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Dedication
 
    
 
   
 
  

For Dad
 
   At an early age, you gave me an appreciation of Country Western music, Star Trek, John Wayne, and the joy that comes from a day of honest work in the deepness of a silent forest. I’ve never been the same, and I can’t thank you enough.
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
   1337 P.D


 
   
  
 




 
   One –
 
   There are three sides to every coin. 
 
   Flynn Monroe absentmindedly flipped the small, round piece of defunct currency between his fingers. He studied it as he waited for the lights above his seat to turn from amber to green. 
 
   Interplanetary travel laws were the most asinine series of hoops ever invented. Commercial space travel was more of a headache than dealing with a caffeine-deprived window jockey at the Department of Fusion-Engine Vehicles. If you ignored the DFV, it was the biggest irritation in the universe.
 
   Flynn dropped the coin to the palm of his hand… three sides, not two, like most people errantly thought.
 
   On the face of it, a king’s portrait immortalized in tarnished metal, chubby cheeks under an ornate crown. 
 
   On the face of it, Flynn’s nervous aggravation could easily be explained. The seat’s restraints cut into his neck and he wanted nothing more than to tear them from their bolts and throw them away like poisonous vipers. If it wouldn’t have incurred a massive fine – and brought questioning Colarium marshals too close for comfort – he might have. Beneath the white collar of fabric fashioned as bandage and concealment, pain clawed its way down from the fresh wound that encircled his neck. He shifted his leather lapels to hide the painful reminder of what he’d left behind a mere week before. 
 
   Nose inches from a tablet’s glowing screen, the man seated next to him was too ensconced in a novel to notice anything about the too-young war veteran at his left. For that, Flynn was grateful. Forged documents from a black-toothed brothel owner had allowed him to slip through the clotted veins of the public transport system unnoticed. No AWOL soldier wanted to be noticed. He was too close to home to get arrested because some random civie paid him too close attention. 
 
   He clenched his fist around the metal coin and then spread his hand flat, stretching out his fingers. On the flip side, the face was replaced by an ancient, mast-riddled sailing ship. 
 
   On the flip side, Flynn could attribute the nauseous roil in his gut to the fact that his return journey home came after far too many years away. This sort of a reunion could be awkward – or worse, deadly. He’d pissed off friend and foe alike when he left. But the events and choices of four years past coming back to bite him wasn’t what worried him.
 
   He’d grown up on Soocilla. The rural farming planet visible through the shuttle’s tiny window was nothing special to the Colarium. They were the typical bureaucratic government, concerned most with that which prospered and therefore profited and produced tax revenue. No one would call Soocilla profitable, and so they held little interest for the Colarium.
 
   Flynn loved every cranberry bog that dotted the edges of his home town and the forests further off where he’d run his brother ragged in myriad games of hide and seek as they tried to lose their sister. He’d been happy here. Looking out the window of the shuttlecraft, he cursed the day he’d been foolish enough to take up a cause. Even more foolish was finding a cause willing to take him at the meager age of sixteen. 
 
   He had been young and naïve and he thought he could simply leave when he wanted to. But the Lazarai “freedom fighters” turned out to have a different idea about freedom than Flynn had.  He did leave, and he’d paid a heavy price for it.  But while leaving the Lazarai had nearly cost him his life, coming home to face the family he left behind was an infinitely more daunting task.
 
   And then there was the third side of a coin, the one no one thought about.  Flynn rubbed his finger along the edge, rippled and softened with time. Flynn knew it could be honed sharp enough to slice a man open and see his entrails spill out before him. He shook his head, gritting his teeth at the pain tearing through his neck. He was done thinking about gore and death. He’d seen enough of both in the war he’d left home to fight – the war “his side” had lost. 
 
   Although he’d only been gone four years, he’d given up his youth when he’d signed on to fight with the Lazarai on Ludo. 
 
   He’d relinquished far more than his youth. That was the edge that dug into him the most. It was the reason he knew he had to leave, and the reason he knew he should have stayed.
 
   Exhaling a breath that burned in his much abused esophagus, he turned again to the small porthole beside him, looking out on the space field and the quiet farmland beyond. When your side loses a war, you should be upset, shouldn’t you?  But he wasn’t upset; he was furious – just about the wrong things.  
 
   Dwelling on it for far too long, he’d finally found his answer. One he should have known from the start. He’d tried to deal with thieves honorably. That was his biggest mistake. 
 
   He he could have run in the middle of the night.  He could have saved himself a hundred times over. But that sharp edge, the one that cut into his very soul, had nothing to do with coming home. The nauseous guilt threatening to tear him in half was reserved solely for the one person he couldn’t save.
 
   His mother was undoubtedly going to do what the Lazarai or any Colarium soldier had yet to accomplish. His death would be painful and it would come at the end of a frying pan, not a government-issued pistol. At least he’d be buried at home.
 
   The light above his head flickered to green, signifying the end of his eighteen-hour flight. Flynn gingerly removed the four point harness and tried to keep a pained expression from his face. Gritting his teeth, he slid forward on the faux leather seat and pulled in a deep, searing breath as he prepared himself.
 
   Twenty year old men did not wince at the pressure of pushing themselves from a shuttle seat. They were not riddled with aches and bruises – not without a bar fight the night before to show for it. But Flynn was never going to be the average twenty-year-old man. He’d given up that right years ago when he enlisted.
 
   A cheerful message popped up on the large display at the front of the shuttle. The cartoon-like spaceline mascot apprised disembarking passengers of everything from the weather to local sports scores. And then the screen turned to black, displaying the date and time in glowing numerals.
 
   1337 PD. Post Destruction... Flynn hated that they called it that. Bad enough he had to live in a galaxy mourning a single planet’s passing, they threw it at him with every date marker and communiqué. Not that it helped, he couldn't even remember what Earth looked like any more. Pathetic.  
 
   Beside him, the reader groped blindly for the bag by his feet. Flynn pushed it closer with his boot. The man grasped the handles tightly, heaving it with him as he stood. He departed without a backward glance, leaving Flynn alone in the row for the first time in eighteen long hours.  He shoved the coin in his pocket. Out of sight, out of mind; that’s how he got by these days.
 
   Flynn waited calmly, steeling himself to the impending pain. The passengers who’d endured the full extent of the seven-stop itinerary struggled through the aisle. He cast a quick glance around the cabin.
 
   No one on the ship would cause him trouble – if they were going to, it would have started already.  These people were travel weary and dead eyed. He turned his focus to the bag holding all he presently owned. The collection of possessions was pitiful, but Flynn refused to feel sorry for himself. As long as he had his life, he wouldn’t complain. Others had far less.
 
   Ten minutes later, the only ones left on board were the flight crew and himself.  He hoisted the bag into the seat the reader had vacated and gritted his teeth. This pain would be nothing compared to what he’d endure when he finally made it home. One searing bout of agony, a half-hearted grunt, and he was back on his feet.
 
   He stepped to the top of the disembarking ramp and paused. The world he’d left hadn’t changed. He closed his eyes, smelling salt and green as the cool spring air blew across his face. 
 
   In the last four years he’d tried to explain what green smelled like to half a dozen people he’d met in his travels. It never worked. It was too fresh, too alive to describe to someone who’d never experienced it.
 
   He opened his eyes and let out a long sigh. If someone were here to kill him, he’d given them more than enough time for a clean shot. He searched the tarmac for any familiar faces—family or the men who were sure to be chasing him. 
 
   It was a risk coming home, but he’d trained half the jerks dogging his tail and he knew their methods— their limitations. It wasn’t as if they couldn’t figure it out, but they wouldn’t easily guess where he was going. He’d given them a bogus story about his home planet long ago, too embarrassed by the farming community to admit his origin.  And he’d gone a round-about enough way home; no one should have been able to keep up. 
 
   No one waited on the tarmac for him with a hug or a hand blaster. It was a blessing the rag-tag army of rebels he’d deserted didn’t know where to find him and his family didn’t know he was coming. It was a lonely return. But it was safer that way – for all of them. 
 
   *
 
   As he walked the couple of miles from the shuttle terminal to his family home, Flynn didn’t know what to expect. For all he knew, in the last four years, his family could have uprooted and left. How much had changed, he wondered.
 
   As he made his way through town, he was drawn to the Pour Pour Pitiful Me tavern, a local bar he’d snuck into a few times as a burgeoning juvenile delinquent. He needed a little liquid courage to get him the rest of the way home. 
 
   Hinges squeaked and wood scraped across wood as the door to the saloon opened to the dim interior. He looked around, eyes adjusting to the light. The lunch crowd filled the bar, and Flynn glanced quickly at each face. In a community this close knit, he was bound to know someone. But the familiar face he landed on surprised him more than it ought to have. 
 
   “Putty.” Flynn bit the inside of his cheek, watching his brother’s face shift through a tangle of emotions.
 
   Two years older than Flynn, Patrick could have been mistaken for his twin. They shared their mother’s dark hair and their father’s square jaw. But in the past four years Flynn had managed to get two inches and fifty pounds on his mechanic brother. His brother’s insistence on wearing bright, garish flannel shirts had not changed.
 
   “What the….” Putty tackled him in a bear hug that would have sent them both to the ground if Flynn hadn’t been prepared for an attack. 
 
   Of course, he figured it would come from a trained killer, not family. 
 
   Pain shot through his neck as Putty embraced him, but he didn’t push his brother away. Pushing would only tear the tender, healing skin, and it had been too long since someone had been happy to see him. He let himself revel in the feeling for a moment. 
 
   Putty finally let up and, with a hand on each shoulder, held him at arm’s length. His brother looked him over with a scrutinizing glare. Flynn gritted his teeth against the pain and saw the inevitable question in the shift of Putty’s eyes, the subtle drop of his smile.
 
   “Where is she?” he asked, looking hopefully past Flynn. 
 
   “She’s not here.”
 
   Putty’s jaw clenched and his hands fell to his side, balled into fists. “What? Where is she? Is she with Mom?”
 
   Swallowing heavily, Flynn pushed back the wave of guilt and sorrow threatening to break his resolve. “She’s still on Ludo.” 
 
   Putty decked him. 
 
   Spitting out a glob of blood and saliva, Flynn wiped the back of his hand across his mouth and looked up from the floor. “I deserved that.”
 
   Fists pummeled Flynn’s ribs, his arms, his face. One punch twisted his head around, sending a new flash of searing pain through his neck. Flynn let out a pained gasp, but did nothing to protect himself.  He deserved this. Putty deserved it.
 
   When the blows stopped, Flynn looked up to where his brother was held back by three of the bar’s other patrons. There was murder in his eyes, but he shook them off protesting he was fine, and turned to stare into his half gone beer. Another man helped Flynn up from the floor.
 
   When he was upright, the guy asked, “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah, he’s my brother and I deserved it.” Flynn dusted himself off as he moved to the counter beside Putty, keeping an empty barstool between them.
 
   “You left Kathrynn there?” Putty shrank away, unshed tears glistening in the corners of his eyes. “You left her?”
 
   Flynn wanted to correct him, wanted to make him understand. He didn’t leave his twin sister behind. He would have given anything to bring her with him, and he tried. But he couldn’t force her to leave.  
 
   “It’s not like that,” he said, his disappointment equaling his brother’s.
 
    “She’s alive?”  Putty asked in a manner that made it clear there was only one acceptable answer.
 
   “Yes.” He could say that much without feeling like the worst brother in the universe.
 
   Putty’s shoulders dropped and he took in a deep breath, closing his eyes before he looked up to Flynn again. 
 
   “Then there is still hope you’ll find a way to bring her back.” Putty glared at him and the message was clear. 
 
   Flynn was responsible for their sister being on Ludo; Flynn was wholly responsible for getting her back. And if that death glare told him anything, it was that he’d better do it soon.
 
   “Well, I see nothing’s changed, you two are still more likely to kill each other than ever.” A familiar voice brought Flynn back to the present.  He cursed himself for letting his guard down, knowing how the Lazarai dealt with deserters.
 
   Chadrick VanHeslinbergenstone stood in the small alcove that divided the bathroom doors. He was a man with a mouthful of a last name, a mind like a sponge, and a face Flynn would always and only describe as ‘girlish.’ Luckily, the boy he’d known since he was twelve had never been annoyed overly offended by the comparison to his sister. 
 
   Striding forward, appearing intent on delivering a rib cracking embrace, Chadrick stopped dead in his tracks. His eyes fell to Flynn’s neck, narrowing, and a finger raised, pointing to him accusingly.  “What is that?”
 
   His hand flying involuntarily to his neck, Flynn realized the makeshift bandage had come loose in the scuffle with Putty. He adjusted the bandage to cover the ugly wound almost on auto pilot. “It’s nothing.” 
 
   Chadrick slapped his hand away, taking a closer look at the rope burn.  “Ooh,” he said, “I hope this heals before the wedding. It is going to look awful in photos.”
 
   Flynn looked at his brother. He was ruffled and staring at the floor, pissed off as anything, but he wasn’t going to lunge again. The Monroes had mastered the art of pent up aggression. 
 
   “Who’s getting married?”
 
   Putty shrugged.
 
   “Don’t be like that, Patrick!” Chadrick was one of the few people who called Putty by his birth name. “You were over the moon just a moment ago.”
 
   Flynn spun back around to his brother, “You’re getting married?”
 
   Putty shrugged again.
 
   “Exciting, isn’t it?” Chadrick said like a giddy schoolgirl. “By the way, where did you come from?”
 
   “I thought you moved off world.” Flynn ignored Chadrick’s question. It was his turn to point an accusing finger and he was beginning to suffer from mental whiplash.
 
   “I did,” Chadrick replied. “Enrolled in med school. Doing well enough; not so much that the Colarium is looking to recruit me, thank God. We’re on a term break right now. Most of my classmates have more money than brains, so they’re partying on Oblivion.”
 
   “Then why the hell are you here?” Flynn finally sat down and tried to work out what exactly was going on.
 
   “Chad’s here to see me,” Putty said.  “Seems he’s got a friend in the Redlands in some trouble and he came to the only Monroe brother anyone can count on.”
 
   Chadrick sat down next to Flynn and moved in to get a closer look at his neck.
 
   “It’s fine.” Flynn grabbed his friend’s hand to keep him from touching the wound.
 
   Sliding a pair of glasses onto his nose, Chadrick stared at his neck and grimaced. “Actually, it looks like it’s started to get infected. You haven’t picked up a predilection for tribe medicine, have you? I know some of the settlements in the no man’s zone have reverted to primitive ideas, like mud cleaning a wound, but surely you’re not that stupid.”
 
   “It is fine.” He said again, through clenched teeth. He was getting annoyed with his friend’s persistence.  “So, what are you doing here?”
 
   “Like Putty said, I need your help.”
 
   “Why would a doctor need my help? I’m not a nurse. I don’t know anything about medicine other than the bare minimum required in the field.”
 
   “He doesn’t need your help; he needs mine,” Putty huffed.
 
   “I don’t need the medical variety of assistance.  I need your proverbial brawn, not brains, and the expertise that made you invaluable to Archimedes Holzen.” 
 
   Flynn’s lip curled in a silent growl at the name of the Lazarai leader, but he bit his tongue.
 
   “This isn’t something I can take through legal channels – unless I’m willing to wait until everyone’s dead before help shows up. All I know is my friend says they are facing a hostile takeover. A few people suggested I get mercs to deal with it, which made me think of my dear friends, the Monroe brothers.” 
 
   “We’re not mercenaries. Mercenaries bleed you dry then leave you to die.” Flynn had dealt with his fair share of mercs. The only thing worse than hiring them was working for them.
 
   Chadrick gave him an eye roll Flynn remembered all too well. “I’m not stupid. I completely ignored those suggestions.”
 
   “And you figure Putty is your best bet?  How much trouble can this involve?”
 
    “Well, it’s not like I can just hire a Pagoan.”
 
   Putty’s face twisted in disgust, and Flynn felt the same recoil at the mention of the Colarium’s alien assassins.
 
   “If I’d known you were home I’d have come for you,” Chadrick said excitedly before adding, “No offense, Putty.”
 
   Chadrick had taken Flynn’s side against Putty in the great water battle of 1331 P.D., and countless others. Putty had gotten over those blows to his ego. Flynn knew he’d get over this slight, too. 
 
   “So, what’s this trouble you’ve gotten yourself into?” Flynn stole the doctor-in-training’s beer and took a gulp. His face twisted into a sour grimace as the tart sweet-cider covered his taste buds.
 
   “I don’t know the specifics. A friend is in dire straits, and if you don’t want to help, I’ll go without you. But my transport takes off soon. There isn’t much time. You have to make the choice now.”
 
   “The Redlands, huh? Which backwater dust ball is that city on?” Flynn asked.
 
   “Sukiyaki, and it’s not exactly a city… more of a settlement. If we get there and you don’t feel right about it, you can leave. The job pays. The money isn’t great… but it’s something.”
 
   Flynn shook his head, wincing as the movement tugged at his neck. “I just got done fighting one war. I have no plans to dive into another.”
 
   “I wouldn’t ask you if there was anyone else I could turn to, believe me.” Chadrick frowned at his cider, taking it back from Flynn.
 
   “There is nothing you can say that will change my mind.”
 
   Chadrick nodded, pausing to look him in the eye. “People are dying.”
 
   Flynn bit his tongue. That was probably the only thing Chadrick could have said to change his mind.
 
   “Okay. I’ll go. If I don’t like it, I bounce.” Flynn knew it was a lie. He’d stay till the end, bitter though it might be.
 
    “It’s a good thing I’m already packed.” Flynn nodded to the duffel shoved against the bar at his feet.
 
   “Flynn, don’t you think you ought to go home and let Mom know you’re back?”  Putty said, ever the big brother.
 
   “It’s best if she doesn’t know I was here,” Flynn said solemnly. “When I get done helping Chad, then I’ll come home and be home for good. In the mean time, what she doesn’t know won’t hurt her.” 
 
   “I’m going too.” Putty stood next to Flynn, his arms crossed over his chest, a dead look in his eye. “You can’t stop me. If I don’t like it, we’re leaving. I won’t let you go off and get yourself killed. You’ve already lost one of her children, I won’t let you break our mother’s heart again.”
 
   Flynn studied his brother and saw the unwavering resolve. “Fine. Tag along, but if you get yourself killed, that’s on you. Not me.”
 
   “I’ll need ten minutes. If you leave without me, I’ll shoot you both myself.”
 
   Putty disappeared, and Flynn let out a defeated sigh. When was his family going to learn… he needed them to stop following him on his idiotic crusades.
 
   Chadrick grimaced yet again, studying Flynn’s neck closely. “Who the hell put a noose around your neck?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.” Flynn clenched his teeth as the doctor-in-training touched it again, sending stinging pain through his neck.
 
   “Yeah, right.  You didn’t do a very good job of cleaning it, I can still see fibers in the wound,” Chadrick moved his head from side to side looking at the wound.  He picked his medical bag up off the floor. “Tell you what, we’ve got time, let me fix the hack job and I’ll never ask you about it again.”
 
   “That’s a deal.” Flynn followed Chadrick into a back room where he sat in a chair and unbuttoned his shirt collar.
 
   As Chadrick opened his bag, Flynn knew this wound wasn’t the only thing that’d get worse before it got better.


 
   
  
 

Two – 
 
   Flynn hadn’t expected to stay on Soocilla long, but two and a half hours was definitely not what he’d planned, either. He would have at least liked to have said hello to his mother and father. As it was, he’d barely glimpsed the home in which he’d grown up.
 
   He slept through the trip to Sukiyaki. It was a trick he’d learned during the war. Conditioned sleep timing was an indispensible skill when enemies were around every corner. 
 
   The way he saw it, downtime was for catching up on the lost sleep of missions. In space transit, the only time you needed to be awake was to take a trip to the head, or snatch a meal. Otherwise, it was lights out. Not that many of his men had agreed with him. But it served him well.
 
   They were in orbit over Sukiyaki when Flynn finally dragged himself from his shipboard routine and the closet-sized sleeping compartment. It was better for everyone involved if he avoided the civilians on board. They probably wouldn’t understand the raw wound of a necklace he wore. 
 
   He’d managed to keep to himself for the better part of an hour when Putty found him. Together they made their way to a deserted observation deck. 
 
   Putty leaned against the window, looking down at the planet below them. “I always used to think they’d look like giant marbles… but they don’t. They’re not hard, or shiny… they’re just dirt and water and air.”
 
   “And a half million other things.” Flynn turned away from the golden brown surface of the planet below them, the only interesting bit was the band of swirling red and orange near its equator. “It’s safe to just call it carbon and forget about the rest… makes it easier to leave it all behind when you’re done – especially if it ends up being more rubble than anything else.”
 
   “That’s kind of harsh, don’t you think?” Putty turned to face him and Flynn saw the trace of annoyance in his eyes.
 
   “It’s a coping mechanism.” Flynn shrugged. He watched his brother’s fist clench. For two seconds, he though Putty would hit him again. 
 
   For two seconds, he wanted him to. He had caused his family more than enough pain.
 
   Flynn let out a heavy sigh and turned to look at his older brother. “Putty, following me around like this isn’t going to get her back. It’s not going to save my life, either. All you’re doing is making it that much more likely mom’s going to lose all her children to something she has no hope of saving them from.”
 
   “I’m here because you’re my brother, Flynn. Brothers keep each other safe. They tell each other when they’re being stupid and going to get themselves killed. Chad’s my friend too, remember? He came for me, and I’m not letting him drag you into another unwinnable fight.”
 
   “Look at this planet, Putty.” Flynn turned back to look out at the not-marble. “This is going to end up being a land dispute between two settlers that got out of hand. It’ll take us a day or two to clear up and then we’ll go home no worse for the wear. Frankly, I don’t see a point to you being here unless you want to fix their mining equipment.”
 
   “I guess we’re on even footing then. I don’t see a reason for you to be here either.” Putty turned to leave and stopped at the door. “Since when have simple land disputes needed a soldier to deal with them? When have they needed mercenaries or pagoans for that matter?”
 
   When Putty left, Flynn turned back to the window overlooking the planet. With a long sigh, he hoped they didn’t need a soldier… or the type of man any soldier could become. He hoped he’d left those parts of him on Ludo when he’d deserted the Lazarai.
 
   *
 
   Carbon. 
 
   Drab, rust colored, gritty carbon. 
 
   Sand. 
 
   It fell from between Flynn’s fingers, glinting as though granules of red sugar were mixed with the dry grit. “What sort of Hell have you brought us too, Chad? Sand planets are worthless unless the composite mineral is good for manufacturing weapons or munitions.”
 
   “Sukiyaki’s just that sort of planet. The Colarium buys the ore they bring up, but otherwise, they’re on their own.”
 
   “What kind of ore?” Flynn asked, off hand. He supposed it didn’t really matter.
 
   Chadrick shrugged, having apparently come to the same conclusion some time ago. “I never cared enough to ask.” 
 
   “You’ve brought us all the way here and don’t even know what these people are fighting over? You’re friends with one of the miners, and you don’t care?” Putty sounded offended, though Flynn couldn’t fathom why.
 
   “Bruce isn’t a miner. He owns the local bar. The only one in the galaxy with a view of the Redland’s famous sand spires.”
 
   “Now that’s the sort of friend you want to have!” Putty clapped the doctor on the shoulder, his mood apparently brightened. “That would have been the best sort of friend to have back when we were in school.”
 
    “Except he was a half a galaxy away.” Flynn looked around at the dried out husk of a town.
 
   “So were you.” Putty turned a glare on him. “Did you manage to get an education beyond, ‘stuff ammo clip in gun, release safety, pull trigger’ or are you still operating at the tenth year level?”
 
   Flynn didn’t bother to respond. The Lazarai hadn’t cared about finishing his education, but Kathrynn had. They’d snuck away any time he was planetside on leave, and she made sure he kept current on the galaxy at large. She’d even forced him to take a few mathematics tests before she decided the rewards were not worth the struggle he put up. 
 
   He’d hated it at first, but when the war got bad, he’d pushed their time limits. He’d give anything to go back and have that time with his sister again. Hindsight was a bitch grinding spike heels into your eyes. 
 
   Putty was still talking, but Flynn ignored him, looking instead to the town before them. It was old… or the climate here was worse than he thought. Warped and weathered boards were held together with long straps of iron, darkened to red by whatever in the atmosphere oxidized them. The dry tingle in his throat, and the glittering copper alongside the iron, told him it couldn’t be excess water.
 
   A pier-like wooden sidewalk lined the storefronts, connecting each building, porch to porch. Flynn bit his tongue to keep from spitting. This place was dry enough the whole street would go up like kindling if a fire broke out in one store. 
 
   “How do they insure any of this?” he asked no one in particular.
 
   Chadrick and Putty didn’t hear him. They plodded along ahead without a care for the fire hazard they were traipsing into; Putty nattered on about some gadget he’d bought that would help him dismantle something that undoubtedly didn’t need dismantling. Most of what Putty took apart didn’t need fixing.
 
   The majority of the town around them looked like it did.
 
   The bar was an old square building set at an angle to the rest of the street, it’s back overhanging at a gentle slope. The tall roofline was emblazoned with faded paint proclaiming Susan’s Bar “the best place to get schnockered this side of bent space.”
 
   Flynn had a feeling the bar would fail to live up to that lofty promise. He followed Chadrick and Putty inside anyway. 
 
   The planet’s sun was brutal. As Flynn’s eyes adjusted to the dim surroundings, he saw a long wooden bar, polished to dullness. Putty sat in one of the handful of mismatched chairs set around a couple of wobbly tables, and nodded to the barkeeper. The middle aged man stood half hidden behind his bar. With a rag in one hand, he cleaned the dirty surface. His other hand hung below the lip of the bar. The guy was worried enough to keep a hand on his gun.  Flynn wondered what was really going on in this ramshackle town.
 
   “Bruce,” Chadrick said, making the introductions, “this is Putty and Flynn, the Monroe brothers. I brought them in to help with your problem.”
 
   “Guys, this is Bruce Walker, professional drink slinger and colossal pain in the ass.”
 
   Flynn gave the man Chadrick felt needed protecting a once over. Bruce was not the sort Flynn would expect to put up a fight – though he’d seen less imposing people take up a hand cannon when their life or livelihood was on the line. Thick around the middle with a ruddy face and thinning patch of dark blond hair, the barkeeper looked perfectly at home behind his ten foot long wooden countertop.
 
   “So, where’s this Susan you named the bar after?” Putty asked as he wiped his forehead with the sleeve of his garish flannel. 
 
   A sad sort of smile passed over Bruce’s face. “Susan was my sister. She’s passed on.”
 
   Putty sputtered an apology as Flynn took a seat at one of the barstools. “I’d like to know why we’re here… or I’d like a shot. Either one works for me”
 
   “That sort of attitude will get you shot if you use it around any of Refuti’s boys… assuming they don’t shoot you just for being here in the first place.”
 
   “Refuti? As in Giuseppe Refuti?” Putty asked. The look on his face was something between disbelief and excitement. 
 
   Flynn made a mental note to ask Putty for the story that went along with that reaction later.
 
   “They’re one and the same. Giuseppe is trying to run us all off the planet, make a grab for the mines. He doesn’t like that we aren’t the sort to roll over and just give it up,” Bruce growled as though he worked the mines himself, though Flynn would guess the man had never stepped foot inside a shaft.
 
   Flynn looked out the window toward the rickety water tower and pulley system Chadrick had pointed out when they arrived, and wondered the people of this quaint town shouldn’t post a guard. “So how are they trying to run you off the planet?”
 
   “We’ve had four different explosions in the mines in the last week. They’ve been increasing in frequency.”
 
   “And you’re sure it’s not just faulty systems breaking down after so many years of use?” Putty asked. His eyes were closed, the movement beneath his eyelids told Flynn serious calculations were taking place. 
 
   “The last explosion came from an extruder that was less than three months old. There have been night raids. We managed to kill two of the bastards; the dead bear the mark of the Refuti,” Bruce said, a bit too defensively. “Besides, we’ve been here long enough to know what to avoid. Our focus charges are specially calibrated for this planet… for these mines. The planet isn’t completely stable, but none of the tremors we’ve had were bad enough to cause a fuss.”
 
   “This doesn’t seem right,” Putty muttered. “I mean, sure the Refuti do hostile takeovers… but that’s corporate mergers, boardroom stuff. They do not invade planets.” 
 
   “What’s this mark you’re talking about?” Chadrick asked. He watched Putty with a worried scowl.
 
   “The double R brand. All their thugs have it… it’s a way to keep them loyal since no one wants to hire a man with the Refuti brand. He could be a spy.”
 
   “You’re wrong.” Putty’s words were quiet, but forceful. 
 
   Bruce turned to Chadrick and asked, “Is your friend here defending those bastards after what they did to Kalen?”
 
   Chadrick placed a hand on the barkeeper’s arm, “He doesn’t know the situation, Bruce, none of us do. And no one is defending any of these murders.  But you have to admit it is a little strange for a corporation to invade a planet.” 
 
   Flynn stepped to the side, getting himself in a better position in case his brother or the barkeep decided to jump each other.
 
   Bruce slammed his fist down on the counter. “If you don’t believe me, I’ll show you.” He ushered them all outside, pulled down a rattling roll-up door and locked up shop. “I don’t know who you think the Refuti are, but mark my words; they’re not the haloed angels they want the Colarium to see them as.”
 
   Bruce led them across the street and into the back alleys of the small town, to a building Flynn had seen on a dozen other planets. Med units, emblazoned with Colarium messages of hope and good will, were deposited on every planet they terraformed… even ones like Sukiyaki, where the process had all but failed. Unmistakably a piece of Colarium-created design, this modular building was half buried in sand. That, at least, was different.
 
   The morgue module was cold and sterile – like every other one Flynn had seen – stamped out of cookie cutter molds somewhere in the Colarium’s center ring. Designed to meet safety and health standards, they were white cubes full of hard lines and laser-smoothed surfaces. It gave him the creeps – more so even than the body Bruce pulled from the far wall of lockers. 
 
   Flynn had grown accustomed to corpses. It wasn’t as if you had a choice when you were entrenched on the battlefield.
 
   A sheet covered the dead man, and Bruce pulled it away harshly, flipping him over with no care at all for the state of the body. Flynn wondered where the medical examiner was. It wouldn’t surprise him if the dustbowl couldn’t attract someone to fill the position. Perhaps Chadrick would take it up after he finished his schooling.
 
   Bruce pointed, jabbing the air over the man’s left buttock, “See there? It’s irrefutable proof!”
 
   Raised from the corpse’s flesh, the branded Rs – back to back – were clearly enough evidence for Bruce to convict and sentence the Refuti Corp for whatever this man had done. 
 
   As Chadrick leaned in to study the marking, he let out a burst of laughter. 
 
   Flynn looked to Bruce before he and the barkeep both turned to Chad with a matching pair of confused glances.
 
   “What? That was funny. Irrefutable. Get it? Refuti-ble?” Chadrick looked back and forth between them, his mouth slipping from its grin. “You don’t think that’s funny?”
 
   Flynn started to respond and then thought better of it. Turning back to Bruce, he shook his head, “A brand doesn’t prove anything.” 
 
   “Yes, it does.” Putty’s face, white as the sheet half draped over the body, contorted in a mask of pain.
 
   Clapping a hand on his brother’s shoulder, Flynn searched his face. “What is wrong with you?”
 
   “I just— I need some air.” Putty turned to leave, stopping to lean against the doorway between the morgue pod and the rest of the med unit, and stared at the sterile floor.
 
   Flynn gave a half hearted shrug to the questioning glance Chadrick shot him, and turned back to the man who had brought them here. “So, Bruce, we seem to be tied in the camps of ‘proof’ and ‘not proof.’ Suppose you tell me more about how that scarring has you convinced it was Giuseppe Refuti who sent this man to take over the planet. Branding notwithstanding, people do leave their loyalties behind for the most, and least, complicated of reasons.”
 
   Bruce glowered down at the body. “You don’t leave the Refuti… not without a body bag wrapped snug around you.”
 
   “Some people might say the same for the Lazarai, but I’m standing here and I have a pulse. I’d tell you to check, but I’m not real partial to people touching my neck right now.”
 
   Bruce shrank away, looking at Chadrick as though he’d just tossed a pissed off rattler into the room. “You brought a Lizard here? What the hell, Chad, we don’t need the help of Rag scum.”
 
   “If you want to dial up the Colarium and see if they’re likely to run on over and save your ass, be my guest,” Flynn shot back defensively. “I can wait.”
 
   Chadrick pulled Bruce away to consult on how they wanted to proceed, or maybe to discuss Flynn’s stability. Given their last exchange, Flynn couldn’t really blame the man.
 
   He went to Putty who stood in the open doorway staring into the empty unit. Putty flinched as Flynn reached out his hand, touching his older brother’s shoulder. 
 
   “I know I’ve been gone a long time, and that Kathrynn being… well, that’s all my fault. I’ll own to that. But it’s not something I can change. You can’t imagine how much I want to.”
 
   “I don’t need this right now, Flynn. Go play hero with someone else.” Putty cast a dull look at him. “I don’t have the stomach for it.”
 
    With his brother stalking  further off in to the med-unit, Flynn turned back to the body. Chadrick hovered over it, scrutinizing. 
 
   “If you look, just here…” Chadrick used the tip of his pen to point at the most heavily scarred portion of the brand. “He picked at it, making the scar worse… slightly deformed even.”
 
   “Why does that matter?” Bruce asked, his voice thick with apathy.
 
   “It doesn’t, I just think it’s interesting.” Chadrick poked at the scar. “Usually this sort of damage, exhibiting signs that he never let it fully heal, tells me he was probably self conscious about it.”
 
   “Well, I hope the bastard realized just how much pain he wrought on us before he died.” Bruce’s face screwed up like he was going to spit on the body.
 
   “Just how many have they killed?” Flynn asked. It was a messy detail, but one he needed to know.  One was too many, but casualties happen every day. They were a simple fact of life – especially out here on the third tier planets.
 
   Bruce looked quickly to Chadrick, shifting on his feet. “We were never a big place to begin with.”
 
   “That only makes it worse. How many?” Flynn prodded.
 
   Bruce shifted on his feet, glancing nervously between them.
 
   Flynn glared at him. He wasn’t going to ask again.
 
   “Seventy eight known dead. Twenty three more missing.”
 
   “Out of an original population of?” Chadrick was holding himself up against the dead man’s slab.
 
   “Seven hundred and thirty, give or take.”
 
   Flynn did the math in his head quickly, silently thanking Kathrynn. “Fourteen percent of your population? That’s a huge hit.’’
 
   “All but three have been men who work in the mines. Those three… well, they were just in the wrong place at the wrong time,” the barkeep’s voice drifted off.  He obviously had a personal stake in this. “Kalen, my sister’s best friend, didn’t have a chance. The poor girl was like a sister to me after what happened to Susan, and she was just taking lunch to her husband. They both went up in the last blast.”
 
   Chadrick sat down at the med unit’s computer terminal and started tapping in commands. “Tell us more about what you’re facing.”
 
   “That’s the biggest problem, Chad. We don’t know… not for certain anyway. We see the effects, that’s for sure, but we don’t have any real witnesses.”
 
   “You’re just guessing it’s the Refuti?” Putty asked, rejoining them. “Sure, you have a brand on this guy’s butt, but how many people know about the brand? Somebody might be trying to throw the blame onto them. I mean, do they even have a presence here?”
 
   Bruce looked again at the brand and then shoved the body back into cold storage. “It’s an educated guess, Mr. Monroe. We’re one of the Refuti Mining Corp’s few competitors. And we’re the smallest, easiest to take out, especially with us being so far from the rest of what the Colarium considers ‘civilized’ space.”
 
   Flynn clenched his jaw. Sukiyaki wasn’t more than a week’s hop from “civilized” space. It was the less than profitable, rustic lifestyle inured by the climate and storms that didn’t appeal to the so-called “benevolent” government. 
 
   Bruce waved for the others to follow him and Flynn fell in behind the barkeep.
 
   As they made their way to the door, Bruce said, “The Refuti may have been a legitimate corporation at some point, but they’ve taken advantage of the fact the Colarium looks the other way, and we’ve all had to pay the price for it.  Now they’re just thugs; pirates, really.”
 
   Bullets peppered the side of the modular medical facility. Bruce shoved everyone back inside.
 
   “Who the hell is shooting at us?” Flynn yelled.  The gun in his hand was useless with Bruce blocking him from a clear shot.
 
   Ignoring Flynn, Bruce edged toward the door and shouted.
 
   “Seamus! Stop that right now. You’re going to get somebody killed – likely your damned fool self.”
 
   “Bruce?” A quiet, squeaky voice came back.
 
   Flynn stepped out from behind the bartender, gun leveled at the mouse-voiced man’s head…. or it would have been. Two feet below his aim, a bright red cowboy hat sat atop a boy’s head. He couldn’t have been over eight years old… maybe nine. 
 
   “Are you so desperate you’re arming school boys?” Flynn asked, holstering his gun. Death by pre-teen; that would make Archimedes laugh.
 
   “How old are you, Son?” Flynn asked the little face under the hat brim. “Put that thing down before you hurt someone.”
 
   “I’m old enough to have a gun.” Seamus did as he was told, with a theatrical stamping of his foot and two fists on his hips.
 
   Flynn turned to give Bruce a disparaging look. “He’s barely out of diapers!”
 
   “AM NOT!” The kid pulled his gun again, holding it with a steady hand and cocked the hammer. 
 
   At this distance, the boy couldn’t hope to miss. Flynn would be dead, or mortally wounded, and the town would have Chadrick and Putty to deal with their mess – could this get any worse?
 
   “Son, have you ever shot a man?” Flynn asked.
 
   “No, but that doesn’t mean I couldn’t.”
 
   “Whether you can or can’t isn’t the question. Anyone can shoot anyone else. What you need to be concerned about is how you’ll feel afterwards. Sure, you can shoot me. A lot of people out there in the black want to. And not just because they got hurt by something I said. But think about how you’ll feel afterwards.”
 
   The boy was too young to hear this lecture, but Flynn continued. “You could lie to everyone – to yourself – and claim I was armed, but you and I both know I’m not pulling my gun on you. You’re just a boy. You may want to be more than that right now, but you’re not. You’ve got a hell of a lot of time ahead of you before you want to start making decisions along the lines of who deserves the bullet in that chamber.”
 
   Seamus’s little mouth screwed up and his face turned an identical shade to the hat on his head, but he un-cocked the gun and stuffed it back in his hip holster.
 
   Bruce pulled Flynn away as Chadrick went to talk to the boy. 
 
   “You have to understand, Mr. Monroe. Seamus is Kalen’s youngest son. He’s grieving. Both of his parents were killed in one of the blasts.  He’s young and confused, and he’s pissed off, and he needs to do something.”
 
   “So you gave him a gun?” Flynn said the words as quietly as he could. He didn’t want the boy to throw a tantrum and start with the high-noon stuff again.
 
   “Out here, kids learn to shoot almost as soon as they learn to walk. I didn’t give him anything. His parents are dead. He and his brother inherited their house and everything inside it. What Jemoa lets his brother do is up to him. He’s the legal guardian now.
 
   Flynn groaned. “Please tell me the other boy is past puberty.”
 
   “He’s nearing sixteen, but he’s just as pissed off as his little brother.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “What?” Bruce’s left eye narrowed.
 
   “Say you’ve actually got a war here.  The only way to win a war is to make sure everyone here is pissed off…. Well, I might leave the kids out of it.”
 
   “So, you’re in?” Chadrick asked, stepping back from his conversation with the boy.
 
   Flynn nodded, turning to the barkeep. “If a little boy is willing to stand up for you… I guess I can too”
 
   “Thank you, I’ll go tell Henri.” Bruce hurried away, dragging the boy with him, and Flynn checked the time on the clock tower. 
 
   He looked up to see Putty’s glance shift from the boy, to Bruce walking quickly away, to him. “We are not staying.”
 
   “By all means, Putty, go. I’m staying to help these people.”
 
   Growling, Putty turned with fists clenched. “You know, there are days I honestly consider fraternicide” 
 
   Flynn bit his tongue to keep from smiling – to keep from correcting him. “Use smaller words, Putty. I am a high school drop out after all.”
 
   Putty glared at him. When he spoke, it was through clenched teeth and with slow, clear words. “I’m going to kill you.”
 
   “You two never stop, do you!” Chadrick said, standing beside Putty, his smile pinched, his shoulders shaking.
 
   Flynn let him laugh. If things continued the way they were currently shaping up, there would be little laughter to go around later.


 
   
  
 

Three –
 
   As the sun neared the horizon, Flynn and Chadrick set off toward the mines. Flynn left Putty, content to drink himself into a stupor, at Bruce’s bar. He didn’t need his brother’s wallowing to get in the way of figuring out what was truly going on.
 
   Bruce and the rest of the mining community may have been convinced that everything stemmed from the corporation trying to take over their mom and pop world, but Flynn wasn’t going to take a single brand as objective proof. He needed to get a look at the mines and the damage first hand.
 
   Explosions, implosions, cave-ins… it was all bound to happen in the course of a normal mining operation. He’d seen someone with a bag of charges near the mine entrance. Sure, they were kept locked up when not in use, but a misplaced focus charge could spell disaster.
 
   “You didn’t have to come with me, you know.” Flynn said as they stepped out of the elevator basket.
 
   “I haven’t seen you in a literal age.” Chadrick clapped a hand on his shoulder and gave him an odd side hug. “Besides, I don’t like the idea of you being down here alone.”
 
   Flynn chose not to argue the point. The mines were empty, a funeral in the small church they’d passed was a clear indicator of why. But Flynn didn’t have time to mourn for those he didn’t know. He’d learned long ago the best way to remember the dead was to keep the living from joining them. He’d failed in that mission on many occasions during the war, but not for lack of trying.
 
   The rickety lift dropped them down into the shallow mine and they made their way through tunnels lit by flickering green phosphor lamps.
 
   Beside him, Chadrick shivered and rubbed his arms. “Not exactly what I’d call the perfect place for a romantic stroll.” 
 
   The mine was drafty, wind whistling around them. It echoed through the rocky tunnel, growing louder with each renewed gale. Flynn had met a girl or two who’d think it was perfect.
 
   “I’m sure it’s not as spooky when it’s full of workers.”
 
   “Probably not.” Chadrick’s voice was quiet behind him, as though the man was afraid some spirit might be awakened by louder tones.
 
   Flynn strode down the main shaft, dodging deserted mine carts, taking care to not trip over the twin ridges of the rail system.
 
   It was clear this part of the mine had been bled dry. Nothing on the rock walls gave a clue to any remaining ore deposits. They were scarred and useless. Now, little more than a means to finding a better source.
 
   “It’s kinda sad….” Chadrick echoed behind him.
 
   “It’s the way of the human race.” Flynn reached out to touch a cleft in the arching rock wall. “We take all that’s valuable and leave behind a scarred, desiccated shell. And don’t think I’m getting overly environmentally sentimental on you. We do it to everything. Just look at the slags if you think I’m lying. We even do it to other humans… we do it to ourselves.”
 
   Flynn shivered at the memory of the slags. Lurching dead men spreading over a battlefield, their limbs run by Colarium processors welded into their skulls. It was unnatural.
 
    Chadrick was silent behind him. That was one of the things he’d forgotten about Chadrick. The man knew when to shut up. He appreciated that.
 
   They wound their way through the empty mines for what felt like an eternity. Flynn knew it had only been an hour. Bruce mentioned that the miners had cleaned up…. but this was much more tidy than he’d expected.
 
   He stooped down, picked up a handful of red dirt and let it fall through his fingers like a sieve.  “There’s nothing here for us to find.” Flynn said, standing and turning to leave.  
 
   Just then, a bright light burst in the distance. 
 
   “Shit.”
 
   The shockwave from the explosion knocked him off his feet and he scrambled to cover his head as the ceiling came down around him in a rocky tumble.
 
   *
 
   Opening his eyes, Flynn pressed his palms to the mine floor beneath him. The ground was solid. That, at least, was a blessing. The air was thick with dust, leaving him in temporary darkness. Flynn felt an overwhelming sense of claustrophobia. He took a quick inventory of his condition. His legs were pinned to the dirt, but as he moved his feet, no pain sliced through his nerves. Thankfully, nothing was broken.
 
   A coughing sound to his left drew his attention. Light overhead blinded him and he blinked away the phantoms in his eyes. 
 
   “That was no accident,” Chadrick said, coughing heavily beside Flynn as he shook another lantern to life.  Standing, he brushed the thick coating of dust from his pants. “Do you think they want us trapped down here?”
 
   A pile of rocks pinned Flynn’s knees to the dirt, and he shoved them off, letting them clatter to the ground and roll noisily away. “I’m not sure they knew – or cared – we were down here.”
 
   “Anything I need to look at?” Chad asked, eyes raking over him, questioningly.
 
   Shaking his head, Flynn rose to his feet and swatted away the cloud of dust that had come from his hair. “Nah, I managed to miss the worst of it.”
 
   “Good, because I don’t want to think about how I’d get you out of here if I had to try to carry you.”
 
   “You couldn’t carry me if you wanted to.” Flynn thought back to their school day wrestling matches.
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “Don’t get cheeky, Doc.”
 
   With a groan, Chadrick looked sideways at him. “I will never forgive my mother for teaching you that word.”
 
    Flynn inspected the rubble and let out a frustrated sigh, looking behind them. “We’re never going to get out this way. Our best chance is to cut across to another shaft and try a different access. If they blew the main drop we may have to climb out a ventilation duct.”
 
   Chadrick breathed a heavy sigh and Flynn bit his tongue. Putty would have seen this as an adventure; he would have tried to get Flynn to go up the first ventilation duct they saw. It would have reminded him of the tunnels they built between their forts in the back yard. Chadrick had never been too adventurous. Maybe that was why he’d gotten into an accelerated med-hack program – a safe, quiet, stable job. 
 
    “I know, I know.” Chadrick raised his hands in mock defense. “I’m going to have to climb out of here… just stop looking at me like I’m the last person you would have picked for your farball team.”
 
   “Oh, no. I’d never pick you last. Jennifer Delictorio was always my last choice.”
 
   Chadrick stopped, eyes narrowed in curiosity. “I never got that. She could throw better than half the guys.”
 
   “Yeah, but she always tried to take over the team… and if you tried to stop her, well, she was a biter.” Flynn grimaced at the memory. He’d wound up with a few marks he’d been certain would end up scars. Thankfully they hadn’t.
 
   “I seem to recall a few guys from school saying something to that effect, but they didn’t seem to mind the biting. Then again, they weren’t playing farball.” Chadrick laughed, kicking a loose stone ahead of them.
 
   “I’m sure you’ve met more than a few girls at college with the same sort of talents Jennifer had.”
 
   “Well, sure, especially in the medical sciences buildings. There are plenty of women looking to become doctors’ wives. There are plenty of men looking to be doctor’s husband’s too.”
 
    “Well, then, there’s hope for you yet.”
 
   Chadrick rolled his eyes and snorted. “I think I’ll get my relationship advice from someone else, thank you.”
 
   “Like Putty?” Flynn snorted before he could stop himself. “I haven’t even had a chance to ask him who he’s marrying.” He shook away a strange shiver. “I have a weird feeling about the whole thing, I mean, the guy’s locked up tighter than a steel trap. I think, if I ever found a girl worth marrying, I’d be hard pressed to shut up about her. What do you know about it?”
 
   “Don’t look at me. I didn’t know he was engaged until just before you walked into the bar. After I left for school, we kind of fell out of touch. He dove into pulling apart and putting things back together, and I had mountains of coursework. You know what they say about long distance relationships.”
 
   “Tell me about it.” Flynn said under his breath, but a little too loud. “Though my lack of contact was probably worse on him.”
 
   “I get that.” Chadrick pulled his leg back to kick another rock.
 
    “I don’t think you do, Chad. It’s not like I didn’t try. I couldn’t call home. Sure, there were probably ways, but where I was, calling home could get your family killed.”
 
    “That’s the point, Flynn. You had a good reason to stay away. I didn’t. I don’t.”
 
   “You’re busy, Chad. I’m sure Putty doesn’t hold it against you. I don’t suppose he contacted you either, did he?”
 
   “No,” Chadrick said, quietly.
 
   Voices echoing through the tunnels put an abrupt end to the awkward conversation. Flynn flicked off the phosphor flash lamp and pushed Chadrick back against the wall. 
 
   Two men walked along the perpendicular shaft. The blue light of their lanterns created a pair of ironic, swinging halos at their feet. 
 
   Whistling a jaunty tune, they came closer. One held a bag over his shoulder, a length of det-cord snaked out of it, dangling at his hip. The ugly mirth in the other one’s smile told Flynn there was no chance these two were innocent in the cave in. 
 
   “I don’t like it,” the bag man said, shifting his rucksack and letting his lantern swing in a wider arc. “Blowing holes in the place just means we’ll have to dig them right back out again when we kick the fuckers out.” 
 
   “Boss man says he wants a cave in, we provide him with a cave in. He tells me to shoot you, I don’t blink.”
 
   “Yeah, I know. You’re a bastard like that.” The bagman shoved his partner sideways.
 
   “You wouldn’t either.”
 
   “Not even a flutter of the eyelids. Let’s set these damn charges and get the hell back off this dustbowl.”
 
   “If the plan works, this’ll probably be our new home, you know.”
 
   “If the plan doesn’t work, we’ll both be six feet under.”
 
   The two men moved past the connecting tunnel where Flynn and Chadrick hid, and Flynn turned back to the doctor-in-training. “You any good at hand to hand combat? Or are you still a ninny when it comes to that sort of thing?”
 
   “I’ve never had a problem with the sight of blood,” he said, looking at Flynn, “but I’m still not very good at producing it. I took a jujitsu class last term… but I  only passed because it was graded on attendance and I showed up every day.”
 
   That was unfortunate. Flynn had only one gun and he preferred to hang on to it.  But dire conditions called for dire solutions. “You still know how to shoot a bottle off a fence post?”
 
   “I’d put down money that I’ve still got the steadiest hands of the three of us.” Chadrick held his hand out flat, not a shiver.
 
   “Great. Of course Putty bashes his with wrenches, and I bloodied mine on a battlefield, while you went off to to learn how to stitch people up.”
 
   Chad shrugged. “Yeah, well I figured for as often as you two need patched up, one of us ought to get some training.” 
 
   A slow rumble brought their banter to silence as another rockslide pulled their attention to their left.
 
   “We need to hurry.  We’ll want to catch up to them before they have a chance to seal us in.” Flynn whispered.  He clicked off the gun’s safety and reluctantly handed it over. Chadrick had been a decent shot when they were kids, but that had been target practice. A man on the other end of the barrel changes things—especially if you’ve spent the last couple of years in medical school. His speech to Seamus was not for show.
 
   “Ready whenever you are.” Chadrick’s face wasn’t corroborating his mouth’s story.
 
   Flynn didn’t have time to worry about it. He swung around the corner in a run, his best chance was to get them from behind before they knew what was coming. 
 
   He hit the bag man hard, his shoulder connecting with rib cage, the crunch and crumple of bones breaking was audible as the man fell to the ground in abject agony.
 
   His partner wasn’t so easily dealt with.
 
   A fist in Flynn’s ribs sent his hips in the opposite direction of his head, but the man was clearly expecting to fight a miner – not a soldier. Correcting his posture, Flynn flung himself at the man and landed a jab straight to the man’s nose. A bloody river flowed .
 
   Fingernails tore at the sensitive scar tissue at Flynn’s neck, and he lashed out with an elbow, cracking it sharply against the guy’s hard skull. The second thug slumped to the ground, glassy eyes rolling to the back of his head before they shuttered closed.
 
   Behind him, Chadrick stood silently, unused gun in his hand hanging limp at his side.
 
   “I’m sorry, Flynn.  I just couldn’t.” Chadrick stared down at the crumpled bodies, gun shaking in his grip; barrel cold. 
 
   Flynn took it from him and looked him squarely in the eyes. “Listen to me. No one on this world, or any other, can tell you what’s right by you. If you can’t shoot someone, you shouldn’t be troubled by it.”
 
   Chadrick’s jaw twitched, clenching and unclenching and Flynn clamped a hand down on his shoulder.
 
   He looked the doctor straight in the eye. “The difficulty in shooting a gun has nothing to do with pulling the trigger.”
 
    Flynn tied up the unconscious men and dropped them unceremoniously into a nearby ore cart.
 
   “Have you ever froze?” Chadrick stared at him over the edge of the cart.
 
   “Yeah.” He swallowed hard, trying not to remember the failing. “You going to help me push, or are you just here to look pretty?”
 
   The cart tracks sloped upward and soon Flynn was sucking in breaths of fresh air. Chadrick provided about as much help pushing the cart as he’d provided in helping to fight the jerks in the cart.  
 
   The thugs, ironically, led them most of the way to the secondary shaft. 
 
   Squinting at the hint of sunlight in the distance, Chadrick said, “This is probably how they got in here in the first place.” 
 
   “Hopefully there’s no one waiting for them up top.” Flynn checked his gun, just in case, and resumed pushing. 
 
   *
 
   Flynn and Chadrick surfaced a quarter mile from where they’d dropped into the shaft. Flynn hefted the still unconscious thugs out of the cart and tied them together at the waist. He then drug them across the rocky ground without care for the sand rash they’d wake up with.
 
   A crowd had gathered round the main mine entrance, and Flynn watched for a moment as Bruce held Putty back while men in red jumpsuits and hard hats descended.  Apparently a rescue crew had been assembled to retrieve Chadrick and him.
 
   “Did you lose something?” Flynn asked loudly.
 
   Bruce and Putty turned to them at the same time, and the barkeeper’s hands released Flynn’s older brother. 
 
   Putty ran the short distance between them and grabbed Flynn roughly, hugging him harder than when he’d first returned to Soocilla. “Do you know how worried I was?” He asked before he pushed him away at arm’s length and decked him.
 
   “Bloody Nora!” Flynn said, blinking and rubbing the spot on his jaw. He looked up at his brother and glared. “What the hell, Putty?”
 
   “I thought I’d have to go home and tell our mother you got yourself killed.” Putty stalked away, disappearing between the white-washed wood of the houses around the mine entrance.
 
   “Ah, family problems… sometimes I’m glad mine are all off world.” Bruce stared after Putty, his face a clear contradiction of his words. “We were trying to find more men to head to the secondary shaft. Looks like you weren’t in need of rescuing.”
 
   “Well, the gesture counts.” Flynn nodded to the group of men still working at the mine’s main entrance.
 
   “Them? They don’t give two ostrich turds about you.” Bruce turned to look over his shoulder with a smile and then swung back to Flynn and his dragged thugs. “Let’s get these two put away before they wake up.”
 
   The town was quiet, its dusty streets vacant after the blast in the mine as Bruce led them into what looked like it should have been a land right’s office.
 
   A square of cells occupied the center of the one room building. “This is the jail?”
 
   “We didn’t have one at first. Still don’t have a real sheriff. Mostly we put drunks in here to sober up. Before the Refuti Mining Corp – they call themselves the RMC – showed up, we didn’t have too much in the way of crime. The devious tend to leave on their own.”
 
   Rows of gun lockers lined the back wall, and Flynn looked from Bruce to them with a disbelieving scowl. “If you don’t have an issue, why do you need that many guns?”
 
   “Only one of them actually has weapons. The rest we just use for storage.”
 
   Flynn dropped the two miscreants on the floor. Kicking their legs inside the cell and shoving them across the hard wood like ungainly sacks of flour. He slammed the cell door shut and heard two pairs of uneven footsteps behind him. 
 
   Putty looked as though he’d rather be back in the bar than dealing with his idiot younger brother, and Flynn couldn’t help but smile. His brother’s scowl deepened and Flynn decided they’d both live longer if he stopped antagonizing his brother.
 
   Beside Putty, a tall woman in a ruffled pink shirt surveyed the unconscious, bound men with a grimace. “That wasn’t very nice.” 
 
   “They tried to kill us. Forgive me for not finding a feather bed for them.” Flynn was not in a mood to deal with looky-loo townsfolk. “Who the hell are you.”
 
   “Henri,” Bruce jumped, in gesturing to Chadrick first while the woman called Henri held her own in a staring match against Flynn.  “This is my friend Chadrick I’ve told you about, and the Monroe brothers. Like I said before, they’re here to help.”
 
   Henri didn’t take her eyes off Flynn.
 
   “This is Henrietta. Henri. She’s basically our mayor and governor, all rolled into one… keeps this place in order.”
 
   Henri’s eyes finally slid from Flynn’s to the two men lying on the cell’s floor. Her jaw clenched, brown eyes deathly flat, she stepped toward the bars. “They set off the explosions?” 
 
   “Yeah, they’re the ones. Flynn and Chad caught them in the mine with explosives on ‘em. They were talking about their job and how they’ll be living here once it was done. I’ve never seen them before.”
 
   “And they have the same mark as the guy in the morgue.” Chadrick confirmed for the rest of them. “If that brand is from the RMC then they are definitely Refuti’s men.”
 
   Flynn sat on the empty desk in the corner and looked over the small group. “If what you’ve said about their tactics so far is true, Giuseppe Refuti won’t want these two alive. He’s going to come for them…. and we have to be ready. This is your chance to show them this town is not full of the weak creatures they think. You’ve got to show them you can, and will, fight.
 
   “They’ll want these two back, all right, or dead.” Putty turned from the window and leveled his own gaze on all of them. “Because alive and captured, they’re a liability. If you lose this fight, you lose this war.” 
 
   “Well, we can’t take the fight to them. Apparently the Refuti bought the remnant terraforming base on the moon. They’ve been this close for months,” Bruce said, holding his thumb and forefinger an inch apart.
 
   Flynn clenched his jaw to keep from asking why he was just being told this now.
 
   Chadrick looked at the two men in the cell. “They were probably biding their time and looking for ways to drive you out. They couldn’t be openly aggressive. Giuseppe wouldn’t want to draw the Colarium’s attention to this scheme.” 
 
   Flynn watched as Putty leaned against the door frame, his eyes falling on each of them in turn. He was not the brother Flynn had left behind. 
 
   Putty settled on Flynn for a brief moment before turning back to the others. “He’s right. They can’t let you have any proof.”
 
   There was a finality in his words that set Flynn on edge. When they had a moment in private, he’d have to talk to his older brother, though he had a feeling neither of them would enjoy it.
 
   “Then we need to be ready for them.” Bruce pulled open one of the gun cabinets, unlocked the interior gate and liberated a host of firearms. He set each on the desk beside Flynn. 
 
   Turning back to them, the Barkeeper nodded toward the cabinet beside him. “Somebody want to help me move this in front of that side window?”
 
   Chadrick and Henri moved to help him, and soon the others started shoving the other lockers to block the other windows. Flynn looked at the faces around him. They were all uncomfortable with what was being asked of them. But he knew for a fact they’d be more uncomfortable when the RMC ran them off the planet and they had to find a new home. Vagrants were never welcomed with open arms.
 
   Flynn stepped out on to the porch and found Seamus watching him with the curious intensity that only little boys could muster.
 
   “They’re coming, aren’t they?” he asked, adjusting his small red cowboy hat.
 
   Flynn nodded, turning to look up at the hazy moon, barely visible in the pre-dusk sky. On their way down to the planet, Flynn hadn’t spared it a thought. Now, it gave him the same feeling as finding a beehive in a tree… while you were climbing it.
 
   “I wanna help.” Seamus looked up at him with a stony determination.
 
   “Kid, you’re too young. This is serious and you don’t want to get involved,” Flynn said, half annoyed, half impressed by the little guy’s tenacity.
 
   “They killed my folks,” Seamus said, fighting back tears. “This is more my fight than it is yours.” 
 
   Flynn swallowed, hard, “Fine. You go tell everyone to head for a safe place. Let them know something bad is coming.” 
 
   “What if they don’t believe me?”
 
   “Make them.” Flynn held the boy’s eyes for a moment, and then Seamus was gone, running through the dusty street like a bat out of a mineshaft.
 
   They were all going to have to start thinking of this as a war, their war, or they were going to die – down to the last man who didn’t bear the double R brand.


 
   
  
 

Four –
 
   Twilight descended on the deserted town, green and orange painting the sky a ghastly hue. The muddy brown-gray moon rose overhead, joining the already unfortunate palette. In the distance, Flynn heard the echoing buzz and cough of two stroke motors.
 
   “They’re coming,” Henri said quietly, turning to look at Bruce behind her. 
 
   In the last three hours, Flynn had learned the woman was a tailor… among other things. And though the barkeep said nothing of it, he’d learned Bruce was hiding an infatuation, and not doing it well. Whether or not Henri reciprocated, well, he couldn’t have begun to guess… until that moment.
 
   Flynn had never had the time nor inclination to begin a relationship, though he understood why others did. The Lazarai had taken on the archaic notion that women had no place in the military. Flynn hadn’t necessarily approved, but it had made things easier. Fewer relationships to get in the way of taking commands; fewer idiots diving in front of a bullet for unrequited love. He wouldn’t tell Henrietta what she could or couldn’t do, but he hoped there wouldn’t be an issue with her and Bruce when things got hairy. Void help him if he had to lock one of them up as well. 
 
   Dusk faded into the darkness of night as Flynn saw the first trails of sand and exhaust following bouncing lights from two-wheeled sand cruisers. 
 
   “They must have a landing site far enough away from town that we’ve never seen them coming or going.” Henri scowled as she squinted into the darkness.
 
   Bruce put a hand on her shoulder. “Heaven knows there’s plenty of empty sand to drop a skiff or two. We’ve got enough space here to make a ship’s graveyard for half the Colarium fleet.”
 
   “Nika would kill for that contract,” Chadrick said with a small laugh.
 
   “Who’s Nika?” Putty asked from the back doorway where he stood guard.
 
   “He’s this planet’s resident scrap contractor.  The guy is ruthless and will go after absolutely anything.  Half the time he doesn’t even wait until it’s abandoned; he’ll pirate a ship right out from under the crew,” Henri said matter-of-factly.
 
   “It doesn’t look like he left, this Nika guy, I mean.” Flynn said, breaking into their conversation and nodding toward the lit façade of the scrap yard’s main building.
 
   Bruce followed Flynn’s gaze and nodded. “He wouldn’t. He’s got a kingdom of trash to protect.”
 
   The riders tore into town on the main drag, but Flynn could hear motors churning out the back as well. He handed Putty a 21st century assault rifle and sent him and Henri to watch the back. The six gun lockers had been secured. Two on each side wall, covering the windows, and the final two in front of the cell holding their tranquilized prisoners. There was no point in keeping them locked up if they were just going to let the sods be killed. And as Bruce had assured him, Refuti’s men would take the easy way out.
 
   Flynn turned back to look at Chadrick. The doctor was administering an anesthetic to the two thugs. He dropped the needles into a red box in his bag and looked up. 
 
   Chadrick startled when his eyes met Flynn’s but a smile spread across his face a moment later.  “They’ll be out like a light for some time now.” He packed up his medical bag and dropped it next to the unclaimed weapons on the desk. 
 
   Flynn refused to blame the man for his convictions, and he recognized that the doctor’s skills were irreplaceable. But he would be useless in this battle until someone was bleeding. 
 
   Chadrick sat on the edge of the metal desk, chewing on his lip while he fidgeted with the first aid kit in his hand.
 
   “You might want to take cover in the knee well, Doc. I don’t want a ricochet hitting you.” Henri pulled the chair away and nodded to the space beneath the desk. 
 
   As Chadrick did what she suggested, Flynn regretted not having sent him away with the others to the cave system the townsfolk used in emergencies. He thought about thanking Henri for looking out for Chadrick… but thought better of it. She didn’t seem the sort of woman who wanted everything she did pointed out.
 
   In the darkening street, the riders circled. They shot randomly into the air, skidding to kick dust and rocks at the nearby storefronts. Flynn knew the tactic, he’d used it a time or two himself. But these men had no one to scare in the outer perimeters of the town. No hostages to gather. They would not balk, and if Bruce was right about the scrapper and his men….
 
   “They’ll make their demands, and when we don’t hand their buddies over, then maybe we’ll see some real action.” Flynn let out the puff of breath in his chest. It sounded something like a sigh, but Flynn could have screamed for all anyone would have heard over the ruckus their attackers made.
 
   As if on cue, one of the bikes came to a stop, a cloud of brown dust filtering over him in the muted light reflecting off the moon. When it cleared, he held up an antique bullhorn, speaking to the sky rather than in any one direction. “Give us the men you’ve taken hostage and we’ll be on our way. None of you have to die.”
 
   “None of us have to die? More than enough of us already have,” Henri grumbled from behind Flynn, but she didn’t look like she was going to make a foolish move. 
 
   The thug repeated himself when there was no response, and then turned back to his gang. Shrugging, he stuffed the megaphone into a pack behind him and tore a circle in the road, sending up a plume of dirt and sand.
 
   The once unaimed shots now began to pepper storefronts, shattering windows and thudding into boards. Flynn hadn’t told any of those inside their little bunker to hold their fire – shooting first wasn’t a moral qualm in a situation like this – but none of them seemed inclined to loose the first bullet toward the group of miners-turned-mobsters.
 
   The jail’s front was riddled with as many bullets as the surrounding buildings, and the windows facing the street shattered. The one beside Flynn sprayed him with shards. The riders would know where they were as soon as the real firefight started, but he’d give them time to waste their bullets.
 
   As the circling sand cruisers came into view. Flynn took aim. The leader of the group flew backward off his ride, colliding with the man behind him and falling beneath the second bike’s wheels. Flynn’s gun was cold.
 
    Two more shots felled two more bikers and a ricochet shattered another window moments after Flynn ducked out of the way.
 
   When he popped back up, he saw the top of a small, red cowboy hat below the window. Two gut punchers in the boy’s hands fired into the dust. Seamus looked up at him with a smile and went right back to filling the cloud with lead.
 
   Flynn grabbed the kid by the collar and dragged him in through the busted up window. If the kid got cut up, so be it. The miscreant would have gotten himself killed anyway.
 
   Flynn all but tossed the boy to Chadrick. “What were you thinking, you little brat? You could have got yourself shot.”
 
   “Yeah, and that’s my right.” Seamus spat back, struggling against Chadrick’s hold. “I’m more a part of this town than you are.”
 
   Flynn shot two men as they emerged from the cloud, then looked at the kid, trying to decide if the boy was some cosmic joke, but Chadrick held up a hand. “Leave the boy be. He’s safe enough now.”
 
   “He would have been safer in the caves.” Henri said from behind them, shooting out the cracked back door. 
 
   “Yes, but that’s not something we can change right now, and we have bigger problems.” Flynn shot another of the riders, sending his bike caroming into the front of the tiny law office across the street. Splinters of wood and shards of glass clattered in the sudden silence.
 
   A bullet whizzed through the make-shift jail’s door, and Bruce fell backward, clutching his shoulder. 
 
   Flynn heard him cursing as he looked at the chunk of flesh torn from his arm. Letting out a growl of rage, Henri closed the distance from the back door to the front and kicked it open, peppering the remaining thugs with bullets.
 
   Flynn only managed to tackle Henri to the ground a moment before the back wall was turned to Swiss cheese. No part of this “jail” had been meant for a prolonged siege. Bullets clattered off the gun lockers in front of the cells.
 
   Flynn kicked the door shut, and pushed her toward Bruce. He had a feeling the sheet-white pallor of the barkeep’s face was not due to his own blood loss. 
 
   Flynn stood as something whooshed past his head, out the shattered front window. From behind him, Putty yelled, “Everybody down!”
 
   Flynn dropped to the floor with the rest of them, arms over his head to shield himself from the blast. Nothing happened.
 
   Heavy fire pitted the wood structure, sending chips and splinters exploding away like brittle shrapnel.
 
   “What did you do?” Flynn shouted at his brother.
 
   Putty laughed and pointed to a bag from the on top of the desk. “I found a grenade!”
 
   A burst of orange lit the jail and, in the street a plume of fire erupted into the night. The clatter of dirt and debris raining down on the roof echoed deafeningly as the flickering of firelight crept in through the windows. Silence descended upon them.
 
   Flynn waited, listening, and finally poked his head out to look at the deserted street. 
 
   “looks like that scared them off….” Putty crept up beside him.
 
   Flynn snorted, but couldn’t disagree. “For the time being.”
 
   “Now what?” Chadrick asked as he hurried to Bruce’s side and began digging through his bag.
 
   Flynn looked down the long, deserted drag. Beyond the dying fire, darkness prevailed. The faint buzz in the distance and the marks of men dragged away told Flynn why there wasn’t a Refuti thug to be left for questioning – or the morgue. Their small stand had worked… for the moment.
 
   He breathed a sigh, though he wouldn’t consider it one of relief. “Now, we wait.”
 
   “For what?” Henri asked from her window on the other side of the door.
 
   “Maybe they’ll drop a white flag.” Flynn knew they wouldn’t, but it was never a bad idea to hope. Hope was often the only thing a man had. And it was good to hope – so long as you were realistic about your expectations.
 
   *
 
   They slept in shifts that night, and Flynn was rudely awakened by the side of a foot to his ribs. 
 
   In a flash of movement, Henri was on her back beneath him; one of his hands on her throat, the other pinning her gun to the uneven wood floor.  She stared up at him, eyes bright with surprise, her mouth a thin line of irritation.
 
   In one smooth move, Flynn stood, bringing her up with him, and let go. “Next time, just say my name. It’ll be quicker… and safer.”
 
   His time in the Lazarai army made him a light sleeper, and a wakeup call like that was a good way to end up with a knife in the throat. “What is it?”
 
   “We’ve got company,” Henri said. 
 
   Bruce stood looking out what was left of the window. 
 
   Keeping Henri behind him, as though his body could stop bullets, Flynn watched the tightly restrained jealousy wash over Bruce’s face. 
 
   Bruce didn’t say a word as Flynn stepped away from Henri to the empty window beside him; he didn’t have to. 
 
   Two men of similar height, wearing make shift uniforms-- all black with two bands of white around their left arms, approached. One held a white cloth, flicking it about as though he was plagued by a swarm of gnats.
 
   “Why would they come to surrender?” Bruce asked, studying the men, “and in the middle of the night?”
 
   “Chances are this isn’t what you think it is,” Flynn replied.
 
   The men stopped in front of the jail, their backs to the crater left by Putty’s lobbed grenade and called out, “We’d like to negotiate.” 
 
   Flynn stepped outside, gun in hand, finger resting on the trigger. 
 
   They balked at the sight of him, looking at each other for a confused moment before conferring quietly. “But we’ll only talk with Patrick Monroe.”
 
   As Putty stepped out beside him, Flynn couldn’t help but ask, “How does Refuti know you’re here?”
 
   “Because I sent him a data burst asking to talk.”
 
   “What?  Putty are you crazy?  Don’t let the locals know, they’ll hang you for a traitor!” Flynn’s quiet words only gained him an irritated eye roll from his brother. Turning back to the thugs, Flynn kept his gun trained on them. “He’s not going anywhere alone.”
 
   The one with the white flag shrugged. “That’s fine… so long as he comes.”
 
   Flynn didn’t like the way the thug was looking at his brother. Something was off. He needed to talk to Putty. How did he know how to get a hold of a guy like Refuti?
 
   The look on his brother’s face told him he’d get nowhere by asking.
 
   Putty’s eyes were fixed on the thug, his jaw set. He nodded, and reached out to push Flynn’s gun toward the dirt. “We’ll come.”
 
   “He figured you’d be… amenable.”
 
   Flynn had a feeling the man was repeating his boss’ words. Chewing on them to be precise. The thug didn’t look like he had a clue what the word “amenable” meant.
 
   “I don’t like this, Flynn.” Bruce stood behind him, looking antsy.
 
   Flynn stepped back inside and spoke quietly the barkeeper, ignoring Seamus, who leaned in to overhear them. “Listen, you have a minuscule population compared to the Refuti payroll. If they want to launch an all out assault, you’ll be run over or run out. You can’t beat them in a fair fight, so you shouldn’t even try. When we get to Refuti , I’ll be able to get more information – I’ll know the score on both sides of the line. It’ll be better than fighting them blind.”
 
   “And what if they take you somewhere and shoot you?” Seamus asked, his little hand on his gut puncher, eyeing the thugs with a hard glare.
 
   Flynn thought about the two men who’d been sent to parlay. “I’ve been against worse odds before,” he said, to no one in particular.  “Sometimes its easier to survive as one against a hundred, than fifty against the same.”
 
   “I hope you know what you’re doing.” Chadrick said quietly from behind them.
 
   “Me too.” 
 
   Flynn left them, and joined his brother on the porch. “We’ll go with you, but those two stay locked, up at least until we get back. They’ve got crimes to pay for. Unless you want to trade them places.”
 
   “Whatever,” the talker of the two cut him off. “We’re here to collect Patrick Monroe. No one said a thing about having to deal with those two.” He nodded toward his comrades with disgust painted across his face in the curve of his upper lip. 
 
   Flynn thought the thug might spit, and shifted his weight, ready to move out of the way.
 
   “He never said nothing about bringing others along, neither, so you’re fine to come too.”
 
   “I’ll be coming too.” Chadrick said from behind them, and Flynn bit his tongue to keep from telling the doctor-in-training to stay put. He’d only get lippy. But Flynn did wonder if the appearance of a divided front would help. He decided to use it later if needed. 
 
   With an uncaring shrug, the lead thug turned and started back toward the landing field. Putty followed quickly – he seemed more than ready to get off this planet, anyway possible. Even if the alternative wasn’t any better. 
 
   Flynn watched the second thug warily as he and Chadrick fell into line behind Putty. If the man tried anything, Bruce or Henri would pepper him full of birdshot. The thought didn’t make Flynn any less apprehensive.
 
   Curious eyes peeked through the calico curtains of the second floor in the scrap yard’s barn as the unlikely procession made its way down the main drag and into the landing field.
 
   The waiting shuttle was a small transport rig. As they buckled into the passenger compartment seats, separated from the two men sent to retrieve them, Chadrick looked to Putty with a questioning glare.
 
   “What makes Giuseppe Refuti think you’re ‘friendly’?” 
 
   Putty shot Flynn a look he’d used often when they were children. It was a “I will hurt you if you say one wrong word” look. Then, with an irritated sigh, he leaned his head back against the head rest. “I’m marrying his sister.”


 
   
  
 

Five –
 
   Flynn’s stomach settled as the shuttle’s landing gear hit the lunar soil.  
 
   Refuti had a base on Sukiyaki’s only moon. That had never occurred to him. It was a perfect hiding place from which to launch a guerilla campaign against the unsuspecting town below.
 
   An oversized hangar sat beside them, its front split open. 
 
   Swallowing hard, Chadrick turned to Flynn with a worried wrinkle to his brow. “Does that look like some sort of beast’s maw to you?”
 
   The ship lurched as they were towed into the bay and the hangar door closed behind them. Flynn watched the ground crew through the squat view ports as they scurried around the ship, connecting hoses and clearing a path in the disorganized chaos.
 
   The moon itself was as boring a lump of rock as Flynn had ever come across. Barren and pockmarked, with fissures running into the crust and sharp crags overlooking deep craters. There was nothing on its surface that gave even a hope for survival, save for the ugly, squat metal compound in which they were now ostensibly trapped. 
 
   Chadrick whistled lowly. “Who would have thought a big time corp would set up shop in a deserted lunar colony just to drive away the population of a dustbowl planet.”
 
   “Putty might have.” Flynn’s words were too low for anyone else to hear.
 
   Their nameless escorts herded them out the hatch, and Flynn swallowed convulsively as sucked in a breath and the stale atmosphere in the airlock hit his tongue. Artificially generated and perpetually recycled air always took a little getting used to… a prospect he never found appealing.
 
   A sea of eyes fell on them as men with scarred hands and faces turned toward them, tired eyes filled with disdain, mouths twisted into scowls. The gazes fell on them only briefly as they were ushered into the mazelike corridors. These men didn’t need to know who they were, and they didn’t care. Flynn had learned the same blank look. Observe and move on. 
 
   During their decent, Flynn had seen the modular base and barely given it a second thought. The cluster of buildings was utilitarian and ugly. The technology around him was decades old, save for pieces here and there retrofitted into the old systems. 
 
   Flynn would have made a hefty bet no one had touched the air scrubbers, even for routine maintenance and cleaning, in years. He had half a mind to ask Chadrick if he could borrow a mask. 
 
   “That shouldn’t be here.” Putty craned his neck to see a metal glob Flynn couldn’t begin to guess the purpose of, but he was sure Putty would wax technical about if given the chance.
 
   Corridors snaked around each other in an unconventional maze. They should have been walking through a series of connecting rooms, transferring from hatch to hatch. But someone had made this compound as curvy as a man’s intestinal tract. Flynn was sure Refuti was using it to his advantage. 
 
   Unfortunately for the would-be land grabber, Flynn had a knack for keeping his bearings. He remembered the exact route they’d trod, no proverbial crumbs needed.
 
    “What is this place?” Flynn asked, more to himself than for an answer.
 
   Chadrick gave him one anyway. “It’s a remnant from when the Colarium terraformed Sukiyaki. Most of the base looks like it was modular… like they added when they needed something. There’s probably dozens of stations like these on moons throughout the systems. They’d need someplace to monitor the progress. When Sukiyaki didn’t turn out how they wanted it to, I’d guess they abandoned it. Giuseppe probably claimed it without anyone noticing, and by the time they did… he was entrenched.”
 
   “I’d bet he bought it outright.” Putty said to no one in particular as he studied another piece of slapped on tech.
 
   “Well, it’s certainly the ugliest piece of dross I’ve seen in a while… and I’ve seen some shit holes.” Flynn shivered as they passed by a cold air return duct.
 
   “Perhaps that’s why it was so easy for me to appropriate.”
 
   Flynn turned abruptly at the new voice and was entirely underwhelmed.
 
   “Allow me to introduce myself,” the scrawny man said with a bow that listed to the left. “I am your host, Giuseppe Refuti.”
 
   The man’s mousy face was pinched into a sinister smile, his beady brown eyes surveying each of them. Flynn’s expression didn’t hide his own appraisal. 
 
   Giuseppe wore a neatly pressed business suit that was the height of fashion on any world within the financial ring of planets. Red with a grey pinstripe. It made Flynn want to vomit. The impracticality of it only made Flynn certain their “host” was a few degrees closer to insane than he’d expected; his attempt to drive out an entire planet’s population had already dropped an irrevocable black mark on the corporate louse.
 
   Refuti tapped his long cane on the ground and leaned into it, drawing Flynn’s attention to the handle. The man’s walking stick had a pistol grip.
 
   “I’d hoped to meet you under better circumstances, Patrick.” Giuseppe held out his hand, motioning them through the door beside him. He followed them into what Flynn could only surmise was his office. “Sadly, you’ve arrived at the worst time possible. I have to deal with a serious breach of protocol, but I will be right back. Have a seat.” As he turned to walk out the door they’d just entered, he added, “Men’s lives hang in the balance, you know.”
 
   As the shrew of a man left the room, Flynn looked up surreptitiously to the ventilation ducts. He wondered if the Mafioso would simply gas them and be done with it.
 
   Flynn waited until the door shut between them and the hall before he sat in the plush chair behind Giuseppe’s desk and turned a suspicious frown on Putty. “I think I need a little background here, Putty. You know this guy? How the hell did you fall into bed with a galactic mining corporation?”
 
   Putty blushed.  “I don’t know him.  I know his sister, Sophia.  I met her on Soocilla.” Putty shrugged and flopped into the chair across from Flynn. “I didn’t know who her family was until I was already in love with her. It wasn’t like we planned it. It just happened.”
 
   Chadrick nodded, examining the purple fern in the corner. “Sophia Refuti is supposed to be quite a stunning girl, if the rumors are right. I’ve never had the chance to meet her. She tends to keep to her own social circles. Which makes her meeting you quite a puzzle.”
 
   Flynn shifted, suddenly uncomfortable with the vulnerability he’d heard in Putty’s voice.
 
   Chadrick cleared his throat. “Maybe you should start at the beginning, Putty. How did you two meet?”
 
   “I work freelance jobs for a bunch of the shops near the port. Her ship came in with a wobbly pin-splice junction and it was throwing the ship’s systems into a complete tizzy. Really though, anything will do that to a Mercanoid Seven-Two, even with the upgrades that one had. You gotta give her constant love to keep her purring.”
 
   A clatter echoed in the hallway, and Flynn stood, tensed for a fight. “Try to stay focused, Putty, I don’t know how much time we have.”
 
   “I stumbled into her on accident and she was just the most sincere person I’d ever met… one thing led to another and suddenly other things were breaking on the ship and they had to stay longer.”
 
   “She broke her own ship to stay on Soocilla with you?” Chad laughed. “Not that you aren’t worth it, I’m sure.”
 
   Putty shrugged, examining the carpet. “I don’t know if it was her, I didn’t care enough to ask… well, that’s not exactly right. I hoped she wanted to stay. I didn’t want to ask and be wrong.”
 
   Flynn could think of a hundred things his brother should have cared to ask. Instead, he took a verbal jab at his brother. “It’s a regular fairy tale: The Princess and the Grease Monkey.”
 
   “Don’t even joke with me right now.” Putty’s fingers pressed into the leather arms of his chair. 
 
   “How long ago did all this happen?” Flynn asked, shaking his head.
 
   Chadrick had moved to the corner and pulled a piece of the fern off its stem and was twirling it between his fingers, staring at Putty.
 
   “Oh, I knew I wanted to marry her that first day,” Putty mused, “But I didn’t ask until I’d known her a bit longer.”
 
   “How long?” Flynn asked again.
 
   “Two weeks.”
 
   “So you knew her two weeks before you decided to marry her?” Flynn asked. “I don’t know what I find more surprising, that she managed to break enough of her ship to keep her there for two weeks… or that you honestly want to marry a girl you’ve only known for two weeks.” Flynn felt like he’d had the wind knocked out of him. What happened to his sensible older brother?
 
   “No. Her ship was in port two weeks ago,” Putty said, looking down at his feet.  Then, looking up at his brother defiantly, he added, “I love her, Flynn. Kathrynn would understand.”
 
   Flynn swallowed hard. Putty was right about that at least. “I’m sure she would.”
 
   “So what now?” Chadrick asked quietly from his post in the corner.
 
   “I think it’s safe to say that unlike you, she has already told her brother about you. And he doesn’t look terribly happy about it.” Flynn opened the door, and looked out into the deserted hallway. It wasn’t like they were being forced to stay put, but he didn’t trust these people.
 
   “Sophia always called him Peppy.” Putty clearly was not paying attention to him or the doctor anymore. “She talked about him as if he were some sort of saint. I never expected this. When Bruce told us what was going on, I didn’t want to believe it at first. I still don’t, but I’m not dumb enough to ignore what’s obviously going on here.”
 
   “Okay, so why did her brother want you up here?” Flynn leaned against the wall, trying to sort it all out. “Unless maybe he wanted to keep you out of the way so you wouldn’t get killed and send his sister into a fit.”
 
   “Or maybe he’s just anxious to meet his new brother-in-law,” Chadrick suggested with a hopeful shrug.
 
   Putty looked away from them both. “I don’t know, maybe. Would that be so hard to believe?”
 
   “Sadly, he didn’t seem that friendly.” Chadrick said to no one in particular.
 
   Though Flynn had a feeling the doctor-in-training wasn’t really speaking to either of them, he answered, “Well, it’s not like we were shy about telling people who we are or what we’re about. And I’m sure Giuseppe has spies all over the planet. He probably wanted us out of his hair.”
 
   The quiet hum of the station’s ventilators was drowned out as a woman’s scream filled the air. 
 
   “That’s Sophia!”
 
   Putty bolted from the room, and Flynn was right behind him. Not because the scream was one of terror, but because it wasn’t.
 
   “Putty, stop!” Flynn heard Chadrick echo his own warning a second later, but they were too late.
 
   At the end of the hall, Putty flung open a hatchway and stood staring, in shock. Flynn had seen his brother boiling with rage once before, this was ten times worse. He lunged for his brother… and missed as Putty crossed into the room in two steps. The amorous couple hadn’t yet noticed their audience.  
 
   Putty grabbed a handful of the man’s hair, dragging him backward off the woman, throwing him toward the doorway where Flynn hadn’t yet made it off the floor. 
 
   “Get the hell out!” Putty’s voice broke as he screamed at the man. 
 
   Flynn tried not to look at the man who wore nothing but a double R brand, as Refuti’s goon scrambled past him and ran away through the corridor. His clothes lay crumpled in the corner.
 
   “What the hell is going on, Sophia?” Putty stared at the ground, not sparing a glance for the woman on the make-shift cot.
 
   She held a sheet tightly around her. Milky brown eyes darted between the three of them as her mouth opened but no words fell from her dark, stained lips.
 
   Putty let out a strangled sound, looked at her with clenched fists and left. 
 
   Sophia Refuti slumped to the floor as tears laced trails down her face.
 
   Flynn took off after his brother. Chadrick did not follow.
 
    “Putty! Where are you going?” Flynn grabbed Putty’s arm as he caught up to him in the corridor, but his brother shook it loose.
 
   “I’m going back to Sukiyaki. There’s nothing here worth staying for.”
 
   The clucking of a tongue pulled Flynn around to see Giuseppe leaning on his cane, shaking his head at them. “Oh, dear, it seems my sister has upset you.” 
 
   A fiendish smile pulled up the corners of his lips as he snapped for one of his goons. “Unfortunately, I have no intention of allowing you to leave here… not, at least, until after I’ve accomplished what I set out to do.”
 
   “You kidnapped us?” Putty’s hands were balled to fists, but they stayed at his sides as two guns were trained on his skull.
 
   “I wouldn’t put it that way, Patrick. I’d say I’ve brought you here to enlighten you. It looks like Sophia has moved on, which is good, I think. It’s clear to me you do not have what it takes to be a member of the Refuti family.”
 
   Putty’s face hardened into a mask of belligerence. Flynn had seen it time and again. It was the look his brother got when there was no chance of finding a middle ground. Stubbornness would prevail; Putty would never relinquish his opinion. And in this case, Flynn understood.
 
   “Take them to a holding cell… I’ll decide what to do with them when this is over. Perhaps we’ll put them to work in the emerald column on Tersus.” Giuseppe laughed as he walked away, a smile on his rat-like face.


 
   
  
 

Six – 
 
   Giuseppe’s goons led them to an empty storage module. 
 
   “Empty your pockets.” The mook prodded Putty with the butt of his electri-blaster.
 
   Flynn and Chadrick didn’t have pants pockets, and so they were spared the search after a brief pat down. They ignored the notebook and pen Chadrick had in his breast pocket.
 
   Putty was not so lucky. He turned out his pockets one at a time. There were twelve total.
 
   The guards confiscated three wrenches, twelve bolts, a cold welder and a heavy multi-tool.
 
   They left him with sine scraps of paper and his dignity.
 
   “How do you keep your pants up with all that in them?” Flynn stared at his brother, incredulous.
 
   “I’m not in a mood to deal with you right now.”
 
   Shrugging, Flynn turned back to survey the small room they’d been shoved into. The walls were lined with vacant shelves, but someone had left a table and four chairs in the center. 
 
   Putty promptly moved a chair to the far corner, kicked his feet up onto a shelf and set about ignoring them. Flynn didn't blame him. In the same position, he would have probably tried to kill someone already. He would have found himself with a hole in his skull for the trouble. His brother was handling the whole thing remarkably well. Flynn could suffer through a little silent-treatment if that was what Putty needed.
 
   Sitting at the table, Flynn thrummed his fingers.  “Do either of you have a plan for how to get us out of here? We still need to finish what we came here to do.”
 
   Chadrick sat next to him, eyes glued on Putty. "I'm worried about him."
 
   Flynn looked over his shoulder, then turned back to Chadrick. "He'll bounce back, and when he needs something from us, he'll ask. He's a Monroe. We're bull headed, probably to a fault, but our saving grace is the fact that we do know how to ask for help... eventually."
 
   "Nothing about this feels right." Chadrick let out an annoyed sigh and starting to jot down chicken scratch in a notepad the guards hadn’t seen fit to take from him.
 
   "The girl is definitely bad news." Flynn grimaced at the thought of her. 
 
   He'd stayed far away from attachments during the war. There was just nothing he could do to convince himself that falling for a girl would have been a good idea. Lack of faithfulness had never crossed his mind... it was the inability to guarantee his return that had brought on his hesitation.
 
   Now he wondered if he hadn't saved himself a world of trouble. After all, the only women he knew when he worked with the Lazarai were the Sisters of Serbal, the religion that had consumed his twin sister and held the Lazarai rebellion together. 
 
   Chadrick cast a wary glance toward Putty before he turned to back Flynn, “I know it doesn’t make much difference, I’m sure not to Putty anyway, but she couldn’t have understood what was going on.”
 
   “Don’t give me that. Are you saying she tripped and fell on the guy?” Flynn was not about to believe that.
 
   “No, but you saw her eyes, the dark veins at her wrists. She was about an ounce from overdosing on mad milk.”
 
   The drug was hallucinogenic and highly addictive. Secreted from an ugly race of creatures called the madras, Flynn had dealt with them on the Lazarai home world where they were indigenous. The influence of the drug had spread throughout the Colarium’s systems and they’d embraced it because they could tax it. But here on the moon orbiting this dusty back world planet, it was the last thing Flynn expected to have to deal with. He would have ignored it if he could.
 
   Flynn spat the sour taste from his mouth as he remembered the drug’s effects on Kathrynn. But now was not the time to deal with those memories.  
 
   “So, she didn’t know what she was doing. So what?” Flynn had no interest in hearing Chaddrick defend Giuseppe Refuti’s sister’s blatant disrespect for his brother. 
 
   “Maybe this is part of Giuseppe’s plan. He wants to break the people who live on Sukiyaki. Make them leave because they think they’ve got nothing left worth fighting for… maybe he thinks if we leave they’ll go too, on their own.”
 
   “That’s a stretch of logic, even for you. At this point we have to choose between two assumptions. And the facts I saw were that, for whatever reason, my brother’s fiancé was sleeping with another dude. For the moment, I’m going to have to go with her wanting to be there. She certainly didn’t look like she hated it.”
 
   “So you’re saying she’s guilty until proven innocent?” Chadrick sniped. “She’s out of her mind on madras milk; you can hardly say she knew what she was doing.”
 
   “How do I know she’s not a mad milk junkie to begin with? She’s a grown woman, fully capable of making her own decisions. When she sobers up, maybe she’ll tell us a different story. This isn’t the Colarium central court system and I’m not giving her a second chance. Even if Putty does… and if he did, she’d be held at arm’s length, or longer, until I was certain she’d never do something like this again. Even after that, I’d be waiting.”
 
   Chadrick looked like he was going to lobby for leniency, but Flynn was not going to stand for it. He set his jaw and glared. 
 
   The doctor sat down, but not before turning toward Putty, who had probably heard every word they’d said, “When you’re that high on mad milk you’ll do just about anything and not even know you’re doing it.”
 
   “Give it a rest, Chad. I’m here to help your friend, and I’ll do that. If I happen to shove a missile up Giuseppe Refuti’s ass in the meantime and it wipes the smug smile off his damned rat face, so much the better.” Putty stood up and walked to the table. “We are done with this conversation.”
 
   The three men sat in silence for what seemed like hours, when the hatch door’s release wheel screeched and spun. 
 
   The grinding of the hatch lock pulled their attention away from Putty’s problem, and Flynn instinctively reached for the gun that wasn’t at his hip. With an agonizing slowness, the hatch opened, but no guard came in.
 
   Flynn tensed, holding Chadrick back from the open portal. “It could be a trick.” His whisper was too loud in his ears. 
 
   There was a pervading, eerie feel to the silence. Only the hush of the ventilation system proved to Flynn his ears still worked. 
 
   Flynn picked up his chair as quietly as he could, and took one step forward, his boot tread making too much noise. Another step, and he saw a flicker of movement at the jamb, between the hinges. Someone was waiting for them to leave.  Flynn paused, the strain of holding the chair in its awkward position sent a tingling sensation through his arms. 
 
   Why didn't they just swing in and kill them all in one quick move? Three well placed bullets and it would be over. He didn't know the answer to that particular question, but at the moment, he wasn't going to complain. 
 
   He wasn't going to play their game, either.
 
   He relaxed, dropping the chair back to the floor and dragging it to the table without a care about the noise. He sat, leaning back as casually as he could, and stretched out his legs, crossing his ankles and then his arms.
 
   “Flynn, what the hell are you doing?” Putty’s whisper came with a worried and accusing look. 
 
   Flynn didn’t answer as he noted the same look on Chadrick’s face, though the doctor seemed mildly amused; he wasn't doing this for their benefit.
 
   "We're not going to play your game,” Flynn said to the empty doorway. “So you might as well come in and face us like a man." 
 
   A muffled sigh echoed in the hallway, followed by a string of what he thought were curses; he couldn't be sure. The door pulled back further and the person it had been hiding stepped forward. Flynn muttered an irritated curse as he saw their liberator couldn't face them like a man.
 
   Seamus smiled up at them. “You guys want to get out of here, or not?”
 
   “How in the he—ck did you get here?” Flynn looked down at the pre-teen boy and wondered whether he should clap the boy on the back or bend him over his knee for a spanking.
 
   “It’s not that difficult to go unnoticed when you’re small like me. Most people don’t pay any attention. So, I snuck onto the transport ship before they closed the door. I would have found you sooner, but I got a little turned around. All of these hallways look the same and I’ve yet to find a blasted map.”
 
   “You stowed away?” Putty asked, staring at the boy as though he were some strange fungal growth on the side of a ship.
 
   “It’s not that hard to do. And you shouldn’t be complaining. I’m saving your butts, ain’t I?” Seamus looked too pleased with himself, but now was not the time to give the boy a severe throttling.
 
   "We do need to leave,” Putty said. “I don't know why Refuti's keeping us around, but it can't be good. I refuse to believe he's going to let us go when this is all over."
 
   Flynn nodded. He had no doubt his brother was still nursing his wounds. He might even have been inclined to give up on life itself – Putty was overly dramatic at times, but if there was one thing he could always count on Putty for, it was stating the obvious.
 
   "I'll want my guns.” Flynn still had his holsters, and he fidgeted with them, though he knew it looked stupid.  “Or at least a gun. There are too many baddies out there waiting to get their hands on us. I'm sure the men we killed down on the planet didn't exactly endear us to these folks."
 
   "That weasely-looking man in the monkey suit put your guns in a room five doors down." Seamus turned and hurried out into the corridor. 
 
   Flynn tried to catch him, but his hand closed around thin air. 
 
   The boy was going to get himself killed if he kept running out into the middle of enemy territory without a care for where he was going. 
 
   When Flynn caught up to him, Seamus stood in front of a hatch that looked identical to the others, save for the keypad to the left of the locking mechanism.
 
   "I don't suppose you saw the key-code?"
 
   "No." The boy grunted as though this failure was the end of the world, but Flynn didn't have time to worry about childish sensibilities.
 
   "Putty, you're expertise is required."
 
   "I'm not any good with high-falutin’ tech, and that lock is top of the line.” His face screwed up and then, it lit like a bulb. “But I don’t need to break the lock. All I have to do is break the door.”
 
   Flynn didn’t know what to say. He looked from Putty to the solid steel door. “That doesn’t sound like it will be any easier.”
 
   Putty rifled through his pockets, and acted as though it was some sort of saving grace when he found the scrap of paper he’d been left with in a small back pocket. He held it aloft as though it were a gift from some unknown god.
 
   It looked like a gum wrapper. Flynn would have thrown it away. So when Putty tore it in half, licking each piece and affixing the wet paper to the hatch hinges, Flynn was concerned some part of Putty's psyche might have cracked.
 
   "Get around the corner, quick!" Putty insisted, in a low shout.
 
   They did as they were told, though as Flynn opened his mouth to question his brother's sanity, a fizzling pop sound came from behind them and a metallic thunk echoed through the corridors.
 
   When Flynn peeked back around the corner, the short connecting hall was full of metal splinters. "What the hell was that?" he asked, as Seamus shot around him to survey the destruction.
 
   "Holy Corduroy! That was amazing!" The boy rushed forward and began sifting through the shrapnel, picking up random pieces and shoving the interesting ones in his pocket. 
 
   Flynn ignored him, turning to look at his brother. "I honestly thought you were crazy for a minute there."
 
   "It's unstick tape. You’re only supposed to use a teensy bit at a time, it's meant to blow out bolts you can't get loosened."
 
   Flynn smiled at his brother’s babbling and picked his way toward the door.
 
   "Seems like overkill to me." Chadrick examined the melted metal with  his nose wrinkled.
 
   "Well, it was initially used for demolition... but as you can see, it gets a bit messy."
 
   Flynn leveled a stern glare at his brother. "If you mucked up my guns, I may have to throttle you."
 
   Seamus tugged at the door. Letting out small grunts of irritation as it didn't budge. "Too bad it didn’t work!"
 
   Putty patted the boy on the head and took hold of one of the half melted, half cracked holes in the hinge side of the door. "A little help? Were' going to be bending or breaking the slide bolt on the other side."
 
   Flynn and Chadrick stepped in, Chadrick and Putty pulling, Flynn on the other side of the hinge so he could push just as soon as their pulling loosened the seal.
 
   They heaved in three good goes before the door slid far enough away from the wall to get a good grip for pushing. In the end, they only managed to get it open half way, but when Flynn stepped inside, he knew it was worth it.
 
   His guns sat on a shelf just to the left of the now mangled hatch. But surrounding them was Giuseppe's weapons cache.
 
   "Grab whatever you want, or can carry. We are not coming back, and the more we take, the less they'll have when they come after us."  He shoved his pistols back into his empty holsters and pulled off his jacket, dropping it to the floor and filling it with anything he thought might be useful.
 
   "We could end this all really quick you know?" Putty said with an odd reverence, forcing Flynn to turn around. 
 
   Putty stood next to the glimmering steel casing of a ship's missile. It was already on a dolly, and Putty pulled it toward the door. "It'll fit. I'm taking it."
 
   Flynn paused, thinking he should caution his brother... killing hundreds of people in one fell swoop was not something that made life easier. But he didn't. 
 
   Besides, he’d place a hefty bet Putty couldn’t activate the missile, much less find a use for it.
 
   He tied up his coat, threw it over his shoulder and turned to the others. Seamus had an array of weapons strung together with his belt, and Chadrick stood uncomfortably with a stack of explosives in his arms. The detonators hung out of his pocket, strung together by their wires. Flynn gave him a quick smile and nod. The doctor could have left behind everything  and Flynn wouldn’t have batted an eye. That he was willing to help said a lot.
 
   "Let's get out of here." Flynn took point, his gun at the ready, but each corner they turned provided them with another empty hallway.
 
   They stepped into the hanger. It was eerie. The lights were on, but no one was home. He'd expected some sort of resistance. 
 
   Two men guarded the ship’s airlock entrance. They chatted away until it was too late. The brief hint of recognition in the second one’s eyes as Flynn cold cocked him was the only indication they knew someone else was on the station.
 
   "We'll count it as a blessing and hope our luck holds." Flynn herded everyone into an empty shuttlecraft. 
 
   Flynn pulled himself up to the cockpit, leaving his stolen weapons on a seat in the back. Flicking the controls into preflight, he hurried through the motions. The sooner they were off the moon, the better. 
 
   By the time they were ready to take off; Putty had joined him in the copilot’s chair. “Let’s go. I don’t want to set foot on this moon ever again.”
 
   Flynn slipped from the hangar before the roof had a chance to fully open and looked around quickly for any sign of enemy ships. There was nothing on his radar. Where had they gone?
 
   Flynn’s eyes scoured the void beyond the view-port looking for Refuti’s ships. A warning blared to his left. Snapping back toward the panels, he saw the problem.
 
   “Why is my weapon’s panel hot?”
 
   “Because I’m going to blow these fuckers to kingdom-come with their own missile. We’ll end this all right now.”
 
   Flynn didn’t know the shuttle’s systems well enough to bypass his brother’s access. “Take two seconds, Putty. Think about the consequences.”
 
   “I’ll live with it.”
 
   The instrument panel sent out a shrill warning as Putty punched the co-pilot’s armrest. “Shit.” Putty glowered at the screen, his intense focus faltering for only a second. “I missed.”
 
   Flynn looked through the small viewport beneath his feet to the falling bomb. It wasn’t going to hit the compound. No, their luck wasn’t that good. It was headed straight for one of the core fissures.
 
   “We need to go. NOW!”
 
   Flynn flipped the shuttle into a barrel roll and pulled the controls sharply up, steering them toward the planet’s surface. There was no time to give a warning back to the others. He simply had to hope.
 
   Flynn heard nothing but groans and curses as his instrument panels lit up and the bomb’s shockwave threw them violently forward. 
 
   A hundred bogies flew after them. Random trajectories sent his radar into a fuzzy scramble. He dodged and wove as best he could, but he didn't have much wiggle room. The shuttle sped toward the atmosphere. They were going to hit hard.


 
   
  
 

Seven – 
 
   They hit Sukiyaki's mesosphere and lurched, bouncing on the heat and pressure changes like a dog's ball thrown in the middle of a hail storm. Every adjustment Flynn made only worsened the turbulence. Something hit them from behind. It took out their port engine and sent them into an uncontrolled spin.
 
   Putty cursed and threw off his restraints. He hit the ceiling as he scrambled through the spinning cockpit. Cursing, he disappeared through the hatch way, back toward the engine panels. 
 
   Flynn ignored him. If he could get the engine back on line, he would, if he couldn't... well, he wouldn't and they'd all be fertilizer for whatever crops they grew on Sukiyaki. Do they even have crops here? 
 
   Flynn shook the thought away. He didn’t have time for tangential musings. He had to focus on giving Putty as much time as possible to get what he needed to do done. Another impact and the ship was careening sideways. It was as though every bolt and panel groaned at the same time.
 
   He flipped on the intercom. "I'm cutting the other engine and going to try to straighten us out. If it works I might be able to glide her in. Keep your fingers crossed."
 
   There was nothing hopeful about this. Sukiyaki was a giant, solid rock. They were more likely to end up like a bug splattered on a hover car’s windscreen.
 
   "Any updates on that dead engine would be a blessing." Flynn blinked to keep his brain from succumbing to the dizzy revolutions of the craft.
 
   The voice that came from the shuttle’s comm was harsh and scratchy. "I'm doing my best. It's not like I'm a brain wizard!"
 
   "Brain surgeon." Flynn compulsively corrected Putty under his breath. 
 
   He probably would have found it ironic that Chadrick was in the compartment behind him and would eventually be a brain surgeon... except a massive chunk of rock hit the port wing, shearing off half the wing, then jerking them in the opposite direction. Flynn flared the remaining engine, quickly stabilizing them just enough to....
 
   He pulled up, hard. The bottom of the ship scraped against one of the Redland’s famous sandstone spires as a tearing sound of metal screeched through the ship. 
 
   They bumped and banged between the spires, and Flynn gritted his teeth as he fought with the controls. Behind him, he heard Chadrick praying, the words coming quickly… and loud. Flynn hoped God could hear the doctor over the sound of the crash. Because that’s what they were doing. There was no nice way to put it: a crash was a crash.
 
    Each impact slowed them, sending up chunks of stone and clay as they literally bounced off the surface. The shuttle was floundering and Flynn knew they were going to stall at any moment. 
 
   The panel in front of him flickered out, and what little impetus they had – combined with Sukiyaki’s gravity – sent them straight toward the next spire.
 
   They dropped to the ground, their impact and forward momentum pushing them into the hard, dusty soil as rocks and sand covered the wind screen. Flynn closed his eyes and let out a slow breath. There was nothing he could do to change the outcome now.
 
     He lurched forward, the restraints holding him tight to the pilot’s chair as viewscreen shattered and he was pelted with rocks and shards of smooth safety glass. The ship screeched to a dusty halt as rocks rained in on him from the broken viewscreen.
 
   Flynn blinked open his eyes, squinting through the brown haze and stared  at the settling dust. He pulled his shirt sleeve over his mouth and breathed in shallowly, choking on the sand in the air while trying to get his pulse back to normal.
 
   Half buried, he shoved the loose rocks away. None of them were larger than a chicken’s egg, most of what covered him was sand. Somehow, he’d survived.
 
   "Are we all alive?" Seamus asked from somewhere behind him. 
 
   Flynn laughed in spite of himself. Something snapped, and he couldn’t stop. He laughed so hard his sides hurt, and by the time he managed to see straight again, the others had gathered around the hatch and stared at him like he was mental.
 
   With Chadrick and Putty’s help, Flynn unburied himself, though his boots were full of sand. They stepped out of the shuttle and Flynn heaved a sigh of relief when he saw they hadn't crashed into the settlement. They were about a quarter mile outside of town. Figures moved toward them in the distance. He hoped they were friendly.
 
   Seamus looked above them and nudged Flynn with his arm, pointing up.  
 
   Flynn turned and could not believe what he saw. “Holy Crap.”
 
   Chunks of moon burned through the atmosphere, and beyond them, once a glowing sphere – the moon still visible in the late morning light – now had a huge chunk missing from it... like a cookie with a bite out of it, though far less appetizing. Damn, now he was hungry.
 
   "I hope they got out in time," Chadrick said, quietly, his eyes now on the dirt beneath his feet. 
 
   Putty no longer looked happy to be alive, he stared at what he’d done, his jaw slack, eyes unbelieving. “I didn’t mean for….”
 
   Chadrick went to Putty’s side and wrapped a comforting arm around his shoulder.
 
   Only Seamus’s face still held the amazed wonder Flynn had initially seen. The boy was too young to understand all the consequences of what had just happened.
 
   "I think they were all leavin’ when I found you," Seamus said as he turned and started walking back toward town. 
 
   Putty grabbed him roughly by the shoulders and turned him around. "What did you say?"
 
   "Everyone was heading for the hangar bay... that’s why I was able to leave my hiding spot and get you out."
 
   "You could have told us that before," Flynn said, pushing his brother away from the kid.
 
   "I thought you knew!" Seamus stepped back, as if recoiling from a snake.
 
   "So where'd they go?" Chadrick asked, eyes still glued to the broken moon.
 
   "They’re here." Flynn looked around him, waiting for a shot to take him square in the chest. "They want this planet. Before we got here, the people were just an annoyance, a small stumbling block. When we arrived, things changed.  Giuseppe’s worked too hard to give this place up now, not without at least one last hurrah… so we keep fighting." 
 
   Flynn knew of three ways to get it done… only one of them made sense for the situation. Flynn knew, in the end, there was a good chance he’d have to kill the man. 
 
   He too looked up at the broken moon. Wars didn’t have to be fought between nations. The most vicious of battles occur within a man’s soul – between his conscience and the awful deeds he knows must be done.
 
   *
 
   Bruce stared at Flynn as though he was the craziest person he'd ever met. "You know that's never going to work."
 
   "It might." Flynn stared back at the barkeeper, waiting for him to say no.
 
   "Well, you’d have to get everything just right. And then you have to get Nika to cooperate. That man will only play ball if it's in his best financial interests... and I'm not sure we could argue that this is."
 
   Putty leaned across the bar top, his hands in fists once more. "If Giuseppe gets his claws into this planet by taking hold of the mine, he's going to drive Nika out at the first opportunity. Men like Refuti don't share. If he wants this planet, he’s going to do whatever it takes to get a hold of it, and all of it. Nika surely understands that."
 
   "I hope you're right about this," Bruce crossed to the doorway and locked up. “It’s not like anyone’s going to come in today….”  
 
   They crossed the dusty main street and walked the long road to the scrap yard. Most of the yard owner's business came from off world - though Flynn didn't understand how that could be more profitable than just living in one of the central zones first place – and the old man kept to himself. If Bruce was to be believed, he didn't have much in the way of love for the town's other inhabitants. To this point, he'd stayed firmly out of the fighting. Flynn hoped to change that.
 
   "He calls this whole charade a 'quibble of the unenlightened masses.' I'd like to show him my unenlightened fist." Bruce pounded the aforementioned fist into his open palm.
 
   Flynn couldn’t help but laugh. “That would probably only prove his point.”
 
   “Yeah, but I’d feel damned good when I did it.”
 
   The scrap yard offices were in a barn-like structure Flynn had passed a dozen times in the past two days. The painted metal roof mimicked the dirt on which it stood, and the wooden boards of its face were held together with iron and copper straps. Bruce shoved aside the heavy wooden door that served as the barn’s entrance and they stepped into the cool, dark interior.
 
   Junk was piled high along the walls, and Flynn felt as though he’d entered some surreal maze. Putty on the other hand, looked like a kid in a candy store. He ran his fingers over a piece of machinery that looked like an oversized toaster with a trio of coils sprouting from its top. Flynn wouldn’t have been able to tell you if it had some sort of function or if it was the beginning of an art installation.
 
   A boy who couldn’t have been over seventeen stepped out from behind the beehive like innards of a ship’s drive, wiping his greasy hands on his already stained coveralls. “What are you doing here?” 
 
   “Can it, Ned. Go find your boss before I take your head off with the nearest piece of jetsam.
 
   Ned balked at that and hurried away.
 
   Bruce turned back to Flynn, the suppressed curl of a smile on his lips. “You’ve got to know how to deal with those ones.”
 
   When the scrap yard owner arrived, he was not what Flynn expected.  Tall and lank, the old man looked like he should be at a fancy dinner party on Capo – though he’d need to be wearing more metallic colors to fit in on the Colarium’s central planet. He looked down at them all with distain in a crisp black and white suit. 
 
   Flynn blinked at him, wondering what someone dressed like that was doing in a war zone, in a facility that reminded him more of a pig sty.
 
   “Nika.” Bruce nodded his greeting. The acknowledgement sounded more like an accusation.  “What the hell are you wearing?”
 
   "It’s called a tuxedo,” Nika responded proudly. “I know I look like a penguin in the desert. The daughter is getting married in a few months and she’s demanding it be a formal affair. That tailor woman seems to enjoy poking me with pins. I was in the middle of a fitting when Ned over there came to retrieve me. Now, what do you want?”
 
   As if summoned by the reference to her, Henri came down the stairs from the second floor where it seemed as though a house had been bolted into the ceiling of the structure. Henri moved to Bruce’s side and Flynn looked quickly away before she squeezed the barkeeper’s arm. She inclined her head to Flynn and then gave his brother a quick smile before scowling at Ned. 
 
   “I’m sure you won’t demand my presence again for a while. Just send that over to the shop with one of your boys and I’ll have it ready in time.” She rolled her eyes and Flynn wondered if she didn’t want to tack “if we’re still alive” onto the end of that. 
 
   Flynn studied the man as he pulled at the sleeve of his tux and signed off on a clipboard of paperwork one of his goons brought to him. Nika was a businessman through and through, so Flynn decided to appeal to the man’s financial sense. “You’re not blind. You can see the Refuti corp is preparing for a hostile takeover of this whole planet. If we don’t stop him, everyone who calls Sukiyaki home will be run out, or they’ll die trying to stand against him. And they’ll not get any compensation for the things they leave behind.” 
 
   "Do you have a plan? I mean, you look like you just got out of diapers, but something that tells me you're not stupid enough to come to me unless you've got something devised."
 
   "We hit them. Fast and hard. With a force he won't be expecting."
 
   "And then?" Nika asked, his face stony. 
 
   "Then he runs for the hills," Bruce said, waved good bye as though Giuseppe was doing just that.
 
   Nika looked at the bartender as if he was a toddler. "Only to come back with a bigger force of thugs. It's a vicious cycle this. I should know, I have many enemies of that sort."
 
   "Then you don't want one more. We all know how Refuti operates. He's not going to let you sit on ‘his’ planet and continue to do your own thing. Sure, he might at first, but he'll tax the life out of your business until there’s no alternative left  but to leave. Do you want to be driven out like a leper?"
 
   "Some might say it's better to live as a beggar than die as a fool." Nika nodded toward Flynn's neck. "I'm guessing no one's ever driven that theory into your mind, boy. Tell me how you got that scar of yours and maybe I'll do what I can to help."
 
   "This?”  Flynn ran his knuckles over the scar.  “This is nothing. I ran into a mean whore in a corrupt brothel. She decided she'd rather strangle me and take my cash than finish the job. She's no longer whoring... or doing anything for that matter."
 
   Ned laughed in the background. “That’s why you always tie ‘em up.”
 
   Flynn didn’t spare the man a glance, but he noted Henri’s death glare.
 
   "You're a good liar... but you can’t fool me," Nika shrugged. "You don't want to tell me, that's fine. We've all got secrets. Who am I to begrudge you yours?"
 
   "I suppose that means you aren't going to help us?" Bruce’s jaw twitched and Flynn put a hand on the bartender’s shoulder. There was no point in fighting about it now.
 
   Nika smiled at them like a man holding a royal flush. "I don’t know. I may have taken a liking to you and your quick lies. I’ll think about it."
 
   "Don't wait too long." Flynn turned, letting Nika mull over the possibilities.
 
   As they left, Henri stared at Flynn’s neck. "How did you get that?"
 
   "That is for me to know, and the rest of the galaxy to wonder."
 
   "And here I thought we were getting to be friends." Henri rolled her eyes at him. 
 
   "He hasn't even told me,” Chadrick said as he joined them from where he leaned against the scrap yard’s wall. The disappointment obvious in his voice. “I'm his friend and a doctor. Technically, I’m his doctor since I treated the damned thing. He barely let me patch it up. And he’s as tight lipped as a Barnovian monk. He won’t say how he got it – even though I swore that patient doctor confidentiality applied." Chadrick studied it again. "I should do another cleaning... just so it doesn't get any worse."
 
   "You’re the doctor." Flynn did not want to admit the ordeals of the night and morning had set it back on fire.
 
   Chadrick led them back to the medical pod, and Bruce chuckled as he helped find the right supplies. "I think this place has seen more use since the three of you arrived than it had in the last twenty years."
 
   "That’s not a good thing," Chadrick said, pulling out the bottles and creams he’d determined necessary for Flynn’s healing process. “Flynn, my friend, I’m as good as they come when it comes to dressing wounds, but there’s just no way this isn’t going to leave a nasty scar. Whatever happened, you are going to have a reminder for the rest of your life.” 
 
   Flynn bit his tongue to keep from wincing as Chadrick swabbed a pine-scented antiseptic over the wound, He watched Chadrick’s face carefully. He wanted to know if it was getting worse, and he knew when a doctor worries, it was bad.
 
   “You don’t have to play the tough guy all the time, you know,” Chadrick said.
 
   “I know,” Flynn said through clenched teeth. “But it’s kind of difficult to let go of the mask you’ve worn for the last four years. In the Lazarai, weakness encouraged rank grabbing.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound like fun.”
 
   “Remember how I attacked Henri this morning? I’ve woken up by driving a man’s own knife into his chin too many times. I have no fond memories of my service with the Lazarai.”
 
   Chadrick grimaced as he took a cotton swab and applied a salve that numbed as it healed.
 
   The door clattered open and Seamus raced in, panting. He bent in half, hands on his knees as he choked out an exasperated gasp. Wheezing, he stared at them both as he tried to speak, but only sucked air in harder.
 
   When he finally got out the words, they were caught in his throat and came out a jumble. "Mine… come… you've got to come. They won't tell me why everyone's freaking out. They need you."
 
   Flynn realized he wasn’t talking to either of them, but to Henri, who stood immediately and followed the boy out of the med unit. He guessed being the town’s catch-all government official didn’t give her much down time.
 
   Chadrick, swiped the last of the salve on Flynn's neck and he raced after the boy too. Going back into the mines wasn't Flynn's idea of a party, but he needed to get this town settled down before he could leave, and if that meant he had to go back underground, so be it. He skidded to a stop just before the mine’s elevator and hopped into the cage with Henri and Seamus. They waited until Putty, Chadrick, and Bruce were inside, then pulled the gate shut and dropped below the planet’s surface.
 
   The rubble from the earlier explosion had been cleared away, and it looked like the miners had gotten back to work. They weren’t working now. Everything was lit, mine carts ran along the tracks under their own power, and there was a crush of people near the lift.
 
   The miners pulled Henri and Flynn out of the lift as one miner took Henri by the arm and dragged her further into the shaft. “Thank God you’re here. None of us know how to diffuse it.” 
 
   “Another bomb?” Putty mumbled from behind Flynn as he followed them down the empty tunnel. “What is with this asshole and bombs?”
 
   “They do seem to be effective. If you recall, you destroyed half a moon with one earlier today.” Flynn bit his tongue, even as he said it.
 
   “Don’t remind me.” Putty pushed past him, a scowl forcing deep creases around his mouth. He joined up with Henri and the miner leading them toward the device.
 
   Chadrick fell instep beside Flynn and shook his head, staring at Putty’s back. “He’s still tore up about all of it.”
 
   “And there’s nothing I can do about that. Do you know how much I hate that?”
 
   “If it’s any consolation, if a brother is willing to do something that heinous to his sister, it’s a sure bet he had no intention of letting her marry someone like Putty; someone he has no control over. I’d guess she really did love Putty, maybe she was planning to run away with him and her brother did the only thing he knew would keep her with him…. I’m not saying I approve, but it would explain why someone Putty says showed no signs of mad milk use two weeks ago, is so clearly a junkie now. You don’t get like she was that quick without someone pumping it into you.”
 
   “I don’t think she’s the only thing he feels bad about.” Flynn cracked his knuckles and took an offered flashlight. “Destroying something as big as half a moon would be a downer for just about anyone. I think even our excited little friend Seamus here would feel bad if he’d pulled the trigger.”
 
   “Well, sure. I mean, it’s really cool,” Seamus said excitedly latching on to Flynn’s wrist, “until you think about the people who probably died. I mean, yeah, the monkey suit who took you guys was a bad man, but I bet there were a lot of people up there who were good people, they just needed a job and maybe it was the only one they could find and it ended up being bad for them.”
 
   “You’re rambling, kid.” Flynn said, finally shaking loose of the boy’s grip.
 
   “Sorry. Mom tells… told me that annoys people” He stopped, and Flynn stopped with him.
 
   The boys face contorted into a confused, grief stricken frown and he swallowed hard. He opened his mouth and then closed it again, looking everywhere but at Flynn’s face.
 
   Stooping down beside the boy, Flynn looked him in the eye. “You have some good points. There’s a lot of senseless killing in war. And this is a war. A small one, but war none the less.”
 
   “Wow.  I’ve never been in a war before.” Seamus’s voice held too much quiet reverence for Flynn’s taste.
 
   “Well, you’re in one now. But you’re a kid. Kid’s aren’t supposed to be in wars. It happens, but it shouldn’t.”
 
   “I want to fight.” Seamus tugged hard on Flynn’s little finger pulling him to a stop again. “They killed my parents.”
 
   Flynn reminded himself he’d been just as ready to throw his life away to fight a war four years ago. “I know how you feel, kid, but you need to let the rest of us handle it.”
 
   Seamus screwed his mouth into a scowl and Flynn knew the boy was trying not to cry. 
 
   “Flynn!” Putty called out from in front of them. “We’ve got a serious problem.”
 
   Flynn rushed forward and Putty grabbed him as he skidded to a stop. A huge bomb filled half the cavernous space. It had to have been brought in in pieces and assembled – that was the only explanation for how something so big could have slipped by everyone’s notice.
 
   “How in the….” Flynn couldn’t begin to guess where Refuti had hidden it all this time.
 
   Seamus’ eyes were big as dinner plates.
 
   Chadrick let out a low whistle and turned to Flynn with a slack face, and disbelieving eyes. “This is going to make what he did to the moon look like a cosmic fart.”
 
   In any other situation, Flynn might have laughed. 
 
   Henri sprang into action, and Flynn let her and the miner hurry past them and away. As the town’s leader, she’d know how to coordinate an evacuation and calm people. Flynn let her do her job. 
 
    “What does it say?” Seamus asked from Flynn’s side, and Flynn noticed the note left behind.
 
   It was written neatly on top of one of the bomb’s segments. As if sprayed through a stencil. Flynn leaned over it and read it out loud for the boy.
 
   “If I can’t have this planet. No one can. Leave or I’ll turn your home into a meteor cloud.”
 
   Flynn swallowed, and shook his head.  If it weren’t so serious, he’d laugh at the words.  It sounded like something a fifth grader would say. He looked at the miner that had led them to the bomb. He was scared shitless as he looked down at the slowly ticking clock. 
 
   Flynn was scared, too.  There was no way they would be able to disarm it. 
 
   If the clock was right… they didn’t have much time.


 
   
  
 

Eight – 
 
   Bruce took one look at the note and turned on his heels, storming away. “That bastard, I’m going to kill him!”
 
   Flynn caught up to the enraged bartender at the lift.  The crowd of panicked miners trying to get out of the shafts was its own entity, writhing and pushing toward the descending lift. Flynn caught hold of Seamus by the back of his shirt collar and dragged him along after them as he fought his way after Bruce.
 
   When the empty lift gates opened, people shoved their way in until the cage was crammed full. The warning siren blared as the lift refused to budge with the excess weight, and Flynn pulled three men off before he shoved Seamus into the full lift just as the doors closed.
 
   Flynn watched the boy head topside as the cage rose up, pulling frightened men to the surface.
 
   Flynn held Bruce back, but it was clear the man was getting on the next lift, no matter what anyone else had to say about it. When Putty and Chadrick managed to fight their way up to the front, Flynn let himself breathe a little easier.
 
    “Who are you going to kill?” Chadrick asked, as though death threats were not that uncommon coming from his friend.
 
   And Flynn stopped for a moment, realizing that Chadrick had befriended a rather violent lot, himself and Putty included.
 
   “Nika. That bastard.” Bruce pushed his way onto the next lift and Flynn shoved in with him as it quickly filled with panicked miners. He wasn’t about to let the angry man loose on the surface when it was clear he meant to follow up his threat. Chadrick and Putty would simply have to follow after.
 
   The lift was uncomfortable with all the people stuffed inside, but Flynn was not going to complain. Not when Bruce’s beet red face was inches from his own. Not when the man looked like he wasn’t too particular about who he was going to kill in the next few minutes.
 
   When they hit the surface, Flynn had to run to stay with the barkeeper. He pushed through crowds calling out apology after apology as he chased after Bruce.
 
   “Mother loving…. He’ll pay for this,” Bruce cursed and muttered as he tore a dusty line toward the scrap yard. 
 
   Flynn caught up with him as the crowds dispersed. He heard men spreading word of the bomb’s message, and saw others already rushing toward the landing field with what they felt was valuable enough to salvage. Bruce didn’t seem to care that he should be doing the same.
 
   Bruce kicked in the side door of Nika’s building. A stack of dirty, ornate metal disks clattered to the floor, rolling away in lopsided circles. Bruce hurried through the first floor of the cluttered building and ran up the rickety steps at the back.
 
   Flynn paused as he looked at the odd house built into the rafters, but followed and tried to ignore the unsettling creak of the stair boards beneath his feet. He broke into the cluttered office as Bruce grabbed the scrapper by the lapels of his work shirt and lifted him from his seat.
 
   “How can you just sit here and let a mad man destroy our home?  You helped us build it, Nika. Refuti has put a gigantic bomb on top of a coring shaft. Wasn’t three weeks ago you told the whole lot of the people in my bar that was the quickest way to destroy us all. It might or might not be enough to put a hole in the side of this sphere, but it sure as hell is going to make all our mining efforts moot. It’ll take years to dig out the blast zone… and by then, no one here will have the money to bring in water purification tablets, much less worry about a dry spell.” Bruce shook the man like a rag doll and kicked away his chair.
 
    “I can’t help it if one of the mine’s major vulnerabilities isn’t a secret,” Nika spat back, knocking Bruce’s hands off him.
 
   Bruce hauled back and punched him.  “You bastard! Are you enjoying this?”
 
   Spitting blood to the dirty floor, Nika held up a hand to stop Ned from rushing the barkeeper. “As a matter of fact, I’m not. What use do I have for blowing up the planet? I built half of it, as you said, and it’s not like you can get insurance policies out here. If a bomb goes off I lose everything.”
 
    “You’ve got to help us!” Bruce lurched forward, but Flynn held him back.
 
   Nika crossed his arms over his chest, he didn’t appear to be worried. “Tell me what I can do for you. I don’t know Giuseppe, but if I were a malignant narcissist, I’d probably be nearby waiting for the evacuation to start. That way he can sneak down to the mine in the chaos and disarm his bomb. We know he doesn’t want to destroy the mine. That would make his life unnecessarily difficult. He’s going to wait for everyone to clear out so he can take the planet for his own.”
 
   “Then we’ll be there waiting for him.” Flynn mentally catalogued the ammunition he’d brought with him.
 
   Nika eyed him like he was a candidate for a mental institution. “He’ll expect that and most likely have a hoard of men with him.”
 
   And then it all made sense to Flynn. “The base on the moon was cleared out. He’s brought them down here to hold the place once he’s got it…. why didn’t he just kill us when we were in his compound? Then he could have come down here and picked people off one-by-one with little or no resistance.”
 
   “He couldn’t kill us all outright.” Nika looked at Flynn. “It’d be too suspicious. The Colarium wouldn’t do business with him if he had that cloud hanging over him. Why do you think I’ve lost out on their last twelve salvage contracts? As it is, the mine issues could all be made to look like accidents, and if the bomb goes off, the Colarium isn’t going to bother coming here to figure out if the evacuees are telling the truth. Everyone else will be dead. Do you really think the Colarium cares who inhabits this planet?  All they care about is how this planet impacts their power. And, if the bomb doesn’t go off, all Giuseppe has to do is pull the thing out and send it away before complaints get to the Colarium. On a planet like this, salvage laws apply to everything, even the planet itself. If you leave it unattended and someone swoops in to snatch it up, that’s on you. The Colarium isn’t going to back you up, and the only lawyer foolish enough to set down roots here died in the first mine blast. No one is fighting for the little guy anymore.”
 
   “We are.” Flynn’s stern words stopped even the scrap yard owner up short.
 
   “I hope you’re not including me in that.” Nika was edging toward the door and looked like he was more than ready to pack for a long vacation.
 
   “I am,” Flynn said. 
 
   “We are,” Bruce said firmly, his fists still clenched and ready to go.  “You said it yourself, you’ve got just as much to lose as the rest of us.”
 
   Nika looked past them to the town with a grimace of defeat. “Probably more.”
 
   Flynn nodded, “You two know the terrain far better than I ever could. Where might Giuseppe be hiding?” He moved to a map tacked to the wall. 
 
   Nika poked at the brittle paper. “There are some caves on the far end of Horse Thief Gulch, he could be using those.” 
 
   “That’s a long ways away to get to the mine,” Bruce said, his eyes moving over the map as his mouth turned down in a scowl.
 
   Nika followed the line of the gulch with his finger. “Sure, but the gulch provides perfect cover to move a large force. It’s deep enough you can’t see into it from further away… all you can get a glimpse of is those damned trees, and my scrapyard provides cover on this whole side here. The wall is meant to keep out thieves and critters looking to make dens in my scrap hulls.”
 
   “There are other places… but you’re right, that is the likely option.” Flynn leaned back against Nika’s desk. As much as he hated to admit it, he was worried they were going to be on the losing end of this battle. 
 
   “We should tell everyone else to leave. Get them all to a safe distance unless they’re vital to stopping Giuseppe and his goons. It’ll save them if we foul this plan up, but it will also make Giuseppe think we’re all leaving. Hopefully that’ll make him complacent.”
 
   Flynn left Bruce and Nika to work out the rest of the details. When he stepped back out into the brightness, he saw the first of the ships leaving. It was a bulky thing, probably could have held the entirety of the Redlands’ inhabitants, but he knew it didn’t hold many of them at all. Someone had run to the minescule port and let the news spill. Until the evacuation ground lock could be initialized – if this dustbowl even had one – any ship that wanted to get out of dodge was going to lift off, without a care for shipping regulations or the number of lives that could be spared.
 
   Townsfolk ran around like chickens who’d lost their heads while two more ships left the dock. Flynn hoped Giuseppe was watching. Hoped he thought the damn things were loaded full with passengers. Hoped they actually had a chance in all this.
 
   Flynn was hoping for a lot.


 
   
  
 

Nine – 
 
   Back under the planet’s surface, Flynn tapped the shoulder of the last remaining miner, letting him know it was finally his turn to leave. He took off like a bat out of a port-a-john, as Putty would say.
 
   As far as evacuations went, Flynn supposed it was smooth. Bruce had told him the mine had all sorts of emergency drills, but without knowing the real cause of the evacuation, some men had drug their feet. When they hit the surface, having been clued in on the lift ride up, they were all running for their lives.
 
   The evacuation lock was finally put in place with only five ships left in the port. Two of their captains had holed up on their ships and refused to let anyone on board. They cited the evacuation as an encroachment of their Colarium-given rights. The moment they were asked to provide a formal refusal, their boarding hatches opened. It was one thing to take a verbal stand; it was another thing completely to put your defiance on the record.
 
   Nika’s men had taken on the task of rooting out the Refuti claim jumpers, and Flynn had agreed to let them handle it on their own. They knew the planet’s terrain better than anyone else available and for now, Flynn was content to handle things down at the bomb site.
 
   “You two are on the next lift up,” Flynn said to his brother and Chadrick, preparing himself for their resistance. “I want you to catch a ship out of here.”
 
   Putty and Chadrick exchanged a glance before turning to him with set jaws. Putty dropped back to lean against the wall while Chadrick spoke. “We’re not going anywhere. If you’re stuck on this planet till the end, we are too.” 
 
   Flynn looked at his brother. “You wanted to leave before we got here. If I remember correctly, you didn’t want our mother to lose all her children.”
 
   “It’s selfish, I know, but I won’t have to deal with it, I’ll be dead. And I’m not about to let my little brother stay while I run off and hide.”
 
   “Fine. But I warn you, this could get tense.” He turned, looking to the clock as it slowly ticked down. 
 
   *
 
   They heard gunshots in the distance, and Flynn wondered what they’d do if a stray bullet took Giuseppe’s life. Glancing at the bomb, he knew the answer. They’d all die.
 
   At least it would be quick.
 
   The gunfire died down, and silence stretched into eternity. 
 
   “Do you think they could have lost?”Chadrick asked. He turned back to Flynn, eyes wide, his mouth a firm, white line. 
 
   Flynn knew he expected the worst, but it was an outcome Flynn wouldn’t accept.  The bleakness he saw in his friends eyes, was something Flynn would give anything to quash. He could only shrug. He hadn’t the faintest clue.
 
    “I’d give them decent odds…. Giuseppe probably didn’t count on us fighting back. He might even think we died on that moon.”
 
   The scuffle of boots on the hard packed floor pulled Flynn around, gun leveled into the dimness.
 
   “It’s just me,” Nika called out before he came into view. 
 
   Flynn lowered the gun, but kept his finger on the trigger.
 
   “I found a snake in your gopher hole. Thought you might want to skin him yourself. Though I don’t think this one would make a pretty pair of boots.” Nika pushed Giuseppe to the hard ground, kicking a spray of loose dirt over him. 
 
   “We weren’t getting anywhere with this thing,” Chadrick said, though everyone there knew they hadn’t dared to touch it.
 
   Nika nodded, casting a sideways glance at the bomb. “We also found a girl, high off her rocker. I think the doc here should take a look at her before we toss her in the clink.”
 
   Putty let out an odd breath, and Flynn turned in time to see some of the tension drain from his brother’s face. He may have hated her for what she had done, but he would have hated himself more if he’d let her die.
 
   “I’ll go make sure Sophia’s okay.” Chadrick squeezed Putty’s shoulder then hurried off.  
 
    “I’ll leave this louse in your custody,” Nika said.  “We got him, but some of his men are still out there being annoying. I’ll keep my boys guarding the entrances, so you don’t get any surprises.”
 
   Nika left, and the Monroe brothers were left staring at Giuseppe Refuti as he got up and brushed dust from his coat’s breast pocket. “Good afternoon, gentlemen. I am surprised to see you’re still breathing atmosphere. I had hoped you’d gone up with the moon.”
 
   “Funny, I hoped the same thing about you when I destroyed it.” Putty’s voice was a feral growl.
 
   Giuseppe turned to him with a bland expression. “It is lucky that only part of the moon was destroyed. My secondary base was near completion, we’d moved most of the men across the hemisphere already. Though I suppose my scientists will regale me with a hundred little things you messed up that will alter my plans.”
 
   Flynn saw Putty’s jaw tightened and decided they’d had enough small talk for the time being. 
 
   “Disarm it.” Flynn gave Giuseppe a shove, but he didn’t move closer to the bomb, instead, he turned to face Flynn.
 
   A sly smile came to Giuseppe’s lips as his eyes settled on the gun in Flynn’s hand. “No. Not until every last one of you leaves.”
 
   “If you don’t disarm it, we all die. I thought you cared more for those suits of yours than that.”
 
   “If you don’t leave, I’ll just keep setting the time back. I’ve accounted for this contingency. I can continue on like this until my mining barge arrives and you’re overwhelmed by my reinforcements.” 
 
   He wasn’t bluffing. Flynn had seen this sort of madness in a man before. It was unsettling and not at all what he’d hoped to find in the mining conglomerate owner’s eyes. He hadn’t planned for that.
 
   *
 
   Giuseppe stood next to the bomb, his hands clasped behind his back. He stared at the wall as though it exhibited a masterpiece of art on display only for him. The glazed-over look was oddly at home on his face.
 
   Chadrick and Bruce had come down to the mine to give Flynn an update on Giuseppe’s foot hold. Only a few men were left, scattered about the gulch and the outskirts of town. On his way back out of the mine, Chadrick whispered something to Putty. 
 
   Putty muttered an unintelligible apology to Flynn and left. Bruce remained in his place.  Giuseppe didn’t seem to notice the changing of his guards, as he continued to stare forward until his watch beeped. Startled by the noise, Bruce jumped to attention and dropped his rifle to position. 
 
   “Not to worry, my slovenly friend. It’s just my reminder.” Leaning down, Giuseppe punched a complex series of keystrokes into the timer followed by a new time limit, and then returned to his study of the wall.
 
   Flynn was starting to get annoyed by Refuti’s games. He checked his gun, though he knew it couldn’t have unloaded itself.  Giuseppe set the time long enough that he wouldn’t have to ignore his wall too soon, but not long enough for them to get to a shuttle and leave. 
 
   As if he’d read his mind, Giuseppe glanced at him out the corner of his eye. “I’d hate for you to think about killing me and running.”
 
   As Giuseppe watched the wall, a distant rumble echoed though the caverns. The ground shook, Bruce and Giuseppe were knocked to the ground. Flynn braced himself against the wall, covering his head with his arms, but no rocks fell from above. In the silence that followed, Flynn looked to the supported structure of the tunnel and listened closely. He heard nothing to indicate a cave in had occured.
 
   Beside him, the bomb beeped shrilly and the countdown screen changed, glowing red over the full face of it. Flynn didn’t have a clue what had happened, but he knew it wasn’t good. He stepped forward and saw the missing piece of the bomb.
 
   A shot rang out from behind him and Flynn turned to see Giuseppe half way down the shaft clutching a blood soaked shin. 
 
   Seamus raced from behind a bend in the shaft and held his gun to Giuseppe’s temple. “Where do you think you’re going, Ass-wipe?”
 
   Flynn moved to Giuseppe’s side, ignoring the fact that the boy had disobeyed him completely. It was growing ever more apparent the kid had no regard for his own safety. If they got out of this alive, Flynn was going to have to have a talk with the kid’s guardian.
 
   “What are you running from, Giuseppe?” Flynn pulled Giuseppe back toward the bomb, uncaring when the man shrieked in pain. “What’s changed?”
 
   “I heard some of his guys when I was sneaking in,” Seamus said, gleefully. “It’s rigged so that movement triggers a lockout code, like if you guys tried to dismantle the bomb or something it would mess up the timer, and then the timer set-back code won’t work.”
 
   “So you can’t push it back anymore?” Bruce shouted, his voice riddled with fear.
 
   “I have no idea what happened,” Giuseppe said gasping as he clutched at his leg.
 
   “I do,” Flynn said, calmly. “Part of the explosives jiggled loose in the tremor. It responded as if someone tried to move it. So you’re screwed now, Giuseppe. Do us all a favor and give me the code.”
 
   “I can’t; it won’t work. You heard the boy. It’s locked out.”
 
   “Bullshit,” Flynn said.  “Are you willing to die with us?  One way or the other you aren’t getting this planet without us.”
 
   Just then, Putty rounded the corner with a bag slung over his shoulder.  “Did you miss me?”
 
   Flynn started to say something but Putty waved him off and stepped between Giuseppe’s good and bad legs.
 
    “Chadrick managed to stabilize your sister. Do you know how close you came to killing her? I mean its one thing to disapprove of a marriage, it’s another to get your sister high enough that she nearly ODs on one of the most addictive substances in the galaxy. I can’t imagine what you were thinking, giving her that much mad milk. You could have tranquilized a colossal whale. It’s amazing she didn’t die outright. Lucky for her Chadrick is an excellent doctor.”
 
   “I had to do something. I had to protect her. She wanted to leave, and you were only going to hurt her.” Giuseppe said to Putty, his concern obviously false.
 
   “Right, so you decided to hurt her first?” Putty dropped his bag to the floor and pulled out a roll of duct tape and a focus charge like the ones Flynn had seen topside in a tool locker.
 
    Bruce watched, wide eyed, as Putty bit the duct tape and tore off a long piece. Slapping the focus charge into the center, he wrapped the miniature bomb around Giuseppe’s bloodied knee.
 
    “You know,” Putty said, tapping his chin and observing his cobbled together threat. “I’m not sure that’s going to be enough incentive,” after all, that knee is already shot… hey, that’s a pun, right?”
 
   He bound the other knee in the same way and then paused, tapping his finger to his lips. “That still doesn’t seem sufficient.”
 
   Flynn watched as his brother tore off another, longer piece of tape, slapped another charge in place and looked at Giuseppe with a deranged smile. “I really do hate to do this to you…” He laughed a sharp and shrill bark, doubling over, “Okay, that’s a blatant lie.”
 
   Putty secured the tape over Giuseppe’s groin and the man let out a little whimper as he tried to scoot away.
 
   Flynn bit his tongue to keep from telling his brother to stop.  Putty’s bluff was getting a little excessive, but they were running out of time.
 
   “Oh dear,” Putty said, holding up three detonators. “I’ve completely forgotten which of these is tied to which charge….”
 
   He tossed one of the detonators into the air and began juggling them. 
 
   “You’re insane!” Giuseppe spat the words at Putty before turning to Flynn. “Can’t you see this is madness?”
 
   “Hey! Shit-for-brains,” Putty said, catching the detonators and kicking Giuseppe’s good knee.  “I don’t have to do what he says; I’m the big brother. Now I’m giving you ten seconds to give us the damned code. Ten.”
 
   “You’re completely insane.”
 
   “Nine.”
 
   Giuseppe glanced between Flynn and his brother, clearly hoping Flynn would intervene.
 
   “Eight.”
 
   Giuseppe struggled with his bonds, but Flynn could see there was no chance of them coming loose.
 
   Putty waggled the detonators at him. “I’d really consider what you’ve got to lose, there, buddy. Five.”
 
   “You can have Sophia! Just leave, take her with you and I’ll never bother you again.”
 
   Putty shook his head. “She’s a person. She’s not yours to barter or sell. Four.”
 
   “Please, I’m begging you, don’t!”
 
   Putty picked one of the three detonators in his hand and stuffed it in his pocket. “Don’t beg, give us the code. Three.”
 
    “Two….” Putty flicked open the safety covers on both charges in his hand.
 
   “One.” He flicked one of the switches.
 
   A loud pop followed by a scream and the sickening smell of burnt flesh permeated the shaft.
 
   Flynn grabbed Putty by the arm and threw him away from Giuseppe as the man pitched sideways, one of his legs no longer connected at the knee. 
 
   “What the hell, Putty?” Flynn kept his voice quiet. He knew Giuseppe was in agony, and probably couldn’t hear them over his own screams, but he didn’t need to risk it. “I thought you were bluffing.”
 
   “Our lives hang in the balance and you want me to bluff? This guy isn’t going to help us as long as he thinks he has the upper hand. He knows he doesn’t now.”
 
   Bruce had wedged himself and Seamus as far into a corner as he could, a look of horror and panic covered his face as he tried to shield the boy’s eyes and ears.
 
   Putty shook free of Flynn and tossed the used detonator to the side, and pulled the next from his pocket. 
 
   “Now that’s a shame,” he said to Giuseppe. “I was hoping for a different outcome.”
 
   Giuseppe’s eyes were fixed on the detonator in Putty’s hand. He’d stopped screaming, though a strangled sob filtered from the back of his throat every time he opened his mouth. 
 
   “Now,” Putty said looking from Giuseppe to the bomb. “Are you going to give me that code? Or am I going to have to remove that small piece of anatomy that lets you call yourself a man?”
 
   Giuseppe trembled as he too looked to the bomb and then up to Flynn. 
 
   Setting his jaw, Flynn did his best to keep emotion from his face. This was not what he had in mind, but sometimes war called for drastic measures; they had a planet to save. And for now, anyway, Putty really was in charge.
 
   Putty moved his hand, his fingers curling around the detonator.
 
   “Nine Seven Two Two Three!” Giuseppe yelled and Bruce rushed in and grabbed the detonators from Putty’s hand before he had a chance to do something stupid.
 
   Flynn punched in the code. He sent out a silent prayer to the black of space, held his breath and pressed the button to disarm.
 
   Silence enveloped the mine.


 
   
  
 

Ten – 
 
   Nika’s men dismantled the disarmed bomb as Chadrick did a quick patch job on Giuseppe’s legs. It was a grizzly, messy affair, but it needed doing before he could be safely transported. Opinions on whether his safety needed to be taken into consideration varied. 
 
   Bruce and the other inhabitants of the Redlands had put it to a vote, Giuseppe would be held in their custody until such a time as a Colarium inquisition could take place.
 
   Sophia was faring much better than anyone had expected. She didn’t remember anything that had happened to her, and while Putty tried to explain, she didn’t believe him and insisted her brother only had her best interests at heart. 
 
   Obviously their relationship was going to take a great deal of mending if Putty ever hoped to actually marry the girl.  Flynn had a feeling he wouldn’t be so quick to propose, if it came up a second time. He’d finally convinced Putty to get some sleep, but when he checked on him, he was gone. 
 
   Flynn knew where he would find his brother. Snatching up a plate from Bruce’s kitchen Flynn made his way through the throng of settlers returning to their homes. 
 
   Henri and Bruce were recounting their heroic – if mildly exaggerated – role in the survival of their town. The story was doing wonders for business – though it appeared that most of the refugees didn’t need much of a reason to drop in for a celebratory pint.
 
   Flynn knocked on the door to the med unit’s small patient ward.  When there was no response, he pushed inside, setting the tray on the counter before he turned to Sophia’s bed. 
 
   It was empty, as was the one next to it. 
 
   Giuseppe’s restraints had clearly been cut. Chadrick was bound and gagged in the corner. 
 
   Flynn pulled the torn sheet from the doctor’s mouth before he cut the surgical tape binding the doctor’s hands and feet. 
 
   “I should have seen it coming!” Chadrick blurted out as he pulled the gag from his mouth.  “She was too damned nice.”
 
   Flynn decided not to question how a frail, drug addled woman had managed to overpower him.
 
   “She kept apologizing as she tied my wrists, but she couldn’t believe her brother would do anything to hurt her; didn’t know why we’d do this to him. But she’d already chosen her side….”
 
   “Then she’s an idiot and doesn’t deserve Putty.” Flynn sliced the final piece of his bonds and helped the doctor up. “Speaking of… where’s Putty?”
 
   “He was. He chased them out the back.” Chadrick moved to the sink, running his wrists under the cold water. “Go. Deal with them. I’ll be fine.”
 
   Racing out the back, Flynn looked for any sign of them. As he ran through the streets, he heard the low thrum of fusion drives before he saw the small shuttlecraft idling behind a boarded up store. He skidded to a halt and shielded himself behind a building before poking his head out to watch the conversation he’d almost interrupted. 
 
   Putty stood with his back to him. Sophia blocked Giuseppe from view. She’d used one of the anti-gravity chairs from the med unit to maneuver her wounded brother in their getaway.
 
   “Don’t come any closer, Patrick.” The gun in her hand wavered as she shouted to be heard over the drives behind her. “I can’t even bear to even look at you. Look what you did to Peppy!”
 
   “Only because of what he did to you.” Putty took a step forward and put his hands up higher as the gun steadied and she let out a wail of irritation.
 
   “I can’t believe that.” She shook her head violently and then stopped, wincing. “He couldn’t have done what you say… he….and you, what you did…” She didn’t finish her sentence, instead she looked back at her brother who had put on the mask of a pitiable fool. 
 
   “I love you Sophia. But if you get on that ship with him… I’ll never see you again.”
 
   “I have to protect my family.”
 
   Putty stopped short as though a bullet had pierced his heart. “I was going to be your family.”
 
   Putty turned away from her, and when he did, he caught Flynn’s eye. He shook his head. 
 
   Sophia looked to him too, but when he took a quick step back she returned to ignoring him. Her focus solely on Putty. “I can’t marry you. Not after this.”
 
   “Leave Sophia,” Putty said as he walked away. “But remember,” he stopped and turned around to face them. “This isn’t over. Not by a long shot.”
 
   Flynn didn’t like it, but he said nothing. Holstering his gun, he fell into step beside his brother, and together they walked away as Sophia helped Giuseppe onto the s shuttle. The little ship blasted off and Putty let out a low breath.
 
   “The good people of Sukiyaki aren’t going to be very happy about this,” Flynn said when the fusion trail had faded from the sky.
 
   “You think I don’t know that? I was looking forward to seeing that man strung up.” Putty looked up as though he might be able to catch the damned thing if he jumped.
 
   Flynn followed his eye line. “Sometimes you have to lose to win. Sometimes winning feels like losing.”
 
   “Flynn?”
 
   “Yeah?” he said, turning to face his older brother.
 
   Putty punched him in the shoulder. “Do me a favor. Shut up.”
 
   “Come on. Let’s go get a drink with the others before they realize their prize slipped away.”
 
   *
 
   The number of people in Bruce’s bar was suffocating, but not surprising. When he decided to offer free booze, the old man had to have known he was inviting a stampede.
 
   Cramped in the tight square foot he’d claimed, Flynn watched as the barkeep slung drinks and shouted to others across the room. Jemoa, Seamus’s older brother took over, pouring when needed, and turning people away when they were too far gone. The boy was a natural; he didn’t seem half as foolish as his younger brother – Flynn hoped Bruce was smart enough to keep him on.
 
   In the corner, where Henri sat with a group of patrons. She wouldn’t let Bruce ignore the boy’s potential; Henri was too savvy a businesswoman for that. And maybe Bruce was smarter than he looked and could find a way to get the woman to agree to more than just a business partnership.
 
   Grabbing Flynn’s arm across the bar, Bruce held himself steady as he slammed a dusty black bottle on the bar top. 
 
   “This one’s for you, my friend.” He tugged on the cork until it came free with a satisfying pop and hollow echo. “If you ever come back, this will always be here for you.”
 
   Flynn took the offered shot, and blinked as the stuff put stars in his eyes. “If that’s waiting for me, it’s a sure bet I’ll be back; hopefully under more pleasant circumstances.”
 
   Bruce patted him on the arm and put the bottle away. “You’ve got plans. I can see it in that smirk. You’re a man who can’t stay in one place too long.”
 
   Flynn couldn’t argue. Instead, he got up, letting someone else take his place at the crowded bar. He found Seamus sitting on a barrel near the door, watching the party with a glass bottle of soda in his hands, straw firmly between his lips. 
 
   “Well, you saved the town,” he said to the boy. “How does it feel to be a hero?” Flynn didn’t care if he was exaggerating a bit. Who knew what would have happened if Giuseppe had gotten past the boy.
 
   Seamus shrugged, still looking around the bar. “Kind of the same.”
 
   “Kid, that’s the best lesson you could ever learn. Never look for glory. Help others because you want to help them, not for what you’ll get out of it. And never take a bet you aren’t willing to lose.”
 
   Looking him over skeptically, Seamus rolled his eyes. “You sound like my teacher. I thought you were cool….”
 
   Flynn smiled, ruffled the kids’ hair, and then left him to his fizzy green drink.
 
   The warm night air was a pleasant respite from the humid temperatures inside. That many bodies shoved in such a cramped space was just asking for trouble. So he left them all and walked down the long main street, his boots sending up puffs of dust as he headed toward the only empty spot on the main drag.
 
   Flynn sat on a bench in a small, weedy park. From his vantage point, with his back to the mercantile, he could see into the scrap yard and down the road to the bar where everyone was still celebrating. 
 
   Without people shooting at him, a dust storm trying to pull his skin off, or bombs threatening to collapse the vast underground tunnel system, this place was almost peaceful. If he was a ‘solid ground’ sort of man, he might consider relocating here, though he would dearly miss Soocilla’s trees. And it didn’t smell right after it rained here, the few times it rained here.
 
   When the saloon doors opened and closed with a distant clatter, Flynn wasn’t surprised to see Putty headed for him.
 
   His brother sat heavily beside him and looked up to the fractured moon. “What now?”
 
   “I don’t know. We could take off before anyone sobers up and let them figure things out for themselves.”
 
   “That’s not what I mean.” Putty sighed, leaning forward to uproot a dandelion.
 
   “I know,” Flynn said.  “I never intended to stay on Soocilla, you know. I’d go stir crazy faster than you’d likely imagine.” Looking out across the junk yard, he smiled. “What I’d like to do is buy a ship; get into the transport business. But the cost of a new ship is ridiculous….”
 
   “You can say that again,” Putty said.
 
   Flynn bit his tongue to keep from laughing. “You’ve been shopping for transport ships?”
 
   “No!” Putty said, a little too quickly.  “I mean, everybody knows new ships cost an arm and a rib.”
 
   “Leg.” Flynn said, knowing Putty had no idea what he was talking about. “Yeah, new ships are too expensive, but then I remembered… my brother is a mechanic… and thought, what if?”
 
   Putty snorted a laugh and shot him a sidelong glance. “I am not building you a ship.”
 
   “No. I know you can’t handle that,” Flynn chided, knowing just how to manipulate his brother. “But what if I bought one in need of repairs?” Flynn stared out over the piles of metal in Nika’s scrap yard. “You can repair a ship. Do you think you could help me get something space worthy?”
 
   “Of course I can handle that,” Putty shot back.
 
   Flynn laughed.
 
   Putty thought for a moment, picking up a handful of dirt and letting it fall back to the ground through his fingers. “On one condition.”
 
   “What’s that?” Flynn hoped it wasn’t a deal breaker.
 
   “Take me with you.”
 
   That was easier than he’d expected. He leaned back against the dirty boards and looked up to where Putty’s original dreams had been stomped into the lunar surface. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
 
   “What should we name her?”
 
   Flynn didn’t stop himself from laughing this time. It had been far too long since he’d had anything to laugh about. “We?”
 
   “Well, you’re going to name the ship, aren’t you?” 
 
   “Yeah, I was thinking Bloodless Warrior.” He’d never let a drop of red touch the deck plating. That part of his life was over and done with.
 
   “Nice.” Putty nodded his head approvingly and wiped his hand on his pant leg. “But I get to name something, too. Oh, and, I am not in charge. I don’t want to have to deal with the Colarium if you do something stupid and get us boarded by a patrol boat.”
 
   “Deal. But you have got to stop punching me any time I do something you don’t like.” He waited for Putty to nod in agreement before he looked away.
 
    Then he leaned back, dreaming of the vessel he hoped would one day bear his chosen name. If he could get a decent deal from Nika on a hull, they might be closer to his dream than he’d expected.
 
   Above him, the stars gleamed. They were waiting, and they’d continue to wait for him. The void was the only truly constant mistress in the universe. And as long as you remembered that she’d kill you without remorse, you could love her more fully than any woman.
 
   “Let’s go see Mom.”  Flynn stood, and his older brother joined him. As they walked through the dark streets, Flynn absently ran his knuckles across the scar around his neck. It was finally beginning to heal. Things were starting to look up.
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One – 
 
   Hell hath no fury like a woman receiving a less than satisfactory anniversary present.
 
   Flynn Monroe turned the small blue box over in his hands for the twelfth time. He popped it open to look at the simple gold C on a delicate chain. Around him, the decrepit space station was dying. Every twist and groan echoed the turmoil welling within him.
 
   Snapping the box closed, he cursed. “I am a nebula-class idiot.”
 
   The simple necklace was the perfect complement to Calliope, anything showier would have seemed crass. But he’d never done this before. His moist palms and dry throat were not encouraging. 
 
   He could stare out into the void, centimeters from a painful – if quick – death and not be bothered at all. He’d stared down enemies on the open field of war, on dusty back worlds and in the precarious tin can of a spaceship. None of that bothered him as much as the box in his hand did. He was terrified, even more than when he’d been a pawn of the Lazarai rebellion. 
 
   Inhaling deeply, Flynn set the box on the tabletop and glared at it. Never one for the mushy stuff pushed by holo-adverts, Flynn wasn’t the sort to go out of his way for a date on a calendar. But meeting Calliope Druthers was not something he could easily forget. 
 
   He scooped up the box and slipped it into his pocket so he’d stop fidgeting with it. The “outdoor” seating at the café was full, down to the last table. Nothing was actually outdoors on a space station – especially not one just weeks from complete shutdown – but the owner of the small restaurant had done his best to create an atmosphere. And his food was delicious.
 
   Dayshift lunch break was in full swing. Crowded station corridors belied the somber future of the mass of orbiting rust. Workers bustled toward the few remaining cafes and food stalls trying to eke out a paltry living before the demolition. 
 
   Men walked past in dirty coveralls, greedy smiles plastered on their faces. Flynn knew the type – contract workers paid big bucks for unsavory environments, and danger junkies. Colarium security would have to remove the latter by force when the time came. 
 
   Scattered in the fray, tired, broken clumps of people shuffled toward the exits.  
 
   A mother dragged her crying son through the wash of civilians heading for shuttles. The towheaded kid was young enough Pontiac Five was likely the only home the boy had ever known. 
 
   Never setting foot on the solid dirt of a planet’s surface…. Flynn shivered at the idea. It was 1341 P.D., Flynn supposed that some were still afraid of living on a planet after the stories of how the Earth was destroyed. Post Destruction. The time stamp left a sour taste in his mouth.
 
   Flynn tore a flat bread disk in half and chewed on it. He welcomed the distraction.
 
   One bite and he’d all but forgotten the boy and the destruction of the Earth, but not for the sweet flavor of the bread.
 
   He looked up, and smiled at what he saw.  Calliope was a point of sunshine in the dark corridors of the station – just like she had been every day for the last several months on his ship. The crowds parted around her, like subjects before a queen. She ignored them all, tapping the keys on her phone like a mad woman before shoving the device in her pocket.
 
   Her ashy blonde hair fell in loose curls to the point between her shoulders where she had a perfectly square mole. Flynn smiled at the thought. 
 
   Beautiful brown eyes traced over the patrons at the café. When she found him, her full lips twisted up in a smile. 
 
   Dressed in all white, she looked like an angel, or at least as close as a mortal could get.
 
   Everyone in the restaurant sector watched her. A few men popped out of doorways as she passed, admiring her assets. Even the crying boy temporarily ceased his wailing.
 
   She could have ordered every man on the station to do her bidding. She certainly could have bedded any of them; probably some of the women, too. 
 
   But by some stroke of luck, she’d chosen him, and he was still in awe of her. 
 
   She perched on the chair across from him, chin resting on intertwined fingers as she leaned toward him. The irritated murmur around him was accentuated by jealous glares.
 
   Calliope had that effect.
 
   “Waiting long?” she asked as she sat back, flicked her napkin out of its folded square and swept it across her lap.
 
   He smiled instead of saying he’d been waiting his whole life. It was cheesy. That sort of thing made her uncomfortable. He knew the vultures watching them were only waiting for him to make her frown before they swooped in and tried to make their play. 
 
   That was the only downside to Calliope; everyone wanted her.
 
   Too many people thought getting rid of him was the only way to get her.
 
   He’d ordered her favorite item off the menu and she gave him a knowing smile as the café’s owner sat it in front of her with a flourish. 
 
   “You shouldn’t have,” she gushed. 
 
   Shrugging, he thanked the man.
 
   Flynn cut apart what the menu called steak – but he knew otherwise – and took a bite of the beef-flavored vegetable slab. It was too salty to be the real deal, but it wasn’t bad once you got past the fact that it was really a plant.
 
   Calliope chewed her food slowly, watching him. A private smile touched her lips.
 
   She flinched at a sudden clicking whine overhead, mouth twisting to a frown as they both looked up.
 
   A light fixture overhead erupted in sputtering showers of sparks. They ricocheted off the metal bulkheads and sprayed across the table. The other patrons shrank away from the sound and the showers of sparks that came after. Embers fell into the hallways and skittered across the floor like glowing beetles infesting the derelict space station.
 
   Memories of different explosions pulled Flynn to his feet. One hand hovered over the gun at his hip, his other pressed to the table to keep him upright as he reacted instinctively. Soft pressure on his hand brought him back to the present.
 
   Calliope’s eyes bore into him. “Don’t blow our vacation.”
 
   She was right, of course. He’d gotten rid of most of the lingering memories; atrocities he’d seen as a soldier on the losing side of a war. Most, but not all.
 
   He forced himself to relax, and looked down at the “steak,” now peppered with bits of burnt phosphors. In the corridor, sparks continued to fall in pulsing waves, the light level adding a macabre effect to the dying station. Apologies were quickly given, along with vouchers to the owner’s new setup on the replacement station. Clearly, something like this had happened here before.
 
   The staff came quickly to clear away the food spoiled by the rapidly failing space station.  The bus boy awkwardly cleared their plates and assured them he’d bring them new ones.
 
   “Don’t bother,” Calliope said, wiping the corners of her mouth with her napkin. “We don’t have time.”
 
   A sickly shade of green tinted his oily face, but the bus boy nodded as he took their plates and hurried away.
 
   “Well,” Flynn said. “At least he can’t get fired. I mean, this place won’t even still be here in a month.”  He looked to the red numbers on the wall counting down the final date of “life as they knew it” on Beta Five – Flynn had never gotten used to the Colarium’s name for the station. 
 
   In three weeks, four days, seven hours, and twenty six minutes, Pontiac Five would be pulled apart and forgotten.
 
   “Trudy says the meal’s on him.” The bus boy was back, frantically wiping away the mess from the table. 
 
   “Calm down and take a breath, boy. No one’s going to bite you.” Flynn said, glancing at Calliope to make sure she didn’t pretend to bite the air.  
 
   The boy looked at Flynn as though he was crazy, but his frantic pace slowed, and in that pause he did take a breath… until he looked to his right, caught sight of Calliope staring at him with the curiosity of a bored cat, and he went straight back to his jittery rush.
 
   Flynn looked up to the flickering fixture, and the embers of sparks still falling to the ground as the boy left them. Shoddy workmanship. Haste had led to errors, errors led to deaths, and now the whole thing was falling apart. The Colarium found it less costly to build new stations than to try to fix the irrevocably broken ones.
 
   “Stop that.” Calliope said, slapping his hand away from his neck. 
 
   He hadn’t noticed he was rubbing his scar. The noose had left him alive, but it had left a nasty souvenir. 
 
   She held his hand on top of the table, her thumb rubbing across his rough skin. “This was nice, but I’ve got things to do before we ditch this pile of refuse.”
 
   He pulled his hand away, sliding it into his pocket and taking hold of the box carefully. The last thing he needed to do was drop the damned thing. “Wait. I got you something.” He slid the box onto the table and watched her face.
 
   “What is this?” Her eyes lit up as she looked at the box, hands clasped tightly as though it might burst into a puff of smoke if she reached out to take it.
 
   “Go ahead.” He bit his lip to keep from smiling as she snatched it out of his hands and flicked it open. “Happy Anniversary.”
 
   “Anniversary? Of what?” She looked at him like he was crazy.The worst part was, he knew she was right. 
 
   “The day we met,” Flynn said.
 
   “Oh.” Her lips pressed together, twisting. He could tell she was trying to keep from frowning. She snapped the box closed and looked anywhere but at him.
 
   “You shouldn’t have, Flynn.” She pushed the box back across the table. “It’s not actually an anniversary, not of anything important, I mean.”
 
   Flynn did his best not to let his disappointment show, but it didn’t work.
 
   “Hey, don’t look like that.” She reached out and covered his hand with hers. Her glittering gold nail polish caught the light and forced him to blink. “We’ll celebrate a real anniversary later. And we’ll do it right.” 
 
   He swallowed his pride and nodded. “Sure.”
 
   “You should be getting back. Putty worries if you’re out of his sight with me for too long.”
 
   “He’s not that bad.” He was. 
 
   “I know. He loves you,” she said. “Who could fault him for that?”
 
   Flynn had gotten used to the tone she used when speaking of his brother. It was almost as dull as Putty’s was when speaking of her. Anymore, he ignored them both.  They’d agreed to be civil, for his sake, and that was all he could ask.
 
   He kissed her lightly as they stood up to leave. 
 
   “You know how I feel about PDAs,” she said, pushing him away.
 
   “Somehow, I always seem to forget.” He smiled, and left before he accidentally rolled his eyes. She only liked the ones she initiated.
 
   He made his way down the corridor, past the burnt out fixture. Turning to glance back, he saw her watching him – everyone else watched her. 
 
   She always made him walk away from her.
 
   *
 
   Calliope made a show of smoothing out her glittering nails with the file as she watched Flynn leave. His head bobbed above the crowd as he headed through the departing masses toward his ship.  She couldn’t help but smile as others watched him go with glares.
 
   Today she needed his claim on her. Today, she didn’t have time to deal with the usual group of men who would fall upon her as soon as she was alone. They were always sweet, and she did love their flattery, but only when it didn’t get in her way.
 
   Today, even the usual attention she received would get in her way. 
 
   Beside her, a man with tattooed eyebrows and a septum piercing shifted in his seat to face her. “You’re running late.”
 
   Raniel Syle was not a trusting man, especially when his boss had marked a girl as “deliver or die,” which Calliope wasn’t supposed to know, but a smile to the right underling, and she’d found information was easy enough to siphon. 
 
   Sadly, her smiles didn’t work on Raniel. She had a feeling the mook would be her shadow until the job was well and done – but hopefully no further than.
 
   “You’re risking more than I am, skulking about in plain sight. What if he’d recognized you?” Calliope didn’t look at the man. He was emotive enough she could read his mood in her periphery.
 
   Shrugging, Raniel turned to look down the corridor after Flynn. “I’m careful enough. Besides, I half thought you’d bring him in on the plan… well, the parts of it he could know.” He smiled, contorting the geometric lines of his eyebrows and exposing two rows of brown teeth.
 
   With her face schooled into an apathetic boredom, Calliope bit her tongue to keep from reminding Raniel he wasn’t privy to the entire plan either. Each piece of the puzzle had their own roles to play. She knew more than Raniel, who in turn knew more than Flynn… for the moment. 
 
   Letting Flynn in on the plan wasn’t an option. Not yet. She had to make sure there was no going back first.
 
   Flynn would only try to stop her. The first time it was cute, by the fifth it had gotten annoying. And now… now she found it easier to leave him out of the loop at the beginning of her dealings, rather than try to talk him around.
 
   She took a long drink before pulling her coat back on with a smirk. “What’s the saying? It’s easier to ask for forgiveness than shoot your boyfriend in the foot.” 
 
   He snorted, turning away to finish his replaced food. “Don’t mess this up, Calliope. We both know what will happen if you do.”
 
   Her stomach twisting, she stood, straightening herself out. She pushed through the crowds, dodging beneath the waterfall of sparks. She turned back to look at it, wondering how long it would take station maintenance to get there. What was the point in fixing something that was going to be torn apart in a handful of weeks?  
 
   Stem the flow, put a tourniquet on it and let the poor girl die.
 
   She skipped the lifts. People were lazy. That meant she usually had the stairwells of stations like this one all to herself. As she made her way down the winding path, she thanked high heaven today was no different.  
 
   The metal grating of the stairs sagged under her as she descended – and she was not a heavy-weight. Some of the steps angled oddly to one side. Dust covered the railings and a disgusting green lubricant slid down the wall to her left as if the station was a child with a cold and running nose. She shuddered at the thought. 
 
   Beta Five was clearly dying. 
 
   She shook her head as she remembered that Flynn refused to call it that. In the year before the Colarium had taken control of the station, its private sector owners had dubbed it Pontiac Five, and while the rest of the universe had gotten the memo, Flynn refused to conform – typical.
 
   Calliope took the stairs at a leisurely pace – in part to keep from breaking her neck – whistling a tune she’d long forgotten the words to. She listened for the door to open and close above her. Raniel didn’t disappoint. Luckily, he couldn’t follow her everywhere. 
 
   The lowest level of the station would be the last to empty in the impending evacuation. As she stepped through the stairwell door, she pulled in a long breath and hoped her summons hadn’t been a trick. Without this leg up, Giuseppe Refuti would never have contacted her, but if the man she was about to meet knew her connection to the mobster hiding behind a corporate mining enterprise… well, at least she’d never have to see Raniel again.
 
   The administrative deck had been painted a crisp white. The Colarium banners and holo-paintings of the original Colari officers hung along the bulkheads only masked the decline. Calliope knew the “state of repair” was only for show. The station’s bones were rotting with a cancerous decay.
 
   Nothing on this orbiting death trap had been built to last, and the man who created Pontiac Five, and then ran when the Colarium snatched it up, was probably laughing in his high-rise somewhere on Capo. If he’d been allowed to live.
 
   Before Calliope could take three steps, she was met by a Colarium soldier in formal blues and a stern frown. He had a gun on him too, though she couldn’t see it. Posing guesses as to where he’d stuck it would only land her in a cell. But it was tempting. His pinched face definitely lent itself to her first colorful, if crass guess.
 
   She handed him her papers before he had the chance to tell her what she already knew. “This area is restricted to all but Colarium personnel.” That line had been parroted to her more times than she cared to tally. And more often than not, it had preceded being tossed in a holding cell until they could verify who she was.
 
   As he read the summons, the nameless soldier’s mouth straightened into a line, and he glared at her. For half a second, she wondered if he was going to search her simply because she wasn’t what he thought. Which was probably “lost,” but Beta Five was one of the smaller stations, so she wasn’t sure how she could lose her way – unless she was a complete idiot. And she’d never admit to that, even if some people thought it was true. 
 
   Instead of telling her off, taking her for questioning, or searching her for no other reason than to cop a feel, he nodded wordlessly and turned to lead her through the restricted halls. She watched him closely. There was nothing quite like the high security levels to remind her how unpleasant the Colarium could be if they suspected foul play. They had investments to protect, and suspicion was just as good as proof.
 
   She kept her hands out of her pockets, and restrained herself from clenching them to fists. She knew a lens somewhere unseen monitored her movements. 
 
   The long hallway gave her no visual distraction. All the doorways were closed, and from the silence, she’d wager they were sound proofed. She’d also wager she did not want to know what went on behind them in the course of a normal day’s operation.
 
   Her silent guard led her to the end of the circuitous hallway, and knocked thrice before turning the handle and motioning with his other hand for her to enter. The room was glaringly sterile for housing the bigwig it supposedly did. It was laid out as an office, but Calliope had a feeling the man had never stepped into this room before today. She doubted he would return before the station was dismantled.
 
   When she stepped past her escort through the door, he closed it behind her, and she found herself alone with two sets of eyes boring into her. She knew exactly who they belonged to.
 
   A woman with a shaved head and a thick lump of circuitry coiled behind her left ear stared at her as though she were an insurgent about to go on a killing spree. Calliope knew what the woman was. And she knew just how quickly she’d be dispatched if the woman even suspected a danger to her charge. This Colarium bodyguard was fearsome – even if her skin-tight, black leather get up was a bit gauche. But it was the man behind the desk who she’d come to see.
 
   Calliope knew Senior Colari Harris as most did: only by reputation. There had never been a photo taken of him, or if there had, it had never seen the light of day. He was remarkable enough in appearance that she would have remembered him if she’d ever come across his face in a news dump.
 
   An immaculately tailored uniform did nothing to hide his near-skeletal frame. His shaved head shined in the room’s garish lighting and he stared at her with wolfish, honey-brown eyes. 
 
   He sat in front of her, mouth in a downward curve, those light eyes raking over her left her feeling naked. The pigments in his irises made her wonder if he were a genetic oddity, or one of the many madras milk addicts that populated the galaxy.  
 
   She hoped they could not see her true purpose, and schooled her face to a mask of boredom. With her pulse quickening, she wondered what he did see, and if she measured up to his standards – if she met his requirements.
 
   When he stood, her head fell back to look up at him. If she didn’t know the Colarium’s strict rules on aliens within their political and military ranks, she would have thought him something other than human. Sure, they used Pagoans as hired thugs – when a race is adept at hunting humans across the black, you find a way to control their kills and use them to your advantage – but they would never allow one to achieve the rank of Senior Colari. 
 
   “You are not what I expected,” Senior Colari Harris said. His voice was low, deeper than she’d anticipated, and smooth as hot caramel sliding over a scoop of vanilla ice-milk. 
 
   That was, if hot caramel could also laugh at her.
 
   “Ditto.” She considered asking him what he expected, but didn’t think “rude” was the foot she wanted to start on. “I hear you need something, and think I can get it for you.”
 
   His head bobbed from side to side as he considered her words. “I’m not the one who thinks you can, but I’ve been told by a friend you’d make things easier if I want something retrieved with a minimal amount of blowback.”
 
   She did not like the idea of blowback. Though she knew he meant it in regards to his political career. To her, the word meant loss of limbs, or jail time. She’d managed to avoid both of those things for this long, and she planned to continue avoiding them. 
 
   But whatever he wanted had to be big and, if he was talking to her, illegal. “And what do you want me to retrieve? It must be something delicate if you’re subcontracting instead of getting one of the boys in blue to do your bidding.”
 
   He stared at her, waiting, as though the perfect length of pause would add more weight to his words.
 
   “Grey diamonds.” His face remained impassive, but Calliope’s pulse quickened.
 
   She swallowed the lump in her throat as she considered the market for that fence. “Those are rare… but not difficult to get your hands on for a man of your station. Why not buy a set? It’d be easier.”
 
   “It wouldn’t be difficult at all. I own the patent.” His lips curved up in a wolfish smile and for a moment she thought he was going to ask if she was scared. She was. Instead, he said, “The why is not important.”
 
   Calliope nodded and dropped into the chair across from him, slinging her feet up onto the desk’s surface. The bodyguard tensed. 
 
   She gave the woman an insincere smile that wasn’t returned, and shifted her focus back to her new boss. “I’ll need to know three things,” she said. “Where’s the pinch, and when and where do you want me to get them back to you?”
 
   The bodyguard tossed her a data stick. “All the details are there.” Her voice was high, modulated and oddly mechanical. Calliope guessed her voice box was an implant – or at least had a spychip in it. She couldn’t think of a better bodyguard than one of the Colarium’s elite fighting squad – it must have taken some political clout to pull her from the ranks. She wondered if it was just politics; she’d never met a Senior Colari before. 
 
   Maybe they all had a bodyguard handpicked from the ranks of the Silent Elite. She gave the woman a quick once over and mentally added bedfellow to the job description. If she was wrong, Harris was wasting resources. The Colarium hated to waste resources. 
 
   “Your contact information is provided there as well,” Harris said as he turned away from her, returning to his chair, his eyes focused on a vid screen embedded in his desk.
 
   Calliope knew when she was being dismissed, her father had taught her that tactic well. With a quick nod to both of them, she left, following her waiting escort back to the stairwell. 
 
   Once inside, she slid the datastick into her pants pocket and pulled out a different one, primping her hair for a moment before climbing back up the well. 
 
   Raniel waited for her two turns up. “What now?” he asked, grinning like a station rat with a bit of candy.
 
   She didn’t know how much his boss had told him about their job, if he knew the Senior Colari was simply the first pawn in a much bigger game, she doubted he understood the intricacies of his master’s plan. When Giuseppe Refuti told his dogs to sit, their haunches hit the deck plating and their tails wagged, waiting for their treat. 
 
   Calliope could play the game just as well. “Now, we bring down the Colarium from the inside.” She smiled conspiratorially at the anarchist, handing him the decoy data stick. 
 
   As she followed Raniel up the stairwell, she wondered if there was any scenario where Refuti planned to let her live. If she played her cards right, he wouldn’t know what hit him
 
   *
 
   Flynn squeezed through the cargo hold. His brother – certified mechanic and righteous pain in the ass – had amassed a jumbled, teetering stack of crates. Smack in the center of the Lightning Bug’s hold. Flynn couldn’t ignore them. 
 
   The ship, like the space station they would soon be leaving, was constantly in need of repair. Not exactly the best quality in a getaway vehicle, but she was his, and Flynn loved her.
 
   Paying for the ship outright had seemed like an impossible dream, but he’d bought the shell of an old ship, and made her into what he needed. All it took was his brother’s help, the paltry remains of his meager savings, and a sizable loan for all the parts Putty insisted they’d need. Now that she was paid off, he had no intention of letting her fall into disrepair. So if Putty said she needed something fixed, he’d let his brother fix it, even if the cost set his teeth on edge.
 
   Anyone who knew the Monroe brothers knew Putty was the mechanically inclined member of the family. Give him a system to tend and repair, a bunk to stow his boots, and he was happy. 
 
   Putty was along for the ride. He’d threatened to desert when Flynn questioned his contentment with the status quo. Although he’d insisted Flynn take the headache of being in charge, and the irritation of Colarium patrol boats when the law came knocking, but he kept the boat afloat, and that offset a lot.
 
   Putty stood in the corner, a tablet in hand as he swiped his finger over digital boxes, marking off his list. 
 
   “You would not believe the sort of sales on that station right now.” He pointed to his goodies – as though Flynn could miss them. “It makes more sense for them to sell it all at a loss than try to take it with them when they leave.”
 
   “Right, so we get to waste the fuel to do it for them.”
 
   Putty rolled his eyes and pointed at one of the crates. “You know how you always complain about the atmosphere processors, and how I told you I could fix it, if you really wanted me to, but that it would cost the same as buying yourself a small moon?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “That is a new scrubber head. It’s going to give you a little more breathing room, and it cost me a fraction of the price.”
 
   “So only an eighth of a small moon?” Flynn ran his hands through his hair and sighed. “This is the time you bankrupted me, right? I’ve always known it was coming… I just didn’t think the destruction of my bank account would coincide with that of Pontiac Five.”
 
   “For your FYI, I managed to get everything you see here for less than what I intended to spend in the first place. I’m telling you, there are people in there looking to sell off half their belongings rather than find a way to get them off station. The Colarium is taking everyone off for free, but if you want all your stuff, you have to pay for it. They’re limited to two bags a person. And the freight company reps who are hanging around… well, what’s going on there is downright robbery.”
 
   “Should we stick around then, give some people’s stuff a ride?” Flynn sat on one of the crates, figuring there was probably nothing inside that could be hurt by his added weight.
 
   Putty looked at him as though the crate might buck him off at any moment. “We don’t have any room. And that’s not what I’m saying. Though undercutting the mark-up would make us a tidy profit.”
 
   Stretching his neck, Flynn tried to remove the kinks and unclenched teeth. “I know.”
 
   And he did know. His brother was not a philanthropist, and they could probably make a fair amount of scratch charging less than the big freight companies. But neither of them would bother. They had bigger plans, or they were on the lookout for them at least. One did not get rich with small jobs. It was the big fish that made it to the fry. 
 
   As Putty catalogued his new inventory, sliding crates across the hold and stacking them in an order Flynn couldn’t fathom, he turned back, looking around as though he’d just realized something was missing and gestured with the tablet. “Where’s your lecherous shadow? Are we rid of her for good?”
 
   “Be nice, Putty.” Flynn helped him move a box. “And doesn’t ‘lecherous’ only apply to men?”
 
   Shrugging, Putty swiped off another item on his list. 
 
   Putty usually kept his irritations with Calliope to himself. Though Flynn knew they were always there, hanging in the recycled air whenever the two had to share the same pressurized square footage for any length of time.
 
    “Sorry, I forget. It’s just so easy.” His brother went back to the inventory and its safe numbers, then added, “Ryce wants a word. Something about clearing a route with you? I don’t know about him. Half the time I talk to him, I think he’s going to spout off some weird dialect no one but ten people on a non-Colarium planet know.”
 
   “How would he have learned this weird dialect?” Flynn pushed himself off the crate and on to his feet, his stomach growling in remembrance of his interrupted meal.
 
   Shrugging, Putty set the list down. “It’s Ryce, he’s big into the strange and the obscure.”
 
   “He in his sling, or in his bunk?”
 
   “Probably his bunk. You know how agitated he gets up top with nothing to do.”
 
   Flynn did know. It had been the closest he’d come to firing the pilot and looking for new help. 
 
   Ryce Candon had joined Flynn’s crew five months earlier and they were still getting a feel for each other. Ryce wasn’t like his brother. He’d known his mechanic since childhood, could trust him with anything – except handling Calliope – and would take a bullet for him. Ryce was as odd as the baubles that cluttered the surfaces in his room. 
 
   Before hiring the man, Flynn had never seen a shrunken head, or a narwhal horn – though he was certain that was manufactured. After all, everyone knew narwhals were as fake as the unicorns that had spawned their initial creation. 
 
   “Flynn!” Ryce lit up like a nova as Flynn passed his doorway. Flynn had a feeling his pilot’s expression was not the only thing that was lit. “We need to talk, bro. I don’t know where we’re going, man. If I don’t know where we’re going, how can I fly your baby? If I don’t fly your baby, we’re stuck here with the rest of the flotsam and they’ll tear us apart just like Beta Five.”
 
   The pilot’s head listed to the side as he smiled like an idiot.
 
   “You’re not flying anywhere like that. Drinking and flying is against the law. You signed a contract. Don’t make me ditch you here.”
 
   “Aw, man! I’m not that far gone. I’m only on number three, no wait! Two! I’ve only had two…or three.” The hiccup that followed suggested otherwise. He let out a defeated breath and sank to his cot. “I got another transmit from Licia. She won’t admit it, but I know he’s beating her again.”
 
   Flynn bit his tongue as his stomach flopped over. He knew what it was like to have a sister he couldn’t protect. 
 
   “Sober up, Ryce, and we’ll talk about how we can get you home to see your family. For now, I can get us away from here and on track once I figure out where we’re going. But you need a clear head. If we run into trouble, you have to get us out of it.”
 
   “You think there’ll be trouble?” Ryce was too pleased with that idea. Drunk and full of impotent rage, he was looking for a brawl. 
 
   Flynn knew very little about his pilot’s background, but his flying was decent enough – if a little sloppy. The only complaints he had so far were Ryce’s odd infatuation with getting into fights and the drinking. The boy would have done well in the Colarium army. Either side would have taken him. Flynn knew from experience.
 
   Leaving him with a last command to sober up, Flynn returned to Putty.
 
   His brother would undoubtedly be in a good mood – shopping always made him happy, especially when he was spending Flynn’s money. Getting crazy deals on parts buoyed him more than usual. So, today, would be a good day.
 
   As he neared the hold’s hatch, Flynn heard Calliope and Putty bickering. Their voices carried like the yowls of fighting cats. 
 
   “Leave me alone, Calliope. Whatever voodoo you’re working on everyone else doesn’t work on me, so stop trying.”
 
   “I’m not trying. You’re a waste of time. Where is your brother? I have news!” That sort of excitement in Calli’s voice always worried him.
 
   Flynn watched as Putty turned and saw him. Rolling his eyes, Putty turned back to her “I don’t know how you managed to brainwash him, but the sooner he figures out what you’re about, the better.”
 
   “Don’t be silly. Only ugly girls need to do that.” Calliope turned around, spotting Flynn lurking in the shadows and announced, “I’ve got a job for us!”
 
   Flynn bit his tongue before he could voice his thoughts. Calli never took too kindly to the moments when his “Oh craps” slipped out.
 
   “It’s a heist. I’ve got the specifics all locked away up here.” she tapped her forehead below her golden curls. “It’s going to be grand, and… it means we have to go to a party!”
 
   “The last time you brought us a job, things didn’t go too well.” Putty’s eyes bounced between them, as if waiting for one or the other to burst into flames.
 
   Calliope waved Putty away like a bee buzzing about her head. “I know, but that was last time. I promise this one will be different. No…this one will be better!”
 
   “Well, it couldn’t get any worse than the last time.” Putty’s dry tone echoed Flynn’s own thoughts and he winced in agreement.
 
   “Oh, shut up, Little Drippy.” She gave him a look that could curdle milk and turned to Flynn, beaming. “All we have to do, for the moment, is get to Capo on time.”
 
   “We need to do what?” Putty said, choking on air. 
 
   She responded to Putty as if he was completely stupid and said, slowly, “Capo. Even you have to have heard of it. I know I’ve talked about it before. Central systems, glittering skyscrapers…. it’s the capitol freaking planet.”
 
   Ignoring her, Putty looked to Flynn. “Listen, I’m all for Colarium planets. They’re nice, they’re clean, you don’t have to worry about the water, but Capo?” He turned back to Calliope. “You do know there are several warrants out for Flynn, right?”
 
   “That’s why he won’t be ‘Flynn.’ I have connections there, you know; my parents still live on planet. And besides, with me doing all the talking, no one will look at anyone else.” She smiled and Flynn knew that was true. “Besides, I already took the job. So, if you don’t want to do it, I’ll just have to find another crew.”
 
   Flynn turned to his brother and saw Putty’s jaw jutting to one side. He clearly wanted her to find another crew. 
 
   Flynn wasn’t exactly excited about the job;  he knew how Calliope’s plans ended.  
 
   He’d barely pulled her out of the last one alive. When he closed his eyes, he could still see her – glass embedded in the left half of her torso, blood leaking from her like an open faucet. She’d only just finished recovering from the plastic surgery that erased the scars.
 
    And, he couldn’t let her go out on her own. She wouldn’t have a chance. He might lose her.
 
   “What’s the pay out?” Flynn asked before his brother could say something terrible.
 
   “Six figures.” She looked pointedly at Putty. “Each. So you can pull your face out of that pucker, Little Drippy.”
 
   “If it goes the way the last one did, there’s not going to be any pay out.” Putty looked like he was on the verge of strangling her. “Don’t be stupid, Flynn.”  
 
   So much for the truce, Flynn thought.
 
   Calliope flounced off in a huff, and Flynn’s eyes fell to a bolt on the deck plating. “I’ll think about it. If we do this, you and Ryce will stay on the ship to make sure we’re ready to go at a moment’s notice.”
 
   Putty gave him the evil eye before turning back to his inventory. “Well, the engine’s ready, whatever you decide.” His brother’s voice was quiet, stilted with defeat.
 
   Flynn stared at Putty’s back for a moment, knowing his brother thought he was choosing Calliope over him, again. He couldn’t think of any way to reassure his brother, so he rested his hand on Putty’s shoulder, squeezing briefly before making his way through stacks of crates to the slender corridors of the Lightning Bug. 
 
   Grimacing at the name, Flynn paused before he stepped into the main corridor of the ship. That had been the last time Putty had truly fought him on something – the day he’d let Calliope rename his ship. It was a trivial thing in the grand scheme of things, but overall, he couldn’t help feeling as though he’d made the wrong choice. All because of a stupid name.
 
   He sat heavily in the pilot’s sling, eyes falling on the hull of the space station they were  still attached to. 
 
   Against his better judgment, Flynn keyed in the course changes, took up the controls and began the preflight sequence.
 
   When they disconnected from Pontiac Five, he said a silent goodbye and wondered which would come first – the station’s demise, or his own.
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