gracefully moved one leg through the air.

“Impressed” was an understatement. Kit had never seen anything so controlled and calm yet clearly effective in a fight. She focused on copying his movements, but she doubted she looked anywhere near as graceful.

“Not bad,” Rin told her when they’d run through the kicks and blocks. “Now let’s see how well you can remember it all in the heat of the moment.”

He stood in front of her and brought his arms up, then put his palms together and bowed toward her. She copied him, realizing this was the start of the sparring match.

“Go, Kit!” Sky yelled from behind her, and Rin threw a punch her way. Rather than using the moves he’d taught her, she dodged, only just getting out of the way in time.

“Concentrate,” he snapped, backing off to allow her to get back into position. The next punch he threw, she blocked, then she jabbed back. He moved out of the way and caught her with a kick that sent her sprawling. It hurt, but she rolled back to her feet.

“Good,” he encouraged, “but you can do better. I know you can. Try again.”

This time, Kit didn’t wait for him to attack. She launched at him, trying to join the kicks and punches he had shown her. He dodged, but he did it with a pleased grin.

“Much better. That’s it. You’re starting to think like a fighter, not just someone learning to move.”

Kit grinned back and he took her down again, a quick leg hook sending her onto her back. She hit the mat with an oof.

“You have to get quicker, but you’ve learned a lot for one lesson. Come back at the same time tomorrow, and I’ll teach you some more. In the meantime, practice the moves before you go to bed this evening.”

Kit got back to her feet and nodded. Before Rin could do anything but pick up the corner of a mat, Sky came up and offered to help.

“Don’t worry, mate. We’ll use the mats,” Garrus called as he sauntered over. “After seeing you thrash Kit, I’m in the mood to put a woman on her back too.”

“Like you had Nora flat on hers last night?” Kit retorted without thinking, seeing Nora only after she finished speaking. However, the anger that had bubbled into her couldn’t be bottled up again. “Does she know that you and I were together only yesterday morning?”

“We weren’t together. You’re frigid, anyhow.”

“What do you mean?” Nora asked, confused. Clearly, Garrus hadn’t told her the two of them had been as close as they had.

“Garrus and I never agreed anything was over. One day he was flirting with me and we were kissing, that sort of thing, and then I went on a cargo run, and before I get back, he’s screwing you. Nothing to tell me it’s over or we’re through. But feel free to keep sleeping with him, Nora. You’re welcome to the son of a croc.”

“I...” Garrus stammered as Nora angrily rounded on him.

“You told me nothing had happened with you and Kit, and she’d made it clear she wasn’t interested.” Nora’s voice was pitched high, and she clenched her hands into fists.

“I never said anything of the sort,” Kit retorted. “He just gave me the cold shoulder right before the cargo run. Next thing I knew, you two were screwing.”

“You frelling croc,” Garrus snarled, lunging at Kit. Rin moved faster and got in the way.

“Hey,” he yelled. “Pull yourself together. If you string two women along and they find out, expect them to get pissed at you. You don’t get to lash out.”

“But we did frelling end it,” Garrus yelled back. “She told me she—”

“I never ended it,” Kit shrieked, seeing red and not caring who heard her. “I went on a frelling cargo run you refused to come on. I risked my frelling life for this colony and a part we desperately needed, and you wouldn’t come. Told me it wasn’t worth your time. Of course not. You’d much rather be here, screwing whoever you can.”

Sky wrapped an arm around Kit’s waist and pulled her back.

“Come on, Kit. He’s a jerk and not worth your time,” she murmured. It calmed her, but she didn’t want to walk away.

“Back off, Garrus,” Rin told the man. “I’m not about to let you hit someone in anger.”

That killed Kit’s fury. She started to walk away, then realized they had an audience. A third of the Aerie had gathered around the edges of the training room to watch. Several had come from the habitats nearby, and more appeared as she watched. They were all whispering and pointing.

Garrus continued to yell and try to push past Rin. Nora was yelling that he was a cheating son of a croc when Victor appeared.

“What the frell is going on here?”

“These two harlots are accusing me of cheating on them. Dumb frelling crocs think—”

“You did cheat. We hadn’t broken up, and you fooled around with Nora.” Kit stepped toward Garrus, but Sky pulled her back again. She growled as another arm joined in hauling her back.

After others pulled Garrus back and Kayla appeared at Nora’s side, the situation calmed down.

“You mean to tell me that all this commotion is about who is screwing who?” Victor bellowed, his face going red.

“Aye,” Kit replied, angry enough not to feel admonished. She hadn’t started this fight, but she wouldn’t back down. She was done playing nice.

“Then pull your frelling acts together. I don’t care who cheated or if you did or not.” Victor paused to stare Garrus down before glancing at Nora and Kit. “You’re Aerie mates, and you’ll act like it. No throwing accusations around and no fighting over petty matters.”

Nora looked at Kit, shaking her head in disbelief at the position Victor had taken.

“Whatever,” Kit snapped. “I can avoid the bastard. Not like he’ll go on a cargo run with someone he can’t sleep with anyway.”

Kit walked toward the exit, hoping the crowd would part for her. She was aware that Sky and Eve were close by, no doubt the two who’d stopped her from hitting Garrus. She was grateful. The day had gone horribly wrong.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Tired but unwilling to show it, Taron stayed in the gunner’s seat. It was the most comfortable in the control room. It cradled the body, and it had triggers on each arm and a large display. It could also rotate, allowing the operator to face the fight.

In the past, he’d fallen asleep in this comfortable location, and today was no different. He knew that the moment something happened, he’d be wide awake.

“We’re coming up on that asteroid belt.” Dante put it up on the central screen and looked for a route through.

“Want me to use some bolts to ease our way through and save the shields?” Taron asked, pressing the buttons to warm the bolts.

“Aye. I have a feeling Ike keeps the plasma well-stocked.”

“Of course. We’ll run out of shields way before we run out of bolts.” Ike gave them a self-satisfied smile. It was like him to joke about what could go wrong.

“All right. Keep your eyes peeled. Kit got ambushed in an asteroid field. If he’s clocked us, then he could be in the field or just the other side.” Dante concentrated as he flew.

“Aye aye,” Taron replied, though he needn’t have bothered. Watching was Ike’s job at this point. Dante would avoid as many asteroids as possible. It was up to Taron to blast those that couldn’t be avoided.

“One incoming rear starboard,” Dante reported, flinging the ship to starboard to bring the guns to bear while he dodged another asteroid. Taron waited for the right moment and fired a single bolt that blew the asteroid into smithereens, sending shards into the nearby asteroids.

“Nice shot,” Ike commented. Dante was concentrating.

“You upgraded the targeting systems. There’s more swivel on these things,” Taron replied.

“Not all I upgraded.”

“I don’t doubt it.”

“If you two are finished hinting about how great your tackle is, I need another asteroid blasted.”

“Happy to oblige.” Taron spotted the one Dante meant as the captain turned the ship to give the gunner the angle. A second later, the problem was gone.

“This is a fun way to travel,” Ike remarked. “Why don’t all ships do this?”

“Few ships have a gunner who can handle it,” Taron replied, grinning.

“You keeping an eye out, Ike?” Dante asked.

“Aye,” Ike replied. “I see it. Frelling funny dot moving against the asteroid stream.”

“In the asteroids?” Taron asked.

“Aye. And coming this way fast.” Ike looked up to see if Taron was paying attention.

“Frell!”

“Warm the starboard guns,” Dante ordered. “I’m taking us straight out the other side. No way I’m fighting this frelled-up mother—”

“Dante!” Ike grinned as he interrupted his captain’s tirade. “Did your mother teach you to insult someone you’ve never met like that?”

“Shut up, Ike,” Dante replied, but Taron could hear the amusement in the captain’s voice.

Taron kept his eye on the starboard guns. If Darq was here, it would be up to him to pummel the ship. Come on, babies, he told the guns. Let me know where you work best. We’ve got someone to teach a lesson.

The control room went silent. The other two were probably giving themselves pep talks as well.

Dante brought the ship out of the asteroid field with a quick thrust forward. They took two smaller rocks to the port side, but they only drained a few percentage points from the shields. The energy level held at near-maximum, and no one mentioned the slight loss.

A ship came out after them as they whirled. Taron didn’t wait for a command. The jet-black ship kept up with them and turned just as quickly. He emptied the starboard guns and set them to warm again. Both bolts hit, but the ship flipped a second later.

“That ship can fly,” Ike stated. “And I thought this one was good.”

“It can be the best in the universe and still not win if it’s helmed by an idiotic prick,” Dante replied.

“Aye, so let’s show him what this baby can do in the right hands.”

Dante didn’t need any more encouragement. He dodged the return fire, then swung around to the other side, but Darq’s ship wasn’t where he’d expected it to be.

“Frell!” Dante exclaimed as the shields took two hits they had not seen coming.

“Roll us,” Taron yelled, hoping Dante would figure out which way. Thankfully, the captain had anticipated the idea and threw the ship over as Taron spoke.

Taron fired the port guns when the strange ship surfaced.

The bolts sent the ripples across the black ship’s shields as they tried to absorb the damage.

“He’s got pretty hefty shields,” Taron remarked.

“Aye, but so do we. And we hit him again.”

Dante frowned when the other ship flew off and held just out of range.

“We’re being hailed,” Ike reported, not putting it through.

Dante didn’t respond. All three watched the other ship as it kept pace, both vessels flying toward an unknown area of space.

“Put him through,” Dante finally directed. Ike obliged.

“I must say,” Darq began, “I wasn’t expecting you to fire on me so boldly. It’s clear you know how to handle that ship. May I know who is testing me?”

“Hello, Darq. This is Captain Zullo of the Aerie. I believe we’ve got some bolts with your name on them. Kit said you forgot to let her ram them down your throat before you left.”

“Captain Zullo? Truly? I’m having quite the magical day.”

Ike hit the mute button.

“Day?” Ike asked. “Didn’t Kit run into him yesterday?”

“Aye,” Dante replied, his face serious. “Must have frelled with someone else. Are any Aerie members out this way?”

“No,” Taron replied, wracking his brain for the locations of the crew. He’d checked with Victor to make sure they knew where everyone was. If anyone had come out this way, he would have known about it.

Dante motioned for Ike to unmute, but before he could reply, the gloating voice came out of their speakers again.

“No doubt you’ve just had a little discussion about whether another of your mates is safe or ran into me today. Let me reassure you that Kit is the only Aerie mate I’ve had the pleasure of taking down so far.”

“And she’s all you’ll ever get. Time to say goodbye, Darq. You’re about to go where you belong.”

“Feel free to try, Captain Zullo, and please know your actions are commendable. However, many have threatened something similar, and so far, they haven’t succeeded.”

Ike killed the comm, and Taron gripped the weapons controls tighter. It didn’t take a genius to know his captain was pissed. It was up to the gunner.

“Just get me the angles, boss,” Taron offered. “I’ll do the rest.”

“Oh, you can count on it,” Dante growled. “You flown with Kit much?”

“Once or twice. She has some sweet moves.”

“Aye. Let’s show that frelling son of a croc what she taught us.”

“Gladly,” Ike replied as he hopped up and hurried over to the seat she normally occupied. He adjusted the particle flow to give Dante responsiveness when he needed it and speed the rest of the time.

They began to catch up with the other ship, but not quickly. The shimmering black hull played tricks on the eyes and appeared to be both there and not there. Taron didn’t envy Dante, who had to anticipate Darq’s moves and get them into position.

“Port,” Dante called, throwing the ship into a roll as it dove. Since they’d feinted right before, Darq moved his ship and fired above their heads as they rolled underneath. Taron fired the port guns first, hitting the bottom of Darq’s ship with ease.

“Save the starboard,” Dante added as he broke out of the roll early and darted forward. Darq wasted bolts when they were not where he expected them to be for the second time.

“Nice,” Ike commented as he made adjustments, anticipating Dante’s next move. The captain brought them back around, and Taron emptied the starboard guns into their opponent’s nose.

“Even better.”

“How many hits can our shields take?” Dante asked.

“Eighteen or nineteen more of his, I’d say,” Taron replied.

“This ship can take twenty-five of his after the ones we took in the asteroid field.” Ike grinned as he gave Dante the speed to dart away.

“Good to know. He’s taken eight to our two.”

Taron nodded; he had the same tally. It was good when everyone agreed on the level of damage.

“Reckon he’s got modded shields too?” Taron asked.

“Aye. The way that charge spreads when we hit him, I’d say he could take thirty or so, but he was in the asteroid field too and traveling against it. I’d say no more than twenty-eight.”

“Twenty to go, then,” Dante stated. “Time to whittle that number down.”

“Guns are warm,” Taron reported, surprised they were ready so soon.

Ike had improved that system too, so the guns heated the plasma bolts faster than he was used to.

“Is everything modded on this ship?” Taron asked.

“Not the coffee machine,” Ike replied without missing a beat. “It’s the same instant shit we get on any ship.”

Dante and Taron burst into laughter despite the danger as Darq’s ship bore down on them again. They turned, Dante again faking a direction, only to whirl the ship around and present the other side.

Taron fired, but this time, Darq saw the trick coming, so only one bolt hit.

Nineteen, Taron thought, counting down rather than up.

They danced around each other for a few more minutes, neither scoring a hit and the pilots being more tentative as they looked for the other to make a mistake.

“Try that up-and-over thing Kit does,” Ike suggested after Darq dodged another double volley.

“No arguments from me,” Taron added, annoyed that he’d not had a good window for a while. They had to do something different.

When Darq turned back toward them, Dante launched into a game of Chicken but soon pulled up and flew straight over the black ship.

When they reached the stern, Dante flipped the ship upside-down. It felt strange since the ship’s artificial gravity was still telling their bodies they were the right way up.

Ike directed the particle flow to the back thrusters, sending the ship forward with a whoosh. Then he pressed a button that looked important. The ship shuddered as it darted toward Darq. When they were overhead, Dante rolled to one side, giving Taron a perfect shot. When the two bolts had hit the other ship’s shields, he rolled the other way.

Focusing, Taron aimed the next two over to the ship, and as Darq rolled to shoot back, Ike pressed another button. The ship gained another boost, and they hurtled forward.

Fifteen to go. Taron heated more plasma. They had to best Darq and his fancy ship and make him pay for what he’d done to Kit. More than that, they had to keep the same thing from happening to the others Varun had put out hits on.

The control room was quiet, the crew concentrating on their tasks. They wanted to take Darq out so badly that none of them would tolerate mistakes, not from themselves.

But Darq could fly, and ten more minutes passed before Dante could get their ship close to the right position to fire. No wonder Kit had been boarded. The pirate had outgunned and outlasted her, even though she was the better pilot.

If Taron had anything to say about it, that wouldn’t happen on their watch, however.

As Dante finally managed to get them a window and Taron took it, his brain on autopilot. He fired before Darq could anticipate what was coming.

“Thirteen,” Taron reported. “He can only take that many more before he’s defenseless.”

“Fantastic. Thirteen to go then, mates. Let’s show this pirate that he can’t frell with the Aerie and get away with it.”

Back and forth they flew, dodging and weaving. Dante made sure they didn’t get hit while trying to give Taron windows to shoot.

Darq knew what he was doing, though. His ship was fast, and he was a good pilot. Even with Ike’s improved ship, Taron’s guns were warm long before Dante could get them into place for another shot, but they managed a few more.

“How are we for fuel?” Dante asked.

“Don’t worry about it,” Ike replied, not even checking. “We can do this for ten hours and not be halfway down the tank. And I brought more.”

Dante and Taron smiled. Nothing like being prepared.

“Open the comm,” Dante ordered.

“You bored yet?” Dante asked when Darq accepted.

“Bored? When we’re having so much fun with this game? Tell me, is this making you feel like you’re doing something to help Kit recover? It won’t, you know. We could do this all day, and you could beat me or even blow me up and kill me, but she’d still be stuck with the nightmares I’ve given her.”

“She’d know it won’t happen again.”

“No, Captain. She’d know you’d avenge her if someone else did the same—nothing more, nothing less. This will make you feel far better than it will her. Now, if she was with you, facing her fears, I could see how it would be beneficial, but she’s holed up somewhere, scared, and whenever she flies now, she’ll worry that I or someone else will catch her again.”

Dante killed the comm.

“Ike, get me more. I want to pound that guy into a pulp with my bare hands.”

“Aye, boss. I’ll do my best.” Ike punched buttons, playing with the settings and systems faster than Taron could follow.

When Dante got another opportunity to fly by, they turned much faster.

Taron hit the ship with two bolts before Dante flung them around and gave him a window for the other guns.

Taron fired again, but he was a fraction of a second too late. The bolts only skimmed the shields.

“Seven now, less a bit,” Ike replied. “He’ll be getting worried.”

“Frell,” Dante replied when they took another couple of bolts and the ship shook.

“Shields are at fifty-two percent.” Ike didn’t miss a beat letting them know.

“Get me another good window in about a minute,” Taron replied. “If I can get another full volley into him, it will pile the pressure on. We can afford to take more.”

Dante didn’t respond to his suggestion, but then he nodded and swung out farther from Darq to buy them the time they needed for the guns to warm. The bolts got hot even quicker than before as Ike implemented more mods.

“I’ve reverted a portion of the solar power we’d normally use for the backup systems to the plasma. It runs the risk of a slight overload, but it should be okay as long as we only use it for a short while.” Ike grinned.

“Last major attack then. Be ready.”

Dante flew straight at Darq, gaining on the ship as it sped away. Then Darq threw his ship into a turn and fired. Dante didn’t try to avoid the bolts as Taron readied his attack.

As soon as the black ship was in his sights, Taron fired, then Dante rolled and he fired again. Ike cheered twice, letting him know that all four bolts had hit.

Instead of retaliating, Darq darted to one side, piling on the speed. He headed for the asteroid belt.

“He’s running,” Dante growled.

“Getting you more speed,” Ike replied and concentrated.

The ship shot forward, but Darq slipped into the asteroid field long before they got there.

“Keep an eye on his radar marker,” Dante commanded. Ike was already doing just that. A moment later, he threw his hands into the air.

“It’s gone. He managed to make himself look like just another asteroid. He’s moving with the flow or something. I dunno.”

“Look for the dot that’s acting funny,” Dante replied, anger giving his words bite.

“Feel free to try this yourself, boss. He’s blended in. It’ll be like looking for a needle in a haystack to find him again.”

Taron frowned, but he couldn’t think of a good solution.

“He’s going to have to dock at some point,” Ike offered when the control room had been awkwardly silent for a few minutes. “Why don’t we head to Ephren and wait for him there?”

Dante nodded. “Best we can do.”

Taron heard him sigh and was equally disappointed. They’d come close, but they had not expected the bastard to flee.

He’d outsmarted them…for now.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


“Sorry,” Kit told Sky and Eve once she’d calmed down enough to realize she’d made a scene.

In the background, Nora, Garrus, and Victor could still be heard. Victor was calm, and Garrus and Nora were beginning to sound calmer, but Kit didn’t care. If Nora thought he was telling the truth and hadn’t cheated, she was stupid enough to have him.

But the crowds didn’t part before her. Rin had to come over and help her get through as loads of them asked questions she didn’t want to answer.

“Did he really cheat?”

“What happened to you? Why is your face all bruised up?”

“Were you really together?”

“What did you see in him?”

“Why were you late yesterday?”

“Enough,” Rin yelled. “Let us through.”

The crowd parted when they realized nothing further was going to happen. However, Kit, Sky, Eve, and Rin got no farther than the hangar when someone ran out.

“Where’s Dante or Victor?” the young mate asked, his eyes wide and a datapad in his hands. “We’ve got a small armada of Drelmar ships asking to dock.”

“Monks?” Kit asked.

“Victor’s in the combat training room,” Rin told the kid.

“Dante is off-planet,” Eve added.

“He is?” Kit asked, frowning when Eve looked away. Before she could ask what he was up to, Limnad came running out of the hangar and drew her attention back to the situation.

“The Drelmar monks. They’re all here,” Limnad informed them as he looked for someone in authority.

“Drelmar. The guys with the Cuttlefish?” Kit asked.

“That’s one of the names. They haven’t landed. We’re holding them in space,” Limnad added, still looking around for someone to tell him what to do.

“It’s okay. They’re friends. They helped me in a run a few weeks back,” Kit explained, but Limnad hesitated.

“What’s the problem?” Eve asked, lifting her head and squaring her shoulders to make it clear she was in charge.

“We were told to hold anyone who wasn’t willing to pay a small toll for staying here if they’re not in the Aerie or here to trade.”

“But they’re allies,” Kit replied.

“Says who?” Victor asked as he came up. “Tell them the only way they’ll land is if they pay.”

“I offered them our friendship,” Kit continued, raising her voice. Limnad hesitated.

“Who are you to have done that, Kit?” Victor asked. “The Aerie is not yours to offer anyone, and neither is Corsera.”

“Neither is it yours, Victor,” Eve countered, her voice calm despite the tension. “We’re both just first mates.”

“Speak for yourself. Dante put me in charge when he’s not here. Look around.” Victor gestured at the nearby area. “He’s not here…again.”

“He’s not here, but that doesn’t make his wishes less important. What did the monks come here for? Surely they wouldn’t have turned up unannounced?” Eve asked.

Victor looked like he might lash out at Eve, but she didn’t shrink away. Kit shifted closer to the woman. This wasn’t what Dante wanted.

“Dante never thinks about how much this colony is costing. The money has to come from somewhere, and he put me in charge of raising some through colony use. This is my idea, and I’m sticking to it.”

“But the monks don’t have anything,” Eve replied. “You know that. They take a vow of poverty. They don’t have any money they don’t need. They’re far poorer than you or I. And—”

“They’re not poor. They’ve got all those holy relics. Stupid junk that a bunch of collectors will pay good money for. When they don’t have those, I’ll consider them poor.”

“We’ll pay the fee, then,” Eve replied, looking at Kit and Lexi. “I’m sure we’ve got it between us.”

“If I allow that, anyone can come here and claim someone else will pay.” Victor glared at them, not backing down. “It defeats the point of the charge. Only those who bring something to the colony should land.”

“You’d ask them to sell something worth far more to them than credits and ships and warm beds merely for the safety of landing here rather than another port?” Eve asked, disgusted.

While she spoke, their Aerie mates appeared, sensing another commotion. Kit gazed at their angry faces. Garrus, Rin, Nora, Kayla, and Lexi came to the front of the pack, with Ramone and Mack not far behind.

Victor noticed the gathering crowd and took a step back. Kit thought he was backing down and sighed in relief, but instead of giving Limnad new orders, Victor walked to a nearby cargo crate and climbed on top of it.

“Mates. It seems we have an impasse. Some of us want to charge those who come here seeking the safety we’ve worked hard to create and protect a token amount, and others want us to let everyone in to take advantage of our sacrifices.”

Before he finished speaking, Lexi and Eve dragged another crate over, and Lexi jumped onto it.

“Dante commanded that our allies be allowed free passes, those who’ve helped us. The Drelmar monks are sitting unprotected in space, in need of a safe place for a few days, hunted for their relics. They aided us more than once in the past against pirates, trusting us, and we repay them by robbing them of the very relics they seek to protect? Their most prized possessions? Are we not better than that?”

“They’re hoarding valuable items in the name of religion!” Victor shot back.

“It doesn’t matter. Dante declared them allies. Kit here was aided by them on an important run. We wouldn’t have a colony if it wasn’t for them.”

“But Dante isn’t here, is he, mates? Once again, our leader is off frell-knows-where, showing no respect for the hard work any of you have put into running the colony.”

“He works harder than anyone,” Lexi replied calmly, her focus on Victor. Kit realized what was happening.

Victor wasn’t just keeping the monks out in space above them. He was challenging Dante’s leadership, and Dante wasn’t here to defend himself. Where was he?

“Dante, Ike, and Taron are doing something important,” Eve explained as she stepped forward, her voice loud but steady. “You’ve all heard of Darq Corbyn.”

A murmur rippled out from where she stood.

“Darq Corbyn was paid to terrorize us. Dante, Taron, and Ike took out a ship Ike created for this very purpose—to hunt him down and protect the colony and its leaders.”

Kit’s blood ran cold when Eve glanced at her apologetically before turning back to the people around them. Why would Dante hunt Darq? Would he destroy him before she had a chance to fight him herself?

Would that be better? It meant no others would be hurt, but pain exploded in her chest. While she fought to hide her emotions, the conversations continued around her, her brain unable to process them.

“Dante leads the Aerie, not you, Victor!” Sky yelled, bringing Kit back to reality. Victor glared at Sky, then appealed to the crowd.

“Then maybe Dante shouldn’t lead the Aerie anymore. It’s clear he is more inclined to chase fairy tales and myths than take care of you all.”

“We can’t decide something like this without Dante being present. It’s not right. Would you try a man for a crime and not let him speak?” Lexi demanded.

There was a chorus of nos, but it mostly came from those sympathetic to Dante. Kit added her voice, still not sure what was happening.

“You can’t talk about taking the Aerie away from Dante without him being here to defend himself, or you’re no better than the pirates who held this rock before us.” Lexi glared at Victor with an intensity Kit had never seen on the normally happy woman’s face.

That stayed the crowd…for now, at least.

“As soon as Dante comes back, he can explain. Until then, I’m in charge by his orders, and those monks don’t land without paying.” Victor got down and stormed off before anyone could respond. Some people followed him, but most stayed where they were.

Limnad went to a nearby terminal and hailed the monks. He apologized profusely and told them Victor had reversed Dante’s offer of hospitality. The monks weren’t happy about it.

“I’m sorry. Is there anywhere safe you can go? Back to Ephren, perhaps?” Limnad suggested.

Kit walked closer.

“They chased you all the way here?” Limnad squeaked. “No. I’m sorry, but it doesn’t change anything. If they don’t attack us or come into range, we won’t do anything.”

“You might not,” Kit told Limnad, having figured out what was going on. She climbed onto the crate Lexi had vacated.

“Dante offered those monks up there a safe place. Victor won’t open the hangar to them, but I’m not about to sit down here and watch a bunch of pirates overwhelm our allies. I’m flying up there to help. Anyone who still has any honor or respect for Dante and everything he’s done for us will do the same. Either you’re better than the pirates, or you’re not.”

Without another word, Kit dropped back to the ground. Sky and Rin came up, clearly intending to depart with her. Behind them, Lexi urged her crew to help, and Eve’s people gathered around her.

As one, they moved through the mass of Aerie vessels, grouping up and getting into their ships. Not waiting for approval, they rose when they were ready, and Lexi, Eve, and Kit led the small fleet out of the hangar and into space.

Kit hailed the Cuttlefish.

“Hello, Fendal. I’m sorry for the Aerie’s behavior. We’re having internal issues that will no doubt be resolved soon. While we’re waiting for Dante, I hope you’ll accept our aid. We’ll ensure no one attacks you while you’re in Corsera space.”

“Kit, your voice and words are a great relief to my people and me. We thought we would find sanctuary here until we could settle on a planet nearby, but it seems we are no longer welcome.”

“Only a few think that,” Kit replied. “We’ll make sure nothing happens to you in the meantime.”

“Thank you. We appreciate the assistance. May the blessing of Drelmar go with you.”

Kit cut the comm and opened a channel to the fleet that accompanied her.

“Fan out around the monks and keep your eyes open. If anyone knows where Dante is, now would be a really good time to get him back here.”

“I have a strong inkling about where they are,” Eve replied. “I’ll head out. If I’m not back in a couple of hours, assume I was wrong and consider sending another ship.”

“Aye. Be careful. There are a lot of pirates out there. As well as...” Kit was unable to utter his name.

“I know. I’ll fly carefully. You too. Defensive measures only.”

“Aye,” Kit replied, grateful Eve hadn’t drawn attention to her slip-up.

Kit brought her ship around, remaining calm in front of Sky and Rin. The engineer kept the particles flowing where Kit wanted them, and Rin looked after the guns and other systems, as well as watching the radar.

One by one, the Aerie ships slotted in around the monks, forming a sphere that wouldn’t let a pirate in. If the raiders had any sense, they wouldn’t come close enough to test the Aerie, but Kit couldn’t rule it out. The monks didn’t feel safe in space. She just had to hope that no one ran out of fuel before Eve got Dante back to sort out this mess.


CHAPTER TWENTY


A yawn escaped Taron despite his attempt to stifle it, earning him glances from Dante and Ike. Both looked sympathetic. They’d been up for a long time too. That was life on Corsera—always something to sort out—and now here they were, chasing a notorious pirate across their sector of space.

“The hub’s coming up,” Dante reported. The radar bleeped and flashed a warning, then recognized the hub for what it was—a safe harbor, not a mass of threatening ships.

“It’s late. Or rather, early. We should head back to Corsera.” Taron yawned again. He knew what Dante would say; they were going to dock at the hub and look for Darq. No one liked to lose quarry and losing Darq was worse.

They were pretty sure he’d come this way, but they’d lost him a couple of kellians ago. However, this was the only station or planet in this area. If he needed fuel or repairs, he had to come here.

“I know someone who’ll tell us if he’s been on the station recently,” Ike offered. “Even if his ship is camouflaged.”

“He must have a way.” Dante turned to port to bring them toward the station. He just expected them to go along with his plan. “Or he couldn’t have docked the last time.”

Taron frowned. It was morning on Corsera, and the crew would be getting up. Eve would know he was gone by now and why. He hoped she wouldn’t worry.

Dante got into line to land. At this time in the cycle it was quiet, most having already left for their runs or still asleep after getting in late.

As they flew into the hangar, Dante slowed.

“Keep your eyes peeled for a funky ship.”

“Doubt it’ll be that obvious,” Taron replied, but he leaned toward the viewport and scanned the docked ships.

Ike did the same as Dante inched them forward. Although Taron saw some interestingly shaped ships and several that were larger than the standard class, none were Darq and his highly specialized ship. They were standard builds, not modified in any way.

Dante found his designated pad and landed without Ike finding anything either.

“Now what?” Taron asked.

“I need to refuel and restock plasma. It’s up to you, Taron. Go with Ike and see if you can learn something. Use any method you can think of. I don’t want to go back without news. He frelled with one of ours. He—”

Taron placed a hand on Dante’s shoulder. They didn’t need to get riled up again. It was bad enough that they hadn’t gone to Kit’s rescue when they could have, but they couldn’t change that now. They could only move forward.

“I’ll be back when I get something,” Taron offered. He was already working on a way to get information. Without waiting for a response, he headed off the ship and went toward the stalls that sold food. After finding a vendor who matched Kit’s description from the last time she was there, Taron ordered off the menu.

“Fantastic!” Taron exclaimed after the cook handed him a steaming container. “My crewmate Kit said you were the perfect place to eat.”

“You know Kit?” he asked. Taron nodded, grateful to have found someone who knew her so easily.

“She said you had one of the best places to get food. Also told me she had friends here. Guy with a big coat, tall and brown-haired.”

The cook tipped his head to one side, thinking.

“Aye, I think I know who you mean. Name’s Barien. He’s a particular fellow. Used to see him with her a lot until he bought a heap of a ship and tried to fix it up.”

“That sounds like him.” Taron said it casually, but that was the information he needed. Now he had to figure out where to find Barien.

“If you ask me, she did right to take that ship and get out. I hear she’s joined the Aerie now. Last time I saw her, she looked much better. Confident, like she knew herself and her strengths.”

“Aye. She’s my Aerie mate now and one of our best pilots,” Taron replied, distracted by thinking about how to get to Barien.

“You’re an Aerie mate? Why didn’t you say so? I wouldn’t have charged you. Here, let me get you some extra dumplings.” The man grabbed another container and added the dumplings he kept under the warmer. Never one to turn down free food, Taron accepted them and thanked the cook.

He went to leave but turned back.

“I don’t suppose you know where I’ll find Barien, do you? I’d like to chat with him about that ship. I said I’d help Kit make it flyable, but it’s a heap of junk like you said. It might help to know where it came from.”

“Aye. I don’t know where he lives, but the last few days, he’s been acting strange. Got drunk more than once and won’t talk to anyone about anything.”

“I’ll see if I can snap him out of it,” Taron replied. He didn’t like the answer, but he acted like it was nothing unusual. “Where’s he been drinking?”

The cook pointed at a sign above one of the bigger buildings in the hub.

“The main inn. If he’s not there, I bet he will be before the end of the day.”

Once again, Taron thanked the man. He ate as he wove his way through the throngs of people in the commercial area. The hub was now awake, and people were heading to work or back to their ships.

It took Taron more time than he’d have liked, and the food was long gone when he stopped outside the inn. The building had seen better days but still served its purpose.

After checking that Barien wasn’t outside or sleeping off a drunk from the previous day, Taron pushed the door open and went inside. It took his eyes a moment to adjust, then he made out a large room dotted with tables and chairs. Most were empty, but the place had clearly been open all night, and some of the people in there had been drinking for a while.

“Go sleep it off,” someone near the bar ordered. Enough people lingered there that Taron wasn’t sure who had said it. “You’ve had more than enough for one day.”

“Aye, but it’s a whole new day today. I can start again,” someone answered. The person who’d spoken was staggering near the bar like an idiot, drunk.

“Perhaps you can, but not until you’ve slept.” The bartender made it clear he would not serve the man. Taron crept closer, not wanting to draw the attention of either man until he knew if Barien was nearby.

“I don’t need to sleep. I need to fix this,” the drunk man replied. “As soon as I find Kit, I’ll sort it out.”

Taron stopped, the words and name having registered in his brain.

“You’ve said that the last two days running. Kit ain’t here. She joined the Aerie, remember? Now go home and sleep. You can drink yourself into oblivion again tomorrow.”

The bartender was getting angry, so Taron strode forward and took Barien’s arm.

“Hi, Barien. I wondered where I’d find you. I’ve been trying to fix Kit’s ship, that one you got for her, and she said you’d know best how to put things right. Said it was important to her.”

Barien started to protest, but Taron kept up a stream of gentle assurances to get the drunken man to realize he was a friend and also concerned about Kit. The bartender looked relieved as Taron guided the younger man out of the inn. He identified somewhere quiet to have a chat.

It was only then that Barien realized something else was going on.

“Hey, man, let go of me,” Barien squawked as he tried to pull out of Taron’s grip, but his request was denied.

“I’m not letting you go until we’ve had a little chat about Kit and what happened to her. You’re drunk for a reason, and I know a guilty conscience when I see one.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about...” Barien began, but Taron gave him a rough shake.

“You know exactly what I’m talking about. You overheard her talking to Rose, and in an immature hissy fit, you went and told the wrong person where she was going and what she planned to do.”

“How do you know—”

“Because Kit is a good friend of mine, and I’m trying to make sure she...” Taron’s voice trailed off when he realized he was giving information to someone who couldn’t be trusted.

Barien stayed silent, waiting for him to explain.

“I’m hunting Darq. I want to know everything you know about him. Did you see his ship? What does he look like?”

“I never saw his ship. And he posed as a member of the Aerie too, so I ain’t telling you jack about Kit.”

Taron shook the kid again, growling in frustration.

“I’m not asking you to tell me about Kit. I want to know about Darq. You gave him information about Kit, and she’s been forced into hiding. I want to know what I need to do to beat him. Nothing more and nothing less.”

His words didn’t compute at first, but eventually, Barien figured out that he couldn’t get Kit into any more trouble by talking about Darq. Slowly, his words not coming out straight, Barien told him everything, but he had seen no ship to describe.

“So, you met him at a hotel?” Taron asked.

“Aye. The Wriggling Squid over on the east side of the hub. They were put out since he’d been there, but the police said that wasn’t where he attacked that other woman. That was two rows down.”

It wasn’t great info, but it gave Taron another location and more people to speak to. It was a start.

Letting go of the drunk and giving him nary a second thought, Taron went to find the hotel Barien had met Darq in. It wasn’t far from where he was, but he hurried to it as if his life depended on it.

When he got there, Taron struggled to gain admittance. His knock on the front door and the lobby windows went unanswered, and the doors were bolted from within. A few people lingered by the back door, so Taron asked them if they’d seen anyone in the last few days who fit Darq’s description. No one offered anything until a kid appeared.

“Hey, mister, what do ya want? Ma and Pa aren’t ready for guests yet,” the kid told him when Taron lingered.

“It’s all right. I’m not here for a room. Someone I know stayed here a few nights ago.” As Taron spoke, he pulled a credit chip out of his pocket and flipped it into the air. It drew the kid’s attention. While Taron had the boy’s attention, he described Darq as best he could from Kit’s story and asked if the boy knew him.

“You know a lot of people fit that description, right? It’s a bit generic, and only the difficult ones stick in your head. Like, this one guy two days ago. Had meeting after meeting, and he changed his clothes like nobody I ever seen. Ma was glad she wasn’t doing his washing for him, but he made plenty of other work. Everything had to be just the way he wanted, or he lost his temper and threw stuff.”

“That doesn’t sound like a fun guest. Did he stay long?”

“Oh, he never stayed at all. Used the room during the day. Funny man. He liked disguises, too. Sometimes someone would come out who hadn’t gone in, and I paid attention. Ma didn’t like him, not after he sent his breakfast back for having an egg on the plate. Who has breakfast without egg?”

While the boy waffled, Taron nodded. He had to be talking about Darq. It seemed the man had met others here and used disguises to try to cover his presence. Where had he stayed, and where was he now?

Despite his best efforts, Taron was back to square one. He didn’t know where Darq was, only where he wasn’t and where he had been, and he didn’t know whom else he could ask. It had gotten him nowhere.

Sighing, Taron was walking back past the row of hotels toward the docks when he heard someone moving around.

“I’ve told you a thousand times, Ethel. You cannot put someone in the back room. That guy pays us to keep it open for him and his friends.”

Taron stopped, curious. The hotel was two buildings from the one Darq had used. Staying out of sight, he edged closer.

“But he isn’t here, and neither is anyone else.”

“No, but he turns up when he wishes, and so do those men who know him. And he pays well for us to keep it ready for him.”

“Mysterious things like that shouldn’t happen if you ask me,” the woman muttered as she came closer. Taron started walking again, not wanting to make it look like he had been listening.

He turned the corner to find her.

“Did I hear right that my friend hired one of your rooms? Well, an old friend, really.”

“Maybe,” the woman replied warily, then left to show a guest to a room in an outbuilding they’d clearly added at a later date.

Taron frowned and waited for her to come back. When she returned, Taron took out his ID and held it up so she could read it.

“You’re with the Aerie?” she asked, her eyes going wide.

“Aye, but I like to come and go without others knowing. You’re clearly the discreet sort. But most importantly, I’m looking for a childhood friend. I’d like to surprise him.”

“Like, a surprise party?”

Taron nodded, then spoke of Darq, using Barien’s description this time.

“Oh, I know who you mean. He was here a few days ago. He often uses the room at the back. We have not seen him since then.”

“Aye, and I don’t suspect you will for a bit, but I’d dearly love to know if he drops by again. Could you zap me a message if he does?” Taron pulled credits out of his bag and handed them to her, along with a device that would send him a short message.

The woman looked like she’d seen a ghost.

“This isn’t cheap.”

“Aye, it isn’t. I hope you’ll accept some credits to keep an eye on it and let me surprise him,” Taron urged, pushing for a commitment. The woman nodded as if this weren’t a strange thing for someone to do.

Feeling better, Taron headed back to the ship. He’d been gone for an hour between all the people he’d spoken to and information he’d found out, but he’d found a cold trail that might warm up in the future. If it did so, he and the rest of the Aerie members who cared about Kit would pay Darq a little visit.

It also let him know Darq wasn’t at the hub now, even if he’d landed there since their fight.

When he got back, Dante was on the ship, settling crates of fuel and plasma into the cargo hold, as well as other supplies for the colony. It was less frequent for someone to come to the hub instead of Ephren to trade, and Corsera had several needs they could meet.

“He’s not here.” Taron launched into an explanation of what he’d found out and who he had spoken to.

While he was talking, Ike reappeared.

“I can confirm Taron’s story,” Ike agreed. “Darq isn’t here at the moment and isn’t likely to come back in a hurry. We’re wasting our time.”

Dante looked like he might hurl the case he carried across the hold, but he put it down and nodded instead.

“All right, mates. Let’s head home. We’ll try again soon. At least we put him on the run this time.”

“Aye. He’ll think twice before he attacks an Aerie mate again.” Taron sighed, feeling let down despite his words. One day they’d catch the man and make him pay—one day.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Dante forced his eyes to stay open as they flew toward Corsera. The hub, Ephren, and Darq were far behind them. It bothered him that he’d had to walk away, but there would be another day. He’d make sure of it.

In the meantime, Dante had begun thinking about Corsera again and all the improvements he wanted to make. There was still much to do for it to be self-sustaining, but the Aerie mates were doing him proud, and every day that passed was another day they were making their sector of the galaxy a better place.

Before they reached Corsera, a dot appeared on the radar, flying fast in Ephren’s direction.

“Aerie,” Ike offered a moment later. “Flying Smith. That’s Eve’s ship, isn’t it?”

“Aye. Hailing now,” Taron replied before Dante could decide if that was what he wanted. In any case, she turned and headed straight for them.

“Ahoy, Eve. What brings you to this area of space in such a hurry?” Dante asked.

“You’ve no idea how pleased I am to find you three. You’re needed on Corsera now. Victor... Well, we need you to bring order back.”

“What’s happened?” Dante asked, picking up the fear in Eve’s voice. “Darq?”

“No. Most Aerie mates still don’t believe he’s real.” She paused. “Victor thinks you’re not pulling your weight. He’s talking about being the new leader, one who is on Corsera more. Thinks you’ve run off on a wild goose chase.”

Dante growled his anger. Over the last few weeks, he’d had so many problems with his first mate that this seemed silly on top of everything else. Was he really annoyed because Dante had chosen to spend his night and some of his day hunting a real threat to the people under their care or was there something else going on?

Dante considered asking Eve to tell him everything, but she was busy maneuvering to fly alongside their ship.

“Also, there’s a lot of pirate activity nearby. The monks showed up, and they had unfriendly ships hounding them to our doorstep.

“Frell,” Dante replied. Not what you need when you’re struggling. “I hope they’re getting settled in. We’ll give them a restful place to recoup and figure out their future.”

“That was where the problem arose. Victor refused to let them land if they didn’t pay a fee,” Eve replied, her ship desperately trying to keep up with his.

“Let me guess; he wants them to use a relic to pay?”

“Aye. Says it doesn’t matter that it means something to them. It’s the principle of the thing. They have something valuable, so he wants them to pay.”

Dante growled but couldn’t find the words to reply. His first mate was way out of line, and he had missed the point of the colony. The Aerie and their allies had dug in there to provide a safe haven for those who needed one, and the monks surely did.

On top of that, they’d helped Kit in the past, and other mates too. Plus, he’d given his word. The pirates in the area made Victor’s stance even less forgivable. His behavior was infuriating.

“Just up ahead on our starboard, there are a few pirates,” Eve continued. “I had to avoid them, but the two of us might be able to blast through.”

“No, we’ll go around. I don’t want any trouble on our way back.”

Dante slowed to let Eve take the lead and guide them around and past the pirate ships she’d seen. Now and then, one would show on the radar, but then it would move out of range again. None of them appeared to want to attack.

Eventually, they passed the threat, but Dante didn’t relax when Eve dropped back to bring her ship in behind them.

The closer Dante got to Corsera, the more awake and angry he felt. It was time to sort things out with his first once and for all. They couldn’t continue like this, but when Corsera and the fleet above it came into view, Dante wondered if he was going to get the chance.

The Drelmar ships were still in space, surrounded by Aerie ships. None were close enough to be defended by the planet’s towers should an attack be launched by the raiders.

“Kit’s hailing us,” Ike reported.

“Put her through.”

“Captain!” she exclaimed with a shrillness in her voice that wasn’t normally there. “Requesting immediate assistance. Things are a bit frelled up.”

“I can see that. Stay where you are and hold the line. Where’s Victor?”

“Down on the planet. He wouldn’t let the monks land.”

“Eve filled me in on that bit. I’ll sort it.”

Dante killed the comm and opened a channel to the planet.

“Get Victor,” he ordered when the mate in charge of the docking channel responded.

“Aye, sir,” the guy replied, not using the title “Captain.” It wasn’t a good sign.

While Dante waited for his first to get on the line or open the hangar bay doors, he brought his ship to a stop above the planet.

“This doesn’t look good, boss,” Ike offered when the colony remained closed to them.

It took all Dante’s self-control not to snap a retort about that being obvious. It wasn’t Ike’s fault. He was probably as put out by this as Dante was.

“Hello, Dante,” Victor greeted a little while later. “I was wondering when you’d bother showing up.”

“I came back as soon as I could.”

“You know, I hoped you’d come back with another ship in tow—that mythical ship that can spring out of nowhere and kidnap naughty children.”

“I think you’re confusing Darq with Santa Claus,” Dante replied, refusing to back down.

“No, I’m pretty sure I know which mythical person I was referring to.”

“Darq isn’t mythical,” Taron interjected from the gunner’s seat. “We’ve spent the last ten hours hunting him. Almost had him, too.”

“Almost? Sorry, you’re going to have to do better than that if you want me to believe the three of you.”

“Victor, where is this coming from? Open the hangar doors.” Dante’s stomach tightened.

“Where is this coming from?” Victor repeated. Clearly, he felt the question was important. “Even if you had evidence you’d been up against Darq, you’ve shown yourself to be incompetent time and time again. And it was irresponsible at best to head out with no warning to fight someone. You also took another captain and this colony’s best engineer.”

“I took those who volunteered. There wasn’t time for anything else. We knew where Darq might be, and we were right. He slipped into an asteroid belt before we could finish him.”

“You know, even if I did believe you, this was the last straw. You have not led the colony for weeks. It’s over, Dante. We don’t want you back. You can land if you feel you can be a productive member of this alliance, but I’m in charge of Xeartais and the Aerie now. That’s what the mates want.”

“Bullshit,” Dante replied. “But open up the hangar. I’ll come down there, and we’ll sort this out.”

“I’m not opening the hangar until you accept that the Xeartais crew is now mine.”

“No, Victor. The Xeartais crew will never be yours. You can mutiny and take some of the mates with you, but Xeartais and the Aerie are mine. Anyone who doesn’t want that can leave Corsera.”

Victor laughed, leaving Dante fuming with his fists clenched. The captain knew what Victor would say next: Corsera was under his control, and there was nothing Dante could do to get him to open the hangar doors if he didn’t want to. Oh, he could attack, but the ships above the planet versus the ships in the hangar made that risky.

The monks were with them, however.

Dante looked at the radar and counted the ships. As he did, Ike muted the comm channel, thankfully cutting out Victor’s laughter.

“You’re not thinking what I think you are, are you?” Ike asked, his face white.

“I’m considering it. What would you suggest?”

“Get the asshat to come up here and talk. Demand a vote, and then we’ll decide what to do,” Taron suggested, getting to his feet. Dante considered telling his second to go frell himself, but instead, he nodded.

“If Victor is so confident the Aerie mates want him in charge, let’s let them decide. I’m here now.”

Ike nodded and opened the comm.

“If you’re convinced you’d be better for the Aerie and Corsera, let’s do this properly,” Dante offered, sounding calm and confident. “We’ll let the mates decide who they want and where, but I’m the governor of Corsera. If you don’t open up to me now, the government won’t recognize you, and legally, they’ll have to help me take the colony away from you. I don’t want to attack you, Victor, but if you close Corsera to me, I will.”

“We’ll take a vote, but I think it’s only right that the colony goes with the majority. If enough of them vote for you, you can have it. I’ll come up to you. All the mates can hear and submit their votes, no matter where we are.”

“Understood.”

Dante paced toward his chair, but rather than sitting down, he paced back again. After he repeated the back-and-forth a fifth time, Ike put a hand on his shoulder.

“Boss, this isn’t worth fretting over. Any mates who don’t see your hard work aren’t worth the effort you’ve put in. We’ll work something out no matter what happens.”

“Careful, Ike. You’re talking like you expect us to lose,” Dante replied, but when he glanced at Taron, he saw that Ike wasn’t the only one preparing for the worst.

“He’s flying up,” Taron reported, drawing their attention to something else for a moment.

“Right. I need to talk to everyone before this begins, but I need to know what’s already been said. Contact Eve,” Dante ordered.

A moment later, Eve gave him as much detail as she could remember. It was soon clear that the monks and Darq were being used as tools and reasons to oust him. Neither was reason enough by itself, but the combination showed Victor’s heart, or rather the lack thereof. How had he let his first mate get so attached to power and wealth that the man couldn’t see reason anymore? How had Dante not noticed where Victor was heading?

If he was being truthful, he had noticed. The pair had fought and argued plenty. Each time, Dante had ignored his fears, or he’d believed the issues settled. Clearly, they hadn’t been; Dante had been fooling himself.

It only made him feel worse as he replayed the arguments and discussions in his head to figure out where things had gone wrong, but the more he thought about it, the clearer it became. Victor wanted more money and more of the glory, whereas Dante wanted to make it fair and easy for everyone.

If the mates couldn’t see that, then as Ike had said, they weren’t worth having.

Victor brought his ship close but didn’t come alongside to join the other ships and talk face to face. Instead, he hailed them.

“I’ve already said most of what I want to say, but if the mates are to know what’s going on, we should probably both record a short message and let them vote to decide.”

“Aye, we can do that. Send your message this way once it’s recorded, and I’ll send it out to the alliance ships and the planet.”

“I thought you’d insist on doing it that way, and I will comply. This will be the last time.” Victor snarled the last word, but Dante chose to ignore the comment. Instead, he focused on what he wanted to say.

“It has come to my attention that some of you are no longer happy with my leadership. I can only apologize if you feel I let you down, but I won’t apologize for my continued and unwavering belief in supporting all those who suffer and need our help. I will continue to stand for those who need it, whether that’s an Aerie mate or a friend, and I will continue to offer my mates a safe place to grow and prosper. If you wish to continue making Corsera great and protecting the vulnerable alongside me, then vote to retain me as head of the Aerie.”

Dante nodded at Ike to cut the recording off.

“Do we have one from Victor yet?” Dante asked. Taron nodded.

“Want me to play it?” he asked. Dante shook his head. There was no point.

“Put them together and send them out, then tally the votes. I want to know where we stand as soon as possible.”

“Aye aye, Captain.” Ike created the poll. Each mate would vote once, and their choice would be locked in. The voting system had been given to them when Dante was granted the governorship of Corsera and it was recognized as an official human colony.

The votes flooded in. Taron’s and Lexi’s crews were quick off the mark to declare themselves for Dante. Kit, Sky, and Rin followed from Xeartais, but that was where the positivity ended. Kayla and Nora were the next to declare, shockingly splitting themselves. Nora voted for Victor, Kayla for him. Given how close the two were, Dante knew they’d be hurting over the decision.

A few came as no surprise—Ramone and Garrus wanted Victor, as well as several others who had been close to him or crewed with him often.

The next few minutes hurt the most. Dante could do nothing but watch as the majority of the newer members, many who’d never even fought for Corsera, declared for Victor. The Xeartais crew split in half, but within the Aerie, Victor claimed two mates for every vote Dante received.

“I’m sorry, Dante,” Taron said, placing a hand on his shoulder. Dante shrugged it off.

“He’s still not having Corsera,” Dante replied. “I worked too frelling hard to give the son of a croc that.”

“I’m not sure he’s going to back down.” Ike offered to open the channel, and Dante nodded.

“Well, I will admit I wasn’t expecting that,” Dante began, “but I guess I should have. You’ve been telling me for ages that you wanted to make more money. Didn’t think you’d go this far, though. Now, I think we should probably land and discuss how we’re going to work out somewhere safe for everyone to go. You’re all welcome to stay on Corsera if you think you can handle having someone else in charge of the colony.”

Dante waited for a response from Victor, but it took a while to come.

“You don’t get it, do you, mate? Corsera isn’t yours anymore. I’m not going to offer you the same. I’m sick of your antics. Any mate who wants to stay on Corsera will have to recognize me as governor, but I’ll let two or three of you land to collect your belongings.”

“Victor, this was not what we agreed to.”

“Oh, but that’s the thing, Dante. It’s never been what we agreed to. I agreed to come with you to start Xeartais because I was sick of other people getting rich off our hard work. Then you invited more people in and commanded us to do more training and sacrifice more of our time and energy so the new mates could earn off our hard work.

“When we took Corsera, I thought, ‘Finally, something of value for what we’ve put in.’ But you practically gave it to all the mates. You only thought of doing something to make us money in the last few weeks. Then I find out you’re spending it on new habitats and accommodations so we can take in monks pretending to be cash-poor while they hoard objects more valuable in combination than our entire planet.”

“Now I see, Victor. You’re exactly the sort of person I was trying to leave behind when I started the Aerie. I wanted us to make everyone rich, not just us, but you’re just like our old captain.”

Dante cut the comm. “Strap in and prepare for battle. I won’t let that son of a croc take Corsera from us for his own purposes, no matter what the mates voted.”

“Dante, you can’t fire the first shot,” Taron warned. “This isn’t like you. There’s got to be a better way. The governorship won’t transfer without you officially approving it. We can come back with more forces and extra security help.”

“It might not matter,” Ike countered. “We’ve got more ships on the radar and more flying up from Corsera.”

“It’s time you left,” Victor stated on a wide broadcast. “Anyone following Dante Zullo, you are no longer welcome on Corsera. You have ten minutes to leave our airspace. Anyone who lingers will be considered an enemy and treated accordingly.”

“Victor, there’s a fleet of pirate ships heading this way,” Eve replied. “We can’t go anywhere and protect the monks.”

“Not my problem,” he replied. “I’m not the one who offered them sanctuary.”

“That’s frelling cold,” Ike stated, knowing Victor couldn’t hear it. “Really makes a mate think twice about blowing him up.”

“Aye, but we’d regret it. Let him fire first. Pretty sure he’s going to.” Taron set the guns to warm, and they got ready for battle.

One way or another, and perhaps on two fronts, Dante and his mates were in for the fight of their lives.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


As Kit listened to Victor, Eve, and Dante talk, she got scared. Her ship felt strange, and she didn’t want to be there.

She’d stayed focused on the monks, but things had grown hostile, and she had nowhere safe to go.

“Kit? What are we doing? We can’t just sit here,” Sky offered, bringing her back to the present situation.

“We need orders from Dante, and we need to know how many of the mates are still in our squad. Dante’s got to be reeling.”

“I’ll hail our fleet and the monks,” Sky replied as Rin warmed the guns and waited for instructions.

“Looks like we’re no longer welcome on Corsera, mates,” Kit sent on the comm. “I know most of you are wondering what you’ll do and where you’ll go, but we signed up for the Aerie because we believed in something bigger than us. We stood for honor, integrity, and protection. The Drelmar monks came to us for that protection, and they were betrayed like the rest of us. I don’t know about you, but that makes me pretty angry.”

There was a chorus of ayes. Kit gave them a moment, then…

“I plan on using that anger to show those pirates and any other dishonorable scum that gets in our way exactly what being an Aerie mate means. So, let’s form up in a group with our captain and prepare for battle. We’ll protect those who need it.”

“Thank you, Kit,” Fendal replied from his ship. “Our ships can handle some fighting, and we’ll do what we can to aid you, but we won’t be able to fight for long. Most of us are low on fuel if nothing else.”

“You’ll be safe with us,” Dante replied, talking directly to his loyal ships. “And more help is on the way.”

Sky brought up the radar as Kit wondered what Dante meant. Several more ships were coming up from Corsera, the one in the lead belonging to Kayla, followed by Aerie mates who’d voted their way and had to leave the planet.

“Ready and waiting for your command, Captain,” Kayla began. “Let us know where to shoot, and we’ll do it.”

After Kit brought Kitter around, she slipped in alongside Dante’s ship. A thousand questions buzzed in her brain. Had they truly found Darq? Did they know how to find him again? Why hadn’t they let her know they were going after him?

She pushed them away. There would be time for that. For now, they needed to focus.

“Prepare for battle and form up in two groups,” Dante commanded. “Monks and accompanying group, you’ll show those pirates what it means to take on the Aerie. Everyone else, you’ll make sure the traitorous scum behind us don’t get cocky. Only shoot those who shoot you but make them pay double.”

“Aye aye, Captain,” Kit replied, disappointed she couldn’t shoot at Victor or Garrus. However, there would be an opportunity in the future, and she knew Dante would want that honor.

With a small team forming on her, Kit focused on the squad of pirates heading their way. It was clear they were after the monks, but they were coming up too fast for her to get the vulnerable ships out of the center of the group and off to one side where they wouldn’t get sandwiched between two battles.

“Form up defensively with the monks,” Kit commanded. “Pick a friendly ship and take hits they can’t but give the pirates hell.”

“There’s a couple more of us than monks,” Sky replied. Kit nodded, already aware.

“Lexi, you and I are going to run circles around the pirates. Pick off their weakest and pull their formation apart.”

“Sounds like fun,” the woman replied. Kit could imagine the grin on her face.

Kit and Lexi broke off from the main group and dove to port and starboard respectively to confuse the approaching squad.

The pirates held, which gave Kit a perfect opportunity to roll past and pummel the ship on the end with a full set of four plasma bolts.

“Wow, that was some fine flying,” Rin remarked.

“Aye. It’ll do,” Kit replied. “Eve’s better, and Lexi isn’t far behind. We’ve got a lot of work to do to deter this lot, though.”

“Aye. Best get these guns warm again and see if we can punch through someone’s shields.”

“Or piss ‘em off enough to leave.” Sky grinned when Kit dodged the return fire.

“That’d work for me,” Kit replied, but her joy was short-lived.

When Kit wheeled away to take another run at the back of the pirates, they slammed into the monks and her Aerie mates hard. Some fired at her, which helped, but the remaining crew wasn’t as good at flying and, under orders to protect the monks at all costs, the Aerie ships took a hammering.

“We need to move fast. Get those guns warm and make every shot count, then pray to whatever gods you believe in.”

Lexi strafed the pirates a second sooner than Kit, hitting the ship she’d hounded on the first flyby and making them think twice as they headed toward a Drelmar ship. Then Kit and Lexi flew through the Aerie and Drelmar ships, along with the other pirates.

The pirates stuck to their leader, banking to starboard and coming up on Kit’s port.

“Anyone see how many times their leader got hit?” Kit asked her group.

“Twice from me,” Angelica called.

“Another from me,” one of the monks responded.

“Three from Yolan and me,” reported another voice that Kit recognized but couldn’t put a name to.

“Six in total, then. Let’s make it ten and see if he still holds together after that.” Her broadcast let the whole team know what was happening.

“I’ll bring it up to fourteen,” Lexi replied. “Even with full shields, that should finish him off.”

Kit grinned at the thought and brought the pirate into her sights. There was a good chance she’d get hit when she targeted one ship in the middle of a fleet, but it would be worth it if it scattered the pirates and disorganized them.

“Ready when you are,” Rin called, but Kit wasn’t waiting for him. She wanted the right moment when the pirate was distracted and turning toward the monks. When it came, she hurled Kitter forward as hard as she could.

Ducking underneath, Kit tilted the ship to port and gave Rin the starboard volley. As she came out the other side, she turned and righted. Rin hesitated with the port guns, but the pirate reacted. Instead of missing him, she caught the ship full on the nose.

“Yes!” Kit roared as she tried to dodge fire from another pirate ship. The first shot struck her tail, but the second missed. She ducked to try to avoid the rest, her instincts kicking in before she could think about it.

She took two more hits before she was out the other side, for a total of three. It was a reasonable exchange. Then Lexi made her run, catching the pirate before he could fly past a Drelmar ship and unleash his guns.

Rolling past him, Lexi hit him with bolts in such quick succession that it almost made Kit miss Garrus. Rin would get used to Kit and her moves if she gave him a chance, but he was no Garrus.

The shields fizzled out as the last bolt hit. The pirate captain panicked and shot down and away from the mass of ships. Several of the pirates copied him without thinking, flying under the other ships and missing them completely. As Kit had hoped, the leader’s fear of continued battle sowed chaos among his allies.

The rest of her fleet took advantage by getting good positions to hammer the pirates for their mistakes before Kit led the monks clear of the danger zone.

A couple of pirate ships tried to follow, clearly wanting to prey on what they thought were the weakest targets. Kit only had to glance at Rin to know her guns were ready again.

She flicked Kitter to port and hurled her ship across the back of the monks, giving both pirate ships a double volley and rolling the ship between them. Several Aerie ships followed, shooting at the pirates’ exposed sterns. Enough of the shots went home that the pirates gave up before the monks could fire at them.

Once more Kit cheered, elated by how they’d picked apart the group of pirates. The advantage wasn’t permanent, however. The pirates reformed around a new leader in another minute and prepared to make another run at the monks.

“Aerie, fall back in with your buddy ship,” Kit commanded. Her squad was disorganized and needed to move fast. She could only watch as the ships returned and tried to pair up.

“Frell!” The pirate ships were going to gain the advantage if she didn’t do something. “Hold on tight and fire the guns at the four points of a compass.”

Spotting a ship that had left a gap she could aim for, Kit dove off the nose of the group, grateful that her ships would know not to follow her. She then twirled through the center of the pirate pack. Thankfully, Rin understood what she’d meant and fired the four guns separately, sending bolts into the group in every direction.

It had an immediate effect; the ships tried to dodge. The other ships were forced to react when their mates got too close for comfort. Kit laughed as her ship flew out and above the field until she noticed one of the pirates was following her. She banked hard to starboard since port and safety would be expected.

When the pirates reacted to her strange move, she flew at them.

“Are you suicidal or something?” Rin asked. “The guns aren’t warm yet.”

“Nope, they’re not, but let’s see if they’re sure of that,” Kit replied, watching her Aerie mates give the pirates another sound volley while defending the monks and waiting for the pirates to blink.

The pirate ship following Kit curled away far sooner than she would have, and she shook her head in disappointment. Adrenaline was coursing through her, and she knew she would do something stupid if she wasn’t careful, so she dropped back to the haphazard mess of ships again, looking for a good target for the next set of bolts.

“Let me know when they’re close to warm,” Kit requested, spotting a ship heading for a monk and an Aerie mate that were off to one side and appeared to be struggling.

“Not yet,” Rin replied. He kept slamming buttons home to get her what she wanted a little faster.

Unable to help, Kit could only watch as the pirate ship went after the vulnerable pair, but when it got close, they both snapped out of whatever game they were playing and hit it with a set of bolts each. The pirate’s shield flickered and crackled, and Lexi flew by a few seconds later to finish it off. The shield dissolved.

“Nice work, mates,” Kit commed. “Let’s regroup and see how many of those scum still want to play.”

The monks and the Aerie ships came together. The pirates were scattered, but they were trying to get to the Ephren side where they’d started. Rin hit a ship that got too close with one of his guns.

“They’d better be warm before the next run,” Kit warned, deliberately sounding more annoyed than she was.

“Aye aye, Captain,” he replied, grinning at her. She couldn’t help but respond; her mouth curled into a smile as she forced herself to refocus.

Come on, Kit, keep it together. Those pirates aren’t through yet, and everyone’s taken a few hits now.

The internal pep talk did the trick. She and Lexi sought new targets before the pirates could begin their next run, and this time, Kit took on a straggler. The pirate squad was dwindling, but the sides still had about the same number of ships. Kit had to make the odds look overwhelming.

A fraction of a second before Lexi, Kit hurtled at the pirates again, playing Chicken. She didn’t wait for them to dodge but feinted down, then pulled up and over, aiming at the straggler she’d picked out. She slammed its top with another set of bolts before diving and twisting behind it.

Rin managed to get the two bolts in before they flew past and the opportunity was gone.

“Nice shooting,” she called, glad they’d made a good run again. It was rare to have such an easy time of it, but she’d picked her targets well, and it seemed luck was on their side for once.

The ship they’d targeted and two others broke from the pack and fled, and the pirates lost cohesion.

“Aerie, attack,” Kit ordered. They could finish this quickly if they pressed their advantage. Much to her surprise, the monks went with them. Her whole squad descended on the pirates and hammered them a final time. Several shields went down before the groups flew through each other, and one of the Drelmar ships was disabled.

Two more pirate ships were out for the count, just hanging in space, and four others fled. The rest broke away, joining up and heading away from Corsera and Ephren.

“Well done, everyone,” Kit called as she brought her ship around to survey the rest of the field. She hoped Dante and his fleet were guarding their rear so they could decide how to negotiate with Victor, but the situation was far worse.

Aerie ships were fighting each other, and the battle was fierce.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Hanging in space, Dante watched as Kit formed her group up again and moved them to face the pirates. He’d seen her handle herself in a fight before, but as always, he felt a pang of regret. He wanted her on his ship, where he could keep her safe. It never seemed to be their fate, however.

And he had other things to worry about. Victor hung in front of him as his allies came out of Corsera in their ships. There were more on Victor’s side than he’d expected, but he was pleased to see Catalpa fly up. Someone else was at the helm, making sure his prize ship wasn’t left behind while he flew Ike’s.

“Everyone form up and spread out,” Dante ordered, hoping he was picking the right formation. Victor had the defense guns Ike had recently repaired to work with. Dante wasn’t sure he’d use them, but he wouldn’t give the man an easy set of targets just in case. If they used that gun tower, it would cost them.

“I’m going to ask you one last time, Victor. Let us land on Corsera, and we’ll work something out.”

“I rather think not,” Victor replied.

“Then you give me little choice,” Dante replied. “I’m not going anywhere while the monks and others can’t fly far, and I won’t let you take Corsera.”

“Careful, Dante,” Ike warned as Victor cut the comm. “Piss him off, and we might regret it.”

“What about if I’m pissed off?” Dante asked.

“I don’t think it’s going to make much of a difference today. Hold onto the anger, and we’ll come back stronger.”

“I won’t give up.”

Victor’s ships came closer and fanned out as well. He hung where he was, holding the line between them and his mates. He glanced at the radar and saw Kit and Lexi take a run at the pirates, and then Victor made his move. Driving straight for them, Victor fired.

From that far out, the shots were meant to be dodged, so he waited until the last moment, reading Victor’s ship to see where the next two would come from. Victor feinted down before lifting the ship up and trying to turn. It was a move Kit and Eve loved, so Dante had seen it before. Instead of changing his altitude, he pushed the ship to starboard, away from Victor’s twist and rise and the first two shots.

When Victor tried to pull out, Taron put two bolts into the back of his ship.

“I thought we were trying to play nice?” Dante asked.

“I’m pretty sure I only said don’t take the first shot,” Taron replied. Dante laughed.

“Aye,” Ike agreed. “Time to get nasty.”

His allies moved forward, finally being aggressive after Dante’s example. His heart broke. This wasn’t the way it was supposed to be. The Aerie shouldn’t be turning on itself, but it was too late.

Aerie ship attacked Aerie ship over the smallest of things. Dante’s anger vanished; he wished he could have found a way through to Victor. Actually, he wished he could go back in time and not invite him to join the Aerie in the first place—anything but watch this happen.

The nearby ships didn’t allow Dante to dwell on what might have been. They flew toward him, they and Victor aiming to overwhelm Dante’s small fleet. For a moment, he thought it was all over. Ike’s ship had taken a beating from Darq and hadn’t fully recovered since they had left the hub and come back here before everything was recharged.

“Shields?” he asked, wondering how much they could take.

“Eighty-nine percent,” Ike instantly replied, as if he’d anticipated the question.

“What? How is that possible?” Dante asked.

“I rigged the ship to recharge them when there’s sufficient solar energy nearby. We flew close to a bunch of star systems on the way here. It added a good few percent, no problem.”

Dante nodded, impressed, but he didn’t have time to think about that either. Instead, he was forced to dodge, weave, and duck as more bolts came his way. They didn’t fire back unless Taron was sure of his mark, but two more bolts hit a nearby ship, then another two.

By the end of the volley, they’d taken three hits and delivered five. The two groups of Aerie ships formed up before they again were thrown at each other at Victor’s and Dante’s commands.

This wasn’t what he wanted, but Dante wasn’t going to let Victor get away with it.

“We’ve got a faster, better ship, right?” Dante asked as Victor bravely flew at them again.

“Aye. That we do, boss, but we’re also outnumbered two to one, and that’s when you count every ship on our side. Not to mention the gun towers they’ve not been desperate enough to use yet.” Ike frowned as he tapped, concentrating on the controls in front of him as he spoke.

“Let’s see if we can show Victor a thing or two at least,” Dante suggested, but he flinched when Victor flew over them, Dante not anticipating the move in time. Dante could fly, but Victor had gotten far more practice lately. With all the governing duties, Dante hadn’t flown much, and he hadn’t done any training. He was rusty as well as distracted.

Come on, Dante. You’ve got to find the capacity somewhere. You can’t let Victor get away with this. You just can’t. It’s not right.

But despite Dante’s best efforts and the shots Taron landed, only he and Eve were able to dodge their opponents and stay ahead. The rest of the ships on his side were less seasoned or not used to such aggressive interplay.

They were shopkeepers, traders, merchants, farmers, or other workers. Few were fighters or fliers, and it showed.

When the first shield went down, taking out an ally of Dante’s, he swore. This couldn’t be happening. Victor shouldn’t be able to win. The universe shouldn’t let him.

Dante tried to cover the defenseless vessel, but thankfully, the ships with Victor left them alone and focused instead on the ones still causing a nuisance.

When three more Aerie ships lost their shields, two fighting for Dante and one against, he swore again. They might get hurt, all because one man wanted to get richer. It made no sense.

Victor’s ship appeared in his viewport as Dante tried to wrap his head around it. Taron fired, which took Victor by surprise and drained more of the charge off his shields.

“Careful,” Ike warned when another ship flew by them and the two almost crashed.

“Being as careful as I can,” Dante replied, pretty sure the other ship hadn’t wanted to collide with them either.

It was chaos, and it remained that way. Dante spent most of his time dodging bolts until the guns were warm again and Taron could fire. More ships lost engines, shields, or both, and they were left hanging in space.

It was all Dante could do to keep moving. He had no idea how many of his mates were left to fight, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to know. While he continued to dodge and attack, he could continue to believe they would win this, but a whisper in the back of his mind said he probably couldn’t.

When Victor’s ship closed again, Dante took two hits, but his second made sure an equitable trade was made. Still, neither shield went down.

“We’re down to thirty-two percent,” Ike reported. “And we’re getting lower on fuel than I’d like. We’ve flown a long way, and that last container hasn’t been loaded.”

“Go do it now,” Dante commanded. He wouldn’t have precise control of the engines for a moment, but he was willing to risk it. They couldn’t run out and become the next sitting duck.

Despite the hurdles and the reduced maneuverability, Dante brought his ship around to deter several other Aerie ships and send them back to Corsera, scurrying for cover. The fight raged on, and Victor still didn’t give up.

“This is stupid, Dante,” Victor sent when Dante came close again. “You should stop now and run while you still can.”

“I’m not running anywhere. This is my home, and I plan to keep it that way.”

Victor fled back to the planet. Dante followed until he realized Victor’s Aerie ships were pulling back too.

“Fall back,” Dante called into the comm. Most of the fleet heard and obeyed him, keeping their ships just out of range of the defense tower.

The situation was dire as they formed into two groups again. With over half the ships in play behind Dante, he surveyed what Victor had left. More than half the ships who’d chosen Victor were still there, although some didn’t have shields.

His side had fared a little better, but he also had allies that no longer had shields.

“Come on,” Dante urged. “Don’t hide behind your gun tower. We’re not going anywhere if you’re going to be such chickens.”

“I repeat, Dante,” Victor pressed. “It’s time you gave up and looked for a new home.”

“Go frell yourself, Victor,” Dante replied and cut the comm. They were slowly getting the upper hand from the looks of the radar.

The battle swayed in their favor when Kit and their friends appeared off his stern, fresh enough from their fight that they were looking to take on another.

Kit brought her ship down beside his.

“Orders, Captain?” she asked, her voice coming through the fog of battle and into his ship as if she stood by his side.

“He uses that gun Ike fixed and we’re all frelled.”

“Aye, but we can’t flee when we have twice as many working ships.”

“We only have that many if the monks help us,” Taron pointed out.

“Are the monks with you?” Dante asked.

“No, Captain, sorry. They don’t have the shield capacity or bolts to fight further, but they will keep any pirates from thinking twice about joining the fight,” Kit replied.

“Frell,” Dante replied, but her ship stayed beside his, and that was comforting. Victor hung back, and a moment later, the defense tower opened up, spewing hot plasma into the sky above Corsera.

“Back up,” he commanded. “Fall back and regroup.”

The mates obeyed, but Victor came back around and chose that moment to dive forward, and he pounded the retreating ships with bolts. He and Kit took a couple apiece.

“My shields are almost out,” Kit reported. “I can’t afford to take a hit from the defense tower.”

“Neither can we,” Ike agreed.

Dante shook his head, overwhelmed by emotion. They couldn’t do it. There wasn’t enough firepower between them to stop Victor from taking Corsera.

“Form up with the monks away from the battle and out of range of the tower,” Taron suggested, his voice seeming to come from somewhere else as Dante watched Victor fly toward Corsera. Bolts crackled across shields and a ship exploded to starboard, the fireball streaking across the empty band of space.

“We have to retreat,” Dante directed, voice not sounding like his own. The noises and sights of battle were muted. “We need to find somewhere safe to go.”

Everything that followed happened slowly. No one got away fast or seemed to want to respond to what was happening.

They’d lost. It had been the most important battle of his entire life, and they’d lost.

“Dante?” Ike’s voice cut through Dante’s thoughts as tears threaten to fall.

“What?” he asked, not sure what was going on anymore.

“The Corsera contingent is disengaging, and many have flown back to the planet. What are we going to do about the ships that can’t fly?”

“Tether them. We won’t leave anyone behind.”

“Aye, boss. We’ll make sure everyone’s together.”

Dante nodded, and his companions made sure his orders were carried out while he sat in his chair and kept his ship from flying somewhere stupid.

Victor hung in his ship, surveying the field. Did he expect more resistance, or did he know it was pretty much over?

It took time for his people to get the dead ships rigged up, but they were tethered between others. The monks nestled into the middle of the giant fleet.

Everyone looked to him to find them a place to go. Somewhere else they could call home.

Ephren was the nearest hub, but something about that cold moon made Dante want to throw up. He couldn’t go there. They’d never accept him at the level he’d held on Corsera, not without the colony under his control.

“Where to, Captain?” Taron asked. “Shall I put in a course for Ephren?”

“No,” Dante replied, wondering how spacious the new pirate haven was. Ryder had mentioned having a safe place nearby, and a few days earlier, they’d come across him in a distant area of the sector. Did he have a base there, and if so, was it big enough?

Pulling up the star map, Dante marked where he thought he’d find Ryder. “Here. Tell everyone who wants sanctuary to follow me here.”

Ike and Taron simply carried out his orders, leaving him alone with his thoughts. Dante looked at Victor’s ship one last time.

I swear I’m going to come back for this planet, and I’m going to take it. I’ll treat the crew fairly even if they’ve helped you. Never again will I allow anyone to feel like they’ve worked for something, only to have it torn from them by another person’s greed.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


When the command came through to move out, Kit considered disobeying. This wasn’t right. After everything Dante and the others had been through to claim Corsera and turn it into an official colony? After everything she’d sacrificed to keep it functioning, how could they leave?

But when Dante flew away, Kit couldn’t leave his side either. As much as she hurt, he hurt worse.

“What now?” Sky asked. “Most of the ships can’t make it to Ephren. We were in space for a long time before the battle.”

“Dante’ll know. I don’t think we’re heading for Ephren anyway.”

“Then where?”

Rin patted Sky’s hand.

“Somewhere we need to go. I’m sure Dante knows where he’s taking us.”

Kit just nodded, not trusting herself to speak. Tears threatened to fall, but after being strong in front of her mates for so long, she managed to force her tears back again. She focused on flying and keeping her ship steady.

As the first kellian slipped by, no one spoke. The monks just followed them. Then another kellian was gone.

Kit had never been homeless. She’d felt like she needed a change, or she hadn’t found a place she belonged, but she’d never been homeless. There was always somewhere she could go. Now she was following Dante, not sure where he was going or what would happen. She’d keep following him.

Before a third kellian disappeared, the monks stopped. Kit pulled up and hailed the Cuttlefish.

“We’ve got a problem with one of our engines. Please bear with us,” Fendal replied before she could ask what was happening. Kit frowned but passed the message to Dante. Within another minute, the whole fleet was stationary, everyone waiting for the monks to respond again.

Kit was standing by the viewport when a ship exploded, the life pods jettisoning a second before.

The Drelmar ships rushed to pick up the pods, not allowing any of them to drift in space for long. Kit brought her ship up and over to catch a pod as it came toward her, using the grapple and some very precise targeting from Rin to bring it into the airlock. Leaving Sky to watch the helm, She and Rin rushed to the airlock to bring the pod inside and open it.

A scared-looking young monk sat up as soon as he could.

“It’s all right. You’re safe,” Kit assured him, then helped him up and out. He wobbled before gaining his feet. “I’m Kit.”

“You’re K-kit?” he asked, stammering her name. She nodded.

“I imagined someone...someone more...”

Kit raised her eyebrows as Rin grinned, but no one helped the monk find the words he was looking for.

“After all that fancy flying, and shooting, I imagined someone...older.”

“Older?” she asked, confused.

“With more experience,” Rin translated, handing the monk a blanket and ushering him toward the control room. As soon as Sky saw them, she sighed, relieved their rescued monk was okay.

Kit relayed his name to the other monks so they’d know he was safe and brought her ship back to Dante’s side.

“I’m sorry to say it, but that ship was our main cargo hauler,” Fendal told her. “We’re all very low on fuel, oxygen, food, water, and, well, pretty much everything else we need.”

“Right. Would a quick walk over with some basics help?”

“It would, but we might need to evacuate two of our ships. Their life support systems are failing.”

“Understood. We’ll do some spacewalks and take on your mates if you’re willing to move to ships that aren’t your own.”

“Temporarily, we are.”

Kit exhaled and commanded her small fleet to suit up. They’d each paired up with a Drelmar ship, so they could help the fastest.

The ships nearest her were being taken care of when she got a hail from Dante.

“What is it, Captain?” she asked, using his official title.

“Have you got enough spare fuel to hand some out? Some of our mates are low on fuel as well.”

“Aye, but I can’t walk it out. I don’t have a spacesuit.”

“You don’t?” Dante demanded.

“No. I... My spare...” Kit’s voice trailed off. She couldn’t explain without saying far more than she wanted to over a public channel.

“It’s okay. It happens,” Taron replied. The comm was silent for a moment. With Sky and Rin looking at her, Kit waited for confirmation.

“We’re going to dock with you,” Dante sent. “Prepare for airlock use.”

“Roger that,” Kit replied, not sure what Dante was playing at but willing to obey any order he gave right now. If Sky, Rin, or their guest thought this was strange, none of them said anything.

Ten minutes later, Dante stood before her, holding out a brand-new suit in her size. Sky and Rin kept an eye on the rest of the fleet.

“I picked this up while I was at the hub. It was made to the same measurements as your last one, so I hope you didn’t lose any weight.”

Kit shook her head, choking up at the thoughtful gesture. As she took it from him, a tear fell down her cheek, but she didn’t look away. She wouldn’t hide how she felt from him.

“Thank you,” she said once she was sure her voice wouldn’t fail her. “I’m—”

“Don’t say it,” he interrupted. She thought she saw tears in his eyes as well.

“Captain?” Sky called. “We’re being hailed, and I think it’s for you.”

Dante nodded, all signs of emotion gone.

“Dante? Is that you, mate?” Ryder asked, his tone an interesting mix of puzzled and jovial.

“Aye. Got a favor to ask.”

“You all need a place to stay for the night?”

“How did you know?”

“My people keep an eye on yours, and anyone within three kellians could hardly fail to notice the fighting. I take it things didn’t go so well?”

“Not entirely,” Dante replied.

Kit pulled on the new suit, noting that a shield had been built into it. It was an upgrade from her previous version.

“So, will you have us?”

“Aye. There are quite a few people here who’d love to have you come stay for a night or two. If you don’t snore too badly, you can stay a little longer.”

“Duly noted,” Dante replied.

Ryder sent the coordinates for the new base.

“Come with me, Kit,” Dante requested as he headed back to his ship. She considered refusing, not wanting to leave Kitter, but she nodded.

When they stepped into his ship, Taron and Ike nodded to acknowledge her presence. Dante sat in the pilot’s seat. Kit slipped into the seat to his right, read the particle flow display, and started working out what would be best for them going forward.

It quickly became clear that there had been modifications and upgrades made to this ship, but nothing that wasn’t intuitive to use. Ike listed other mods from the engineer’s seat.

Kit’s job was mostly superfluous since they headed to the coordinates at a gentle pace, no one speaking.

A planet with a habitat-based settlement on its surface came into view. This was their destination, and the hangar bay doors opened for them when they were still a little way off.

Kit gaped as Dante brought them in and landed. It looked like Corsera, only smaller. Ryder stood at one edge of the dock and watched them land, then waited as they gathered their belongings and prepared to disembark.

“You sure that guy won’t steal those monks’ most prized possessions while we’re all sleeping?” Ike asked.

“Aye. He’s given me his word.”

Kit wondered if that was enough, but they didn’t have many options. She was only thinking that way because of what Victor had just done.

Dante strode out of the ship and headed toward Ryder. Kit had to run to keep up.

“Kit! Been a while. Sorry about leaving you high and dry that first time.”

“No harm done,” she replied. “Looks like you’re making up for it now.”

“In all honesty, my mates wouldn’t let me do anything else. They’re all people who were used in the making of Corsera and then cut loose or had to escape with their lives. You freed most of them when you handed back those envelopes.”

“We did?” Dante asked, glancing at Taron.

“Aye. You asked me to deal with them for you when stuff on Corsera got crazy-busy, but you never said how. I made sure they got back to the people who needed them most as I thought you’d have done,” Taron stated matter-of-factly. Kit could see the light in his eyes, and even Dante smiled.

Ryder chuckled. “However they got back, it means Varun can’t use them anymore. Come on; I’ll give you the tour.”

While the Aerie ships landed and the crews gathered what was left of their belongings, Kit, Dante, Taron, and several others followed Ryder.

Kit was grateful to find a friend, to be with friends, and to know more friends were on their way.


EPILOGUE


Unable to sleep, Kit got out of bed and made her way to the small common room. She was fixing herself a drink when Dante came out, so she made him one as well.

While she brewed the coffee, he sat on a low sofa. She parked herself beside him and leaned back. Above them, the stars shone through the habitat’s window. Neither of them spoke.

“Thank you,” she finally said, thinking about Darq and everything that had happened. She’d expected to be afraid, but right now, she wasn’t. “But the next time you go after him, I’m coming too.”

“Are you...” Dante’s voice trailed off as he looked at her. She was sure, so he nodded.

“I hope it’s not why you’re still up,” he continued. Shaking her head, Kit sighed.

“No. I was thinking about Victor and Garrus. I almost hit him just before everything went wrong. He was saying stupid things, and I rose to the bait.”

“He probably deserved it,” Dante replied. “Son of a croc should have gone with you, but he was thinking as he always did—with his pants.”

“Yeah, learned that the hard way. But he’s gone now. I just...” Kit went silent, wary of upsetting Dante.

“We’ll get it back,” he ground out. “We’ll have to rebuild. Probably persuade the council to lend us guards and ships. But whatever it takes and however long it does, we’ll get it back.”

Before he finished speaking, Taron and Eve appeared. They slid onto the other sofa, still arm in arm. Behind them came Ike and Sky, then Lexi, Rin, and several others until the common room was full, everyone looking at the stars and drinking a warm beverage.

It was almost perfect. They could almost forget their mates had turned on them and they were on the wrong planet.

“We’ll get it back,” Dante repeated.
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CHAPTER ONE


Taking a deep breath, Kit tried to will her feet forward. The corridor she stood in was ordinary, like any other corridor on the sector hub. It shouldn't have held any fear for her, but fear wasn't logical.

With sweating palms, Kit managed to get her body moving, walking nearer the door to one end.

Number thirty-eight.

It was just like number thirty-seven or thirty-nine, with one exception—the woman who lived there.

She and Kit had been through something similar, and Kit needed to know something this woman knew. However, there was no way to predict how she'd react to Kit's presence.

Reaching the door, Kit stopped. Her body shook, the bag on her shoulder vibrating along with her. She was terrified, but she raised her hand anyway and knocked on the door. She'd been grateful that the corridor was empty, which gave her time to decide if she was going to do this.

There was no answer, and the silence that followed her knock was loud in its own way. It lingered, taunting her, and anxiety tightened her stomach until it hurt.

Should she knock again? If the woman was anything like her, it was possible she was in and had heard the knock, but she didn't want to answer the door when she wasn't expecting anyone. Possibly, letting someone in was now so hard that it required several minutes of mental preparation.

Hoping the other woman was there and just needed time to be brave, Kit’s mouth opened.

“Hi. I don't mean any harm,” Kit called loudly enough to penetrate the door. “I'm from the Xeartais crew. I think I can help you with something. I…” Her voice cut out. She was not sure how to explain and didn’t want to yell in any case.

Before Kit could walk away or pluck up the courage to call and knock again, she heard the sound of someone releasing a chain-based lock, then another. After a third metallic noise rang out, the door opened a fraction, secured by a single chain. The woman who looked at her was the spitting image of Kit—slender, long black hair, and large eyes.

“Hi,” Kit began. “I know you might not want to talk to me or anyone about...him, but I was found by a strange ship last month. He lured me onto it, and I saw some things he'd stolen. Trophies almost, each one laid out neatly. Each had a name plaque...”

The woman's eyes grew wider as Kit spoke. She shook her head and went to close the door, but Kit put her hand in the way.

“The name tag said Breanna,” Kit continued. “Breanna Misskito.”

Her words stayed the attempt to close the door as the woman looked at Kit in shock. Eventually she nodded, but she pushed the door toward Kit and gave her no choice but to step away. Disappointment engulfed her, but then she heard a rattle as Breanna unlocked the security chain and opened the door again.

“Come in,” the young woman invited. “No one else has known that detail. Only he knew that was what I called myself.”

The woman let Kit step in, then led her to a small sitting room. They chose chairs close to the other but not too close, both sitting forward like they couldn't relax.

“When did he trap you?” the woman asked.

“Less than a day later,” Kit replied, trying not to think about how it’d actually happened, but tears stung her eyes anyway, a look mirrored on the face of the woman next to her. Neither of them needed to say anymore.

“Why have you come to visit me? Are you asking if it gets easier?”

Kit shook her head. Easier wasn't what she was hoping for.

“I want to find him. To make him pay,” Kit said. “I want to get us justice.”

The absence of a response was both comforting and painful. Neither spoke while they studied each other. Eventually, Breanna nodded.

“What do you need to know?” she asked, her voice mostly calm but with a determined oomph to it that hadn’t been there before.

“How it started. Where he came from, and what he did when it was over.” Kit tried not to think about her ordeal and thought instead about the lessons Aneurin had been giving her. Sword-fighting lessons every day, sometimes for hours. He didn't know why, but she turned up and learned what she could.

Over the next hour, Breanna talked, and Kit listened. Now and then, she asked a question, but having shared an experience helped them feel at ease with each other.

As soon as Kit had all the information that might help, she got to her feet. She felt wrung out and numb. She'd spent weeks trying not to think about what had happened, not letting anyone know since she'd told the Aerie mates in charge.

The woman in front of her had become a local legend, everyone knowing what had happened to her, everyone knowing her name. She'd told her story many times before, but Kit didn't think she'd just heard the same version.

And that was why Kit had come. She had to hear the raw version with the details only the two of them would understand. With the little decisions they'd made that they had second-guessed a thousand times while lying awake at night. And to hear what he'd done. What experiences had been the same. What he always did, and what she could be sure he would do again.

“What makes you so sure you can get us justice?” Breanna asked. “No one else thinks they can.”

Kit cocked her head to the side, not sure how to put it.

“Because he almost didn't win with me. I only made one wrong move,” she said eventually, no emotion in her voice whatsoever. She'd promised herself she'd never make that mistake again, and it was a promise she intended to keep.

“Thank you,” Breanna said. “Everyone else who has come here to hear my story has told me how sorry they are, but they've not been. Not really. They feel uncomfortable, and they think it's awful, but they feel no guilt. They didn't know how to stop it, even if they wanted to. You're the first to tell me you intend to do something about it.”

“Someone has to,” Kit replied, repeating a phrase she'd once heard Dante say when asked why he worked so hard to fight injustice. Neither of them said another word. There wasn't anything else to say.

After giving Breanna a nod, Kit left, breathing easier the second she was outside in the corridor. Leaving took a lot less time than arriving, her feet no longer feeling like lead, even if her emotions still felt heavy.

She dropped by the stall she'd passed on the way there, picking up the shield cell that had been recharging and letting the stall owner swipe her credit chip. It wasn't particularly expensive, as the run over had been good, but it was more credits than Kit truly wanted to spare, not that she'd tell anyone. None of the others would understand her lack of funds.

As she passed the next stall, she considered her options, then changed direction. She had not been on the station for long, and she’d need more credits if she was going to survive.

Pushing thoughts of alternative solutions from her head, Kit made a beeline for a trader she knew would cut her a good deal.

“Heya, Jinto,” she said, stopping at a stall brimming with objects. A pawn shop?

“Kit! Long time no see, sister,” the portly man replied, grinning at her and coming over.

“Not a sister anymore,” Kit replied. “But always fond of them and proud to call them friends.”

“Aye, thought you might move on. You look good. The new uniform suits you better.” The man grinned, still giving her his full attention. Before the silence could get awkward, she reached into a jacket pocket and pulled out the contents, a beautifully crafted necklace. It had been a gift, one she wanted no reminder of anymore. From Garrus, only a few days after she'd won the bid for him in a money-raising auction.

“What can you give me for this?” she asked, holding it out. He touched it gently, raising the gems so he could see them before letting out a low whistle.

“I'm not sure I'm the right man to be selling an item like this to,” he said a moment later.

“Maybe not, but I like you, and I know you'll tell me fair even if you won't buy it.”

The guy looked at her, studying her as much as he had the necklace.

“I'm not normally one to pry into the lives of others, but this can't have been something you pilfered off a pirate without it being part of a set. Surely it must have some sentimental value to you?”

Kit hadn't intended to tell the merchant where the necklace had come from, knowing he'd understand if she told him it was a closed subject, but something about the gentle way he asked and how she was feeling made her consider an answer.

“It was a gift, but the reminder it represents isn't a pleasant one. I'd like it to go to someone who can appreciate it for what it is.”

The merchant frowned and took it from her, lifting it so he could see it better in the light.

“It's worth a fair bit. Whoever gave the necklace to you had some credits to spare. I'm not sure I can tie up as many credits as I'd like to offer for it.”

“What can you offer?” Kit asked, tired and wanting to go home. Whatever it was, she planned to accept it; that was why she'd come to him.

“Two thousand credits is the most I could tie up in one item. It's worth three, but I just haven't got it.”

“Done,” Kit said, holding out her credit chip for him to make the transfer. He raised his eyebrows, but it was a good deal for him, and even he wasn't fool enough to turn it down on principle. Within a few more seconds, the necklace was his, and she had enough credits to see her through a few more weeks.

“He must have really let you down,” Jinto said as he found a place to put it on the stall, somewhere no one could reach it except him but still have it visible for passersby.

Kit nodded, thinking about Garrus. “He's scum of the worst kind. Didn't have my back when I needed him and then betrayed the crew.”

“Oof. I hope the next one treats you better, Kit.”

She nodded, thanked him, and hurried off, emotion welling up. She just wanted to get to the base and relax with the few people she knew she could trust.

Despite her slight delay to trade, Kit reached Sky Hook first, grateful her friend had given her the code to unlock the ship and go inside. Leaving the cargo hatch ajar so Sky would know she was there, Kit went to put the shield cell back into the ship and check that the systems were happy.

By the time she'd finished, Sky had come in, lugging a heavy crate into the cargo bay. Kit hurried over to help her, neither of them speaking until it was stowed.

“Good to go?” Kit asked, eager to get out of the hub before anyone else spotted her or came to find her to chat.

“Aye, if you are. Should have enough fuel and bolts to make the run home.” Sky walked with her to the control room, then hesitated.

“You can fly,” Kit said. “I'm tired.”

Sky looked at her, but Kit slipped into the nearby seat, already running through systems checks on the particle flow and the repair bots and avoided her gaze.

“All right, if you really don't want to.”

Kit knew it wasn't like her, but she just couldn’t bring herself to do it. Not from here. It was hard enough making the run from Ryder's base to Ephren, a task she'd avoided since the Xeartais had been staying there.

The room fell into a comfortable silence, broken only by the two women checking the systems while they waited for their designated time slot to take off and leave the hub. Thankfully, at this time of morning it was quiet, and within ten minutes, they were heading out through the large hangar bay doors.

It was strange to leave the sector hub. The very first time she'd flown out of there, she'd piloted a heap of junk and had very little clue what she was doing, with a waste of space for a second. It had been a nightmare run in some ways but phenomenal in others. It had opened her horizons. She was making the run again, but the excitement was gone.

And it was replaced with a weight in her stomach so large she felt almost constantly sick. Maybe Barien had been right. Maybe she should have stayed with the leaf sisters and traded on the sector hub. Maybe then none of this would have happened.

Didn't help Breanna, her mind pointed out. While Sky wasn't looking, Kit glanced her way. It also wouldn't have given her the few wonderful friends she had. No, even after everything that had gone wrong, Kit wouldn't be anywhere but with the Xeartais crew. They were family. Life was just crap sometimes.

While Kit was thinking about how awesome Dante, Sky, and the others had been to her lately, she forgot to pay attention to the radar. A moment later, the device pinged a warning. Kit's blood ran cold as she stared at it.

“Company,” Sky said, confirming her fears. Questions pounded in Kit's head, but her body froze. Where they pirates or other traders? Friends? Victor and his crew? Was the ship small? Was it him?

“Looks like pirates,” Sky added, breaking through Kit's fog. She unfroze just long enough to remember she was supposed to be controlling the engines and particle flow for Sky, but instead of doing just that, Kit stared at the controls, her mind drawing a blank on what to do next.

“Get me some speed, Kit!” Sky yanked the ship hard over instead, pulling away from the other vessel and toward the far starboard of the shipping lane. Kit still didn't move.

The nearby ship came closer, the scanners showing the ship information.

“Is that Old Harry?” Sky asked, looking at Kit, but Kit wasn't even sure where to look first. “Didn't you fight him before?”

Kit nodded, her brain and Sky's constant talking pulling her back to reality, but everything felt far off, and her hands were shaking. She grabbed the controls as she looked for something to do.

“You should take the helm. We can kick his butt.”

“No. I got lucky.”

“You want to run?” Sky almost sounded disappointed, but she was looking straight at Kit.

“Run,” she replied, the words enough to break her out of her trance finally and get her fingers flying over the controls. Within a second, Sky had the speed she required to get away. Old Harry pursued them, bringing his ship over and aiming right for them, but Ike had modified Sky Hook after an experiment with his own craft, and it flew just a little faster than others in the same make and model.

Grinning, Sky slowly pulled away until Old Harry gave up, turning away to find easier prey.

Kit didn't relax until the ship was off the screen.

“Shame,” Sky said. “It's been ages since we've had a good dogfight, and you're so good at them.”

Kit just nodded. She had not been in a fight since they'd lost Corsera, but that wasn't the fight that came to mind. Every time she thought about flying, one event came flooding into her head. The clang when he'd grappled her and the feel of his seat when she'd been pressed into it, right before she'd woken up.

But Sky didn't know. It was clear she suspected, however. The look on her face as she studied Kit said it all.

Kit looked away. She had to return to the base.


CHAPTER TWO


As Dante strode up the steps to the council building, he tried not to think about what might happen next. Worrying about it wouldn't help him. The guards at the door weren't familiar, and for once, Dante was glad. He didn't need someone else witnessing his plight. He needed to get this done and see the universe put back right.

As soon as he passed into the lobby, the butler appeared.

“Hello, Captain Zullo,” he said before Dante could speak. Both of them paused, the look in the butler's eyes full of an understanding Dante hadn't expected. “I thought I'd be seeing you soon.”

“Aye. Well, hopefully, the council did as well,” he replied, not sure if the butler was being friendly or perhaps knew what the council would say already.

“I don't think so. They don't look too deeply into the troubles of others unless they have to or it has an impact on their feelings. They don't mean to be that way, of course, but they spend all day every day in the same building. They've forgotten what it's like out there.”

Dante nodded, not sure he wanted to get into some philosophical discussion about the flaws of governance but equally wary about hurrying the man. He hoped two of the councilors hadn't entirely forgotten Corsera. At least, it had seemed that way when they'd visited the colony and helped him get the approval he needed.

Eventually, the butler motioned for Dante to follow and led the way down now-familiar corridors until he came to the chamber door. Dante hung back, letting the butler go through his little routine of opening the door, stepping into view of the council, and coughing to get their attention.

“Captain Dante Zullo of the Xeartais and leader of the Aerie here to make his petition of the council,” the butler said, his voice softer, more respect in it than either of the last few times he'd announced Dante. It helped settle Dante’s nerves. Finding an unexpected ally was always a boost to a person's confidence, and Dante needed it.

It had felt huge to come into the council chambers the first time, but this was bigger—far bigger. Because it was just credits and justice for the masses last time. This time it's your home and everything you've ever fought for. Your mates and your pride.

“Show the man in,” Councilor Trent said. “It's been a dull week, and the good captain always brings us something to liven up the day. Let's hear his latest ideas and schemes.”

“Yes, I am curious too. Such strange actions. I have more than one question for him,” Councilor Argen added.

Dante raised his eyebrows. Did the councilor know something he didn't or had the news reached them already? He had questions, but as Benton moved out of his way and let him through, he tried to keep the emotion and fear off his face. He had to handle this the right way. What he was asking them wasn't likely to raise him in their estimation.

Moving to the center spot, Dante bowed and then looked over the councilors before him. Trent sat near Harper, an open document and a bowl of fresh fruit before them. Grapes. Dante's eyes fixed on them.

Only one place grew grapes in this sector—Corsera. Had they come from Victor, or had they been bought in a trade?

“Good morning, councilors. I hope I find you all well.” Dante paused, half expecting one of them to tell him to get on with it, but he couldn't speak, his tongue frozen in his mouth. Clasping his hands behind his back so they couldn't see him wring them, he opened his mouth and tried to force his mind to proceed.

“I don't know what you'll have heard, but just over a week ago, Corsera was overrun and taken by an attack from within while I was providing aid to others in need.”

“Hold on a second,” Councilor Harper protested, shocked. “This is news indeed. It was our understanding Corsera was safe in the hands of your former first mate.”

“No,” Dante said, his stomach churning. Victor had spoken to them already, but what had he said? “My first mate led the attack.”

“I don't think I understand,” Councilor Trent added, picking up his glasses and the datapad near him. He then tapped for a few seconds. “Only five days ago, the council was asked to approve the passing of governorship of Corsera to a Victor Marlowe. It has both your ID signatures on it and came from Corsera directly.”

“I didn't sign that,” Dante said, almost growling the last word through gritted teeth. He strode forward and held out his hand for the datapad. Mouth hanging open, the councilor handed it over. The screen confirmed the councilor’s words and one more thing. They'd approved it unanimously. Victor was officially the governor of Corsera.

“I'm no clearer on this matter,” Councilor Harper added, taking the datapad before Dante could hurl it at the wall. Dante walked away a few steps, anger tensing every muscle in his body and stopping him from speaking. He wanted to yell his rage to the stars. Victor had laid his plans carefully and acted so quickly and efficiently it was clear he'd been planning it for some time.

But most of Dante's anger wasn't directed at Victor. It was at himself. He'd seen some of the warning signs. Put it down to a disagreement even though they'd talked about it and resolved most of it, but instead of reaching a conclusion that was acceptable to everyone, it had only been Victor nodding and agreeing while pretending. He'd been rebelling in his heart and eventually out in the open.

Of course, right after the mutiny, Victor had let some of them collect their belongings, including the ships they’d left behind, but they’d only been allowed in supervised and a few at a time. Dante not at all. Had the others known Victor was officially in charge?

“Captain Zullo, we must understand this. Please, compose yourself and tell us everything that has happened. We insist on the cold, hard truth. It appears we have been misled, and we are not accustomed to such behavior. Not even out here in the fringe.”

Dante wanted to turn around and thump the man who'd spoken. It wasn't a councilor he remembered, but that didn't matter. They'd approved the transfer to Victor without even questioning it. How could they? Taking deep breaths, he fought to calm himself down. He had to stay calm and choose his words carefully. It would be harder than ever to persuade them to help. In that sense, Victor had won another victory.

As soon as he thought he could remain calm and explain, Dante turned.

“I'm sorry, councilors. Please understand that this is a difficult subject for me. Corsera was my home and that of mates dear to me, and you've just informed me some trickery has removed it from my power, even if only temporarily. I will do my best to remain calm. It was not your doing, and you were unaware of the true meaning of his request. If you'll listen, I will do my best to explain.”

A few nods from the elderly councilors, more than one of them sitting back as if to get comfortable, was all Dante needed to continue. He paused to think of the best place to start before launching into a description of the monks who had come asking for assistance and the difference in opinion on whether to render it. Dante had wanted to allow them to stay until they could find themselves a new home, protecting them and their artifacts.

Victor had wanted to make them pay, make them give up one of the more valuable artifacts they carried to cover the cost of housing them, and Dante had never been the person to put profit before valor. They'd been hounded by pirates and fortune-hunters for weeks. They required aid.

The councilors seemed to be sympathetic to his viewpoint, nodding as he spoke of how moved he had been. Then he launched into the description of what happened next.

“Pirates came looking for them, so I and several mates I trusted took to the skies to wage a defense until I could resolve the dispute. We were hard-pressed, but when it looked like we would win the fight, protect the entire religious order, and land again, my crew and flag barred the way to the dock and opened fire on us.”

Councilor Harper gasped and put her hand over her mouth.

“Already weary from battle and low on shields and plasma, we had no choice but to flee and take the monks with us. It's taken this long to repair and recharge and ensure the monks are safe before I could come here.”

“Well, I must say, that's more honorable than I'd have expected from a fringe captain. Do you have a religious affiliation?” Councilor Trent asked.

Dante shook his head but kept his mouth clamped over the remark he wanted to make over some religions being responsible for far more death than any other organization. He couldn't afford to offend anyone before him. This wasn't the time to state his opinions on the flaws of organized religion and deluded masses.

“I came here as quickly as I could without neglecting the safety of my crew, the alliance, and those I'd already promised to aid. I see my former first mate has acted even quicker. He has committed fraud of the highest order, pretending to have my authority to usurp my position. I wish to request the aid of Ephren and her security to retake control of Corsera and bring the lawbreaker in to answer for his crimes.”

There was a silence as Dante finished speaking, none of the councilors responding.

“How many still live on Corsera?” Councilor Trent asked a moment later.

“The remaining Aerie members who didn't leave with me. I don't expect all of them will fight us. Not everyone attacked when we left.”

“But you don't know for sure?” Councilor Trent stared at him, calling him out on his words. Dante gulped. It was an important point. He couldn't be sure.

In the last few days on Corsera, Dante had been so busy he hadn't even had time to check the full number of people within the Aerie. He had no idea exactly how many called the planet home, let alone how many would defend her. He did know fewer of them would have the courage to fight against official security than if he returned alone, however.

“Do you have the majority of the Aerie with you?” Councilor Argen asked when the silence got uncomfortable. “Surely, now that you've repaired your fleet, you can retake it?”

“I don't have the majority,” Dante replied. “Too many were caught on the ground, working or otherwise busy, when we rushed to defend the Drelmar ships. I have no idea if they have been treated kindly since then or if some await a rescue of their own.”

“I see. This is quite an interesting problem. As Councilor Trent mentioned, you do indeed bring a very different sort of petition to us than the usual, but I feel very mixed about the solution to your problem. Without having spoken to my fellows and heard their thoughts, I am uninclined to act without at least enough information to be sure of a victory.” Councilor Argen sat back, looking at the others to speak if they wished.

Dante tried not to react, gritting his teeth over the response he wanted to give.

“It's clear the current governor committed a crime. Fraud at the least since Captain Zullo clearly didn't wish the governance to transfer,” Councilor Harper added. “But we normally deal with this problem with fines, and in some cases by reassessing the information, so we will reopen the approval of the transfer. Victor will be made to pay for the deception.”

“With due respect, Councilor, that doesn't remove him from the position. Just makes it more expensive to have obtained it,” Dante retorted, struggling to keep his rising anger in check. They had to do more than fine Victor. Since the man was in control of Corsera, he could easily make money off it instead of making it fair for the citizens. He had a distillery, and with all the mates helping run his cargo and the workshop space used for his profit, he could be exploiting the entire alliance without them realizing.

“I'm aware, Captain Zullo, but as you've said, the majority of Corsera citizens either chose to help Victor take over or allowed it to happen. This suggests that were you to follow a democratic process as we encourage, you would have lost control of the planet in due time anyway. I understand you're an ambitious man with grand ideas to protect people, but if you don't go about it in a way that keeps the majority of your crew and alliance happy, it is not something we can help you with.”

“What can you help me with? Corsera is my planet, and it belongs to the Aerie to give a chance to those who need it. Victor will use it to make himself rich and take advantage of the labor of others.”

“If that was the only factor, fewer people would have supported him,” Councilor Trent retorted, also angry. “We are done here. I won't send our security into danger for this matter. It's unclear that you have the support of the people, and despite Victor Marlowe's fraudulent use of your signature, we have no proof he's doing anything wrong. If you wish our aid, you must give us a good reason to intervene. Your pride and ego are not enough.”

Dante opened his mouth to speak, but Trent held up his hand and made it clear he wasn't done speaking.

“But I admire you, Captain Zullo, and I approve of your goals. I think you had a wonderful vision for Corsera. If you do gain evidence that the majority would prefer you as governor and you were not complicit in a coup, I will back you.”

“Thank you, Councilor.” Dante was not grateful, but an emotional outburst would damage his case.

“Really, Councilor Trent,” Argen said. “I think you're being sentimental. It's clear this man before us can talk about his ideas but cannot implement them. Good men and women don't risk their lives for no reason. I'm sure Victor Marlowe had a reason for wishing to take Corsera from him, and he is not here to state his case. I insist upon hearing Marlowe’s thoughts before I will issue any support in either direction.”

“Are you calling me a liar, Councilor Argen?” Dante asked, his words clipped and his fists clenched. “I was given no good reason for a coup. Merely my first mate's desire to profit further from the planet, which clashed with my desire to share it with those in need.”

“This is your opinion on what caused the rift,” the councilor replied, not budging. “I am sure Victor Marlowe would say otherwise. These issues are never one-sided.”

Dante flipped, the anger so hot inside him he couldn't contain it any longer.

“How dare you,” he yelled. “I must insist on my honor that you answer for such a slight.”

Dante drew his sword, intending to issue a challenge to the councilor, but the action provoked a response, and immediately several guards rushed in as the other councilors pulled back. The guards had their swords out and pointed at Dante. He lowered his weapon, but before he could calm the situation down, several guards mobbed him. They grabbed his arms, took his sword, and removed him from the room, pulling him swiftly out the door he'd entered through.

More than one of the councilors was escorted from the room at the same time, guards flanking them and guiding them to a small anteroom.

Dante wanted to call and apologize, but there was so much commotion that he never got a chance. Instead, he was escorted out of the building and down the steps. Only then was he given his sword.

“Captain Zullo,” the guard in charge said, “you are hereby banned from the council building for one year. You will be fined for aggressive misconduct, and you will have the chance in a year to make your case to be re-allowed admittance. The council will then decide if you may regain access. Until such time, if you have matters of importance, you may use a proxy to state your case on your behalf. Is that clear?”

Dante nodded and put his sword away. Without another word, the guards trotted inside, leaving him standing at the bottom of the steps.

“Frelling Enkoloth, we really screwed that one up,” Dante said to himself as he walked away. Although he still felt angry at the councilors’ response, it would have helped to keep his temper. Perhaps he'd have been able to gain proof that Victor had acted against the wishes of the majority, but there was no point. He wouldn't get any help, and Corsera would remain Victor's. The vote from their ships also weighed on Dante’s mind. So many had been on the planet that he’d told himself they must have been forced, but it was possible they hadn’t. That they had wanted him off Corsera.

Not enough of the mates had decided they wanted him in charge, and not enough had left with him. When he’d vowed to retake the planet, he’d counted on support from the local security forces as the official, legal governor of the planet. Now he had neither help nor title.


CHAPTER THREE


“Is that Catalpa?” Kit asked as Sky brought her ship into the Ephren docks. She pointed out of the starboard viewport to a ship they were flying over. Sky glanced that way a couple of times before bringing Sky Hook over a landing pad and beginning her descent.

“Looks like it. Didn't know it was ready for Dante to fly.”

“I guess so. It's definitely his ship,” Kit said as they landed, able to see it only a couple of pads away.

“Want to go find him while I check out what that glitch was?” she asked, calling up the repair bots to help her. Kit nodded and grabbed her bag, wondering if he'd done what he'd talked about and gone to see the council. Would they help? Everyone on Ryder's base wanted to know the answer.

She strode over to the ship to check he wasn't on board, but she couldn't see him, although the ship hadn't been there more than twenty minutes since the jets were still warm to the touch. There was only one place he'd have gone, so Kit took the most direct route to the council building, an imposing architecture in the middle of the hub large enough to be seen everywhere.

When she'd first arrived on Ephren, she'd used it to get her bearings since the building was visible from anywhere in the main dome. It took several minutes to walk toward it, but she wasn't there when she spotted her captain coming her way.

Stopping, she frowned. He looked grim, his fists clenched and his stride hard and fast. It was clear how the meeting had gone. He hadn't succeeded in getting help, but something had made him angry on top. A thousand questions buzzed in her head, but none of them came out of her mouth as he finally noticed her.

He walked right up to her, silent, his eyes searching her face.

“Looks like you need a drink,” she said, no idea what else to do to comfort him.

“Aye,” he replied. “A large one.”

She nodded, falling in beside him. There weren't any words, not really. His world had just been ripped apart, and his hope of getting it back was gone. All she could do was stick by his side and hope it was enough, as he'd done for her a week earlier.

“Didn't expect to see you,” he said as they neared the docks, his voice flat. “Thought you were avoiding flying for a bit.”

“I came with Sky. She wanted to head out, and no one else could go with her.”

“Wasn't easy, I imagine.”

“No, but I doubt it was any harder than what just happened to you,” Kit replied to change the subject.

“We shouldn't compare our devils. It's crap, whichever way you slice it. So, how about I buy you a drink?”

“Fantastic. We'll get drunk together,” she said, looking his way. He let out a laugh, the delight not reaching his eyes but softening his expression.

She wished she could whip up a new alliance and retake the planet for him there and then, but the thought of stepping onto her ship and even beginning to recruit, let alone teaching others how to make cargo runs, filled her with dread. How could she even consider helping when she couldn't do a run solo anymore and didn't know the first thing about running a planet?

These thoughts and more whirled about her head as they reached his ship. A little later, Sky hurried up. Kit shook her head at her friend before Sky could ask what the council had said. She looked crestfallen, her body deflating as she exhaled.

“Sorry,” Dante said, sighing as he did. “I couldn't get them to agree to help.”

“Morons, then,” Sky replied. “Victor had no right...”

“Aye, but I'll say more when the others are around. I don't fancy repeating it,” Dante said.

“No worries, boss. I'm going to fly back. The ship is being glitchy, so, Kit, why don't you ride with Dante? If you find me struggling, grapple me and take me along with you.”

“You sure you don't want me on board in case of trouble?” Kit asked although she was pretty sure Dante would need her.

“Nah, I'll be fine. You're not going to be far behind, are you?”

“Nope. We'll be right along,” Dante replied for her. “We'll keep an eye on your ship, make sure it gets back okay.”

Sky grinned and hurried off, leaving Kit standing there. Over time she'd grown more comfortable with Dante, but he still intimidated her sometimes, his extra years bringing him a wisdom she was often in awe of. However, she didn't know how to help him other than to be there.

Dante didn't say anything as he unlocked his ship and let her follow him aboard. She headed for the particle flow controls in much the same way she had on Sky's ship and sat herself down, already checking systems.

“We don’t have much fuel,” Dante said a moment later, “but we've got enough to get to Ryder's base.”

“Works for me. I don't want an eventful run anyway.”

“Full speed, then, Kit,” he said, sitting in the pilot's seat and requesting a departure time.

They had to wait several minutes for a response, and Sky was gone long before they were allocated a spot.

“Sorry about the wait,” the stationmaster said through the comm. “We've got reports of a strange ship out there. It has made some of the ships reluctant to leave. Should be clear now. It took off when Security turned up.”

“A strange ship?” Kit asked, the world spinning around her as she thought about the only strange ship she'd seen recently.

“Oh, a ship like a flying boat. Had more guns than normal and an interesting paint job. Not the first time we've seen it. Doesn't dock here.”

“Thanks,” Dante said on Kit’s behalf. Although he got the ship ready, he kept glancing her way until she was calm and wanted to roll her eyes at his concern.

“I'm sorry we didn't get him that day we went after him,” Dante said once they were flying into space.

“Not your fault,” Kit replied, remembering her anger when she'd heard about the attack they'd attempted and aware he'd guessed that was her fear. “You did your best, just like I did.”

“Aye. Our best wasn't good enough, but next time it will be.”

“I wouldn't have wanted you to beat him anyway,” Kit replied. “I think I'm going to need to do that myself. I want to stare him in the face as I best him.”

Despite her brave words, Kit didn't feel brave in the slightest. Facing Darq would be the hardest challenge, and that was even if she could find him. A whole week had passed without a sighting of him and his modified ship. Assuming you can even get behind the helm, her thoughts echoed in her head. She pushed them away. It was already clear she was scared; she didn't need reminding.

The journey to the base was quiet, Dante giving short answers to the questions Kit asked and not saying anything himself.

“Ryder said you tried to pay him,” Kit said when the base came into view.

“Aye,” Dante replied, his eyes locked on his map. “Not going to take advantage. Even if he is a pirate.”

Kit nodded, glad. That way, it was simple. Everyone got the same treatment unless they really needed an alternative.

“Give me a moment when we land, okay?” he said as the base loomed closer. It was the first thing he'd said about how he felt and what he might need since she'd seen him, so she nodded, eager to keep him opening up.

“Want me to gather everyone so you only have to say it once?” Kit asked, but he shook his head.

“I'll do it in my own time.” Dante flew them through the hangar doors on the small lunar base Ryder was using and found a place to land. Doing his best to touch down gently, he ignored Kit as long as she gave him particle flow, and then he shut down the systems. She closed her console and got up to go.

“Thank you,” he said before she could. “For understanding what I needed. I'm glad you were here.”

Kit paused, then reached out to pat his shoulder and left. It was up to him.

Several people watched as she left his ship, the questions in their eyes clear. So many wanted to know. Not far ahead of her was Sky, the mates trying to see what she knew. Unsure of what to do, Sky looked at Kit, and then they all turned to her.

But it wasn't Kit's place to tell, and she didn't intend to do something to make it harder on Dante. Instead, she tried to think of the words that would help.

“Do you know?” Aneurin asked. “Did Dante say what's going to happen next?”

Kit studied them, tense. Only when Taron, Eve, and Lexi appeared did she relax, looking at the crew leaders of the other two crews in the alliance. They knew how to handle this kind of situation.

“Come on, everyone! Let’s get some lunch. We'll know soon enough,” Taron said, ushering everyone away. He then stopped, only he and Kit outside. She sighed, no longer able to hide it.

“He's going to need our support,” she said. “He's not okay.”

“Dante knows how to handle disappointment and defeat. It's not him I'm worried about. You still won't fly.”

Kit bit down on her lip, not sure how to respond, but Taron didn't expect her to say anything, instead pulling her into an embrace in much the way a father would.

“You need to trust yourself. You can beat him with practice. Let Eve take you out tomorrow. She knows the perfect place to get your confidence back.” Kit nodded, tears stinging her eyes as he let her go.

“Everyone inside?” Dante asked from behind her, making her jump. Taron nodded and let her go.

“They're waiting to know their fate. Want me to tell them?”

Dante shook his head and motioned for the pair of them to go ahead. Kit slipped into the room, feeling very mixed about everything. It was nice to be out of the limelight and not have the focus, but she felt for Dante. Losing everything wasn't fair, but life didn't seem to care if it was fair or not.

All eyes went to Dante as he followed her inside, although far fewer faces looked at him than had been there the last time they had gathered. Many had been left behind on Corsera, but these mates meant more for what they'd done. All had put honor and respect for others above their selfish ambition or desire.

His face said it all. He didn't even try to hide it.

“Sorry, mates,” he said. “The council weren't impressed. There's a chance they'll help if we can get the right conditions to align, but I doubt they will, even if we make it happen. Best to assume we're on our own. Corsera belongs to Victor. He played his game well.”

“So, when do we take it back?” Lexi called from a chair near the front, her body straddling it the wrong way around, her arms across the top.

Dante didn't answer. His mouth opened, but no words came out. A moment later, he shook his head, like he wasn't sure they could. Murmurs began as others talked of possible reasons why he might not be pushing to retake the planet.

“Why don't we find a new home?” someone Kit couldn’t see called.

“Mine not good enough for you?” Ryder asked.

Dante fixed his eyes on the ex-pirate.

“We're grateful you've put us up, but this place isn't our home, not for the long term. It can't even be yours forever. Too dangerous, and Varun won't let you stay here without causing you problems,” Dante said, his words resigned.

“We’ll deal with Varun. Rebuild as we do. Maybe then we can retake Corsera if we're strong enough. If not, we’ll build this station up.”

Dante shook his head. “Don't you see? We failed. We tried to make life better in this area of the galaxy, but we couldn’t. We can't beat men like Varun when they pop up within us and tempt so many mates to think of themselves. No. I'm done. This isn't what I agreed to lead the alliance for.”

Before anyone could respond, Dante walked out, grabbing a large bottle of rum and heading for the hangar. A silence followed, then everyone began talking at once.

Taron got to his feet and waved the others down, asking for quiet.

“Dante is hurting. He's not thinking clearly. I think it's still fair to say we don't know what our future plan is. I do know Dante won't abandon you. He's captain to most of you. The man in charge for the rest of you. And he's helped so many of you. The other crew captains and I will liaise with him and come back to you with a plan for the future of the Aerie.”

His words seemed to help. Most of the mates returned to their food or conversations with the people closest to them. Kit didn't. Grabbing a sandwich and another bottle of rum, she headed to Taron.

“Still think he's going to be okay?” she asked, knowing she sounded angry. He looked at her like he was trying to stop himself from snapping at her.

“Aye,” he said eventually, sounding calm even if he wasn't. “I still think he'll find his way, but he's got a path to walk, just like the rest of us. He's picked himself up more than once. He has some experience. You, I see, are still looking for someone else to be angry at.”

Kit opened her mouth to yell a reply, but Taron's expression remained soft and kind, like he understood why she'd be angry, and it took her fire away.

She was angry. None of this was fair.

Of everyone in the Aerie, she shouldn't have been hit so hard. She'd just wanted a home and to make something of her life. To make a difference.

After giving Taron a brief nod, she tucked the rum under her arm and walked off. There was only one place she could think to go. She wove through the jumble of ships, the hidden base they were staying at so unsuited to so many ships that they weren't on proper landing pads. Spotting Catalpa, she noticed the cargo hatch wasn't fully closed.

It was an invitation of sorts, and Kit took it, slipping inside and making her way to the control room. Dante was sitting in the low light in the pilot's chair, his feet up on the control panel, the rum bottle in his hand emptier than before.

He barely glanced her way as she silently sat in the chair beside his and put her feet up as well. As soon as she was comfortable, she raised her rum bottle in his direction.

“To being frelled over by shit you couldn't control and didn’t see coming,” she toasted. He gave her a wry grin and chinked his bottle against hers, then each took a long swig.

The alcohol burned her throat on the way down, warmth seeping into a part of her that had felt cold and numb.

Maybe there was a path through the chaos, but for now, she didn't care.


CHAPTER FOUR


The world swam around Dante as he finished the rum in the bottle and let it slide to the deck. It caught the edge of Kit's discarded bottle before it stilled, drawing their attention.

“Rum's gone,” she said, the first thing either had said since they'd toasted.

“Probably for the best,” he replied, aware that his words didn't sound right but not caring.

“Want me to go get another?” she asked, pushing up as if to get out of the chair, but she slipped.

He shook his head, doubting she'd have been able to walk to fetch it even if they'd wanted another. Silence stretched, both of them sitting, comfortable, the night sky visible above them through the front viewport. A view of stars, the lights inside the control room switched off.

“I wouldn't blame you if you wanted to go join another crew,” Dante said. “Wouldn't blame any of you.”

“Frell that,” Kit replied without missing a beat. “Where the frell would I go? I've never belonged anywhere else. I was a lousy leaf sister. How does anyone do anything in that much dress?”

He laughed at the drunken way she mimed waddling around in the wide-skirted dresses they'd worn. She overcommitted and would have toppled out of her chair if he hadn't reached out and caught her.

As his hands touched the bare skin on her arms, he felt like something inside him had jolted, suddenly aware of how soft and warm she felt. Her eyes found his, reflecting the low light coming in from the windows. In the dark, he could only see the outline of her face and her wide eyes.

He let go, and the ache in his chest returned. She sighed and looked away, settling into her chair.

“Now what?” she asked, reminding him that silence had fallen. He wasn't sure for how long since his thoughts were wandering, unfocused, and his head buzzed.

“I'll go to Ephren,” he said, ignoring the relational element of the question. He didn't want to commit to anything, and he wouldn't take advantage of her drunken state. He’d had a lot to drink as well, but she was hurting, and he couldn't fix her. Not in his state.

He could feel her gaze return to him, but he didn't look at her. He didn't want to see into her soul.

“We've still got that workshop. Going to make some money. Let anyone in who wants to help and make sure Ephren doesn't get overrun by men like Varun.”

“Better than no plan,” she agreed.

“It's not a plan,” he replied. “Just no point wasting it. Going to keep busy.”

“I don't think Varun has given up,” Kit added a moment later, the fear evident in her voice.

“Aye, but I don't think I give a frell. If he comes knocking on my door I'll deal with him, but I can't right all the universe’s wrongs. I...”

More silence until he noticed Kit's breathing wasn't even. Her soft sobs reached him, but she was trying to keep them to herself. He looked her way, watching a tear track down her cheek, her gaze off in the distance, somewhere in the depths of her nightmares. When she realized he'd noticed, she quickly looked away and wiped her face.

He turned his attention away, feeling her embarrassment and desire not to be seen crying.

“Sorry,” she said. “Don't want to make this about me.”

“I can't help you, Kit,” he said. “I tried to get the—”

“I'm not asking you to,” she cut him off. “I'll find my way through, even if I don't know what that looks like yet. Just make me a promise.”

What?” he asked, immediately wary.

“Find your way through too. Don't stick here. In this crappy halfway place of feeling the pain of the things that were gone forever, but none of the joy of new lives made and new homes claimed.”

He raised his eyebrows, surprised by the depth of the request and the lack of any selfish conditions. The desire for him to find something that made him happy. Eventually, he nodded.

“I don't know how yet, but I'll try if you will.”

“I think we're just supposed to do our best each day,” she replied, her eyes shining with threatened tears. “Just wake up each day and try to do our best.”

“I can do that.”

“Once we're more sober,” she added, both of them chuckling together. A weight seemed to lift off, taking a little of the pain with it. His best, one day at a time. With people like Kit alongside him, he thought he could do that.

One way or another, they would find out.

Time continued to slip by, both of them eventually moving to the living area of the ship. Kit made them both a hot drink before she got up, kissed him on the cheek, and headed off to get some sleep on her ship.

It took all his restraint not to call her back. Instead, he sat, his cooling mug of coffee in his hands. Inside his chest, the ache grew. This wasn't how he'd pictured his life going. Was any of it worth it? He didn't know, but he'd just promised to try his best and find a way out of the darkness. He could have easily not. Right then and there, he could have easily pulled another bottle of rum out of the stash in a nearby secret compartment, but he didn't do that either.

Instead, he finished his coffee and went to bed. He'd figure out the next step in the morning. Just the next step and try not to think about the rest.
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With a pounding head and a dry mouth, Dante left Catalpa, blinking in the light the nearest star produced on the base. A moment later the light faded, probably the crew on the base getting their act together and getting the sun shields up and in the right position.

What damn fool decided having a base so close to a sun was a good idea? he thought, but he knew the answer. Someone who didn't want to be found. The base wasn't about comfort. It was about being hidden, and it wasn't supposed to be permanent for anyone.

He felt a pang of guilt when he saw the ragtag bunch of pirates, Aerie members, and others who were seeking refuge from Varun or the mutinous mates on Corsera.

“You look like you've seen better mornings,” a male voice said from his left. He winced as he turned his head too fast and made it throb in protest. Before him was the Drelmar monk who had come to him and Kit for sanctuary. They were equally in need of protection.

“Aye, but I think we all have to some degree,” he replied with no desire to hide his initial thought. He might be broken and an outcast, but he was by far not alone.

The monk nodded, smiling.

“We have faith that we'll get through this. We might not know the whole journey, but we'll get there. You have my wishes for a similar confidence to take up residence inside you.”

Dante nodded, ready to tell them thanks but no thanks, but then he spotted Kit carrying a crate onto Slippery Kitter, Eve not far behind her.

“I think I'm getting there,” he replied instead, thinking of the advice Kit had given him and the promise she'd demanded, as well as her tear-stained face.

“Hearing it makes my heart glad,” the monk said. A moment later, Kit, Eve, Taron, Lexi, and Ryder came up to him. He raised his eyebrows.

“What?” he asked.

“We're coming to Ephren with you,” Lexi said. “Some have left already, taken those ready to fly and those who will take a bit longer still. Figured the rest of us could follow with you whenever you're ready.”

He looked at them until he noticed that Kit was unable to meet his gaze. She'd clearly told them what he'd decided.

“You know, I was hoping for a peaceful life for a bit,” he said.

“No, you weren't,” Taron replied. “You'd be bored in a few hours.”

He opened his mouth to protest but laughed instead. The eager, amused faces around him made the whole thing funny. It seemed he couldn't get rid of the Xeartais or the Aerie even if he wanted to.

“All right. Looks like we're heading to Ephren, then.” The others whooped their delight at the plan and headed toward their ships. He noticed that Kit didn't get on the Kitter until Eve was at her side, however.

The only people who didn't head off were the Drelmar monk and Ryder.

“You're both welcome,” he said, only deciding then and there that it was true. “I could do with good people like you and your mates in my crew, Ryder. I'll stick by my promise to help out your order until you've found a good home, Fendal.”

“I think we'll both stick here a bit longer, although I appreciate the offer. The mates here aren't ready to face Varun, and he won't leave us in peace. We're too much of a problem to him and the way he operates,” Ryder said. The monk nodded.

But before anyone could do anything else, there was a whoosh as a ship flew over them, coming into the base hot, with very few places to land. It was scorched in several areas, smoking and making a dreadful noise.

Almost immediately after, a mate came running out of the small temporary stationmaster’s building.

“We're under attack,” he yelled. “All mates to defend.”

“Frell,” Ryder yelled as everyone rushed to the nearest ship that could accommodate them. Dante shouted for a gunner as he ran onto Catalpa. Taron appeared a moment later.

“Cargo hatch is shut. Get us up.”

Dante didn't need commanding as he started the engines and, without even checking most of the systems, got the ship up off the launchpad.

“Report,” he said into the comm, using his viewports to make sure he didn't crash into any of the other ships taking off. One of the quickest to respond, however, he was soon above the worst of the chaos and flying out into space. More ships were out there, fighting or fleeing.

Dante dodged two more damaged ships as they returned to base, clearly looking for refuge, recognizing the name Sky Hook on the side of one.

Frell, he thought when he saw who was chasing her. The Flying Finman.

“Guns?” he said, hoping to return fire on the pursuing ship with a fresh emblem painted on the side.

“Victor,” Taron growled.

Dante opened his mouth to request weapons as they flew past the attacker. Taron opened fire rather than responding, scoring two hits, before Dante was forced to dodge and weave incoming fire from more new ships with the same logo on the side. He didn't recognize many of the ships’ names, but it was clearly the ex-Aerie mates from Corsera.

As Garrus' ship loomed in front of him, Dante snarled.

“Get that idiot's ship,” Dante said, hoping they had warm guns by now. Taron obliged, but whoever was piloting Garrus' vessel while the man was on weapons dodged and took out none of them.

“I want to know what's happening,” Dante said into the comm.

“We were attacked, Captain,” Sky replied. “Double whammy. Varun's pirates. Managed to fend off most of those, but it left us weak, and no sooner had we made them turn tail than this bunch swept in. They'd formed a line between Ephren and us while we were fighting off the pirates. Forced us back here.”

“Understood,” Dante replied. Catalpa took several hits, overcome by the sheer number of ships.

“Cold,” Taron added. “Bring us toward the base. We need to protect it until more ships can get up here.”

“Trying,” Dante replied, taking another hit as he turned. “They're not making it easy.”

He could see the base as Victor's ship, the Flying Finman, came toward them, several Aerie ships hot on his tail, including Kit, Lexi, and Ike's modified ship.

Better, he thought, but it still wasn't enough. Not long after that, however, Ryder took to the skies, several of his pirates with him, and then the monks lifted off. A wave of ships came up in front of Dante, giving him a fleet to lead.

Victor flew off to one side, avoiding engaging with Dante before also coming round to form up with his mates. After a moment’s pause to get a good count of the ships and realize they were fairly evenly matched, Dante hailed him.

“If you were planning on dropping in for a chat and a drink, you could have left the armada behind,” Dante said, trying to sound more casual than he felt.

Victor laughed.

“Not like you to hide out in a hell-hole like this,” Victor said a moment later. “Fitting, I suppose. Wondered where you'd scurried off to.”

“Well, now you know. And if you don't mind, we've got business to attend to. I suggest you take your mates and go to your stolen planet.”

“Stolen? Ours by right, mate! Ours by right. I'm here for a reason and a warning. You should not have gone to the Ephren council and reported me, Dante. You cost me and the alliance. We won't forget it.”

“You took something that belonged to me, Victor, and I won't forget it.” Dante’s anger grew, daring him to command his fleet to attack, but he knew it was too close a fight. People would die. He couldn't let it happen.

“Get over it, Dante. The people wanted me in charge. I'd invite you back if I thought you could accept that. Let you at least live in the home you tried to help create. I think we both know you won't accept my rule, not even if that's what everyone around you wants.”

“I shouldn't need to, Victor. You should have talked to me about your issues,” he replied, his fingers aching from gripping the armrest so tightly. “And as for the fine the council inflicted on you? You don't like it? You shouldn't have broken the law.”

Victor growled and killed the channel.

“Brace yourselves,” Dante warned his fleet, expecting the attack to come, but he saw more ships flying up from the base below, the rest of the monks and some more of the pirates joining them, and Victor and his fleet turned instead. It wasn't enough extra ships to ensure Dante would win the day if they fought, but it was too much of a risk for Victor to take, and he clearly no longer felt quite so ready to threaten.

“We'll be hunting your ships from now on, Dante. Until we've earned what you cost us, even if we have to take it from the cargo of the Aerie ship by ship.” Victor's words rang through every ship in range. “If anyone gets sick of it, they're welcome to pledge their allegiance to my new alliance, the Elysium.”

His brain was so overwhelmed by anger that he couldn't speak.

“We should get the mates safe,” Taron said, breaking through the anger-induced fog. “And Ryder’s base isn't the right place anymore.”

“To Ephren,” Dante replied before opening the comm and repeating the words. “And we’ll tow those who need it. Most vulnerable in the middle of the fleet.”

There was a chorus of dejected affirmation, but instead of being more downhearted, Dante felt resolve. He was not going to let scum like Victor take the toll for his actions out on the Aerie, at least not without making him regret it.

“We're going to deal with Varun,” he announced, noticing Taron was grinning at him. “And then we're going to get Corsera back.”


CHAPTER FIVE


Gripping the edges of the chair, Kit tried not to panic. Before her were more ships than she could remember seeing in a single area. More than had been in any of the battles over Corsera. Unlike in those, Kit wasn't in the pilot's seat. It was too much. Eve was with her, not saying a word. Her husband and crew captain were on another ship nearby.

As Victor and Dante made their last declarations, both refusing to back down, Kit felt worse. She wanted to support Dante and her crewmates, but this wasn't a fear she was likely to get over quickly. She'd tried once before, and she'd failed.

She wanted to pummel Victor's ship with bolts and Garrus’ too, but she also wanted to run. She was tired of the violence.

Instead of doing either, she held steady, focusing on controlling the particle accelerator in the engine and the flow of particles out of the ship. She was good at that and did it with pride.

But the people beside her weren’t her usual team. She had Eve with her while someone else flew Eve's ship.

“Come on,” Eve said. “I want to show these idiots what we think of them.”

Kit found herself grinning as Eve voiced some of her thoughts, but Dante gave the order to head to Ephren, and Eve obeyed.

“Have you got everything you need aboard?” Eve asked a moment later. Kit nodded. She'd not felt at home on Ryder's base. Not after being at home on Corsera. She'd been sleeping on Sky's ship or her own, depending on whether her friend was around. A few times, she'd even slept on Rin's ship, the crewmate a hard taskmaster when it came to her martial arts lessons. It had been easier to pretty much stay where he'd flattened her after some serious sparring.

As the fleet formed up to head to Ephren, there was a slight delay. The Aerie hung back to wait for the Drelmar monks and more of the pirates, and several ships flew between the planet and the fleet. Before long, every ship was off the ground, and the lights went out on the base.

“They're all coming by the looks of it,” Eve said. “I wonder if Dante will recruit them?”

“Ryder too?”

“Why not? He fought for us recently, and Kayla likes him.” Eve grinned, and Kit relaxed as the fleet finally got moving. Eve responded to the call for the stronger ships to take flanking positions, bringing Kitter to the front and sitting on Dante's shoulder. Kit’s grip tightened on her chair, but she managed to calm down.

“Once our mates are safe, I want you to take the ship out with me. We'll do an easy run for Dante. He's bound to need something he's not thought of yet,” Eve said. Kit opened her mouth to object, but Eve was already giving her a look. A look that said she would accept no excuse.

“I've got to have another lesson with Rin first,” Kit replied as she remembered the teacher, both mate and friend, had insisted they train every day at the same time if possible. Something about it building on what she had already learned quicker than anyone else could.

“All right. After that. Right after.”

Kit nodded, wanting to feel confident. She was grateful to Eve. It helped keep her from giving up entirely, but it wasn't easy.

The alliance moved as one—over fifty ships, possibly closer to a hundred, flying through the depths of space to Ephren. When they reached the small space station, the stationmaster didn't react with enthusiasm. Finding space for so many ships when several of them were escorting another and therefore needed adjacent landing pads was no easy feat.

Eventually, however, the more damaged and weaker ships and pilots had been allocated spaces, and it was just the more experienced Aerie mates floating in the sky. Kit yawned, her body no longer as tense. She was in the safest space in the sector, and even if she wasn’t, it was by far the longest she'd been on her ship in over a week. Since Darq had attacked her.

Dante, Ike, and Taron had tried to hunt the pirate down but with no luck. The strange ship Darq flew had escaped into an asteroid field on more than one occasion. If anyone found him, it would be her. At least, she hoped it would be. Still have to get over this new fear of flying. Her mind mocked as much as reminded her.

As she thought about Dante, she felt calmer. It helped to have a captain who understood and gave her space to work things out.

“Come on,” Eve said. “How hard can it be to find space for us? You had space before.”

“We've grown a fair bit,” Kit replied, making them both grin. That helped Kit relax. Maybe she could do this with the right person on board with her.

Twenty minutes later, they were finally called in, one of the last to get a landing pad. Dante insisted on being last, making sure all of his mates were safe on Ephren before he docked, but he wasn't far behind Kitter. He had a couple of fresh scorch marks on his hull from the recent dogfight.

Kit looked at his ship the second she alighted from her own, checking that he was there before she could walk forward. As she headed for the workshop, she saw that everyone else did the same. It was their focal point. Nowhere else on Ephren was truly theirs. Not anymore.

They caught up with other Aerie crew. Sky was by her ship with Ike. The outside of the Sky Hook was wrecked.

“I can fix her. Done it before,” Ike promised, but Sky looked shaken. Kit went to her and slipped an arm around her waist, recognizing the shock and need for some reassurance.

“Come on,” Kit said. “Let Ike work his magic. You and I can get some lunch and a stiff drink. Then we'll work out what this motley bunch needs our help with.”

Sky gave her a small smile, sighed, and allowed herself to be led into the civilian areas of the space station. By the time they reached the workshop, there were so many people gathered outside of it that it was clear they weren't all going to fit. When Dante came up and opened it up, he seemed to be at a loss for what to do with all the people.

“Get some food and drinks and pass them out, then encourage people to find a place to stay for now. We'll have a meeting later this evening with everyone who wants to talk about what's happening next. Until then, I'd like just the leaders of each crew, Ryder, and a representative from the Drelmar monks.”

Kit felt a weight settle in her insides. That didn't include her. She was at a loss for what to do, watching Taron, Lexi, and Ryder head into the office at the end with Dante. She wanted to be included. Felt like she ought to be included, but she wasn't ranked highly enough. She wasn't a crew captain in her own right.

Could you be? a small voice asked, but she pushed it away. It was a stupid question. Even if she could fly without fear, she didn't want to build a crew. She was Xeartais through and through.

Rin appeared, rescuing her from her unhappy thoughts.

“Don't think that because we're living somewhere else, you can get out of your lessons. Come on. My ship. I want to put you through your paces.”

“Yes, sir,” she replied, grinning and letting him guide her away, grateful to leave Eve and the others talking about their future without her. Kit didn't need to talk about it to know she'd do whatever Dante asked. She just hoped it meant they were going to take Corsera back.

Rin opened his ship to reveal that the cargo hold had been turned into a dojo. It made her feel calmer, safe, almost like a part of her home had come with her. For the last few weeks, she'd spent most of her time here.

“Come on, then. Attack me,” he said, not stopping to put on protective gear. “And no holding back.”

Kit gulped, trying to decide if she should query the command, but he fell into the sparring stance and came toward her. As he jabbed at her face with a fist, she realized it wasn't something she was going to get a choice about.

Dodging and weaving, she let him try to attack her a few times, moving almost effortlessly out of the way as she looked for an opening.

“Come on, Kit,” he said. “Focus and try to take me down.”

Nodding, she came closer, bringing him in range as she sent a flurry of attacks his way, testing his reactions, not truly intending to hit so much as get his attention. The flurry was fast, doing just as she'd expected, but she snuck another couple of kicks on the end that were beyond her previous capabilities. Although he blocked one, the final move connected. An ooof escaped his mouth as he staggered.

Before she could apologize, he returned to the fray and attacked her. On the defensive, she had to concentrate to block or dodge. His attacks landed light punches on her abdomen. If he'd truly been after her, she'd have been on the floor.

Her muscles remembered her training, however, fewer hit her, and her responses became more automatic.

By the time she was panting, she also felt alive, dancing around the cargo hold with him. The fight naturally progressed, neither of them holding back as much, and both landing hits now and then.

Thinking of what Dante might say if he could see her, Kit missed the warning signs of a particularly nasty attack and took a double kick to the legs. She went over, crashing into the mats with a speed and force that knocked the breath from her lungs.

Rin immediately paused, coming over to her and kneeling close to check she was okay. As she recovered, she winced and got to her feet. It had taken her a moment to regain her breathing, but as soon as she could, she lifted her hands and made it clear she planned to keep fighting. She'd only learn by carrying on, even when it hurt.

And she had to learn.

Time seemed to melt away as they sparred on, her teacher scoring the larger number of hits until she finally saw the perfect opening. Fully concentrating on the task, she lashed out, her foot coming up to his stomach before she'd truly thought about what she was doing. He flew back, his eyes wide.

She froze, her hands going to her mouth. “Oh, frell! I'm so sorry.”

He rubbed the damaged area but got to his feet and laughed. “I think I asked for that one. Nice move.”

Despite her concern, she grinned at the rare praise. He studied her for a second, then bowed to signal the end of their sparring match.

“So, what do I need to improve?” she asked, expecting a flood of criticism as he drilled a better technique or more thought and body repetition into her until the correct moves became second nature.

“Little things, but nothing that matters today.”

Kit raised her eyebrows and frowned.

“You'd beat him now,” Rin continued. “If you hunted him down.”

“Hunted who?”

Rin lifted a hand, cutting off her denial.

“I'm no fool, Kit. Darq was in the area, and the pirate was sent after our mates. You came back drunk one day and haven't been the same since. People don't just wake up one day with the desire to train five to six hours a day out of nowhere. You were attacked, and he either won or came close enough to winning that you are scared.”

Kit exhaled, wondering if she should confirm.

“You're good enough to beat him,” Rin repeated.

“How do you know?” she asked, surprised that he was repeating the statement when she hadn't disagreed with him.

“Because I've run across him before. He's not as strong as he looks, or as intimidating. He plans well, and he relies on those bots of his. Someone fast, practiced, and prepared enough not to panic can hold up against him.”

Kit didn’t agree, but she equally wasn't going to argue with Rin, not when he could put her on the ground at his whim. She didn't want to anyway. It was time to find her feet again. At any moment, she might emerge from the frightened cocoon she'd formed and be herself again or perhaps a new version of herself she could be proud of.

“Go talk to Ike. He's got some modifications he wants to make to your ship. Then go find Eve.”

“You've been planning and plotting, haven't you?” she asked as understanding filtered through her, bringing up memories that made more sense under this new assumption. Rin didn't answer, merely grinning, but in its own way, it was answer enough.

Feeling better than she had done in days, Kit did as she was bid, knowing where Ike would be.


CHAPTER SIX


With his captains sitting in front of him, Dante felt calmer than he’d thought he would. Victor had gotten under his skin, but he knew he could trust these people.

“So, we're agreed, then? We all merge into one crew?” he asked. He wanted to be sure. It hadn't been his suggestion, but it was the simplest way to get what they needed.

There were enough ayes and nods that he felt confident.

“We'd best tell the mates and make sure it'll go down well before we make it official, but if each of you come to me when it's done, I'll process you one by one.” Dante got up, making it clear he was ending the conversation. They all had plenty to do, not the least him, getting a new crew area arranged and figuring out where his finances were at.

He emerged from his office to find several mates already working on repairing several of the most broken ships. Taron was already fixing a donations box to one wall. Before he'd finished, several mates were waiting to add funds. Trying not to show his surprise at their eagerness, he looked for one of the more senior engineers.

Ike stood beside Sky's ship, issuing instructions and doing some of the repairs himself. It had fared badly. Dante hurried up to him, grateful his best engineer had taken command and was seeing that the repair work progressed.

“Already on it,” Ike told him before Dante could speak.

Dante opened his mouth anyway, his eyes going wide as he did.

“You want me to make the repairs to our fleet and get them flying while opening us up for jobs. And you want me to do all that while also putting together a list of components and resources we need so the crew can make some runs for us. That sound about right?”

Dante nodded. “That's it, but I want you to make some of those mods your ship has to the fleet too. Start where it's most useful, based on pilot skill and time spent doing runs.”

“Aye, as long as I can start with Kit and several of the other vulnerable women. Actually, I'm not asking. I'm doing Kit and Sky first. Eve, Lexi, you, then Taron next.”

“No arguments from me.” Dante patted his friend on the shoulder, not sure what he'd do without the engineer, and hurried through the workshop to the exit. He had to get them set up to sell in the marketplace too. Kayla and Ryder popped up as he did, Ryder following Kayla with a massive crate, muscles bulging but no complaint coming out of his mouth.

Twenty minutes later, Dante had put a payment down on one of the biggest stalls. The spot was ironic. Varun had once done business from there. Ryder plonked down the crate, mumbling something about returning with another, and Kayla began unpacking.

“So, let me get this straight,” Kayla said as soon as it was just the two of them. “You'll finance the setup, and the crew will make cargo runs for me, like any other crew venture. I run it like my old business, and the alliance gets twenty percent of the profit.”

“That's what Taron said his crew used to do.”

“I can live with that. Means I can do what I do best and know I'm helping still.” Kayla grinned as she pulled out some of her finest dresses and began sorting through them.

Already moving on to the next task in his mind, Dante made a beeline for a trader he hoped still operated on the station. As he did, he noticed two men lingering by a nearby stall, taking far too long over studying some pretty ugly drapes before glancing at Kayla and hurrying away.

Frowning, Dante changed direction, heading after them instead. They moved through the market crowds with a clear purpose, none of the other wares holding the slightest interest for them.

Moving one hand to the hilt of his sword, Dante kept up the pursuit, losing sight of them for just a moment when he had to weave past a particularly busy section of crowd. Taller and more foreboding than him, the crowds appeared to naturally part more easily for the men and they pulled ahead, making it harder for Dante to keep track of them.

By the time he reached the edge of the marketplace they seemed to have been aiming for, he couldn't see them anymore or be sure in which direction they had gone. He swore quietly, looking around.

He was about to give up when Ryder appeared at his shoulder.

“Thought something put a bee in your bonnet when you changed direction so rapidly. You looking for someone?” Ryder asked.

“Aye. Two people who were watching Kayla. Don't like the interest they were showing in Varun's old patch.” Dante proceeded to describe them and their shady behavior.

“Did the largest have a darker patch on one cheek, barely visible above the stubble?”

“Aye,” Dante replied.

“Then you were right to be worried. Varun's man. A madman. I'll keep an eye on Kayla and make sure she and the stall come to no harm, but we should expect trouble.”

“We're not as protected on Ephren, are we?”

“Nope. One of the reasons I wasn't going to come here alone.” Ryder looked his way. “We're going to have to send him a message.”

“You two look very serious,” Taron said, and Dante jumped. He was close. “Having a discussion about prying eyes by any chance?”

Dante's frown deepened. There was only one reason his newest first officer would ask that.

“Two men were keeping an eye on the workshop. They moved off when I stared at them, but they didn't go far until the Aerie mates moved out to go on cargo runs. Sky, Lexi, and a couple of the others were also followed into the hangar bay and right up to their ships.”

“They're not even trying to hide what they're up to,” Dante said, the familiar anger rising.

“I'm up for seeing what they are here for if you are,” Taron said, grinning. “Found one of their ships, and I reckon they'll be flying out soon.”

Ryder laughed and waved them forward.

“I'll do as promised,” he said, looking at Kayla's stall. “Go hunt some pirates. Maybe it will change our fortunes.”

Dante nodded, happy with the idea of getting on his ship and hounding someone else for once. A part of him felt scared. Most of the battles he'd been in lately had gone horribly wrong, but he knew it wasn't a reason not to try.

There was a comforting familiarity as he and Taron walked through the different ships, many of them vessels he recognized from being on the space station many months earlier. Taron soon slowed, however, and they snuck closer to the ship he'd seen men go into. It was still there, and as they watched, the two men Dante had seen earlier came sauntering up and went inside.

Closing the ship hatch behind them, the men made it clear they wanted to take off, but there was very little cargo visible through the hatch as it closed.

“Not here to trade,” Dante said as the pair of them hurried to Catalpa.

“Clearly not. Let's see what they do have aboard, though. Been a while since we've attacked pirates deliberately.”

Feeling like his first mate finally understood his mood, Dante got into the pilot’s seat and requested the next slot to leave the station. There was a chance the ship they wanted to follow would get out so much farther ahead of them that they would be long gone before Dante could follow, but the dock seemed quiet.

Well, quiet in terms of ship movement. It was full of ships. A significant number of them were Aerie, and everywhere he looked as he flew over the top, he saw their emblem or those of friends and allies.

They were soon out in space, and Taron was already studying the radar.

“That way,” Taron said, pointing toward the sector hub. “Getting their ship readings in that direction.”

“Aye,” Dante said, steering in that direction without committing to anything he shouldn't. They had to look like they were following a pre-planned course.

No sooner had they gotten out of range of Ephren, however, than several ships appeared on their radar.

“Incoming,” Taron said, but Dante had already glanced at the display. Two ships were coming from in front of them, and three from their starboard.

“They all aiming for us?” Dante asked, veering to port.

“Looks like it,” Taron replied. The other ships adjusted their courses too, already warming the guns.

“We can't take that many on.”

“Some might clash with each other,” Taron said, “but we could probably handle the smaller group.”

Dante gritted his teeth and headed for the lead ship of the pair ahead. If his second was feeling like taking a risk, he was willing to continue a little longer, but if it looked impossible, he'd head to Ephren. He wasn't going to do anything stupid.

Quickly assessing the situation, he tried to rush the nearest ship, playing chicken. It peeled off earlier than Dante would have expected, but Taron managed to catch its backside with a volley of double-shot. The plasma crackled across a shield before fizzling out.

Return fire soon had Dante rolling out of the way, and then he was being hailed.

“What's cooking?” he asked before anyone could speak, not sure which ship had hailed anyway and not truly caring.

“Looks like you are,” Garrus replied. “Why don't you fly a little more to starboard, and we'll come take your cargo and get this over with?”

“Go frell an Enkoloth,” Dante replied and switched off the comm.

Taron chuckled and fired at the nearest pirate. He scored two more hits, which made his smile wider, but the other three ships weren't going to catch up with them soon.

“Any bright ideas?” Dante asked.

“We probably ought to disengage,” Taron replied. “And hightail it to Ephren.”

Dante ducked more bolts, rolling the ship to bring it around quicker.

“But we're not going to, are we?”

Dante laughed. “That obvious?”

There was no reply as Taron fired at the nearest pirate ships, taking every opportunity that came his way.

“I'll keep shooting,” he said a moment later when he had a gap. “You just keep avoiding being hit.”

It was a sensible suggestion, but like a lot of good ideas, far harder to implement in real life than to talk about. With five ships in battle range, Dante was diving, rolling, and putting the ship through an insane series of spins and turns. Before he could react, Garrus flew past and hit him at close range with a bolt he couldn't avoid.

“Shields at seventy-nine percent,” Taron reported without missing a beat.

“Need to turn the tables,” Dante replied.

“Unless we can turn these pirates to our side, it's not likely to happen,” Taron pointed out, shooting at them again and confirming his opinion. They'd started shooting at the two pirate ships before they'd attacked. It wasn't going to happen.

Two more lucky strafes from the Elysium ships brought their shields down to less than half before one of the pirate ships failed. It didn't disengage, however, merely moving to the back of the pack, taking shots when it was safe.

“All right, I think it's time to run, Dante,” Taron said. “Shields at twenty-two percent, and we've got to get up to speed.”

Dante growled as he considered ignoring his second's advice, but that had gotten him into this mess. It was time to listen to his second and get out. Doing so wouldn’t be easy, however.

The ships appeared to anticipate his desire to run and tried to circle around him and force him to the center. He wove and dodged as best he could while looking for an opening.

“Shields at twelve percent,” Taron said when another couple of bolts grazed the top of the ship. At the same time, he fired and caught the final pirate ship with a full barrage. It drained the enemy shield, the telltale crackle across the screen as the last of the energy was used up.

The pirate instantly disengaged, giving Dante a way out. He went for it, trying to fly away as swiftly as possible, adjusting the systems to give him more speed.

It wasn't enough, however. The three ships were relentless, too many of them decent fliers and keeping him within their net. Every which way he turned, he faced one of them. Then two more shots flew past, too quick and close for Dante to avoid.

“Shields down,” Taron yelled, although the blaring alarms made it obvious.

“Frell,” Dante replied. “I can't get us out of this.”

“Not sure Eve or Kit could outfly them either,” Taron replied. “We'll have to defend ourselves against boarders and hope that's enough.”

Dante gritted his teeth as he tried to outmaneuver the enemy ships anyway, giving Taron plenty of opportunity to shoot at them, but his luck ran out eventually, and the grapple came their way and connected with the hull of Catalpa. He swore.

“Want to charge them or make them come to us?” Taron asked.

“Let's make them come here,” he said. “It's not like we've got any cargo for them to take, so at least we'll get to see their annoyance.”

“They're going to gloat.”

“They can gloat all they like. If we hadn't been mobbed by the pirates first, we'd have sent the Elysium packing long before now.”

The clang on their hull let them know the other ship had connected its airlock, and it probably wouldn't be long before they were boarded. Dante picked up his sword and attached the sheath to his waist. Beside him, Taron did the same, and then, side by side, they strode out to meet their foe.

Garrus and two bots were the first to enter from the airlock. They rushed at Dante and Taron, the bots aggressive, with a minigun on one and a small flamethrower on the other. Dante made a note to tell Ike that was what Garrus was carrying now that they were on opposing teams. Neither weapon was one Dante would have approved his crew using.

He and Taron backed up, their bots joining in with the battle, helping to defend them against the more violent forms of attack.

Thank God for Ike, Dante thought as their bot acted like a shield and kept the flames off them. It then pulled a small arm out of its side and extinguished the flame that had caught on one edge of the corridor.

Taron engaged with Garrus first, parrying a sword blow, but Garrus had been one of the best swordsmen in the Aerie, and Taron was hard-pressed, barely dodging a nasty slice downwards that could have cut his entire arm off. The ex-mate wasn't taking it easy on them. Not that Dante expected him to, but they'd never done anything to harm the kid.

Concerned for his friend, Dante blocked the next attack, their swords jarring together. Garrus was faster and cleaner, but Dante had the greater experience and strength.

The airlock opened to reveal three more Elysium crewmates armed to the teeth and bearing down on them. Despite Dante having more bots at his disposal and Garrus' flamethrower being out of action, he and Taron were overrun. Before anyone could get seriously hurt, Dante lowered his sword, stepping back and disengaging as he did. They'd lost.

“Now, that I didn't expect,” Garrus said as he swaggered closer. He made to backhand Dante, but the nearest man, one Dante didn't recognize, stopped him.

“He's surrendered. Whatever he's done to anger you, take his cargo, not his dignity.”

Garrus looked at them, clearly considering hitting Dante anyway.

Waiting, Dante fought back the grin that bubbled up on the inside. They had no cargo, but he wasn't about to tell the annoying son of a croc in front of him and spoil the moment when Garrus discovered it. No, Dante was going to savor the look on his opponent’s face.


CHAPTER SEVEN


“There,” Ike handed Kit the controls for another bot. “This one is my favorite. Remote-controlled and discreet.”

She grinned and took it, loving the engineer’s enthusiasm.

“I've not had time to modify everything, but you should be a bit faster, and your radar should give you a readout from farther away. Bolts will be just as slow to heat up, but I'm thinking that's not a huge problem for you.”

“No, I don't mind that one,” Kit replied, wondering how much faster the ship was now. Apparently, Ike had used the modifications he'd made to a ship tried and tested against Darq to adjust hers. She should be able to outrun him.

Before Kit could contemplate going out, Eve appeared, Sky a meter or so behind her.

“I've got a cargo run for the Aerie mates that needs doing fast. You want to do it together?” Sky asked. “It's out to the sector hub and back, so you know it well.” Sky's eyes looked hopefully between her and the ship, and Ike smiled at the idea, but Kit’s chest tightened and her breathing went shallow, remembering past cargo runs.

Not wanting to face that fear, Kit shook her head.

“I can't. Sorry, Sky,” she said, not explaining why. Sky opened her mouth as if to ask, but eventually, she shrugged.

“All right. I'll go see if Sky Hook is ready after the repairs. Have fun doing whatever is so important instead.” Although Sky walked off as if nothing were wrong, Kit could tell she was annoyed, but it was just too soon. Kit wasn't ready to fly a cargo run yet.

“Come on, Kit. You can't put everything off,” Eve said. “Will you come out with me, at least?”

Ready to run, Kit nodded before her mouth could refuse. She might be scared, but Eve was right. She had to do something.

Eve walked onto Kitter as Ike hurried away, not saying goodbye and muttering about another job. It took Kit a moment to follow her co-pilot, but eventually, she managed it.

Despite their previous agreement that Eve would be piloting the ship, Eve had sat herself down in a different seat, leaving the pilot's seat for Kit. She froze, unable to persuade her body to move, but by the time Eve looked her way, she'd managed to lift one leg and take the next step, and then the next, until she was slipping into the pilot’s seat.

While her mind panicked, her fingers flew automatically over the controls, checking the systems as she'd done so many times before. The ship was ready to fly, and Eve was quick to notice it.

Before Kit could change her mind, Eve requested permission to leave, and they waited for their slot.

“I've put in the coordinates,” Eve said a moment later, breaking the silence that was beginning to feel overwhelming.

More than ready for something to do, Kit pulled up the map to see where they were heading. The route took them out toward a nearby planetary system. Kit’s eyes widened and she remembered her first time there. It had been her first run with the Xeartais. On Catalpa. And she'd saved the ship at one point by climbing down a shaft and pulling out a meteorite.

As she pictured the grin on Dante's face at her feat, she felt calmer, the tightness in her chest loosening enough that she felt she might be able to manage the trip after all.

“Time to go,” Eve said, drawing her attention to the ping that indicated flight approval from the stationmaster.

You've got this, she said in her head. All she could find to distract herself were thoughts of Sky. Maybe she should have invited her friend to join her? Going out on cargo runs alone was never fun. Perhaps if this goes well, I can go find her.

The thought assuaged her guilt. Yes, she'd do whatever Eve was planning and get some confidence, and then, while she was still feeling good about being behind the helm, Kit would go find Sky. She was sure Eve wouldn't mind, despite the disapproving look she'd given Kit for turning her down in the first place.

“So, what's the plan?” Kit asked when she felt herself growing agitated, her mind trying to distract her with memories. She wasn't going to let them in. Not this time.

“Our usual favorite. Just in a tougher place.”

“Asteroid-dodging?” she asked. Eve grinned and nodded. The smile was infectious. Kit had not gone out to practice that particular skill in so long. It helped her relax to think about all the times Eve had taken her out to train when they'd first been in the alliance together and Varun and Ryder had been making things difficult.

Before they could get to the asteroid belt that stretched across their path, the route one the crew often traveled to stock up on dalterian, the fuel the ships ran on, a blip appeared on Kit's radar.

Eve was already at the controls, trying to figure out what it was.

“Pirates,” Eve stated a moment later. “One of the ships that attacked the fleet earlier.”

“Right,” Kit said, a part of her eager to teach the pirate a lesson, but a large part of her very wary. Was she ready?

Eve was looking her way, her eyes full of questions, the most important one obvious.

“Want to teach them a lesson?” Kit asked, her voice sounding far less confident than before. Eve's eyes lit up, a combination of motherly pride and desire to do exactly as Kit had asked. “Right, then. I'm going to need you on guns.”

Kit needn't have bothered with her last sentence, Eve already unstrapping and moving over to the gunner’s seat. This wasn't the first battle for either of them. After taking a deep breath, Kit opened a hail to the pirate ship.

“I've got reason to believe you cowardly scum attacked some friends of mine earlier. You won't find us so easy to pick off,” Kit said, relieved to find her voice was steady even if her hands weren’t.

There was no reply, just the swoop of the other ship as it tried to come in and land an attack. Her hands moving automatically, Kit flew the ship to safety, dodging and weaving until she'd managed to get a few shots of return fire into the other ship. Shields crackled under the barrage, then they separated and banked around to attack again.

Kit grinned, eager and ready for battle. Nothing felt quite the way the adrenaline did when weaving and dodging in space.

The ship came at her, but Kit's body reacted perfectly. She dodged the shot and opened up a decent angle for Eve to return fire at the same time. Eve wasn't as quick as Taron or as practiced on guns, but two of the four bolts still struck the target.

Elated and buzzed with adrenaline, Kit felt her fears subside and came around for another attack. The pirates reacted unexpectedly, however, and she had to nose-dive to avoid another sneaky shot to her starboard nose area. The plasma bolt skimmed off the shield, sucking some of the energy out of it.

“Sneaky blighters,” Eve said. “Let’s make them pay.”

Kit was willing to try, but as she flew in to engage, a moment of time in her past flashed across her vision. The memory was so strong it confused her. Blinking rapidly, she tried to clear it from her head and carry out the maneuver she'd already been planning.

A fraction later than she’d intended, she rolled the ship. Eve did her best to compensate for the late move by firing a moment sooner. All it led to was the shot going wide and too late.

“Sorry,” Kit said, not daring to explain what had put her off. It wasn't a subject that was pleasant to talk about, and she was tired of being pitied, even if only a few people knew.

Come on, Kit, she said inside her head. Get your act together and concentrate. You don't have time for fear. The alliance doesn't have the capacity for your fear. Not at the moment.

The mini pep talk seemed to help. The next time the pirates were in range, she not only predicted their move almost perfectly but opened up the shot to Eve at exactly the right moment. Four more bolts crashed into their shield, overwhelming it, and pierced the ship's hull. There was a series of explosions along the bottom of the pirate ship, and then it veered to one side.

“Want to board them?” Eve asked, but the ship was flying out of range fast, rolling upside-down for a few seconds before rolling to keep the ship heading in one direction, even if it was weaving.

Kit shook her head, laughing at their antics.

“Okay, on to the asteroid belt.” Eve moved to the navigation chair, but Kit thought of a better option.

“No, let’s go find Sky. Maybe we can help her on her run after all. Grab some cargo of our own. I'm sure there's something we can pick up from the hub that the Aerie will use.”

“You sure?” Eve asked, although she was grinning at the idea.

Kit tilted her head to the side while she thought. Yeah, she was sure. She'd just managed to face off a pirate ship. She was still far more scared than normal, but while the victory against the pirates was still in the forefront of her mind, she wanted to try to push further. Her fear had to be faced. It made sense to use any advantage she could get toward helping herself over the fear.

If Eve had any objections, she chose not to voice them, instead selecting the waymarker for the sector hub. They were off to one side of Ephren and the route to the sector hub from the large satellite station, but Kit aimed for the most direct route, deciding to brave the choppier stars in between. If she was going to help Sky, she had to catch up.

“It feels strange,” Eve said, her voice almost sad but clearly wanting to talk. “I feel like I'm in new space. Unfamiliar space. It's not just as if I feel like Ephren isn't home. It feels wrong, like I was never here before. Ephren is similar, but it just doesn’t feel like it. Can't imagine how much worse it must be for Dante.”

“I think it's weird for all of us. Corsera was our home,” Kit replied, trying to make conversation but realizing they were talking about something that wasn't a happy thought for either of them. “But we did some of these runs a lot before we took Corsera from the pirates. I'm trying to think about how that felt, how familiar that was, and how well we managed to run the workshop on Ephren before we attacked the pirates.”

Eve nodded, but she still didn't look very convinced. In truth, Kit wasn't either. The adrenaline had worn off. How dare she assume she was strong enough for this? How dare she have the arrogance to think Sky needed her?

It didn't help that the route between Ephren and the hub was heavily patrolled by pirates and other folk.

Old Harry sprang to Kit’s mind. What was it about Old Harry that made him scary? She didn't know. Both times she'd encountered the man, he had lost, but not before damaging her ship, and she wasn't flying her best today. Admittedly, she'd grown as a sword fighter, but if the odds weren't great, it wasn't likely to be a fair fight anyway.

No, the pirate was too much like Darq. And just the thought of his name terrified her.

Trying to push the thoughts aside, Kitter already on the way toward their destination, Kit pushed herself to focus on one thing: finding Sky.


CHAPTER EIGHT


Dante sighed as he finished shutting down Catalpa. Taron was out of his seat and heading for the door.

“How much did they take?” he asked.

“Of the rum? Nothing. They didn't know I had it,” Dante called, performing the last post-flight check. When he was satisfied, he followed Taron to the back of the ship.

“Let's do a quick meeting with our best mates. We either need to do something about the pirates or Varun or take Elysium out of the equation. We can't keep getting hammered by their collective forces.”

Dante wandered into the cargo hold and saw his second shut one of the secret compartments.

“You're telling me. Five versus one is no fun.” Taron grabbed his away bag and opened the cargo hatch. “Want me to gather a few folks while you restock?”

“Yeah. Shouldn't be long. Only down a small amount of plasma and dalterian. I always overstock anyway, so situations like this don't hurt much in the short term.”

“Aye, wise move.” Taron hurried away, leaving Dante alone in his ship. As soon as he was sure he wouldn't be heard, he yelled his rage and lashed out, kicking the nearest empty crate.

It felt like the entire universe had turned against him and the remaining Aerie mates. How were they going to fight off either enemy if they couldn't make a single run in peace? And if they couldn't go anywhere from here? It didn't bear thinking about.

There had to be a solution to the problem, but Dante wasn't sure what it might be. At least not yet.

Feeling a little calmer for shouting his rage and attacking something, Dante grabbed his gear and headed for the alliance workshop. On his way several people waved at him, but he noticed a few more who would have been friendly only a week or so earlier looking away and avoiding his gaze. They'd almost certainly heard Victor's version of events and thought Dante was either a flake or corrupt.

The workshop was a welcome sight by the time he got there. Many of the Aerie mates were sitting at one end, drinking, some of them clearly drowning their sorrows. Others were working on fixing ships.

“Add it to the list of stuff we need,” Ike said to one of the more junior engineers as Dante came close.

“Along with the other five million components,” the Aerie mate replied. Ike frowned but didn't deny the jab.

“We'll find a way to solve the problem. We always do.” As Ike finished speaking, he noticed Dante and straightened.

“Come on,” Dante said. “We've got some stuff to discuss. I need your input.”

“Aye,” Ike replied, falling in beside him. “And something for me to try to fix or make. Good thing I feel like I'd enjoy a good challenge.”

The infectious grin on Ike's face said everything else. No matter what happened, he'd be there to help or celebrate. Nothing seemed to get him down for long, and he had an uncanny knack for being positive about situations others would struggle in. He was an almost perfect friend.

As Dante stepped into the small office at the corner of the workshop, he found Taron, Lexi, and Ryder waiting for him and Ike.

“No Eve?” he asked. Taron shook his head.

“Helping Kit. They wanted to do some training and test Ike's modifications,” Taron replied, making no mention of the fear Kit had been fighting since Darq had attacked her on a cargo run and assaulted her in the name of Varun. When Dante was reminded of it, his anger grew.

“I want to fight Varun,” he blurted. “I want to make Varun pay for his part in this.”

“Music to my ears,” Ryder replied. “A revenge run on Corsera doesn't do anything for me. It has been a long time since it felt like my home. But making Varun regret his actions and stopping him from being able to frell anyone else over—I'm all for that. My mates too.”

“I'm good with whatever as long as it sees our mates right in the end. They're not going to like being at war on two fronts. The sooner we deal with one, the better.” Lexi sat back, putting her hands behind her head and her feet up on the desk. “And I'll always be good with shooting at pirates.”

“I don't want another run like today, and I'm worried it will hurt morale. We don’t have as many strong pilots as we had before. If we don't deal with the pirates, we'll have the same problem we had when we were here last, where only the bravest and most skilled pilots will take a ship out. Not good for the alliance or the crew.”

“Then it's settled. We deal with Varun once and for all.” Dante looked around at the faces before him, pleased to see a similar resolve in them.

“Which brings us to the how,” Taron added, looking at Ryder. “You know him better than any of us.”

“Aye, mate, but just because I know him, it doesn't mean I know where he is.”

“We do know he likes to blackmail his pirates, though,” Lexi added.

“Some of them are blackmailed for sure, but...” Ryder stopped and ran a hand over his chin. “There's always a few who get off on the nasty work. The real threats and the opportunity to be a bully. While we've done our best to liberate those who truly don't want to work for him, we've also made him stronger. He's had to find more of the latter type of pirate, and they won't be easily swayed.”

“Then we need to hit them hard or not at all,” Dante said, already a little bored with the conversation. He was a man of action. There was always a point where talk became a waste of breath, and they were getting close to that. “I need you to do your best to keep morale up. I've got a few people I can talk to about finding Varun, and I'd like to find him quickly. Take out unmarked ships if you need to. Keep this place running.”

“I can do that along with Ike,” Lexi replied. Never had a problem running cargo with the lads, and Ike can keep fixing us up.”

“I think someone ought to handle security still, especially here on Ephren,” Ryder added. It almost made Dante grin. Of course the ex-pirate wanted to be on Ephren. He'd seen how the man had been looking at Kayla and how concerned he'd been. In some ways, it was the most comforting thing to suspect. It would mean he was extra invested in protecting Kayla and everything that mattered to her.

“Guess that leaves you and me to find Varun, then, boss,” Taron said. “Eve can keep teaching the newer pilots and get any new recruits up to speed.”

Dante nodded, overwhelmed by emotion. He might have lost a lot of people with skills to Victor, but he still had a phenomenal crew, and he couldn't have been prouder of them.

Without another word, his emotions not letting him speak even if he'd wanted to, he got up and opened the door. Most of the crew filled out, leaving him alone with Taron.

“I've got a friend a sector over who's good with info. Owes me a favor and likes to see scum like Varun dealt with,” Taron said. “We helped him out a month or two ago. Reckon I could get some insider help from the security forces in the sectors if I see him.”

“Do it,” Dante replied. “In the meantime, I'm heading out as well.”

“Unmarked ship?”

“Unmarked ship. Reckon it's for the best.”

Dante hurried away, hoping he was right. Varun had to be somewhere. There was also still Darq. Kit had said he’d seemed intent on finding more Aerie mates. That meant he was still out there somewhere, lurking, hoping to catch one of them unaware. At some point, they had to stop him.

After pausing to consider, Dante decided to take a detour on the way to his unmarked ship. He found Rin in the marketplace, setting up a small stall. He noticed many interesting items for sale, including a few he thought were Kit's. Rin spotted him before he could ask any questions.

“Kit, a few others, and I sold some of our stuff to raise funds. We're not on Corsera and have smaller living quarters,” he explained. “I said I'd do the dirty work while they're flying here, there, and everywhere.”

“That explains why I recognize so much of this,” he said, trying not to sound like he'd been suspicious. Perhaps the betrayal had gotten to him and eroded some of his trust.

“Not why you came to find me though, Captain?” Rin stopped unpacking crates and looked at him. Dante shook his head.

“You've been training Kit, haven't you?”

Rin nodded. “She's fierce and a fast learner. Still trying to figure herself out, though. Find her place in life.”

“Aye, that sounds like Kit. Do you think she's ready?”

“To hunt him down?” Rin asked. Dante gave the mate a quick up and down of his head, studying him and his reaction.

“I told her as much this morning, but she's still scared.”

“Needs something to push her past her fears.”

“Aye, but it's not something we can engineer. In the meantime, I plan to be there for her as much as she needs.” Rin's final words came with folded arms, and Dante felt a pang in his heart. Was something romantic happening with the pair? Or was he just being protective of Kit?

“You're a good mate,” Dante replied. “It's a weight off my mind to know I'm not the only one who has her safety at heart.”

“As long as we both do, I'm sure she'll be fine.”

He frowned, aware of the insinuation within Rin's words. No part of Dante would ever use Kit and her misfortune to benefit himself, but she was still the best placed to deal with Darq, and he knew the victory would give her resolution.

When he turned to go, a woven blanket caught his eyes. It had roses in a pattern across it. He stopped and reached out to touch it, his mind searching for why it felt familiar.

“Kit made it,” Rin said, fierce pride in his voice. “Her latest money-making idea, and a good one. Hemp makes good fabric, and she can weave like no one I've ever seen.”

Feeling like he'd missed out on more of the lives around him than he'd realized, Dante nodded and walked away before he said something childish in his frustration. It was strange to have others know more about his crew than him, especially people who were newer to the scene, but he couldn't rectify every problem at once.

It was time to get on. Thankful to Taron for getting the ship off Corsera in the last few days, Dante stepped onto his spare ship, an unmarked vessel with the name of Wandering Comet etched on the side. He stopped just inside, remembering the last time he'd been aboard. It had been a run from Corsera to Ephren. Kit had been with him.

It had been the voyage that had started everything. The flight that had taken him before the council to request the right to turn Corsera into an official colony and become its governor. It seemed fitting that the current flight would be to help end it all and put many things right, or at least begin to.

Dante slipped behind the controls, woke the ship up, and requested a departure slot. It wasn't a long run, but it was one he had to make alone. There was a pirate. A rogue. Someone who'd tried to follow the rules for a while.

Serentin.

Everyone who lived in the fringe sectors had heard of him, and plenty in more civilized areas too. He was a prodigy, but he was also a recluse these days. Dante was one of the few people who knew how to find him, and it was a secret he guarded. You didn't want to get on the bad side of someone like Serentin. Not if you valued your life and ability to fly.

Grinning at his memories of the man, Dante set his course and prepared to fly. Another couple of hours, and he'd hopefully have some more information and possibly a much-needed ally.


CHAPTER NINE


Holding on to the chair’s arms was the only thing that kept Kit from shaking or panicking. While she controlled the ship, she had to stay focused, and she could appear calm.

Eve had given her plenty of encouragement, deliberately talking about their previous lessons. It was supposed to help Kit feel calmer, but despite the lessons, Darq had beaten her.

Not because of your flying, though, Kit's brain reminded her. His ship had been faster, better, and packed more of a punch, and it looked odd on the radar. Even flying at her best, it had been too much for her to defeat.

She sighed, feeling the familiar tightness in her stomach. But he wasn't the same as other pirates, and she wasn't alone. Not this time.

“Reckon we should catch up to Sky soon,” Eve said, breaking the silence that had fallen between them. Kit nodded. They'd been looking for her for so long that much farther and they'd be at the sector hub.

The route had been busier than Kit had expected. Most ships had given them a wide berth or hailed to say they were friendly and just passing through. Kit had been courteous. Thankfully, there had been no sign of Old Harry or the other pirates the area was notorious for.

In truth, Kit was surprised they hadn't already found Sky. The modifications to Kit's ship made it the faster vessel, and they'd cut off the corner.

Another beep that let her know yet more ships had appeared frightened Kit. She was ready to turn away from the threats, but Eve pulled up the radar.

“Hmm... That's strange. There's a ship off the normal route, and something...”

Kit locked her eyes on the reading. She tried to say his name, but a strange wheeze came out, her throat so tight she couldn't breathe.

Eve yelled, “It's Sky. He's attacking Sky. We have to help. You have to help.”

The air whooshed out of Kit as Eve reached for the controls and pushed the ship toward Sky Hook and Darq's vessel until both were visible in the viewport.

Before Kit’s eyes, Darq fired on Sky Hook. Its shields rippled as they tried to absorb the damage. It broke through her panic. Sky needed help, and Kit would not let anything happen to her friend if she could stop it.

“You'll need to gun,” Kit said, her voice confident and authoritative in a way she had forgotten she could be. Eve was already on her feet, however, and moved to the gunner’s seat with ease.

“I'm not as good as Taron, but we won’t let this guy get away with hurting any more of our mates,” she said, getting the plasma warming and strapping herself in.

“We'll give him hell,” Kit replied, focusing on Eve's words. The woman was right. They would not let this turn out badly. As she swooped closer, locked on Darq's strange-looking ship, she hailed Sky.

“Kit?” Sky's frightened voice came over the comm.

“Aye, Sky. Eve and I are here. We're going to make this son of a croc go away for you.”

“I... I've never been so grateful to hear your voice,” she replied. “I...”

Darq fired at Sky Hook, narrowly missing as she rolled away. Kit set her flow for speed.

“Shouldn't have turned you down earlier,” she said, feeling the weight of what had almost happened to Sky because of it. It couldn't happen now. It just couldn't.

Kitter flew toward Darq, but he didn’t react to her. He was so intent on shooting at Sky and trying to cripple her ship that he didn’t notice the incoming vessel.

“Here we go,” she said when he finally saw her and started to turn his ship in response to the threat she posed. However, Kit was ready, her mind already planning moves. Her stomach churned, but her determination overrode her fear.

Eve was ready too. As soon as the guns were warm, Eve fired, and two bolts pounded into the dark ship’s shield, crackling across its surface. At the same time, Sky rallied, flying in from Kit's starboard, shooting, and then diving behind her for protection.

Kit grinned as two more bolts hit Darq. A moment later, she was hailed. Her finger hovered over the button that would accept the communication as she rolled under Darq's ship to shoot at him.

Before she could accept it, his ship spurted between her and Sky, aiming at the more vulnerable vessel.

Kit growled and accepted the hail.

“Not much of a man, are you, Darq?” she taunted, her anger filling her words. With any luck, it would get his attention. “Or do you only attack those weaker than you? Those who aren't capable of putting up a good fight?”

“Kit Jackson? Is that you? Have to admit, I rarely get a woman willing to return for a second round. Want to be conscious while I do my work this time?”

Darq's voice filled Kit's head. She lost focus, and the ship veered to one side.

Eve placed a hand over hers, which brought her back to reality with a determined look in her eyes and a set jaw.

She knew Darq's fighting style. Knew how he operated. If anyone could stop him, it was her. Sky needed her to push past her fear, so she’d have to do that.

“No, Darq. I'm going to put an end to your sick games,” Kit said. “I'm going to take every one of your trophies, and I'm going to send Varun a message. You might have bested me when I was tired, weak, and in a hurry, but not today. The Xeartais crew is stronger than any crew in the fringe, and I'm not alone. Sky isn't alone.”

Kit killed the comm, not interested in hearing anything else the vile man had to say.

“You can do this,” Eve said as Kit flew her ship under Darq's, catching him as he tried to shoot Sky. Instead of his bolts tearing through Sky Hook’s shields and finishing her off, they hit Kitter, but Ike had made some wonderful modifications using the readings from Darq's last attack to boost the efficiency of the ship in the right way. Each bolt only skimmed three percent off her batteries, and she had two spare units. She could take a total of sixty hits.

He couldn't take as many.

“Thanks, Kit,” Sky commed, bringing her ship around. She didn’t run despite her fragile state. Kit considered ordering her to flee, but she knew that just like she'd never leave a mate alone to face someone like Darq, Sky wouldn't either, even if it carried a risk. “I'm getting low on fuel. He's been running me in circles for a while. Didn't think I'd need this much.”

“Don't worry about it. We'll keep you safe. Let us know when you're about to run out.”

“Will do. Until then, I'll help as best I can.” Sky's voice sounded firmer, the plan helping give her and Kit focus.

“We'll finish this together,” Kit replied, dodging the next two shots from Darq and then lifting up to avoid the two after that before he could even fire them.

“He’s got four guns on each side?” Eve asked, correctly guessing that was why Kit had added the extra wriggle to her flight.

“Aye, four powerful guns on each side. A modded shield. Faster engines and a tight turning circle. Plus, he knows how to fly.”

“Not as well as we do.” Eve still had her jaw set, her fingers hovering over the trigger for the guns, one in each hand.

“And Ike's made Kitter stronger,” Kit replied. “We can turn just as fast.”

As if to prove her point, Darq tried to spin and catch her from behind, but she flipped over and rolled. Eve took the opportunity and another four bolts pounded into his ship.

His shields had been taxed so much so quickly the last bolt went clean through and smacked into the side of the ship. There was a pause as something seemed to buckle, and then it broke, an entire panel ripping off into space and a compartment going with it. Cargo boxes and several bots came flying out of the side of the ship, punching through the shields from the other side and then floating away.

Kit grinned. That had looked important. With any luck, the crates were Darq's spare fuel.

“Want me to tag those and come for them later?” Eve asked. Kit was sorely tempted, but she shook her head, keeping her focus on the ship. It wasn't the important trophies. It didn't matter. They weren't here for loot today.

As Darq dove for Sky Hook, trying to separate the Aerie ships and finish off the weaker one, Kit growled. She couldn't let Sky's shield go down, but she was wary of taking too many hits and not dishing enough out.

Sky kept her ship fast, however, and brought herself under and up behind Kit. Barely moving, Kit took the hits but presented her side, giving Eve the best shot.

It was effective, and the bolts crashed into Darq's shields. As the last bolt hit, Sky darted down and added two of hers. Kit laughed, then responded to a hail from Sky.

“Pretty low on fuel, and not sure I can do much to help while he's hounding me anyway.”

“Not a problem. Stick to one spot,” Kit said. “We'll fly around you and block anything Darq sends your way. Shoot him whenever you get a chance, and we'll do the same. I can take more hits than him.”

“Aye, aye,” she replied, sounding far calmer than she had earlier. It helped Kit feel in control of herself. Taking another breath to focus her mind, Kit locked eyes on Darq and put Sky behind her, keeping between them.

Whenever she had an opportunity, Eve fired at Darq, making every shot count. While he grew more frantic and wilder, trying every angle possible to get to Sky, he got sloppier and took more hits from the pair of Aerie ships.

Eventually, he broke off, turning to run. As he did, Kit shot forward, putting all of her particle flow into giving chase, but he gained more speed from somewhere. When Kit reached for the controls to give Kitter the boost Ike had added, Eve stopped her, no longer in the gunner’s seat.

“Sky needs us more,” she said. “We'll track him down. I'll even help you, but we can't leave her this vulnerable. Not out in the middle of nowhere with no fuel.”

“Frelling Enkoloth,” Kit muttered, almost pressing the button anyway. However, Darq was already speeding away. She was unable to bring herself to abandon Sky, no matter how badly she wanted to finish Darq off.

I'm going to find you and make you pay, she added in her head before bringing her ship around and heading to Sky Hook.

Sky's ship floated in space, out of fuel, right where Kit had left it.

“We're going to grapple you and tow you to the sector hub,” Kit said. The station was far closer than Ephren.

“Aye,” Sky replied. “I never managed to get to the sector hub to pick up the cargo Dante needed. Darq found me on the way, and I only made it so much closer before he caught up.”

Kit found herself imagining what that must have felt like for Sky and remembering how it had felt for her while Eve worked the grapple and tethered the two ships.

There had been no chase for Kit. She'd come out of a debris field and a mass of colored gases to find him right there. He'd clearly seen her coming and been waiting for her.

The battle had been dragged out, however, and she'd known what would be in store for her if she lost. Sky had probably faced those same fears and thoughts. Kit had to catch him. She just had to.

No other woman should suffer that. Kit would make sure of it.


CHAPTER TEN


Finding the only unmarked ship Taron had left to work with, he boarded it and fired up the engine. It was a while since he'd had to pilot himself, but this was only likely to be a short run, and he didn't want to trade. Not unless he found something worth bringing back after he'd gotten there and had a look around.

He was heading to a sector hub one sector over. Sector Forty-two. He'd only been there a couple of times before. The first time, he and Eve had gone in search of solar panels from a cheaper source. They'd found something else, something far more sinister, but Eve had insisted they help the authorities in the area. As a result, they'd apprehended a wanted criminal, and they'd ingratiated themselves with the powers that be. If anyone could assist him with his goal, it was the stationmaster on the sector hub.

Trying not to worry about those he was leaving behind, Taron joined the stream of ships departing from Ephren and flew into space. From here, it wasn't quite as dangerous a route as it was from Corsera, but only for the first section. After that, it was almost the same flight path, which meant heading through asteroid fields and many other obstacles. There was a black hole on this route, too. Taron would have to fly his best.

It also felt strange not having Eve with him. His wife had gone with him on almost every mission or run until recently, and Kit had needed so much support. Even now, Eve was probably helping her stay calm and trying to build her confidence.

He yawned, not bothering to stifle it since he was alone, and punched in the coordinates. Nineteen kellians. It was going to be a few hours.

“Hope someone keeps the lights on me for,” he whispered, speaking to the empty cockpit.

As he flew, he saw several ships he knew, but he kept a wide birth while he was flying solo, avoiding getting too close to any other ships or even popping up on their radar. Over the first couple of kellians, he encountered a few Elysium ships. He briefly considered attacking, but he wanted the ship to remain anonymous, so he’d stay out of their way.

Once he also saw a known pirate ship, but they already had their sights on another lone pilot, and as much as Taron wanted to join in and help defend the innocent, he couldn't. He had to continue his mission and hope that whatever or whoever was in charge of this crazy universe, they didn't mind him neglecting his fellow fringe colonists.

“You'll have to send someone else to help them,” he said. “Or however you godlike forces in the universe decide this stuff. Don't judge me for having other priorities. Just send someone over who can fix things.”

Taron continued on his way, not sure if a god would hear him but willing to keep one vaguely happy if it helped.

Another kellian slipped by before his ship beeped at him to let him know there was a problem up ahead. It was an asteroid belt. One they'd had a fight within a few months earlier. Of course, Eve had been flying the ship then, and she had made it look easy as she'd flown them, not just through the field but also after a camouflaged ship that had the ability to divert rocks their way.

As Taron approached a less dense area of it, he remembered they'd taken a little souvenir off the ship. A solar panel-making device. It had required some work and was not quite ready to start producing them, but Taron had stowed it in a secret compartment and delivered the solar panels to Corsera. Then he’d had so many other demands made of him. The alliance had brought in the rest of the solar panels and hooked them up before he'd had another chance to think about the clever device he’d stowed away.

Like many other possessions that didn't have a pressing purpose, he'd forgotten he had it. He made a mental note to find it and see if it worked. The crew didn’t need it, but who knew? Maybe in the future… Or maybe he could sell it and buy supplies to help them retake Corsera. Either way, it would be worth getting it out of his stash.

And as Taron flew into the asteroid belt, already working to dodge the rocks coming his way, he felt a little better about making the run. If nothing else, it had reminded him of something useful and ensured he didn't waste it. Even if Mike couldn't help him find Varun, it wasn’t a wasted trip.

A rock pinged off the shields, making him jump. It was one he'd not noticed in time.

Concentrate, he said to himself, trying to do just that. For the next half-hour, he wove back and forth, inching forward, avoiding what he could and hoping his shields would hold up under the rest of the hits until he could reach his destination. The only upside of the dangerous route he was taking was knowing he was highly unlikely to meet any pirates out this way. This route was hell, and few bothered to make it.

Relief washed over him as he found the far edge of the asteroid belt and burst out of it into clear space. He quickly brought up a ship overview panel, checking the shield levels. Fifty-two percent. It could have been a lot worse, and he was sure only Eve and Kit could have done any better. There were a few more dents on the ship, but he didn't mind those.

If his ship looked battered and bruised by the time he got it to Ephren, so be it. The ship's appearance didn't matter.

The next hazard was the black hole. It sat in a solar system on this side of the asteroid belt, and as he got closer, he found the ship fighting his control and drifting off-course to port. It was hard to navigate in these conditions, but he'd been past twice before, and he could do it again, even if Eve had made it look easy.

It felt like it took an age to get past the black hole with no one else there to talk to. Taron got bored.

“Better get used to it, mate,” he said aloud, the words aimed at himself. “The alliance is going to need all sorts, and you're stretched thin as it is. There will be plenty more solo runs on the horizon for everyone.”

He nodded. “Aye, good thing Ike has been busy making your ships harder and faster.”

Only as he finished speaking did Taron realize he was having an argument with himself. He was also being a son of a croc about the situation he was in, feeling grumpy when he was as much to blame as the others for the Aerie splitting. He'd not seen the warning signs either.

Gradually the controls returned to normal, the black hole left far behind, and this was where Taron got to relax a bit, the space around him star-studded and beautiful for a long stretch. It would be a mostly clean run until the sector hub.

“Hope you're still working there, Mike,” Taron said, knowing nothing about the guy except for his name and the position he’d held weeks ago. Taron was hoping he still was the hub’s stationmaster, but there was no guarantee.

As Taron came closer to the hub, his ship beeped at him again, this time to let him know there were ships on the horizon. Several ships. He scanned them and tried to lag behind, hoping he'd not been seen.

But it was clear some ships were in a fight, and his scan readouts let him know some of them were friends. He’d stumbled upon the Drelmar monks.

But what were they doing out here? Were they still looking for somewhere they could call home? And who were they fighting?

He flew closer and hailed them. Almost immediately, his communication was put through, but before he could speak and state his intentions, they were already talking.

“Our apologies, lone traveler. I hope we are not in your way,” the chief monk began. Taron tried to think of his name, aware that he should know it. After the flag split, he'd gone out of his way to be nice to the Aerie mates and help them.

“Hello, Fendal,” Taron said. “Don't worry, not here to bother you. Just passing through in much the same way as I imagine you are doing. It looks like you’re having some trouble. Need assistance?”

“I must confess, these ships confuse us. They are claiming there’s a toll associated with this route. We weren’t aware of that before we set out.”

“There’s no toll,” Taron replied. “Let me sort it out for you.”

Taron had a look at the layout of the ships, noticing four ships were trying to block the way for the small monk fleet. He hailed the one that appeared to be at the front and mostly in the middle as he flew up and fell in with the Drelmar ships. They weren’t known pirates, but they were clearly up to no good.

“I know you think you’ve cornered a vulnerable group here,” Taron said. “And you’re trying to scam them out of credits they probably don’t have. Back off before I add your ships’ signatures to the Aerie database of ships to shoot at on sight.”

“You’re not the Aerie,” a young male voice replied.

“I’m Taron Brenet, third commander of the Xeartais and the Aerie alliance. You can check my name and voice recording on the main database. Even if I wasn’t, the Drelmar monks are under the Aerie’s protection. The second they hear about you, you’ll go on their hit list.”

“We don’t believe you. You’ll pay our toll as well,” the kid replied, but Taron wasn’t in the mood for an argument. They had four ships, and Taron brought the Drelmar monks up to six. Even if the monks couldn’t fight or fly very well, they had the numbers. He hailed them as he set his guns to warm.

“They’re a bunch of kids who’re playing at being pirates. Could you warm guns and fall in behind me? I don’t think we’ll have to do more than fire a single volley before they’ll lose their bravado.

“We only have a couple, but you’ve kept us safe so far, no matter what’s happened. We’ll trust you.”

“I’ll replace any you have to shoot once we get to the sector hub,” Taron replied, noticing the heat signatures on their ships appear and grow more intense. He then hailed the lead ship in their way.

“This is Taron Brenet, third commander of the Xeartais. This is your official warning to get out of our way, or we will use force to remove you.”

At first there was no reply, but no heat built up in their guns either. A moment later, the four ships lifted up and over, flying out the way they’d come, not so much as saying goodbye. Taron exhaled and began powering down his weapons. The monks did the same. Taron opened the channel.

“I think you’re free to go,” Taron said. “Although I didn’t expect to see you this far out.”

“Yes. We are looking for a suitable planet to call home and begin to rebuild our sanctuary. We were surprised by your change of ship, Taron, but grateful to find a friend out here.”

“Yup. Don't like fighting if I don't need to. Being in an unmarked ship meant I didn't need to.”

“Are you heading to the sector hub?”

Taron nodded, not voicing his reply as he noticed his earlier scan information included that the middlemost Drelmar ship wasn't moving and didn't appear to be capable of doing so at the moment.

He considered speeding ahead and leaving the Drelmar behind, but it was clear they were in distress, and he didn’t know if those kids would return.

“Need some help getting to the sector hub?” he offered.

“Would you be so kind?” Frank asked. Taron almost said no, but he answered in the alternative.

Less than ten minutes later, he’d grappled onto the stationary ship and was towing it slowly toward the hub. It couldn't hurt his case to have more prayers heaped on him and more gratitude from the followers of at least one god.

“Not to mention how much of a softie you are,” he told himself, barely remembering to switch the comm off before he did. It was going to take him longer to get to the hub while towing another ship and with another five on his tail. He felt like he was leading a batch of pilgrims home after a very long journey.

Thankfully the hub finally loomed up ahead, growing larger in his line of sight and bringing with it the comfort of a destination. With every part-kellian he pulled closer, he also became a little safer. This far out in the fringe, pirates were wary of attacking anything close to a hub. There were always security forces willing to step in and sort things out.

He continued to tow the Drelmar ship into the hub's area of safe space and hailed the station to tell them about the situation. As he waited for a response, he ran through what he would say when he was in front of Mike.

“Taron? Didn't think I'd hear from you again, not after your last eventful trip here.” Mike's voice made it clear he was in charge of docking ships that day. Taron blinked in surprise, having not realized Mike covered part of the responsibilities assigned to stationmasters and dockhands.

“Just couldn't stay away,” Taron replied. “Brought some stragglers in the last part. I'll be paying any docking fees you want to charge them. Old friends of mine who're down on their luck.”

“They’re monks, right?”

“Aye, Drelmar sect.”

“Then I can waive the fees under religious freedom. One of the great things about being a quiet hub. If I want, I can let anyone in free, especially if I think they’ll be likely to bring in more travelers or help people here make the place feel like home, so they settle and grow. A rare but valuable sect of religious fellas is exactly the sort of thing the bosses like.”

“Whatever works, right?”

“Aye, and if they're friends of yours to boot, then I'm willing to give them a hand up. Do you know what crippled them?”

“No, Taron replied. “But I have a suspicion.”

“Anything I should be worried about?”

“Maybe, but I'm coming in to land. Let's discuss it more once I'm down there.”

His words seemed to bring Mike back on track and remind him to do his job: get the ships grounded on allocated landing pads without causing chaos.

Taron received his go-ahead and, still followed by the monks, he flew into the hub and set his ship down. He slowly shut everything down and got to his feet, suddenly filled with a sense of dread. It tied his stomach in knots, but as soon as it was there, it had gone.

Strange, he thought, but he tried to push the curiosity and fear aside and focus on one thing: getting information on Varun.

As he was about to walk off, a familiar ship flew in near him. He looked up to see Lexi’s spare ship landing on the docking platform nearby. Within a minute, she had come out and was beside him.

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

“Eve said she had a bad feeling. Caught me on her run with Kit and told me where you’d headed. I thought it would be a good idea to come do some trading too. There’s a few things that are cheaper here than on our sector hub.”

Taron nodded before sharing with Lexi what had happened and how he’d felt.

“Let’s get the ships stocked up and ready to fly in a hurry, then,” she said. “Always easier to face trouble with a well-stocked ship, and I don’t think it’s a coincidence both of you were worried.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN


A small lunar base came into view ahead of Dante—his destination. Few people knew it was here. Even fewer could get information out of the lone resident. Most of the people who found it stumbled upon it and were not allowed admittance. They went away none the wiser as to who the occupant was.

But Dante knew, and that was why he was here.

As he came closer, he stayed out of range of anything dangerous like a defense turret, noting there was debris around the moon. Ship parts. Blown-up ship parts from days when Serentin was in a bad mood. He shuddered and hoped the guy was in a good mood today.

“Hiya, Serentin,” he hailed. “It's Dante Zullo here. Wondered if you wanted a rematch on that game?”

There was a long pause while Dante waited for a response. He knew Serentin. If he wasn't awake, he wouldn't appreciate Dante waking him. If he was awake, there would be no need. It wouldn't change Serentin's mind. He'd get a response, or he wouldn't.

Putting his feet up on the controls, Dante pulled a sandwich out of his away bag and began to munch. It could take a while, but Dante wasn't going anywhere without getting some answers. Serentin would have them. Dante was sure of it.

Hours ticked by slowly, Dante going through the food he'd had stashed in his away bag, making a couple of toilet stops and drinking more water than he ought to have for the length of time. He was bored. More than bored. He wanted to go to Ephren and do something more useful with his time, but he couldn't.

The silence had given him plenty of time to think, and now he was sure. Whatever it took, he would make it up to the Aerie mates he had left. He'd let them down, not being fully committed to the role on his shoulders and everything that went with it. It was on him. He should have protected them better from men like Victor and from Varun's retaliations.

He'd been plagued by knowing what Darq had done. They should never have let Varun remain a threat. The merchant was clearly willing to do anything to protect his fortune, and one of Dante's best friends had been hurt by his slack response. Kit was a shadow of herself, and it was his fault. He couldn't stop people like Varun from existing, but he should be able to keep the Aerie safe from them. Protected by the very alliance they served.

Sighing, he got up, hungry and intending to go to the small kitchen and fix himself something simple. He was going through the door when he heard a beep. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw the comm light flashing. Someone was hailing him.

His desire for food forgotten, Dante rushed to the console and accepted the request.

“Dante Zullo, you must want to talk to me pretty badly if you flew out here at a time like this in an unmarked ship. How long have I kept you waiting? Six hours yet?”

“Just shy of it, Serentin. Three minutes shy.”

There was no response, and Dante raised his eyebrows. Was the smug rat making him wait three more minutes for some reason? Or had he been distracted by something else? Knowing better than to rush the madman, Dante waited, counting out the seconds. He was just shy of the three minutes when the comm crackled to life.

“Right, six hours. Where was I?” Serentin sounded as lost as his words implied, and Dante could imagine the man looking around to see where he was, despite their conversation having nothing to do with his question.

It would have been comical if Serentin's mood couldn't switch rapidly.

“Oh, yes, you were waiting. You'd better come in and land. I'm hungry. I've been here a while. Probably bored, too. No, wait.”

Dante paused. What did Serentin mean by saying “Wait?”

“I'm confused. You're bored, probably hungry. Been there a long time. I'm not, no. I just had pie.”

“Was it good pie?” Dante asked, easing his ship forward.

“Yes. Cherry. I think... Come. There's some left. I'm amused. Come eat some. Tell me news, play a game. You can stay ‘til I get bored.”

“Sounds fantastic.” Dante flew closer and looked for a hangar door or a landing pad.

He was right above the dome and beginning to panic when a landing pad extended out of the side, settling on the moon's surface. When he was sure it was done moving, he gently touched down on the surface.

Leaving the engine in ready mode, he pressed a button on the side of his suit and shut the helmet, sealing in the air supply he carried with him. Reaching into his bag, he pulled an old-fashioned board game out and left everything else behind, including his weapons.

There was no point taking anything to defend himself with. Serentin was a master sword fighter, and he'd kill Dante before Dante had time to draw a weapon if he wanted to.

“Dante!” Serentin greeted him as soon as the dome airlock opened to let him in. The old pirate and mate stood, dressed in white, his skin pale, his eyes sporting the only color—a red dot in the center of each. It was unnerving for those not used to his appearance, but despite his looks, he was just a man. A genius, half-crazed man, but still human, still flesh and blood.

“I brought that game you and I once played.” Dante held it out, not sure if Serentin would still like it, but his eyes lit up with delight, and he grinned as he took it.

“Come, come. I thought you said you had pie... No...” Serentin stopped mid-turn. “That was me. Come, come. I have pie.”

Finding himself grinning at the madman's jumbled thoughts and knowing full well he could appear sane for hours, Dante followed him deeper into the small base.

There was indeed pie, but if Dante had hoped to play the game with Serentin, he was denied. The madman opened a cupboard full of them, added it to the stash, and closed it.

“Pie, pie,” Serentin said, picking up a dish and a spoon lying nearby. There was over half a pie left, but Dante was handed the whole thing.

In the absence of other cutlery and plates, Dante took a spoonful and ate it. His mouth burst into life, the fruit full of flavor, both sharp and sweet at points.

“Mmmmm, good pie,” he said. “Do you want any?”

Serentin tilted his head, looking at the pie as if he had just considered having some. Eventually, he shook his head.

“No, you eat. I don't like cherry. Why did you bring it? I thought you had a board game?”

Dante shrugged, his brain trying to keep up with Serentin's confusion. How real was it?

“You have a copy in your cupboard. No point in you having two copies of the same game.”

“No, no, quite right,” Serentin replied, grinning his head off before patting a sofa on one side of the room. “Come, come. Sit, sit.”

Picking a seat near Serentin but not so close they could touch easily, Dante sat down and took another mouthful of pie.

“So, what brings Dante to my home? Busy-busy captain, busy-busy Aerie.”

“Having some trouble. Merchant playing at being a pirate. Hurt some good friends. Used Darq,” Dante deliberately kept his sentences short, watching Serentin's reaction to each one to check that he was following the information.

“Darq? After you? You're not a woman.”

“No.” Dante chuckled. “I don't think I'd make a very good one. But my friend...”

Tears pricked Dante's eyes. He got upset if he thought about it too hard, and his words seemed to touch something in Serentin.

“Darq broke something. Something that mattered to you?”

Dante nodded. It was close enough.

“Heard of him. Almost killed him once. Long time ago. Tried to hurt a friend. Promised to stay away. Never do it again.” Serentin began to rock, his fingers twitching, his lips moving as he mumbled to himself, his eyes looking through the coffee table in front of him.

Reaching out, Dante softly touched Serentin's arm, making sure he only came into contact with fabric and not skin.

“Pie?” he said when Serentin looked at him. The man's eyes went wide, and he was lost in thought until Dante moved the pie dish and the metal crackled.

“Oh. Cherry pie. Hmmm. Maybe... No... Your pie. You need it. Need to beat Darq. Stop him. Promise me.”

“Aye. I or the mate he's hurt will make sure of it. She's tougher than she looks.”

“She?” Serentin blinked as if he were shocked, then studied Dante. “Yes. She. Kit. She can do it.”

Surprised Serentin knew her name, Dante took another spoonful of pie to hide it.

“I want to stop the merchant too. He hired Darq.”

“Yes. Evil man. Giving Darq money to act?”

“Aye,” Dante replied, noting Serentin’s anger as he clenched his fists. “Varun.”

“Not a name I know. At least, I don't think so. Names get lost sometimes.”

“He was on Ephren. He fled. I'm trying to find him. Find out who he still controls.”

“Hmmm... I understand. You want to fight?”

Dante nodded before eating more pie and holding out the dish with the last piece on it.

Serentin grinned and took the pie and the spoon. He looked thoughtful as he ate it, licking the spoon between mouthfuls.

“Varun. Yes, Varun. I do know this name.” The genius got up and put the pie down as he went over to the nearest datapad. He tapped momentarily, then handed it to Dante. It displayed a list of ships’ names.

Dante raised his eyebrows and glanced at Serentin and his broad smile.

“Varun's?” he asked when Serentin still didn't explain. After eating the last bit of pie, he tilted his head to the side, eventually shaking his head.

“No. Not his. Ships he...” Serentin furrowed his brow. “Ships he sold.”

“Sold?” Dante asked, unable to keep the disbelief off his face. The list was long.

“Yes, sold ships,” Serentin growled. “He's a merchant. Sells ships as well. Black market. All stolen. Trace the money or the buying locations. Where the new owners were arrested. Should lead you to him.”

Dante nodded, finally understanding and looking away so Serentin wouldn't mistake any actions afterward as a challenge.

“Take list. Use it. Stop Darq. Stop this Varun. Help your friends.”

“Aye, thank you.” Dante nodded, sending himself the information and swiping his chip over the receiver just in case. Serentin took the datapad as soon as Dante was done, almost snatching it.

“Done. Come back when you're done. We'll play a game. I've got a new one. One you'd like.”

Dante stood, nodding. “Sounds great, my friend. I'll even bring a cherry pie if you'd like.”

“No, go, go. I don't like cherry pie.”

Keeping his expression neutral, Dante nodded as if he'd just been told how the stars shine in the sky. Very slowly and gently, he got to his feet.

“I'll leave you in peace.”

“Good. I like peace. No one making my head hurt.” Serentin stalked off, and Dante knew better than to follow.

Not taking any chances about wearing out his welcome, Dante hurried to the airlock, reactivated his suit, and stepped onto his ship. He still felt vulnerable, his heart pounding and his fingers sweaty.

Grateful for the presence of mind to leave his ship mostly ready to go, Dante took the controls, pressed the release button, keyed in his ID, and flew off. Only when he was out of range of the defense turrets on Serentin's base did Dante finally relax a little.

Serentin had been particularly off his rocker today, most of his thoughts incoherent and strange. However, something had come alive when Dante had mentioned Darq and Varun, and most importantly, Dante had another lead. A lead to work with and narrow down the possibilities. It might not be a lot to go on, but it was far better than nothing.

After putting in a course for Ephren, Dante sat back, exhausted by the tense encounter with the best sword fighter, navigator, and pilot in the fringe. It had taken him a long time to learn what the genius needed to keep him on the straight and narrow, but today, it had paid off.

For the first time in many days, Dante felt like he'd made the right choice, said the right things, and put the Aerie before himself and his comfort. He just had to keep it up. And find Varun.

The merchant would pay for everything he'd put the Aerie through. Dante would make sure of it.


CHAPTER TWELVE


After watching Sky set her ship down on the Ephren landing pad, Kit did the same with her ship right beside it.

“Good flying today,” Eve said, already grabbing her pack and heading toward the cargo bay door. Kit didn't follow right away, taking longer to gather her belongings. She needed to restock the fuel and plasma bolts and didn't plan on just getting the cheap stuff. The next flight was going to matter.

She was still putting everything in order and giving her bots a once-over when Ike appeared, carrying a crate under one arm and a diagnostic tool in the other.

“Eve and Sky just filled me in on your last adventure. Said you were planning on hunting the son of a croc tomorrow, but even if they bought that, I don't. How long were you thinking of waiting before you flew out?”

“Long enough to make sure this ship is the best she can be.”

“Good. I'll check everything I can, then.” Ike dropped the crate by the main console and hooked his tool up with no hesitation.

“I'm not going to take anyone with me,” Kit told him after she checked the bot in her hands. She put it on the deck, pressed a button, and watched as it folded itself into a crate.

Ike grinned at the bot, having made it for her. “I'm not asking to come. Not my goal by coming here. I'd get in the way and take some of the victory from you. Rin, Eve, Dante, and Taron think you’re ready. That's good enough for me. You just promise to bring me a bot or two of his, and I'll make sure you can track the bastard.”

Kit nodded, grabbing the next bot and checking its systems. A small fault in the left arm caught her attention. Instead of dealing with it herself, she put it on the chair by Ike and picked up the next. Before she was done checking it, he'd fixed the first bot. He held it out to her, his attention on her main controls.

When she'd finished examining her bots, she set them to charge. Ike had moved to the next console to work on the code that controlled the radar.

“I've isolated the strange signal his ship emits. It's supposed to confuse the radar, but I've modified it a little. It will make him even easier to track.” Ike grinned and closed the panel.

“Thank you,” she said, her emotions threatening to overwhelm her. Instead of responding in a comforting way, Ike merely looked at her, patted her shoulder, and exhaled.

“You can thank me by bringing one of those bots back. Everything else is just words.”

“I'll bring you two,” she replied, her determination rising as she imagined handing him two dented, mangled bots that she'd had to deal with to get to Darq.

The response she imagined was frustration, but in her head, she just shrugged and pointed out he hadn't specified a state, nor did she know any other way of acquiring them. Dangling them farther out of reach, she then asked if he truly wanted one, or, if it bothered him too much, maybe he should just let her have them.

“Good,” Ike replied, grinning as if he understood everything that had gone through her head in the last few seconds. Gathering up his stuff, he walked off her ship and closed the cargo bay door behind him.

With nothing else left to prepare, Kit checked her sword. Rin had gifted it to her not long ago. It was short but sturdy, and the grip felt right in her hands. Grateful for that friendship, she tied the sheath on her belt and tucked the sword away. Then she slipped into her seat.

Kit hesitated, fear making her freeze. She had to snap out of it, and nothing had ever done that better than a mental pep talk. Come on, Kit. You can do this. You’ve just bested him. Find him and take those trophies away.

Taking another deep breath, she started the engine and requested her slot to leave Ephren. It felt a little strange to be going out alone, but also a little right. She would not put anyone else in danger while she faced her biggest fear.

It took a while to reach the stars. As she flew, Darq would be getting farther from his last known location, but eventually, she was flying her ship, enjoying its responsiveness and how easily she managed to get Kitter up to speed.

Alone, Kit was going to have to both fly and shoot, but she knew her ship well, and Kitter knew her. They would manage. It was the third time she'd fight Darq, and he couldn't dock at the sector space hub. He'd been caught on camera there when he had attacked Breanna, so the second he stepped off a ship, he'd be flagged as a security risk—or that was what she hoped. She knew he had disguises, but his ship didn’t, and it was still a huge risk.

So, where should she start searching for him? He'd need to recharge his shields and possibly pick up some plasma, so he'd gone to one of two places. Somewhere unofficial but useful like Jeb's farm or the dalterian market, or somewhere that had a black market run by pirates for pirates.

Kit suspected the latter, and there was only one place near the sector hub that fit the bill. Only one pirate location was unfettered by standards and didn’t care if a man like Darq dropped by. She only knew about it from Ryder, and she wouldn't be welcome, but she was determined to find Darq and make him pay.

More than once, Ryder had told her about the place, making it clear there were only two hard and fast rules: if you went there, no ratting to the local authorities, and no attacking anyone just because you don’t agree with each other.

Of course, Kit didn't intend to fight Darq on the base, just find him there or find out if he'd been there recently and where he'd headed when he left. She was determined to catch up with him no matter what.

The base was surprisingly close to the hub, which Ryder had pointed out with a grin. Security was not very tight in the fringe. It gave Kit a slightly safer route to travel on the way there, however. She stayed to the far port side of the usual route between Ephren and the sector hub, knowing Darq had last been seen on that side and the pirate base was in that direction too.

With the radar modifications Ike had made, Kit was pretty confident she'd spot him if he tried to slip past, but she kept darting to port for a bit anyway, looking for ships on her long-range scanners but keeping the speed up.

When she was flying and concentrating on a task, she didn't feel as bad, but if she flew with nothing to do, change, or investigate, she found her mind returning to her first encounter with Darq.

Fear tied knots in her stomach, but she pressed on. It wasn't as bad as her fear when she imagined Darq getting the better of someone like Sky—someone she cared about and should have acted to protect.

Holding onto the sliver of courage that thought gave her, Kit kept looking for Darq.

Another hour passed, thankfully uneventful in any other way, before Kit came to the small base Ryder had given her the directions to locate. She could see why it didn't have any set coordinates. It was a small station attached to a very large asteroid.

Her scans informed her that the asteroid was part of a very slow-moving belt, the remnants of a massive collision of planets in a nearby solar system. It still orbited the closest sun, but at such a slow speed and so far out that it was hard to tell it was moving.

As Kit flew closer, she could see an array of ships in the small launch area in the vastness of space, with mechanical cranes, and trucks for loading and unloading so pirates didn’t have to linger in the vacuum. Coming in to land, Kit noticed one of the ships in the dock was familiar. It wasn't Darq but another pirate she'd run into more than once.

Getting out, her suit on and sealed, Kit came face to face with Old Harry. Her hand strayed to her sword, already watching for signs he'd try to attack her. Of course, Ryder had said the pirates didn't usually fight each other on the base, but she wasn't a pirate, and everyone here would know that.

“Been a while since someone like you has dared come here,” Old Harry greeted her.

“Don't fret. I'm not here for you or anyone else. Just like you, I'm looking to trade for something we can't get anywhere else.”

“Aye, but I can't promise anyone will want to deal with the likes of you.”

“That'll be my problem,” she replied, starting to move past him. He let her lock up her ship, giving her enough distance she found she could relax and get her bearings.

As she walked toward the nearby habitat, a market clearly housed inside, he came with her. It made her nervous. What message was he trying to send?

“So, this your first time here?” he asked, going over to the airlock controls and punching in a code. He showed it to her as he did.

She decided it was obvious enough that she'd gain nothing by lying and nodded.

“It's the code in reverse to get out.” He smiled at her as he stepped inside. There was more than enough room for both of them since the airlock had been designed to hold two people and a cart full of cargo. She tried not to show how impressed she was, but she suspected she had failed spectacularly.

The inside of the habitat revealed a market, its stalls more haphazard than in any space station she'd ever been to but with as many wondrous and varied wares. Her eyes went wide at the variety of foods, drinks, ship parts, clothes, and pretty much anything else a person might need or simply want.

“One of the advantages of being a pirate and taking cargo from whoever you meet is that you can come to a place like this and trade for anything,” Old Harry explained, motioning at the stalls.

“Where do I go to get information?” she asked when he stopped talking. He raised his eyebrows, not answering her question immediately.

“Come on,” he said a moment later. “This way. You'd better have something to trade, though.”

“If need be, I can provide something. I'm sure you'll know its value even if they don't.”

“I don't plan on being your guarantor.” He stopped moving and she almost crashed into him, distracted by delicious-looking fruit on a nearby stall, set alongside matching saplings that were ready to plant. “I will show you around and see that no one bothers you for not being one of us because Ryder seems to have developed a soft spot for you and your crew.”

“It's all right. I won't ask you to do anything you're not comfortable with. Just take me to the right person,” Kit said, her impatience getting the better of her. He shook his head but started walking again.

They'd only gotten a little farther when a commotion started up. People began hurrying between stalls, and women who ran them handed them over to nearby men, even if that meant some guarded two stalls or even three.

Kit looked around. What had everyone so spooked?

Old Harry looked worried too, but instead of explaining, he hurried over to the nearest pirate, and they had a hushed conversation. Kit walked closer, not happy to be left out of it, but then her mind caught up with what was happening. They were protecting the women, and Old Harry was looking at her while he talked. They appeared to be worried for her safety.

There was only one person who could cause this kind of fear. Acting far braver than she felt, Kit walked straight up to Old Harry, and before he or the pirate with him could talk, she did.

“It's Darq, isn't it?” she demanded.

The pirate nodded. “His ship has been spotted in the area. Looks like it's coming here. We need to get—”

“Great. I got what I came here for,” Kit interrupted. “And it didn't even cost me anything.”

Not waiting for Old Harry to acknowledge her statement, Kit walked toward the airlock. He ran after her.

“You don't want to go that way,” he said. “Darq could land at any minute. You wouldn't get away.”

“That's fine. Means he won't have a chance to get away either.” Kit kept her eyes focused on the habitat’s airlock, aware that the nearby men were staring at her, some of them with open mouths, clearly in shock at her boldness. Now that the confrontation was approaching, Kit wasn't scared. She'd faced Darq since he’d beaten her, and she'd filled his ship with plasma bolts.

“You came here for him? To find him?” Old Harry continued to hurry along beside her, panting a little.

“I came here to hunt him,” she corrected. “I'm going to rid this universe of the threat he represents. Tell the women they can come out.” As Kit spoke, she punched in the reversed code, pulled open the airlock, and strode in. Old Harry didn't follow but he looked at her, his mouth opening and closing like that of a fish out of water.

Kit grinned. Maybe she was crazy, but frell, did it feel good!


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Taron and Lexi had restocked their ships first. The odd feeling in his stomach hadn't gone away, and he wanted to be ready to leave at the drop of a hat. When he was younger, Taron had lived for a while on a small station manned by only a few people, most of them researchers. His family had gone too, something about helping with the mechanics of a robot they needed.

His grandfather had been with him. One day his grandfather had woken and insisted on taking the family on a day off to a nearby planet he thought beautiful. He had not taken no for answer. As it wasn't very far away and they could return if they needed to fix something, his parents had agreed and taken him and his sister, and they'd gone to have a picnic on the nearby planet.

On the way, his mother had pressed his grandfather about the urgency, pointing out that it wasn't anyone's birthday or any other big celebration. His grandfather had admitted that he felt off and he was worried. That leaving the station had made him feel better. They had not thought anything of it until they got back and found pirates had raided the station, and they hadn't been like the pirates who were often in the fringes. They'd killed the scientists and taken the women.

Taron had asked his grandfather how he'd known. He'd replied that he hadn't, but it was better to be safe. Many a time, he'd woken and felt a similar twinge, and the only result was a nice picnic somewhere or a quicker exit, neither of which was a problem or anything to lament.

Taron felt the same. Their ship was ready to leave at a moment's notice. It might not matter, but it felt good to know they could.

As he and Lexi walked to the stationmaster's office, he made sure he stayed close by her side and kept glancing around.

“This really has you spooked, doesn't it?” she asked.

“Maybe, but I’d like to stay in one piece.”

“Do you think it's Darq?” she asked, but he shook his head.

“I don't think so, but I suppose I can't be completely sure. No, this feels like...something else.”

“Let's hurry then,” she said, picking up the pace. They jogged through the ships, and Taron was relieved that he'd been there before. The dock layout was not the best but familiar, and more than once, his memory kept them out of a dead end.

When they reached the stationmaster's office, Taron's eyes were drawn to the small box-like building first. The door was shut, something that had only happened once—when Taron and Eve had told him the whereabouts of a serial killer several months earlier. Was something serious going on here? Was that what had him worried?

He hurried closer, his hand resting on his sword hilt. Lexi did the same and increased her speed. Getting closer gave him a view of the window and made it clear something was going on inside. The curtain had been pulled across it, but a slight sliver was not covered. Through it, Taron caught a glimpse of movement.

A moment later, they heard a muffled shout through the door, which was the weak point of the soundproof room.

Taron reached for the handle and tried to turn it, but it was locked, and the door wouldn't budge. Within a second of him trying it, there was another yell, this one cut off partway through.

“We need to get in,” Taron stated and made a run at the door. Lexi grabbed a stool the stationmaster sometimes sat on and rammed its legs through the window. It shattered inward, but Lexi didn’t let go of the stool, instead placing it on the ground beneath the window.

Before Taron could stop her, she drew her sword, used the stool as a stepping stone, and launched herself through the window and the curtain. He tried to follow but didn’t manage the attempt with quite so much grace. He wobbled when his feet hit the floor inside, glass crunching under his boots.

By the time he'd regained his balance, Lexi was sparring with an unknown assailant. The stationmaster was in the corner, bloodied, bruised, and in no fit state to defend himself.

As Lexi blocked hacks and slashes from the rapier-wielding man before them, Taron looked for an opening to aid her. The tall, wiry man was stronger than he looked and began pushing Lexi around.

She had been paying attention when Rin trained Kit, however, and she managed to lock the guy’s rapier up with her sword. Taron saw an opportunity to act and threw himself at their unknown assailant, knocking both of them off their feet.

It allowed Lexi to recover and wrenched the rapier from the attacker's grasp. Taron rolled to get farther away, expecting the man to turn on him, but instead, he went after Lexi, grabbing at her with his bare hands.

She yelped as she thumped him, and he twisted one of her arms. Taron didn't think, just leaped at the man's prone back, bearing down on him and bringing the hilt of his sword down on the man's head. The first blow only stunned Lexi's assailant, then he bucked, but Taron held on long enough to hit him again.

They crumpled to the ground, going over sideways since Taron was off-balance. There was nothing but stillness, Lexi panting and cradling her arm and Taron pinned beneath the man he'd fallen in a tangle with.

With his free arm, he pushed at the dead weight, pulling his body out from underneath. By the time he was on his feet, Lexi was over by the stationmaster, already performing some basic first aid. His head wound looked worst, but Lexi already had something pressed against it, trying to stop the bleeding.

Not wanting to go another round with whoever had attacked, Taron found something to restrain the guy and dragged him over to a chair fixed to the floor. He then tied the man to it as quickly and efficiently as he could.

By the time he was done, the stationmaster seemed a little recovered. Lexi was giving him painkillers while he held the bandage against his head. As Taron also joined them, Lexi checked the other wounds the guy sported.

There were some cuts but nothing a few stitches couldn't fix. Several of them were still bleeding.

“I think you two were angels or something. Twice Taron here has shown up at exactly the right moment with someone beautiful in tow.”

“We're not angels, but you're definitely lucky,” Lexi replied for Taron. “We actually came to ask you for help on a particular matter, but I think it can wait.”

“Perhaps, but you've earned whatever you came here for. I think I'd be dead if you hadn't come bursting through that window like space angels. Never seen a pair fight like you two. Whatever they teach in your crew, it must make you read each other’s minds.”

“We’ve flown together a lot, but I don’t read him anywhere near as well as his wife. She sent me to keep you out of trouble,” Lexi replied, grinning. “Anyway, we should probably call for Security.”

The stationmaster nodded, then winced and went still. After taking a deep breath to steady himself, he pointed at the nearby datapad.

“You can call up the next guy on shift on there and get him paged over early. He'll know it's an emergency if you do that. I never call anyone early.”

Taron did as he was instructed before putting the pad out of the man's reach. He was in no state to do any work right now, even if he was tempted. The stationmaster tried to rise, but Lexi gently held him down.

“I think we should fetch a medic. I've got some basic field training, but you should get a full checkup.”

The stationmaster looked as if he was going to protest, but then he coughed, his face screwing up in pain. Lexi's hand went to his rib cage.

“Broken ribs,” she said. “You definitely need a doctor.”

“So it would seem,” he replied. Taron was already tapping, knowing his companion wouldn't want him to waste time. Within a few seconds, he had the acknowledgment that medical help was on the way.

A moment later, someone tried to open the door.

“Mike, you okay?” a concerned male voice called—a gruff, almost fatherly voice.

“Give us a sec to find the keys.”

“Us?” he yelled, his footsteps coming around to the window.

“Frelling Enkoloth!” the newcomer exclaimed when he saw the mess and everyone in the room. He drew his sword and made as if to charge them. Taron stood, concerned, but Mike had foreseen the misunderstanding.

“It's okay, Noah. These two fine people rescued me. Not in such great shape anymore, though I reckon the fellow over there is doing worse.” Mike pointed at the man, who was still tied up. He was beginning to stir, and as Noah sheathed his sword and clambered through the window, understanding dawned on his face.

“This fella that trouble customer you mentioned was snooping around yesterday?” Noah asked.

“The very one. Decided to be a bit more insistent with his requests today.”

“I can see that. But how?”

“I thought he was a harmless nut, not someone with intentions. Read him wrong. He started asking about the asteroid ship. Made me think he was just a ship nut. You know, one of those who like to see every kind of ship. You get them hanging out here sometimes and listening to the ship types as I call them.”

“Aye. I know the sort you mean.”

“When he started getting more agitated, I came in here intending to be a bit stealthier about calling for backup, but he'd lifted my keys, and as soon as we were alone, he dropped the act. Not a nut.”

“I'm no nut,” the man replied, his head lifting off his chest. He blinked, then closed his eyes while he inhaled and exhaled a few times. When he opened his eyes, he looked at Mike.

“What I still don't understand is how you knew about that asteroid ship. It was hidden. There was nothing that linked Hentar to it. I made sure of it.”

“You what?” Noah asked. Taron and Lexi gave the tied-up man their attention. How did this guy know what had happened?

Mike looked at them.

“We've got a lot of questions. Since you seem to be a fellow who doesn't like to waste your breath, I'm going to fill them in.”

“Be my guest,” the man replied, his voice dripping with the disgust he clearly felt. He wouldn't look at any of them.

“Are you sure you should do that with two civilians here?” Noah asked, and Mike nodded quickly.

“Noah, this is Taron, and Lexi. They’re Aerie mates. Taron and his wife are the couple who helped us catch the ship in the first place. They were the folks who informed us about Hentar.”

That caught the madman's attention. Taron met his imperious gaze, refusing to react when the man looked the pair of them over and then looked away, not impressed.

Taron kept staring at him as Mike shifted his position to get more comfortable. The attacker glanced at Taron and Lexi a few times, betraying his curiosity. Not as imperious as he’d first looked.

“We thought we'd retrieved the dead body of the guy who committed the crimes. The guy from the ship you helped capture,” Mike told Taron. Noah nodded, obviously grateful for the info. Taron couldn't quite believe what he was hearing, but he suspected he knew where matters were going.

“We held an investigation. The security team who handled the investigation concluded the case was closed, but a week or so later, we got a strange complaint from one of the workmen who had been hired to bring in the stuff from Hentar and file it. He mentioned someone leaving the base in a state every time he brought us cargo, but I'd pulled a few double shifts that week so our other worker could have some time off for his new babe.”

“So, you knew there wasn't anyone else who'd gone to Hentar from here,” Lexi continued, catching up.

“Aye. There was no one else. I told the relevant people, but the security forces didn't listen. Case was closed. Report was made public, as these things often are when they're dealt with. Only two days later, this guy shows up.”

“And he was curious. Really curious,” Noah said. “Came to me first, on my watch, and asked a couple of questions. Went away when I told him I wasn't the one who'd been involved and didn't know how it had gone down.”

“Then he came to me yesterday and again today. I don't get why you didn't act yesterday, though,” Mike said to the guy. “That's what made me think you were an obsessed nut. But you're not, are you?”

“Took you long enough to figure out who I am.”

“I'm not sure I follow,” Noah replied, coming around the room so he could see the prisoner's face.

“He's the serial killer,” Taron stated, sure he was right.

“Bingo,” the guy confirmed. “You must have thought you were clever, catching my assistant the way you did.”

“No. I was just glad to have it behind me. It takes a very sick man to do the things you've been doing, and your assistant clearly wasn't innocent.”

“No one's innocent.” The prisoner smiled. “We all have something that drives us. Fascinates us. Some curiosity or addiction we shouldn't have. Humans are hardwired to respond to adversity by becoming animalistic. I merely did so in a different, less acceptable way.”

“I've heard enough,” Mike said. “It's high time you were taken somewhere more suitable to hold you.”

“You might have trouble if you still can't find your keys.” The guy grinned as if he’d told a wonderful joke.

“Oh, I'm no fool. I know you still have them.” Mike finally got to his feet. “But there's that window still. I'm sure we can drag you through it if need be.”

The guy opened his mouth as if to retort, but Noah had clearly had enough. He pulled a small device from his pocket, touched it to the guy's neck from behind, and put him out cold.

“Sorry, I've rather had enough of his gloating prattle. Guys like him want to mess with your head.”

“Aye,” Taron replied, blinking as if he'd just woken up from a strange dream. The whole experience had been so surreal.

Before anyone could say or do anything else, more people arrived outside—the medics and more security. They came around to the window as Taron looked for keys. Mike held out his hand to stop him.

“Don't bother. He swallowed them. Didn't think I saw, but I'm not as dumb as I look.”

Taron raised one eyebrow, not sure how to respond to the self-deprecating statement.

Noah moved to the window and let the security team know they would have to pick the door lock or find another way through it. They talked briefly about lifting Mike through the window, but he called that he could wait and then focused on Taron and Lexi.

“While they're figuring out how to get us out of this room, why don't you tell me why you came here? You've saved my life, in addition to everything else you've done.”

“We're having trouble with a merchant,” Taron explained. He and Lexi then told him a brief history of the Aerie's encounters with Varun and everything he'd done to make their lives harder.

“Sounds like a nasty piece of work, but this is the first I've heard of him or his pirates,” Mike replied. “Wish I could help you more after all you did for me, but I can't. I know some people I might be able to ask, though. I'll let them know I really owe you two, see what I can dig up. I assume you can leave it with me,” he replied.

Taron nodded, not wanting to push the injured man any further anyway.

As the security forces broke through the door, Taron gave Mike his contact details and then let the professionals take over. After making a commitment to report their version of the events, Taron hurried away, making sure Lexi was with him.

She stopped just out of view of the stationmaster’s building, her body shuddering, her usual cool, grinning facade gone.

“Eve told me what had happened when you’d been out here the last time, but frell… that’s messed up.”

“Tell me about it.”

“I guess that’s why you and Eve felt off,” Lexi said. He nodded and then lapsed into silence.

“Come on,” he said after a while. “Let's return to Ephren and the Aerie. We've saved a life and earned Mike's help with Varun. We couldn't have hoped for a better result.”

“No, but I can't help thinking about the victims and the guy’s lack of remorse.” Lexi shuddered.

“Aye, but he was caught, and we helped. I'll sleep easier tonight, knowing that.” Taron smiled at his friend, knowing he wouldn't sleep with a clear head, but he’d have a clear conscience. It was a start. He could tackle everything else another day.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Dante sat in an office. It was his office, but also not his office. After being on Corsera, it felt wrong to be on Ephren. A few months earlier, he'd been proud to call this room his office when everyone had said it would be so difficult to get a workshop going on Ephren. He'd come so far.

Sighing, Dante pushed past his discomfort. Since he'd returned from seeing Serentin, he'd basically sat there and worried about his crewmates. He didn’t have a clue where to begin looking at the list of ship names Serentin had given him. If they held any information he could use, he didn’t know what. Given how crazy Serentin could be, there might not be anything to be gained from it. Kit was still out, having brought Sky home safely, borrowed Ike, and left again.

Taron and Lexi hadn’t returned either, although they'd gone farther afield, and he worried less when the mates were in capable pairs. It didn't leave many people to look out for since the rest were still fixing ships and taking the basic cargo runs.

Eve had taken a ship of more green mates out, determined to help build their numbers, but they weren't going far and wouldn't have particularly valuable cargo. It was something for him to worry about, however.

It's no good, he thought, getting to his feet. I need to do something. I need to be out there, making things happen.

He went to the door and stepped into the workshop. Immediately his eyes found Ike, the ever-present engineer trying to patiently show another mate how to fix something in the electronics of an Aerie ship. As he came closer, Dante noticed the fresh scorch marks on it and the make and model. It was one of Kayla's unmarked ships.

“Kayla come across some pirates?” Dante asked as Ike came closer, leaving the other engineer to it.

“No. Nora and Garrus. Kayla had been so close to them both that they knew her even in this rust bucket. Took her best flying to get away, and she ended up back here less than fifty minutes after she'd left. I tried to comfort her, but she hurried away. Pretty sure she went to find somewhere private to have a good cry.”

“What did she want?” Dante asked, ready to put it on the alliance board to make it a priority.

“More stuff from Jeb's to make a particular dye, I think.”

“Can we do a bigger run out that way?” Dante looked around, trying to remember what his largest ship was and if it would be helpful in this situation. Ike shook his head.

“Not unless you want to run into the Elysium folks, no. They're attacking anything going through on the grounds of intimidation, or violation of their airspace. Whatever they think they can get away with.”

Dante frowned. There had to be something they could do to help. They had to get goods and not pay through the nose for them.

“That's it,” Eve's voice came from the workshop door as she stormed in, several wide-eyed recruits following. “I refuse to do another run until we've got a better idea of how to avoid those petty, idiotic—”

Letting out a growl, she stopped. Both Ike and Dante went to her.

“I was attacked,” she said. “Varun, and then Victor. Almost like the two of them are working together. I don't get it. Varun should hate Victor just as much as we do.”

“Maybe, but he's not one to waste an opportunity. Probably thinks he can divide and conquer.”

“Well, I'm sick of it,” Eve said, her voice shrill. “I've lost out on too much money to see others profit. I'm not taking another run out until I can be sure we'll succeed.”

“Understood,” Dante replied, aware that everyone in the workshop was watching, waiting, and making a judgment call on what was going on and how the alliance was doing. “I've been working on an idea. Why don't you come into the office? Ike, you too.”

Both Eve and Ike followed while Dante tried to think of something to say to them. They were clearly in need of a different strategy.

“We need another crew,” Ike said before Dante could suggest anything, but Eve nodded.

“Aye, another crew and another fleet.”

“And all ships that are new to us,” Dante cut in, mentioning something one of the others had hit on at a previous date. “But that's not cheap, and we don't exactly have the best financial stability at the moment.”

“Not to mention we can't lie on a crew application form.” Eve huffed as she sat down. “It's generally frowned upon to start a crew whose sole purpose is to hide the activities of another.”

“We need a volunteer then.” Ike looked slightly vacant as he grinned. Dante opened his mouth to ask who when Ike stepped closer and seemed to work it out himself.

“You know someone?” Eve asked, clearly not as patient, but Dante didn't discourage the question. Ike nodded, his smile getting wider.

“Leave it with me, boss. I'll see if I can find something to work with, but we would need to use it or lose it, mostly. If we go down this route, we'll need to run quite a bit through it. It will make the alliance look smaller. The Aerie won’t be the big force involved in important things anymore.”

We're not that currently, anyway, Dante thought but didn't say aloud. The Aerie mates didn't need to hear his negativity. They were doing their best in very difficult situations. He was surprised they still wanted to be in Xeartais. It was hard, and their life could be so much easier in another crew. But here they were, trying to come up with ways they could protect themselves and still be in the crew.

Dante was proud, but he was equally frustrated.

“All right,” Eve said, leaving in a whirlwind like when she’d arrived, sweeping up the recruits with her and promising to help them get better at everything and find ways to earn more money.

If only we could deliver as easily as before, Dante thought. He considered giving up, but Ike sat down in front of him.

“This is just a temporary setback, Captain,” Ike said, using Dante’s title for the first time in ages. “We'll find a way to beat Victor, and we'll reclaim our planet.”

Dante sighed, grateful but tired. Despite having moments when he felt determined. When anger made him want to prove his friend right. However, there were moments when his anger ran out, and he was left with an overwhelming sense of exhaustion.

“Thought I'd find you in here,” Ryder said, knocking as he entered despite having spoken already. Dante and Ike looked at the ex-pirate as he threw himself down on the only vacant chair.

“What is it?”

“I reached out to a few people who remember what it was like to trade here when Varun was in charge. They've pledged to help us while we get on our feet. Cheaper prices for goods, priority services, things like that. Going to get one of the other lads onto making us a list.”

“Pin it to the board,” Dante said, gratitude washing over him. That was just the morale booster that might turn things around.

Ryder nodded but didn't get up.

“And thank you,” Dante added. “Not gonna say I didn’t need good news.”

“We all do, and I had to make myself useful in the marketplace while keeping an eye on Kayla,” he replied, grinning. “She was getting suspicious.”

Dante chuckled, but it was cut off by yet another commotion. The three of them got to their feet and hurried out to the workshop, where everyone was yelling. Dante caught a glimpse of a youngish woman as she ran out of the door and into the streets.

“She just tried to plant a bot. To spy on us!” a crewmate said, holding up the offending mechanical object. It didn't look like a bot, but Dante wasn't going to argue.

He was far more interested in why a young person would do something like that. He rushed out with Ryder close beside him, Ike heading over to investigate the object.

The girl wasn't anywhere to be seen at first. Dante turned on the spot with frustration as he looked around the busy area.

“There,” Ryder yelled. “Heading into the market.”

Not waiting to spot her with his own eyes, Dante ran full tilt in the direction Ryder pointed, hearing rather than seeing that the former pirate was with him.

When he finally spotted the girl, he locked onto the deep-chestnut ponytail bobbing along. The crowds didn't part easily for her, but she was thin and slipped through gaps. Dante did his best to keep up by managing to get more people to move out of the way, but he got held up longer than the kid if the other shoppers didn't notice him in time.

Repeatedly catching up only to slip behind, Dante almost whacked into a woman and sent her packages flying. He heard the angry shouts and yells as others got irritated with the chase in what was one of the busiest sections of the marketplace. He had to hand it to the girl. She knew where her best chance of escape was.

After another minute of hard running, Dante's chest and legs aching with each new step and each new breath, he realized he could no longer hear Ryder's boots pounding behind his.

“Pirates,” he muttered, trying one last time to go a bit quicker as the girl crashed into a cart and sent fruit flying. She tumbled but quickly regained her feet. Hope finally filled Dante that he might be able to catch her, but before he could, Ryder came flying out of a different alley between the stalls, scooped the girl up in his arms, and restrained her.

Out of breath, Dante caught up and stopped beside him, almost laughing as she struggled in his arms. People looked their way, but no one intervened.

“I think you'd better come have a chat with us,” Ryder said. “Because we don't appreciate the bot you’ve just dropped off.” The ex-pirate looked around himself, also aware of the attention they were drawing.

The girl continued to wriggle, grunt, yell and otherwise make a fuss.

“We just want to have a chat,” Dante said. “We won't hurt you.”

“I didn't know it was a bot. Some guy just paid me to bring it.”

“Aye, we could tell as much, but we'd like to ask you a few questions all the same.”

The girl grew calmer and Ryder stopped fighting her, keeping one hand locked firmly on her upper arm but depositing her on the floor and giving her some freedom. She studied Dante, her eyes narrowed.

“He said you'd skin me alive if you caught me.”

“Then he's a liar as well as a dirty sneak,” Dante replied. “I'm Dante Zullo of the Xeartais. Ask anyone here, and they'll tell you I'm a man of my word. I'll give you mine. We just want to talk. I want to know who thinks they can play games with my crew. I care about them, and I'll do whatever I need to do to protect them from underhanded stuff like getting innocent young people caught up in feuds and spying on them.”

His last words seemed to have the most impact on her behavior.

“You got any decent food?” she asked a moment later.

“Aye,” Dante replied, chuckling. “I'm sure I can find you a bowl of hot stew. Probably some fresh bread to go with it.”

“For that, I'll tell you anything.” She grinned and wriggled out of Ryder's grasp when he finally eased off.

“I just want the truth.”

Dante nodded at Ryder to leave him with the girl and go mind Kayla and her stall. He hesitated, but eventually, he nodded.

“So, what's your name?” Dante asked as the young woman fell in beside him, appearing older when she was closer, her clothes merely more childlike.

“I'm Elvie. My da dropped me here a few months ago. My credits ran out last week, and the council still hasn't approved my application to trade. Said I needed a crew or references.”

“Aye. Not much good to someone new.”

“Nope. Nor someone who doesn't want a crew.”

“Most are happy to find a crew, even if that crew just acts as a glorified babysitter for paperwork,” Dante smiled as he spoke, aware he could be reading the situation wrong but willing to take a chance.

“I'm not most people,” she replied. It only made his grin wider. She was definitely being stubborn, but this was one of those times when it was likely to actually benefit her.

Several of the Aerie mates stared when he arrived with Elvie, but none of them said anything, and he didn't stop for anything but to get someone to bring her hot food.

A minute later, she was sitting on one side of his desk, wolfing down gravy-coated bread and struggling to hold the steaming hot bowl it came in.

“So, tell me what this guy looked like,” Dante said when she slowed down.

“Strange guy. Had an eye patch and an accent I didn't recognize. I've seen him in the marketplace before, but not for a while. He used to help that merchant who ripped everyone off. Not sure he's still doing that, but I'm glad the trader left. He's half the reason I can't do much to earn money and live.”

Dante nodded. He didn't know who she meant, but he suspected a certain ex-pirate did.

“So, you just want to trade, do you, Elvie?”

She nodded her head so vigorously Dante had to blink to focus his eyes, a grin spreading across his face.

“Then let me introduce you to a friend of mine. She's just opened a stall and could do with an extra pair of hands. Someone to help her keep track of stuff and restock. Help her out for a bit, and we'll make sure you're paid, fed, and have a bed to sleep in. Sound fair?”

“You serious?” she asked.

“Aye. Everyone deserves a second chance. Head to the market stall and ask for Kayla. Tell her Dante sent you and let her show you the ropes.”

Elvie didn't hesitate. She put the wiped-clean bowl down and grabbed another hunk of bread before literally running off.

Feeling a little better and remembering what was good about being a powerful crew captain, Dante sat back.

Maybe he could rebuild the Aerie one down-on-their-luck-but-awesome person at a time.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Strapped in, guns hot, Kit was as ready as she could ever be to face Darq. Her bots were on standby, and she'd switched out a pack to ensure the shields were charged.

The ship just had to respond the way she expected, and Darq had to show.

Several times she'd considered lifting off the asteroid base, but everyone in the pirate market had clearly expected him to land, and she wanted to catch him when he was most vulnerable and already planning to land. Of course, if he noticed her ship and the heat signature of her guns, then he wouldn't be quite as surprised as she was hoping, but who scanned a set of docked ships for potential threats?

He's one of the most wanted pirates in the fringe colonies, Kit's mind reminded her. He's likely to be paranoid about his safety. Loads of people want to bring him down. She suspected the fear he'd wrought had made others react in much the same way this illegal pirate market had. When Darq was around you, you hid your women and hoped he was around for someone else.

“Not this time,” Kit said out loud. Her focus flicked between the viewport and what she could see of space above the asteroid and her long-range scanners. Only then did she remember Ike's modification. Flicking a few buttons, she set the updated software to scan for the engine emissions and frequencies Darq's unique ship produced.

Almost immediately, the map zoomed out to the usual setting that held everything the scanners could pick up, and a dot appeared. She watched it, and the dot flashed for a couple of seconds before it went solid.

When the scan ran again, the dot was closer, flashing for two seconds and then solidifying. When it happened a third time, Kit got the computer to overlay a predicted flight path. The dots weren't as accurate as the long-range scanner’s, but it showed a ship gradually coming closer. When a fourth marker appeared, the line updated, fitting the points better and letting her know Darq was on his way.

Her hands shook. This was it. Darq was on his way, and there was nothing to stop her from taking him down.

You've got to do this, she told herself. You've got to hold yourself together and do this. Those other women need you to. You need you to. Sky needs you. The last one held the most weight, the reminder that Kit had to act. If not, someone she cared about would get hurt.

It wasn't much longer before the long-range scanners also picked up on Darq's ship, although, as before, they couldn't get a lock. The scanner and the modified section delivered some interesting results that did help her ship narrow down a better estimate for Darq's arrival. It wouldn't be much longer.

Kit tried to find something to focus on, but she was ready, and there was nothing to do but wait.

“Come on. Come to me. Come and meet your fate. I'm waiting for you, just like you waited for me.”

No sooner had Kit said the last word than she thought about how he might have felt while waiting for her. She doubted he had been nervous, but that didn't mean he had felt positive thoughts. Darq clearly enjoyed beating women up, but as far as she was aware, he didn't dread the hunt. In fact, he seemed to delight in it.

She had too…once. With any luck, after today, she might again.

She watched the scanners, his ship creeping toward her, the projected course continuing to update and reassure her he was still approaching.

A moment later she saw the ship, light shimmering off its surface. The hull was designed to provide camouflage. It worked, but not when someone was actively looking and not when someone had encountered the ship's signature before.

She let him come into range before she lifted off the launchpad and sped toward him. It was a dangerous move that required serious flying and shooting skills. However, she had the element of surprise, and given how well he could fly and how powerful his ship was, the chance to get four bolts into him before he could even begin to warm his guns was worth the risk.

“Almost there,” she muttered, watching the radar, the ship only a few seconds behind the endpoint of the line. As it came closer, Kit looked through the viewport and concentrated, but before she could begin the maneuver, his ship changed. Right before her eyes, the camouflage melted to reveal a normal-looking ship underneath.

She was stunned. Was the dark stuff only a skin? A shield of some kind? She'd assumed it absorbed most of the light and tricked the eyes, but she had clearly been wrong.

Go! her mind screamed, breaking her out of her trance. She flew across Darq's nose and fired, her ship close enough to see the bolts hit his shield and the startled look on his face through the viewport.

“Surprise,” she said to herself, grinning. Her fear and anxiety vanished as she performed her signature move, rolling and turning to fire upside-down.

Less practiced at shooting in these circumstances, she fired a moment too soon and the first shot went wide, but the final plasma bolt hit the shield at close enough range that it broke through and scorched the hull underneath.

“Let's see how you respond to that.” She brought her ship around, less afraid of taking hits as she was of losing him, but he was also turning, coming away from the small base below them. A moment later, she had a hail. She considered ignoring it, but she'd made him run the last time, and she wanted to see how he spun it. Could he gloat despite that?

“Kit? Have you gone rogue? I still see the Aerie insignia on your ship.”

“Aye. I'm still Aerie, Darq. Don't think I'm scared enough to run from them.”

“Almost a pity. If you were truly on your own, I could have decided to keep you as a pet, seeing as you're so anxious to see me. However, I promised Varun I'd let you live to tell your friends what happened.”

“Wonderful,” Kit replied. “Then I'll let you live today, and you can tell everyone how you underestimated the Aerie.”

“Oh, does that mean you've got some other ships here with you? Someone to make you feel brave like last time?”

“No, Darq. Don't need them today,” Kit replied. “I'm going to kick your ass by myself.”

She killed the comm as he came into range, her guns warm. His would be too, and he would want to pummel her, but he didn't know how much improved her systems were. Ike had done wonders.

This was where the test began.

Darq flew straight at her to intimidate her, but she darted away, losing the opportunity to fire at him while dodging his bolts. Imagining his frustration, she quickly turned and spun, making him think she was trying to find a shot, but lifting up at the last minute.

He fired, clearing out the guns on one side of his ship. Kit smugly yanked the ship hard to port, brought Kitter around, and did a fly-by on that side, firing at him on the way past.

Five-zero, punk.

Kit exhaled, trying to calm herself, her hands tense on the controls. Although she was doing well, she had to keep her head. Darq was still a formidable opponent, and he proved it by turning unexpectedly and using one of her own moves on her. Before she could react, four bolts came her way. She did her best to dodge, but two smacked into the shields before she could get away.

An alarm blared briefly to let her know that the second had at least partially gotten through the shield and hit the ship. Instantly two of her repair bots sprang to life and scuttled off.

She flew down and to starboard to get away and give herself some space to bring up the systems’ diagnostics and check what had broken.

It looked like a vent, but it didn't seem to be major. The computer was already giving her an estimate of time to full repair by the bots.

“You'll have to do better than that if you want to stop me, Darq,” she said, noticing her port guns were hot enough for another volley.

Before she could fire on him, however, he sent more bolts her way, close enough on target she was forced to dodge, but as she did, he activated whatever turned his ship from a normal one into the strange dark object he'd been before.

As she brought her ship around, Kit scanned for him, unable to see where his ship was, until he fired. Growling her annoyance and dodging just enough to let both bolts skim along the underside of her shield, Kit pulled up the radar, using it and the ship’s signature it could detect to aid her in finding him.

It wasn't perfect, but it helped her roll out of the way of the next barrage and then rotate over him. Three more of her bolts pounded into the top of his ship.

Eight-three, she thought, before pulling out of the roll, the tight straps making her wince for just a moment at the increased g-force.

They continued to fight for some time, both of them getting lucky and unlucky in turn, their ships taking a beating until the score was twenty-one to twelve and Kit was weary. She knew he could take a little more damage before his shields failed, but she was far enough up on the damage he could deal, and her shields were holding so well, she knew she could exchange hits and still best him.

The thought, combined with the tiredness from the drawn-out fight, made her more reckless. Bringing Kitter in closer, she tried to make sure her shots hit instead of wasting some. He took a quick rap of four along the bottom of his ship but turned faster than she'd have expected and managed to retaliate with two hot bolts of plasma that hit her at such close range that the second punched straight through the momentarily weakened shield.

Alarms blared throughout the ship, and the doors to the control room slammed shut. She sealed and powered up her suit in case the door gave. Almost as swiftly, she flew Kitter up and away from Darq, checking to verify that the damage wasn't so severe she had to flee.

The bots woke and scurried away, but the computer told her very little, almost as if it didn't understand what had happened other than a hull breach. It was only when she tried to turn to shoot at Darq and ward him off while the bots did their best that Kit realized she couldn't maneuver to port.

“Frelling Enkoloth,” she said as she wove under more bolts. “I need to turn.”

The ship didn't listen, and Kit grew angrier. This couldn't be happening. Darq would not win, especially not because of a lucky shot that found a decent mark.

She brought up the diagnostics while she rolled and turned the other way, diving to try to stay off a predictable path. If Darq was going to try to follow her trajectory, she was going to make it harder for him.

She battled her ship, which was heading in a random direction. At first, the problem filled her with panic, but it soon became clear that Darq couldn't follow her movements either. After sending several shots wide, he gave up and peeled off.

The comm lit up with an incoming hail a few seconds later. She ignored it. Instead, she put the autopilot on a course to Ephren while she unstrapped and ran down the corridor to the area indicated on the error screen. When she got to the engine room, she found four of the bots in the corner of the room, trying to fix something electronic.

The bolt had hit on that side of the ship and penetrated to strike a component in the deck. It clearly controlled something important, but the bots were working as fast as they could, with one exception. Their mechanical arms struggled to sort through the components in the storage system and pass them to where they were needed.

Getting down on her hands and knees, she pulled out the parts she could match to the burned offering that had been removed and lay on the floor nearby. The bots worked in pairs, each one feeding the other what it needed, but with her helping, they worked faster, having the programming to solder and install whatever she handed them.

Occasionally a bot picked something up she had not noticed or had incorrectly identified, but for the most part, she was of assistance, and the ship was soon working.

While they were still inserting the last few pieces, Kit ran to the control room, hoping Darq hadn't twigged to what was going on.

The hail still flashed on her console, but she ignored it. Darq was flying behind her, but her shields were still at the level they'd been at when she'd hurried to help the bots—fifty-nine percent. With her guns warm, a confused Darq, and her controls working, Kit took off the autopilot.

Throwing Kitter around at speeds that only came from familiarity, Kit brought her starboard guns to bear on Darq and fired. The shots pounded into the shields but caught different areas of the ship as Darq turned, so they didn't penetrate.

Noting the direction Darq was headed in and how well he managed to turn his ship, Kit suspected she wasn't the only person having ship troubles.

Taking full advantage of the pirate's distress, Kit pummeled his ship with another couple of shots. They exploded across the shields, crackles flying across it far longer than normal.

While Kit watched, the guy’s mouth fell open, and he glared at her through his viewport.

“Shields must be almost gone,” she told no one in particular, but for now, she was out of warm guns and had to hold on for a moment before she could try to best Darq for good.

As he tried to make a break for his safe haven, she took the opportunity to fly after him until her guns were hot. The moment they were, she pushed the ship as hard as she could and fired. This time the shields didn't just ripple but went down, fizzling out and leaving his ship vulnerable. The final shot continued to fly until it hit something important, causing a small explosion.

Kit grinned. She had the man right where she wanted him.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Dante didn't like paperwork and was more than ready to stop doing it before an hour had passed. He wanted to get on a ship and go do something, but every time an Aerie ship went out, they were mobbed by Varun's pirates or Victor's crew and alliance, and none of them deserved the difficulty that represented.

It wouldn't be so bad if it was just one foe, but the two parties were working together, and the Aerie was hopelessly outnumbered and outgunned.

There was a knock on his door, and Dante immediately got up and went to it, hoping it was a communication from Serentin and the strange genius had more information on Varun, but although the person on the other side was new, they didn't have any further info.

“Elvie said you were taking on some new crew,” the newcomer said. “I'm a friend of hers.”

Dante frowned, intending to tell him to sort his act out and go through the proper channels, but instead, he found himself looking the young man over. He wasn't as young as he'd initially seemed, but it still wasn't technically enough. No one got into the crew without a recommendation from someone trusted. Very occasionally, Dante tried to make someone feel welcome and let them in without one, but it was only if he knew them a little himself.

“So, what's your name, and what can you do?” Dante asked.

“I'm Narhl. I'm willing to try anything, but only if it comes with food and a bed each day.”

Dante fought not to let his mirth show. He nodded encouragingly instead.

“Got anything I can do to help while I wait for some normal meals or something?” he asked. Dante tried to frown, but the boy’s grin was infectious.

“There's probably a job or two you can do around here,” Dante admitted eventually. “Come on, kid.”

“It's not ‘kid,’ it's Narhl,” Narhl replied. Dante stopped, his mind having finished the sentence in a different way. Kit came into view before him, a memory wrapped up in worry and fear. Coming back to find she'd gone after Darq to stop him once and for all was a terrifying thought. He feared she wouldn't come back. It was almost enough to make him consider praying.

“Ike, we've got another willing new recruit here,” Dante said, shaking the thoughts from his head. “Says he'll do pretty much any job for something to eat and a cabin to call his own.” Dante grinned at Ike, who looked the kid up and down.

Leaving his first mate to give the young greenie a once-over and a bit of a drilling for show, Dante went to look for Taron and Lexi. They should have been back by now. He found them at one end of the workshop beside a ship he didn't recognize.

“Give me some good news,” Dante said as Taron and Lexi came closer. Lexi filled him in on everything they'd been up to, making him sigh. They had nothing to act on.

“I need to do something.” Dante spun, frustrated, as he looked at the Aerie around him. They were busy, and everything he wanted to achieve was just out of reach, nothing he could control.

“I might be able to help,” Rin suddenly said. “I was asking around some of my old mates. One of them said a guy had been poking around their crew area on the sector hub. Something to do with an ex-leaf sister. Wanted to know why she'd left and where she'd gone. Said he had reason to suspect she'd been deceiving a bunch of people about something.”

“And he described Kit?” Dante asked although he wasn't sure how it helped to know two people were after one of his best alliance mates.

“Aye, but he also said that the way this guy asked his questions was off. That he asked about Kit so strangely that it was clear he didn't know as much as he pretended. As if he was after info. My friend got cagier until this guy offered to pay for information. Even said his boss was a man no one wanted to cross.”

“Varun?”

“That's who I assumed it was, as did my friend.” Rin nodded.

“You asked?”

“Aye. I mentioned our woes. He recommended we try to capture the man and see if he leads us back to Kit. Or to Varun. Either would be good if we use it just right, but we'd want to be careful.”

“Good, let’s do it. We'll take out an unmarked ship.”

In an instant, there was a sizable crew around Dante, most of them carrying away bags and with weapons strapped to their waists—Eve, Rin, Sky, Lexi, and Taron, and a woman he hadn't met yet.

“Our primary role is to get Kit back safe and sound,” Dante said, “but we're going to try to scoop up this informant at the same time. We'll need an incognito ship.”

Eve pointed at the ship behind her. “That one’s mine. Ike and his new assistant have just finished repairing her. She's good to go out.”

“Perfect. You can fly too,” Dante said, giving Eve a grateful smile. He wanted to do something, but he wasn't the best at the helm, and he needed the best today, as well as some time to think. Rin and some of the others had clearly reached the conclusion that the person asking questions was the bad guy, but what if he was genuine or at least had legitimate information about Kit? Had she been deceiving people? Was that the reason she’d come to Ephren in the first place? He didn’t doubt her loyalty since joining his crew, but truth be told, he knew little about her past.

Dante didn't know the answer to the questions circling in his head, but the Aerie shouldn't be hurt by mates doing something they shouldn't or betraying his trust, even if it was caused by their past behavior and actions. It would put his mind at ease to meet this curious person seeking Kit and identify the truth behind his inquiries.

As the ship was moved back out onto a launchpad, Dante headed over to Ike, who was already busy fixing another ship component.

“Let me guess, you want to go investigate something or find Kit, and you want me to take care of things for a while?” he asked.

“Both. A problem to look into, and I'm going to pick up Kit along the way.”

“Good. You get that girl back here safe, where she belongs.” Ike looked at him like he understood everything Dante had been thinking. It threw Dante a little, but he nodded, patted Ike on the shoulder, and headed out of the workshop to where the ship and his crew waited for him.

He strode into the control room to see Eve already in the pilot's seat, Sky on engineering, Taron on guns, Lexi in the navigation seat, and Rin and the other woman both somewhere else.

“Just got us in position to leave. Stationmaster knows we're in a hurry,” Eve said before Dante could ask her for a status update. He nodded and grinned, pleased to find he didn't need to get imperious and issue any orders.

Briefly, he considered taking the only spare station in the primary control room, but instead, he decided to leave Eve to it and go to the secondary cabin. He wanted to talk to Rin some more, and it was always good to get to know the new mates if he could.

It seemed he hadn't been doing enough of the latter. It still bothered him that Victor had worked so hard on recruiting new mates, and when they'd been asked to vote, they'd picked the traitor simply because Dante had been too busy making sure they had a home to get to know them.

Dante pushed his thoughts away. He had to focus on the here and now, not everything Victor had done. If he could, he'd put that right, but it would take time. In the meantime, he would do what he could to rebuild.

Rin was on the secondary particle controls, there to act as backup in case something went wrong elsewhere. The newcomer was on the secondary engineering station, monitoring the bots and repair supplies. Dante sat down in the seat next to Rin, noticing it was set to view the long-range scanners and the known systems’ maps of the areas.

He looked over it, letting himself settle and Eve get the ship off the ground while he searched for a way to introduce himself to his companions.

“So, how long have you been in the Aerie?” Dante asked, deciding to take the plunge. He glanced at the woman, her hair covering the side of her face, until she looked his way, realizing he'd been talking to her.

“Oh, since yesterday. I met Kayla in the market and fell in love with one of her dresses. Didn't have the credits for it, but we got talking. She said I had a good eye for fabrics and a good head for designs. Offered me a job and a place to stay. When I told her I'd just arrived on Ephren and needed a crew, she said you were taking new mates.”

Dante nodded as she spoke. Her voice was easy to listen to, but her cheeks were flushed.

“I'm Dante,” he said, hoping it would prompt a name.

“Pheladeine. My parents had strange tastes.” She rolled her eyes. “Close friends call me Lady.”

“I'm Rin. Short for Aneurin. I had similar parents,” Rin said, making the three of them laugh.

“Nice to meet you, Rin. And Dante. I must admit, I've only been with you a little while, but I'm glad I met Kayla and got to talking. Xeartais feels like home in a way nothing else has so far.”

“Aye, it was the same for me,” Rin replied. “It was Ike who invited me in. I was down on my luck. My ship was shattered, practically, and I was hurting in more ways than one. Ike knew I needed a home. Taught me all sorts of things.”

“And you're going to rescue someone in the Xeartais who is in trouble?” Lady asked.

“We don't know for sure she's in trouble,” Dante replied. “And if she is, it's probable that she went looking for it. Had a score to settle, and she's trying to make the Aerie safer for everyone. We had a run-in with a merchant on Ephren a bunch of months back. Saw his corrupt, lawless business off the station, and he's still pissed.”

“And she's gone up against him?”

“Not him directly,” Dante replied cautiously. “But someone he sent after us.”

“Wow. She's brave to try to protect you like that, and I'd thought it was awesome that you were trying to help her before. Sounds like you're all awesome.”

Dante grinned in response, feeling calmer about Kit until Eve called that they had company. Tension crept through Dante's shoulders. He wanted to go find Kit. He didn't want to get stuck fending off pirates.

“Battle stations. Looks like this pirate doesn't know what they're facing,” Eve called louder. Dante gritted his teeth and pulled up the map. There wasn't a lot he could do except watch as the crew around him got busy, so he kept an eye on the radar.

Another ship appeared, coming from the sector hub, and it clearly fancied its chances against them. Eve could fly, however, and the team was efficient.

Eve flew straight at the enemy, giving no quarter as she wove and dodged around the plasma bolts they shot and then emptying her four guns into their shields. Her confidence and skill made Lady whoop in delight and fist-pump the air.

Barely giving the gunner time to get another wave of superheated plasma to shoot, Eve brought the ship about and made another run toward the pirate. This time they didn't fire first, waiting until Eve was close before letting the full complement of guns empty themselves. So close to the other ship, Eve didn't have time to anticipate the attack and dodge.

The bolts hit so fast that the final one passed through the momentarily weakened shield and struck the ship. Alarms blared.

“I've lost some ability to shoot,” Eve called from the other control room. “Get it fixed. I want to pulverize this pirate. I've had enough of them ganging up.”

Before Dante could get to his feet, Lady was meeting Sky in the corridor, as well as many of the bots as they rushed off to do as Eve asked.

Dante scrolled through reports, watching through the viewport and keeping an eye on the radar to see how the battle fared despite the gun trouble. It didn't take him long to realize he had the perfect window to talk to Rin about what he'd discovered.

“I hope this doesn't keep us from Kit,” Dante said, genuine about that at least.

“Aye,” Rin replied, reaching to Lady's abandoned console to give the bots a couple of commands. “She's had enough trouble lately. Glad we can do something to help keep her safe, but I'm worried it’s not enough after everything she's been through.”

“You said someone was asking about her?” Dante said, seeing if Rin would talk anyway.

“Yeah, trying to imply she was up to no good and he was looking for her after she abandoned the leaf crew or deceived them. I didn't buy it when I heard it.”

“You didn't?”

“Nah. Not Kit. She's spent the last few weeks coming to me to train every day for hours. The only secrets she's hiding is a family she's not that attached to, what happened with...the guy she's trying to help us with, and how poor she truly is. Doesn't want sympathy or to be thought of as less than she is. I can respect that. She works hard, gets stuff done, and tries to deal with her own crap.”

“Aye,” Dante replied. It sounded like the Kit he knew, but could Rin have been deceived too, or was that all there was to her? He hadn't been aware the pair had been sparring every day, just some of the time.

“Don't tell me you think there might be some truth in the stranger’s words? Kit's one of the best. Surely you don't doubt her?”

Dante met Rin's eyes. He saw the guy’s genuine shock, then shook his head. Doubt had played in his head, but it was gone, Rin's words enough to put him at ease. He was right; if Kit was guilty of hiding anything, it was only what she feared would make her appear like she couldn't cope.

Sighing, Dante finally felt like he could focus on something else and everything was slowly coming back into alignment.

Keep holding on, Kit, he thought. We're coming to make sure you get home safely.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Grapples flew out from Kit's ship, catching the back of Darq's without an issue. She'd fired at his shieldless ship a few times, taking the risk of blowing him up to take out important propulsion elements so he couldn't escape like the last time.

With that done, she reeled him in. Her stomach cramped, but she didn't stop.

This was a moment she'd imagined many times. What would it be like to see him? In her head, she'd been confident. She’d strode right up to him and made him regret what he'd done. She'd even dreamed about it.

Sometimes she'd beaten him to a pulp. Sometimes she'd been merciful. Most of the time, she'd killed him or committed other equally destructive acts. Once or twice, she'd blown up his ship.

But today, when it actually came to it, she had not been able to. Her fingers had automatically lifted off the trigger and reached for the grapples’ controls instead.

Trying not to feel the fear that rippled through her or let it stop her, Kit activated her bots. There were six designed to attack and another two designed to protect her, plus four to protect the ship and the main control room, although some of those were disguised as crates. Ike had been busy.

She didn't know how many she truly needed, but it was comforting to have far more automated backup than the last time. Everything was still going to come down to one thing, however. How well she faced him in battle.

Taking two steady breaths, she punched the airlock buttons. She wouldn’t wait for him to come onto her ship. Her ship was her refuge, and she wanted those trophies of his. As she stepped into the airlock, she activated her suit and the inbuilt shield in case he'd vented atmosphere or attacked in ways she wasn't expecting.

By the time the airlock doors opened onto his ship, her sword was in her hand, and she was surrounded by her bots. They hurried out with her, coming face to face with Darq and his robotic army.

The two of them stared at each other. He had a cut on his face, the blood having trickled down the cheek before it was wiped away. Dried remnants let her know where it had flowed originally.

“You've looked better,” Kit began, breaking the silence, trying not to shudder as she looked up at his tall frame. He was so much bigger and stronger than her, but Rin had taught her well. She had to have faith in her friend's abilities as well as her own. The mates who knew she'd come to hunt Darq had either blessed her with helpful gifts and tools or made it clear they thought she was ready.

“You know, I think you're the first to come back onto my ship after round one. It makes me admire you. I know you're scared, though. I can see it in your eyes. Don't get me wrong. You're hiding it well; I was almost fooled. But almost isn't good enough, Kit Jackson. Just like it wasn't enough the last time you were here.”

Kit chuckled and shook her head, her grip on her sword still light, easy, and ready. “That's the thing, Darq. I'm not scared, not anymore. And I'm not going to let you hurt anyone else.”

“What do you think you can do?” Darq spat the word “you” as if she were beneath him. That settled her nerves further. He was no longer calm and in control of himself. He must be wondering if she could beat him this time.

“I'm going to take you to the authorities. Going to take your ship and these bots away from you and let the lawmakers charge you with the crimes they know you committed.” The words surprised even her, but Darq only raised his eyebrows and lifted his sword.

She strode toward him, hearing rather than seeing her bots follow, and it seemed to break the stalemate. Growling, he came to her, readying his sword to swing. The nearest bot of hers fired a net, the metal mesh flying across her front toward him, but it was caught against something another of his bots fired, the whole thing becoming a tangled mess on the floor.

Her sword met his. She grunted in shock at the force that ran through her wrists.

No intention of fighting fair, she stomped on the foot he'd placed closest to her and danced back, the bots around her firing a mix of offensive weapons and disabling grapples, which his bots intercepted, one of them becoming a fried mess of circuitry in the process.

He struck at her, and she blocked. Turning so his momentum carried him past her, she stuck out her foot. He tripped over her appendage and sprawled headlong toward her bots. There was a crunch as one of them grabbed onto something on his arm or torso, but he pushed it away, breaking one of the bot’s arms. A second later, he threw it at Kit. She ducked, pleased to notice her bots had disabled another of his by burning it and clearly catching important components in the bot’s mechanics. Flames spewed up, setting off alarms.

“Give it up, Darq.” She strode closer, not intending to give him a chance to get back up. “You can't beat me. Not today.”

But Darq didn't listen. He rolled, narrowly missing one of her bots, grabbing the end of the metal mesh her bot had fired earlier. It caught around one of her feet, pulling it out sideways and making her wobble.

Although she managed to steady herself, it gave him the opportunity to get back on his feet and come at her.

It was Kit's turn to growl in frustration as she parried a sword thrust and tried to find an opening to attack back. The bots got in the way, one of his coming at her with some pronged device, electricity crackling between them.

She jumped out of the way, and her defense bot sprayed an irritating foam at Darq while he was vulnerable. Coughing and spitting, he tried to shield his face with his arm and hand until he could get out of range.

Laughing at the craziness of Ike’s thinking, Kit backed off, looking for a way to end the fight without having to kill Darq. However, he didn't give her long to think or observe her surroundings, just rushed her, foam dripping off him as it dissolved. They fought, both tripping over bots, sliding on watery foam, and dodging attacks from their non-human opponents.

Darq kicked one of her bots and sent it flying. It crashed into the door by the airlock with a crunch, making Kit wince. She looked at the wreckage around them. There were only two other bots still fighting each other. The rest were inactive, broken, and mangled.

The pointless destruction made Kit see red. She felt anger rise inside her, and while Darq still had his back to her, she charged at him, yelling. Only just in time, he brought his sword up to meet hers, but the force broke both their grips, sending the weapons flying off down the corridor. It didn't stop Kit. Throwing herself at him, she became frenzied.

With clenched fists, she thumped him as long as she could. One of his hands fastened around her wrist, trying to protect himself as much as detain her. It didn't stop her; she wriggled and moved so fast and with so much fury he couldn't retain his grasp.

Eventually, she tripped him with his own bot, and he hit the deck. There was another crunch, and warning lights flashed on his suit. Before either could react, her remaining bot rushed forward and jabbed him with two metal prongs, electrocuting him.

He jerked for a few seconds, then the bot pulled back. Darq had passed out.

Kit stared at him. The bot remained beside her.

“Tie him up,” she directed a moment later. The bot sprang into action. “I'll take him to the hub.”

It motored forward, picking up the metal mesh with another appendage as it did.

Not wanting to look at Darq a moment longer, Kit turned and walked down the corridor to fulfill the other reason she'd wanted to board Darq's ship—to retrieve the trophies. She wanted hers back, and she intended to return the others.

It felt strange to go farther into his ship, and her stomach was far from settled at the sight of the shelves and shelves of labeled hanks of hair. She thought she would throw up when she found her own, sadly not the last on the shelves, but she managed to tear herself away from the sight and look for a container to put them in as she took hers back.

With a task to focus on, she could keep going. She headed to the cargo hold to look for an empty crate, but the ones she opened had fuel, shield cells, plasma, or food in them. In the end, she emptied a crate of plasma bolts, each in a neat pocket. It would hold the trophies instead.

After lugging it to the small dark room, Kit worked quickly, wanting to be done and back on her ship as fast as possible. By the time the crate was full, tears filled her eyes and spilled onto her cheeks. With each trophy she’d transferred, she’d imagined the woman the name tag matched.

When the last one was inside, Kit snapped the lid closed and wiped her eyes. She'd done it. Somehow, she'd found the strength. Ready to be gone, it didn't take her long to take the crate back to the airlock, even though she carried it carefully, almost reverently.

On the way past, she glanced at Darq. The bot had wrapped the mesh around him, and he was still out cold. It wasn't a great attempt at restraining him, but it would hold for a while, and she couldn't bring herself to do better just yet. She didn't want to be anywhere near him.

Once on her ship, she left the airlock open, the two ships sharing atmosphere to give her bots free passage. As she took the special crate through to the control room, she woke up the remaining bots.

“Gather up the other bots, repair parts you need, and come back here,” she said. Immediately they rushed off, and Kit checked her systems. Darq had a lot of supplies on his ship. If any of hers were low, she'd grab a crate or two.

“Plasma. It would be plasma, wouldn't it?” she told the empty room, thinking of the bolts she'd just tipped all over Darq's cargo hold floor.

Sighing, she opted to go back one last time and grab another crate. On the way, her gaze sought Darq, who was still sprawled on the deck, tied up.

A shudder ran through her. Kit ran to the cargo hold, grabbed a crate, and hurried back. By the time she was coming back, the repair bots had started dragging her dead attack bots onto her ship, but one had gotten stuck in the airlock.

Not wanting them to cause more damage, Kit put the crate down and picked up the bot, rotated it, and eased it through the airlock. She put it down when an alarm sounded from her control room. Lifting an eyebrow, she hurried to see what had happened.

As soon as she reached the console, she saw the reason. Another ship was in the area—another pirate, and it was heading toward Darq's ship from the other side as if it planned to connect.

Kit swore. She was exhausted, emotional, and ready to sleep for a week. The last thing she wanted was to face another pirate.

Kit considered hailing the ship, but she was too tired to talk. Instead, she warmed the guns, and as soon as they were ready, fired away from her and Darq’s ship, then re-warmed them. Let that be a warning that I’m packing plasma. I'm still here, and I won't go down without a fight, she thought.

Before she could see how the pirate was going to react, she heard a sound behind her—someone grunting.

“Frelling Enkoloth,” she yelled and gritted her teeth, then grabbed the sword her bots had retrieved for her and headed to the airlock. When she entered the corridor, Darq appeared, shaking off the last of the mesh. She swore at herself for her fear of going near him, but outwardly she did nothing but set her jaw, step forward, and raise her sword.

“There's another pirate ship,” Kit told him, taking a step closer. “About to attach on the other side and launch an attack.”

Darq didn't move, his eyes searching the room. Kit took another slow step closer.

From behind him came the clang of a grapple on Darq's ship.

Kit raised her sword, intending to charge to stop Darq from leaving, but something must have happened on his ship because the airlock slammed shut behind him, alarms sounding.

He whirled and pressed buttons to get it open, but it wouldn't budge. The electronics declared it unsafe.

“They've vented your ship,” Kit said. “They mean business.”

“No matter,” Darq replied as he snapped his suit’s helmet shut. His eyes fixed on her. “You've reclaimed your hair, I see.”

“And all the others.” Kit didn't see any point in hiding it after she glanced down and saw the hank sticking out of her pocket. She shoved it deeper, not wanting to lose it.

He growled and looked around, and she noted that the alarm on the airlock behind him had stopped blaring but didn't open. No more atmosphere on the other side, but the ship was safe for others to enter.

He grabbed the crate she'd left on the deck in the belief that it contained his trophies and pushed the airlock button. Despite knowing he couldn't get far, Kit hurried toward him. His suit had a tear in one of the leg compartments near the back—a cable loose and other parts exposed. The damage to his suit was obvious from behind. If he opened the airlock to his ship, he'd suffocate.

She only reached the door in time for it to slam shut in front of her nose. Darq was momentarily trapped between the two ships.

“Stop, Darq,” she yelled. “Stop. It's not safe.”

“I know. Pirates,” he called back, reaching for the next button.

“No. Your suit. Your suit.” She jammed her hands on the button beside her, but she was too late. Darq's commands would have taken priority anyway, aware the airlock appeared full and wanting to let it empty out onto the other ship as if it were cleverer than her.

As soon as the door opened, the back of Darq's suit ripped open and the air vented out of it. He reached behind him to close it, but the damage was too severe.

With the airlock door open on the other side, Kit could only jab buttons in vain. Slowly suffocating, Darq collapsed, half in the airlock and half on his ship, the crate falling on him and rolling onto the floor.

Her heart racing, Kit punched in the override, desperate to get the airlock to open and save his life, but the machine continued to beep its denial.

Growling her fury, Kit watched Darq die. When he hadn’t moved for several minutes, movement down the corridor on the other side caught her eyes. One of the pirates was coming toward her. He paused, eyes wide when he saw Darq dead on the floor.

Anger filled Kit, rage so complete she couldn't think of anything but heaping it on the pirates on the other ship, but she couldn't get to them. Instead, she rushed to her control room. With a few clicks of a button, she disconnected from Darq's ship, opening his ship and him up to space. She lifted up and over Darq's ship, maneuverability on maximum so she could turn, find the other ship, and fire.

She hit it with four hot and ready plasma bolts and rolled away to reheat and come back in for another attack. Coupled to another ship, the pirates were helpless, and she pummeled them with a fly-by and another double volley before she got a response.

A moment later, she was hailed. She accepted it but not to listen.

“This is Kit, an officer of the Xeartais and the Aerie. You've just killed a man I was bringing in for justice. I had just captured Darq, a wanted criminal in every sector in the fringes.”

“The Darq?” The voice on the other end rose in pitch.

“Yes. The Darq. He was my prisoner. I was taking him to answer for crimes involving the Aerie and Xeartais mates,” Kit explained, unable to say her own name, “and you just murdered him.”

“I... We didn't...”

“Prepare to fight or be boarded.” Kit swung her ship around and went to shoot, but the pirate ship did the one thing she hadn't expected it to; it disconnected from Darq's ship and sped into the depths of space. With her hand stretched toward the weapons controls to one side of her, Kit couldn't adjust the particle flow controls quickly enough, and the ship shot away while she was still spinning.

Growling, she was left floating, her ship hovering over Darq's.

It took her several minutes to calm down. She had the trophies, and for that, she was grateful, but she wanted to return Darq's body too. Bringing her ship back down, she grappled and connected with his ship, using the airlock the pirates had vacated.

A moment later, she walked into Darq's empty ship and went to retrieve him. She found him floating in the doorway, the crate beside him and space beyond. She considered pushing him into space and letting him float away, but she pulled him, the crate, and a bot that had lost its grip on the ship back inside and closed the door. The ship began to restore the atmosphere.

Kit kept hold of Darq's arm, and without looking at him, she pulled him to her ship, trying not to dwell on the creep factor of dragging a dead body into her cargo hold.

As soon as that was done, she headed to the nearby pirate hub. She'd seen a lot of items on the pirate market that the Aerie could use, like plants, ship parts, and enough supplies to last a lifetime. She'd trade Darq Corbyn’s famous ship for as much as she could get.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Dante frowned. The sector hub was up ahead of them, but there had been no sign of Kit along the way. Where was she? Concerned, Dante considered stopping Eve from docking, insisting she do a sweep of the area first, but this wasn't his ship or his rodeo, and he didn't want to step on toes if he didn't have to.

It was also clear that Eve had been one of the last to talk to Kit before she left and had more of an idea of her plan than most. She spoke of hoping to find Kit.

Dante's fears vanished when he saw Kit's ship, and her outside it, hoisted up on the shoulders of many celebrating people. Near her, officials were carrying away a covered dead body.

“There, that's Kit,” Sky called a moment later, amazement clear in her voice. Eve's ship flew almost directly over the Slippery Kitter as Eve found her designated landing space. “She killed him! She went and did it!”

Dante hung back, a mix of feelings roiling in his stomach. Of course, she'd been angry, and she'd been rightfully wanting justice. But killing someone?

You were planning on killing him when you found out, Dante told himself, but he still couldn't imagine Kit doing it. Dante was one of the first off the ship, his feet already carrying him toward the area of the dock where Kitter was stationed. Rin and Sky were close behind, while Eve trailed behind, making sure her ship was at least locked before it was so swiftly abandoned.

It didn't take Dante long to find Kit. Still carrying her, the crowd was clearly trying to take her somewhere, and the security team evidently wanted her to go somewhere else as others escorted a stretcher away.

As soon as Kit saw them, she raised her fist. “Xeartais,” she yelled, her expression fierce and her eyes locked on Dante’s face. The mates around him returned the strange salute, and before he could stop it, more of the gathering crowd were lifting him and the other Xeartais mates up on their shoulders, cheering.

“Xeartais for justice,” one of the crowd called.

“Darq destroyers,” another yelled. Dante tried to stop them from lifting him until Kit reached toward him. The crowd responded to her body language and brought them together in the air.

“Did you really do it? Did you kill him?” he asked. He was close enough that he could talk at a level she would hear but others wouldn't since they were cheering and yelling.

She shook her head. “Not exactly. He tried to take a spacewalk, but he didn't realize his suit was busted. Thought I was stealing something important. Tried to take it back and killed himself.”

The relief flooding through Dante was intense. Almost enough to bring tears to his eyes. She hadn't gone that far. While he was willing to support her getting justice, and if she had been the one to end Darq's life, he'd still have stood by her and seen her as his friend, that she hadn't and hadn't wanted to made him feel something warmer toward her. Kit had always been...innocent. And unsullied. Not letting what Darq had done change her was more important than she might realize. It made him glad for her.

As they were carried through the hub, the security forces tried to get to them to give an official statement, but as rumors and news traveled, more people got in the way until the Xeartais were the center of a massive party.

They were handed food and drink and then slowly allowed to rejoin the normal folk on the floor. Immediately the Xeartais crew gathered together, many of them hugging Kit. She left Dante till last, letting him give her a bigger squeeze and hold onto her for a bit longer.

“I'm so glad you're safe,” he said, not sure how else to say everything he felt.

“I've got a bunch of stuff the Aerie needs, too. Traded Darq's ship for it on the black market. My ship's full. Old Harry said he'd drop the rest off tomorrow.”

“You trust him?” Dante asked, letting her go but standing close so they could talk.

“Not sure, but he seemed to want to come see you, and I warned him what I did to pirates who got on my bad side.” Kit grinned, and Dante couldn't help but laugh. It seemed she'd thought of everything.

Before he could say or ask anything else, the security officials finally got through to her. It was clear they weren't going to get her out of the mass of partying people without great difficulty, so while others were drinking and eating, and Kit nibbled on French fries and sipped a soda, they asked her questions and encouraged her to explain what had happened.

Although she told her story, from fighting Darq to coming into the space hub with his body, there were a few details he was pretty sure she lied about, and the security forces seemed to think so too. They pressed her for more details about how she’d found him and what had happened to his ship.

“Other pirates blew it up. If I hadn't gone on a spacewalk, they'd have gotten his body too.”

“I still don't understand why you detached from his ship when you did,” the officer said after he'd gotten her to repeat that part of the story.

“There were other pirates. I couldn't defend us and stay attached to his ship. I couldn't fly, and Darq was out cold at that point.”

“On your ship?”

“Yes, on my ship. I planned to bring him in to face justice.”

“And instead of overpowering you, he tried to go back to his ship?”

“Just like anyone would when they've been beaten once,” Kit replied, smiling as if the questions wasn’t annoying or accusing. “Look, Officer. There were no witnesses, and the ship is gone. You can think what you like. I'm never going to say anything different, and there's no one else to ask. Darq's dead.”

“That's not the point.” The officer tried to square his stance, clearly eager to assert his authority over the conversation, but Kit just raised her eyebrow, stood up, and picked up what was left of her food and drink.

“Darq was a wanted criminal. His reckless behavior led to his death while I attempted to bring him in for justice. None of his belongings survived, but you've got his body. I know you have DNA records from some of the crimes he committed. Do your matching thing, and then, just like everyone else, sleep easier tonight, knowing there's one less vicious criminal out there to prey on the innocent.”

Before he could ask anything else, Kit turned to walk away. Dante nodded at Rin and the pair flanked her, helping her move through the crowds.

There were more shouts of delight about the Aerie, Xeartais, and occasionally Kit's name as they worked their way through the crowd. They hadn't gotten very far when there was a squeal, and a young woman Dante recognized darted out of the crowd and smacked into Kit, hugging her fiercely. Behind her came the two iconic leaf sisters—the twins.

“Kit. Is it true?” the young woman asked.

Kit nodded. “Aye, Rose. He's dead, and I was the one to capture him.”

“They say you must have been magnificent,” the left twin said.

“And you flew like no other,” the right twin finished. Kit grinned.

“Couldn't have done it without the load of stuff these folk taught me, but I think we need to head back.” Kit looked around her little group as if she were asking them to help her get out.

“Actually, there was something else,” Dante said, feeling like he'd burst her bubble. “Rin was told about someone here who was up to no good. Probably works for Varun. Feels threatened by some of us. Might be trying to find...”

His voice trailed off. He was not sure he could tell Kit someone else was after her, but it was clear from her expression that she understood.

“Were you also told about his appearance?” the first leaf twin asked.

“Or what he sounds like?” the second said.

Immediately Kit looked at them. “You know of someone?”

“Aye. A tanned fellow, strange accent.”

“Had an eye patch and a dark green jacket that almost reached his ankles.”

“That's who I was told about,” Rin said. “We need to find him.”

“This way,” the first leaf twin replied and linked arms with her sister.

“Yes, come with us.” The second smiled, and as she moved off, the group got out too.

It took all of Dante's self-control not to demand more answers, but Kit seemed inclined to trust these strange women and let herself be led through some of the less pleasant areas of the sector hub until they arrived at a dilapidated building near the back of the trading sector.

“He's staying here,” Rose said before either leaf sister could. Instantly the two twins frowned and mumbled something about a sector hub being no place for the very young. Rose stuck out her tongue, gave Kit a hug, and ran off.

“You should go too. It wouldn't be good for anyone to know you helped me. Just in case,” Kit said, hugging the twins in turn. Sky also waved at them and talked briefly with them as if she'd met them more than once, and then they were gone, their patterned skirts swaying from side to side as they walked.

Dante tore his eyes away to look at the building they'd been led to. It was a dive. The smell hit him from a few feet away, and it was evident no one cared who came and went.

Obviously feeling braver than before, Kit was the first to dare to step forwards and push the door open. It revealed a small reception area.

“Looking for a guy with a long green jacket,” Kit said. The woman behind the grubby counter pointed at a nearby set of stairs.

“First room on the right, but whatever he's done, I don't want to see blood on the furniture.”

“No blood. Got it,” Kit replied, smiling as she headed to the stairs. Rin followed her more closely than Dante could and seemed to understand what she was trying to do as she went straight up to the door and knocked. Rin quickly stood on the other side, his sword out, but the hilt in his hand in such a way it would be used as a club.

There were a few muffled noises, but no one came to the door. Kit knocked a second time.

“All right, all right,” a voice called. “Keep your panties on. I'm on my way, but I swear, knocking again won't get me there any faster.”

The door opened to reveal the man Rin had described. When the pirate realized who was before him, his mouth dropped open, a cigarette dangling from his lip. Kit grinned.

“What the—”

“Heard you were looking for me,” she told him.

The informant nodded. “Aye. You Kit?”

“Yup, but I don't appreciate being dragged away from important business. Varun sent you, right?”

The guy raised an eyebrow but moved his head up and down.

“Great,” Kit replied. “Then we've got a message for him, and you're going to help us deliver it.”

As Kit spoke, Rin anticipated the right moment and appeared in the doorway, the sword he bore at the ready.

The man tried to back up and shake his head, but Rin was on him. Instead of letting him raise the alarm, Rin hit him over the head with the butt of his sword.

There was an almost perfect O of surprise on the pirate's face when Dante stepped into the room. Between the two, they caught the pirate. Kit tried to catch the cigarette as it fell. She missed it and it landed on the floor, lit end down. It scorched the wood floor, but Kit grabbed it before it could do anything worse.

“She only said no blood. Nothing about burn marks.” Kit was still grinning, her eyes alight. It was infectious, and Dante found himself returning her grin as he looked around the room.

It was sparsely furnished at best, with only a bed, a small nightstand, and a wardrobe. Tucked in a corner was a curtain that stretched over a toilet and a wash basin. The whole room smelled of damp, mold, and stale sweat.

“Now what?” Rin asked as they chucked the pirate on the bed.

“We need to find out what ship is his and make him lead us to Varun. Then we deal with the pirate once and for all,” Kit replied.

“Sounds good to me,” Rin replied as he looked around the room. Before either of them could do anything, Dante headed to the wardrobe and opened it up. Inside was a small bag, much like the away bags he and his crewmates used on a regular basis.

Not caring one bit for the pirate's privacy, Dante grabbed it and opened it up, pulling everything out that might help them identify the pirate's ship or give them some way to find it.

Eventually, they found a card for a temporary cargo storage unit.

“I know someone who can help us match this to a ship, especially given we have a description of the guy,” Dante said, thinking of a particular woman. It would stretch the boundary of their friendship to call in the favor, but he was willing to do what was necessary to keep the Aerie safe.

“So, you go find the ship,” Kit replied. “I'll stay here with our pirate and keep him from going anywhere. Rin can get Eve and the others to take my ship to Ephren.”

“Not everyone. Someone needs to go with you,” Dante replied.

“Nonsense. I don't plan on getting caught by Varun, just finding out where he is. Someone can follow on Eve's ship at a safe distance, and we'll relay Varun's location.”

Dante opened his mouth to protest, but she shook her head, handed him the card, and shoved him toward the door. When Rin handed Kit some zip-ties and walked out, he knew there was no point in arguing. She was clearly the person Varun wanted for whatever reason, and he had to let this pirate appear to take her in.

But this time, no one would leave him out of the action. It would be him and Taron on Eve's unmarked ship. Eve could take Kit's cargo home and prepare the Aerie for a battle.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


Kit sat on the floor of the disgusting room and waited. Without knowing where the pirate was going, and with the strange man out cold, she had nothing else to do.

Aware he might be more dangerous than he looked, Kit kept an eye on him with her sword in one hand and the door locked behind her, but there was no sign of subterfuge. He was still out cold.

There was eventually a knock on the door, soft knuckles rapping at about the level of Kit's head. Getting gingerly to her feet but crouching, Kit put her mouth near the lock.

“Who is it?” she asked quietly so her voice would barely be audible on the other side of the door. There was a slight scrape as whoever was on the outside also crouched.

“Rose,” she replied. “I found Dante in the docks. He gave me a message for you.”

The friendly voice made Kit grin as she turned the key and opened the door a crack. The youngest leaf sister wore a broad smile and had a delighted glint in her eyes as she handed Kit a piece of paper. It had a ship name on it and a request to update on arrival.

Kit blinked, shocked. She had suspected the men would want to be heroes and escort her and her prisoner to his ship, but it seemed they were trusting her instead and letting her get on with it. Oh, they would follow her and keep an eye out, but she could let them off for being cautious in that regard.

“Thanks, Rose,” she said and tried to close the door, but Rose didn't let her. She pushed in and gave her a big hug.

“I was so worried about you. You didn't seem right the last time I saw you, but you're you today. I'm so glad you beat Darq. The other leaf sisters try to protect me from the rumors, especially the scary ones, but I hear them anyway. Wasn't sure which of the Aerie crew everyone thought Darq had found. No one seemed to know who it was.”

“It doesn't matter who it was,” Kit replied. “I've made sure they don't have to be scared any longer. Or anyone else.”

Rose nodded, understanding that it had been Kit. She sighed and tried to smile. Considering she hadn't wanted anyone to know, there were quite a number of people who did.

After saying her piece, Rose finally left and let Kit shut the door. She turned to see the pirate sitting in the middle of the bed, his wrists and ankles tied but otherwise unhampered.

“You beat Darq?” he asked.

Kit nodded.

“No wonder Varun is scared of you.”

“He should be scared of the whole Aerie.” Kit’s anger rose. That vile merchant had caused them many problems and much heartache. Every fiber of her being wanted to make him pay, but like with Darq, she suspected she'd take the right action and give them a chance to redeem themselves. Allow themselves to face justice and quietly accept whatever fate awaited them as deemed appropriate by the justice system.

“You want me to lead you to Varun, don't you?” the pirate asked. Kit nodded, and he sighed.

“You got a problem with that?”

The man tilted his head to one side. “No, not really. I just...”

“He's blackmailing you?”

The pirate nodded.

“He has done that to most of the people working for him. What do I need to look out for or get back for you?” she asked, hoping he'd understand how serious she was.

“You can do that?”

“We did it for everyone who lived on Corsera before we took it. That’s one of the reasons most of them joined us, and Varun has grown more desperate.”

“Then I can do this. He's got information on a lover of mine. It could get her into trouble.”

“Wow. I can see why that would have you doing stuff for him. I’ll do what I can to make it look like you did your best to obey him even if I overpower you. That way, if this doesn't work, nothing happens to her. I promise I'll do everything I can to help you retrieve what you need either way.”

He lifted his hands and wriggled his feet to remind her he was still tied. Kit hesitated. Once he was free, she had to trust him, but this had been her plan all along. As soon as she cut the ties, he got up.

“Lead the way then, Kit.”

“Let's make this look right. Take my arm and my sword.” Kit was nervous as she handed over her sword, but he took it and slung it in a place where she could easily grab it from him.

They strode out of the small room and the hotel. Without fear, she let him escort her through the edge of the docks and away to the right ship. He stopped outside the ship to unlock it. It was a little battered and scorched on the outside, and Kit only saw two bots when she went inside. Both of them were welding at a panel in the secondary control room while she went past.

“I'd like to let my mates know what ship we're on and when we're leaving,” Kit said. “But let’s do it from a secondary system so it can't be traced to you.”

“You're willing to go to that length to keep me looking like I didn't willingly lead you and the rest of the Aerie to Varun?”

“Completely.” Kit smiled as she reached into her pack and pulled out a short-range communicator. Sky had the counterpart and would hopefully have it on her.

“Sky, you there?” she asked.

A moment later, static crackled, then Sky's voice punched through.

“Aye, Kit. Good to hear your voice.”

“If you've not already left, can you give your device to Dante?”

“I'm still with him. You all right if Eve and I take Kitter to Ephren?”

“Of course. It's full of goodies. Get them safe, but don't worry about emptying any of the secret compartments, okay?” Kit asked, thinking about Darq's trophies. The crate had just fit in the largest of the secret compartments Garrus had installed in the ship for her. Of course, it had occurred to her that Garrus had remained on Corsera and was a traitor, but no one except Sky and he knew where they were.

“You on the ship?” Dante asked, his voice cutting through her thoughts on Darq's belongings and the state of her ship.

“We're going to make this look as normal as possible for our new friend here,” Kit replied before she explained what she and the pirate had just discussed.

“All right. Stay safe. We'll follow.”

“Not going to be able to dissuade you from that, am I?” Kit asked.

“Not in a million years. I'm not letting you out of my sight.” Dante's voice was firm as if it contained a future promise, not just protection now.

Kit smiled until he pressed the button to communicate, and instead of hearing his voice, she heard an unfamiliar woman tell Dante he still owed her dinner and a drink.

The words stung. However, Dante wasn't hers. They had no agreement, even if she wanted a relationship.

Kit focused on the job at hand: getting to Varun and making sure he didn't get away while her crew appeared to end his reign of terror over the fringe colonies.

“I'm Tomos, by the way,” the pirate said. “And we just got the green light.”

“Let's go find Varun, then,” Kit said, realizing she was grinning and gripping her seat. She was slightly terrified, but mostly, she was excited. This was the beginning of something epic. Defeating Darq had made her realize she was capable of anything if she set her mind to it. It was easy: you didn't give up, and you learned everything you could along the way. Even in the fringe, that was enough.

Kit relayed the information to Dante and settled back. The ship sang a few warning alarms, not happy with the airlock in the cargo hold and the particle accelerator, but it was in better shape than the ship she'd flown from the hub a year ago.

Memories of her time on the hub with the leaf sisters and in the Aerie flooded her mind. It was time to make them all proud.

Tomos wasn't very conversational, but Kit didn't mind. She still had a lot to think about, and now that they were close to finding Varun, she didn’t want to talk anymore. They'd said everything of importance, hadn't they?

It felt like time had melted by as they approached a small solar system not far from Ephren but off the beaten path.

“We're close,” Tomos said a moment later. “We need to look like I captured you.”

Kit grabbed a broken zip-tie that had been around his wrists earlier and looped it around hers, holding the ends against the palm of her hand. It made her look helpless, but she could move if she had to.

“We need to take our time,” she said, spotting a ship coming their way from a planet not too far from the solar system's sun on the radar.

“Aye. Let your friends know where we are. It'll be the last chance to talk. I've just told Varun you're with me.”

“Understood,” she replied, then used the short-range communicator to let Dante know where they were and what she was likely to have to do.

“We'll make sure nothing happens to you,” Dante replied. “But stall as long as you can.”

“Of course. I'm sure I can stall as long as I need to. Bring an armada and crush this frelling pirate,” Kit replied, her words confident. It was unconventional to fight such a powerful pirate head-on, but the Aerie was big enough…just.

But as they got closer to the base, Kit realized there were a lot more ships than she'd expected. They had a small base set up, and it was far more organized than she'd expected. A sort of Corsera-2 that was still growing but well on the way to being as big as her former home. Taking it was going to be more difficult than she'd realized.

The worst part was knowing it was too close and too unsafe to tell her captain or warn her friends. Trying to keep herself calm but also appear the prisoner she was about to become, Kit bit her lip.

“Permission to dock,” Tomos requested as they hovered above the base. “As already stated, I have a person of great interest to Varun on board.”

“Understood,” a deep voice responded before the hangar doors opened and Tomos flew his ship inside. Kit felt relatively steady until the doors closed behind them, trapping them inside the base. At that point, her stomach knotted and her limbs tensed up.

Her mind served her what-if scenarios, playing the worst out, but she pushed them away as the ship landed. This was happening right now. Whatever came, she would have to find a way to hang on until help arrived. Because it would. Of that, she was sure.

Dante would be speeding to Ephren, gathering the Xeartais and Aerie mates and coming for her. Coming to stop Varun once and for all.

Having arrived on Ephren after the feud with Varun had begun, Kit had never seen or met the man. Her curiosity soon had her almost looking forward to it, but she kept that thought to herself as Tomos took her arm and gently encouraged her to her feet.

“You ready?” he asked, heading to the cargo bay with her and the hatch out onto the landing pad.

“Am I ready to go meet the man who paid for Darq to hunt me and my crewmates down because we forced him to trade fair or leave Ephren? Yeah. I'm ready to tell the son of a frelling croc exactly what I think of him.”

Tomos laughed. “I can't wait to see this.”


CHAPTER TWENTY


“I'm not waiting any longer,” Dante said. “We need to get the Aerie ships here and rescue Kit.”

“Aye, but we can't rush in before we know what we're facing. It might be taking longer,” Taron said, “but it will give us more data to work with later. Also means we can assault the base far quicker for it.”

Dante frowned, knowing his second was right but not wanting to admit it. Sitting around doing nothing while those he cared about were in danger wasn't restraint that felt natural. He wanted to be doing something, and he wanted to be doing it now.

“All right,” Taron said. “Got what we need.”

“Good,” Dante said, turning the ship around. The coordinates for Ephren were already plugged in and Dante headed that way, grateful it was only a few kellians away. Despite seeming to leave the space station to itself and abandon his interest in the people, Varun hadn't gone very far away.

With the coordinates Kit had passed them, it was also clear the few pirate attacks Corsera had faced in the early days must have also originated from the same place. Varun had never stopped being obsessed with getting revenge.

While he was flying to Ephren, Dante didn't feel too bad, his focus on steering the ship and the system controls in front of himself, but as they grew closer to the space station, Dante found his mind could wander, his hands doing some of the task automatically. He immediately thought of Kit and how quickly she'd decided to trust the pirate from the inn.

Did she truly care so little for the risk she was taking? Or had she decided she could handle anything after the high of beating Darq? Neither question had an answer in Dante's mind, but he hoped he'd get a chance to ask her.

Before he arrived on Ephren, some of the Aerie mates were in space, fueled and ready, Eve sitting at their head with Lexi in a ship beside her, and Lexi’s first mate, Nedias, farther over. There were no undercover ships, just the Aerie's most familiar vessels. As much as Dante wanted to join them right then and there, he knew he ought to land. Still, the temptation loomed over him as he approached, the Aerie fleet growing larger in more than one way as he flew closer.

“Getting a hail from Eve,” Taron said. “Putting her through.”

Dante nodded and tried to focus on her.

“I know you probably want to go fight,” Eve said, “but just in case you were wondering, that ship isn't fighting fit. And you've got a visitor, Dante. Someone Kit sent. He and Ryder want to have a quick chat before anything else happens.”

“Aye,” Dante replied, not trusting himself to say anything else. He didn't want to land and didn't appreciate being told he had no choice. Hearing that Ryder wanted to talk to him when time was of the essence only made him more annoyed.

“I'll get Catalpa ready,” Taron said. “Why not head into battle together? I'm getting used to it.”

That set Dante to laughing, and he grabbed his bag and hurried toward the workshop.

Before he could get there, however, Ryder stepped up to him.

“Come this way for a moment, Dante. Got something you need to see. I promise this'll be quick.”

“It better be, Ryder. Kit's risking her life for us to finally beat Varun, and I won't see her hurt again on our behalf. If we're a second late and there's the slightest mark on her, I'll hold you responsible.”

“I get it. She matters to you. This might help.” Ryder walked around a ship, giving him no choice but to follow. When he did, his jaw fell open. Old Harry came into view, his ship and crew behind him. Behind them were five more pairs, looking like they'd stepped out of the nearby ships. Each held storage locker keys. Before Dante could speak, Old Harry collected the keys and handed them to him.

“Kit did some trading with me and some mates earlier today. Said to bring the rest of her goods here and hand them over to the Aerie. Something about intending to take the fight to a certain merchant.”

“Aye,” Dante replied. “He has her. She gave herself up to find him. We're about to attack, so as grateful as I am you kept your word to Kit, I'm needed elsewhere.”

“You’re taking the fight to Varun?” Old Harry asked.

Dante raised his eyebrows and nodded. “Aye. I've had enough of his stranglehold on our part of the galaxy.”

“Then count us in. Six ships. We'll follow Ryder's command. If he reckons you're good for it, then so do we.”

He nodded. “Ryder's command it is. I expect him to keep you in line.”

The ex-pirate laughed but gave a nod.

Dante hurried to his ship. Catalpa wasn't far, and he found her engine already on and the cargo door open. He strode inside, closed the cargo hatch, and jogged toward the control room. Taron stood over the pilot's chair, requesting a window to leave from the stationmaster.

“What took you so long?” Taron asked.

“Ryder brought six new ships to aid us. And Kit had a massive delivery.”

Taron gave him a look but got out of his way so he could sit down.

“Only four minutes to wait?” Dante asked, noticing the time was low.

“Aye. The hub seems to have got wind of the Aerie's intentions. They're staying grounded to let us get out quicker.” Taron grinned as he strapped into the gunner's chair.

“That's news I like.”

“You're not alone. Good sign these guys are warming to us. Might help teach Victor and his new alliance a bit of a lesson.”

“We'll see. We've got to survive this battle first.” Dante did a quick systems check, mostly making sure he had enough fuel and plasma. He was just running through repair parts and bots aboard when they got the all-clear to fly.

Dante lifted Catalpa and pushed her toward the open hangar doors. Within a minute, they were through, the group of Aerie ships easy to spot.

Flying over to them, he quickly set up the channels, opening a line to everyone and one to just the squad leaders.

“We have the location of the small base that is housing Varun and the rest of the pirates he's blackmailed or entrusted with his schemes,” Dante told everyone. “You all know how much of a problem Varun's pirates are at the moment. We have the opportunity to bring that to an end, but there's one thing that’s more important: he has Kit. She's sacrificed a lot for the Aerie. Let's not let anything else happen to her on our watch. Who wants to go get her?”

There was a loud chorus of affirmative responses, volunteers, and general enthusiasm. The Aerie was ready for whatever he was leading them into.

“Lexi, Eve, Nedias, and Ryder, you each have one of the other squads. Keep them in line, keep them going, and listen for my instructions.”

“Aye aye, Captain,” they replied. Dante was surprised by the number of former pirates who were following him into battle, but he wasn't going to turn down the help. Not when Kit had given herself up, believing he'd come to her rescue.

He was also impressed that Lexi's old first was leading a squad. He didn’t know much about Nedias, who wasn't a mate, but Lexi insisted he was perfect to pilot and lead a squad, and Dante wasn't going to argue.

Dante killed the comm and looked at Taron.

“You ready for this?” he asked. “Probably going to be the fight of our life.”

“Always ready, and it's against Varun. He's been pissing me off for years. Time to finish him off. Plus, it's good practice for the crew before we retake Corsera.”

Grinning at Taron's logic, Dante led his fleet away from Ephren. They didn't have far to go, but it was far enough that he would have to keep an eye on the fleet and fly slower to ensure all of the ships could keep up.

Although they'd had a larger fleet in the battle to take Corsera, the mates had been green, and they'd had very little idea what to expect. Today Dante was at the head of an experienced fleet, the ships more powerful than ever thanks to Ike.

They'd only traveled half a kellian when some dots appeared on their radar, coming in from their starboard. When it was still a long way out and Dante could only make out the outline of a ship, he was hailed.

“I hear you're getting up to some fun stuff,” Serentin said, sounding his usual chirpy self.

“Aye. You want to come shoot something?” Dante asked, not sure what the others would make of having the half-crazy guy along but aware they could do with his assistance.

“As long as no jumped-up excuse for a pilot gives me any orders. I'll stick in my squad too.”

Dante laughed, not surprised in the slightest Serentin didn't want anyone interfering in his plans. The next thing he noticed did surprise him. Along with Serentin were four other ships. They moved as one, the distance between them staying perfectly uniform.

“Are those ships with you on autopilot?” Dante asked as the recluse brought his squad in behind Dante's.

“Sort of,” Serentin replied, offering no other explanation. “There's no one in them.”

Dante opened his mouth to ask what was flying them then, but he knew the guy. If he'd not already explained, he wasn't going to.

If any other ships appeared on the radar, they soon flew away, not wanting to take on a fleet of almost thirty. With Kit, they'd have been even more powerful since her ship was as good as two of most of the rest of the fleet, but she'd played a role only she could. Onward they went, Dante trying to keep from dwelling on his fears.

But word must have got out because Serentin wasn't the only person to turn up to help them. Taron soon pointed at three more dots on the radar, these coming from behind and over Corsera’s way.

“We're being hailed,” Taron reported. Motioning for the call to be put through, Dante pulled up the long-distance scan of the newcomers. He didn't recognize any of the ships’ names.

“Hello, Aerie. It's Mike here. I'm the stationmaster at the hub for Sector Forty-two. Brought a few friends with me. Offering to join you if you'll have us.”

“Mike!” Taron replied before Dante could. “Good to hear from you, but how did you get here so quickly, and how did you know we were about to go into battle?”

“We were off-duty and heard you were in a bit of a bind. Had some news on a certain pirate and thought we'd bring it to you in person, then do a cargo run or two. We got to Ephren and were informed you had some plans and had flown out not long before us, so here we are. More than happy to help.”

“We appreciate it,” Taron again responded before Dante could. “Bring your squad up behind Eve and stand by for further communication.”

Frowning, Dante turned to Taron.

“They're the folks we helped with that mad scientist in the meteorite-like ship. I knew they'd have some information. Seems they do.”

“Security?” he asked.

“No, and they're not in the ships they used for the official battle. They must be in personal ships.”

Dante nodded, pleased that Taron had the information he needed, even if Mike hadn’t offered it.

Bringing his now-larger fleet together, Dante focused on the distance left. They only had another kellian to go and they'd be there, but he worried that if people had found out about the attack and joined him, Varun would know they were on the way.

As if to make his fears worse, another ship joined them every few minutes—another someone who knew an Aerie mate, had been helped by one, or had been troubled by Varun and his pirates. They were each assigned a squad leader until the six squad leaders were commanding five ships each, and Serentin and his automatic vessels were bringing up the rear.

Whatever news had reached Varun, however, there was only one course of action. To keep heading forward and do their best. Pretty much business as usual, it seemed.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Kit stood in the middle of a large room. It looked like it was used for dining some of the time since a stack of chairs and a folded table had been placed to one side. A few pirates lingered or lounged on some, in pockets and around the focal point of the room.

At the other end of the room was a much larger chair, almost a throne. On high tables around it were platters of food, fresh fruit, and hot pastries. The chair supported the weight of a sorry excuse for a man.

Must be Varun, Kit thought, but she didn't speak. Not yet.

The overweight man picked something up off a platter and stuffed it into his mouth, grease splattering his shirt as he chewed. It took all of Kit's self-control to continue looking bored and disinterested, sort of how he was doing with her and the pirate beside her.

For some reason, no one spoke. Everyone was waiting for the man on the throne.

“I'm Kit,” she said eventually, not sure what was going on other than Varun was being a pretentious jirlath. There were gasps as he fixed his eyes on her and stopped chewing. “Kit of the Aerie.”

Varun gazed at her and Tomos, looking confused.

“You captured her?” he asked, staring at Tomos.

“Sort of,” Kit replied before he could talk. “He brought me to you, anyway. Why don't you give him his reward and let him go to his ship?”

Varun laughed, which made his whole body wobble. Kit was appalled by the sight, but she waited for him to compose himself.

“Reward? He's lucky he was allowed to land here. You can go, Tomos. You've saved yourself from being chucked to the dogs.”

Kit looked at her escort, surprised by the turn of events. She hid it by watching how he responded.

The pirate gave her a subtle wan smile before bowing and shuffling away. Once he was gone, Kit returned her attention to Varun. Now that he knew who she was, he was peering at her, but she didn't have a problem being the center of attention.

She stared at the merchant while he stared at her, waiting. It felt like they stood that way for ages.

“I was beginning to think no one would succeed in bringing you to me.”

“Well, I thought I'd make it a bit easier, and I wanted to see what the fuss was about. Must admit, the disappointment is quite strong. If I'd known I was being brought in front of just another self-important merchant with an over-fondness for pastries and frankly disgusting food habits, I'd have actually put up a fight.”

The jab made Varun's eyes narrow, the only outer sign he was bothered by her words.

“I'm surprised you're so cocky. I understand Darq paid you a visit on my behalf.”

“Aye. But he's dead, so that didn't go so well for him.”

Murmurs rippled through the room, Varun's eyes darting to the talking pirates around him as one hand gripped the arm of his chair.

“I guess none of you’ve heard yet. He caught me on a bad day the first time. I don't forget these kinds of things.”

“You're lying,” Varun said. “If Tomos could capture you, then you didn’t best Darq.”

“You can think I am if you want, but you'll find out soon enough. I told you, I allowed Tomos to bring me here.”

Varun laughed, but he had to force himself to do so. More of the pirates were paying attention, and Kit had to fight hard not to smile. She was curious how Varun would react to her, but she needed to buy herself time for Dante to swoop in and rescue her.

Thankfully, it had taken a while for the pirates on the base to realize she was on Tomos' ship, let him land, and have him escort her off. It gave the Aerie precious time to prepare to attack, but how much longer would they take? Whatever Varun planned to do with her, she'd be unlikely to be able to stall it for long.

“It's funny,” Kit said, trying to move the conversation in another direction than they had been going. “From the descriptions everyone gave me of you, I thought you'd be far less of a disgusting excuse for a human being, but I should have known. You're the kind of man who sends others to do your dirty work.”

Varun flicked his fingers, and a nearby pirate went to grab Kit. When he came close, she acted first and reached for him. Careful to keep her wrists together and the loose cable tie in place, she latched on.

A moment later, she'd rotated and flicked, spinning him like a top and depositing him on his back in front of everyone. She stopped and calmly looked at Varun as if waiting for him to decide what to do next—like it had been two moves in a game of chess and nothing physical.

“You're clearly well trained,” Varun said. “You might have earned a place in the Aerie, but you're outnumbered here. You can't take on all my pirates at once.”

“Perhaps not, but I'd break an awful lot of bones before they overpowered me, and I'm capable of doing far worse. Might even kill someone by accident. Not that I want to fight, of course. Personally, I think I've overstayed my welcome and it's time to leave.”

“You're not going anywhere.” Varun banged his fist on the chair arm, almost knocking a glass of wine on the floor. “I'm not done with you.”

“I don't think you'll like how things turn out if you don't let me go where I wish,” Kit replied. “I'm used to being a free spirit. That won’t change just because you tried to scare me and my mates with the threat of a man like Darq.”

Kit took a step forward, then another, her eyes fixed on Varun's face. The pirates kept looking at them, perhaps wondering who was going to blink first.

When she was a couple of meters away, Varun growled and waved his men forward. This time, four of them rushed her. She didn't try to fight, aware it would serve her better to have her hands free later and not give Varun a better idea of what she was capable of.

With two of the pirates holding her arms and the other two close by to assist them, Kit was trapped.

“So, I guess our little meeting is over. Got a brig to throw me in? Or perhaps a nice cozy hotel room? I've not slept in a real bed for ages.”

Varun laughed, seeming much more amused than before.

“I know exactly which bed to put you in,” he replied. “Take her away. See that she can't get out.”

Kit let herself be led away. She intended to get out at the first available opportunity since she already suspected what Varun had planned for her.

Thinking about it made her shudder and feel sick.

“So, are you the pirates Varun has blackmailed, or are you happy with the bowing and doing as you’re told?” Kit asked as she was marched down a corridor into the heart of the small base. None of them responded, but she saw one of them narrow his eyes and deliberately fix his gaze ahead as if he didn't dare look at her. If she'd been the gambling type, she'd have bet everything he was one of the people Varun had dirt on.

“Personally, I don’t think it would take a lot to topple Varun. He's arrogant and only as powerful as the collective might of the people serving him. If enough turned against him, I'm pretty sure he'd never recover.”

She was ignored, but Mr. Serious glanced her way for half a second. Before she could try anything else, they arrived at a door and pushed it open. Inside was a bedroom, and it was clear that it belonged to one pirate in particular.

There was a large bed against one wall, nightstands on both sides of it, and a huge wardrobe. It also had a small sofa at the end of the bed. If it hadn't been for the garish colors and the silk everywhere, it would have looked enticingly comfortable and elegant, but she knew the owner. There wasn’t anything appealing about it.

Near her was a large table that held as much food as the throne room. Where there wasn't food, there was alcohol and other indulgences.

“I know I said I was looking for a room, but I think I'd prefer one not already inhabited by a stuck-up merchant with far less design sense than restraint and decency,” Kit said, noticing that two of her escorts had backed off.

“You'll get used to it. Varun will leave you in here until you do,” one of the pirates said. He had a sneer on his thin face.

“Oh, I doubt that,” Kit replied, grinning despite her fear. “Varun isn't going to be the little king around here much longer.”

“Think what you like. It's clear you've got no idea what you're dealing with. And you can boast about Darq being dead all you like. We know better than to believe your lies, little girl.”

“Look it up. I dare you,” she said, but her eyes were fixed on the face of the pirate who had wavered earlier. None of them replied as they exited the room, leaving her in the middle, not even tying her to anything.

After they were gone, she removed her bonds and inspected her prison. She would not wait around for something to happen when she had no idea if Varun was going to turn up soon. Whatever he had planned for her, it wasn't what she’d want, and she planned to stop it. She had to get out.

The room was paneled with smooth wood and the furniture made of a similar material, giving the appearance that some items had been built into the walls. Kit knew rooms on a cheap base that had been thrown together in a hurry didn't tend to come with built-in furniture. Did that mean she could find a weak spot or something hidden?

Either way, she had no problem with the idea of wrecking the room. She didn't intend to sleep, and if it made it harder for Varun to get to her, so be it.

Kit walked over to the wardrobe and leaned against its side with all of her weight. It didn't budge until she straightened and threw her shoulder into it. It scraped across the floor a centimeter, but it also sent a small ripple of pain through her body.

Frowning, she studied the problem before getting down on the ground, putting her feet against the wall, and using all of her strength to try to straighten her legs. At first it didn't work, her body too folded to get enough pressure, but the wardrobe gave a little, then a bit more until her legs were straight and it had moved a yard or so.

Getting up, Kit went to the back see what she'd revealed, but it was just more paneling, although the wood was clearly flimsier and slightly warped. Pulling the panels off, Kit looked for a vulnerability, but there didn't seem to be one.

Bit by bit, Kit went around the room like this, pushing and pulling furniture until she'd exposed everything that had been hidden except for the floor under the bed. None of it revealed anything except shoddy workmanship or the prefab habitat walls that most accommodation in space was made of.

“Got to be a way out of here,” Kit muttered. Her legs and arms ached from the exertion, and her eyes were locked on the last place to look.

She got down on the floor near the head of the bed and grabbed a leg. By yanking, she managed to move the heavy piece farther than she’d expected. She was pulling it away from the wall and the patch of floor it covered when it struck another piece of furniture. One of the bottom legs put a dent in the back of the wardrobe.

“Oops,” Kit said, though she didn’t care about the damage. When the bed uncovered more empty floor, however, she went over to the broken wardrobe. Frustrated, she grabbed the broken section and yanked it off.

Hurling it across the room made her feel marginally better. Grabbing another piece and throwing it increased the feeling. When she'd chucked a third, she felt a lot better.

Noticing what she'd uncovered only made her satisfaction increase. At the back of the wardrobe, under clothing so it wouldn't be seen had the wardrobe still had a back, was a small box.

Grabbing it, she plonked down on the end of the bed, almost sliding off the silk covers. The box was locked, but the lock and mechanism looked fragile. She tucked it into the small bag near it and put it by the door. The door was her only way out, which meant she either had to break it down or get someone to open it for her.

Knocking on it, she called for someone. There was no response, so she called a second time. Still no answer. Before she could say anything else, she heard a cough.

“I found something you might want to see,” she informed whoever was outside. “Something that was not supposed to be in here. Looks rather dangerous.”

This time she heard someone shuffle and saw the door handle turn.

“Please. I'm quite concerned. I probably shouldn't have touched it.” Kit tried to put a hint of panic in her voice. “It's begun to count down.”

She'd said enough to get the attention of her captor. He opened the door, and his mouth fell open as he saw the room.

“What the frell?”

“I was bored,” she explained. “And the room sucked.”

The pirate guard didn't attempt to refute her, just looked for what she'd been concerned about. Thinking fast, Kit went to the box in the bag, but instead of showing it to him, she swung it hard. It connected with his stomach, and he doubled over.

Rin's training took over, and she pummeled the poor pirate until he was a groaning heap on the floor and her way out was clear.

Before she could step out, however, another pirate appeared—the one who had hesitated earlier. Giving the man a chance to respond to his conscience, Kit waited as he looked around the room at the two people in it—a pirate out cold at her feet and Kit right by him with a bag in her hands.

“Do you know where he keeps whatever he's using to blackmail you?” she asked. The pirate looked like he was going to grab her, then his shoulders slumped and he nodded.

“Good. Let's go get that while the Aerie ships are on their way.”

“You seem pretty sure of yourself.”

“Yes, because despite what Varun believes, Darq really is dead, and I really did come here deliberately. One of the Aerie ships followed Tomos and me, and they're gathering their forces for a direct attack to come get me. Do you know how much of the fringe has had enough of Varun and his swindling and money-grabbing? It's hard enough out here.”

The pirate looked thoughtful, and Kit considered smacking and disabling him like she had the other guard, but eventually, he nodded.

“All right. Let's see what we can do from on-base.”

Grinning, she let him lead her away and tucked the bag, along with the box she'd stolen, over her shoulder so it was slung across her body and unlikely to fall off.

They went slowly, but it didn't matter in the end. Before long, they heard the sound of plasma bolts being fired from the base’s weapons systems and the crackle and thud of someone retaliating by firing at the shields.

“Told you they'd come for me,” she said, relieved.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


With all the new ships in the ranks, Dante had lost count of exactly how many were now under his command. It would have to be enough. They were almost at Varun's base, and the pirates would know they were coming.

“Hold the line,” he reminded his squad leaders, although he knew he probably didn't need to. He knew they were aware of what to do, but it made him feel a little better to know he had thought of everything.

“We've got ships on the radar,” Taron said a moment later.

“How many?”

“So far, only five, but there's bound to be more.”

“The first wave? Or the defense line?” Dante asked, knowing he was requesting information Taron didn't actually have but valuing his second's opinion.

“Scouts, I think.” Taron studied the radar and pressed a few buttons to bring up a small map of the area and the ship trajectories. “They appear to be heading toward something we can't see or detect yet.”

“They're going to know we're coming, then,” Dante said before he relayed the theory to his squad leaders.

Several reports of agreement came in. Dante considered rushing into the battle so the enemy had little warning, but it was a foolish idea when they were already near the maximum speed a lot of the ships could handle while staying in formation and preparing for battle. Not every member of the Aerie could fly like a pro, and they had civilians among them.

The silence in the control room was almost enough to drive Dante mad, but he didn't know how to break it. He was thinking about Kit, Varun, and how badly the last big battle like this had gone. He'd been fighting his former mates and trying to stop them from taking Corsera from him. It made him nervous. What if they failed today?

“We can do this,” Taron said as if he'd read Dante's mind. “We've prepared this time, and we've got more friends.”

“Aye, we certainly have the latter,” Dante replied, grateful for the allies they'd found along the way. Maybe those months and years of being kind despite the injustice around him were paying off. If the universe had any sense of right or wrong, this would work, but the universe didn't always make sense.

The time for thoughts, worries, and what-ifs came to an end, however. The ships on the far reaches of the radar stopped, the base coming into view behind them. They'd found it. Varun's hideaway. The place he'd been operating from since threatening Dante. It didn't look very impressive from so far away, but Dante knew looks could be deceiving. This was a place that spewed misery and hate, and the Aerie was going to shut it down.

“Buckle up, mates,” Dante said, doing a fleet-wide broadcast. “We've got a job to do. Kit's down there and needs us to break her free, and we have a whole heap of wrongs to be righted. We'll take this fight all the way. No parlay, and no delay.”

Dante nodded to Taron as soon as he had the gunner’s attention, but Taron had already pressed the button that would start warming the guns. Around them, every allied ship did the same.

“You ready?” he asked his second.

“Always.”

Grinning like a madman and thinking of little more than swooping down to rescue Kit, Dante headed for the nearest pirate. As he did, more ships flew up from the base, bolstering the defense, but Dante was blind to the numbers and the danger. He couldn't back down now.

With so many ships and the pirates not yet organized enough to form squads or pick targets to attack in teams, the Aerie fleet ripped through them, firing. Shields flashed and sparked, although only a few shots got through the energy web, but it was enough that one of the pirate ships lost an important propulsion system and veered off to travel in a circle.

“Nice work,” Dante said, although only Taron could hear him. He came around to see Serentin's ship diving closer to the planet and the base. There were two defense towers on the surface, and they fired as the crazy pilot came closer. He dodged every one, however, making incredibly difficult flying look effortless.

His synchronized squad dodged everything, then they fired, all ships aiming for the same spot. A barrage of bolts rained down on the planet, but there was a base-wide shield, and despite the sudden overpowering round of plasma bolts, none got through. That would only have made a loud noise for those on the base.

At least Kit knows we're here, Dante thought as he brought the fleet around to try another fly-by. The pirates had come up to meet them, however, and for every squad he had, there was one hovering in front of them. He punched the button to communicate with the squad leaders.

“Pick a unit of their fleet and engage, staying far enough from the planet the base’s guns can't hit you,” Dante commanded. “We'll whittle down their numbers and make anyone think twice about attacking us while Serentin does his thing.”

The leaders responded with affirmatives, with one exception. Serentin merely laughed, the sound adding to the illusion of craziness.

Following his own command, Dante looked for the strongest squad and aimed Catalpa at it. One of his ships didn’t follow when he sped forward, but either they had a minor malfunction or were lax in their attention because a moment later, they were where they ought to have been and joined Dante in rushing toward the pirates.

As the pirate ship ducked, Dante spun and turned Catalpa, then flew over the top while Taron fired. The lead pirate ship took all four bolts but only scored a single shot before Catalpa was past and Dante had to concentrate on dodging errant bolts from other ships.

Not every ship in his squad fared as well, but most of them got off more bolts than they took, and overall, they did more damage. However, the pirates had preyed almost entirely upon one target, and Dante soon got a hail.

“Shields are down to eighteen percent,” a young male voice said. It wasn't someone Dante recognized, but so many had joined the fleet that it didn't mean much.

Dante hesitated, remembering a battle for Corsera where he'd been on a similar level but fought anyway.

“Do what you think is best. Only you know if you can't handle any more heat,” Dante replied, knowing a lot of the other ships could hear too. Then he switched off the comm and said what he felt. “Kit risked her life for us to get here and attack. I'm not giving up.”

Heading in for a third fly-by, Dante focused on his goal: disable as many pirates as possible. However, someone on the planet must have finally gotten the defense towers operational, and as he flew out of the pack of pirates, hitting three ships with four bolts, the tower fired.

Catalpa's shields took a hit before Dante could pull up and away from the planet.

“Careful. We've got a defense tower or two to deal with,” Dante said, but Serentin's squad plowed closer anyway. He had a full view as the ships, all controlled by one man, rolled and wove in and out, none being hit.

For the second time in Dante's life, he was grateful that Serentin was on his side. The guy could fly, but he didn't answer to anyone.

Leading his unit away from the danger, Dante focused on the pirate ships. Several of them were disabled, and the odds were beginning to tip in the Aerie’s favor. The battle was a long way from over, though.

“Hold your units and keep up the pressure,” he said, making sure everyone could hear him. The battle was taking a long time, and who knew what Varun was doing in the meantime?

As the nearest pirates made a run at Dante, not giving him much time to recover, Taron decided to shoot first, taking the opportunity. The shield on the front ship went down with the first shot, and the next made something explode. A chain reaction started until the entire ship blew apart, peppering Catalpa and making her shield crackle and fizzle angrily.

“Shields down to forty-eight percent,” Taron said in response.

“Ouch,” Dante replied, pretty sure it had been over twenty percent higher before getting hit by the tower bolts and the exploding ship.

“On the upside, another two pirate ships are down and out.” Taron punched buttons as he got the guns ready to shoot, but for every pirate ship that failed, it seemed they lost shields or engines on another Aerie craft until only half the original forces were left, the fight still fairly even. Serentin still hadn't managed to punch through the base’s shields.

Dante looked at the planet below. There would be a few more ships down there, as well as Varun, not up here. They needed something to turn the tide of battle and fast. With experienced mates and more powerful ships, they should have overcome it by now.

Could the pirates keep holding out, or were they far more injured than they looked?

“Let's take a gamble,” Dante suggested to Taron before he opened the squad channel. “Our next run needs to count. No dodging shots where you can take the hit, and make sure every bolt you fire hits them. Let's see how much more these pirates have in the tank and take out as many shields as we can.”

“Aye aye, Captain,” Lexi replied, and the others agreed.

Only a fraction of a second after, a pirate ship broke off from the fleet and flew to the planet. Dante started to pursue them, but Taron reached out and stopped him.

“We'll follow soon enough,” Taron said. “Let Serentin do his job. Lead the rest of the fleet to do theirs.”

Taking a deep breath to steady his emotions, Dante nodded. It wasn't what he wanted to do, but it was what he had to.

The pirates formed up ahead of him, and as one, the Aerie fleet flew straight at them—a stampede of ships making its presence known. Far more boldly than Dante would have expected, the pirates held and waited. However, the Aerie knew how to fly, and bolt after bolt hit the pirate ships. His first two brought down the shields on one, and the last brought down shields on another hanging near the back of the fleet.

The extra-aggressive attack was enough to see two more Aerie ships lose shields, one having a secondary explosion and going dark, but it overwhelmed what was left of the pirate fleet. They broke and scattered.

Some flew for the planet and others formed up off to one side, offering no more resistance as they let their guns go cold. The few that remained in the battlefield rushed toward Dante and his squad, trying to get several shots in before they could reform.

But Dante saw it coming. His squad moved, most of them following him as he pulled up and spiraled to port.

A couple of shots grazed his shields, but they held, and the pirates found themselves in the thick of the fleet. His ships responded, firing at the pirates as they came up the other side.

By the time they were done, only two pirate ships had shields left, and they knew they were outmatched. They powered down their guns, making it clear the fight was over.

The risk Dante had taken had proved to be the correct move. Many of the pirates hadn't survived another full volley, and the rest had essentially surrendered.

With no one else to fight, Dante could turn his attention to the planet. The shields were still up, many of the pirates who had fled that way no longer being allowed to land in case some Aerie ships slipped through along with them. Instead, they hung on the other side of the planet, well out of range.

Serentin hadn't wasted his time. He continued to pound the shields, but he'd lost one of his ships, and the rest were no longer flying quite so well.

“We need to help him punch through,” Dante said.

“Can't imagine the shields will take much more, but we can't get hit by those towers, or not more than once, without losing shields.” Taron pressed buttons, warming the guns and bringing up the shield reading. They had only thirteen percent left. Dante’s gamble to fend off the pirates had cost him.

After he considered, Dante opened the fleet-wide channel.

“Anyone who can take at least a hit, form up and get ready to attack the planet. We need that shield down. Those who can't take a hit, assist and recover those ships that are out of action. Let's be ready to take as many down as we can once those shields are out of action.”

Dante nodded at Taron, checking he was ready before they took the first run at the planet. The surface shield was large enough Taron wouldn't fail to hit it, but the towers could spit out more powerful bolts at a much greater frequency. It was up to Dante to ensure they didn't get hit.

Feeling the pressure but knowing Kit still waited for rescue, Dante powered toward the planet. The tower started firing as soon as they were in range, sending bolt after bolt in a wide random pattern. It was all Dante could do to dodge, but one grazed the shields, and another hit them squarely.

Dante pulled up, alarms blaring and making so much noise that he didn't dare do anything else. The shields were still intact, but barely.

“We hit, and the others are following and doing the same,” Taron said as Dante brought his ship toward the part of the Aerie fleet that had hung back.

“Anyone else get caught by the tower?” he asked, not sure Taron would have seen.

“A few, but not too many. Some of the ships can make another run.”

Dante nodded and brought Catalpa around so he could watch. He considered going in, but before he could, Serentin dove and his ships went with him. Although he dodged the turret’s fire, the rest of his squad didn't respond, and not only did they not dodge the defensive barrage, but they powered toward the shields.

Three of the ships failed to fly over, and their shields dropped as they fired. They exploded in an amazing light show, the tower blew them up, and the base’s defenses crackled and fought the debris close enough to be caught in the gravity field.

Laughing, Dante felt vindicated for the pirate ship that had done the same to him earlier in the fight.

Before the shields could recover, six more Aerie ships flew by and let out a barrage of shots, the tower momentarily unable to get bolts through the debris. The twenty-four shots they pounded into the shield, and the extra strain of the raining ship parts, finished the shield off. It went down.

“Way to go, Aerie,” Taron said, although Dante was the only one who could hear him.

“We need to get those towers disabled,” Dante pointed out. It wasn't going to be easy, but it was the final hurdle to landing. Then he could go find Kit.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


It felt like Kit had been walking the corridors for ages, the booms of shots from the towers and the crackle of the shield as it did its job sounding so frequently it became part of the normal background noises.

At first the sounds had brought her hope, but with each fresh barrage from the tower guns, Kit feared the worst. How was the Aerie faring? Had anyone been hurt? She had no way of knowing, and her mind kept playing her images of the crew getting themselves into trouble.

She tried to sneak through the base toward the hangar bay where she could take a ship out of there. She wanted to be up fighting and helping the Aerie, not stuck on a pirate base with who-knew-how-many enemies.

“It's just down here,” the pirate with her said, checking over his shoulder for the umpteenth time. Almost the entire time he'd been helping her, he had shook, probably as scared as she was by the idea of being caught.

Kit had no weapon, and although he did, it wouldn't help them if they came across a group of guards. Every door they had to go through or corner they turned was another risk, but they were nearing their objective, and no one had seen them yet.

Before they could go through the final door, however, they heard the sound of marching boots on the tile on the other side.

“Quick,” Kit said, barely above a whisper, grabbing the pirate’s arm and hurrying back the way they’d come. At the first opportunity, she darted through a side door, hoping that whatever controlled the universe was having a good day and there weren't any pirates on the other side.

She sighed with relief as the pirate pushed the door closed behind them. They were in a small hydroponic setup, which was not the kind of place people were interested in visiting in the heat of a battle. Not unless you were hiding, of course.

Kit waited to hear if the footsteps went past, but it seemed like an age before they came that way.

Putting her eye against the small crack they'd left between door and the jamb, Kit watched as seven pirates rushed past, four carrying someone who was injured and two trying to apply medical treatment while the group moved.

Since she had no idea if that boded well for her, Kit waited until they had turned another corner and the noise the patient was making was muffled before she dared to venture out.

The pirate followed but soon passed her, then led her toward the hangar. At least, she hoped that was where he was taking her. Only then did she consider the possibility that he might not be doing her a favor and might be leading her into a worse situation.

It was almost too much of a sudden fear for her to continue, her heart pounding in her chest, but the pirate didn't notice as she lagged behind him, too busy checking ahead and going as quietly as possible. If he was leading her into a trap, he was doing so in a way that appeared incredibly convincing.

It’s not like I have much choice, she thought. Pushing her fears away, she hurried to catch up and sneak along by his side. Turning another corner, they headed for a door not far away.

“Hangar's on the other side of this,” he said. “We'll need to be very careful.”

Kit nodded, noticing the fire raining down on the shield seemed suddenly more intense, but it only served to provide better cover for the noise they made as the pirate crouched and eased the door open just enough to look through. They could both see the hangar, where about ten ships stood waiting, many launchpads empty. A couple of the ships were battered and had clearly landed after the battle had left them defenseless.

But there would be no getting to the ships and flying away. Standing beside them and between the door and the nearest open ship were four more guards. They were talking into comms and providing updates. It was clear they weren't going anywhere soon.

Frowning, Kit let her companion shut the door.

“Doesn't look like we're going that way,” she said, keeping her voice low still.

“There is no other way.”

Frell.

“Then I'm going to have to hope I'm rescued,” she replied eventually. “My crew and their alliance are strong.”

“Aye, but Varun's towers are working this time, and they can fire far faster and with far more powerful ammunition.” The pirate shook his head, clearly not believing she and her friends could win.

A lightbulb flicked on in her head. If she couldn't get to them because of the guards, then she might be able to help them get to her.

Not explaining or waiting for her guide, Kit hurried down the corridor, walking silently but heading for the loudest noise, using the barrage of gunshots to guide her feet.

As she got closer, the noise grew louder until she was certain she was walking into danger, but she didn't care. She had to do something, and it was all she could think of. Her guide was now the one being led, but it only took him a moment to realize where she intended to go.

“Not sure this is a good idea,” he said, resting a hand on her arm when she went to open what she suspected was the last door between her and the nearest tower. “They're bound to realize it was someone on the inside and come check it out. We'll be caught.”

Kit paused when she saw the fear on his face.

“You don't have to come. Go find somewhere quiet to weather the storm. I'll make sure my people know you helped me when they arrive.”

He sighed, studying her, but she didn't want to wait any longer. A massive explosion above the building and the crackle of debris on the shield made it clear she didn't have long. She needed to get those towers shut down and quickly.

Opening the door, she looked for signs of another person there, but the tower base stood before her without any guards or engineers. It had to be controlled from somewhere, but it wasn’t unheard of for the controls not to be in the tower.

Kit hurried up to it. Only then did she realize she had no idea what to do to sabotage it, but she had to think of something.

Before she could get her brain to process the options, she felt the touch of cold metal on her neck, and another pirate appeared beside her.

“Looks like we have an escapee. Thought you were locked up somewhere,” the man jeered.

“I was trying to take a nap, but someone turned this noisy thing on. Thought I'd turn it off so I could get more shuteye. Don't suppose you know where the off switch is, do you?”

“You're a fool if you think I'd tell you.” He sneered until a blade appeared at his neck. Kit jumped to the side, taking her neck out of the line of the swing.

“And you're a fool for following Varun.” Kit’s helper gave her a wink as he secured her would-be captor. “How many are only here because they’re being blackmailed? He's about to lose everything, and you’ll be on the wrong side of the fight.”

“Not interested in what you sneaking liars have to say. Varun may not be perfect, but he gives a man a chance to get rich, and he doesn't follow the rules and regulations designed to enslave us to the system.” The pirate spat on the floor, his attention on Kit's guide, the turncoat.

Grateful for the distraction her guide was providing, Kit got a good grip on the bag she carried and its contents, then swung it, aiming for the pirate’s head. The metal box connected so forcefully it dropped the pirate like a sack of flour.

“Thanks,” Kit said, aware that her pirate guide had helped her when he could have easily been too scared to get involved.

Another explosion and more debris hitting the shields redirected her attention to the task at hand: neutralizing the tower. There had to be some way to control it.

As she got nearer, she noticed a small panel off to one side. Could she break it?

“Can I borrow your sword?” she asked, stepping closer. The turncoat hesitated but brought the unsheathed weapon nearer. “I want to pry the panel cover off.”

As he stared at the blade, it was clear he was considering whether to trust her or not. Hoping to make the decision easier, she stepped away so he could get closer to the panel. Either this convinced him, or she had already managed to gain enough of his trust because he not only lowered the weapon, but he placed the hilt in her hand.

She smiled her gratitude as the shields failed and warnings sounded everywhere “Better get on with this.”

Lifting the blade, she worked it under the edge of the panel’s cover and pushed to try to lever it out. At first it didn't budge, but with a little help, it suddenly popped off.

At first, Kit didn't know what to do with the wires and miscellaneous pieces in front of her, but it continued to fire, and she could hear the ships as they flew overhead. If the shields were gone, the Aerie ships were doing something right. She had to help them.

Kit grabbed a handful of wires and yanked. They strained, then one snapped, then another, until she'd torn most of them out. She reached for more handfuls until the box was a giant mess.

“Easy! I think you did the trick,” her guide said, his hand on her arm.

As she stopped, she realized the guns had gone silent and ships were overhead, aiming toward the other one.

“We should get out of here,” she said, moving toward the door they’d come through.

“Agreed.”

Before they could take more than a couple of steps, however, the door opened, and six pirates came rushing through. Behind them was Varun. Kit slowed, moving the bag she carried surreptitiously behind her back and holding out the sword to bring everyone's attention to that instead.

“I should have known you would find your way out of my room. Didn't think you'd be stupid enough to vandalize my property, though.”

“Think of it as a down payment on what I owe you for sending Darq after the Aerie,” Kit replied, taking another step closer to Varun and his men but not engaging them.

She had to keep everyone talking while her friends finished the job and landed.

“Well, you’re done now. You can pay me back in other ways.” Varun flicked his hand, and all six of the men hurried forward. Kit didn't stand a chance against the four who came for her, the other two homing in on the man beside her.

As she parried one attack, another lunged and grabbed her arm. Letting go of the sword, she tried to twist and defend herself, but the third attacker grabbed her other arm. Trapped between them, she was unable to prevent the fourth from wrapping an arm around her waist.

Between them, they dragged her toward Varun, pushing her down onto her knees at the same time.

Growling, Kit struggled against their grip to test it and try to delay things. She didn't hold out any hope of getting away at this moment.

“Bring her,” Varun said. “And the traitor. She can watch him die while we wait for her captain to be brought before me.”

Kit struggled—she would end Varun herself if it would put a stop to this madness—but his men were too strong. There was nothing she could do. Manhandled along behind Varun, she could only hope Dante and the rest of the Aerie could finish the attack they'd started before anything else happened to her.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


A cheer erupted in Catalpa's control room as the first defense tower died. Dante didn't know what to say or do at first, his mind still preparing to dodge the tower's bolts, having just decided he needed to make a run despite the risks.

“Did our group fire on that?” Dante asked.

“Nope,” Taron replied. “It either broke because a part failed or someone on the surface broke it.”

Although Taron didn't voice the name of the someone who could have done it, Dante hoped it was Kit.

“Fire on the next tower,” Dante said into the comm. “Let's get this over and done with.”

But the pirates weren't going to make it easy. With their base about to fall, a few more of the ships on the planet launched, and some of the ships that had previously waited with cold guns warmed them and flew out to join their squads.

“Frelling pirates,” Taron growled.

“Aye, mate. I'm taking us in.”

“Good. I've had enough of this. Let's finish them off and get Kit.”

Dante didn't need the encouragement from his second to make his mind up, but it sure did help. Thankfully, he wasn't the only one. Every Aerie ship that could still fly and fire moved forward, shield or not.

No one was going to stop them.

The fly-by felt like it took hours. Dante dodged and avoided bolts, and they were soon through. Several more ships exploded around them, dragging Dante's attention back to the battle. He hoped they weren't his.

Serentin followed them, only firing bolts from one side of his ship.

As he brought Catalpa around, Dante got a good view of Serentin's run. He only had a couple of ships left besides his, and they'd seen better days. As if to acknowledge the sacrifice he'd made, the ships wiggled on the way past like they were waving at him.

Then the mad genius came in range of the towers, his ships having to weave and roll to avoid getting hit. One took a bolt, and the shields went down before a secondary explosion put it out of the running. It plummeted toward the tower and smashed into it.

Dante blinked, not sure if he was seeing Serentin solve their problems again or if it was merely a blip before the tower resumed firing. The space above the planet was stilling. No guns were firing, the pirates lost their mojo one by one, and the Aerie mates held a line above the base.

“Keep an eye out for threats as I land,” Dante told Taron. “We still don't know what happened to the first tower.”

“Let me go in first,” Lexi called over the comm. “I've still got thirty percent shields and can take a few hits if we’re heading into a trap of some kind.”

Although he appreciated the sentiment, Dante hadn't planned to obey, but Lexi was already moving, her ship darting underneath his and heading down. More than ready to get on the ground and go find Kit, Dante followed Lexi's example.

More Aerie ships came too, making it clear that even if ground troops fired at them, they were about to be overrun.

It took Dante another couple of minutes to get his ship on the ground. He and Taron immediately unstrapped and checked that their weapons and shields were as they should be.

“Ready?” Dante asked, his hand hovering over the button that would open their cargo bay. Taron nodded, his jaw set and his sword gripped in one hand.

His second was the first to get off the ship, and as he passed, Dante noticed he had a concealed gun at his hip, a satchel covering it so it could only be seen from behind. Although Dante knew how to use one, he'd never fired it in an actual fight. Almost everyone wore shields, and it was common knowledge that a bullet couldn't make it through.

Swords were the way forward.

Taron and Dante weren't the first to land. Lexi and others had formed up and were guarding the area. There were signs of a slight struggle here and there, with four more pirates tied up and slung into in a corner, but for the moment, the place was calm.

“Varun?” Dante asked as he reached Lexi and the front line.

“Looks like he's blockaded himself inside somewhere,” Lexi replied. “None of his men will tell us where or what he's up to.”

“Understood.”

Dante kept walking, Taron at his side. Rin fell in beside him, having come off another ship. Behind him were Sky and Ryder. Not one of them spoke. They didn't need to. They would get Kit and put an end to Varun's schemes.

Striding forward, he led his mates through the compound.

“Varun?” Dante called, not trying to hide his presence. “Stop being such a coward. Come out and face me, and you’d better hope Kit is in one piece.”

There was no answer, although saying the words made him feel better. Only more empty corridors, rooms, and habitats.

Deeper into the base they went, checking every part. Even when Dante heard stomping feet ahead and to one side, he didn't stop, and the people behind him showed equal caution. Rounding the corner, he came face to face with Serentin. Rin pulled his sword, but Dante waved it down.

“See the pirates?” Dante asked.

“Nope. Too scared. Not that I blame them.” Serentin grinned, but he didn't join Dante's group, heading somewhere else entirely, whistling to himself.

Dante considered calling after him for help, but Serentin was clearly off in his own little world, and Dante wanted to find Varun and make sure Kit was okay.

They went around a couple more bends in the corridor before Dante thought he heard something, this time around a corner to the left. When they rounded it, Dante saw a pirate running.

Knowing danger couldn’t be far away, Dante unsheathed his sword and held it at the ready in one hand, but he didn't slow. The next doorway stood open, and Dante strode inside, his mates following.

“Finally,” Varun said, drawing Dante's attention. The room was ringed with pirates. More than the mates he had with him, but that didn't bother him anywhere near as much as the sight of Kit. Chained and gagged, a fresh bruise on one cheek, she half-stood, half-knelt beside the large chair Varun sat on, the chain running across the floor, through a metal hoop by his foot, and up into his lap.

In front of them was one of their pirates, bruised and bloody, another standing over him holding a vicious combination between a cat o’ nine tails and a multi-headed flail.

“We're done with him,” Varun said while Dante was still taking it in. The pirate holding the weapon nodded, pulled a sword from his belt, and ran the prone man through.

Kit let out a muffled yell and tried to throw herself at Varun, but restrained as she was, one flick of the chain he held pulled her off her feet and onto the floor beside him. Dante stepped forward, intending to go to her aid, but Taron reached out.

“Not yet,” he whispered.

Dante didn't look at his second, wondering what the man might be up to but giving him a chance to help.

“Let her go, Varun,” he said instead. “She's one of my crewmates. As her captain, I've come to claim her.”

The despicable merchant laughed and shook his head. “I'm sure you'd love to claim her. Darq did a job on her, though. Too bad he didn’t mess up her pretty face permanently. You’d have hated that.”

Kit let out another muffled string of words, more than one of them an expletive, given the angry look in her eyes.

“You can go join Darq in whatever hell you crawled out of,” Ryder replied, beating Dante to it. “I assume you know that's where Kit here sent him.”

Unable to keep from grinning, Dante watched movement out of the corner of his eye. More Aerie mates were filing into the room, ready to help. They'd stalled long enough.

“Last chance, Varun,” Taron said. “Give her up, and we'll take you in to answer for your crimes. If not, we'll let her loose ourselves.”

Kit moved into her earlier position as they were talking, stretching out the chain and getting as far from Varun as possible.

“I'll kill her myself before I'll let you claim her, Dante Zullo.” Varun looked at his executioner, making it clear he was supposed to take his orders from the merchant’s words. “You kill one of mine, and I'll kill one of yours.”

If Dante was going to save her, it was now or never.

Raising his sword, he charged, but before he could strike anyone, Taron pulled out his gun and fired. The bullet shattered the chain between Kit’s wrists and the hoop she'd been tethered to.

She ducked under the thrust of the pirate who was trying to kill her, her wrists still attached to each other but her body free to move. Dante rushed nearer, but another sword-wielding pirate blocked his way. Attacking him with a thrust, Dante was forced to block and push away.

Dante had to take his eyes off Kit so he could defend himself. After parrying a couple more attacks and trying unsuccessfully to get past his adversary, Rin came to his side and engaged the pirate.

Dante glanced at Kit. She was still near Varun's throne, defending herself with a chair while two pirates attacked her. Varun stood on his throne with his sword drawn, waiting and watching.

How was he going to get to her before someone killed her? Dante set his jaw and pushed forward, aiming for the men attacking Kit, but Varun jumped down and got in his way.

“Run while you still have a chance,” Dante said, but Varun shook his head and raised his sword.

They paused, staring each other down before Varun tried to slice Dante’s gut open like a fish. Dante turned the blade away, but the tip nicked his arm.

Blood welling up, Dante kept fighting. It hurt, but it wasn't going to stop him.

Yelling his pent-up fury and frustration, Dante jabbed and sliced at the air around Varun, the merchant surprisingly light and quick on his feet. Whenever Dante thought he'd found an opening, Varun closed it. Every time Dante put him on the back foot, he'd come up with a move or attack to push the danger Dante's way until both were panting and getting sloppy.

Kit yelped, and Dante's focus went to her. One of the pirate scum had managed to get past her makeshift shield. He had the end of the much shorter chain in one hand, and his sword dripped her blood. Dante scanned what he could see of her body and fixed his gaze on a deep gash in her leg. She managed to swing what was left of the chair and unbalance her attacker, but the distraction was enough that Dante almost lost his fight.

As Varun lunged, Dante had almost no time to twist out of the way. Varun’s sword pierced his shoulder, making him grunt.

But Varun wasn't done. Grinning, with his eyes alight, he went to slash again. Dante was out of position to get his sword up in time or dodge. He watched the slash coming, knowing it was going to finish him off.

At the last minute, Taron stepped in, his sword catching Varun's as he pushed Dante out of the way. With him came Ryder, holding out a strong arm to help Dante to his feet.

“Go get our Kit,” Ryder said. “Or we've done this for nothing.”

Dante didn't need to be told, but he appreciated their rescue. He tried to spot her but couldn't figure out where she'd gone. The two pirates who had been after her were still there, behind and to one side of the throne, reaching for something.

He realized Kit was climbing the ornate seat, using what was left of the chair as a shield.

He rushed toward her, but he wasn't going to get to her in time. One of the pirates narrowly missed the end of the chain still attached to her to yank her down to the floor.

“Kit, jump!” he yelled as he ran to the throne. Glancing his way, she threw the broken remains of the wooden chair at her attackers, grabbed the top of the throne, and pulled herself up the last bit. With her eyes fixed on him, she pushed off with her good leg and flew into his arms.

They both winced, the tangle of chains, limbs, and the force she'd fallen with enough to make him unsteady. Their eyes locked as he went to put her down, but her leg wouldn't support her weight, and it was clear she wouldn't be able to get out of the fight very quickly. One arm still around her, he pulled her against him and drew his sword to defend them.

“Know where the keys are?” he asked above the din, her wrists still restrained and his people fighting pirates around them. She shook her head but bent and picked up a sword before leaning toward him again, noting that the pirates who had been scrambling to obey Varun and kill her were regrouping to charge them.

Before the pirates could do so, more Aerie crew arrived, yelling as they rushed into the fray. A loud ruckus by Ryder and Taron drew Dante’s attention.

Varun was pushing pirates and Aerie members alike aside as he tried to flee. He hurtled toward the only exit of the room, crashing into Lexi and sending them both tumbling to the ground.

As he tried to get up, he grabbed the crew leader by the hair and brought his sword up toward her neck.

“Not while I breathe,” Taron said calmly, pulling his gun out again and firing before Varun knew what was happening. The bolt hit the merchant in the neck. As the dead pirate leader fell to the floor, Lexi was left standing.

A stunned silence filled the room. No one seemed to know how to respond. Everyone was staring at Varun's body in a crumpled heap on the floor, blood oozing from the wound on his neck.

One by one, the pirates laid their swords on the floor and put their hands in the air.

Still leaning into Dante, Kit seemed to relax, exhaling and resting her head on his shoulder. Not wanting to let go of her for one second, he slowly put his sword away and gave his rapidly beating heart a moment to calm.

“We did it,” she said, her voice full of the tiredness he felt in his limbs. “We finally beat Varun for good.”

Pulling her into a hug, Dante nodded, relieved that he could focus on her to check the flood of emotion threatening to overwhelm him. It wasn't getting Corsera back, but only a few weeks earlier, even a small victory would have felt impossible. Yet here it was.

Inhaling, Dante let the scent of Kit's hair fill his senses and take the battle away. Hugging him, she finally let the emotion out herself and sobbed against his chest.


EPILOGUE


Despite the late hour, Kit was still up. She'd taken some pills for the pain in her leg, and it was healing under the temporary bandage, but she couldn't sleep. After everything that had happened, there was one memory she couldn't shake—the look in Dante's eyes when he'd caught her and how safe she'd felt as the dam had burst on the tears she'd been holding in.

Much had happened since she'd joined the Xeartais, but her feelings were finally unmuddled. Xeartais was her home, and its captain could lead her anywhere.

That was why she couldn't sleep. She needed to know how he felt. She wasn't tired of battle or of what the future might hold with Corsera, but she was tired of not knowing where her heart belonged.

As she walked gingerly to the common room, however, she found it wasn't empty. Several of the Xeartais crew were there—Lexi, Taron, Eve, and Ryder, with his arms around Kayla—but that wasn't what drew her eyes. Dante was sitting next to a woman she'd seen once before on Corsera. The daughter of a councilor on the sector hub.

If they'd just been sitting close to each other, Kit wouldn't have thought anything of it, and she'd have continued on her improvised plan to find out whether Dante returned her feelings, but the two of them were on a sofa, her body leaning into his, her eyes lighting up as she looked at him, and a smile on his face as he looked at her.

Unable to breathe and having got her answer in the worst possible way, Kit backed up a step, intending to slip into the shadows and escape to her quarters before anyone noticed she had been there, but Taron looked her way at the wrong moment, and Rin appeared at her shoulder.

“Couldn't sleep either?” Taron asked, beckoning them over. Kit didn't move at first, her limbs heavy, but Sky and some of the others soon appeared, and before she knew it, she was swept along to join the circle. Drinks and snacks appeared out of nowhere.

“To the Aerie,” Dante said once everyone was seated with a drink in hand. “A fine bunch of mates who show up when it matters.”

“To the Aerie,” everyone echoed, raising their glasses.

Kit drank but didn't look at her captain. Could he tell how she felt? Did it matter?

“So, when do we go take Corsera too?” Lexi asked, a broad grin on her face. There were plenty of cheers in response, but Dante just grinned, refusing to answer the question as he glanced at the woman at his side.

Kit looked away, only vaguely aware as Rin leaned closer to her, having sat on her left.

“You've been amazing for the last few days, Kit,” he whispered. “I'm so proud of you.”

Trying to appreciate the compliment, Kit looked at Rin and gave him the most sincere smile she could manage.

“You've been a great teacher,” she replied, trying to be polite. “Thank you for everything.”
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With the Xeartais crew finally in bed, Dante still sat on the sofa. The councilor’s daughter, Isabella, was sitting next to him, still clutching an empty cup. Neither of them had spoken in a while, their body language saying a lot, but Dante felt guilt gnaw at him. There was only one reason she was sitting by his side, and it wasn't the right one.

“The crew is pretty serious about reclaiming Corsera, isn't it?” Isabella asked.

“Aye. They've sunk a lot of money, effort, and emotion into the place. I've sunk those into it too. Not to mention that it feels like home in a way nowhere else does.

“Which is why you want my money? To help you do that?”

Dante opened his mouth to try to give her a more reassuring answer, but she turned and pulled out of his arms.

“It's okay. I've suspected it for a while. I know you don't love me, but you do need my money.”

He saw no point in hiding it, so he nodded.

“It suits me too. I can pretend to be yours for a while and get some of those annoying idiots hanging off my father’s every word to go away and think I'm spoken for. Would you be all right with that?”

He moved his head up and down. He might as well offer her his support since he'd taken advantage of her situation, but inside, he wasn't as sure.

He wanted to reclaim Corsera, but he also wanted Kit to know how he felt about her. He couldn't do both.

While he thought about it, he pictured how she'd looked that evening. The shadow Darq had cast on her life still felt like it was there but killing Varun had lifted it a little. The rest of her sadness seemed to have been taken away by Rin as he'd sat beside her and the two of them had talked.

She doesn't want you. You're her captain and she respects you, but you're not the lover she wants.

Sighing, Dante made his mind up. They were finally ready to retake Corsera. They just needed more ships and a few more allies.

Looking at Isabella's beautiful face helped Dante feel more confident. After all, it wasn't a hardship pretending to be in love with someone so beautiful just to get their money, especially when they'd given you permission to do so. Who knew what would happen between them once they'd taken Corsera?

But no matter how often he tried to picture Isabella, he always ended up thinking about Kit. She’d be on the front line, and no one could fly like she could.
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CHAPTER ONE


The controls in Kit's hands felt more than familiar as they swerved around space debris.

“Who taught those aliens to throw debris like this?” Rin asked.

“That would be Kit,” Sky replied, grinning.

“I didn't mean to.” Kit glanced at her two companions; Rin looked queasy. “It was the best idea I had at the time to get them to stop attacking.”

“You threw debris at them?”

“Aye. We were having some trouble. It had been a bad run, and we needed to get away fast. I suggested we shoot a bunch of debris out the airlock. Thought it could act like a shield and make the aliens give up. I had no idea they'd remember it, let alone use it against someone else.”

Sky laughed as more debris came their way, but it glanced off the shields, and she frowned and brought up the shield levels.

“We're down to seventy-one percent.”

“With the asteroid belt to get through there and back, we might need to abort,” Rin remarked as he tried to shoot some of the debris out of the way. He missed.

“We can't abort. The alliance needs this fuel, and we have not gotten any through in weeks. No one has. Not since Elysium started hounding our ships when we come this way. We might not get another window for ages. I won't let them ground us.”

“It's not just us they're grounding,” Sky replied. “They're not letting anyone through if they know they'll sell us some.”

Kit sighed. It was a really frelling annoying thing for the rival alliance to do. They needed dalterian, and since they'd taken out the pirates and the black market they'd created, this was the only place to get fuel in the sector.

She wasn't giving up. Focusing on the view ahead of her, she threw Slippery Kitter, her ship, around, dodging what she could and taking the inevitable hits as lightly as possible. They finally made it through the field. Rin shot at the alien craft when they came too close, finding those easier to hit even though they could nip away.

Clear space loomed ahead of them, but the shields were down to sixty-four percent, and Kit still had the return trip to consider. It would have to be enough.

Relaxing, Kit looked around. Sky was in the engineering seat, controlling the bots as they repaired a broken system on one side of the ship. It was something to do with the sensors, but nothing that would slow them down. Rin was powering down the guns, his breathing beginning to calm and his grip on the arms of his chair less tight than it had been.

“Tell me that was the worst of this journey,” Rin asked after the guns were cool.

“Depends on the other side of the belt,” Kit replied. “It was a pirate hotspot, but we wiped out most of them. There could be loads of pissed-off remnants or none.”

“You're not selling this to me.”

“Don't worry so much. Kit here is our best.”

“One of our best, maybe.” Kit smiled. Eve was also amazing, and Lexi as well. Taron rounded out the four best, but there were many mates who were close, like Ryder, Dante, and Sky. Also, technology sometimes gave a worse pilot the upper hand.

“That I can well believe.” Rin grinned.

Kit and Sky laughed.

They chattered about nothing important, the things that made up the baseline of a friendship. That helped Kit calm down. Although she'd come out the other side after the beating from Darq, she’d felt a moment of dread when she’d stepped onto Slippery Kitter and sat in the pilot’s seat. She tried to remember that he was dead now and couldn’t hurt her again.

Thankfully, their run to the market was clear. She was quick to land and more than a little relieved. Kit remembered the first time she'd arrived on the planet, a little behind a pirate named Ryder. Of course, he was now an Aerie mate and a good one, but they'd had their spats until recently. Now he was part of the family, so to speak.

The thought made her grin as they made their way to the fuel seller everyone used. The planet had market stalls along the way since more than a few people knew a lot of potential customers passed through the planet.

“Looks like there's a really big line today,” Rin commented. He was slightly ahead of Sky and Kit. “I'll stand in it. Why don't you ladies do some shopping or something?”

Kit didn't argue but didn't head off, either. She wanted to ask Rin if he was really happy to wait without risking him changing his mind. Being in the long line for ages didn't appeal to her, but she was the captain, so she should do the dirty work.

“It's all right,” Rin added as if he could read her mind. “I don't have any credits to burn right now anyway. I know you're rich after you got the bounty on Darq's head.”

That had been an unexpected bonus. Not long after the body had been identified, the sector hub's council had contacted her. They'd given her a shiny medal and more credits than she'd earned in her entire career. A lot of people had wanted to see him stopped and hadn't cared if it resulted in his death.

Maybe she could spend a little of that. Pick up something nice for her friends. Rose came to mind—the youngest leaf sister and one of the few people on the sector hub Kit went there to see. The girl would be thrilled to receive a gift from somewhere as far away and dangerous to get to as this place.

“What sort of thing are you looking for?” Sky asked as they moved toward the market area and slowed to browse the goods in the stalls.

“Something the leaf sisters wouldn't disapprove of, but nothing girlie.”

Sky grinned as they moved past a stall selling exotic clothing, all of it too dainty. Onward they went past pottery stalls, as well as some selling makeup and technology. Several small stands even sold digital content.

They stopped at a food stall and grabbed a number of delicious-looking cakes to take back and share with their mates in the workshop. The repair crews had been overworked lately and didn't get to leave the hub much. Kit knew they'd appreciate it. When her stomach rumbled, they also ordered lunch, agreeing to pick it up fifteen minutes later.

That would be enough time to browse the stalls of interest. They turned out to sell items of technology that meant nothing to her or ornaments Kit had no use for.

She did stop at a large stall near the back of the market when the woman working there caught her eye. She was grinding up a plant in an oversized mortar and pestle. As she did, her hands slowly turned a deep red.

“Is that dye?” Kit asked Sky, thinking she had spoken quietly enough not to be overheard. The woman looked up, however.

“Aye. It works best with hemp cloth. Keeps its vibrancy for a long time, too. Not an easy one to get off the hands. You interested in cloth-making?”

Kit stepped forward, her curiosity getting the better of her. Jeb's farm grew hemp, and she'd considered making cloth as an alternative to making rum. She’d even tried her hand at weaving with thread that had been processed and dyed. Still had most of it in storage. She'd forgotten the new occupation was an option until she’d seen the dye.

Using up some of the fifteen minutes until their food was ready, Kit watched the woman and browsed the other dyes she carried. While she did, the woman finished and drained off a small tub of the liquid dye for sale.

After wiping her hands and rinsing them in some soapy water, the woman reached for a small data-transfer device.

“Here. I've got an information document for those just starting out. Explains what you need and how to make a variety of colors using goods you can buy in the sector. It’s not stuff that'll profit me if you're thinking I'm just trying to fleece you.”

Kit pulled out her datapad and let the woman transfer the file before thanking her.

When she turned to go, she found Sky at the final stall, looking at a massive display of gemstones.

“Here, look at these!” Sky called when Kit came closer. “Would Rose like them?”

Kit swore when she realized she'd forgotten about getting Rose a gift. Good thing Sky hadn't. Kit marveled at how cheap they were and how pretty they looked. The stones were all a uniform shape that locked together.

“Why are these so cheap yet so awesome?” Kit asked, and a girl not much younger than Rose bounced forward from behind one of the displays.

“Oh, we pick them up on a nearby planet, just this side of the asteroid belt. They form naturally. We just break them up and sort them by color.”

“That must take ages!” Kit exclaimed.

“Yeah, it takes a while. Hey, I don't suppose you want to do it, do you? We're always looking for new people to collect them for us. We pay pretty well.”

Kit grinned but didn't respond.

“It's not a hard planet to find. It's small, and it looks multicolored from space, and there's almost always a Kruk ship or two there.”

“Prim!” a woman called. “What have I said about talking too much? We're not made of money, and if you tell every potential customer where they can get what we sell for free, we're not going to have any.”

Prim flushed, and Kit tried not to smile. It was an easy mistake for someone who liked their product to make. Kit wasn't going to do something so unkind, especially when she had plenty of credits and not enough time. Rose would love them, even if she'd never admit it in public.

The gemstones and their uniform shape had a beautiful and useful feel to them.

“I'll take a small box of them,” Kit told the girl. “If my friend loves them as much as I think she will, I'll be back for more next time I'm here.”

The girl beamed and glanced at her mother to be forgiven, which made Kit feel even better about her decision. The mother handed Prim a lovely box and a scoop for the gems.

Over the next few minutes, Kit picked out colors that went well together and Rose would like, choosing greens, blues, and purples until it looked like she had a sea of sparkling waves inside.

“Perfect.” Kit sighed as Prim closed the box. Her mother held out a device for Kit to swipe her credit chip.

She tucked the box into her pocket and waved goodbye. Kit's stomach rumbled as they walked back to the food stall. She made herself wait until they were with Rin, who was only a third of the way down the line, before she ate, however.

“You two are life-savers,” Rin told Kit and Sky as the three of them tucked into the hot food.

“Looks like the riffraff is here again,” a familiar voice said from behind Kit. She froze. She'd recognize that voice anywhere—Garrus.

She heard bootsteps as someone walked down the line, coming closer. Stepping toward Rin and Sky to protect them and for solidarity as she turned, Kit didn't take her eyes off the man. He swaggered past them, barely sparing her another glance.

“They're cutting in line?” Kit exclaimed when the seller gave Garrus his attention.

“The Elysium mates cut a deal,” the woman just ahead of them said. “Their people get to trade first. Prepare to be here for a while.”

Kit sighed; that wasn't what she wanted to hear. The Aerie needed this fuel, and it seemed Elysium had not only made it hard to get here, but they'd also made it harder to be served when their people did make it.

And she'd have to be the one to tell Dante.


CHAPTER TWO


It took all of Dante's self-control to look at the data on the Aerie's successful cargo runs in the last month. So many had failed. Getting rid of Varun and his pirates should have helped them make successful trade runs, but Victor and the Elysium had continued to fight the Aerie at every turn, and they'd grown powerful.

Dante didn't know where Victor was pulling in mates from, but the fleet was growing, and they were watching and guarding the major trade routes from Ephren.

Throwing the datapad on his desk, Dante decided he'd had enough of his office for one day. He needed to see what was happening with his own eyes. He wanted to talk to people to figure out what to do about their situation.

No sooner had he opened the door when Ike strode in. He had a wrench in one hand and a grease-stained rag in the other.

“I can't keep doing this,” the man began. “Something needs to give. I'm repairing the Aerie ships that are trying to make runs for us as fast as I can, but the parts are getting more expensive, and the mates aren't bringing back enough stock to keep me from having to buy in the marketplace here. Varun might be gone, but there are still plenty of people willing to charge a lot when they know you're desperate.”

“Are you charging your customers enough?” Dante asked.

“Aye, as much as I can without breaking them. There are plenty of them, too. Elysium isn't just preying on us anymore. They know the other traders will sell to us, especially after we crushed so many pirates, but we can't fix any more than we are currently.”

Dante sighed for the hundredth time that day. They had a rich backer, and many of the Aerie mates were wealthy, but credits had no meaning if there was nothing to buy.

“Leave it with me,” Dante stated. “I'll see what I can do. Talk to Taron and the other mates who can fly and see if we can find a solution.”

“All right, but we need it sooner rather than later.” Ike walked out again and Dante stayed in the doorway, watching his people as they scurried about. There were four ships in the workshop, the maximum they could take at once. None of them had been there when he had walked into the office three hours earlier.

Ike was running an organized operation, but if it wasn't enough, they would have to solve the problem some other way. He could only do so much.

Dante was at a loss. They had the Aerie mates on double runs. Every ship took out another to back them up or act as a decoy, but only a quarter of their runs were successful. That was a far cry from the ninety-something percent they'd enjoyed before Victor had mutinied.

When Dante thought about Victor, the familiar anger made him tense and clench his fists. Victor's selfishness and greed had brought this on them.

Dante would find a way to stop him. He had to, for the sake of all the mates who had trusted him and given up their homes rather than see him ousted.

Before Dante could convince himself that he ought to look for Taron, the man appeared, Lexi and Eve with him.

“We need to talk,” Taron started before Dante could utter the same words.

The Aerie captain backed up so they could come inside. Lexi shut the door behind her, but no one sat.

“We managed to get Kit through the Elysium ships to get fuel, but there’s no guarantee she'll get it back to us,” Taron continued.

“Ike modified her secret compartments again, so even if they catch her, they shouldn't get everything,” Dante replied. It was a half-hearted response. They all knew the secret compartments wouldn't hold anywhere near enough and that she needed to make it back without losing any. If she didn't, a bunch of the Aerie ships would be grounded. No one could get fuel, not on Ephren or the sector hub.

“Can we move up to three ships a run?” Eve asked, voicing what the rest of them were thinking.

“I've considered it,” Dante replied, “but we'd be asking our greenest pilots and newest recruits to take on Elysium ships with no guarantee of pay, victory, or safety. Only two days ago, Garrus blew up a ship. It was fortunate the crew were in their suits and had time to get to the survival pods. We could have three dead mates right now.”

“We've got to do something,” Lexi replied. “My usual business is drying up, and the station has been out of basic foods for weeks. Elvie and Kayla are struggling in the stalls. People will start dying of hunger if we don't find a way through.”

“Or move to Corsera,” Eve added. “Victor is offering any non-Aerie mates a pretty good start-up package. They've got to pay to land, of course, but there are plenty willing to put down a couple hundred credits when they can get the food, fuel, and repair parts they need for a thousand fewer credits.”

Dante tried not to put his fist through his desk. They had to find a way out of this.

“We need to raise more money,” he told them eventually. “And we need to increase our starter package. I'll throw in a ship for whoever learns to pilot through what I create the fastest.”

Eve laughed at his attempt to waffle through a solution. “I've got the perfect obstacle course for the newer pilots to attempt. I'll make sure word spreads that we’ll give a ship to any Aerie mates who can beat my time.”

“Aye, that'll do it.”

Before anyone else could speak, Flyn appeared. He was a new Aerie mate who had trained under Rin before he joined the Xeartais. Despite being athletic, he was panting.

“Trouble…in the market…” he blurted.

Dante hesitated, not sure if he should grab his sword. Flyn caught his intention and nodded.

Carrying it rather than wasting time belting it on, he and the rest of the Xeartais senior mates hurried after the man.

“It's Kayla, Elvie, and Ryder,” Flyn explained as they ran toward the market. “Some men came and caused a fuss. They tore some clothes. Ryder tried to stop them, but they outnumbered him. I went to interfere, but more appeared.”

As Dante ran, the Xeartais and Aerie mates noticed that something must be happening and fell in. When they reached the market, they had ten mates and Flyn.

The market was busy, but everyone heard them coming and got out of the way. Despite that, they still had to go two abreast.

Dante didn't take in anything but the route as he tried to figure out the quickest way to get to his mates. Kayla was running a stall on Varun's old patch because he had asked her to. It was another way for them to raise funds. Ryder had taken a shine to the lass and offered to act as protection in these strange times.

Although Ephren was a colony, the council was stretched, and there had been less security staff of late. Dante didn't know why, but he couldn't help but wonder if someone was paying them to look the other way. The last time he'd been before them, they'd dismissed his claims to Corsera, had him barred from the council chambers for a year, and kicked him out.

Admittedly, he'd drawn his weapon upon hearing their refusal, but they'd been set against him from the beginning. The lack of security and the unwillingness of most citizens to get involved would mean no one was going to defend their stall but them.

As it came into view, anger fueled Dante and Flyn. Six men were there, two holding Ryder back and another pinning Kayla against the back wall, while the others made demands and tore up clothes and smashed mannequins and props. Elvie was nowhere to be seen.

“Stop that!” Dante yelled, pulling his sword and dropping the sheath.

The men turned, registering his presence. As they did, two stepped in from the edges, drawing their weapons, but his Aerie mates fanned out behind and beside him. The sound of metal blades being drawn cut through the noise in the market. Dante caught the attackers’ worried glances when they realized they were outnumbered, not including Kayla and Ryder.

“I'm not used to being ignored,” Dante added, not bothering to shout now that he had everyone's attention.

The men didn't back down, however. They were going to make him fight.

As he was about to lunge, Kayla sprang into action. She flung herself forward and took the man holding her by surprise. His yelp of pain distracted his men for a moment. Dante didn't waste the gift; he attacked the nearest man and caught sight of Flyn doing the same.

Swords clashed, metal clangs and scrapes ringing out amid wood cracking and cloth tearing. It was chaos, but Dante was used to that. He'd fought many times. He focused on the man in front of him, dodging, weaving, and blocking attacks sent his way while looking for an opening.

Dante slashed down. His opponent was a moment too slow and didn't dodge. Dante's sword found flesh. For a moment, the cut did nothing but reveal his pale skin, but then blood welled up. The rivulet of red trailed downward, seeking a path to the floor.

Bleeding appeared to make his opponent even angrier. He charged Dante and launched a flurry of strokes. Dante blocked the first and dodged the second, but the third took a chunk out of his hat. Thankfully, the fourth missed, giving him a window to retaliate.

His opponent put up a good fight but began to slow, his stamina flagging. Dante pressed the advantage, deciding to expend his energy in an aggressive set of moves aimed at tiring his opponent so he'd make a mistake. It worked, and before long, Dante was flicking his opponent’s sword out of his grasp.

Dante grinned as his opponent growled and tried to decide what to do next. Dante didn't plan on letting him fight again and placed the tip of his blade under the man's chin. He gulped but slowly raised his hands and kept still.

There were almost twice as many Aerie mates, and all of them were skilled with a sword, which meant Dante wasn't the only person pinning down the stall’s attackers.

Kayla had managed to turn the tables on the man closest to her, standing over an unconscious heap while holding a metal bar she’d hit him with. Ryder still struggled with the men trying to tackle him, but two more Aerie mates rushed to help him. In the end, the men who had caused the damage were dissuaded from fighting by having sharp, pointed objects close to important parts of their anatomy.

Dante and the Xeartais mates had stopped the band of men wreaking havoc on Kayla’s stall. Kayla provided ties to those who needed them, and all the would-be attackers were restrained a minute later.

“Take them all to the council and let the council know what these men were doing. Inform them that I'll be sending an itemized bill for the damaged goods, and I expect it to be paid as soon as it is feasible.”

“Glad to,” Flyn replied.

Dante nodded, keeping to himself his relief that the martial arts expert would escort the thugs. It meant he didn't have to face the council, but hopefully, the rest of his crew would get a chance to make their concern clear.

“I'm so sorry, Kayla,” Dante began once the attackers and defenders were gone. Not long after, Elvie crawled out from beneath a table at the back. She rushed to Kayla’s side, and the two women embraced. Then Kayla looked at Dante.

She shook, but not with sadness. Her fists were clenched around the bar she'd struck her attacker with.

“Just make sure they pay for this. They and the rest of the Elysium people. Promise me we'll make them regret taking us on.”

“I'll do everything I can,” Dante replied. He knew that wasn't what Kayla wanted to hear, but it was all he could promise.

The Elysium crew was growing stronger. Whatever Victor was doing, it was working, but he was attracting the wrong people. No one tore up stalls and people’s livelihoods even when they held a grudge.

Something had to change and soon, but no matter what he thought about doing, Victor was several steps ahead. It was so infuriating it almost drove Dante to pray to a god, but he wasn't that desperate.

Sighing, he reached for the head of a broken mannequin. While he was thinking about the solution, he might as well help Kayla and Elvie clean up and see what the damage was.


CHAPTER THREE


They were almost through the asteroids, Kit thought, not daring to speak or break her crew’s concentration. After everything they'd gone through to get there, she only had twenty-one percent shields left and a ways to go to get back to Ephren.

The crew was exhausted. They'd queued for hours to pick up enough fuel for the Aerie fleet to survive, having watched two Elysium ships come and go during that time. The important part was to get the cargo home.

She also had the cakes and the gift for Rose to show for taking the rare opportunity to think of something other than her own needs.

“Got a strange moving dot on the radar,” Rin said. “Looks like something is scouting the other side of the asteroid field.

“Frelling Enkoloth,” Kit muttered, bringing it up on her HUD so she could keep an eye on it. She frowned when she saw the blip ahead of them, a little to starboard. A moment later, the ship finished its scan and gave her the info she needed.

It was Garrus.

The last thing Kit needed was that bastard to catch them. He could out-shoot her, and her shields were way down.

“Going to have to stay in this asteroid belt a little longer,” Kit told Sky and Rin. “Need to try to avoid the Elysium ship. We've got to get this fuel back.”

“Aye aye, Captain,” Sky replied, knowing the crew and the alliance were so low on fuel that they would run out in a couple of days if they didn't get this cargo load back. They had to protect it.

She edged to port, trying to put distance between her and her ex. Either his ship knew where they were or he was heading in the same direction because the dot stayed the same distance away.

Growling in frustration, Kit had no choice but to leave the asteroid field and let him see her. Another rock flew past them and took two percent off the shield capacity.

“Warm the guns. Prepare for battle, and strap in tight,” Kit commanded, although they didn’t need the instructions. The three of them had flown together so often that they could read each other’s minds.

Rin was already in the gunner’s seat, fingers flying. By the time she popped out of the asteroid belt, the guns were almost warm, and he was holding the triggers while moving the barrels to target the other ship while he waited for her instructions.

Despite being prepared to fight, Garrus had just begun turning. She had no intention of drawing his attention to them if she could sneak past and flee.

It looked like it might work, but before she could get Slippery Kitter out of range, Garrus' ship completed its turn.

“He's warming guns and heading this way,” Sky reported. “But he's not close enough to cause much damage. Not yet, anyway.”

“Run or fight?” Kit asked, but she knew the answer. Garrus wasn't just a phenomenal shot in ship-battle situations; he was also an excellent swordsman. If he carried any crew, they would lose the fight. They couldn't lose the cargo.

Neither Rin nor Sky replied. They didn't need to.

Sky gave Kit the particle flow setting that would get the most speed behind the ship, and she headed off-course to try to lose the annoying Elysium mate.

Ike had recently modified her ship because he could and he cared about the parts she could fetch on cargo runs for him, but she knew it was his way of helping her deal with Darq. His way of letting her know that he knew what she’d been through. Darq was dead, but now she had another foe—one she hated almost as much.

Garrus didn't fall behind as fast as she'd have liked, but he did slip back. Slowly she eased the ship to starboard, not wanting to squander her lead by turning too sharply and making him come closer.

A beep sounded, letting them know there was another dot on the radar. Then it beeped again until it gave up and just flashed. Kit pulled the radar up on her HUD.

“Frell!” she declared. It was the Kruk, in larger numbers than she'd ever seen.

Despite the danger from Garrus, she dove to starboard. His plasma bolts grazed her shields in a warning shot.

She was caught between the Kruk ships and Garrus, and she couldn't see a way out that didn't involve fighting one of them. Indecision caught her in its web and refused to let go.

There had to be a way out of this that would let her save the fuel.

Deciding the Kruk were the lesser of the two evils, Kit slipped back to port. She wasn't going to let them take her ship down without a fight.

They fired, causing her to dodge and weave, but Rin knew what was needed. He let fly a good shot and damaged a ship.

While Kit focused on dodging, the faster Kruk ships came up around her. Garrus pulled back, sensing his work was done and not wanting to get caught in the crossfire.

Her only solace was that while he'd waited on this side of the asteroid belt for her, he had not been making any money. He hated wasting opportunities to earn money.

When Garrus and his ship were off the radar, Kit tried to turn out of the path of the Kruk. The smaller aliens were fast and numerous, however, and they repeatedly shot at her ship.

“Give me max speed,” Kit ordered. She would try to punch out of the circle of ships before her shields were drained.

No one knew what happened to those the Kruk beat in battle, and Kit didn't want to find out.

Sky got her what she needed and they pushed through, but then the alarms blared to let them know the shields were down.

Desperate to get away, Kit hadn't monitored the direction she'd gone. The Kruk homeworld loomed ahead of her, and more Kruk ships appeared.

“We're screwed,” Kit muttered. They had no way out and couldn’t defend themselves. She tried to dodge the bolts heading their way, but there were too many.

“I'll cool down the guns,” Rin told her. “See if you can hail them.”

“On it,” Sky added, having made the decision while Kit concentrated on not getting hit. Bolts pounded into their hull, and alarms blared as systems were fried and the ship took more damage.

“I can't steer,” Kit reported a few moments later.

“The particle flow was disrupted,” Sky replied, having gotten no response to her hail.

“Put out the Aerie mayday,” Kit directed, not sure what it was. They had to change it every time it was used, and the Aerie mates had used it more lately than she could ever remember them having to.

Sky quickly did as she was asked. Kit continued to wrestle with the controls and got their repair bots to get to work. Whatever was keeping them from regaining control and maneuverability, it needed to be fixed and soon.

“I'll see what I can do.” Sky unclipped herself from the seat to go help with the repairs.

“No,” Kit countered. “There's no time.”

The planet loomed closer. Kitter flew toward it at full speed. There was nothing she could do as they entered the atmosphere. Bright multicolored Kruk settlements loomed as Kit continued to wrestle with Kitter to keep the ship from falling out of the sky.

The planet’s atmosphere swirled around them, adding to the difficulty. She somehow had to land a ship she barely had control of.

Kitter fought her until the settlements that had seemed so far away a minute earlier were now cities with distinct houses and other buildings. She tried to steer to one side to avoid damaging the structures.

The ship let her steer toward the empty space, but she lost altitude rapidly. Thankfully, her speed dropped off as she deployed the crash chutes and everything else she could think of to help them.

“Power on your suits,” she commanded, not having time to check the atmosphere outside. As one, the three pulled their helmets into place and locked them down, letting their suit systems give them air.

Still desperate to pull up and buy her bots more time, Kit fought the controls. A moment later, though, Kitter came down just past a large Kruk city.

The initial jolt sent sand spraying up forward. The seats’ straps dug into their chests as the ship plowed a furrow through several dunes.

Eventually, it came to a stop with more alarms going off, but the crew was still breathing, and the bridge was intact.

“Everyone all right?” Kit asked.

“I'll be fine,” Rin replied. “But I might have to sit here for a moment and let my heart catch up.”

“Noted,” Kit agreed. What was she supposed to do now?

“I'll see what needs to be repaired to get us back in space,” Sky offered a moment later, unclipping herself again and getting up. Kit nodded, grateful the ship still had power. Pulling up diagnostics, she began running a full check.

Only after she'd done that did she notice blips coming closer on the radar.

“Uh, guys? I think we have Kruk incoming.”

“So, don't open the ship?” Rin suggested.

She frowned. There were a lot of them. It might not be easy to keep them off the ship, especially if they needed to go outside to repair anything. Given the areas that had been damaged, she didn't think it unlikely.

Getting up, Kit grabbed her sword and Sky's, intending to take it to the engineer. Thankfully, Rin had the sense to pick up his. She'd never seen a Kruk, so it was going to be a day for firsts, but she had to protect this ship until Sky could fix it.

Sky was in the engine room, hooking up more diagnostics tools. Bots were scurrying here, there, and everywhere, fetching panels for welding, wires, and other components, partially under their own directives and partially doing as Sky instructed.

“Here.” Kit handed Sky her sword. “Hopefully, you won't need it, but don't go outside, and keep your wits about you. The Kruk are on their way, but I won't let them stop us from getting this ship home. If it looks like trouble out there and you can get Kitter into the air, go back to Ephren. Send help for me.”

Sky paused to take her sword, then nodded. It was the best way to get the fuel where it was needed.


CHAPTER FOUR


Kit was calmed by the presence of Rin. He'd taught her to fight, and Sky was one of the Aerie's best mechanics. If anyone could get Kitter flightworthy again, Sky could.

The cargo hold was a mess since more than a few cargo boxes had broken open when they’d crashed. Kit noticed with annoyance that the box for Rose's present had split open, and the gemstones had rolled across the floor. She stepped carefully so she didn't break any or trip on them until she and Rin stood by the back hatch. She didn't open it right away but rather waited for the life forms the radar had picked up on. She was awed by the beauty before her.

The cargo hatch and the stern of the ship faced the city she'd narrowly missed crash-landing in, and it was stunning. Buildings stood far higher than any she'd seen, glinting in what seemed like a thousand colors under the light of the planet's sun. The colors didn’t clash or overwhelm but filled her with hope.

If she'd been on the planet for any other reason, she would have been excited. However, this alien race had shot her ship down, and her mates needed the fuel she carried—what could be salvaged of it, anyway.

“Get ready, but don't do anything aggressive unless I do,” Kit cautioned, watching the aliens running toward them.

They were a frog-like race but pink in color, like salmon mixed with brown. They stood on two legs, but their three-fingered hands gripped spears and shields. For a race that traveled in space, they were very primitive in their garb, most of them wearing very little clothing.

Some wore spacesuits and pointed at the ship as they conferred with the portly alien leading the group.

“Let's hope everyone comes in peace,” Rin remarked as Kit's hand hovered over the button to open the cargo hatch.

She tried not to laugh. They wanted to meet a peaceful envoy, but she doubted that would be the case. Still, she'd rather meet this group and let Sky keep working on repairs. With any luck, if she and Rin walked out and moved away from the ship, they wouldn't realize Sky was still on board.

Kit pressed the button and stepped through the hatch. After Rin was out and standing with his back to her and the ship, sword drawn, she pushed the matching button on the outside to close the hatch again. However, it didn't respond properly, and the hatch got stuck a third of the way closed.

“Frell,” she muttered as she reached for the panel to see why it wouldn't shut. The readout showed an error, something about the closing mechanism. She tried to tell it to open again, but it moved only a fraction of the distance before making a horrible crunch and stopping.

“I think it's frelled,” Rin stated.

“Then we need to think of something since Sky can't take off unless the ship is shut. Not without losing the cargo.” Kit wanted to growl or scream or hurl her sword at the aliens coming toward her, but she did none of those things. She kept trying to think of a way out of this mess for her friends, if not herself.

Rin continued to guard her as the Kruk closed on them. Their ships flew overhead, descending as if they would land nearby. Could Rin and Sky get away?

Only one course of action came to mind.

“Protect Sky. Get her to fix the hatch first,” Kit told Rin, walking past him. He'd obey even if he didn't like her orders. Kit put distance between her and the ship, but she didn't draw her sword.

The Kruk slowed but kept coming, and they brandished their spears as if they were threatened by her and eager to show her they meant business.

Kit drew her sword and paced toward them. There were ten, and although they were shorter than her, they had spears, and she had only her sword. She didn't have a hope of winning this fight, so when they were fifty meters away and the ship was three hundred meters behind her, she stopped and placed her blade on the ground.

She then sat down in front of it. And waited.

The Kruk leader hesitated, then gestured for his people to slow down. The pilot beside him seemed confused. Kit opened both hands and placed them palms-up on her knees, her legs crossed. While she was in the suit, her hands were covered, but she hoped her posture symbolized what she wanted them to understand—she was not threatening them.

A croaked command came out of the leader’s mouth. The group lifted their spears and leaned them against their shoulders as they advanced. Kit exhaled and tried to relax. So far, so good.

They reached her, still not saying anything, and Kit didn't move.

Stopping in front of her, the leader croaked another sentence.

“I'm sorry,” Kit replied, “I don't understand you.”

As he continued in his language. Kit frowned. They didn't understand her, and she didn't understand them. Moving slowly, she drew a stick figure in the sand, then pointed at it and at herself. She drew another beside and pointed at Rin.

The Kruk reached forward with the end of his spear and drew what looked like a circle on a triangle with four sticks coming out of it, then pointed at himself.

Kit nodded, hoping he'd take that as a sign she understood.

She drew a triangle with wings and pointed at her ship. He seemed to understand that she meant her ship and drew several of his own.

She drew more symbols, trying to use pictures to tell them she had been traveling from one planet to another and been ambushed by another ship carrying others of her kind.

When she drew his planet, he reached out with his spear and struck a line through it. She frowned, rubbed that section out, and started again, but no sooner had she drawn his planet than he put a line through it again.

“What are you trying to tell me?” she asked, although she didn't expect an answer.

He must have understood her confusion because he then gently drew a line from her ship toward the ship she'd drawn to represent Garrus, then drew a line toward Ephren.

Kit slowly rubbed the last line out but kept the line from her ship to Garrus'. Then she drew little dashes to show plasma bolts being fired at Kitter. When she thumped her fist on her own ship and obliterated it, the Kruk leader's eyes widened. She hoped this indicated surprise or understanding.

When she drew her ship again and a line from her to it, she stopped. She needed to tell them she wanted to repair it and leave, but she settled for getting onto it and leaving the planet to go to Ephren. To make it clear she didn't want to bother them further, she drew a line through his planet as he had.

This worked, but not how Kit had intended. The leader croaked many sentences and the aliens put down their spears. They then came forward and as one, picked Kit up.

She squealed but didn’t fight since that might spoil whatever was happening. After all, they'd put down their weapons first.

As one, the group marched toward her ship. She slowly relaxed, although she was facing the wrong way. When she looked over her shoulder, Rin still had his sword out.

“Put the sword away,” Kit called loudly enough that he'd hear her.

“Are you sure?” Rin asked.

“Yes. I think they just want us to leave.” She tried to look unconcerned so he would relax. Rin put his sword away and moved toward the hatch. It was flat on the ground but there was no sign of Sky, so hopefully, it was fixed, and she was deep in the ship.

Kit had expected the Kruk to drop her off by the ship, but they rushed at Rin, lifting him as well and taking them into the cargo hold.

As they did, chaos ensued. They all began talking at once, their croaks deafening.

They dropped her and Rin and scurried around the cargo hold. It took her a moment to realize they were chasing down the gemstones.

“Hey! Those are mine!”

She grabbed as many as she could reach and stuffed them in her pockets, and Rin followed suit. The Kruk leader croaked at his squad. They fell back into ranks, but all of them held some of the gems.

Kit held a palmful of the gemstones out and pointed at them, then at herself.

“Mine,” she told the Kruk.

The leader croaked and stepped closer. She closed her hand and backed up. “Not yours.”

The leader did something she hadn't expected. He awkwardly got down on one knee and bowed. The squad silently followed suit, then placed the gemstones they'd collected at her feet.

“What’s just happened?” Rin asked.

“I think they like these things,” Kit replied, thinking fast.

“Then why don't we give them some? Your friend is never going to know, and if it gets us off this planet…”

“Aye, sounds like a plan.”

Kit held out her full palm again, and as the Kruk leader looked up, she reached for his hand. Slowly and gently, she helped him to his feet and placed the gemstones in his hand.

“Here,” she began. “I hope this makes up for us trespassing.”

He blinked rapidly, and a second set of lids slid across his eyes—a heavier set. She wished that she could understand him, but this would have to do.

He transferred the stones into a small pouch slung on the front of his torso.

“Okay. If we're on good terms with these creatures now, I'm going to clean up this cargo bay,” Rin said.

No sooner had he begun putting the fuel back in the boxes, checking each cell for damage as he did, than the Kruk leader hurried forward again. He patted the cell and made more croaking noises, and as one, two-thirds of his squad scurried off.

“I'm going to keep an eye on these guys and see what they want. We should let Sky know it seems to be safe now.” Kit didn’t take her eyes off the Kruk leader.

“No need,” Sky called from nearby. “I'd been working in the back of the cargo hold for a while. I hid back here when they went mad.”

When Sky appeared, the Kruk leader just glanced at her as if he’d expected more humans to be aboard.

Kit laughed. They had appeared to go mad, but it seemed the gemstones were precious to them. Why? And how did Kit ask?

The Kruk leader kept eyeing the gemstones that they'd piled at Kit's feet, so she scooped them up and interlocked the shapes until she'd made a flower with purple petals and a blue center.

The Kruk leader croaked in pleasure at her construction and nodded. When she was done, she laid it on the floor between them, then handed more to him, wondering if he'd get the message.

He started locking them together, building what looked like a small house. He placed it down and built another, working at a speed that surprised her. He stacked the next on top, interlocking the pieces.

Kit watched, affording him the same respect he'd given her. By the time he'd used up his gemstones, his squad was outside again. She followed him to the cargo hatch, leaving both sets of sculptures on the deck. His squad carried more of the fuel cells she had on her ship and other containers with what looked like the same chemical inside.

Her mouth fell open. The Kruk had the fuel they needed.

While she tried to process what was going on, the Kruk leader used his staff to draw in the sand. He drew his planet again, then hers, her ship, and then, on the other side of his planet, he marked a large number of little dots in a belt. On the other side of that, he drew another planet. Then, reaching into his pouch, he placed a handful of the stones on it. Finally, he drew a line from Kit's ship through the asteroid belt to the gemstone planet. Then he picked them up again, continued the line to the Kruk planet, and dropped them.

“You want us to bring you more gemstones?” she asked. If he understood her question, he didn't make it obvious. Instead, he went to his squad, lifted two fuel cells, brought them over, and handed them to Kit.

She took them, being careful not to drop the heavy containers. The Kruk leader was stronger than he looked. To complete his offer, he drew a line from his planet to Kit's. Then he looked at her.

While mimicking his excited mannerisms from earlier, Kit nodded. The squad croak-cheered and stomped and nodded.

Rin hurried out of the ship, keeping his hand on the hilt of his sword until he realized it was a party, not a confrontation.

That gave Kit one final idea. If they were going to trade with the Kruk and pick up gemstones for them, they were going to ensure the rest of the Aerie fleet could do so as well. Kit drew more ships, then she tapped hers with her hand and walked up to the Aerie emblem on the side of her ship. She then tapped the ships she’d drawn and the emblem again. She used both hands to draw lines to all of them, but instead of going past the Kruk planet on the side they had always flown, Kit drew a line around the back of it before heading into the asteroid belt.

She looked at the leader. He blinked as he considered what she was trying to say, then he nodded again.

“Have we just agreed that the Aerie will trade with them?” Rin asked.

“I think so. We get gemstones for them, and they’ll give us fuel.”

Rin's mouth fell open as Kit grinned. She'd thought they were going to be eaten or die in a flaming shipwreck, but this was their lucky day. Not only had the Kruk been merciful, but they'd just solved their fuel problem once and for all.


CHAPTER FIVE


“Tell me that's the last of it,” Dante said to Taron as he finished tapping details into the final form on his datapad.

“It’d better be. My fingers are swollen, and my wrists hurt,” Taron replied. “Who knew it was this complicated to report a crime?”

“They sure don't make it easy.” Dante frowned as he sat at his desk. How anyone ever got justice was a mystery. He was exhausted, and it had only been four hours since the attack on the stall.

More than ready to stretch his legs, Dante got up and took a look at the current inventory chart to begin working out what cargo runs to focus on the next day. The fuel section was the first to draw his gaze.

“Didn't you say Kit got through the Elysium net earlier today?” he asked.

“Aye. Eve and I managed to distract the Elysium ships long enough that she snuck past. Why?” Taron didn't look up, still filling in his form.

“She's not made it back with any if these readings are anything to go by.” Dante felt his heart rate pick up. As one, they put the datapads down and headed into the workshop.

Dante's eyes looked at the ships there first, searching for the familiar shape of the Slippery Kitter, but there was no sign of it. He stopped the first Aerie mate he saw—Elvie, a relatively new recruit.

“Have you seen Kit?” he asked, but she shook her head. He repeated the question to anyone who was close enough, but they all gave the same answers.

“She's not back yet, I don't think,” Ike finally called, poking his head out of the cargo hatch of the ship that was farthest away. “When should she be?”

“Two hours ago, at least,” Taron replied for Dante. Both of them headed to the docks, and several mates dropped their tools and came after them.

“Which ships have enough fuel to go on a search mission?” Dante asked, but he already knew the answer. Only Catalpa and Jack Flash had enough fuel left. Everyone else was grounded until Kit got back, or they could persuade traders on Ephren to sell them some. Assuming they could afford it. As it was, Kit had spent her own credits to fuel her ship to make the run

No sooner was Dante on the docks, weaving along the paths between launchpads, when a familiar ship came into view above them, making a racket and flying low.

Not knowing whether to feel relieved that Slippery Kitter was back or concerned about the state the ship was in, Dante hurried to the launchpad it was aiming for. Everyone followed, making him painfully aware that he had to be careful what he said and did. He wanted nothing more than to sweep Kit up and make sure she was unharmed, but he needed to remain the professional captain.

It was getting harder to watch her fly off the space station, but he didn't dare tell her that. If she had any clue of how he felt about her, she was hiding it.

When the cargo hatch on Kitter opened, sand fell out, and Dante raised his eyebrows. They shouldn't have been anywhere sandy.

“Quite the welcome crew,” she called when she saw them. “Didn't expect so many of you but make yourselves useful. We're full to the brim with fuel, and as soon as we've had a spot of sleep, we'll be going to get you plenty more.”

Kit walked up to him as Dante stood speechless. The people around him began to chatter excitedly.

“Ahoy there, Captain. Permission to speak bluntly.”

“Permission granted,” Dante replied, fighting back a grin that mirrored hers. She clearly had a story to tell, and he wanted to hear it. Relief at her safety and happiness made him feel lightheaded.

“All hail the frelling Kruk, Captain. All hail the frelling Kruk.”

He gazed at her inquiringly. That didn't explain anything. Rin came out of the ship behind her, carrying a container of fuel cells, his muscles bulging at the exertion. Behind him, Sky and Taron carried another between them.

“Garrus made us crash on their planet. Well, he drove us at them. They finished us off, and we crashed, but they're swell people.”

“I'm going to need more than that. Come on—my office. Full story.” Dante motioned for her to lead the way.

“I'll restock and lock up Kitter for you,” Rin called as Kit laughed, nodded, and headed away.

Dante motioned for Taron to join them since he wanted a witness. He suspected he needed someone else to hear this story too, so he didn't wake up the following day, convinced it was nothing but a dream.

The three of them shut the door to Dante's office, and Kit explained.

After she gave them an overview of everything that had happened, Dante was so shocked that he sat there gaping as he tried to put his thoughts into words.

“So, they use these stones to make their houses and cities and stuff, but they're not very good at getting them themselves, so they want us to get them for them. In return, they'll give us fuel. Did I get that right?”

Kit nodded, grinning so broadly she looked like a Cheshire cat. “I flew over one of their cities on the way up. They make stuff out of wood too, but it's clear they prefer these gemstones.”

“And they'll let any Aerie ships trade with them?”

Kit looked serious. “I tried to tell them more Aerie ships would be coming to trade, but I'm not sure they understood. I think someone should come with me again tomorrow in a second ship and see if that works.”

Dante nodded since he had been about to suggest the same thing.

“Make it Eve,” he offered, hoping Taron wouldn't mind. “I want you both to be able to fly out of any trouble if need be.”

“Noted.” Kit got up and headed for the door before he could stop her. A thousand thoughts ran through his head, but he didn't know how to voice them. She'd almost died today, but like every other day she'd come close to death, she was brushing it off and focusing on the positive. He didn't know how she did it.

As she walked out, there was a shout from Ike.

“Kit! What did you do to your ship?”

He saw her wince as she went to explain to their chief mechanic.

“Kit?” Dante called when a panicked thought made him hurry after her. She whirled and faced him. “That fuel came from the usual source, right?”

She blinked and opened her mouth before her mind caught up, then replied, “Of course, Captain. Eve and I can get more tomorrow.”

“Aye. Sounds like a reason to party!”

The grin reappeared on her face, and Dante retreated to the office.

“Still suspect we have a mole?” Taron asked. Dante nodded as Rin appeared.

“Too much of a coincidence that those runs got attacked if you ask me,” Rin replied. That was what Dante thought, and it showed he'd heard the last sentence as well. He pushed the door shut and sat down.

It seemed Dante's day was going from one problem to another as Rin talked about how Garrus had known where they were even after they'd slipped through the net and had found them on the planet in the line for fuel.

“I suspected as much when Kit told her story,” Dante replied. What was he going to do about it?

“Leave it to me,” Rin stated as if he’d read Dante’s mind. “I'll figure out who it is. Something like this happened when I served. Had to work with a senior officer to figure out who the scumbag leaking info was. I can follow the same strategy and get the son of a croc doing it in the Aerie.”

Dante considered the offer. He didn’t want to show his surprise at how readily Rin made the offer and was aware it would take the burden off his weary shoulders. Could he trust the man? Kit seemed to, but then, she'd trusted Garrus for a while.

Eventually, Dante nodded. He couldn't think of anyone better to do the job. When Rin left, Taron got up to follow, but Dante stopped him.

“Do you remember who brought Rin into the Aerie?” Dante asked, hoping his second would take the question the way it was intended. With everything that had gone wrong in the last six months, Dante had to be sure.

“Ike, I think. And I trust him if that helps. He worked tirelessly to train Kit and never once told anyone what he suspected. Even defended her a few times. He wouldn't have put her in danger today. Not for anything.” Taron's words were confident, but they both helped Dante and hurt him.

It confirmed what he suspected—there was something between Kit and Rin.

“All right. Go rest or enjoy the party or whatever. The Aerie lives to fight another day.”

“You’re not going to join us?”

Dante shook his head. Someone had to organize the schedules and figure out what to do with the fuel Kit had brought in. Also, someone needed to place the alliance credits where they could work best. Since Taron had put up the donation box, more than a few credits had been collected, but they didn’t have enough to take on Elysium. With every day that went by, it looked more likely that they’d have to fight them if they wanted Corsera back and peace in this sector. It was important that he spend the funds wisely to stock up on resources they needed and keep their ships flying.

Not only that. If they were going to take Corsera back, they were going to need help from the people on Ephren and more ships. Those would cost money.

Feeling lonely, Dante reached for his datapad and commed Isabella. He'd neglected her lately and had worried on more than one occasion that she'd spurn his next message, but he tapped something out and sent it anyway. It was full of excuses about how busy he was, running the alliance. He wasn’t lying, but they both knew that if he’d wanted to make time for her, he would have.

To his surprise, he had a reply within five minutes. Although they were in the same sector, so communication was cheap and quick, he was blown away. She must have responded immediately.

They messaged back and forth. Dante blew through the last of his credits to ask her how she was doing before he got to the real reason he'd messaged—her money. Isabella was the daughter of one of the wealthiest men in the sector and had money in her own right as well.

Just before he'd lost Corsera to Victor, who was his first mate at the time, Isabella and her father had paid a visit. They had been impressed by everything he'd achieved, and he'd expected it to make things easier between him and Isabella. However, she was an astute woman and had picked up on his feelings for Kit. He'd tried to downplay them, but she had not been convinced.

Before he got another reply from Isabella, money appeared in his account, no doubt wired there by her.

He sat back and considered attending the party after all, then shot her a quick thank you. The previous message had used the last of his credits. He'd keep a little of what she'd offered to survive the next few days, then he'd figure out a way to earn more. Perhaps he'd go on a run with Kit. He'd told any cargo runner for the Aerie they'd get ten percent of the profit their cargo would have made if they'd run it alone.

It was a bargain for the newer mates, who could run something they wouldn't normally be able to afford using the Aerie’s credits and pocket a decent amount. On top of that, it helped the longer-standing crew who'd make runs because they were loyal and kind-hearted or wanted Corsera back as much as he did. Perhaps he could benefit from the same offer or make the run with Kit to visit the Kruk.

He knew the truth. That wouldn't happen until he'd resolved the Aerie’s situation. Nope, there would be no money for him until all this was over. Sighing, Dante left his office and locked up. The workshop was quiet since everyone was probably in bed or partying by now. Ike was still at one end, tinkering with Kitter, probably preferring that to the party.

Before Dante could join the engineer, however, a man stepped out of the shadows. He was wrapped in a cloak with the hood up, covering most of his face. Dante paused; he seemed familiar.

“Back up, man, and let me sneak in before he sees me,” Councilor Trent whispered, his voice full of annoyance despite its low volume.

Surprised, Dante did as he was told. Trent put his hood down as soon as the workshop door was closed behind him, then looked around.

Ike could still be heard tinkering in the distance, and Trent went to pull his hood back up.

“It's okay.” Dante was grateful that Ike was there. That had put the councilor on the back foot and given Dante time to recover. “Ike won't tell a soul, if he even notices you. Come on. It’s safer for us to meet in my office.”

Councilor Trent nodded and let Dante lead the way.

Dante tried to look like this was normal, but his heart was racing. He was sure whatever the councilor had to say would be interesting.


CHAPTER SIX


Dante sat in his usual chair. Trent didn’t take a seat despite one being offered twice. Instead, the Ephren councilor looked at the many trophies, ornaments, and pictures Dante had decorated the space with. He even had a quick look at the training and cargo-run schedules on one wall.

“So, what brings you here in the middle of the night?” Dante asked when Trent didn't begin speaking.

The councilor jumped as if he were surprised to find Dante in the room. It took all Dante's patience not to snap and just wait patiently for Trent to get down to business. Eventually, the man peered at a chair, inspecting it as if its arms and legs would suddenly become mobile and attack him if he didn't make it clear who was boss before he sat. When he did, it was with both great reluctance and great ease, then he crossed his arms and legs and clasped his hands around a knee.

“I am unaccustomed to this sort of thing, and I feel I ought to say that only the gravest of needs has driven me to these actions. My conscience is not comfortable, nor was it comfortable with doing nothing. This was the only option I could see.”

“Go on,” Dante encouraged when Trent paused as if his remark should hold great weight. Mostly, Dante was annoyed that Trent wasn't getting to the point, but the man had come through for him before, so he wanted to hear what he had to say.

“When you last came before the council, you brought a tale of betrayal and deceit I hardly dared to believe. Although this sector of space has its fair share of struggles, and there have always been pirates, on Ephren, people have always been safe.”

Dante had to grit his teeth to keep from asking about the threat Varun had posed, but he knew the answer; Varun had preyed on the poor and weak, and Trent was neither of those things. For the most part, the merchant and pirate lord had gone unnoticed in Trent’s world.

“I didn't understand the threat this Victor Marlowe posed to our sector and our way of life. You tried to warn us that he was unscrupulous, and we, quite wrongly, assumed that was your problem. Corsera's and the Aerie's problem.”

“You convinced yourselves not to get involved,” Dante snapped.

“With the information I had then, I'd do so again. However, I had no idea what he would do to Ephren merely because we're harboring your alliance and your crews.”

“So, you want us to leave?” Dante asked, clenching his fists.

“No! On the contrary. I want to know how you intend to remove that man from Corsera and when.”

Dante tried not to show his surprise. Was the councilor asking him to solve the problem for him? To use his power to rescue Ephren? His emotions ran the gamut from anger to despair. On the one hand, he was furious. Trent hadn't been there for Dante when Dante had needed him. How dare he now ask Dante to be there for him?

But he wasn't being asked to leave. The councilor was asking for help, even if he was doing it in the worst way possible. He had come to Dante and told him the council was out of its depth. Councilor Trent would have had to swallow his pride to do that.

“Why can't you just remove him? If he’s hurting Ephren so much, surely the council will agree to take him on? At least agree to work with me. I don't understand why you've...” Dante’s voice trailed off as his mind caught up and the situation became clear. “You don't have their approval, do you?”

“No. Several of the councilors felt that it isn't our right to interfere. That if people chose to help Corsera and the Elysium alliance, we could do nothing except what we have always done—endeavor to keep peace and govern justly on Ephren.”

Dante wanted to tell Trent how badly they’d done that job, but that would be a waste of everyone's time. Besides, his mouth and actions had gotten him into enough trouble lately.

“I can't convince them to move against the Elysium without proof that the Elysium is doing something detrimental to the citizens in the sector,” Trent continued. “Preferably people who were citizens of Ephren for an extended period.”

“People they feel some degree of responsibility for,” Dante clarified.

“Exactly. And if we had proof, we would use our full security force to try to bring justice to the people.”

Dante nodded, hearing the unsaid part of that sentence. Trent wasn't just asking Dante to act against Victor and retake Corsera. Trent was asking Dante to find him proof.

“You seem pretty sure that there will be proof for someone who was so dismissive of the idea a few months ago.”

“A few months ago, I had no understanding of the man's character other than the falling-out you two must have had. Given what I knew about you, the person at fault was unclear. I do know one thing for sure. A man who will ruin the livelihood of an entire hub of innocent people to hurt someone else, especially when the victim is already wounded, is a man who will do similar things to those who challenge, oppose, or even question his authority.”

Dante nodded. Trent was right. It was a slippery slope, and Victor had slid a long way down it.

“There is proof out there. I'm sure of that. It's just a matter of finding it.”

“That's where I come in.”

“I can't officially ask you to do anything outside your duties as captain to your crew. Even alliances aren't officially recognized yet. However, I'm pretty sure there’s something in the Captain's Code about seeking justice and defending the weak.”

“Aye, there is, but I'd be risking my mates for a cause that won't gain me anything.”

“I wondered if you would think that. If you can tell me the right someone or someones for some undercover work, I've got a...friend. A man who’s good in dangerous situations and would be more than willing to go with them. Someone who would make it his last mission in this universe to see them to safety.”

Trent's words shocked Dante. Perhaps this councilor wasn't as much of a spectator as Dante had originally thought. Although, it hadn't escaped his notice that Trent hadn't offered to help himself but rather the assistance of someone else. But who was that person?

While Dante thought it over, Trent watched him, unmoving, hands still around his knee. His face was relaxed and unreadable as if they were discussing something far simpler and more normal, like sharing the cost of a cargo run or the price of fuel. Nothing untoward.

“One last question,” Dante eventually continued. “If a particular person were to find evidence that someone was vastly abusing his power, how would they get that to you?”

“Why, they'd do what any good citizen ought to do and have it brought before the council,” Trent explained, getting up. “I've been gone from the council building far too long, and I've said enough, Captain Zullo. Act or don't, but this is your chance to change things.”

“I'll act,” Dante replied as he got to his feet. “Have your man at the dock at nine tomorrow. I won't easily forget that you didn't trust me before, and you're asking me to do this when it's convenient for you. For the sake of my mates and the Aerie, I will do my best, but not for you.”

“Which is why I came to you, Captain. You're a good man, and good men will always protect those who need them.” Trent grinned as if he'd just won a complicated game of chess and wasn't above showing his smug satisfaction.

Dante rolled his eyes and opened the door. It might be true, but he'd had enough of the councilor and of being secretive. After a quick look around the workshop, Trent hurried toward the outer door and slipped through it. Dante closed it after him as he processed the clandestine meeting.

Before he could leave or decide anything, Ike stepped out of the shadows of the nearest ship.

“Interesting proposition,” he remarked.

Dante looked at the man, wondering how much he’d heard.

“We were going after Victor anyway, and it's clear he's got someone undercover in the Aerie. I reckon it's about time we put someone undercover in Elysium.”

“I told him to have his man at the docks by nine,” Dante continued.

“I know. I've already let both our people know they've got a job to do.”

“Both of them?” Dante asked. “You sure they're trustworthy?”

“Aye, and resourceful too. Not to mention that Victor would never suspect two mates like that of being in the Aerie. They're our best option, and I'll keep an eye on them. Make sure they check in often enough that I don't worry but not too often that they appear suspicious.”

Dante nodded, not sure if he was relieved that his engineer was handling one of his problems or if he was asking too much of the man. One thing he was sure of; he didn't know what he'd do without his mates.

“Now, come on, boss. I’m done with Kitter, and she’s back out on the docks. Let's go join the last of the party before people forget what we look like and remember us in deed only.”

Dante laughed as they walked out of the workshop, locked it, and went to the crew quarters. There was rarely anything to celebrate, so it was good to have a reason. All in all, it had been a good day.

Despite the late hour, music blared, and the crew was clearly partying hard. He walked into the room and was immediately noticed. Cheers rang out, then people pulled him in different directions, mate after mate coming up to talk to him.

Most just wanted to chat about random events. Some wanted him to corroborate stories from earlier times in the Aerie or even further back when he'd just been the captain of the Xeartais crew. A few wanted to discuss serious matters or ask for advice—those who didn't seem to know how to switch off. Thankfully, Taron, Ike, and the other senior crew helped him fend those people off.

“Here, boss. You look like you could do with this.” Lexi handed him a bottle of rum. “A homebrew. Pretty good ‘un, too.”

He took a swig, and fire hit the back of his throat. It warmed him as it sank, making him feel better and more relaxed.

After he'd been there a while and said hello to most, his people calmed down and got engrossed in their own conversations, party games, and the food. It gave him a moment to talk to Lexi.

“You're not happy, boss.”

“How can I be when so many of our mates are struggling?” he replied.

“Not what I meant, and you know it. You're lovesick, and you keep looking for her, even if you don't realize it. She's not here. She hung around for about an hour, sitting in the corner with Sky and glancing at the door every time it opened. Disappointed when it wasn't the person she sought. And then she left.”

Dante raised an eyebrow and opened his mouth to reply that Kit hadn’t been waiting for him. Rin wasn't at the party either, and even if she had been looking for him, he wasn't in love with her. But the words didn't come out, and Lexi walked away before he could think of something to say, shaking her head and laughing.

The truth was, Lexi had a point. Neither Kit nor Rin was there, and he'd wondered where they were. Were they together, or was Rin working on identifying their mole? He didn't know, and the former was more painful to think about than he'd realized. But what could he do about it?

Heading to a corner occupied by a group of Xeartais mates, Dante decided to try to put Kit out of his mind. He found himself next to Sky as the mates cheered while Taron and Ike arm-wrestled.

Taron won. Ike demanded a rematch, citing that he had been put off by all the beautiful female faces, and there was a roar of laughter and cheers. Dante felt lighter, grateful his mates could have a good time even when things were dreadful.

“Well done on your run today,” he told Sky when he caught her gaze.

“Thanks, Captain, but it was mostly Kit. She handled the Kruk. Did a pretty good job of dancing with Garrus, too,” Sky replied, careful not to mention what had actually happened or that they now had an agreement with the alien race.

“I thought she'd be here celebrating,” Dante stated without thinking. She’d brought Kit up, his mind defended itself. I'm just making conversation.

“She said something about wanting to look into making cloth. Weaving and dying, that sort of thing. She's bought a small workshop space.”

Dante blinked. She was not with Rin. Not if Sky was telling the truth.

“I keep telling her she shouldn't work so hard, but I think she likes the peace and quiet, and she definitely likes the numbers.”

Before he could ask Sky where the workshop was, someone else distracted her. For a moment, no one paid him any attention, and he'd never felt like the party was the best place for him. The Aerie needed to find a way forward before it was too late, and he was responsible for them. Dante slipped out, looking for direction and something to help him sleep.


CHAPTER SEVEN


Nothing was more satisfying to Kit than a sheet full of numbers. On her datapad was a crib sheet for the many dyes and chemicals she could get in this sector and the sectors on either side with regularity, how much they usually cost, and how much she would need of each.

Looking up, she surveyed the room she sat in. She was at a small desk tucked to one side, with a handloom, drying racks, and spinning machines filling the majority of the room and a large dying vat in the far corner. Everything she needed to turn hemp into bolts of beautiful cloth was here. She'd had some of it, having bought thread in bulk, already dyed and spun onto large spools, but this was beyond that.

A full production line. The information she'd acquired at the market that morning had given her the final piece of the puzzle. It was a strange profession for someone uninterested in the clothing the product could be turned into, but it would be soothing and keep her hands busy. After all the adventures she'd been on, that seemed fitting.

The best part was, she could afford it. She had more than enough credits to do what she wanted. The biggest problem would be getting the fibers through the Elysium ships and their constant patrols of the area, but that was down to flying, and she refused to give up testing herself against the Elysium mates.

Kit could fly better than most of them. If it was one on one, she’d get through, but the Elysium had grown while the Aerie had dealt with Varun. And although they'd had allies in the battle against the nefarious businessman, most of those had been people who didn't fly regularly. Merchants. Even the leaf sisters, Kit's first crew, had borrowed a ship and come to help. But those people couldn't help now.

They would find a way through, but the numbers on the datapad pleased her. She had a viable business and time to figure out how to make it work in the long term. Feeling satisfied, Kit wondered if it was too late to weave for a bit or if she should leave it until the following day after she and Eve went to get more fuel from the Kruk.

A sound from outside made her look up. It was followed by a string of swear words in a gruff voice she recognized. Hearing Dante's voice made a smile appear on her face. After getting up, she went over to the door and peered out. Dante spotted her in the doorway.

“This your new workshop?” he asked, the slur in his words making it clear he'd drunk more than a little of the rum bottle he clutched.

Before she could nod, there was an explosion from the direction of the larger workshops. A ball of flame rose toward the sky, and the safety systems cut in to seal off other areas of the dome. Water sprayed from pipes and alarms blared, but Kit, Dante, and the other mates didn't flee.

The fireball had come the Aerie workshop. No one spoke as more mates came running. As Kit and Dante arrived, the closest and first to be able to respond, Kit saw someone running away.

“There,” she called. “Someone did this.”

Several people set off after the running figure, but the rest grabbed water buckets, fire extinguishers, and everything else they could find to carry water and helped put out the flames.

The workshop was engulfed and the smoke rising from it was intense, causing Kit and the others to cough.

The hub's fire department turned up, setting up hoses from well-placed pipes to dump more water on the fire. Kit kept throwing water since three of her mates' ships were in there, as well as all of Ike's tools and several bots.

It felt like it took an age. Kit's arms ached, and her throat burned from coughing before they got the fire under control. The workshop wall bowed outward, warped by the heat and the subsequent soaking. No one was allowed to go in until the engineers had tested the building’s structural integrity and every last bit of fire was out, but the mates didn't leave.

At some point, Kit and Sky had slipped their arms around each other and were holding each other up. Ike stood nearby, but no one touched him. Soot covered his face and hands, and his eyebrows had been singed off after he’d dashed close, desperate to put the fire out quickly. Now he clenched his fists and stared. He'd lost everything.

Near him stood Dante, talking to people in low voices. Taron, Eve, Lexi, and Rin came closer. Kit approached as well, and they stood in a circle. Ike was close enough to be part of it but did not talk to or look at them.

“The men who did this got away,” Dante reported, his voice gruffer than usual. “It was definitely a group. The firefighters found multiple points of ignition. Our mates went after them, but they lost them in the housing section and never got a good look at them.”

“I asked for more details,” Taron added. “Sounds like the bunch who bothered Kayla at her stall. We thought they worked for Varun.”

“Clearly not,” Rin replied.

“Whoever they did or didn't work for, they couldn't have gotten in without our codes or fingerprint scans. Someone let them in.” Dante looked at Rin as he spoke.

Rin nodded as if that meant something to him but didn't reply.

“We need to stop waiting for whatever Victor decides to hand out next. We either need to move sectors or take Corsera back and stop this madness,” Lexi stated, her jovial attitude gone. The soot in her hair and the light in her eyes made her seem maniacal.

Kit agreed.

“Aye. And we're going to, but we need fuel and bolts at the very least. More allies wouldn't go amiss either.”

“We can get the fuel,” Kit told them.

“And I know where I can find an ally,” Taron replied.

“All my allies are either under arrest, with us, or on the run. I'll set up a watch schedule. Our stalls, workshops, and ships will be guarded around the clock.” Ryder nodded and hurried off, more concerned about doing that than anything else. It was needed. Maybe a bunch of armed guards patrolling their property would provide the needed dissuasion.

“I'm still training greenies, and I’ve just agreed to work with the authorities to get this mess sorted out,” Lexi offered, pointing at the workshop.

“I'm going to make sure our ships pack a punch.” Ike didn't turn as he spoke. He was still staring at the workshop and the firefighters as they checked what was left. “Even if I have to work on the launchpads or find another workshop.”

“You can have mine,” Kit told him. “I'll put my stuff in storage.”

Ike looked her way and nodded. “You shouldn't have to.”

“None of us should have to do any of this. We'll take that up with Victor when we next see him,” Eve replied.

“I can possibly find another ally,” Dante finally said. “That just leaves plasma. We need bolts if we want to go to war.”

There was silence. The supply chain for plasma had dried up. Very few people on the sector hub would sell it to the Aerie, and trying to funnel it through the leaf sisters had failed. It just wasn’t available. Of course, the pirates still had plenty, what few were still in the area now that Varun had been defeated.

Thinking about the pirates made Kit wonder how Old Harry was faring. He'd surprised her by helping her when she went hunting for Darq. In return, she'd sold him Darq's ship. An idea hit her.

“I might be able to get us bolts,” Kit offered, half-dreading the solution. “But I'll need to go alone. Kitter is the only ship that can find what we need, and they're not likely to trade with anyone except me.”

Dante raised an eyebrow but nodded.

“What about fuel?” Sky asked, speaking for the first time since they'd started talking.

“With Eve and two ships, you'll be fine. I found a few more gemstones in the cargo hold after we emptied it. You can take them. If the Kruk give you trouble, land and show them what you have.”

“Then let's get to it!” Dante exclaimed. “And Lexi, when we can access the workshop, salvage what you can and use alliance funds to buy new ships for those who lost them. Don't have the Aerie emblem painted on any that don't want it.”

“Aye aye, Captain,” Lexi replied, using Dante's title for the first time.

The others walked away, but Kit couldn't bring herself to. She had things to do before she could leave to find Old Harry. While she wanted to leave immediately, she couldn't bring herself to walk away from the workshop. That was where she'd become a Xeartais mate.

“We'll make it right,” Dante assured her, his voice soft and still hoarse, like the smoke had hurt his throat or he was feeling as emotional as she was.

“I met you right here,” she mused. “You had only just formed the alliance. Made me feel like I belonged right away.”

“Aye. And we'll belong somewhere again.”

“Corsera,” Kit replied, clenching her fists.

“Damn straight.”

Kit finally glanced at her captain to find him looking at her. Neither moved nor spoke. They'd been through much together, and he'd been there for her every step of the way. She desperately wanted to tell him how she felt about him, but this wasn't the time. Besides, he was interested in another woman.

“Dante?” a voice called. The Aerie’s leader turned, on duty once more as Aerie mates came up, eager for instructions, having concerns to be listened to, and offering strategies to be decided on.

Since her window of opportunity was gone, Kit hurried back to her workshop. Ike needed somewhere to work, and the Aerie mates were going to need their ships. She’d been lucky that Kitter had been returned to a launchpad earlier, and she felt sorry for the Aerie mates who hadn’t been as fortunate.

She'd just begun packing her loom when Sky turned up with three of the newer mates.

“Figured you wouldn't be going to bed till this was done,” Sky explained after they hurried in and looked at Kit for directions.

“Ike needs the space asap. Just wish it was bigger.”

“I'll make it work.” Ike dropped a bag of tools by the door and grabbed an empty box. “And I'm going to make Victor pay for this.”

Kit nodded. There was nothing else to be said. Ike had been hit hardest, and it had been a low blow.

She'd help him make it right since she knew how that felt. He'd helped her beat Darq. It was time for her to return the favor.

“Rent's on me,” she told him as she switched the lock to recognize only his prints. “As is anything else you need. Charge it to my account.”

“I wouldn't normally let anyone else pay my way,” Ike demurred.

“But we're family,” Kit replied. “So, you'll let me.”

“Aye, ma'am. But the shot that finishes Victor's ship is mine.”

“Noted. I'd best go get the plasma you'll need to take him out.”

Ike grinned. They didn't need to say anything else. The Aerie was a family, and nothing got between the members.


CHAPTER EIGHT


After a few hours of sleep, Dante got up, grabbed his jacket, and hastily pulled it on before heading into the common area. A few people were still there, but most were on missions or cargo runs for the alliance. Everyone was desperately trying to get goods through, help with the reorganization of the workshops, or find allies.

The whole affair left a bad taste in Dante's mouth. He'd known his old first mate was determined and focused, but he'd never expected him to stoop this low.

Victor had blown up the Aerie’s workshop. Dante knew that if he focused on that, his rage would consume him. Victor had made this personal, and Dante wasn't going to let that stand. He couldn't. His mates deserved better.

Knowing Dante couldn't make the visit he was planning without bringing an offering, he headed to the market first. He found several pies and bought one of every filling, five in total, then he looked around until he found what he sought: an obscure strategy game involving dice and rods. Dante had played it, but that wouldn't matter.

Hoping his spare vessel went unrecognized, Dante sat in the pilot's seat and powered the ship up. A few moments later, he was in space, heading for a location most steered clear of.

If anyone else knew how to find it, they also knew to stay away from the little base. It was surrounded by gun towers and automated defenses, and it wasn't easy to find.

Dante had been there a couple of times recently, and the crazy pirate who lived there had helped them fight Varun. Dante needed the man's assistance again, but there was no easy way to get it. Serentin helped, or he didn't. Until now, Dante hadn't had a good reason to ask and risk catching the man in a bad mood, but the purchases stacked the odds in his favor.

Serentin might not be sane, but he cared about people and preserving their possessions. The attack on the workshop and the ships inside had been uncalled for and reckless, and Serentin would be almost as angry as Dante was.

After inching his ship into range, Dante waited near the planet, his finger hovering over the comm button. It was earlier than Serentin liked to be disturbed, but the last time Dante had come, the pirate had kept him waiting for six hours. He might make Dante wait a similar length of time today, thinking Dante wanted something from him.

Of course, he might also decide he'd had enough of visitors and blow the ship sky-high.

While Dante tried to decide if it would be wise to hail Serentin yet, his ship let out a beep to let him know he wasn't alone. There was another ship on the radar. A moment later, it beeped again, then a third time.

“Frell!” Dante did not appreciate the idea of company. What would Serentin make of it? Would he blame Dante for the other’s presence?

There was nothing he could do about Serentin's reaction, but the three ships were Elysium mates, and Dante was in trouble. There was only one way out of this area of space, and they'd just blocked it. He was going to have to fight all three of them.

Dante set the guns to warm and strapped in. The other three ships were warming guns as well, clearly preparing for a battle. They hailed him, but he ignored them. He knew who it was from the ships’ names: Limnad's Happy Guppy, Nora's newest ship, the Bouncing Bunny, and the Elysium ship that was often seen with the pair, a garishly painted vessel named the Loud Cloud.

Although he'd not fought these three before, Taron had done so a couple of times. They usually guarded the route to Jeb's farm and made sure the Aerie couldn't get any crops or saplings or seeds to grow. These three had cost the Aerie many credits.

Dante missed Taron. Flying alone was rare these days. A gunner was invaluable, but he did his best, charging at Nora's ship just before his guns were warm enough.

She fired a moment too soon, her plasma bolts flying across the front of Catalpa without doing any damage before she peeled away. His return fire missed her ship but hit the Loud Cloud as it dove to fire at Dante.

Dante pulled up hard and tried to spin as he watched his shields lose power. One of his next two bolts hit the Guppy. Dante had two options, fly into space and hope he could outrun the Elysium ships or come about and try to reach Serentin.

The Elysium ships made his mind up for him. Nora flew across his ship, blocking his escape route.

With his guns still not warm. Dante had no choice but to dodge, hope, and bring his ship back toward Serentin.

They swapped shots for some time. Dante got close to being able to run but couldn't, and he was sitting at half-shields.

When he neared Serentin's planet again, he opened a channel to hail the pirate and ask him for help. Before he could, a message came in.

“Those ships bothering you?” Serentin asked, sounding more sane than usual.

“A little,” Dante replied. “They've been starving my mates.”

“Literally?”

“Trying to. Stopping Ephren’s citizens and us from getting to the farm.” Dante was careful not to name names. Serentin was funny about hearing names, even his. He knew them all, of course, but he pretended he didn't.

“Blew stuff up.”

“Aye, the workshop. Three ships, tools, collections, fuel, and photos.”

“I heard. Make them pay. Tell them Serentin doesn't like them. Tell them they have one chance to leave.”

Dante grinned as the man finished speaking. It seemed the addled genius was in good shape today and in the mood to help. Dante was concerned he wouldn't want to help later, but he didn't deny that he needed his help now.

Feeling smug, Dante hailed the other ships.

“Want to surrender?” Nora asked, gloating. That made Dante feel better.

“No, but my friend asked me to inform you that you have one chance to leave.”

Nora laughed, and Limnad cut into the channel.

“If you think we're stupid enough to fall for that one, go space-walk without a suit. We know there's just you on your ship.”

“I never said anything about my friend being on my ship,” Dante replied to keep Limnad talking. Had the Elysium pilot installed a life-signs scanner? That was the only thing that would explain his confidence.

“Give it up, Dante,” Nora stated. “We promise we'll make it easy on you. I'll only bash up that pretty ship of yours a little.”

Dante knew the last part was a lie. Nora had never gotten over him commandeering her newest ship to be used as an unmarked scout when they had first fought Varun. It had led to them finding the pirate base on Corsera and taking the planet from the pirates, but not before her ship had been all but destroyed.

Ike had done wonders to repair it, but Nora had mentioned that it didn’t fly the same way it had before. Ike would tell you that was because he'd made it better and Nora was too incensed to realize. She clearly still blamed Dante.

Pulling back to one side of the planet, Dante didn't waste any more time with words. If the Elysium marauders didn't listen to him, that wasn't his fault. When they closed on him and the planet, the defense towers opened up.

“You've heard of Serentin, haven't you, Nora?” Dante asked when plasma bolts started streaking toward the Elysium ships. “He sends his regards and wants to let you know what he thinks of you people trespassing.”

Three ships lifted off the planet and headed for the fight. They were being remote-piloted by Serentin, and the Elysium mates would find that out if they truly had a life-signs detector.

“What game are you playing?” Limnad asked Dante. “Serentin is a myth, a crazy story from long ago. Every sector has a tale about an insane genius. But nice try, flying other ships and trying to make them look like you.”

Dante laughed. Staying where he was, he watched as the three ships piloted by the pirate whizzed around, shooting at the Elysium ships until they were in danger of losing their shields. They worked together better after that, spacing out so they weren't as easy to hit but coordinating their attacks to take out one of Serentin's drone ships.

Even working together, the Elysium team missed far more often than they hit. Finally, Loud Cloud’s shields crackled and went down.

It ran, then the other two broke.

Dante laughed again. He'd gone from being terrified to arriving safely at Serentin's and getting help with the immediate problem. It wasn't perfect; his ship had taken a battering, the bots were off making repairs, and he would need to get more bolts before he flew out again, but it was better than nothing.

Plus, it did his pride good to see the Elysium ships flee rather than him.

Serentin saw them off, then returned his automated squad to his planet and docked them on the surface in an open space beside a small dome. There was more than enough space for Dante's ship, but he didn't land. No one landed on Serentin's planet without an invite.

“Thanks,” Dante said after he hailed the planet again. There was an art to talking to Serentin to get what you wanted, and the rules shifted. If you were smart and paid attention, the pirate put the info you needed into his messages, but you had to keep your head and think. “You helped me out. I've got pie and another game. Got a couple of questions, too. Okay for me to land?”

Dante waited, glad he'd quickly gotten the basics the first time he'd met Serentin. No direct eye contact for long, don’t use names, and keep sentences short were the three constants. Everything else varied but was built on those. Remembering pie from the last time he was here would go a long way.

The problem would be if Serentin thought he'd already done everything Dante was there for.

“Pie? I hope it's not cherry. Cherry pie makes me sick.”

“I've got apple pie, plus cheese and cherry. I can eat the cherry, though,” Dante stated.

“Bring it, bring it. And the others.”

Dante grinned as Serentin cut the comm, having correctly guessed he had more pies than he'd mentioned.

No doubt the crazy genius would eat the cherry pie and not be sick, despite his words.


CHAPTER NINE


It felt wrong to use a ship that didn't carry the Aerie emblem, but Taron knew it was necessary. They had to get the job done. He'd restocked the vessel the last time he'd used it, but he checked it again. He checked one of the small secret compartments as well.

The cargo he wanted to take with him was still there. Hopefully, the person he was going to see would understand its significance and what bringing it to him would mean for Taron. They needed the credits it would fetch, and the sector hub needed what it could make.

Since Taron had last been on his spare ship, Ike had done some upgrades and dropped a bot off. Taron was very grateful. The engineer had finished only half a day before the workshop blew up. He wouldn't be making this flight without his and Eve's spare ship.

He was beginning to get familiar with the route he'd be taking, heading to the hub in Sector Forty-two, where he had potential allies. Admittedly, they didn’t fly much, but they might choose to help since he'd assisted with a problem on not just one occasion but two. Several owed him their lives. There was also a religious sect of monks who might help, if not with the battle, then with other things. Assuming they had managed to make a home somewhere, anyway.

All of them were long shots or would only be of small assistance in the grand scheme of the war they were waging, but little things could turn a tide. Taron wouldn't turn his nose up at any help, no matter how small or large it appeared.

The hard part would be getting there and back. The route wound through a nasty asteroid field, as well as taking him past pirates that haunted the route. He hoped this time would be the last.

It started well, however. The Elysium ships that usually hounded the area of space he needed to get through were mysteriously absent from their posts. That boded well for runs from Ephren to Jeb's farm and back if nowhere else. Maybe Ephren would finally get some food through. It needed it.

Either way, Taron felt lighter. Nora, Limnad, and the fool they had taken in tow were never fun to encounter.

My thanks to whoever distracted them, Taron thought, heading toward the asteroid field they would not follow him through even if they did turn up. It held odd memories for Taron. The rocks had seemed to have minds of their own the first time he’d come through, but this time, they acted normal.

Concentrating, Taron wove back and forth, taking light hits but making it through. The rest of the journey would be easy; all he had to do was fly straight to Sector Forty-two's hub. The sector had also contained a solar-panel manufacturer, but it had been attacked by a serial killer a year ago.

He and Eve had discovered that while trying to get solar panels for Corsera. He was heading back to restore their solar-panel capabilities to the sector. He'd taken the machine that printed the parts. Some assembly was required, but there would be someone on the hub who could handle that.

The Aerie didn't need solar panels. They needed people, and they needed credits. When all this was over and they had Corsera back, Taron would be more than happy to make the journey again to collect solar panels.

He pushed the thought away since he was getting ahead of himself. At the moment, Elysium was far too strong for them to take Corsera back.

The rest of the trip seemed to drag. Dangerous areas kept you focused and on your toes, but this was free and open space.

Sitting back with the ship on autopilot, he could think, but in these times, his thoughts were unhelpful. He kept seeing the ball of flame as the workshop went up and the look on Ike's face. Taron had never been one to lose his temper, but his body tensed, and the desire to pummel Victor, Garrus, and the other idiots who had made Victor's mutiny possible grew.

A beep from the radar brought some respite and helped him refocus. There were ships nearby and what looked like a small planetary base. That hadn't been there the last time he'd come through.

When he recognized one of the ship's signatures, he grinned. Taking the controls back from the ship, Taron headed to starboard to get close enough to hail the outpost.

“Greetings,” Taron commed. “I hope you and your brothers are well.”

“Taron, we wondered if that might be you,” Fendal’s familiar voice replied. “Thank you for your good wishes. We are indeed beginning to find our feet. We still have some issues, and our stay here won't be permanent, but we've been offered a respite by someone who wishes to turn the outpost into something permanent.”

“I'm glad to hear that not only are you all safe but that you have somewhere you can call home for a while.”

“Aye, as are we. We might find ourselves in space again soon and return to being nomadic, but for now, we can rest. Are you in a hurry, or do you wish to visit? You're most welcome to come and join us. Our benefactor isn't here currently, or we would be delighted to introduce you. He's a wonderfully jolly fellow. Expressed an interest in meeting you after we told him how you and the other Aerie members had aided us in the past.”

“I'm in a hurry this time,” Taron replied, but he frowned as his stomach clenched. What was causing it? He didn't know. “Perhaps the next time I'm in the area.”

Taron readjusted his course, but the feeling didn't go away. Both times he'd been to the sector hub, he'd felt a similar tension, and it had meant someone was in trouble or needed his help. Were the Drelmar monks in danger?

The feeling faded when the sector hub came into sight. He wasn't sure, but he promised himself that if the feeling came back when he headed home, he'd investigate. It hadn't been as strong as before, so there was a good chance no one was in mortal danger.

Despite quickly being given the all-clear to dock and fetching the solar panel printer from his secret compartment, Taron still felt the tension in his stomach.

“What's going on?” he whispered to himself. “Or am I just paranoid because I've walked into trouble both previous times I was here?”

Nothing answered, and Taron's feet took him to the stationmaster’s office by default. Sitting outside on his usual chair was Mike. The man smiled and stood, clearly recovered from the injuries he'd sustained the last time Taron was there.

“Taron!” Mike called. “I must say I'm pleased to see you again. Once again, your timing appears to be fortuitous.”

He gave the stationmaster a backslapping hug but frowned as he pulled back. What could Mike mean?

“Oh, but I see you've brought me something. A gift?” the man asked, reaching for the item Taron carried.

“Not a gift, sadly. Something I need to sell.”

“What is it?”

“It's a small device preprogrammed to print solar panels. It is loaded with the resources it needs, but that's the extent of my understanding. There's no manual, but I know there's more than a few ships that still arrive here each month looking for solar panels.”

“Aye, that they do. This will fetch a good amount here. Are you asking me to fence it?”

“Would you?” Taron asked, studying the stationmaster's face. Although they'd helped each other in the past, that didn't mean Mike would help with this. Technically, it was stolen property. Taron had liberated it from the man who'd stolen it, but that didn't make what he'd done right. Would that bother Mike?

“I've got someone in mind. Since you seem to be pretty anxious, let’s get that done and out the way. Then we can talk about an issue of mine.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Taron replied. He believed that whatever Mike would mention after Taron had his credits would need to be addressed before Taron could return to Ephren with the comfort of knowing he'd brought allies to take back Corsera.

“I'll be back in an hour or so. Don't worry if I'm longer but send someone to the Leaky Boatman if I'm gone two to ask them what heap I've gone and gotten drunk in,” Mike called into the stationmaster’s hut.

Taron waited as the now-off-duty man folded his chair and stretched his legs. He then waved for Taron to follow.

“This guy won't mind what you've got to offer, but he won't pay the best you can get for it either. He’s an in-between man, and he'll never let anyone know you sold it to him.”

Trying to conceal his surprise, Taron hurried after Mike. Had Mike just confessed to knowing someone who could shift objects of a questionable nature? Given the stationmaster’s line of work, it suggested this wasn't the first time he'd been involved in a dodgy deal. Could he be getting into more trouble than it was worth?

Taron didn't have much choice. The Aerie needed the credits. War was expensive, and Elysium had just made it worse.

The barman inside the Leaky Boatman nodded at Mike and put down the datapad he was working on to pour two drinks. Mike grabbed them and handed one to Taron.

“This one's on me for services rendered the last time you were here,” Mike offered. Before Taron could protest, Mike walked toward a small round table tucked out of the way.

The bar wasn't empty. Several tables were occupied by people in various states of drunkenness. Neither was it particularly full. Whoever Mike was waiting for, he expected them to arrive of their own volition since he did nothing but sit at the table and take a gulp of his drink.

Hoping his impatience didn't show, Taron did the same.

“So, tell me how the missus is doing. She’s still flying, I hope?” Mike inquired.

“Aye, on a mission of her own today, being an ambassador. And the getaway driver if it goes south.”

Mike laughed. “That sounds fitting.”

His mirth was contagious, and they started chatting about families and good times.

Taron wasn't sure how much time had passed when a man pulled out the third chair at the table and sat down. Glancing at him, Taron had to fight not to let his jaw drop. The man who had joined them was nothing but muscle and hair. If he hadn't been so tall, he would have looked so out of proportion as to have been ridiculous, but this newcomer was well over six feet and had skin so dark it captured the tavern’s dim light.

“Mike,” he greeted, his voice deep to match his skin, nodding at the stationmaster. He then looked at Taron.

“I’m Taron,” the pilot replied, glad his voice didn't quake.

“Klint.”

“Nice to meet you.” Taron tried not to look uncomfortable when his attempt at small talk was ignored.

“My friend Taron here has something you might be interested in buying,” Mike announced.

“Aye, figured as much. What is it, and how much do you want?”

Taron opened the bag he'd stowed the device in and showed it to him.

“What does it do? I can see it's tech, but I want assurances that it does something useful and it's not going to break ten minutes after I sell it.”

Taron fought back his gulp. He’d never tested it, but he had seen it hooked up and knew it had worked at some point. He had to decide how much information to give this man.

“It prints solar panels, and it worked the last time someone who knew how to use it turned it on. It's been safely stored the entire time I've had it. That’s the best I can promise.”

“An honest man. I can work with that. You sure it does what you say?”

“Ninety-nine percent,” Taron replied, opting to err on the side of caution. Klint studied him for a moment, and Taron did his best to appear calm.

“All right,” he agreed. “I can give you fifty thousand credits for it now. Another fifty thousand after I've sold it and they confirm it works.”

“I can't stick around. Got to get back to my crew. Seventy-five thousand credits now, and it's yours without any other paychecks for me,” Taron replied as if he'd expected the price Klint had offered and awed by how much money he was going to be bringing back.

“Sixty now because I like that you're a straight-talker, and Mike here can act as our go-between for the other forty. Assuming you're as honest as you appear.”

Taron hesitated. The extra fifteen thousand credits could help them over the finish line, but sixty thousand now was more than he'd hoped for.

Eventually, Taron nodded.

“It’s a deal, then.” Klint pulled out his credit chip, and they made the exchange. Not long after that, Klint left, taking the solar-panel printer with him.

“Don't worry; he's good for the final chunk of change. Now, drink up. I know you're not here just for that, and we've got stories to trade. I want to hear everything since we helped you people defeat Varun.”

Taron grinned, took another gulp, and started talking.


CHAPTER TEN


Exhausted after having barely slept, Kit boarded Slippery Kitter and thought about what she needed to do and where she needed to go. Ideally, she'd have gone in an unmarked ship, but there wasn't one. Also, Kitter was still the only ship that could detect the unusual readings Darq's ship had given off when it was hidden.

That was the only way to find Old Harry.

She'd run into him the last time she'd gone looking for Darq's ship, and he'd been kind enough to her to show her around the pirates’ black market. Darq had appeared half an hour later, which had saved her from selling something to get info on him. In return for Old Harry's concern and good-natured support, she'd sold him Darq's ship.

It had cost Old Harry a lot, but the food, fuel, bolts, and other supplies she'd bought had kept the Aerie going as Elysium had choked off the supply routes until the previously supportive traders on Ephren wouldn't help them. Now they’d have to use him to get their supplies flowing again.

As soon as Kitter was in space, Kit pushed her engines to maximum and hugged one edge of the route. She'd seen Dante take off in that direction not long before and hoped that if he'd found the route clear, she would too. If not, she'd be able to help him with whatever trouble he ran into.

She'd been traveling on the lower port side of the route toward the sector hub and the pirate base for fifteen minutes when her radar beeped to let her know she had company. Three dots appeared, hurrying down in the same part of the route as she was. Elysium ships. She recognized Nora's.

She hit the button to warm her guns and slowed so they wouldn't reach her before she could fire, but rather than trying to circle her as she expected, they left their guns cold and tried to move to her starboard. Kit had been beaten by the trio more than once, so she didn’t intend to let them get away.

A moment later, two more ships appeared. They bore no names but were clearly chasing the Elysium ships. Kit spun as the ships came closer, allowing her to get back up to speed and fall in beside Limnad's ship. She shot without offering them an explanation or opportunity to parlay.

The first bolt sent a crackle across Limnad's shield, to Kit's surprise. The next bolt hit something important, causing a small explosion.

Limnad's ship spun in circles as something went haywire.

Feeling better than she had in weeks, Kit laughed. Not only had she gotten lucky with the Kruk after Garrus had shot her down, but she'd also gotten lucky with Limnad after the pursuing ships had terrorized the Elysium squad.

She considered showing mercy and letting Limnad go, but she hailed him instead. Her cargo bay was empty and she had nothing to trade that he'd ever find, so she had nothing to lose.

Limnad didn't answer.

The two unknown ships pursued Nora and the ship Kit didn't know, and they turned and headed back where they’d come from. She could do as she wished with Limnad since his mates had left him behind, so Kit hailed him again.

“What do you want?” he demanded gruffly.

“I'm coming aboard. You people have stolen cargo from us for the last few months. I want some back.”

“We're only taking what you cost us!” Limnad yelled.

“Is that what the son of a croc who betrayed Dante is telling you? What we cost you? You took our home,” Kit replied, then cut the comm. Arguing with Elysium mates was stupid. It never went anywhere. They all believed the lies Victor told them, so nothing she said made a difference.

She shot her grapples before Limnad could do anything but stop his ship from spinning like a top and reeled him in. Making sure her suit was intact and her shields were active, Kit drew her sword and headed for the airlock. Rin and Ryder had practiced extensively with her, so she was confident she could best Limnad if he tried to defend himself.

He didn't. He stood in the corridor with two armed bots to defend him but none of his personal weapons drawn. Several of her bots scurried through the airlock and made quick work of Limnad's bots, trapping one with a net and shorting out the other.

She and Limnad watched until it was clear Kit's bots were the victors. Limnad just sighed, looking defeated.

“So, the others ran and left you here,” Kit began, walking past him toward his cargo hold as if he weren’t her enemy.

“Yup. Thought they might come back when those crazy ships left, but they went back to Corsera.”

“Caring of them.”

“I'd be with them if you hadn't shot me.”

“I wouldn't have shot you if your alliance hadn't made it their mission to cut off all supplies to Ephren. Do you know how many families are starving on that station, thanks to you?” Kit demanded, annoyed by his whiny tone.

Thankfully, there were many crates in his hold. She considered taking all of them, but it would be just as cruel to take all his plasma and fuel as he would have been to her. Instead, she flipped open the lid on the nearest one and found some interesting plants. She recognized one from the dye book she'd looked through.

“I'll take this one,” she announced loudly so her bots would begin helping. She went over to the next stack and flipped a smaller crate open. It was full of engine parts.

“You have what you need to fix your ship and get going again?” she asked.

“Aye, the bots are on it.”

“Good. I don’t want to see you stranded,” she replied, pulling the box of engine parts off the stack and putting it down for a bot to take to her ship.

“Take another, and I'll be forced to stop you, though,” Limnad warned.

“Why? You take everything from our ship,” Kit replied. “You think I'm going to stop until my hold is full?”

“I told you; we're just taking back what you've cost us.”

“What do think we've cost you?”

“That fine Corsera had to pay because Dante refused to relinquish the governorship after we had a proper election.”

Kit lifted an eyebrow.

“You didn't get fined, and there wasn't an election. There was a survey in which you mates weren't allowed to vote. But even if that had gone in Victor's favor, he was fined, not Corsera. For fraud. He forged Dante's signature on the transfer documents so Dante couldn't officially contest it.”

“You're lying!”

“Why would I lie? It’s in the records on Ephren. You can go look it up. All fines are recorded, along with the reasons they were levied. Go look up yours. See who was charged and why.”

Kit grabbed two more crates, so angry she didn't even look inside them, and stormed back to her ship. They were heavy, but she'd set off with them, so she felt like she couldn't stop until she'd gotten them onto her ship. After she dumped them in her cargo hold, she went back and let her bots through with the other two.

They added them to the airlock platform, then moved out of the way.

Letting her bots work, Kit looked for the biggest crate and shoved it down the corridor.

“Come on,” Limnad protested. “Do you really need to take that one too?”

“I guess it's got something important in, then. Yeah, I think I'll take it.”

“You're enjoying this, aren't you, Kit?” Limnad growled, no longer whining.

“Of course. Whatever is in there might feed starving kids on Ephren or fix something that's broken, so people's lives aren't in danger. This happened because Victor got his pride injured when he was called out for a crime. Well, I wouldn't expect a man who can't handle navigating conflict with his captain to know how to handle being reprimanded.”

“I mean it. I won't let you take that. You've had this easy. You think you can fly anywhere and take anything and no one will stop you. That you're always right.” Limnad drew his sword and rushed her. Not expecting the attack, Kit had to duck and swerve to the side. His sword sliced where she had been and struck the crate so hard it sank into the wood and lodged there.

As Limnad desperately tried to pull it out, Kit placed the tip of hers against his neck.

“Don't bother,” Kit cautioned. “This fight's over. I don't want to hurt you or anyone else. I never wanted to hurt anyone.”

“They say you killed a pirate.”

“No. Not directly. Not if you mean Darq.”

“Darq? He's a myth.”

“No. Varun sent him after us. He caught me, too. That solo run I did to get the ventilator kit for the farm habitat. You know, the one that exploded? Frelled me up for a while, but I found him later in a funky ship no one else could trace.”

“You're lying,” Limnad stated for the third time. Kit sighed.

“You know, I'm sick of you saying that. Come on. Come with me. You're going to see for yourself.” Kit grabbed Limnad's arm, keeping her sword at his neck.

He protested but didn't struggle as she hurried him to the control room and used zip-ties to secure him to the navigation chair.

“Sit there, and I'll bring your ship along with me. After we get where I want to go, find the man I want to find, and you see what his ship—Darq's old ship—can do, I'll let you go. You keep thinking I'm a liar after that, that’s on you.”

“You're wasting your time.”

“Maybe, but it'll make me feel better to drag you, sorry excuse for a crewmate that you are, along with me, and it gives me time to take more of your cargo without losing time on my run.” Kit grinned, set her ship on autopilot and the alarms to blare if anything showed on the radar, and wandered off, leaving Limnad in the control room with a bot watching him while she and the other bots moved his cargo onto her ship.

Payback's delightful, she thought, remembering her run-in with Darq. Kit hadn't killed him. His suit had been ruptured, and rather than listen to her, he'd tried to take a spacewalk. He’d killed himself in his desire to protect his sick trophies.

Shaking her head to clear it of memories of the dead pirate, Kit continued removing cargo, checking on Limnad every few minutes. It didn't take her long to move the rest with the help of her bots, but she didn't let her prisoner go.

She'd decided that no matter how much of an asshat he was, she'd drop him off where she’d found him. His ship would be fixed by then, just a lot lighter.

“Finished robbing me?” Limnad asked when she returned to the pilot's seat. She sighed, got back up, and stuck duct tape over his mouth.

“Better,” she muttered. Now to find Old Harry.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


Dante made sure his suit was working and prepared to open his airlock, then felt the familiar fear. His ship was on the planet's surface, but there was always a chance that Serentin would have changed his mind and no longer want a visitor. Being blown up was a very real possibility.

Double-checking that he had the pies and the game, Dante opened the airlock and stepped out. It was a short, low-gravity walk to the habitat Serentin had set up. It was surrounded by defense towers controlled by one man.

When Dante was close to the habitat’s airlock, it opened and admitted him. Even in the corridor that ran to the habitat, Dante didn't relax.

A moment later, Serentin scurried up.

“Pie! Good, good. Can smell it already. Cherry? Did you bring cherry?”

“Aye, cherry, cheese, apple, something from Sector Fifteen called chicken, and another meat one I can't pronounce.”

“Choices. So many choices.” Serentin sounded sad.

“How about we start with a meat one and then have the cherry? I'd like to try the chicken,” Dante offered, following Serentin as he handed the man the game. He was careful not to touch his skin.

“Oh, this game. I have not seen this one. Heard of it. Yes, many times. Rare one. Rare indeed. Makes up for being disturbed. You and those idiots following you.”

“Yeah, sorry about them. Didn't know they were there ‘til I was close.”

“They won't come back. Two ran back to Corsera, and Kit has the other. I like Kit. She can fly too.”

“She grabbed the other? Great.” Dante wondered which one she’d captured, but Serentin would have told him if he’d wanted to share the information.

Serentin led the way into the main area. It looked nothing like it had the last time Dante was there, although only a few months had passed. The furniture had changed and was set in different places.

In the space a soft sofa had occupied was a pile of robotic parts arranged into a sculpture, or maybe a pile of spare parts Serentin thought looked good. Where there had been a table, there was now a chest of drawers, most pulled open. It was stuffed with games, not clothes.

A low table with cushions around it had replaced the former games cupboard. Serentin took the new game over to it and scattered it on the table’s surface.

While Dante was going toward the table, Serentin began playing, but he didn't set the game up for the two of them. He set it up for four, then moved rapidly around the table, being all the players and making moves almost faster than Dante could follow, let alone understand.

Knowing better than to get in the way or interfere, Dante hung back and waited for Serentin to finish. Eventually, a player won, and Serentin cheered himself. He then swept all the pieces into a pile, sat down on a cushion, and looked at Dante.

“Pie?”

“Yes, pie.” Dante came forward, set all five confections out so it was easy to see which was which, and let the pirate choose. The crazy man picked the chicken pie, possibly because Dante had said he wanted to try that one, and he was curious too. Or maybe not. No way to know.

“Forks. We need forks.”

Grinning, Dante reached into a pocket and pulled out cutlery. He even laid out a pair of chopsticks just in case. They were used for oriental food, but Serentin liked novel things. He also lacked utensils. He’d had to share a spoon with Serentin to eat cherry pie the last time he'd visited.

Predictably, Serentin chose the chopsticks, but instead of using them to eat, he stabbed the pie and handed it to Dante.

“Here, enjoy.”

Chuckling, Dante put the rest of the cutlery on the table and let Serentin choose again.

They ate in silence, Serentin eating the apple pie with a knife and looking like he wasn't truly there. Although he'd have thought the pie would be difficult to eat with chopsticks, he found that if he held them a centimeter apart, he could use them to scoop up meat and pastry.

Once he'd eaten about a quarter of the pie and was feeling full, Serentin put his pie down, licked his lips, and sighed.

“Good pie. But why are you here? Not because of those ships.”

“No. Need your help again…if you want to.”

“Why, when you didn't use last help? List of ships Varun has sold.”

“Aye, we found him. He's dead. You flew magnificently. Blew up his base’s shields and one of his towers.”

“Yes, I remember. But you haven't used that list.”

“No,” Dante replied. He’d hoped Serentin wouldn’t get hung up on that, but either the pirate was using it as an excuse not to help Dante, or he was offended that Dante hadn't investigated the list of ships Varun had commandeered and sold.

“Use ship list,” Serentin stated. “Help with Victor problem.”

Dante raised his eyebrow without thinking, but Serentin wasn't looking and didn't realize he'd said the wrong name. It wasn’t like the crazy pirate to slip up in that way. He had a thing about names. He only said certain ones, and only if the person wasn't present. The last person who had spoken Serentin's in front of him had been run through for doing so, and Dante didn't want that to be his fate. Serentin didn't usually say a name unless he meant to. Had he gotten Varun's name wrong?

Or did he mean it would help with the current problem?

“Anyway, thank you for your help with Varun,” Dante continued, getting up. “I'll leave you in peace now.”

“Good. Have what you need. Take care of Kit. I like her.”

“I will.”

“Bring her here, maybe. If she likes pie.”

“I'm pretty sure she loves pie, and of course, I'll bring her to meet you.”

“Good. Can't marry her and not introduce us.”

“No, I promise. I won't marry her without bringing her here first,” Dante hid his surprise. They weren't even engaged. Serentin was off his rocker.

“Enjoy the pie!” Dante went to leave, but Serentin got to his feet and laughed.

“Don't think I'm crazy. I'm not that far gone yet. Saw the way you hunted for her. Went to her rescue with Varun. Like a madman, attacked pirates to save her. You'll marry her. You're not a fool.”

“She's one of my mates, and I got her into trouble.” Dante walked toward the corridor.

He thought Serentin would go back to his pie or to whatever he'd been doing before Dante arrived, but the mad genius did neither. Instead, he fell in alongside him as if he were leaving with the Aerie captain.

“Trouble...” Serentin laughed. “Oh, you have not seen trouble. Trouble isn't here yet. No. Victor is easy. Not a problem. Not truly. Trouble much farther down the line. Ten years, possibly less. Yes, then the trouble will begin, like a seed, so small. Then one day, it will grow after many decades underground. It will grow, cause nightmares. Voices in the head. Yes, voices in the head.”

“Sounds like bad trouble,” Dante replied. Serentin was doing his crazy thing, and nothing he said would matter. “I'll look out for it as best I can.”

“Oh, yes. You always do, but you can't always stop it. Stop Victor, though. Use list. And bring Kit here.”

Dante nodded again, pushing aside his frustration. It wasn't Serentin's fault that something had addled the man's brain, but that made it harder for Dante to get answers. Or leave.

“Thank you. I'll bring her with me next time,” Dante said once he was next to the airlock. Serentin nodded.

“Good, good. And more chicken pie. I liked the chicken pie.”

“Of course.”

Serentin walked back up the corridor as Dante reactivated his suit, stepped into the airlock, and waited to see if Serentin liked him enough to let him walk away without suffocating him or blasting him off the face of the planet.

Once Dante was back on his ship and powering it up, he growled his frustration. Serentin had turned down his request for help and told him something terrible was coming.

He didn't know what the reference to “other trouble” meant, either. Sighing, Dante lifted off. This trip hadn’t yielded anything but the satisfaction of seeing Serentin chase off the Elysium ships. Well, Kit had then had a clear run to wherever she was heading. It would have to do.

Serentin wouldn’t tolerate a second visit for the same purpose or appreciate being questioned over the comm. Dante had no choice but to head back to Ephren.

But as he flew, something kept plaguing him. Serentin was not as insane as he acted, and he'd mentioned the list of ships Varun had sold more than once. What about them had bothered the man so much?

Dante didn't have a clue, and he didn't know how to figure it out, but there was one Aerie mate who did know about all things ship-based. If nothing else, he'd listen while Dante had a good rant.

When Dante was back on Ephren, he grabbed the spare datapad, his other having gone up in flames, and headed for the new workshop. He found Ike standing beside an open panel on one of the Aerie ships, studying wires and components.

“What's up, boss?” Ike asked as he tried attaching a wire. Sparks flew, and a fire almost started before he pulled back. He sucked his finger as he stared at it.

“I've got a conundrum, no mistake. Might be nothing, but I went to see Serentin, and he thought it was something.”

“Mmhmm,” Ike replied, trying something else. The new connection sparked, further damaging his finger and making him wince again. Growling, he threw his hands up and walked away.

As he sat on the box beside Dante, Ike sighed.

“What you needed went up in the workshop?” Dante asked.

“Yeah. I'd have this fixed in no time if I had all my tools.” Ike shook his head, saddened by the loss. “But it's not worth dwelling on. Got to get these ships back in space one way or another. What's got you puzzled? Maybe my brain will solve my problem while we talk about yours.”

“Last time I went to see Serentin, when we were trying to find Varun, he gave me a list. He wouldn't stop talking about it this time. Seemed to be hugely offended that I hadn't used it.”

“A list of what?”

“Ships Varun sold.”

“Have you looked into them?”

“A little, but they were all sold on the normal market. I've got credit transfers that match Serentin's list, but nothing else.” Dante ran a hand through his hair, trying to remember anything that had jumped out at him.

“Look for a report mentioning the ships’ names. Can't hurt. Serentin has more than a few screws loose, but there will be a pattern to the list, or it wouldn't have interested him enough to make it.”

“That won't help us with Victor.”

“Got the list?” Ike asked.

Dante pulled it up on the datapad and handed it to the engineer.

“Hmm,” Ike said a moment later, selecting several ship names.

“What about them?” Dante asked when Ike gave the datapad back to him with over a third of the list highlighted.

“All those ships are in the Elysium.”

Dante looked at the list again. Had Varun supplied his rivals with ships?

“Thanks, Ike.” He got up, intending to see what he could find out about the ships. Ike wasn't paying attention, however. He'd gone back to the control panel and was tinkering with it. A moment later, the ship whirred to life, and the shields reformed around it.

Dante grinned as Ike fist-pumped and closed the panel. At least one of them had the answer they'd been seeking. Dante just had more questions.


CHAPTER TWELVE


Taron chugged the drink in his hand, the last swig making its way down after he'd finished telling Mike what had been happening with the Aerie.

“Sounds like it's time to sort that Victor fellow out,” Mike mused.

“We're working on it. That's why I came here—to get more credits. Also to see if you and your people would be up for joining the Aerie on one more run to sort out this area of the galaxy.”

“I can't right now,” Mike replied, pulling a face. “I must admit I was hoping you were here because you'd heard about a problem we’re having.”

“No. What do you need help with?” Taron asked, wondering if helping them would get their help down the line.

“Well, if you have not heard, you're not going to like it.”

“Spit it out, then buy me another drink.”

Mike shook his head. “I'll tell you what's happened, but another drink will put us in more danger, and I have a feeling you'll want to have your wits about you when you fly. I'm happy to owe you a drink, though.”

“All right,” Taron replied. He wanted Mike to get on with it, but he now realized the man was working up to it.

“You know that serial killer you helped stop last time you were here, and that base of his you led us to the first time?”

“Aye.” Taron wished there was more alcohol in his mug. He didn't like where this was going.

“He escaped five days ago. Convinced one of the guards who didn't know what he was in for to give him a little too much freedom and used the moment to get himself out. Must have been planning it.”

Taron groaned.

“There's been no sign of him since, but we don't think he's left the area. He stole a ship and some basic supplies, but his funky asteroid is still in lockup.”

Taron didn't respond as he considered. The serial killer was incredibly intelligent. He'd evaded capture twice and had escaped from the asteroid without them noticing. He was clearly resourceful.

“What about other supplies?”

“Only what was on the ship he stole. As far as we can tell, anyway.”

“And the ship hasn't been seen?”

“No. It flew Ephren’s way, but we've been in contact with their council. It didn’t reach them, not that I expected it to. He was hanging out in the middle of an asteroid belt when we found him the first time, so...”

“Aye. He's likely to be forming his own little base. Possibly right under our—” Taron groaned as he remembered what had happened on his way there.

“What?” Mike asked, picking up on Taron's distress. The monks had told him they'd been invited to a new base. That a man had appeared out of the blue to help them. Hoping he was wrong, Taron told Mike what he was thinking.

“That religious sect you helped?”

“Aye, friendly group. Drelmar is a kind-hearted and compassionate belief system. They'll harbor anyone, and as such...”

“They see every offer of kindness and assistance as genuine.” Mike stood up. “Come on. We'd best check it out. It could be nothing, but if those monks left about then and gave a reason that might link the two, it's worth going to the governor and getting Security involved.”

Taron nodded and eagerly followed Mike. It helped to know one of the hub's stationmasters. He could check things like departure times and figure out who went where and why without involving anyone else.

They hurried back to the hut, and Taron followed Mike inside. Keith sat at the desk, talking with someone on the comm, but he looked up and waved.

Mike went to the second desk. As Taron watched Mike pull up the records for the day the serial killer had escaped, he felt the familiar knot in his gut. He didn’t want to be right, but he was sure the Drelmar monks were in trouble.

“He was caught on camera leaving the prison area a little after three in the afternoon. Half an hour after that, a ship was reported stolen. Here's the record of it flying out in between.” Mike pointed at the entry in the stationmaster’s log. It showed that the murderer had listed trading as his reason for leaving. That reply wouldn't have aroused suspicion, being standard.

The next entry confirmed the worst, however. Every Drelmar ship had left within the next fifteen minutes. Taron's stomach roiled. They had to help the monks.

“Do you know where the monks settled?” Mike asked, taking the datapad with him as he hurried toward the governor’s office in the center of the hub.

“I couldn't point it out on a star chart, but I could fly you there. I promised I'd come back and visit. They have no idea how much danger they're in.”

Mike frowned but didn't respond as they went inside the big white marble building that housed the hub’s officials.

“I need to speak to the governor immediately,” Mike stated when the butler appeared. “It's information on the escaped prisoner. People are in danger.”

“Right this way.” The butler hurried down the corridor quicker than normal.

It took all Taron's self-control not to rush the butler. He and Mike had to explain Taron's thinking to the governor, and the pilot had never met the man. He had no idea how the governor would respond to the news.

“Mike, to what do I owe this disturbance?” the governor asked when Mike burst into the room, not waiting for the butler to introduce everyone. The governor was a short, wiry fellow with a shock of carroty hair. He was sitting at a desk with a datapad open in front of him. Not getting up, the governor clasped his hands on top of it and blocked the screen from view.

Still cool-headed, Mike explained what they'd found out. The governor looked less pink and more pensive after the stationmaster finished; he had his head screwed on straight and wouldn’t panic despite the news.

“Have the majority of the security forces made ready,” the governor told the butler. “And see these men to a decent ship. They'll be leading Security to apprehend an extremely dangerous criminal and bring him back for further questioning and his execution.”

“If it's all the same to you, I'd like to fly my own ship,” Taron replied. “I know it well, and the Drelmar monks know it too. They'll realize we’re coming to their aid if they've figured out the trouble they're in. But I wouldn't say no to a gunner.”

“It's been a while, but I can shoot,” Mike offered.

“I'm not sure I can let my stationmaster board a ship I can't verify the safety of.” The governor stood up.

“I'll be safer with this man than anyone else,” Mike countered. “He's one of the Aerie's best pilots.”

The governor didn't look pleased about being contradicted as he stared at the two of them.

“Very well, but I want that man brought back here, and I want to see him die with my own eyes this time.”

“Aye aye,” Taron replied, barely able to keep from throwing the governor a salute. “I assure you that I have no intention of doing anything else. You're more than welcome to him. The monks are friends, and I don't want to see them suffer for being kind.”

The butler led them to the area where Security was gathering. Taron recognized some of them from when he and Eve had helped chase down the asteroid ship.

“Well, well, didn't know if I'd ever see you again,” the chief greeted, reaching out to shake Taron's hand. “Same ship as last time?”

Taron filled them in and apologized for not having his wife along this trip, then they hurried to their ships.

Keith gave him and the security ships the go-ahead to fly out, although the rest of the ships had been grounded. Taron lifted his ship and sped toward the hangar doors and the blackness of space beyond.

While they headed out, he brought up the map and had the ship’s systems overlay the route he'd come here on for him to follow back. Thankfully, it had logged where he'd been when he'd hailed the monks.

“We should establish contact,” Taron suggested. “If the guy is there and sees all the ships coming in, he might freak out and murder the monks. They’d be massacred.”

“I agree.” Mike opened a comm channel and relayed the information. The security chief agreed, and the security forces dropped back until they were just on the edge of the radar.

As Taron flew closer, his apprehension grew. He was desperate to hail the monks.

Please, Drelmar, protect your followers, he thought. They've been through enough lately. Don't let their beliefs and knowledge of you end like this.

Taron didn’t believe in Drelmar, but it was as good a prayer as any, and he'd take any advantage he could get for them.

The small base he'd encountered on his approach to the hub soon came into sight. The lights were on, and Taron ran a scan that showed him the Drelmar ships were still docked.

“There's another ship there,” Taron stated. “Is that the one you've been looking for?”

Mike checked the scan info and nodded. As he reached for the comm to hail Security, Taron shook his head.

“We can't run the risk that he can hack the comm and listen in. We'll have to do this carefully. Open a broadcast on all frequencies, as if we're not sure which one the Drelmar monks are on,” Taron suggested.

Mike gave him a thumbs-up when the comm was live.

“Hello again, Fendal. Thought I'd come by and see if that invitation to visit was still up for grabs. It's been a long time since we've shared a cup of tea and talked about our shared understanding. I see you have another visitor already, however. I can come back another time if now isn't good. I just know it would do the captain's heart good to hear you've finally settled somewhere.”

There was a pause before Fendal responded.

“It's good to hear your voice, Taron. You've always been welcome to come to us, and now is no different. The tea is already warm, and I'm sure you'll find it quite stimulating when you arrive.”

“Brilliant. I'll come down right away,” Taron replied. Mike cut the channel and glanced at the pilot for an explanation.

“We've never drunk tea together. I don't even like their tea,” Taron explained.

“They're in trouble, then.”

“Aye, and they know it.”

“Then get us down there, and we'll see what we can do.”

“Didn't plan on doing anything else.” Taron swooped the ship down. If the serial killer was anything like he had been when they'd met him the first time, he would let him land and greet him with a gun or a sword. He would make sure the monks were safe before he signaled the security forces that had come with them.

Piece of cake, he thought sarcastically as he landed the ship beside the stolen vessel.

“Ready?” he asked as he shut down the engine. Mike drew his sword, giving his answer with his actions. Taron reached into his away bag and withdrew his gun, then shoved it in the hidden holster before pulling out his sword.

They made their way to the cargo hatch, neither speaking. Taron thought about Eve, hoping this wasn't about to go badly wrong and he wouldn’t become the next victim on the sick man's list. However, he couldn't back down. Eve would understand, even if his decision made her a widow.

After taking a deep breath and exhaling to try to calm himself, Taron smacked his hand on the cargo-hatch release button and fixed his gaze on the gap as it formed.

No one was there to meet them, neither monks nor killer.

Warily, Taron descended the ramp.

“Your suit working?” Taron asked as Mike came down behind him. There was still no sign of anyone, just a large building. It looked like Corsera had when they'd landed after taking it from the pirates. There was a hangar bay full of ships and a small building with farm habitats, sleeping areas, and a common room or large dining area.

If he'd been there under any other circumstances, he'd have been pleased for the monks.

There was only one place to go next—the building. A door was closed, so Taron made for it, no longer moving cautiously but with speed. He didn't know how long the security forces would hang back, and the serial killer would twig that something was wrong if they suddenly appeared on the base’s radar, if they hadn't done so already.

Please don't let this base be quiet because everyone is dead, Taron thought as he reached the door. It swung open, which made Taron and Mike tense.

They flanked the door and peered inside. Still no one.

Going inside was the only option, so Taron did. He focused on how scared the monks must be. They needed his help.

A corridor opened before them, with several doors leading off it. None were motion-sensitive, but Taron and Mike opened them anyway, revealing storage cupboards for suits, a stationmaster’s office, and a spare-parts room. It became clear that their answers would be found through the door at the end of the passage.

Taron put his finger to his lips to let Mike know not to make a noise or talk and crept closer, then slowed. The door at the end had a sensor, and the room beyond wasn’t empty.

It was a dining room with several rows of tables and chairs. On chairs at the far end sat the monks, tied and gagged.

One of them sat apart, though. Fendal was tied facing the open door. He was clearly scared, his eyes bulging and his body shaking. A man stood over him, holding a blade near Fendal's neck. It was the man who had attacked Mike a few months earlier, the serial killer from Hentare—Lucas Cox.

“Well, well. If it isn't you two again,” Lucas greeted them. “I must admit, I thought the stars had blessed me for the first time in a while when these monks told me they knew you, Taron. And they'd invited you for a visit. I might have gotten too excited, though. Asked too many questions. Given a careless answer or two. For men so bright, it's strange that they worship a nonexistent god.”

“Let them go,” Taron ordered, although he didn’t expect Cox to do anything of the sort. “They're innocent in all this, and they can't help you anymore.”

“But if I let them go, who will help me with my little experiments after I've dealt with you? No, no. I'd like to keep them. So many things they can tell me.”

Taron frowned, but Fendal calmed down. Taron's presence had brought him hope if nothing else.

“Why don't you both sit down and join us? Now that our little tea party is complete, I'm quite eager to begin.”

“You know, I don't really like tea,” Taron replied, hiding his surprise at the madman's words. He didn't appear to know the security forces were coming, which gave Taron an advantage. If he could utilize it, it might save them.

“Oh, no one likes their nasty tea. I'm not even sure they do, but I like traditions, and that one seems fitting. Let us have tea, and we can begin our experiment.”

The knife at Fendal's throat was pressed in until Taron got the idea. Moving closer as slowly as he dared, Taron stopped at a nearby seat and lowered himself into it, his grip still tight on his sword. It was made clear that he was to put it down when Fendal let out a squeak and blood trickled down his neck.

Taron lowered the sword, but before he could set it on the floor, Mike tripped over his chair, sending it flying at Fendal and the killer.

Grinning, Taron shot up and hurtled after it, sword in hand.

The madman instinctively defended himself, moving his blade away from Fendal's neck long enough for Taron to reach him. At the same time, one of the monks from the other chairs dove forward.

“This is not how we have a respectable tea party,” the man yelled, thrusting his blade toward Taron. The pilot blocked the lunge and turned the blade away, but he caught his foot on a discarded chair and received a gash on his shoulder for his trouble, unable to dodge out of the way in time.

He grabbed Fendal's arm, however, and pulled him away from the killer. The poor monk was still tied to the chair and unable to defend himself or get up.

Getting between Fendal and Cox, Taron held his sword at the ready but didn't make the first move. Security should get here any time, and Taron hoped the man would know when he was beaten.

No one appeared, however, and Cox thrust at Taron again, trying to gut him. The pilot once more managed to perform a move halfway between a dodge and a block, keeping his innards safe for another day.

The arrival of the security forces distracted Taron and Mike as yells and pounding footsteps came from the entrance to the base.

Letting out a roar of rage, Cox raised his sword, but instead of attacking Taron again, he darted toward the helpless monks and ran one through before they could stop him.

“No!” Mike and Taron yelled in unison.

Taron threw himself at the madman and wrestled him to the floor before he could stab any more of the bound monks. Mike added his weight a moment later, pinning Cox’s sword arm.

Cox fought like a demon, wriggling and bucking. Taron almost lost his grip twice.

But the killer’s efforts were in vain. The security forces arrived and restrained Cox. Some rushed to the monks, but nothing could be done for the one who had been stabbed.

Taron untied Fendal and helped him up off the floor. His eyes were moist, and he went to his dying brother.

Hanging back, Taron let the monks grieve. He also wanted to make sure the serial killer was properly handled this time.

“Don’t let this one escape again,” Taron ordered. “I won’t help you catch him a fourth time.”

“There's been enough death. This one’s as good as dead already.”

Taron nodded. He'd also had enough of the man and was more than ready to get home.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Kit ignored Limnad, focusing on flying after she'd moved his cargo to her ship. True to her promise, she'd left enough fuel, plasma, and shield charge for him to get to a port, even if she'd had to sacrifice one of her shield units to do it. The cargo she'd taken from him more than made up for the loss of a shield cell.

Of course, she hadn't told Limnad that, and he had ignored her in any case, but that didn't bother her. It allowed her to concentrate on looking for the pirate base and signs of Old Harry. She’d removed the tape from his mouth after a little while, feeling guilty, and she’d gotten him to promise not to speak unless it was important by threatening to put it back.

When her course diverged from the usual route, Limnad looked at her as if he wanted to say something but didn't dare. He was probably wondering where they were going.

She set her scanner to detect the frequency of Darq's old ship and began checking for signs of it. It didn't need much of a signal for Kitter to pick it up, so it would work if Old Harry was in the area. She was also drawing close to one of the few remaining pirate bases in the sector, and not all the pirates who had defended Varun's base had been captured. Some were still out there.

Kit didn't doubt they'd be nearby as well, and they would be more than pleased to find her vulnerable.

While she could fly with Limnad's ship attached, she hadn't thought through how much more of a target it made her and how much less maneuverable she'd be when she'd opted to take him on this little journey. Since he'd expressed his disbelief in her assertions, she didn't want to back down and let him go.

Thankfully, the ship beeped to let her know it had picked up Old Harry in Darq's ship. A dot flashed on her map before becoming a firm circle. A minute later, the circle was closer to her. It was off to port, deeper in the pirate territory, but Kit turned toward it.

“What are you tracking?” Limnad asked, finally breaking his silence.

“Darq's ship,” she replied. “Like I said earlier.”

“But Darq doesn't exist.” Limnad huffed, shaking his head like she was stupid.

“No, Darq doesn't exist anymore. I killed him for messing with the Aerie.” Kit smiled as a third dot appeared on her radar. This one told a strange tale, appearing closer to the first than the second. A frown spread across her face when a fourth appeared, then she realized Old Harry must be in a battle.

Grinning, Kit pushed the engines to get there quicker, but after a few more blips that let her know the fight was still happening, the dot began to move in a straight line. It was heading in her direction, but it gave no indication of what had happened to the ship Old Harry had been fighting.

Kit continued onward, keeping an eye on the normal radar as Old Harry drew closer. When his ship's signature was farther off than normal scanners could detect, her ship beeped to let her know she had company. When the readings came through, Kit swore.

“Trouble?” Limnad asked, his voice higher-pitched.

His fear surprised her, but she didn't answer him. It was trouble—one of Varun's pirates. But just because his ship was on the radar, it didn't mean he was looking for a fight. Old Harry had been fighting someone, and ships on their last legs didn't tend to look for more trouble.

“If there's trouble coming, you should let me go back to my own ship rather than have me shot at on yours. It's not right to keep me here.”

“Oh, shut up,” Kit replied, concentrating. The pirate ship was turning toward her slowly, as if it were being cautious and seeing how she reacted or its navigation systems were damaged. She warmed guns, knowing they would pick up on the heat signature and understand that she would defend herself.

“I mean it. You should let me go.” Limnad tried to get up, but his restraints prevented him.

“And I meant it. Shut up before I gag you. You don’t have the sense to believe Darq existed and had a ship that looked and moved differently, so you're going to experience it for yourself. Then maybe you'll realize it's Victor who has been lying all this time, not us.”

Old Harry was coming closer on Darq's ship, heading for the incoming pirate ship. Kit put two and two together. Old Harry was pursuing the ship in front of her.

Kit pressed the button to power up the guns the rest of the way and flew to intercept. As she did, she got a hail. She considered ignoring it, but she let it through.

“Kit, isn't it?” an unfamiliar voice asked.

“Aye. Who's asking?”

“Name's Nikith. I was Varun's right-hand man. I've got a sword here with your name on it.”

“Oh, how thoughtful of you. Why don't you power down those guns and lower the shields, and I'll board you and take it from you.”

He chuckled at her suggestion, clearly not buying her bravado. In truth, she didn't, either. She was in pirate territory, and no one would come to her rescue here. However, Darq's ship was still closing.

“I'm pretty sure it will be us boarding you but feel free to try to protect that friend with you a little longer. It only makes you easier to catch.”

Kit was still heading for the pirates, but for now, they were out of range. Nikith was right; having Limnad’s ship attached would make it easier for him, but Kit had gotten herself into this situation, and she'd get herself out.

“Come on,” she said, slowing and giving herself maximum maneuverability. If she couldn’t evade the pirates with speed, she would have to dodge while firing.

Thanks to Ike's modifications, Slippery Kitter could hit harder than most ships in her class, but she still had to hit them if she wanted to win. She banked as the first shot came her way, and both bolts went to starboard and missed Limnad's ship as well. However, she struggled to turn in time to shoot back. The first bolt grazed the pirate's shield, but the second missed.

“Frell!” she exclaimed. This was going to be harder than she'd expected.

“Let me shoot, at least,” Limnad yelled as Kit narrowly dodged the next shots that came their way.

“All right.” Kit turned to stay on the pirate's coolest gun side as she unstrapped and leaped up to undo Limnad. “But if you try anything, I'm going to take your ship as well and drop you off at the nearest hub without so much as the clothes on your back.”

“Understood,” he replied. She was grateful that he was a coward. If he ran for his ship, there was little she could do in the current situation, but she wasn't about to tell him that. He hadn't realized he was free.

“Keep the guns hot and shoot when you get a chance,” Kit added.

“I know how to gun,” he replied, his anger clear as they strapped in.

Kit dodged two more bolts, then swung around, feeling the drag of the attached ship. His engines were still running, but that didn’t help her.

The pirates were trying to keep away from her while moving around to put her between them and Old Harry, but now that she could concentrate on flying and controlling her ship, she could get where she wanted. So as not to let them sandwich her, she swung her ship around and gave Limnad the perfect opportunity to shoot.

Two bolts pounded the pirate ship and the shields crackled, then went down.

“That was quick,” Kit remarked. They had been running from Old Harry. Perhaps they'd thought she was an easy target. The fight had let Old Harry catch up, and his looming black ship came toward her and the pirate as she turned to avoid the return fire.

The pirate ship tried to flee, but Kit’s grapples shot out. She thought they would miss, then remembered Ike had made them longer and faster. When they reached their full length, they latched on to the hull and began reeling the pirate in.

A moment later, Darq's old ship came close enough to do the same. It fell in beside her and helped pull the pirates closer.

With Limnad's ship on one side and the pirate reeling in on the other, she was going to be sandwiched.

“What is that?” Limnad asked as he got up from the gunner’s seat and went to the viewport.

“Darq's old ship,” Kit told him, enjoying the way his mouth fell open. Grinning, Kit hailed Old Harry.

“I caught this pirate trying to get away. Was he one of yours?”

“Aye. Thought he'd rip off a friend of mine. I intended to show him I didn't appreciate a body going back on a decent trade.”

“You're welcome, then. Mind if I have a gander at his cargo?” Kit asked.

“Be my guest. The pirate is mine, though.”

“I could argue that he is mine. I grappled him first, but you can do as you wish with him. I came here to talk to you anyway,” Kit replied.

“Color me intrigued. Let's deal with the problem, then we can have a chat. Especially if you've got more of that wonderful rum you used to make.”

“Aye, I can find a bottle.” Kit chuckled as she unstrapped and checked that her suit was functioning properly. She didn't trust the pirates not to vent their atmosphere just to spite the boarders. “Come on, Limnad. Come see for yourself.”

“I'm not going on another ship without a weapon.”

“Why not? You can't be any more of a prisoner than you are already, and we're going onto Old Harry's first.” Kit lined her ship up with Old Harry's as he lined up with the pirates, putting the four of them in a long row with their interconnected airlocks forming the joins.

Drawing her sword, she motioned for Limnad to lead the way. He tensed as if he might refuse or do something stupid like challenge her to a fight, but he thought better of it and began walking toward the starboard airlock.

When Kit saw the connection and the ship beyond, her stomach twisted. The first time she'd seen it, she'd been facing Darq, and the memory of what he'd done to her flooded into her mind. Her heart raced as fear gripped her.

Thankfully, Old Harry appeared. His overlarge hat, complete with the longest, bushiest feather she'd ever seen, eased her tension.

“Kit,” he greeted, tipping his hat to her. “Interesting companion.”

“Prisoner,” she explained. She saw Kerry and Lionel facing the airlock on the other side. “Mind if I leave him tied in your hold for a moment?”

“Not at all. There's plenty there to restrain him.” Old Harry smiled at Limnad, then hurried toward the airlock and his companions.

Kit encouraged Limnad into the cargo hold and found a set of manacles attached to the wall. She slapped them on his wrists.

“You're not giving me to this pirate, are you?” he asked, shaking.

“No, of course not. I just don't trust you not to run, and I think Old Harry is going to need more of a hand with this fight than he realizes.”

Not waiting for Limnad to respond, Kit hurried after Old Harry, her sword in her hand.

The airlock was closed, and the others had clearly gone onto the other ship, so Kit followed, turning her suit on and making sure the helmet was sealed around her head when the information showed there was no atmosphere on the other side.

“Best be careful, Kit,” she told herself. It wouldn't take much of a breach in her suit to suffocate her.

As the airlock let her out the other side, Kit took in the scene. Kerry was down with a hole in her suit that she was gripping tightly. Kit grabbed her arm and helped her back into the airlock as the woman gasped for air. Before she could suffocate, Kit pressed the button to close it.

She caught a grateful face through the glass as the ship's computers spat her out the other side.

Old Harry and Lionel were farther in, trying to hold off four pirates in the corridor. Bots scurried here and there and Kit frowned, wishing she'd thought to bring hers. However, Rin had been teaching her how to fight, and she wasn't alone.

It felt good not to be on Darq's ship. Rushing the group, Kit picked the weakest-looking target and knocked him over a bot to buy her companions breathing space.

Something came undone on the pirate's suit, and he scrabbled for protection. A sword came toward her face and Kit was forced to block, so she had to abandon the pirate to his fate.

“Didn't expect you to be so foolish, Kit,” the pirate remarked, his voice familiar.

“I didn't expect you to be either. You've just killed your shipmate,” she growled as she launched another attack on the pirate.

“I told him many times to check his suit. Not my fault he's a cheapskate and didn't get it taken care of.”

Kit was sick of people making excuses. The pirate hadn’t needed to vent the atmosphere, so she wasn't about to give quarter and let him get away with his cruel and risky strategy. Using a move Rin had taught her, she locked her sword with the pirate’s and sent his flying. She then used a leg sweep to flop the pirate onto his back.

Before he could recover or get back up, she grabbed his arm and dragged him to the nearest ship support. He tried to wriggle out of her grasp, but every time he tried to attack or get up, she used a well-placed punch or kick to put him down again. She finally slapped a tie around his wrist and the ship’s strut.

While she’d concentrated on subduing him, he’d grabbed the air supply on her suit and tried to pull the tubes out. Kit brought her knee up into his groin.

He let out a noise partway between a squeak and a groan and let go. Grabbing the loosened hand, Kit slapped another tie on it, then went back to the fight. She'd given Old Harry the advantage he'd needed. He'd overcome the thin, half-starved pirate who had been attacking him and knocked him out.

Kit watched as he and Lionel cornered the remaining pirate, who fought bravely until he realized he was the last man standing. He then had the sense to lower his sword and surrender.

“Thanks,” Old Harry told Kit as Lionel took the pirate's sword and escorted him to the hold to also be tied up.

“No worries. Least I could do.”

“Why do I suspect you're about to ask me to repay this little favor?” he asked.

“Because you're a very sensible man,” Kit replied.

“Flattery as well? What are you after, Kit? It can’t be something you could take by yourself.”

“Well, on the subject of taking… This cargo is all yours if you'll come tell the idiot of an Elysium mate with me what happened to Darq, then listen to my proposal.”

Old Harry smiled. “I must admit, life's not dull with you around. I'm game to hear anything you propose…on one condition. You tell me why you've got a pet Elysium on your ship…and in tow.”

Kit laughed and nodded, pretty sure Old Harry would give her the answer she wanted. If he was reluctant, she still had two bottles of rum he'd praised her for, and she knew where there was a great distillery to make more. Victor had a fantastic one on Corsera.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


It took all Dante's self-control not to leap out of his seat and shout, “Eureka!” He'd been poring over computer searches and database entries for hours, and he'd finally found something.

Many of the ships Varun had sold had reported higher than average attacks, all by the same group of pirates—Varun's old mates. Some of the ones who had got away at the end of the fight.

Not only that, some of the ships held by the Elysium were also being targeted. It hadn’t happened all the time. That would have been too obvious. But it had happened at key points, notably, when Varun had been struggling or had suffered a setback. It was as if he'd needed the extra credits or resources from hunting down traders and crewmates.

Dante could only think of one explanation: Varun could track the ships he'd sold. Somehow, he'd put trackers on them before putting them back out in the sector, forever easy for his pirates to catch and steal cargo from. Just to be sure, Dante highlighted the relevant info and went searching for Ike.

He found his chief mechanic deep inside a ship with one of Ryder's crew hovering nearby.

“When I tell you not to overcook the gun chargers, I mean it,” Ike stated as he came out holding a very burned piece of machinery.

“I thought you were just being overly cautious, like, well...”

“Like an unseasoned pilot who doesn't know his shield cells from his plasma bolts?”

“Aye,” the pirate agreed forlornly.

“I've flown more missions than you've had hot dinners. Even faced Darq once before our Kit sent him to meet his maker, so you can rethink that assessment of the Aerie mates you're now allied with and do as I suggest next time. Or you can fix your own blasted ship whenever it goes wrong. Is that clear?”

“Aye.” The pirate nodded, not daring to look at Ike or anyone else. The engineer caught Dante’s eye and winked, still looking angry.

“Now get out of my sight before I get so mad I break something else.”

The pirate thanked Ike profusely and hurried away. Ike chuckled as he put the burned part down.

“Frelling greenies. Always think they know best after a few flights, especially when they've got the protection of a big alliance and have had the easy runs for a while. But that's not why you're here, boss. You look like you're having a good day.”

“So far,” Dante replied, knowing how quickly things could go from good to bad, then to worse, or even back to better again. “I think I've found something, but I want you to see if my theory is even possible.”

Dante handed the man the datapad and let Ike look at what he'd highlighted.

“Well, that's a scheme! Looks like Serentin was right to harp on this list. I assume you want to know if Varun added trackers to certain ships.”

“Aye. That’s what it looks like to me.”

“Well, it's possible, and it's the kind of devious thing he'd have done. But it’ll take me a while to figure out how.”

“I hadn't gotten that far, but I don't want to make a side project a priority.”

“Tracking Elysium ships would be a big boon right now, don't you think?” Ike asked.

Dante tipped his head to the side; he hadn’t thought about that. Could they work out how to track the ships Varun had sold to the Elysium? If so, that would explain why Serentin hadn't stopped talking about the list and how it would help Dante.

If he'd realized before, he could have gone after Varun sooner and saved the mates who had been lost that day. It hadn't just been pirates. One of the people who had shown up to help had lost his shields pretty quick and taken a fatal shot, not to mention the pirate ship that had exploded close to Catalpa and taken a huge chunk out of her shields that day.

Could even one of those lives have been spared by hitting Varun's base when it was weaker? Dante didn't know, but he didn't plan on wasting the opportunity a second time.

“Do what you can to track those ships. Perhaps we can use it to our advantage. I want a decisive victory when we finally go after Corsera.”

“Aye aye, boss. I'm on it. I'll come find you if I figure it out.” Ike handed the datapad back and hurried back toward his tools and ship parts, already thinking about the ship beside him and what had to be done to it.

Losing mates to Victor and the Elysium had made the Aerie weaker. They never seemed to have enough mechanics anymore. But Dante could do no more for them. An engineer, he wasn't. But he could lead his crew, and he'd see them back on their home hub if he could.

Hoping his luck would hold out, Dante went back to his makeshift office and sat down again. There was always more to do, but he didn't get any of it done before Kit strode up, Old Harry and Limnad with her. The first of her companions didn't surprise her, but the second did.

“New recruit,” Kit told Dante, tilting her head at Limnad. “He realized what a son of a croc Victor is.”

“I'd like to make it up to the Xeartais and the Aerie if you'll let me,” Limnad added.

Dante blinked, the only sign of his shock at the news. What had happened?

Kit sat in another chair and gave him a brief overview of her trip. Limnad nodded at various points. More than once, Dante felt both pride and anxiety over the danger she'd been in and what she'd overcome.

He'd known she'd faced one of the Elysium ships that had tried to attack him, thanks to Serentin's account, but once again, she’d proven herself more than capable. When Old Harry related the last of the story, his pride grew.

“So, we came back here to let you know the good news,” Kit finished. “Old Harry here wants to help us get what we need to attack Corsera if he can have an official pardon upon your reinstatement as governor.”

Dante noticed the cheeky wink she gave him. She'd offered the pirate something substantial without her leader’s consent, knowing it was a risky move, but they needed Old Harry's help to get more plasma, and she'd secured it. If the old salt wanted to hang up his pirate hat and do something more civilized, Dante was inclined to give him a chance.

“All right, but I want access to your ship. It's the only one that can get past the Elysium. I want a fresh pilot in it as soon as it lands and the cargo is unloaded. We'll supply fuel and bolts and shield cells if need be.”

“I want a cut of your profits,” Old Harry replied.

“There won't be much. It will be stocking us up on stuff we need for the battle, but if the Aerie pilot flying it takes something from the Elysium along the way and we sell it, ten percent is yours no matter who is flying it. Along with your pardon when we take Corsera, that's all I'll offer you.” Dante studied Old Harry as the man considered the offer, and eventually, the pirate nodded.

“If you take Corsera, it's payment enough, but—”

“When we take Corsera,” Dante corrected.

The pirate paused, looking at the Aerie mates. Kit folded her arms across her chest and made it clear she wasn't happy about the doubt he was showing. They had agreed to terms, and Old Harry was acting in bad faith.

“All right, deal. Feel free to use the ship for now, but I'll hold you to this.” Old Harry got up, but Kit didn't follow.

“I'll need someone to organize it. Someone I can trust,” Dante added.

Kit sighed but nodded. He thought he saw a flash of pain cross her face. He knew he was asking a lot of her, but there was no one else.

“Are Sky and Eve back yet?” she asked as she stood.

“No, but their run was longer than yours, and they only left a little before you did.” Dante glanced at Limnad, hoping she'd realize he couldn't say more in front of the Elysium mate. It seemed to satisfy her since she hurried away.

“So, why do I have you in my office, and why aren't you scurrying back to Elysium?” Dante asked Limnad once they were alone together.

“I guess you could say things happened today that opened my eyes.”

“Go on.”

“I thought Victor was justified in his complaints about you, and I think he still might be in some of them, but Kit showed me that he lied about a lot of things. It's also clear that Varun and Victor ganging up on you the way they did was wrong.”

“Aye, but you bought into that, and you were willing to force good men and women off a planet they called home for his lies. Why should I trust that you've had a change of heart when I can’t trust him or anything he stands for?”

Limnad opened his mouth and closed it a couple of times. The guy wasn't trying to justify himself, but Dante couldn't afford to take the risk that someone like him would jeopardize what they were working toward.

“If you want to help us, we're going to be fixing ships and sorting things out quickly. With our workshop blown up by Elysium mates—”

“With your what?” Limnad exclaimed.

His surprise seemed genuine, so Dante explained what had happened.

“I'm so sorry. I had no idea Victor had ordered something like that.”

“Well, now you do. You can go to the new workshop and help Ike. If he's happy with what you do to help, we'll consider putting you on other tasks, but I can't take the risk of letting you fly or allowing you near anything of value. You're lucky I don't think you're the kind of person who would sabotage a ship. That could get you killed.”

“No, I could not agree to murder, no matter who the ship belonged to.”

Dante nodded and dismissed the man. He was about to get up and shut the door so no one else would disturb him when more voices came toward his office.

What now? he thought, but he recognized them. Taron was back, and he had company. Dante went to his door to see the Drelmar monks coming up behind him. It was rare to see them off their ships, but he'd believed they had settled somewhere. One of them was hurt, and the others looked very sad. Taron looked grim.

Dante ushered them inside, resigning himself to getting nothing else done that day.

After their tale was told, Dante tried to think of something to say. It sounded as if the monks had been hounded from place to place, and Taron had done them a good turn.

“I can't promise you’ll be safe until we have Corsera back, but once we do, you're welcome to stay for as long as you need,” Dante told Fendal.

“We hoped you would make that offer. In the meantime, we offer to pay you a small sum daily to protect certain items for us. I know your mates are stretched by trying to trade and fly enough cargo runs. Our brethren can fly, and in many situations, we can claim religious protections and freedoms. We would like to trade for you, bringing you what you need with the comfort of knowing our precious cargo is safe. We will give you our profit in goods or credits in exchange.”

Dante blinked. The monks didn't have any money, but they were offering what they could. Without hesitation, he accepted.

“May the blessings of Drelmar go with you, Captain. Our order will be forever grateful to you and your family. We will ensure your kindness is passed through the generations and your children's children have somewhere to go to in their times of need.” Fendal bowed and left with his monks, giving Dante time alone with Taron.

“You look like crap,” Taron stated.

“I'm not the only one,” Dante replied.

“Aye, but I scored us another hundred thousand credits.” Taron pulled his credit chip out of his pocket as he spoke. “Sold something we weren't going to need. Should be enough to buy our supplies.”

“It'll sure help!” Dante held out the donation pad and let Taron transfer the credits to him. With the money Isabella had sent, he had enough to work with. Now they just needed to get the goods here.

Taron got up to go but stopped by the door.

“Did I see the Happy Guppy in the dock? Isn't that Limnad's ship?”

“Aye,” Dante replied absentmindedly. Then his brain reminded him where he'd seen that name before. “That's on Varun's list.”

Taron stepped back inside, confused but giving Dante time to explain.

“Varun tracked a bunch of the ships he sold. Serentin gave me the list.” Dante tapped on the datapad until he'd found it, double-checking. When he found the name, he almost dropped the device. Limnad's ship had been sold by Varun through another trader. The man had deemed it bad luck—probably because he’d realized it was getting them caught more often—and Limnad had bought it.

Dante hurried to the workshop and Ike. If they could isolate the tracker’s frequency, they might be able to work out how to track other Elysium ships. Then they could launch an attack.

Ike once again came to Dante when he arrived.

“What were you thinking, sending Limnad here to me?” Ike asked. “I can't be a glorified babysitter while repairing these ships.”

“I know, but he's valuable to us,” Dante replied, lowering his voice although Ike hadn't bothered.

Ike raised his eyebrows when Dante showed him the list. Neither of them spoke, but Ike nodded.

“We'll be able to track those sons of crocs in no time.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Kit's stomach churned as she stepped aboard Darq's ship.

Am I ever going to get over my reaction to this ship? she asked herself, but she didn't know the answer. It was the third time she'd been on it in the last week. With no other mates free and Sky the new favorite of the Kruk, Kit could best help by organizing the team of pilots—and being one herself—who flew the ship Darq had owned.

It was the alliance's greatest asset, but it wasn't enough. Ephren was so low on food that it was being rationed. Even with Darq's ship flying all the time, they couldn't bring enough supplies in. Not for a whole space station.

“I'm not sure what the point is,” Kit muttered as Taron came up beside her. “It's just a drop in the ocean of what's needed. Why don't we move somewhere else?”

“I've had that thought too. Why don't we just leave? We can't, though. So many people are counting on us. I also don't think Victor will stop if we leave. He'll starve them to spite us or make them join him. He wants power, and he thinks he can bring Ephren to its knees.”

Kit sighed. Taron was right, but that didn't mean she liked it.

“So, what are we doing differently today?”

“I'm coming on the run, along with Ryder and Lexi, but I want you to act as backup if we get into trouble. Hopefully, we won't, and then you can get on with making runs.”

“Aye aye. I'll follow along out of the way and keep an eye on you, then,” Kit replied, then headed to the main control room.

Bots scurried around, some seeming to have minds of their own as Taron left and shut her cargo hatch for her. It was empty, but she was loaded with credits to buy what they needed at the sector hub.

She powered up the ship, grateful that it looked like every other ship on the outside. At least until she pressed the right button, and then it jammed the usual radar signals and distorted them somehow, as well as taking on a camouflage that made it blacker than star-studded space.

That camo had led to Darq overpowering her. Ike had since modified the ship, making it faster and more powerful. With the extra shield cells she carried, she was invincible while she flew with a half-decent level of skill.

Old Harry had known its worth, but they'd made it more valuable, and she'd made it clear that she didn't plan to let him have it back when this was all over. Thankfully, the reward she'd been given for Darq's death had more than paid for her to claim the ship again. It was already registered in her name, which had been necessary to get it ported—on Ephren, anyway—but she suspected Old Harry had realized that was how it would stay.

Unbeknownst to anyone else, she'd paid Old Harry a significant portion of the reward she'd received to let them use the ship. When he'd extorted more out of Dante, she'd been angry, but Old Harry had merely shrugged. He was still very much a pirate. She’d simply taken what was mostly hers, which he’d readily accepted and perhaps even expected.

Once she was in space, with Taron, Lexi, and Ryder ahead of her in their ships, she activated her defense mechanisms and slipped to the starboard side of the usual flight path while dropping to fly below visual range as well as under the radar.

For a while, she traveled like that. There was a small asteroid belt to go through to get to the sector hub, and Kit remembered how difficult it had seemed the first time she'd flown through it. It was far easier now that her skills were more than adequate to get through with barely any hits to the shields.

They were out the other side before Taron hailed her.

“There's a set of Elysium ships near the next asteroid belt,” he reported. “A couple of kellians away.”

“Aye aye, boss,” Kit replied, wondering how he could be sure but not caring since she was just his backup. They'd found a way to predict where the Elysium’s ships were some of the time, and they were seizing the moment to try to fly past these and get more goods through.

It was a window of opportunity, but it remained to be seen if it would work.

Onward they traveled until Kit got three dots up ahead on the radar.

“Company,” she told Taron and sent him the coordinates.

“Understood. Keep away from us, and we'll let you know if we need help.”

Kit killed the comm and stayed on course while reaching into her bag to grab a snack. When she put her feet up, the six dots of the two small squads were clear on her navigation screen. Might as well enjoy the show, she thought.

Taron's ship struck first, hitting an Elysium ship with three bolts before it could get out of the line of fire. The Elysium ships fanned out, which was the stupidest move Kit had ever seen against three of the best pilots and gunners in the Aerie.

Taking on a ship each and cat-fighting in pairs meant the battle wasn’t easy for Kit to follow from so far away, but each shot that hit lit up the shield of a ship so she could tell how often each ship was shot. That would let her know if her alliance was winning.

She'd just eaten half her fruit-and-nut bar when another dot appeared. This one was much farther out, hanging just out of range of the other six and possibly watching.

Staying out of range of the usual radar systems but keeping everyone else remained in reach, Kit scanned it.

It was Garrus and the Top Gun.

“What are you doing?” she asked her empty ship. He didn't appear to be moving, as if he were waiting and watching the fight as she was. When an Aerie ship left the fight and headed his way, he darted away but came closer again. Definitely watching and not doing anything to help his mates.

“Taron?” Kit called on the comm.

“Little busy, Kit,” Taron replied. His ship was in the thick of combat, given the blast noises and shield crackles coming through the comm with his words.

“I've got a fourth Elysium ship hanging off the edge here,” Kit told him anyway. “Garrus. Looks like he's watching the battle and seeing how things go.”

“Give him merry hell. This lot isn't going to last much longer.”

“Aye aye, boss.” Kit’s grin spread across her face. Garrus wasn't going to understand what hit him.

Pushing the ship forward, Kit bore down on Garrus just as the Elysium ships tried to make a break for it, having taken more damage in the battle than they’d had dished out. Garrus came toward her as she warmed her guns but didn’t have a clue she was there.

By the time he realized he had company, it was too late. Kit swooped down on him, hitting his ship with all four bolts before he could react. He tried to run, but she went after him. Her ship was faster, and her guns had warmed quicker than his for the second time.

When she rolled to hit him again, he finally reacted, dodging and weaving so the last two shots went wide. Her ship detected the heat signatures of his guns as he prepared to retaliate, but it was clear he was having trouble seeing her. Without her dodging, three of his four bolts missed, and she smacked him hard with another four.

Finally, he stopped trying to run and turned his ship to attack hers. However, it made little difference to Kit. He was the mouse and she was the cat, and just like any cat who knew they were easily the most powerful, she smirked.

They wove back and forth, Kit diving as he tried to shoot her. She came up the other side faster than he could spin and hit him from behind. It was clear he was out of practice since his reactions were slower than they had been in the past.

Possibly, his repeated victories had made him complacent. The Elysium hadn't been beaten for months now, but they were up against the Aerie’s best today, and Kit had the element of surprise and a superior vessel.

She made another run past him, hitting him three times and only taking a single bolt in return. He had to be hurting, even if he'd been at full shields. Banking, she came around to starboard for another run. This time, he caught her by surprise, but she reacted quickly, taking two on the nose before she dove under him again.

Rolling, she pounded the bottom of his ship, all four bolts hitting his shields so quickly and at such short range that the final one got through and hit something important. He slowed.

“Let's see you get out of this,” Kit growled. He couldn't hear her, but she took delight in taunting him.

Now she really was a cat with a mouse—a maimed mouse that was out of luck.

Pulling back, Kit ran circles around him and dodged his return fire, preserving her shields and wasting his shot. She aimed carefully, taking her time to get the perfect opportunities.

As her bolts hit him, adrenaline rushed through her. Finally, his shields went down. Hers still read seventy-two percent. She whooped with delight and came close enough to grapple.

The long cables snaked out and caught his hull.

“Keep being scared, Garrus,” Kit snarled. “Payback's a frelling croc.”

Rather than reeling him in as he'd expect, she turned and dragged him back toward the battle. He hailed her, but she ignored it.

As much as Kit wanted to gloat and let Garrus know she had defeated him, it was important that the Elysium had no clue who was aboard the ship. They'd probably never seen it and hopefully never would again.

“Got your runaway,” Kit told Taron. Two of the Elysium ships had been disabled, one of them going around in tight circles before freezing again, and the third was hiding in the edge of the nearby asteroid belt.

“Drop him off,” Taron ordered. “Lexi can tow him and the other two into the sector hub nice and slow-like. I'm going to keep this last one busy for a while.”

“Aye aye. Does that mean this route is clear for now?”

“That it does, and it sounds like we've found a way to keep it clear for a while. If none of the mates get back to Corsera, they won't send more ships. Ryder is on the way back to Ephren to let Dante know. They're going to tell everyone who can fly to make a run.”

“All right,” Kit replied, her smile getting bigger. “I'll go guard the corridor to Corsera. They're bound to notice their mates are missing eventually. I'll warn you when we've got company so we can get the last of the ships home.”

“Just what I was about to suggest.”

“Have fun hunting,” Kit told him before she killed the comm and turned her ship around. She sighed, feeling lighter than she had in a long time. She had blamed Garrus for what had happened on Darq's ship, but she’d gotten her revenge. It hadn’t left him in the sort of pain she'd been in—she'd never wish that on anyone—but it would remind him that anything could happen when you flew out alone.

That wasn't what gave her the most satisfaction as she flew back to Ephren, however. It was the lifeline they were giving to the space hub they lived on. Elysium was choking it, but they'd cut the noose for a moment. If enough ships went back and forth, they could buy the Aerie what they needed to fight back.

As Kit approached Ephren, ships popped up on her long-range scanners, all of them heading in one direction: to the sector hub. She took up position on a narrow area of the route to Corsera. No one from Elysium would get past without her knowing, so everyone behind her was safe.

Reaching for her snacks, Kit sat back and put her feet up.

It felt good to be winning for once.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


“They've done it,” Rin called as he came into Dante's office.

Dante looked up, puzzled by the disturbance and what Rin was talking about. He'd just pulled out his datapad and begun figuring out how much money they needed when the man burst in.

“Taron, Kit, Lexi, and Ryder. They broke the Elysium’s hold on the route to the hub. They've told everyone to get flying asap.” Rin grinned.

“Do it. Get every pilot on it right now.” Dante got to his feet and considered getting into Catalpa and flying out too.

“They're already on the way if they can fly, but not everyone has the funds to buy first and then sell back to us. Normally you, Taron, Eve, or Kit hands out credit, but none of them are here except you.”

Dante grabbed the credit chip with Aerie funds on it. “Here.”

Rin blinked but didn't seem put out.

“I'd also like to request permission to utilize Kit's location in an hour or so to figure out who our mole is once and for all. I've narrowed it down to three people, but I can test it if you let me do that.”

Dante thought.

“Might it cut into this window of opportunity?”

“Aye, possibly.”

“Then give it an hour, as you said, so some of the ships will have gotten far enough out that they'll be able to make the round trip if the Elysium’s people return in force.”

“Aye aye, boss.”

Dante watched Rin go and sat back down.

If his fleet was about to start spending the Aerie’s credits like crazy, Dante had to make sure they kept flowing. He quickly tapped a message to Ike to bring in what funds he could for ship repairs, but pulling up Rin's transaction list in real-time and the list of departed Aerie vessels made it clear they were going to run out before every mate who could fly had money to buy goods on the other end.

“Frell.” He could think of only one person who might lend him the credits they needed to make so many trips and then wait while he sold said cargo to pay her back—Isabella.

He'd forgotten to message her since the last time he'd needed money. Despite that, he reached for the datapad, hoping she'd respond positively to his message.

It took him twenty minutes to construct a suitable request, however, and the Aerie’s credit was almost gone by the time he sent it. It cost him to send messages, but he pulled up his personal credits as well and transferred more over, bringing his own total down and adding a note to the transaction that he was loaning credits to the Aerie from his personal funds.

He was sure his mates would understand if he took it back after most of the goods were sold and the ships were stocked with fuel and plasma and everyone could eat again.

Dante also noticed that each ship was clearly declaring what they would be trading for, letting the others know what they should buy instead. One of Ryder's closest friends was working with the traders in Ephren's market to secure what they needed most.

It was efficient, and it made him proud to see their natural organizational skills. They were halfway through his money and showing signs of slowing when he got a message from Isabella.

Dante sat back, not sure how he felt about the response. After writing and rewriting his message, he'd decided to be honest with her, telling her that the route was temporarily protected by the Aerie, and they were trying to get as much through to the Ephren population as possible.

Her response was not just to offer him a considerable loan but to declare she'd commissioned her own ship and was bringing much-needed medical supplies to them herself.

I’d better clean up, he thought. He ran around the makeshift office, putting away books, tidying ornaments and knick-knacks, and stuffing his dirty laundry into a bag behind the door.

It wasn't perfect, considering he'd also been sleeping in there lately, but it would have to do. He then hurried out to make sure Rin knew more credits were on their way. They hadn't hit Dante's account yet, but he took his datapad with him.

“Ah, there you are, Captain,” Rin called when he saw him. “I've sent all the ships out, but I might have sent too many. I'm worried Kit will be overwhelmed if I go through with my plan. I can take a ship out to help her if need be, but that leaves no one here to coordinate deliveries and any extra runs. I'm also not sure Kit would have enough backup if the Elysium takes the bait.

“I can coordinate things here,” Kayla announced as she came in from the market. “I need a handful of the deliveries anyway, and I'm used to handling a stockroom. Besides, Angelica has been helping me for the last week, and I'm sure she'll help with this too.”

Dante nodded, then gave her the credit chip and told her to use it wisely. By the time he'd explained what the Aerie needed, the money from Isabella had shown up, along with a message saying she would be there in a couple of hours.

“All right. I've got some time,” Dante told Rin. “Let's get into space. I haven’t seen any decent action in a while, and I'd like to see Kit show the Elysium a thing or too.”

Rin grinned and nodded, and they headed to the dock without looking back.

A dusty Catalpa greeted Dante. He hadn't stepped foot on her in four weeks, if not longer, which made him sad. In the old days, he'd tried to take her out every day, but with the Elysium hounding them lately and the mountain of things to do to get the Aerie ready for battle, he hadn't been able to.

“Hello, old friend.” He sat in the pilot's chair and requested a slot to leave. “Have you missed me?”

Catalpa didn't reply, but her engines started just fine, and she let him power her systems on. Ike had made sure she functioned.

With so many ships out of the dock, it was almost empty. The stationmasters were working overtime to get people into space. A few were already coming in, and Dante grinned when he thought about how many would flood back shortly. The sector hub was probably feeling the extra throughput and had to work harder to manage it.

Dante hailed Rin. “Where's Kit, and what's the plan?”

“If I've told the right mole what's going on, the Elysium will show up in force to try to take her down in about ten minutes,” Rin replied.

“You used her as bait?”

“Well, yes, but—”

“Does she know that?” Dante demanded, gripping the armrests as anger coursed through him. She'd been through enough. She didn’t need to be bait for Rin’s scheme, even if she was in Darq's old ship. Rin was being reckless with her life.

“She knows now,” Rin replied as they flew out. “She's on with us.”

“Ahoy there, Captain,” she hailed a moment later on the three-way channel open between them.

Dante considered opening a private channel and telling her to head back to Ephren since she'd been out here for a while, but he hesitated, and the moment passed.

“I hear you sent Garrus a message,” Rin interjected.

“Aye. He had no idea what’s hit him, but he'll think twice about flying alone the next time.” Kit's delight was evident, and Dante found himself grinning at her victory.

“So, what are we waiting for?” he asked.

“Some ships to show up to try to attack Kit,” Rin replied. “Not sure how many, but they'll consider taking her on, and they'll think she's alone. They won’t suspect that their mates are missing yet.”
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“Is it also possible a ship will try to come from Ephren?” Kit asked a little later since nothing was happening. They were just hanging in space.

“Maybe. I assumed they were using long-range comms, but maybe they couldn't risk it being intercepted and flew closer instead.”

Dante sighed as he listened to the two of them talk. It was clear they were good friends, and he had to keep up appearances with Isabella, at least until they got back on Corsera. If it got their home back, it would be well worth it.

“Nothing coming or happening,” Kit stated after a while. “I guess the mate you told isn't our mole.”

Rin grunted. “I agree. Give me a few minutes. You two hang here, and I'll be back when I've chosen another. There's one more, I suspect.”

“You’re not going to tell us who?” Kit asked, her curiosity getting the better of her.

“You already know the answer. I won’t say until I am sure. I'm not going to sow doubt in a good mate or make someone careless around a bad one.”

“Well, you can't blame a girl for trying. Can he, Captain?” Kit asked.

“I can't stop you, but he's right,” Dante replied as Rin flew back to Ephren, leaving him there with Kit. When he was out of range, Rin's ship dropped off the channel.

“Bet it feels good to be flying again,” Kit remarked when he didn’t say anything after a few more minutes.

“Aye, and it beats paperwork. Even hanging around like this,” he replied.

“When we've got Corsera back and all this craziness is over, I want to show you a planet I found. It's stunning. Doesn't look like anyone's done anything with it, but it would be perfect for a little hotel or something. Or a zoo. Maybe an animal sanctuary.”

“A zoo?”

“Aye. With animals.”

“Right. I was thinking you were going to put fruit on it,” he replied, feeling dorky. Smart move, Dante, smart move. You sound like a frelling idiot. Kit chuckled anyway.

“Think about it,” she requested. “Something to enjoy rather than being in charge all the time. I'll handle the details, and you can just show up when you want to.”

“That your way of telling me I work too hard?”

“We all do,” she replied.

He couldn't argue with that.

Dante felt guilty about how long they'd been out there when Rin came back, his ship appearing on the radar before the systems added him back into the chat channel.

“Okay, attempt two,” Rin said. “This one looks more promising, sadly. If I'm right this time, we're going to have some fallout.”

“We'll work through it,” Kit replied. “It's better to know.”

Dante nodded his agreement. He was tired of the chaos, and Kit's offer of a break was appealing, not least because she'd offered it to him. His mind wandered as he thought about taking a trip to a remote planet with Kit.

Mind on the game, he told himself when his ship beeped to let him know they weren't alone.

He recognized the ship; it was Lexi's first mate Nedias. What was he doing out here, and why wasn't he helping fly cargo?

Dante flew his ship over to Kit's, wanting to stay off the man's radar to see what happened. Rin was already near her, slowly weaving across the route to Corsera to counteract the boredom of waiting.

If Nedias had noticed them, he didn't respond to their presence.

Dante waited until he was sure Nedias was heading for Corsera before flicking the comm to Kit and Rin again.

“Company,” he announced. “It’s Nedias.”

“Then we'd best stop him,” Rin replied. “That's our mole.”

“Oh, frell!” Kit exclaimed, but she was already bearing down on Nedias.

As soon as the man saw them, he tried to make a run for it. Rin dove across his bow, turning Nedias away from the route to Corsera as Dante hailed the guy. Nedias didn't answer, just banked and ran for the sector hub instead.

The three of them pursued, but the only one who could catch him was Kit. She would pull ahead and fire, but Nedias had the advantage. His ship was faster than Dante would have given it credit for.

“How can that guy fly so fast?” Dante asked his companions.

“Ike modified his ship at his request,” Rin replied. “It was pretty quick anyway, and Ike thought it would play to his strengths. He often backs Lexi up on runs to Jeb's farm.”

Frelling Enkoloth, Dante thought. They'd made their mole hard to stop.

However, none of them would give up. They couldn't. The pursuit blew any possibility of feeding him different information out of the water, but Dante had never been fond of that kind of misinformation. No, they had to catch him and hope they found some Aerie mates along the way to pen the ship in.

Kit didn't give up either, just used her speed advantage to keep taking shots.

Most of her bolts missed, but enough hit that they wouldn't need much to turn the tide.

“Thank the gods for Kit,” Dante said before checking that his comm was off.

He sighed. Careful, Dante. You don't want to make things awkward. However, he wasn't sure he cared anymore. Could he tell her how he felt? Should he, so she knew?

Dante wished he had the time to think about it, but since Nedias continued to flee and more Aerie ships popped up ahead, he couldn't do so now. The Aerie needed him yet again.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Keeping an eye on the radar, Taron hung on the edge of the asteroid field. The small tracker Ike had made sat on his control panel, matching the dot on his scanner.

It was the only Elysium ship they had not managed to disable in the recent fight, and it hung in the asteroid field, desperately trying to get past Taron and his ship to safety.

Taron believed its shields were low and the crew or the lone pilot was on the verge of panic. He had held the ship there for two hours by shooting near him, his guns warm and ready if the guy tried to leave the belt.

While he and the senior Xeartais crew set the trap, the Aerie mates and a significant number of the independent traders on Ephren, as well as a few families with ships, had made runs to the space hub.

After Lexi and Ryder reached the space hub, traders from there left for Ephren, sensing the opportunity to make some credits by selling much-needed goods and cargo to the Ephren people. Since Taron held the only flying Elysium ship that knew this was happening on the edge of the asteroid belt, no one was going to stop it, either.

It was a long time since Taron had enjoyed himself this much, and he made a mental promise to buy Ike a whole keg of the good stuff when he got back to Ephren, no matter the price. The tracker the engineer had crafted was making all this possible.

Another twenty minutes passed as Taron wove back and forth, keeping in line with the Elysium vessel as traders rushed behind him, undeterred. Now and then, someone hailed and thanked him, but mostly they hurried past, having gone through several times by now. Then a new ship, larger and moving slower, headed his way from the sector hub.

It hadn't been on his radar for long when his scans confirmed it was an official security vessel in the hub's defense and protection fleet. They came closer before hailing him.

“Is this Taron of the Xeartais?” the hail asked.

“Aye,” the pilot replied. “Who's asking?”

“I'm Gabe,” the voice replied, his tone conversational. “We've been getting a mayday from this area of space for the last half an hour. Someone being held in an asteroid belt by a pirate.”

“Well, you can see I'm not a pirate, and I don't appreciate being called one by a ship that's been attacking and hounding those who tried to fly this route for months.”

“Don't panic. It's clear this situation isn't as the mayday represented it, but you are keeping the ship sending the mayday from leaving the asteroid belt.” While Gabe spoke, he brought his ship closer.

“Aye, that I will confess to. You see, some mates and I came up this route to get some supplies for Ephren. They're starving, and we decided we'd had enough of seeing them struggle. We were attacked by three ships, and my mates bested the other two and hauled them into the hub a couple of hours ago. They’re probably being repaired and refueled as we speak.”

“We did make a note of those two, yes.”

“Good. Now think about it. If I was a pirate, do you think there would be a steady stream of ships going back and forth between Ephren and the hub, getting goods to where they're needed?” Taron defended his actions to the hub’s security people, but he was angry that the Elysium pilot had tried to get him arrested for being a pirate.

“No, there wouldn't. We realize that. We also don't appreciate our time and fuel being wasted when a ship is causing trouble it shouldn't, but do you mind sending us your logs? If we can tell our superiors we looked into it, we'll be happy to head back to the hub and go back to our usual jobs.”

“Feel free to have a look at my logs,” Taron replied, tapping on the control panel to bring up the information for the last three hours and send it over.

After thanking him, Gabe went silent, his ship hanging in space while Taron continued to fly in line with his quarry. While the security ship sat there, the guy tried to poke out of the asteroid belt, and Taron fired at him. The bolts missed since he was not trying to hit the ship, but he wouldn’t let the Elysium ship off the hook just yet.

“All right, this confirms that they were the aggressors in this situation. We'll take this back to base. Carry on with your day, but if this happens again, consider letting them go a little sooner.”

“Aye. I'll consider it,” Taron replied, and the commander of the security vessel chuckled. They both knew what that meant.

“Oh, and so you're aware, the mayday mentioned something about them only having enough fuel to get to the sector hub and another hour of light movement in the asteroid belt. That was approximately forty minutes ago.”

“Noted. I'll let them out in fifteen, then,” Taron replied, starting a timer.

“Twenty will be fine. We've got a small tug vessel that can bring them in as long as they get close enough, and we'll keep an eye out for them. Good flying, Taron.” The security ship started turning as Gabe spoke, making Taron's grin widen. He could play this game a little longer.

He sat back, keeping an eye on the ship in the asteroid belt and warning the ships heading to Ephren that they might not get in another run. Most were happy with the news, being on their second or third run, but the message would get through. His crew would get the warning too.

When the twenty minutes were up, Taron backed away from the asteroid belt. His opponent made a run toward the sector hub, propelling the ship out of the rocks at a fast clip.

Taron fired one last set of bolts in his direction, catching him on the stern and taking down his shields. It was a little mean, but the victory was nonetheless satisfying. It would also keep that ship from bothering anyone on the way to the sector hub. He wouldn't risk a fight when a single bolt in the wrong place could blow him to pieces.

Taron checked his fuel reserves. He had enough to get back to Ephren but not much farther. It had been a good run, but it was over. He'd made what few bolts he had last as well.

Hopefully, the plasma problem would be over soon, too. Old Harry's ship was being put to good use, but their reserves were still low. However, each ship that returned to Ephren helped bring its stock back up to the level where it should have been.

More than a little pleased with himself, Taron brought the ship about. As he did so, he was hailed by a ship coming up fast enough that he'd be beside it once he was up to full speed.

“Hello,” a familiar young woman sent over the comm. “Do I recognize the Aerie emblem on your hull?”

“Aye,” Taron replied. “Isabella, isn't it?”

“It is.” She chuckled, the sound merry. “I had it on good authority that the route was pretty safe right now, and I could pay Dante a little visit.”

“Safe enough, but keep close, and I'll see you get there. Kit's guarding the other end of the route, and she'll let us know if trouble comes toward us way before you'd run into grief.”

“Perfect,” Isabella replied and cut the comm. Taron was glad she didn't want to chat. He'd met her a few times and could see why Dante liked her, but he wasn't the most talkative of men, and he was tired. They had been in space for a while, and he was ready to land and take a break.

The journey was uneventful. The asteroid belt they had to go through was a problem for Isabella, but nothing that overwhelmed her shields.

Just in case, Taron led her over to skirt the edge of it where the asteroids had larger gaps between them, but either Isabella had been taking lessons, or someone else was flying her ship because it coped well and wasn’t hit more than twice the number of times he was before they got through.

A kellian on the other side, Taron was hailed again.

“You must be exhausted,” Ryder began. “Eve asked me to pop out this way to see how you were doing and relieve you if you needed it.”

“The guy ran out of fuel, so I let him head to the sector hub. I'll take my charge here back to Ephren. Why don't you go find Kit? She's guarding the route by the Elysium corridor. She might want a break.”

“Aye aye. I think she, Rin, and Dante have had a bit of fun out there, and they’ve asked everyone else to head to Ephren when they’re done. I’m happy to see more ships to safety. Enjoy the nice quiet run back, and stop by O'Malley’s when you're done. He's made you a thank-you present I think you'll appreciate.” Ryder cut the comm and turned his ship around. He’d probably head toward Kit.

Taron grinned again. O’Malley’s was one of the best restaurants on Ephren. Sounded like dinner was going to be on the house today, and he wouldn't say no to that. Maybe he and Eve could get a little respite and spend some time together. She'd been making runs past the Kruk home planet twice a day since Kit had established the trade deal, and he hadn’t seen her much since his brush with death.

They were a quarter of a kellian out from Ephren when Catalpa appeared on the radar. It didn't appear to be alone. Dante had Rin and Kit in Darq's old ship with him. They were in pursuit of another ship that bore the Aerie emblem.

“Is that Nedias’ ship?” Taron asked, hailing the trio of ships.

“Aye, and stop him!” Kit shouted.

Taron reached for the weapons controls, setting his gun to warm and hailing Isabella.

“What's up?” she asked.

“Got to deal with some Aerie business. Head on over to Ephren. You're not far now. The captain will be with you shortly, I'm sure.”

“Aye aye, boss,” she replied, which made him grin. He didn't respond since he wasn’t sure what was going on, but Kit’s request had been urgent. He swerved his ship across Nedias’ flight path, his guns still not warm enough to do anything.

Kit was the next to arrive, and she swooped over him in her black cloud-like ship and pounded Nedias with bolts. The man shot back, which told Taron this was a hostile situation.

I hope that's not Lexi's first mate in there, he thought, knowing it would hit her as hard as it had Dante if one of her mates was being disloyal. He'd been there when Rin had offered to sort out their mole. Could this be the result of that? Rin didn't fly often.

The four ships hemmed Nedias in and continued to fire at him, narrowly missing each other a few times. Eventually, of his own accord, Nedias dropped his shields and gave up. His guns were cold now, and Taron guessed he'd run out of plasma. However, no sooner had Rin sent out the grappling hooks than the guns began to warm again.

“It's a trap,” Taron called on the comm, hoping Rin still had his channels open. He didn't respond and pulled the ship closer, where the shots would do the most damage.

After flying under the renegade’s ship, Kit hovered, then rolled to the side and fired a single bolt at Nedias’ gun ports. They blew up and caused a secondary explosion. The ship rocked and vented atmosphere, but Rin continued to reel it in. Kit grappled as well and brought her ship around to the other airlock. Once she was connected, she dropped her camouflage.

Taron hung back since Rin and Kit were used to fighting together, and they could handle whatever was in front of them. Dante didn’t engage either. Someone needed to keep an eye on the surroundings. Dante hailed him.

“Thanks, mate.” Dante’s voice sounded tired and was hoarse.

“Don't mention it, although I don't understand.”

“Rin found his mole.”

“Nedias?” Taron asked, not sure he wanted to know but asking anyway.

“Aye. It's going to break Lexi's heart. She shouldn’t hear it from anyone but me.” Taron assured the captain that he wouldn't blab. They chatted for a few more minutes about what had happened on the route to the sector hub.

“Isabella just went to Ephren to meet you.”

“Aye, she hailed on the way through,” Dante replied. “I’ll help her settle in for a few hours, and I'll head back out when I can.”

“You don't want to show your girlfriend around?” Taron asked, hoping Dante wouldn't mind him being blunt.

Before Dante could respond, Rin hailed.

“Kit's got the guy. He put up a fight, but not for long, and no one got hurt but him. One of you want to take him back to Ephren so we can keep the trade route open as long as possible?”

“Dante should do it,” Taron stated. “He's heading back to Ephren anyway.”

It was brash of him to dictate Dante's actions, but he knew his captain. Dante would want to be part of the action and was likely to make the wrong choice in this situation. He also knew Isabella had provided much of the Aerie's funding, and Dante shouldn’t keep her waiting.

“I'm beat, guys. That fight really took it out of me,” Taron added, tying the decision up in a neat bow.

Hoping his captain wasn't angry, Taron got back up to speed and headed to Ephren. Catalpa followed, and the two ships settled on landing pads close to each other.

“Sometimes I don't know whether to clap you on the back for doing what's needed or smack you for not letting me do what I want,” Dante growled after handing the bound Nedias to the hub's security people.

“You'll figure it out,” Taron replied.

“Perhaps. But I've got a woman to charm just now.”

Taron sighed as he watched Dante go, wondering whether to say something about that as well. Eventually, he shook his head. He was too tired. It had been a good run, but he needed rest.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Kit took a deep breath to calm her adrenaline-fueled body as Taron and Dante flew back to Ephren. She'd been out in Darq's ship for a long time, but most of it had been spent sitting around and waiting for the others to do the cool stuff.

She put the ship back into camouflage mode when the radar was clear. Rin had come out her way a couple of times and had let her know she was the bait for discovering the mole in the Aerie.

That was over, but Lexi was going to be miffed. Dante hadn't sounded pleased that she'd been used as bait, but Kit didn’t know if that was because he was the protective sort or for other reasons.

Sometimes the way he looked at her made her wonder if he was thinking about something more, but at other times, it was as if he deliberately shut her out.

Then there was Isabella. The thought of the woman made Kit sigh. Isabella had everything Kit didn't: good looks, money, and superior social abilities. Kit felt like an ugly duckling next to the graceful swan that was Isabella. All the pilot was good for was flying and fighting.

She'd tried to let Dante know she was interested, but he'd either not noticed or had avoided knowing.

I was probably too subtle, she thought, looking at her radar and hoping something would happen to take her mind off the situation. Nothing did.

She sighed again.

Men were complicated.

It didn't help that she had mixed emotions about retaking Corsera. From the attachment people had to Ephren despite the current hardships they experienced while living there, she realized that people grew attached to their homes. There were plenty of folks who had made Corsera their home, and Dante had made no mention of what would happen to those people. Would they all be kicked off the planet if the Aerie took it back?

Surely some of them would just be doing as others had—defending their home. That was what the Aerie would be doing for the mates they’d left behind, although it would be more like an invasion.

Kit pushed the thoughts from her head. It didn't do her any good to dwell on this conundrum, and she was supposed to be watching the route to make sure no Elysium ships snuck up on the people doing runs.

An hour later, Rin's ship appeared on her radar again.

“I don't think it will be long now,” Rin told her. “Our people said Garrus and the other three Elysium ships left the hub and are heading back this way. They're bound to have been missed on Corsera by now.”

“So, do I head back to Ephren?” Kit asked. “Or can I have a bit more fun?”

“You want to hit them again?”

“Unless they all come through at once, why not? We didn't get to take any cargo last time, but I don't see why we can't now. They're bound to have some, aren't they?”

Rin chuckled. “I'm at your disposal.”

“Count me in,” Sky added, her voice coming over the general Aerie channel. Kit laughed.

“Okay, the three of us then. Come hide behind me, and we'll see what kind of ambush we can lay.”

“Aye aye, Captain,” Sky and Rin chorused. They flew close and tucked in behind her stern just off the usual route.

They waited for a few more minutes, chatting as they'd often done when they were on a ship together. For that moment, all Kit's cares were gone, her friends’ voices enough to banish them.

Two beeps on the radar let her know they weren't alone. Those were followed by another a moment later, and as she was considering the odds, a fourth.

As before, three Elysium ships were traveling together in the open, one hanging back between the other two but a group nonetheless. Also as before, Garrus stayed to the side, trying to hide.

Kit relayed the information to Rin and Sky since they couldn't see the ships yet.

“What do you want to do, Captain?” Rin asked.

“All of us target the group of three. We outmatch them, and I'm pretty sure they're carrying all the cargo. We can ignore Garrus for now.”

Kit drove her ship forward, and the others flanked her. If they handled this quickly, Garrus wouldn't have time to get to Corsera for backup. If he joined the fight, he would come for her.

Her shields weren't full, but neither would theirs be. Even if no Aerie ships had bothered them, they'd passed through the asteroid belt to get this far. Kit had recently switched out a couple of shield cells, so she could take more hits than anyone else.

The Elysium ships tried to break apart as soon as the ambush became obvious, but Kit headed straight for them. She shifted to port at the last minute, went between the two ships on the left, and hit both with plasma bolts simultaneously.

Their shots struck her as well, but the last bolt from each went wide, so Sky flew after her and copied the move.

Rin braved the gap on the other side as Kit rolled and banked to come around quickly. She glanced at the radar. Garrus' ship hadn't left, which hopefully meant he was going to join the fight. They would be outnumbered, but Kit was confident.

The Elysium ships turned quickly and fired the last of their plasma at the Aerie ships. Rin and Sky had paid attention better than she had and dodged the shots that came their way. Kit was a little slower, and one grazed the shields on the bottom of her ship as she flew over them.

Before she or the other ship could decide what to do next, Garrus joined the fight to defend his mates. At least she could commend him for helping them this time, but she suspected it was only because he had a score to settle with her.

As soon as her guns were warm, Kit dove toward the group, firing at them as they banked to come back for the Aerie ships. Then she sped toward Garrus and got between him and his squad.

He knew she couldn't shoot yet and tried to get close enough to take her out before she could dodge. To keep him from the rest of the group, she took the first two hits but dove under him before he could fire again, spinning and banking a second later.

The ship danced under her fingers as it came back around. Sky and Rin hit the other three ships with more plasma, working as a team but taking chances and getting hit back.

Kit had to make a choice. Should she take on Garrus or help them? Not wanting to be like Garrus, she let go of her vendetta against him and flew at the Elysium pack, her guns now warm enough to pound two of them.

“Nice move!” Rin called on the comm, and Kit grinned. It was clear the Elysium ships hadn't seen her coming, but Garrus followed her.

If she banked and joined her squad, Kit would bring the superior Elysium pilot near them, and he might hurt her friends, so she opted to keep firing at the same two Elysium ships. If they could disable one of them quickly, they could beat all four Elysium vessels.

Kit could only watch as Sky and Rin set themselves up for another run and charged the three nearby ships. Their move gave her a moment to dodge Garrus' next four bolts before her faster-warming guns let her fly sideways over the Elysium pack and hit them from above again.

“I think we've almost taken out the middle one’s shields,” Sky told her mates. “They've taken sixteen bolts if I counted right.”

“Both of you aim for that one next time, then,” Kit directed. Garrus banked toward Rin and Sky. “I'll deal with Garrus.”

He aimed at Sky, but Kit had seen her friends face trouble one too many times.

“Not on my watch!” She flew across Garrus' nose. Despite her guns not being ready to fire, her ship came so close to his that her move forced him to dodge. His ship was not as maneuverable as she'd believed, and he struggled to turn. Their shields crackled as they narrowly avoided a collision.

She watched her shield drain and knew his was going down even faster. That was one way to win this battle, and it was probably pissing him off even more. He'd have thought he was safe from her, but Kit didn't plan on making this fight easy on him.

She brought her ship around as Sky and Rin hit the middle Elysium ship hard. Its shields went down, and Kit whooped.

“Nice work, mates,” she said into the comm as she prepared to fly past and fire at one of the others. The Elysium ship in the middle malfunctioned, the final shot having caught something in its propulsion system.

It jerked from side to side before stopping off to one side of the battlefield.

“We've got these other two; they're as damaged as we are. You finish Garrus off,” Rin told her. Kit opened her mouth to argue, but Garrus shot across the front of her ship, which forced her to pull up and roll out of the way of his next volley.

Although she wanted to make sure her friends were okay, she had to trust their skills. They could handle a two-on-two fight, which meant she was free to take Garrus on. She promised herself to keep an eye on them anyway.

Her guns warmed quickly, but once Garrus had her attention, he backed off, being cautious. She didn't need to be, so Kit went at him full power. She was about to roll and shoot when he dove, which caused her to go wide. She didn't waste her shot, but he caught her in the stern before she could turn.

The next time she approached him, she watched for the movement and twisted aside at the last minute. He took two bolts on the nose and lurched hard to starboard. She fired the next two anyway, but the first only skimmed his shields. The second missed.

Those made Garrus even warier, and he danced around the battle as he tried to figure out how to defeat her. Kit didn't want this to last much longer, so she kept the pressure up, forcing Garrus to retaliate or defend himself.

“Shields out,” Sky called.

Without hesitation, Kit dove toward Sky's ship and reached her just in time to take two shots that would have landed. Her shields crackled but held, still reading over fifty percent.

Shooting while staying between Sky and the Elysium ship trying to finish her off, Kit took their shield down. Before they could run, Kit aimed a bolt at the stern and damaged the engine, so the ship stopped and floated. While Rin fought the other Elysium ship, Kit looked around for Garrus.

The only dot on her radar was a single ship fleeing to Corsera. Garrus had run.

“Frelling coward,” Kit spat, then returned her attention to Rin and Sky. Rin was still dancing with the remaining ship, and Sky was trying to help while staying out of harm's way.

Kit flew back into the fray and got all four of her next bolts off at exactly the right moment. The final ship lost its shields.

“Nice work, team,” Kit called. All three of the Elysium ships they'd attacked were now vulnerable. One of them could still fly, so Kit chased it, sending out her grapples and hooking it in before dragging it back.

“Rin and I are going to team up on them one at a time. You coming in for the boarding?” Sky asked.

“I'll attach to you and send my spare bots over. I don't want to reveal who I am unless I have to,” Kit replied.

Sky and Rin could handle themselves. Whatever resistance the Elysium mates put up, Rin was one of the best swordsmen Kit knew. Only Garrus might have challenged him.

“Sounds like a plan. We might send the bots back with some cargo.”

“Okay, but let's make it quick. Garrus fled, and he'll bring the Corsera force back here in half an hour.”

“Noted.” Sky cut the comm as Kit brought Darq's ship alongside Sky Hook. Rin brought over one of the Elysium ships and sandwiched it between his ship and Sky’s.

Positioning herself so the ship she had grappled wouldn't close and board her, Kit hurried to the airlock, gave half her bots commands, and sent them onto Sky's ship. They knew Sky's voice and Rin's as well. If need be, the pair could direct them to do other tasks, but she didn't stick around to find out.

Kit headed back to the main control room to keep an eye on her grappled ship. At first, the pilot hung back, but when they noticed Kit hadn’t reeled them in any farther, they sent out their own grapples and pulled themselves closer. Whoever was on that ship wanted to come over and find out who Kit was.

Before she could decide how to handle the situation, there were more alarm beeps and notifications.

“We've got company,” Kit reported, hoping Sky and Rin would hear her. There were six more Elysium ships coming up on the long-range scanners.

“Understood,” Sky acknowledged. “Breaking away now. We've taken a decent haul. I'll keep the bots for now, and we'll stick with you.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Kit replied as she strapped back into her seat and cut her grapples.

The Elysium ship attached to Kit didn't let go, but as Sky Hook rose and started moving forward, Rin brought his ship around behind the Elysium ship that was trying to reel Kit in and fired a bolt across its bow.

His message was clear, and the Elysium ship had no shields, so it let go and backed off. No amount of cargo was worth dying over.

“Thanks, Rin,” Kit sent, grateful that her mates had her back. “And Sky, you should head back. Let anyone you see know the Elysium is on its way, and they’re pissed.”

“Aye aye.” Sky sped off.

Kit and Rin wouldn’t be far behind, and their warnings might give some of the other ships time to turn back or hurry to Ephren. It would also let the Aerie know Rin and Kit might come in with a fight on their hands.

Although Darq's ship could outfly the majority of the Elysium ships, Rin's had the same specs as the other cargo runners the sector favored. She wouldn’t leave him behind.

The Elysium ships gained on them at first, but Rin knew how to fly, and his ship hit a decent speed before anyone could get within weapons' range. Kit hung off the back of the group, her ship camouflaged. She was better equipped to take a hit if the Elysium caught up.

Ship dots appeared ahead of her and Rin, coming up as Aerie or friendly vessels. There was a line waiting to land on Ephren.

“Looks like everyone made it back, and Taron will stop any more Aerie ships from leaving,” Sky told them as they drew close.

“Good. You dock too. I'm going to do a quick fly-around to lose these guys and come back as a normal ship with a different radar signature, then I'll dock too. They'd be fools to attack this close to Ephren and its security fleet.”

“Aye aye, boss,” Rin replied. Kit watched her friends head back, then raced toward the sector hub, leaving her pursuers far behind.

When they were barely on her radar, Kit turned off the camouflage and fancy systems and tucked into an unsuspecting group of trade ships heading to Ephren.

She wondered if the Elysium mates would attack the group, but there were three ships plus Kit, and they weren't far from Ephren. Either the Elysium was still looking for Darq's ship, or they weren't interested in another fight, despite there being six of them. They left the traders alone and continued past.

That went well, Kit thought, grinning as she headed home. She was exhausted, but the Aerie was finally getting the upper hand—and the Elysium would have no clue how they'd done it.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


Fixing a grin on his face, Dante stepped into his makeshift office to face Isabella.

“Sorry I didn't escort you personally,” he greeted the beautiful woman. She had brilliant green eyes and jet-black hair in a long braid. Her immaculate blouse and pants showed off her height and physique with a grace only money could buy.

She made Dante feel scruffy despite his captain's jacket and neat ponytail.

“I imagine you've been very busy,” she replied, then hugged him and stepped back to get a good look at him. “And I can't blame your people for taking full advantage of the opportunity to run goods. I only came because there was a good window.”

“How are you doing?” he asked as they sat down.

“Well enough, although our little ruse of making it look like we're together isn't going so well when we're never actually seen anywhere together. One of the reasons I came.”

“Aye, sorry. It's not been easy to leave Ephren.”

“I can imagine,” Isabella replied in a voice that made it clear she didn't but wanted to. Before they could say anything else, Taron appeared.

“Ike's dealing with our mole, and Kit, Rin, and Sky are going to hold the line coming in from Corsera,” Taron said. “Looks like the ships we originally fought are trying to make a run back to Corsera to let their boss know what's happened. The Ephren patrols are likely to be pretty tense after that.”

“Aye,” Dante replied, getting to his feet. “Send someone out to replace Kit and get her back on Ephren. She's done enough.”

“Permission to disagree, boss,” Taron replied. “She's helped, but her ship and its...” Taron’s voice trailed off, and he glanced at Isabella.

“Isabella can hear this. She's not going to reveal anything that important when getting her money back depends on us doing well,” Dante stated.

“Kit's ship is the best for being out there in this situation,” Taron replied. “And she volunteered.”

“See if Old Harry will take her place, or any other Aerie pilot who knows how to handle the thing. She's been in harm's way enough today.”

“Old Harry is out on another run with his crew, and so is anyone else who can handle the ship. I'll keep an eye on her and make sure she comes to no harm,” Taron replied.

“Thank you,” Dante replied, exhaling and sighing in one breath. He knew he was being grumpy, but she had been used by Taron as backup and Rin as bait, and now she’d volunteered to be the rear guard to ensure the Aerie mates could get back unharmed. He was worried for her. She couldn't be everywhere and part of every element of what they were doing. It would exhaust her if it didn't see her get hurt.

“Okay, where were we?” Dante asked when Taron was gone.

“We were talking about how badly our little plan has been going.”

“How about we do something public this evening? Dinner, or drinks at the least,” Dante suggested, well aware that the local business owners were offering rewards to thank the Aerie for opening the trade routes for even a few hours.

“Tell me what happened,” Lexi called from outside, her voice firm and her words coming out crisp and clear. She strode into the office a second later, her fists clenched and her eyes ablaze. She ignored Isabella. “How can it be Nedias? I need to see him.”

“Rin said he'll show you the evidence he's gathered,” Dante replied. “But he's not with the Aerie currently. Station Security is holding Nedias until we've seen it.”

“You let Rin haul his name through the mud without even seeing confirmation?” Lexi demanded.

“Rin used Kit as bait. Having him appear where and when he did was evidence enough, without getting to the part where Kit was put in danger because of his actions.” Dante’s frustration grew, but he tried not to get angry. He should have been the one to tell her, but with Isabella showing up, he’d forgotten to go to Lexi.

It also wasn't Lexi's fault that she was angry. Nedias had been her first mate when she’d run her own crew. Dante knew only too well how it felt to find that your first mate, the person you trusted most, had been doing something underhanded behind your back.

Lexi let out a yell, but it wasn't directed at him or anyone else.

“I'll go speak to Rin as soon as he's back. If this is true, I'll deal with Nedias,” she told him. Her voice was calmer, but anguish and frustration simmered just under the surface.

Dante nodded, and she left. He wasn't going to deny her the right to sort out her Aerie recruit and second in command, whom she'd clearly trusted. After Lexi calmed down, she would deal with the situation sensibly.

Sighing again, Dante returned his attention to Isabella, but he didn't even get to speak before someone else appeared at his door. It was the guard who usually stood at the door of the council building.

“A mutual acquaintance asked me to drop this off,” the guard announced, handing him a chip. “Said you'd understand what it was about.”

“Aye,” Dante replied. “Thank you.”

The device probably carried information about Corsera, whatever the Aerie moles had managed to learn. Before Dante could dismiss the man, he pulled out a small package.

Placing it on the desk, he smiled. “From my sister. A little thank-you gift.”

Dante nodded. Thankfully, the guard didn't linger, and Dante turned back to Isabella. “I'm sorry about this. There's a lot going on today. Maybe we can catch up after the Aerie ships are all back. They'll want to celebrate, and—”

“And they'll want their captain to celebrate with them,” Isabella interrupted as she got to her feet.

She was right.

“It's very clear how much you think of Kit. Let her know before it's too late, please. And let’s stop pretending we're together. It's not working. You don't have the time, and I will give you my money either way. You're doing wonderful things for this sector.”

Isabella came close and went on her tiptoes to kiss his cheek.

“Thank you for understanding,” he replied.

“And thank you for showing me that this sector has much good in it worth fighting for. I can see why your alliance rallies behind you.”

They smiled at each other. Dante’s chest swelled with pride, not only for himself but for what the Aerie had created among them. He led them, but they were making it happen.

A cough from the doorway disturbed them. Isabella backed off. Ike’s eyes flicked between the two of them. Isabella moved toward the door as if to go past him.

“I'll find somewhere I can be useful and come back when you're ready to party,” she told Dante. After she left, Ike came in and handed him a datapad.

“Our current stock levels. Based on our most recent intel and what we left on Corsera, it'll probably be enough, but only just. I'd like to add another thirty percent before we attack. Given what Old Harry can bring in with Darq's ship and Eve and Sky making runs via the Kruk, that’s about four weeks away.”

Dante couldn’t respond. Were they really going to set a date and time to take Corsera back? Dante shut the door and handed Ike the information the guard had just brought him. The engineer took it, swiped the chip over the datapad, and studied the scrolling data.

“Mostly what I expected, although there's not a lot of information here,” Ike confirmed. “I knew they had to gain the Elysium mates’ trust, but they're not doing it as swiftly as I'd hoped.”

“Me neither,” Dante muttered as he also looked through the data. It was mostly stock levels of basic items, how busy the dock appeared to be, and confirmation of things they already knew. The Elysium scheduled ships to keep the routes into Ephren cut off, and they boasted about succeeding. Regularly.

“I'll go reassess, given this new info.” Ike got up. This time as the door opened, Dante heard voices from outside. He and Ike stepped over to see what the fuss was.

Traders, merchants, and families who lived and worked on Ephren were standing outside the office, bearing crates, packages, pots, and in some cases, wrapped presents.

When they saw Dante, they began to hand them over, telling him why they were grateful and what they had struggled to get from the sector hub or been desperate for that they now had, thanks to the Aerie. Some cried as they handed their gifts to the mates who trickled in, although they were returning from the docks, carrying things they'd picked up for themselves.

“Here,” called one man, a merchant Dante recognized from years of trading on Ephren. “Fuel and bolts. I grabbed extra on my last run to the hub. Figured you could use it to go take Corsera. And I'll add my ship to your fleet whenever you go.”

“Aye. I'm not the best shot, but I'll fly with your mates, too,” another offered. The confident regular traders all pledged their ships or their hands to crew an available one when the time came.

Before Dante could begin to process what was being offered, Taron stepped in and started noting down names and the details of what was being donated so they could add it to their stores.

The returning Aerie crews helped move the items either to storage places around the space station or, if it was rum or food, toward the Aerie’s communal area. Others started setting up for a party.

Although Dante wanted to help prepare the celebration and forget everything but the hard-earned victory, he stayed put and talked to everyone who’d come, thanking them and doing what he could to repair the relationships Elysium's stranglehold on the supply chains had damaged.

Dante was relieved when he saw Rin and Sky until he realized Kit wasn't with them.

“She's still waiting to dock,” Rin explained before he could ask. “But she'll be here soon, and she's earned a break. I promised her a good meal and to have a drink waiting when she got here.”

“There's a party starting,” Taron replied as Dante nodded. His mates were taking care of her after all she'd done.

“Make sure everyone who needs it gets a break and a chance to join in the fun,” Dante told Rin.

“Aye aye, Captain.” The man headed off, and Lexi found him a moment later. She still looked peeved, but their discussion could not be postponed. Hopefully, the two of them would work through Lexi’s indignation. Her feelings were valid, but Rin had been right, and Lexi needed to find a way to accept that.

Kit came in a little later, grinning her head off. She carried a crate of her own, and more of the Ephren population was following her to give her gifts directly. It seemed some were aware that she'd flown one of the ships that had made the supply runs possible, even if they didn't know which one.

Dante wanted to ask her how she was doing, but he couldn’t get close since many people clamored for her attention. She gradually excused herself, headed into an area that was off-limits to anyone non-Aerie, and disappeared from his view.

By the time Dante was done, the pile of gifts and cargo was so large it blocked the hallway, and Taron had enlisted many of the mates to help him sort it all out.

“Make sure you take a break as well,” Dante told the pilot as he headed in the direction of the party that had started behind him. Music and happy chatter flowed their way.


CHAPTER TWENTY


Tired but excited and happy, Kit sat down in the nearest chair. Around her, the Aerie partied. It had been a fantastic day. They'd achieved much at very little cost. Their runs had restored hope to the entire space station. Many of the families and traders had thanked her as she'd tried to get to the communal area, and that had made her smile despite her exhaustion.

Someone passed her a bottle of rum, and she took a long, deep pull. The heat as the alcohol sank into her was the precursor to the buzz that helped her forget how hard some things had been.

Chatting, nibbling on food people passed around, and drinking was the norm until Kit found herself next to Isabella. The woman was taller than Kit and had flawless skin. Despite feeling intimidated, Kit smiled.

“Thank you for helping us today,” Kit began. “We wouldn't have been able to bring so much in without your help.”

“Thank you for opening up the route. My money wouldn't have made any difference without that,” Isabella replied, returning the smile. An awkward silence descended on the pair, and Kit tried to think of a way to exit the conversation without being rude or awkward.

“You know, I can see why he likes you,” Isabella blurted.

Kit froze as she processed what the woman had said. She was not sure who Isabella meant at first, but then the penny dropped. She was talking about Dante.

“I think he tried to charm me because the Aerie needed money for things like this, but we both know it's not me he wants. You should talk to him sometime.”

“You think he likes me in that way?” Kit asked. Isabella laughed and nodded. “Nah, Dante's that lovely to everyone. He's this protective father figure to the whole Aerie. That's one of the reasons he's so awesome.”

“Maybe, and that might be how he used to feel about you, but I think if you wanted a relationship, he'd be open to it.”

“I thought you liked him?” Kit blurted, the alcohol making her braver…or more reckless. Isabella laughed again.

“I do, but not enough, and not in the right way.”

“Oh.”

“Think about it,” Isabella urged as she walked away. Feeling awkward and on the spot, Kit didn't know what to do. She'd thought Dante had another interest, and he was her captain. But was Isabella right?

Kit stood alone at the edge of the room as she considered. She glanced at Dante, who was sitting on a sofa near Taron and Lexi.

While she was looking at him, he lifted his head, and their eyes met. He smiled and raised his rum bottle. She echoed the gesture and started walking over to him.

People crossed the room between them, and by the time she could see him again, Ike had gotten to him and was whispering in his ear. Before Kit could make her way through the mass, the pair got up and made their way to the door.

Kit stopped, and Sky appeared at her shoulder.

“That looked serious,” the new arrival stated. “Party might be over.”

“Maybe,” Kit replied, still distracted by her thoughts.

“You should follow them. See if you can find out what's going on. If Dante will let anyone know what’s up, it's you.”

“What makes you think that?” Kit asked, peering at her friend.

Sky didn't reply, just rolled her eyes. “Go on. You should follow him.”

It was the second time in less than ten minutes that someone had told her Dante felt differently about her than the rest of the crew, even if Sky didn’t mean the same sort of difference. Had others noticed something she hadn't?

There was only one way to find out.

Giving Sky a wink that was more playful than she felt, Kit wove a path through the pockets of chatting and dancing people until she was by the door. Opening it only as wide as was required, Kit slipped through. It was much quieter on the other side of the door, but she couldn't see Dante or Ike. Would they have gone to Dante's office or her workshop?

She had a reason to be in her own workshop, even if Ike was borrowing it, so Kit headed in that direction. When she got close, she spotted the light coming through the doorway and heard voices.

Just inside, Dante and Ike were looking at a datapad hooked to a device of Ike's.

“There, see? There it is again.” Ike grunted. “I think it's a mayday.”

“Morse code?” Dante asked.

Ike nodded, then noticed her. He just looked at Kit, clearly not sure if he should say anything else. His silence got Dante's attention, but as Sky had expected, he waved her forward and went back to studying the screen.

Feeling her body relax and the nerves recede at being officially invited into the conversation, Kit moved close enough to get a look at the screen as well.

It was displaying a set of wavy lines that moved across the screen. Now and then, the pattern changed before going back to normal.

“Who sent it?” she asked. “Do we need to go help them?”

“We've got three moles on the inside on Corsera,” Dante replied. “We didn't tell anyone while we didn't know who their mole was.”

“Makes sense,” Kit said, although it stung that she had not been told about it. Maybe Sky was wrong after all.

“When did this come through?” Dante held the datapad out to Ike. He took it and tucked it away after disconnecting it from the device.

“About half an hour ago. I didn't notice it at first. With all the Aerie ships on the ground, there was no reason to track anything.”

“I understand. I'll go see Councilor Trent and ask if he knows more. His man was supposed to protect our people. Sounds like he might be in need of it himself.”

“Hurry,” Ike pressed.

“Is there anything we can do?” Kit asked. She didn’t want Dante to hurry off, but she couldn't stop him.

“No.” Dante went to leave, then stopped and glanced at her. “We might need to end the party quickly and get everyone into space.”

“I'll make sure the ships are ready,” Kit replied.

“And I'll make sure the mates don't get too drunk.” Ike walked out of the workshop, but he stopped just outside. “Councilors! To what do we owe your visit?”

Dante and Kit hurried outside. Councilor Trent and Councilor Harper stood in the hallway, arm in arm.

“We understand congratulations are in order,” Councilor Trent stated, but to Kit's gaze, he looked anything but happy for them. Harper was beaming, however.

“You did a wonderful thing today. Councilor Trent suggested it was only right for us to come and thank you personally. Our little space station can breathe again, thanks to your alliance.” Councilor Harper stepped toward the party room, with the dull rumble of a baseline coming through the shut door. “Is that where everyone is?”

“Aye,” Ike said. “Let me escort you in, ma'am, and introduce you to the mates who made it possible.”

“That sounds wonderful,” Councilor Harper replied, oblivious to being distracted as Trent hung back with Dante. Kit wasn't sure if she should give them some privacy, but Dante stepped back into the workshop, and Trent followed him in.

Still close to the door, Kit took it on herself to be a lookout and let the two men talk.

“I've lost contact with my man,” Trent began, clearly not worried about keeping his secret any longer.

“And I've had a distress call,” Dante replied, his fists clenching. “You told me you'd keep them safe.”

“I thought my man could do so. But if something has happened to him, we underestimated Victor.”

“Do we know where they are?” Dante asked.

Trent shook his head.

“So, Victor could have them.”

“Yes.”

“I don't think this is a coincidence, right after we discovered who our mole was,” Dante replied. “If Victor has our men, we need to get them back.”

“There's only one way we'll get him to release our people.” Kit stepped forward.

Dante nodded.

“Let the crew know the party is over,” he ordered with a gleam in his eyes.

“Aye aye, Captain,” she replied. He didn't have to explain; it was clear what he wanted. It was time to take Corsera back and rescue their mates along the way.

“You don't know what you're walking into,” Trent cautioned as Kit turned to go. “It could be a trap. Victor could have sent the distress signal.”

“He could have,” Dante agreed. “But I won’t leave our people to fend for themselves.”

Kit set her jaw as she hurried back to the party, glad Dante had his priorities straight. They were about to head into battle, and she had to get everyone’s attention.

“Aerie!” she yelled when she was in the room. Silence rippled out from her position, and Sky spotted her and hurried over to turn off the music. The second the music died, everyone stopped talking and looked around.

“Aerie,” Kit called again, drawing their attention to her. “Victor has our Aerie mates, and it’s up to us to get them back. All of you, prepare to go into battle. Pair up, pilots with gunners.”

Within seconds, one table was full of half-drunk bottles of rum, another was covered in half-empty plates of food, and the mates had grabbed their away bags and were heading out.

Taron came up to her. Eve was not in sight.

“I'll let our allies know, but if we're leaving soon, they won't all make it in time. Eve did a last-minute run to the Kruk planet. One of the ships we sent that way earlier hasn’t come back yet. They messaged to say they were safe but had gotten lost.”

“I'll let Dante know, but I have a feeling he won't want to wait,” Kit replied.

“That he won't. Not if his people are in trouble. The Drelmar monks are nearby, though, so it won't just be us. And more than a few Ephren traders said they’d help.” Taron put a hand on her shoulder and gave it a squeeze before he headed off.

“Need a gunner?” Rin asked.

“Aye. Go get Kitter ready. I'll make sure the mates follow Dante's instructions, then join you.”

“What can I do?” Councilor Harper asked as she came over. She was one of the few people left in the room. Even Ike had rushed to a ship.

“I'm not sure unless you plan to back us up with Ephren's security fleet,” Kit replied.

“We can't without evidence that Victor has harmed our citizens.”

“Then, ma'am, you should return to the council building and be ready if one of us presents you with evidence. Failing that, prepare for refugees from Corsera who are going to be angry. They might consider doing things they'll regret.”

Councilor Harper nodded, and Kit followed her out of the main common room and toward the workshop.

When they got close, Councilor Trent appeared.

“Maive, we should go.” He took Councilor Harper's arm, and the pair hurried away. Kit quickly told Dante what was going on.

“We'll have to cope without our allies and Eve,” Dante mused when she was done. “I won’t wait when he could be hurting our mates.”

“I don’t want to wait either, but we're going to meet a fierce defense.”

“Aye. You know that better than most.”

“I don't just mean the mates and ships we've fought lately,” Kit replied, struggling to put her thoughts and feelings into words. “But how they'll be feeling. There are plenty of new Elysium mates who don't know us. If Victor made Limnad believe we were the bad guys, and it took us reminding him what we stood for to persuade him otherwise, the new mates will be even more confused. To them, we are the bad guys. We'll be taking their home from them, and they're going to defend it with every ounce of their strength.”

“I've considered that,” Dante replied. “But I won’t take the blame for Victor's lies and the crumbling foundation their world is built on.”

“No. And I don’t blame you, but they're not to blame either. Just Victor and those who planned to take Corsera from you. Everyone else is innocent.”

“Is it making you think twice about flying?” he asked, doubt creeping into his voice. When she glanced at him, she saw the hurt in his eyes.

“Never,” Kit replied fiercely, clenching her fists and lifting her chin. “I'll always fly with you when you command it, Captain. But I remember how it felt to lose our home.”

“Aye. That feeling we all know too well.” Dante came over to her. “Let's go right this wrong the best we can.”

“Aye aye, Captain.”

Kit nodded and grabbed her away bag from just inside the workshop door.

“We'll form into five squads,” Dante continued as he came alongside her. They headed toward the docks. “You, me, Lexi, and Ryder in command of four. If Eve makes it back in time, get her to take the fifth. If not...”

“I'll do it,” Ike interjected as he fell in beside them. “I've made a few modifications to that ship of mine.”

“Good. Who is your gunner?” Dante asked.

“Don't need one.” Ike grinned as he peeled off, heading for a different part of the dock.

Kit walked beside Dante for a moment longer, neither talking. They'd been preparing for this in one way or another for half a year. That it was finally happening was almost overwhelming.

“We've got this,” she told her captain when they reached the junction where she would split off to head to her ship and leave him to walk to his.

He gave her a nod, and she started to say something else, but Taron hurried up with a bag on his shoulder and a datapad in his hand.

“I'll gun for him,” Taron offered. “Get Kitter up and take command of your squad, Kit.”

“Aye,” Kit replied, grateful for the reminder that although she wanted to be there for Dante, she had to perform her role in all this.

Kit hurried to her ship and closed the hatch behind her. Rin had Kitter powered up and ready to go.

“Let's do this,” she said as she strapped in, grinning at her gunner.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Dante's fingers shook as he powered up Catalpa. Taron had dropped his bag and opened a channel to request permission to leave Ephren.

Either the councilors had told the stationmaster to let the Aerie ships through swiftly or they had realized it themselves because they had the go-ahead within a couple of minutes.

Still finishing the systems checks, Dante almost missed his slot, but eventually, Catalpa leaped into space and headed out, with Aerie ships ahead and behind.

They gathered on the starboard side of Ephren, the squads forming up behind their leaders. Kit got there just ahead of him, and Ike was only a little ahead of her, but Lexi and Ryder were already there, having helped get the ships into position.

There were more ships than when they’d headed to Varun's base, but it felt similar. This time, it wasn't Kit in danger. Someone was threatening their crew, and Dante wasn't going to sit back and let it happen.

He felt a thrill of pride when Old Harry appeared with Darq's ship. The camouflage was turned off, and six ships flew behind him.

“Brought a few friends with me,” he offered.

“More than welcome,” Dante replied, watching his numbers swell by a seventh.

The squads weren't even. Eve’s vessel and another ship were missing, and Old Harry's squad was smaller than the rest, but the civilians on Ephren and traders started coming out of the docks, making it clear their earlier promises hadn’t been empty.

Dante sat back and gave Taron the go-ahead to allocate the ships to squads as he saw fit. He tried not to let his impatience show.

Without knowing what they faced on Corsera, Dante didn't want to leave before those who could come easily had joined them, but he also didn't want to wait much longer.

When there was a gap in the flow of ships from the space station, Dante took the helm again.

“Time to go,” he announced. “I won’t make them wait for rescue any longer.”

Taron looked like he might argue, then nodded and moved to the gunner’s seat.

“Aerie and friends, move out and hold formations,” he ordered on the general channel as he moved Catalpa forward.

After he reached the head of the fleet, he took deep breaths to calm down, but the tension didn’t leave his shoulders, and his stomach remained in a knot. Only one thing would calm him—victory.

“Do you think they know we're coming?” Taron asked, which told Dante he was thinking about the battle ahead as well.

“Maybe, and if they don't, they soon will. We're not being subtle.”

“Too many of us for that,” Taron replied. “But...”

“You want Eve with us?”

“Aye. That I do, boss. She knows how to fly. But she's safer not being here, so I'm also glad she's out. I was surprised the monks agreed to help us.”

“They're not piloting or gunning though, are they?”

“No. They volunteered to do other tasks and act as medics. If there's a ship of ours down, they'll pull it out, help it patch up, refuel it and replace its shield cells, and send it back in.”

“That'll help, although the Elysium ships will be able to do the same on Corsera,” Dante pointed out.

“Aye, but it will even the field a little, and it's a role they're comfortable with.”

Dante nodded. It was help in whatever form, and he wasn't going to turn it down.

The fleet moved out, the kellians going by until they saw dots on the long-range scanners.

“Looks like a scout group,” Taron suggested before Dante could ask for an explanation. “They're turning and heading back to Corsera.”

“Victor is going to know we're coming soon, then,” Dante mused.

“Can my squad chase the scouts and hit them?” Kit asked over the comm. It made him smile, but he wasn't going to grant permission.

“No,” Dante replied. “There's not enough distance between us and them to make it worth it, and it would put your squad in danger of a counterattack.”

There was no reply, but Dante could imagine Kit pouting. After Darq died, she'd gotten her spark back, and she’d never been one to back down from a challenge. But as Taron wanted Eve there to help and at the same time away to keep her safe, Dante felt the same about Kit.

Another half-hour passed while the gap between his fleet and Corsera closed. They saw no more ships until the planet became visible, the base appearing and getting larger as they closed.

The ship beeped to tell them what they could already see. Victor was defending the planet, and he had his large fleet up there with him. Elysium was ready and waiting for the Aerie.

Dante had expected that, but not the extra defense towers. There were now four in prime locations around the base, and the Aerie wouldn't get close without taking them down. Varun had used two, and only one had been operational on Corsera the last time Dante had been there.

Dante could not tell his fleet to turn around, however.

“You see those?” Taron asked, pulling up a view of the base.

“Aye. Your thoughts?”

“They don’t have that many more ships than Varun had, and we’ve got more now too. They'll hang back near those towers, so we're going to have to play this smart. They don't know about our advantage with the monks, so we've got as good a chance as we've ever had.”

It was a fair assessment, and Dante appreciated Taron's honesty. For the sake of the people Dante had sent in, although Ike had chosen them, they had to try. The fight would be hard, but that didn't mean it wasn't worth it. As far as Dante was concerned, it was necessary.

Dante could see Victor's ship, the Flying Finman, at the head of his fleet.

“Hail him,” Dante ordered calmly. He had to keep his temper, no matter how angry Victor made him.

“Dante, it looks like you took a wrong turn while you were running to a new home somewhere. And you have those little lost monks with you!”

“Hello, Victor. I assure you that we're not lost. We know exactly what we're doing. We've come to claim some mates of ours, and we'd also like our planet back. So, if you wouldn't mind sending over the three Aerie mates you've got, we can get on with the planet transfer and governorship forms.”

“You are confused. We don't have your people. I believe you have one of ours, though. Nedias has been a wonderful help these past months.”

“I'm sure he has, just like our three mates have helped us. How about a trade?”

“Even if I had them, I wouldn't trade three for one, no matter how useful. However, as I said, I don't have your mates, and I don't know where they are. We caught them sneaking around about five hours ago, and they escaped before we could stop them.”

“You expect me to believe that after all the lies you told me when we were on Corsera together?” Dante clenched a fist. He wanted to know his men were safe before he attacked, but it seemed Victor wasn't going to give him that.

“Believe what you like, Dante, but I tire of this,” Victor replied. “Your alliance isn't welcome here, so leave, or we'll force you to.”

“No, Victor. Your alliance isn't welcome here, at least not the mates who backed you in taking Corsera from us. Prepare to defend yourselves or hand over that planet. This is your last warning.”

“We're not going anywhere,” Victor replied, shutting down the channel.

“They're warming their guns,” Taron reported. He had initiated the cycle to warm theirs, and the system showed Dante that the rest of the Aerie ships were doing the same.

While Taron was focusing on the guns, Dante opened a channel to the squads’ leaders.

“Don't get too close to that planet, but work as a team. Pick an Elysium squad and stick to them, drawing them out as far as you can before pounding them hard,” Dante directed.

“They've got one more squad than us,” Lexi pointed out.

“Aye, but we've got one more ship in each squad. If they team up on us, we'll handle it. I'm expecting Victor to hang back despite his current position.”

When Dante finished speaking, it was clear there was no more time to talk. The Aerie’s guns were almost warm, so the Elysium ones were too. The ships in front moved as Dante pushed his own forward.

“Here we go,” Dante muttered, only Taron able to hear him.

The nearest squad was led by Ramone, and Dante pushed Catalpa hard, playing chicken with the ex-Aerie captain. The man was braver than most, but he tilted to starboard a moment sooner than Dante dove toward starboard, giving Taron a perfect shot at Ramone’s underbelly. Two plasma bolts scored direct hits before Dante switched his focus to the other side.

After he pulled up and rolled, Dante found another ship, this one not familiar. Taron fired the guns on the other side, but the second shot went wide. Dante sped off, leading the rest of the squad away to regroup. No one had shot at him, but his mates had taken bolts to their shields and dished them out in turn.

“We got lucky that time,” Taron stated. “Never thought much of Ramone's leadership skills.”

“Perhaps not, but we're in this as a squad, and we've got to keep the rest safe,” Dante replied as he prepared for another attack. Surprisingly, Ramone's small fleet didn't settle back into their previous positions but came out farther.

Not giving Dante time to regroup, Ramone came at him again.

“Are the guns warm?” Dante asked. Taron shook his head.

“Ours aren't, but the others fired a fraction sooner. Hang back, and they will be.”

“That's what he's counting on,” Dante grumbled, so instead of doing that, he pushed forward, his entire squad flying with cold guns. Ramone's squad panicked, and some turned off-course, but Ramone managed to fire at the last ships that went past.

“Guns ready,” Taron called a few seconds before they were out the other side.

Thinking about what Kit would do, Dante threw his ship into a fast turn to give Taron the perfect shot at the back of the squad. As his group followed the maneuver, Taron took the shot, then Dante flicked Catalpa into a roll. Four bolts left their ship and crashed into the stern of one Elysium ship.

“Nicely done!” Dante whooped as he led the squad down and around to get back to the other Aerie squads. They'd hammered their opponents hard, but when they reached his ships, he saw that not all of them had fared as well.

Garrus led another squad, and he had either figured out or been told it was Kit who had hounded him earlier in the day because his squad and another were giving hers hell. No sooner did they fly one way than more Elysium ships appeared.

“We need to help Kit,” Taron urged before Dante could speak, but the captain’s hands hurled the ship in that direction, and his squad followed without question.

Ramone didn't let them go unchallenged. His squad stayed next to them.

“Incoming,” Taron shouted, firing at Ramone's ship as the Elysium squad loosed bolts at them. It took all of Dante's skill and strength to yank the ship up and to port so the plasma bolts flew past them.

“Thanks for the warning,” Dante growled, reassessing their position. They had to hit Ramone harder and send him running for cover if they wanted to help Kit instead of bringing more trouble her way.

Dante’s eyes fixed on Kit’s ship as it rolled under several bolts and came up on the other side, dishing out a barrage of her own.

Hold on, Kit, Dante thought. We'll be there as soon as we can.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


The battlefield Kit faced would have scared her even three months earlier, but today, it hardened her resolve to win. The Elysium fleet was composed of men and women who were willing to lie and steal to get what they wanted and crewed by people they'd deluded into believing they were in the right. And they were between her and her home.

However, there were just as many of them, and many could fly. Kit knew where she was aiming, however. Garrus' ship sat at the head of a squad just in front of hers, and it was the perfect target. For a third time that day, she would make him pay for his allegiance and his part in everything that had happened. Kit just hoped her squad could keep up.

It's not just about me, though, she reminded herself.

“Ready?” she asked Rin.

He sucked in a deep breath. “I'm not sure, but I'll do my best anyway.”

“All any of us can do,” Kit replied, grateful for his honesty.

The conversation between Dante and Victor was over, and Dante led the charge. Kit focused on the target squad. She had to get her group close enough to shoot but not let their momentum carry them into the defense tower's range.

As she sped forward, she realized it wasn't going to be a problem. Garrus had spotted her and was heading for her nose.

“You can't win this, Garrus.” She spoke aloud, although only Rin could hear her. “No matter how good you think you are.”

“He'll realize that in about five minutes,” Rin replied on his former mate’s behalf. That made Kit grin, but she had to focus.

She didn't break from her path, which forced Garrus to dodge at the last minute. Continuing in a straight line, she twisted her ship to keep the Elysium squad leader in Rin's sights. When he dove, Rin smacked the top of his ship with plasma. Kit rolled to the side as she banked, which gave Rin another Elysium ship to target as it tried to follow Garrus past her.

The sudden movement confused the ships in Garrus' squad, and they flew in all directions, firing wildly. Used to her flying, Kit's squad did their best to keep up and rallied quickly.

Before they could head toward the Aerie fleet positions and away from the planet, another Elysium squad barreled in from port, catching Kit by surprise.

The first two bolts made her shields flash and crackle as they blocked the heated plasma, but she managed to dodge the rest.

“Frell!” Kit exclaimed. The rest of the squad fared worse, having been taken by surprise as well.

“Can you get us to safety?” Rin asked, focusing on the guns despite his words.

“I'll do my best,” she replied, but doubt gnawed her insides as she searched for an opening. No sooner were his guns warm again than Garrus sent another volley at her.

Narrowing her eyes, Kit flew straight for him. If she did nothing else with her squad before she was in need of the monks’ assistance, she would take him out. She hoped her people could hit the rest of Garrus’ squad just as hard.

Garrus turned to starboard sooner this time and fired before she did. Kit banked and rolled. Rin read her mind and got all four bolts off before Garrus or his gunner could fire back. The first one caught Kit's tail as she threw Kitter the other way to keep her from taking more damage.

Then she managed to lead her squad back toward the Aerie fleet, the way staying open for just long enough. Around her, the battle raged on, Aerie ships locked in firefights with Elysium vessels. Everyone still had a working ship so far, but Kit knew that in just a few minutes, the field might look very different.

She watched for the next opportunity to smack Garrus hard. He didn't disappoint, coming for her as soon as his guns were hot again. Kit made the first move this time. Seeing a second Elysium squad close on his heels, Kit rolled and banked before Garrus could get to her.

Rin fired a fraction too soon and his first shot went wide, but his second hit Garrus' vessel head-on. When Kit flipped Kitter, Rin loosed the next two bolts, smacking one of the wingmen with both. Her squad tried to copy the maneuver, but they were slower to respond. The Elysium mates were suddenly among them, forcing them to scatter and find another route back to Kit.

They took more hits than they scored, and Kit got a hail from Kayla. She let it come through.

“I'm down to fifteen percent shields,” Kayla reported tersely. “I'm not sure I can make any more runs when we've got two squads against us.”

Kit thought about her squad. Losing the ship would make things even harder, but she wouldn’t ask Kayla to risk her life.

“Do what you can, and get back to us as quickly as possible,” Kit ordered, but Kayla wasn't as safe as the rest of the ships, and the Elysium defenders spotted that weakness. Kit swooped toward her squadmate, but she didn't get there in time to do anything but return fire as Kayla dodged and wove as best she could.

“Two percent.”

“Head for the monks,” Kit commanded. “I'll cover you.”

“Aye aye,” Kayla replied as Kit hung off her port, keeping the squad with her until Kayla was far enough away from the Elysium ships. Kit lifted up before rolling again.

“Frelling g-forces,” Rin muttered, looking a little green. Kit chuckled and wiggled the ship, then she and her squad dove back into the fray.

Both Elysium squads were waiting for them and rushed to attack. Kit set her jaw and opened a squad channel.

“We need to split those ships up. I want everyone to aim for Garrus in the lead ship, but if you can't do that, take out the second squad leader,” Kit commanded.

She received a chorus of ayes as she focused on leading the way, watching every move Garrus made as he came toward her. Barely avoiding his shot, she made sure Rin had the best opportunity to fire, and all four of her bolts hit Garrus. She rocked to the side to dodge his last two in a perfect trade-off.

With more Elysium ships shooting at her, Kit couldn't pay attention to what happened to Garrus after that. She kept having to dodge, bank, and weave to avoid taking unnecessary damage.

She was hit several more times, which led her to suspect the Elysium ships of following her strategy of taking the opposing squad leader out. When she tried to find a way back to Garrus to fire again, more Elysium ships came out of nowhere, closely followed by Ryder and his squad. Made up of pirates, they passed through the gaps, their flying skills keeping them from colliding.

The performance left Kit disoriented, however, and it took her a moment to spot Garrus. Her squad fell back into formation as she searched. His shields were still up, but he seemed more hesitant, waiting for her to make the next move. She pushed Kitter hard to get into position to attack first.

Again she took hits to her shields in the pursuit of the perfect barrage. Four plasma bolts left Kitter, guided by Rin's hands, and all four hit Garrus. The shields didn't go down, but the shots came quickly enough that the last two got through, hit the hull, and made something explode.

Garrus continued to fly, however, and Kit had to react to the flurry of bolts that arced her way.

“Shields?” she asked Rin as the guns warmed.

“Thirty-one percent,” he replied. “But something got through that last assault, and the front port gun isn't shooting straight anymore.”

“I can live with that. Figure out which direction it goes and either fire it late or early.”

“Aye aye, Captain,” Rin replied.

Once more, Kit turned her ship, though her squad was slow to join her. As she did, she saw another set of shields go down. Aerie ship again, but they pulled up above the battle and headed toward the monks for aid.

The second Elysium squad went to follow, but Kit spotted it in time to bring her remaining ships down on top of it. Their guns were unable to fire, but the leader didn’t know that, so he panicked and darted to port.

That was all the upside she gained since the maneuver left her squad exposed while Garrus flew in to fire his next round.

“He's got to be low,” Kit muttered. He'd taken more hits than she had, and his shields likely weren't as strong as the modified shield cells Ike had her using in Kitter.

“Aye. Let's give him another round.” Rin grinned as Kit did her best to oblige, heading to port of Garrus while Sky flew to starboard. They pounded his shields from both sides and were rewarded by the crackle as they fizzled out and Garrus was left vulnerable.

Kit noticed that he didn't fire at Sky, indicating that his guns were damaged, though his portside bolts hit Kitter.

“Twenty-three percent,” Rin called after they took an errant bolt meant for a squadmate.

When Garrus retreated, Kit pulled her squad up and surveyed the battlefield. More ships were shieldless or stationary, and the Elysium mates kept trying to get back to the planet while the monks helped the Aerie get back on its feet, but Dante’s people had lost more ships. Kit's squad had lost more than most, he reflected as a third ship peeled off and hurried to the back lines and relative safety.

The second squad hounding them didn't let up just because Garrus' ships were regrouping around a new leader.

Kit was forced to bring her ships down again, dodging bolts while waiting for her guns to warm again. It was beginning to look like they would lose this battle. Even Dante was hard-pressed by Ramone and his squad.

Angry at the injustice, Kit powered her ship forward once more. The second Elysium squad leader banked too close to her for the target practice not to be obvious.

“Give them hell,” Kit ordered over the squad’s channel as she rolled into a good firing position. Rin fired his first two bolts just before she rolled.

Diving again, Kit saw the planet, and panic filled her. Was she too close?

The defense towers came to life, firing at the sky and making it clear Kit had had a brush with trouble even as her squad retreated.

“That was close,” she gasped. The two Elysium squads merged into one long continuous flyby of enemies, while Kit tried to avoid being struck and gave Rin opportunities to fire back.

With him focusing on the task, all four shots hit something, but she couldn't dodge every bolt that was aimed at her.

“Sixteen percent shields,” Rin called as they flew out the back.

“All right, time to switch some shield cells. Go get ready and let me know, but don't pull the shield cells that are there until I give the all-clear.” She was nervous about switching some out mid-battle, but they needed to find an advantage somewhere.

“Aye aye,” Rin said as he unstrapped and hurried off. As the guns warmed and the squad formed up behind her, Kit did her best to keep everyone out of harm's way, but the Elysium squads were now working as a single larger team, having lost another ship on the last run-through.

“Ready when you are,” Rin called, but this wasn't a good time. They were about to be put under serious pressure.

Kit did her best to find a path through for her squad, firing a shot but not daring to twist her ship up and over while Rin was in the engine room. She managed to score out of both sides, but another ship from her squad peeled off as soon as they were through.

Having flown higher than normal, she found herself behind another Aerie squad, and Kit seized her moment.

“Now, Rin,” she yelled, her eyes flicking between the radar and what was in front of her. Her shields went down, but unlike others in her squad who had run for the safety of the monks to switch, Kit hung where she was, hoping Rin could swap the cells out quickly.

Rin pulled empty cells and plugged in full ones, and her shield level ticked up ten percent with each replacement. He'd changed out four when the Elysium ships came at her squad again.

“Last one, Rin, then get your butt back in your chair,” she yelled. There was a moment of panic as they ticked up to sixty-eight percent, but nothing flashed across her vision, and then they were back in the action. Her shields came up as she dodged the first bolt. Rin grabbed the back of her chair on his way to his seat, steadying himself as she banked.

Leaning over the back of his seat, he grabbed the triggers and fired, scoring with three of the four plasma bolts. She led her reduced squad of four ships back to safety. Not long after that, she was hailed, and Dante's insignia flashed up on her screen.

She accepted it, hoping he was all right.

“Did you just change out your shield cells in the middle of the battle?” he asked, the anger clear in his voice.

“Aye, Captain,” she replied, looking for his ship. He must have been close if he'd seen enough detail to work that out.

“I don't know whether to bawl you out for doing something that crazy or call you a genius.”

She exhaled with relief at his words, grateful that he wasn't furious at her.

“There's often a fine line between madness and brilliance,” Rin replied on her behalf. Dante laughed and cut the comm, then he was at her side, Catalpa taking the lead as their squads combined.

He was down two ships as well, but Kayla rejoined them.

The Elysium ships hung back, so the Aerie ships regrouped and got back into formation. Kit had time to look around, but she knew it was a brief window of opportunity. Whatever had caused the Elysium ships to hesitate, it wasn't going to be good for the Aerie.

When she counted, the numbers were fairly even, but Kit noticed a gap in the planet's shields, and Elysium ships started swapping out. Garrus came back in another vessel, and just like that, the Aerie ships were outnumbered again.

“Frell!” Kit exclaimed, aware that the monks and engineers with them weren't working fast enough to match the Elysium’s ability to switch to fresh ships.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


“We can't do this,” Dante said as the Elysium fleet grew. The lack of hope threatened to tear him apart, and he wanted to scream. The people at his back trusted him to lead them well, but right now, he felt like a failure.

“We're not out yet,” Taron countered as he hurried into the control room and took his chair. “Some of our ships will join the battle again soon, and we've just regained forty percent of our shields.”

“Aye, that last part makes me glad I forgot about those shield cells in the aft compartment.”

“That makes two of us. Shields at seventy-three percent, and I don't doubt Kit is back to one hundred. Her shields just came back online.”

“Remind me to tell her off again and hug her later,” Dante requested.

“Noted,” Taron replied. “Let's finish the Elysium off first. I recommend that we don't give them any longer to gain reinforcements.”

As much as Dante wanted to do as Taron suggested, the Elysium fleet had pulled back into tower-defense range, and the Aerie ships could not take out the towers without a lot more firepower.

How did I ever think we could take this planet back? Dante asked himself, but instead of ordering a retreat, he waited. Kit took over and led the fleet forward as Garrus thrust off the nose of the Elysium fleet.

Catalpa launched forward too. They had the best pilots; of that, Dante was sure. Maybe they still had a chance.

He fired as soon as he was able. Kit focused on Garrus, and the ships in her squad did the same. Ramone was nearby, so Dante concentrated on him, but there were so many Elysium ships that it was hard to isolate one target, so his squad hit whoever they could.

As he dodged, Dante took his eyes off the battle. When he got clear and could look around, five more Aerie ships were down, although two had come back from the monk-controlled repair stations. Only one Elysium ship had been taken out.

It didn't bode well, but he wouldn’t give up. Many of the Aerie ships that were still fighting were the stronger, faster, and more capable ones. They could still win this if luck was on their side.

However, another clash told a similar tale. More Aerie ships were taken out than Elysium craft, and several lost shields and went down in the open field, unable to get to the monks for help.

While Dante was still arguing with himself about whether to sound the retreat, Victor joined the field and led his small squad toward Dante. Kit and her squad flew over, having seen the threat, but Dante was hard-pressed to avoid getting hit and choose targets he could do damage to when they clashed.

When Victor flew toward him, Dante opted to dodge. He dove under the attacking fleet before pulling up hard and letting Taron fire at the stragglers.

“All four scored,” Taron announced. They hadn’t diminished any of the Elysium shields enough, however, and Dante had to hurry back into formation with not much to show for his efforts.

Garrus barely gave him and Kit time to recover before more Elysium ships came at them. He took bolts to the shields this time, which reduced them by seven percent. Catalpa shuddered as the last bolt pierced the shields and hit her hull. Two of the bots woke up and hurried off, but none of the major systems let him know there was a problem.

“That was a close call,” Taron muttered as they flew above the battle. The Aerie fleet was down by a third, and the squads were hard-pressed to form back up before more Elysium ships appeared to shoot at them.

Dante gritted his teeth and reached for the comm, but before he could tell his fleet to pull back, he received a hail. He couldn’t place the frequency, then…

“Hey, old friend,” a man said—a blast from the past.

“Quentin?” he responded.

“Aye, brother. I heard you were on a mission, and I was in the area. I've got four ships with me. Permission to follow you into battle?”

Dante couldn't speak. Quentin wasn't a brother by blood, but he was the closest thing Dante had to one.

“How did you hear we needed a hand?” Dante asked, still intending to retreat.

“Guy called Ike dropped us a message. Said you'd given him permission to gather intel on an enemy of yours. Apparently, I supplied the parts for something bad.”

“Ike would do that,” Dante replied, beginning to understand what his friend had been up to.

Quentin's ships appeared on the radar, but more than five joined the fleet. There was another cluster in a formation that looked familiar. Dante’s computer told him Serentin was here, along with his ship-sized drones.

“Heard you made good use of that list,” Serentin sent on a private comm channel. “Good. Helped, I understand.”

“That it did. You have my thanks for providing it and my apology for not being smart enough to see the patterns right away.” Dante stopped talking since Serentin didn't like long sentences.

“Most not as smart as me. No apology. Just let me test my ships.”

“Be my guest,” Dante replied. He would not refuse help, and he would never say no to Serentin. The crazy genius wasn't someone you denied, even if you were sure he was wrong. Nine times out of ten, he was more than intelligent enough to get himself out of any trouble his errors caused.

With the extra ships, all of them fresh, the numbers were even, so Dante kept fighting. So many people who mattered to him were entering the fight, and his stomach clenched. He had to fight harder, better, and faster.

Targeting a weak Elysium ship on his next run, Dante twisted and rolled to get Taron good shots. Their shields went down farther when Dante missed an incoming barrage, but all four of Taron’s bolts struck home and knocked the ship down. He got a hail before he was clear, however.

“I'm about to pop,” Lexi said when he accepted. “And most of my squad isn't any better.”

“Pull back,” Dante replied. That was the nail in the coffin. The extra reinforcements weren't enough. Dante again reached for the comm to hail the fleet, and this time, Taron didn't try to dissuade him. They both knew they didn't have enough firepower today. There was nothing they could do, not even when the lives of the moles they'd planted depended on their success.

“I want you all to know how proud I am of you today,” Dante began, pausing to think about what he wanted to say next.

“No,” Kit replied. “We're not giving up yet, so don't give us one of those ‘You did good but not good enough’ speeches.”

The anger in her voice surprised Dante, but he knew it wasn't meant for him. She was frustrated. He'd be angry at some point too. He already was, but he had to rise above it for now.

“What Kit said,” Ike agreed. “We can do this. We know we can. We just have to be what we've always been—more caring, more team-oriented, and more strategic.”

“Aye,” Ryder added. “We need to play to our strengths. That has worked in the past.”

Dante shook his head, although they could not see him.

“There are too many of them. I shouldn't have rushed you here to rescue someone when we didn't know we could do it.” Dante sighed.

“We all came because we care too,” Kit replied. “And there's never anything wrong with caring so much it drives you to fight for what's right.”

The words made Dante want to cry. He was torn, unsure of the right answer.

“We've got ships on the radar,” Fendal reported, his voice piercing the chatter of the others as they tried to persuade Dante to keep fighting. Everyone went quiet.

“How many, and where from?” Dante asked.

“At least twenty, and from Ephren’s direction. I believe one of them is Eve, but we're not as familiar with their ships as you are. Forwarding the data.”

Taron leaped to his feet and hurried to the console to read it while Dante pulled Catalpa and the rest of the fleet back for a moment, breaking the momentum to give the Elysium ships as well as his fleet some breathing room. None of the Elysium ships followed, so Victor was either wary or thinking he'd won.

“It's Eve!” Taron exclaimed, delight making his voice bright. “And the Ephren security fleet. I think the ship the two councilors came to Corsera on a while back is among them, too.”

“Hail them,” Dante directed.

“Councilor Trent, is that you?”

“Aye, Captain Zullo, it is.”

“Are you here to fight?”

“If Victor Marlowe doesn't surrender to answer for his crimes, yes, I am.”

“I don't understand.”

“I'll be brief since the battle will fare better if we don't allow Victor to prepare any longer. Eve brought three waifs she found at the dock before the council an hour ago. All three had escaped from Corsera with proof of atrocities committed upon those who didn't offer unwavering loyalty to Victor Marlowe. Since some of those people are or were citizens of Ephren before they were deceived into trying to find a better life on Corsera, we are obligated to protect them and do what we can to stop him. Thus, we request permission to join forces to arrest Victor Marlowe, should he refuse to cooperate.”

“Permission granted,” Dante replied. Trent had not been particularly brief, but he was grateful anyway.

“We're also a bit late to the party,” a familiar voice added.

“Mike!” Taron replied.

“Aye. Got the usual team. We'll join Lexi’s squad if that works for you.”

“Perfect,” Dante replied. “Everyone back to their squads. Ephren Security, half with Eve and two of the rest of you to each of the remaining Aerie squads. Councilor, please hang back with the monks, who are acting as a repair and medical aid station. Provide whatever assistance you can in that arena.”

There was a chorus of ayes and affirmatives as Dante brought Catalpa back around.

“Also, Councilor Trent, I request permission to inform Victor of the current situation,” Dante added.

“I can think of no one more fitting,” Trent replied, and the captain grinned.

“Hailing Victor,” Taron reported as Dante moved the combined fleet forward, noting that Lexi and a few other ships remained with the monks to swap out shield cells. He needed to buy them time.

“Actually, open a channel so everyone can hear us,” Dante requested. Taron nodded and did so.

“What is it now, Dante? Forget to apologize?” Victor asked before Dante could speak.

“Oh, quite the opposite. On behalf of the Ephren Council, I'd like to inform you that you're under arrest for crimes against the citizens of Sector Thirty-four. Evidence of your atrocities has been presented to the council, and you will be brought before them for trial. If found guilty, you will be sentenced. Until that time, you are relieved of the governorship of Corsera.”

Victor laughed. “The Ephren Council is a bunch of wet politicians who have no idea what it truly takes to start a colony. I won't be going anywhere.”

“Didn't think you'd make this easy,” Dante replied. “But I've got more to say.”

“Then make it quick. I tire of your pathetic attempts to attack, and I'd like to get back to my dinner.”

Dante ignored the jibe and focused on the caring element Kit and Ike had both mentioned. If he was to be a better leader than Victor, he needed to show it.

“I know I'm not a perfect leader or governor, and I know most of the people in the Elysium ships in front of me are just defending their home. This planet became their home after Victor kicked the Aerie and me out. I'm sure you're all worried the same will happen to you, and to all of you, we're the bad guys. We're the evil pirates who’ve come to steal what you've fought for, nurtured, and loved.”

“You could say that,” someone replied.

“We don't want to be,” Dante countered. “So I'll make all of you an offer. Stand down or walk away from your weapons now, and we'll make you the same offer Victor made to the Aerie mates when he took over. You can stay. You can continue to make this your home, and I will listen to each and every one of you when it comes to making plans for Corsera's future.

“But to those who were Aerie mates and are now Elysium, those who joined Victor, you can take this opportunity to gather your belongings and leave. This is your last chance. There won't be another one.”

“Go to hell, Dante,” Garrus replied as Lexi and her ships rejoined the fleet.

Dante had bought them enough time with his words, and he'd said something he knew would have an impact.

“Victor?” Dante pressed. “You can spare your mates. Just surrender.”

“Garrus summed up my feelings pretty clearly, Dante. Corsera is mine, and I'll shoot anyone who surrenders,” Victor snarled.

“Then we'll protect them from you as well,” Kit replied before Dante could. Her voice was cold, but her words were even. “And everyone else you've hurt.”

Dante killed the channel, not wanting to hear any more. Taron rushed back to the gunner’s seat and strapped in.

“Aerie, do what you do best,” Dante ordered as he flung Catalpa at one ship, the Flying Finman. Victor wasn't going to sit back and ignore this fight any longer.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


A ripple of emotions coursed through Kit, sending shivers up her spine and making the hairs on her arms stand on end. Once again, Dante had shown how well he could lead. She knew the Elysium mates who had listened to him would consider his offer to leave the battle yet keep their home.

She’d added her words at the end of his speech to make it clear. The Aerie would stand up for the weak and the vulnerable, and they weren't going to be bullied into backing down.

As Catalpa surged forward, Kit sent her ship and her enlarged squad straight at Garrus and the heart of the battle. She was going to make him regret the side he'd chosen.

A fifth of the Elysium ships pulled up and away from the battle and formed up, and as a group, headed off to one side. Most came from a single squad, but their bravery and decisiveness spurred others on.

When one hung back from Garrus' squad and tried to make a run for it, Garrus turned his ship to fire on it. Kit pushed the Slippery Kitter forward and took the bolts, and Rin seized the opportunity and fired back.

Garrus and Kit had taken four bolts each, but Kit made sure the mate who’d decided to leave was protected as she'd promised. Her squad fought bravely before she pulled them back away from the planet.

The Aerie got closer to the planet than they had the last time, the Elysium fleet having pulled back, and only two of the defense towers sprayed their hotter, larger plasma bolts into space.

Kit had to turn fast, and the g-forces made her grunt before the inertial dampeners compensated. She managed to avoid being hit, but not all of her squad was as lucky.

Other squads executed their own attacks, and the Ephren security fleet’s ships made a huge difference. The Aerie now had one more squad than the Elysium fleet, Eve having forming a new one with half the security fleet, Serentin and his drones, and the other five Aerie leaders. Many of the Elysium ships had retreated and were off to one side of the battlefield.

The Aerie’s first run took out two more ships, but the Elysium ships around Victor and the Flying Finman focused on Dante. Catalpa was still in the thick of the battle, unable to get out, with multiple volleys heading his way.

“Sky, take control of our squad,” Kit ordered. “You've got this, and Dante needs backup.”

“Aye aye,” Sky replied as Kit left the squad.

“Guns ready,” Rin informed her as she lunged over Catalpa, heading for the Flying Finman. She twisted Kitter behind it, and Rin pummeled Victor's ship with all four bolts before she came back up the other side and intercepted two bolts meant for Dante.

Her captain followed her out of the fray, letting Kitter shield him until he could regroup with his battered squad.

“Shields?” Kit asked as she fell in on Dante's flank, making it clear she wasn't letting him out of her sight again.

“Forty-two percent,” Rin replied.

“It's enough,” she said to reassure herself as well as her gunner.

While the guns warmed so she could make another run, Kit saw that Ike had brought his squad closer to the action. The ship he was flying was faster than the rest and packed more of a punch.

“Thanks, Kit,” Dante sent over the comm. “Be careful out there. We need you too.”

“Aye, Captain,” she replied. She didn’t argue, although she intended to disobey him if she felt it was necessary.

Rin laughed as she muted her mic.

“I can see why he likes you.”

“Apparently, everyone but me can.” Kit grinned as Dante went forward again. She followed, determined to help him take out his target. The Flying Finman banked to head the other way.

“Coward,” Kit muttered, but she pulled up and over Catalpa anyway, giving Rin the view to shoot. Three of Rin’s bolts hit, along with two of Taron’s, then the ships had to dodge fire and errant bolts from Victor’s squadmates.

It took Kit a moment to make her way through, constantly checking Dante was safe, but the extra ships Ike had brought over and her presence deterred the Elysium enough that they found a clear route and regrouped to port of the fight to head back in.

“He can't have much capacity left,” Rin said, not needing to clarify who they were talking about. “He took two hits from Ike as well and another one from an Elysium ship.

“Deliberately?”

“Accidentally. It was aiming at Catalpa.”

Kit nodded and watched for her commander's next move, but he held back, his ship not flying quite right.

“Protective sphere around Catalpa now,” she directed into the comm. She threw Kitter forward as Victor charged again, but she wasn't quick enough to get in the way. Victor fired at Catalpa, which drained her shields, but the remaining Aerie ships rushed forward and counterattacked.

The Elysium squad stepped in to help Victor and it became a free-for-all, ships darting here and there, simultaneously attacking and defending.

“She should be fixed in a few minutes,” Dante reported. “Slight malfunction on the particle flow. Working on it now, but I'm dead in the water.”

“We'll keep you safe,” Kit replied. She saw that Victor had only pulled back far enough to make another run.

Kit put her ship in the way at the last minute and fired back. They swapped bolts, and a few shots from Victor's squad got through the gaps, but her interference gave the Aerie time to form up around Catalpa. No ship would get close until Dante was flying again.

While Victor led his squad at hers again, Kit held her position and protected Catalpa, taking the brunt of the damage while dishing out her own volleys. It wasn't ideal. In the protective stance, they took more hits than they dealt out, but the battle raged around them, and the odds continued to tip in their favor, numbers and skill dictating the winning side.

Their little pocket was even, but then several of Ike's crew lost shields and darted toward the monks. The sphere thinned until Kit knew it couldn't take another round.

“Shields are down to thirteen percent,” Rin reported when Kit continued to hover in front of Catalpa.

“We're up. We can fly again,” Dante announced, clearly relieved. Kit flung the ship over and back to get out of his way. Dodging instead of attacking, Kitter withstood the next wave of Elysium ships, but Rin had plenty to aim at, and there were still so many bolts flying that she couldn't avoid all the hits.

“Five percent,” Rin stated, “but we took out the shields on another of Victor's ships.”

“Okay. Head to the engine room again. This fight's almost over, so just switch out the one shield cell and get it back online as quickly as you can.”

As Rin sprinted down the corridor, Kit slotted the ship in behind Catalpa, using her for protection instead of the other way around.

With her shields down, she could only watch as Victor flew at them yet again. She couldn't take a hit yet.

“Come on, Rin!” she called. The Elysium ships were on them, going for Dante again. Catalpa did her best to dodge and Kitter did the same, then Dante realized Kit was vulnerable behind him.

“Done!” Rin yelled, and Kit immediately ascended, intending to fly over Catalpa. Dante's shields went down as she did, but Victor was coming straight for him.

Unable to get in front of Catalpa in time, with both ships heading toward each other too fast, Kit spun her ship, banking hard. Behind her, Rin let out a yelp as she fired first the starboard and then the portside guns. All four bolts hit Victor, but he flew straight at Catalpa.

“He's going to crash into him,” Kit growled. Another Aerie ship cut across the front, also firing at Victor and taking bolts from other Elysium ships that were meant for Catalpa.

Victor's shields went down as the Aerie ships copied Kit and fired when they couldn't get in the way. More bolts hit Victor's ship, fired before his shields went down.

The Flying Finman exploded, and a flaming sphere rocketed out. It engulfed Ike's ship, but the shield held and protected Catalpa as Dante fought to pull up. Kit got out of his way, and Ike's shield finally failed.

Rin came into the control room as Ike's ship became a fireball, too close to the explosion from the Finman to survive.

“Ike?” Rin shouted as he ran to a console to scan for life signs.

Kit couldn't talk, but her hands flew as her mind tried to process what had happened. Ike had sacrificed his life to keep her and Dante safe.

“Come on, Ike. I know you keep your suit in good condition.” Rin frantically entered commands.

“No suit could survive that,” Kit replied, her voice sounding strange in her own ears. Emotionless.

The battle continued, but more Elysium ships fled as the Aerie and its allies overwhelmed them. Kit couldn't bring herself to move her ship since she was no longer in danger of being shot at. Instead, she stared at the wreckage. Catalpa remained beside her.

“Kit?” Dante's voice came over the comm, the quiver in it evident.

“Yes?” she replied, swallowing. Her thoughts seemed to come through a fog, unfinished, and she couldn’t remember them after they fully formed.

“Are you hurt?” he asked.

“No,” she replied. “Ike?”

“I know. He...” Dante’s voice trailed off. “We need to get the rest of the ships safe. We have to keep fighting.”

Kit swallowed again and nodded, although neither Rin, who was still frantically pressing buttons, nor Dante could see her.

When she could bring herself to turn her head, Kit searched for her gunner’s eyes, although she was frightened of what she might find there. Head in his hands, Rin sat, unmoving, in the navigator’s chair. Ike had been a close friend, and he’d invited Rin into the Aerie.

As tears threatened to fall, Kit hastily blinked and looked for something to focus on. Rin tried to wipe his tears away without her noticing as the Elysium ships pulled back toward the planet, but whoever was on the surface and in control of the shields didn't lower them, which kept the Elysium ships from landing.

“Target the base’s shields,” Dante ordered. “Leave the ships alone unless they fire on us.”

The fight seemed to have gone out of everyone, and the Elysium squads offered no resistance. They hung back and let the Aerie form up just beyond tower range and assault the base’s shields.

This far out, they weren't doing much damage with each hit, but they did enough, and even Serentin didn't risk his drones by flying closer.

With something to focus on, Kit calmed down, leaving her gunner to grieve.

“Shields down. Well done, mates,” Dante offered as the shield dome crackled and fizzled out before their eyes.

The Aerie ships stopped firing. The two defense towers that had fired on them were intact, but they weren’t enough to stop this many ships. Well, it wouldn’t be if they had any shield capacity left.

“How many spare shield cells do we have left, Rin?” Kit asked. He jumped and couldn't seem to speak at first.

“Five, I think,” he replied eventually.

Instead of asking him to change them, she got up and hurried to the engine room. The spent cells were piled on one side, looking like they'd been thrown around. The fresh ones were in the crate, ready to be inserted.

After switching the shields off, ignoring the warning beeps that let her know her ship would be defenseless, Kit pulled out the cell tray and yanked out five of the cells that read zero. As she did, she remembered the first time she'd seen Ike doing this, berating someone for not getting him the fresh cells quickly enough.

Tears formed again and rolled down her cheeks as she picked up a full cell. By the time she'd put in the last of the five, the tears were flowing freely, and she didn’t try to hide the sobs that went with them. Ike had been there for everyone at some point. His fingerprints were all over her ship, from the bots that scurried around to the many improvements and repairs he'd made.

As she shoved the cell tray back in, Rin appeared behind her, his eyes red and puffy. While the shields came back online, he held his arms out to give her a hug.

She accepted it gladly, but another large sob wracked her body.

“He was a hero to the end,” Rin told her as he choked up. “But he'd want us to finish this and get Corsera back.”

Kit nodded and ignored the ache in her chest to focus on what she needed to do. As they went back to the main control room, Dante's voice came through the comm again.

“The towers will fire on us, so we need to get down there and shut them off. We should expect ground resistance, but we have enough people to overwhelm them. Any ships that can get their shields up to a third or higher should do so if you haven’t already, then form up on me. We'll land as quickly as possible.”

Kit strapped in again, grateful when Rin slid into the gunner’s seat and did the same. Without responding, Kit moved her ship to sit off Catalpa again.

If anyone landed, she would be with them all the way.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Taking deep breaths and trying not to look at Taron, Dante focused on the controls in front of him. His chest hurt, and memories of Ike's face throughout their friendship came into his head.

Although he tried to focus on what he was doing, there was a lump in his throat. If he couldn’t concentrate, he was going to yell, wail, or thump something hard.

Despite the rage that boiled beneath the surface, Dante was still leading the Aerie, and Kit had just brought her ship in close, ready to land along with him. It was hard to look at her without thinking about how much she'd done during the battle. More than once, he'd feared she’d die, long before Ike had. His emotions threatened to drown him again.

Pushing them away for the hundredth time, Dante focused on his radar and the positions of the remaining Aerie ships.

More ships followed Kit as their shields came back online, having swapped out cells. Others came in from the Drelmar ships, including the Ephren councilors’ ship. Dante opened a broadcast channel.

“Elysium ships who sat out the fight. When it is safe, you will all be permitted to land. Those who fought on after the council charged Victor, I imagine they will want to speak to you, especially if you held a position of authority on Corsera. You may elect a representative to come and discuss what to do with your belongings, but I would recommend waiting until it's safe.”

Now more in control, Dante focused on the docks and the landing pads that were exposed. Without the shields, nothing would stop them from landing, but Dante didn’t know if they'd gain easy access to the planetary base.

“Are your suit and shield fully functional?” Dante asked his second.

“Always,” Taron replied.

That was all Dante needed. Moving fast but ready to dodge if the towers fired, Dante flew Catalpa down to the planet. The towers that had fired during the battle fired at them now, but Catalpa and the others dodged and kept descending.

Several bolts hit him or grazed his shields on the way down, but none did significant damage. Then he was beneath the towers’ reach and landing on the planet.

As he’d suspected, the mates on the planet hadn't opened the hangar bay doors. The lockdown feature was a new addition to the base’s defenses, but there were several docking platforms out in the open, as well as an airlock that would let them in.

People came out to meet them, many wielding guns. Taron picked his up, but Dante shook his head and made him put it back.

“No one else is dying today. Those mates might not have got the message about Victor's death or the council’s proof of his guilt.

“As you wish,” Taron replied, but his expression suggested he'd have happily shot them all if they tried to stop the Aerie from taking Corsera back.

Dante walked out of the cargo hatch and up to the Elysium mates without checking to see if any of his own mates were with him. When he stopped a few meters from the defenders, Kit appeared beside him.

“Victor is dead, but he was wanted for crimes against the sector’s citizens anyway. As the former governor of Corsera, the colony falls to me to govern again,” Dante began. “I don't want to hurt anyone else. I never wanted to hurt anyone. Please stand down and let my ships land. Then we'll discuss the future of the planet like grown men.”

For a moment, Dante wasn't sure the men who'd come out to greet him would heed his request. None of them spoke, just glanced at his mates and Councilor Trent, who also appeared, heavily guarded. Dante could hear Aerie ships landing behind him, and the towers had stopped shooting, emboldening more Aerie ships to land.

“It doesn't look like we have much choice in it, does it?” one of the men asked. He stood in front of the group with a gun in one hand but not aimed at anyone.

“I'd rather you were willing. I don't like to force people's hands. If my governance style doesn't suit you, you can leave. I'm sure Ephren would welcome you.”

The man eyed Dante.

“I guess we'll just have to see about that too.” With those words, the man backed up and let Dante walk to the airlock. Kit and Taron flanked him.

Inside, more mates appeared to greet or meet him, some wary, others antagonistic.

“Get the hangar open, the towers powered down, and everyone out in the open. When all the Elysium mates who want to stay are here, as well as our Aerie mates, I'll talk to everyone,” Dante ordered his senior crew.

Taron, Rin, and Lexi left to spread the word, but Dante caught Kit's arm as she went to help.

She stopped and looked at him, letting him see the puffy eyelids and the tear tracks on her face. It was almost enough to set him off again, especially after she launched herself at him for a hug. He wrapped his arms around her, inhaling the scent of her hair and feeling her warmth as he held her tight.

“I thought Victor was going to collide with you,” she murmured. “Thought you were a goner.”

“I thought you were going to be the one who exploded,” he replied. “Especially when you stayed right in front of me and took all those hits.”

She exhaled and looked up at him but didn’t let go.

“Promise me you won't put yourself in danger like that again?” Dante asked. “I can't lose you, too. It's bad enough...”

“I can't promise if the Aerie or you needs me, but...” She couldn't finish either.

“I love you, Kit,” he blurted. “I need you.”

Until he’d said the words, he hadn’t realized how true they were, but after everything that had happened, he needed her at his side. Needed to know she was with him. Always.

“I love you too.” Her voice was barely above a whisper, and a tear snaked down her cheek before she wiped both eyes. “I’ve loved you for a long time. We can talk more later. After we've sorted this mess out and can cry without an audience.”

He nodded and let her pull out of his arms, immediately feeling bereft. Grateful she’d decided to stick close, Dante took command, issuing orders and getting the base organized.

Fifteen minutes later, three groups of people stood before him: those who had remained on the base, in various states of dress, health, and gratitude for the change of leadership, the Aerie mates who'd helped take Corsera back, and the Elysium mates who had stood down when asked and now called this place home.

Dante recognized some of the people from Ephren and others from the sector hub, but there were equally plenty of people he didn't recognize.

“I don't know what life on Corsera has looked like for the last six months, nor do I know what Victor has told you about me, so I will start with an introduction to me, to the Aerie, and to what the future will hold if you stay here,” Dante began as he looked at their faces.

“I'm the leader of the Aerie, and I was the original governor of Corsera. The Aerie stands up for the downtrodden. We are a voice for the voiceless, and we fight injustice within our sphere of influence. We believe all people are equal. That all have the right to better themselves and be respected for who they are. All are expected to treat others kindly, fairly, and justly. The Aerie is a family.”

Dante felt a lump rise in his throat again when he realized one very important family member couldn't see this. Kit took his hand, her eyes wet and a smile on her face, so he swallowed and kept talking.

“You're all welcome in the Aerie. We don't promise to be strife- or conflict-free. No family is. We do promise to listen to you when you need it. To help you reach your goals and dreams, and to provide a safe place for you to come back to at the end of each adventure, each cargo run, and each day spent doing what you do best.”

“The Aerie!” Taron yelled, and Rin repeated his words. One by one, the crowd followed, calling the alliance’s name over and over. Many of the Elysium mates joined in, but some didn’t, and Dante made sure to meet their eyes and give them a nod of understanding. He’d let them take their time to make their minds up. They could stay or they could go, but no more blood would be spilled on Corsera.

“I think it's time we partied,” Kit announced, leaning close so he could hear her above the din. “Ike would have wanted us to celebrate being back where we belong.”

“Aye,” Dante replied, knowing Ike would have been the first to offer everyone rum and suggest they drink themselves into oblivion. The cry “Aerie” turned to “Party,” and everyone headed indoors, familiar enough with the base despite the recent changes that they could find the food and drink.

Dante hung back, letting the mates who wanted to chat come to him. Throughout everything, Kit stayed close, answering questions and encouraging the people who didn't know where they belonged to take their time and not fear the future.

He felt a strange mix of sadness and happiness. Delight and regret. But he patiently talked and gave people what they needed: reassurance when they were frightened of change, permission to leave if they truly didn't think they'd fit in, and encouragement to grow and give a new life time to develop if they lacked confidence.

Finally, there was no one left before him. The party was in full swing, and everyone had either joined in or left Corsera behind.

“We did it.” Kit slipped her hand into his again. “We actually did it.”

“Aye. Together.”


EPILOGUE


Kit strapped into the navigation seat. Sky was at the engineering console, and Rin was on guns. A few seconds later, Dante plopped down in the navigator's seat.

“So, where are we going?” Dante asked.

“You'll see,” Kit replied. Her memory of the route she'd traveled every day for the last month would be more than enough to get her to her destination. It wasn't far from Corsera, and Kit quickly lifted Slippery Kitter into space and headed out.

The cargo hold was full, as it had been on most of her trips. Kit's money was nearly gone, but she knew Dante would love the place as she did. This was the first time he'd stopped working since they’d taken Corsera back two months earlier. She'd spent the first month helping him get a handle on everything again. Mostly, she was there for him as everyone processed their grief or adjusted to the new governor.

As people had stepped into new or old roles and took the weight off his shoulders—and hers—Kit looked to her own goals. They'd set up her loom and a little workshop to make cloth on Corsera, but although she enjoyed weaving when she wasn't working, she had another goal.

“Are you going to tell me anything?” Dante asked. He wasn’t great at letting her have secrets, but she just shook her head and focused on flying.

“She didn't even tell us until she'd gotten everything ready and needed help with the setup,” Sky replied. “We had no idea it was even something she wanted to do.”

“I told you when I wanted to and not before,” Kit asserted. She hoped that wouldn't offend anyone, but Rin and Sky were already up to speed. They'd helped her when she'd told them she needed it.

“Well, if you must be mysterious, I guess I'll have to be patient.” Dante sighed as if he didn't want to be.

When the planet appeared, all of them took in the view. It was a very large planet, all things considered, and it wasn't easy to get to, but it offered a good chance of being terraformable in the future, and in the meantime, its appearance from space had taken Kit's breath away.

It had a thin atmosphere with insufficient elements and the wrong composition to be breathable, but it was enough to keep the planet from being barren. A number of indigenous plants thrived, one of them the perfect food for a certain animal.

Kit had bought materials and constructed a basic base, a launchpad connected via an airlock to a biodome and a small set of basic buildings.

“This must have cost a fortune.”

“I had help, and the rest was my share of the Aerie's workshop fund,” Kit explained.

“What is it?”

“You'll see,” Kit replied, chuckling at Dante's impatience. She took his hand as they powered up their suits and made their way to the airlock. After it opened, Kit led Dante outside. They stood in front of three large pens that contained animals. As she moved nearer, they warily came closer, having become familiar with her.

“It's a zoo!” Dante blurted, the memory coming back to him.

“Aye,” Kit replied. “The beginning of one. An animal sanctuary. These three were rescues, and there are a couple of smaller ones inside since they need a different environment. The plan is to help lots of animals and create an attraction at the same time.”

“It's wonderful.”

“There's something else I'd like you to see.” She led him away, leaving Sky and Rin to unload the cargo, which consisted of food and supplies for the animals. They walked to the other side of the dome and waited for the sun to rise.

The colors that filled the sky were stunning, ranging from deep purple to brilliant yellow. Their helmets filtered the glare to let them gaze at the beauty.

When the sun was above the horizon, Kit turned and pointed at a random slab of metal bolted to a plinth.

When the light touched it, the metal shape created a shadow on the ground: the outline of the Aerie emblem and a single name–Ike.
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