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      I love anthologies like this—putting them together as much as reading them.  There is such talent in the writer world right now, and so many people telling stories that are a little (or a lot!) outside the norm.

      This collection is mostly prequel short stories to science fiction series with strong female characters, which was my main requirement when I went gathering contributions.

      I definitely got those.  I also got dragons, smugglers, vampires, aliens, a street-ruffian mathematical genius, a princess desperate to save Earth, and more.  It’s amazing what’s out there traveling the stars.

      You likely picked up this anthology because there’s a story in here by an author you love.  Absolutely go read it—but also graze a little.  Try a story from someone new to you.  In the end, if this anthology doesn’t help you discover new lands to read in, then I haven’t really done my job.  However, given the number of new books on my Kindle, I’m pretty sure that’s not going to be a problem!

      Thanks for reading,

      Audrey Faye
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          Passage Out

        

      

    
    
      Author’s note:  Steampunk with a twist! Enter a fantastical world filled with alien spacecraft and Victorian sensibilities, ball gowns and travel to the stars. Passage Out is one of several stories set in the alt-history universe of Victoria Eternal; a world where a constantly cloned Queen Victoria rules for centuries over a British Empire spanning the stars.

      

      The roar and shake of spacecraft blasting off from Southampton had long since ceased to wake Diana Smythe from her ragged slumber. The door alcove she called home was scant shelter from the elements, but she’d learned to catch what rest she could. A stealthy approach or a whisper of malice, however, would bring her awake in an instant, hand tight around the hilt of her makeshift dagger.

      She’d had a gun, once, a light-pistol that could slice a man’s arm off, or put a smoking hole in his chest at fifty paces.

      Long gone, now, along with the rest of the remnants of her former life. Diana didn’t even have a gold locket with her parent’s picture, or a pocket watch with a loving inscription, or any of the tokens common to novels about abandoned girls seeking their long lost homes and families.

      Her life was not a storyvid. She knew well enough that parents didn’t miraculously come back to life after a flaming carriage crash, and lost fortunes never magically re-appeared.

      And the dream of the spaceport had long since become a grimy reality, measured in take-offs and landings, in the ebb and flow of her small store of coins. Not enough. Never enough to buy passage out, not even a berth to the moon.

      “Di, get up.”

      A toe in her ribs made her roll away and open her eyes. Dawn feathered the sky in blue and pink, and made the grungy corner she called home almost pretty. Silhouetted against the sky stood a young boy with matted brown hair and a chipped-tooth smile.

      “Go away, Tipper.”

      “Can’t.” The boy squatted down next to her and poked her shoulder with a grimy finger. “Found something.”

      That woke her up. Diana sat, her holey woolen blanket wrapped tight around her shoulders. The nights were still chilly, but at least spring had finally come. She’d made it through another winter on the streets.

      “What did—” She broke off, waited for the roar of the blast-off to fade.

      Both she and Tipper looked up. From the sound of that lift, it was one of the bigger ships; a Fauntleroy 220, she guessed. The gleaming silver shape arced overhead, catching the light that hadn’t yet reached the alleyways and streets. It was a Fauntleroy, just as she’d guessed. A year after she’d arrived in Southampton, hopeful and starving, she’d found she had a talent for identifying the ships, scanning the arc of their flights in a heartbeat, gauging velocity and lift, and guessing at their destinations.

      If she couldn’t get to the stars, she could image others traveling there, and watch them go.

      Tipper stared at the ship, the longing on his face so clear Diana had to look away. Sure, she probably had the same look in her eyes, but she’d had a few extra years to hide it. Tipper was still a kid, for all his cockiness. Still dreaming the child’s dream of space—the blackness full of stars and possibility. A million futures to choose from.

      Diana swallowed and ignored the tight clutch of hunger in her belly. When the sky was empty, she asked again.

      “What did you find?”

      Tipper darted a glance down the alley, then shook his head and motioned her to follow.

      “If this is some kind of joke…” She gave him her best hard-eyed stare as she rolled up her blanket and shoved it into the satchel holding her possessions. The ones that mattered, anyway.

      “Isn’t,” he said.

      “Tally-ho, then.”

      She brushed off her trousers, scooped up her bag, and grabbed the parasol she’d nicked from a highborn chit. It was battered and stained, but if she held it just right, wore her salvaged satin skirt, and did her hair up in style (fastened with string and bits of charred metal, not that anyone would get close enough to notice), she could pass for gentry. For a brief time, anyway.

      Her accent helped, of course. At least, when she was in the better part of the city. Down here, in the rookeries by the spaceport, she pulled a covering of Cockney over the smoothly articulated syllables she’d grown up speaking.

      Darting like a mongoose, Tipper led her through the twists of the alleys, through derelict buildings, and at last to the sheer, shiny wall of the spaceport itself. It rose a dozen meters into the air, silvery and impermeable, and so clean.

      Diana went and laid her hand against the surface, the alien material faintly cool against her palm. There was no need for a stun current—the Yxleti-made wall was impervious to any human effort. No knife or gun, laser or explosive could even mar it, let alone break through.

      There were only two ways into the oval-shaped spaceport district. Passengers and those with official business used the front entrance at one end of the oval. Cargo and employees went through the Spaceport Authority processing area on the other end. Between the two, nothing but sheer walls.

      “Psst.” Tipper waved at her from a shadowy ruin ahead.

      When Diana joined him beside the crumbling wall, he gave her a grin full of mischief.

      “Lookit this.” He nudged a crumbling piece of pressboard aside with his foot to reveal a dark shaft disappearing into the ground.

      She leaned over and peered into the blackness. The edges were perfectly straight, the hole just big enough to admit a body. Provided that a person was not afraid of closed-in, dark places. She shivered.

      “Where does it go?”

      “I waited for you, to find out.”

      Diana shot Tipper a look. It wasn’t just the rough fondness of the streets that had made him wait, but the sense of self-preservation every alley rat needed to survive. It would be sheer foolishness to disappear down that black shaft without anyone knowing where you’d gone, or waiting up above to pull you back up if necessary.

      “You’ve got a rope?” She glanced around the ruin, the two partially-standing walls not providing nearly enough cover for what they were about to do.

      “Sure. And lights. And water and some brat bars, just in case.”

      He went to the corner and rummaged beneath a piss-scented tarp, emerging with the described items.

      “Here.” He handed one of the foil-wrapped bars to her.

      “I don’t want that.”

      B-rations, brats for short, were the lowest-level foodstuffs. Even at her hungriest, she could barely choke down a mouthful of the gluey substance.

      “Toff,” Tipper said.

      “Ain’t.”

      Despite hazy memories of silky dresses and mathematics lessons and a pony of her own. That was half a lifetime ago, or more. It didn’t matter now. She tucked the brat bar into her trouser pocket, planning to give it back to Tipper after they… well. After they found whatever it was they were going to find down there.

      “Probably just leads to the sewers,” she said, taking a sniff of the air over the shaft.

      It wasn’t as foul as she expected. Dry, not rank, with a whiff of fuel. A jagged shard of hope sawed at her. Could this possibly be a tunnel into the spaceport?

      Rumor was the Yxleti had used a network of tunnels when constructing the port. But they had all been filled up again. Even if this was a former passage to the spaceport, it surely ended in an impassable wall of rubble.

      Still, her heartbeat pumped up with possibility.

      She helped Tipper secure the rope to the sturdiest beam they could find. He wrapped it around his chest and under his arms, then donned a pair of stained leather gloves two sizes too big.

      “Are you sure you want to go first?” She glanced into the hole. “It looks deep.”

      “I found it, I get to explore it. And I dropped a lightstick down there yesterday. Bottom’s not too far.”

      He grinned at her. She had the feeling “not too far” had a different meaning, once you were dangling at the end of a rope.

      “Speaking of light…” He held a battered lightstick out to her, then tucked a second one into a makeshift headband and settled it over his filthy hair.

      Before she could wish him luck, he scrambled over the edge of the shaft and let himself down.

      Diana knelt and watched him go down. The shaft was small enough that he could brace his legs and back on opposite sides and control his descent. Once, he slipped, and she swallowed back a cry of dismay as he slid a full meter down the hole before catching himself.

      Sooner than she would have liked, all she could see was the lightstick attached to his head. It bobbed up and down, sparking dull reflections from the sides of the shaft. After a while, the light stopped, and the rope jiggled wildly.

      “Tipper?” She leaned over the hole, fear clenching her gut.

      Something was down there, and had eaten him. The rope went slack.

      Dammit. Without com devices—which no alley rat could ever afford—she had to guess at what was happening.

      Hands shaking, she pulled the rope back up and inspected the end. No blood, no fraying.

      “Di.” Tipper’s voice echoed softly up.

      She blew the stale air of fear out of her lungs. “Now what?” she hissed down into the hole.

      “Going to explore. Sit tight.”

      The roar of lift washed over the silvery spaceport walls. Diana glanced up as the Volux V-class freighter lumbered up into the lower atmosphere. Bound in-system, she’d guess; one of the outlying Jupiterean moons, or maybe just Mars.

      “Tipper?” She leaned forward at the flicker of light from below.

      “Di! Come down—it’s a passage through.”

      She didn’t believe it, though Tipper had never been a practical joker like some of the other alley rats.

      “Who’ll guard the rope?”

      “I don’t care.” His voice was jubilant. “Hurry.”

      She pulled the rope back up, and tied it around herself. Unlike Tipper, she hadn’t brought gloves to protect her hands. It wasn’t so far down that she’d burn her hands terribly—unless she fell.

      Diana gave the rope a couple tugs, testing the beam. Solid enough. Gritting her teeth, she lowered herself into the shaft. The coarse rope bit her palms, and the metal wall was cool against her back. Slowly, she inched down, the pale blue sky overhead becoming a smaller rectangle as the dark swallowed her. Only knowing that Tipper was waiting for her with his lightstick made it bearable.

      At last she saw the glow from below.

      “The shaft ends,” Tipper said. “There’s a drop of a few meters to the floor.”

      Jaw aching from clenching her teeth, Diana’s feet hit empty air. She kicked out, the rope slipping too quickly between her hands, and landed painfully on the hard surface below.

      “All right?” Tipper gave her a hand up.

      “Well enough.”

      She straightened and gave an experimental stretch. Other than what would probably be a spectacular bruise on her tailbone, and the rope burns on her palms, she was uninjured. She pulled the extra lightstick out of her pocket and flicked it on.

      The straight, dim corridor was nothing special—except for the immense possibility it represented. Feeling a smile stretch her face, she nodded at Tipper.

      “Lead on, sir.”

      They walked quickly, excitement pushing their steps. They reached the spot that Diana calculated corresponded to the boundary wall of the spaceport overhead.

      “Wait.” She held out her hand. “Did you come this far, earlier?”

      “No.” Tipper stopped. “Just far enough to see the passage was open.”

      She studied the corridor ahead. It appeared safe, but stun currents were invisible until triggered. No alley rat traveled without an assortment of useful items in their pockets. Never knew when one might need a bit of string or graphite piece. Or, in this case, a pebble.

      Diana tossed the stone a few meters ahead of them. It passed the potential hazard point and kept going to clatter down on the floor. Nothing flared or buzzed.

      “Safe enough.” She hoped.

      “Milady.” Tipper swept out his hand in a move worthy of a gentleman.

      “Coward,” she murmured as she strode past him, winking to show she didn’t truly mean it. He’d been first down into the darkness, after all.

      She flinched, just a little, as she passed the place the boundary wall stood, but like the pebble, she passed through untouched. Tipper came up behind her, and their twin lightsticks reflected eerily off the silvery walls, the pale yellow glow barely pushing back the blackness. They walked ten paces beyond the wall, then twenty.

      “Why do you think they built this tunnel?” Tipper whispered.

      She shrugged. Who knew why the enigmatic Yxleti did anything? A hundred years earlier they had appeared from the sky, crowned Victoria Queen Eternal, then stood back. They had allowed humans to use their strange technology to reach the stars, and they never interfered—only watched.

      “Well.” Tipper held his light up, illuminating the sheer wall in front of them, blocking their way. “Now what?”

      “Go back for the rope?” She leaned back, lifting her lightstick high. “I think there’s a trapdoor overhead.”

      “That won’t work. There must be a way to access the hatches. Hidden ladders or something.”

      Made sense. The workers who used this tunnel in the past wouldn’t want to be carrying around ladders as they went about their business.

      “Take that side.” She nodded to the left, then moved to the right and started running her hands over the smooth wall. Soon, her fingers found an irregularity—a long seam running vertically up from the floor.

      “Here,” she said, pulling out her blade.

      Tipper hurried to her side, and together they pried and pulled at the metal. Diana levered it up, then Tipper wedged his gloved hand in the space and yanked. Finally, with a loud creak, the seam parted to reveal a ladder built against the wall.

      She jumped back, dropping her lightstick, but Tipper just stood there, grinning.

      She made him go first, then followed. As they neared the ceiling of the corridor, strange, thumping vibrations filled the air. At first she thought it was drums, but the rhythm was too uneven.

      “Footsteps.” She tapped Tipper on the leg. “I think this opens onto a walkway.”

      That complicated matters. Spaceport travelers would not stand idly by as two alley rats clambered from a shaft in the floor. Especially not two individuals as soiled and dirt-stained as herself and Tipper. She hadn’t bathed in at least a month. He’d gone twice that long, judging by his rank boy-sweat and matted hair.

      “Let’s get closer,” he said. “I think I see a bolt across.”

      Despite her doubts that the hatch was secured by anything so mundane as a bolt, Tipper was right. She gripped the metal rungs of the ladder tightly as he slid the bolt back in slow, screeching increments. Hopefully the people tromping above would pay little mind to the noise, or think it just another bit of spaceport ambiance.

      Tipper braced his palms against the trapdoor.

      She tugged his ragged trouser leg. “Wait. Not yet.”

      She’d been counting the steps, the ebb and flow, the pattern swirling in her head in elliptical shapes. A rise, a smoothening, a dip as the traffic diminished. Soon, soon.

      “Now,” she said. “Quick!”

      Tipper heaved the hatch open and flung himself out. She was right behind him. The door banged against the floor, and the three people in evidence turned, staring. One, a woman in a long, ruffled gown, began to scream.

      Moving in accord, Diana and Tipper flipped the hatch closed and raced away, deeper into the spaceport. The woman’s shrieks echoed behind them. Unlike the alleys of Southampton’s rookery, there were no side passages, no dark places to duck into. Just flat, straight walls. Diana’s breath burned in her chest, her eyes darting from side to side, barely registering the looks of shock as she and Tipper dashed past.

      They had to find a hiding place. Behind them, she could hear the rough commands of Port Security, ordering people out of the way. Her blood iced as she considered the very real possibility that she and Tipper might get shot.

      “Stop!” a deep voice bellowed. “Stop those two!”

      Diana sidestepped a man in a bowler hat, then wrenched out of an older lady’s grasp. The wild exhilaration of breaching the spaceport had curdled to panic. She and Tipper were in trouble deep.

      “Hey!” Tipper yelped.

      She whirled to see him caught, arms pinned against his side by a tall man wearing tweed.

      “Tip!”

      Could she pull him from his captor’s grasp?

      That moment of hesitation cost her freedom. Before she could dash away, a woman in the blue uniform of Spaceport Security grabbed her wrist and slapped a shackle on it. The man holding Tipper thrust him into another guard’s custody, and their mad adventure came to an end.

      “It’s over,” the policewoman said. “Come quietly.”

      Diana pulled in a deep breath. At least she’d seen the inside of the spaceport—however briefly. She didn’t try to pull away. Though she’d never been in stun shackles before, she knew how they worked, and had no desire to feel that current race through her.

      Tipper shuffled his feet and hung his head low, but Diana looked everywhere, soaking in the sights and sounds. The officers led them down the hallway. Ahead, doors whooshed open and closed, the brighter light of day spilling through.

      The security guards took them outside, onto a partially enclosed walkway, and Diana nearly forgot she was a captive. On the right-hand side of the walkway, ships spread in a half-circle in their berths. She slowed, staring, cataloguing. There—a Xeros Two-thousand, sleek as an arrow. Beside it, the crablike shell of an older hauler bound for the asteroid mining belt.

      On the far left, another freighter rose, engines wheezing, but holding. Overloaded, by the way it listed slightly in the air, and not with legal goods she’d wager. She frowned. Couldn’t the authorities tell when smugglers freighted contraband out right under their noses?

      At the midpoint of the freighter’s arc, a Class A Cruzline ship began ignition. The fore engines fired, and then the aft. Slowly, the ship rose, gleaming and no doubt full of important and moneyed passengers.

      Diana halted. Something was wrong.

      “Keep moving,” the policewoman said. Her name badge simply read Nails.

      “Wait… wait.” Diana leaned forward, listening, watching, calculating the arc of the Cruzline as it began its ascent.

      “Stop that ship!” She lifted her shackled wrist and pointed at the gleaming passenger ship.

      The policewoman’s hand fell to the stun unit. “Don’t make me use this.”

      “They’re going to crash!” Diana strained forward. “Contact the control center—it’s a direct collision course in… twenty seconds.”

      The policewoman narrowed her eyes, but the edge of panic in Diana’s voice must have convinced her. Her gaze went unfocused as she activated her nano-comm and spoke hurriedly, using lots of acronyms and letters.

      Twelve seconds.

      Diana half-listened, her attention fixed on the gruesome calculation unfolding overhead. It sounded like the policewoman was getting through. The bright ship tried to veer, but it was going too fast. Too fast. Eight seconds. Seven. Six.

      The Cruzline’s engines stalled, and Diana sucked in her breath. Three. Two.

      

      The edge of the Cruzline nicked the freighter, then spun out, but beautifully slowly. The pilot was good enough to control the move, steering his craft into a shining silver loop. The freighter wobbled, the collision barley nudging the massive ship off-course.

      Diana watched, heartbeat bumping back to normal as the Cruzline steadied and returned to its berth. A security bugship, lights flashing, buzzed the freighter, leading it back to the customs screening pad.

      She glanced up at the cloud-specked blue overhead. In a different universe, the air would be full of fire and death and a hundred personal tragedies. But not this world. Not this day.

      Diana lifted her hand to rub the back of her neck, the motion cut short by the cuff on her wrist. With a resigned slump of her shoulders, she turned back to the security guard.

      “Right away, sir,” Nails said. Her gaze cleared and she looked at Diana. “Taking you upstairs.”

      “What about my friend?” Diana nodded to Tipper, who stood uncharacteristically silent. “He comes, too.”

      The security guard hesitated.

      “I mean it.” Diana put the steel of truth in her voice.

      Whatever was going on—and she suspected it had to do with the averted crash—she and Tipper were in it together.

      “Very well—the both of you. Don’t try anything.” This last was directed at Tipper, with a narrow-eyed glare.

      He put on his wounded face, and Diana hid her smile. His expression wouldn’t get him anywhere with Nails, but at least the two of them wouldn’t be separated.

      Nails and the other security guard led them through a paneled door that took a special key code, and then to a grav lift tucked in a corner.

      They stepped inside, and Diana tried not to show the jittery nerves pulsing through her. But this was posh—the marble floor and polished wooden walls of the lift far above the normal trappings of the Spaceport. The smooth, fast rise left her courage sinking to her feet. Tipper shot her a look that showed too much eye, clearly as nervous as she about wherever they were going.

      The lift slowed and halted, the doors slid open, and Diana blinked at the view. She barely noticed the plush burgundy carpeting and wingback chairs, the wide desk or the gray-haired man sitting behind it. Her eyes were drawn inexorably to the huge bank of windows on the wall opposite the lift.

      They were at the very top of the Spaceport. Ships dived and flew, and she could see the near neighborhoods of Southampton spread out beyond the silvery wall. The rookery, of course, was behind them—a view no one wanted to contemplate.

      “And so.” The man behind the desk stood, revealing a portly figure dressed in well-tailored clothing. “Our heroine of the hour. Come, come.”

      He gestured to her, and Diana took a step forward.

      “Wait.” He held up a hand. “Remove her cuffs, Nails, if you please. I would like to shake this young woman’s hand without fear of a shock.”

      He laughed, and the security guards guffawed along with him.

      “Apologies, Director.” Nails quickly took the cuff off, with a warning look at Diana. Her hand grazed the lightpistol holstered at her side, the message clear.

      The luxurious surroundings made Diana acutely aware of her own grime and stink. She lifted her chin. If this director fellow wanted to talk to her, he’d have to take her as she was.

      Somewhat to her surprise, he stepped forward and took her hand, giving it a firm shake.

      “What is your name?” he asked.

      “Diana.” She didn’t think he’d like her street name of Diver. “Diana Smythe.”

      “The spaceport owes you a debt of thanks, Miss Smythe. Are you aware that a very important delegation was aboard that Cruzline vessel?”

      She shook her head, but it didn’t surprise her. Who else but the toff gentry would book passage on that kind of ship?

      “Without your acute observational skills, a very messy incident would have occurred. Tell me—how did you know the ships were on a collision course?”

      “It was clear as glass, least to me,” she said. “The liftoff arcs intersected, and the freighter’s smuggling something. They were too slow to clear the line of flight.”

      Nails prodded her in the back, and she added a belated, “sir.”

      “And you could tell all that at a glance?” He did not sound dubious, just curious.

      “Yes.”

      “She’s always been good at such things, sir,” Tipper said. “Knowing how a mark moves through a crowd, or the fall of dice, or—”

      He broke off as Diana elbowed him in the ribs.

      “I notice suchlike,” she said.

      “Hm.” The Director gave her a keen look. “Join me at the window, if you would.”

      Diana followed him to the expanse, and couldn’t help smiling once more at the view. The whole port spread out below her feet. All those lives and dreams and arrows to the stars, shot right from here—the busiest port in England, the center of Empire— into the heart of the stars.

      “What do you see?” he asked. “Describe the ships to me as they come and go.”

      It was a test, though she wasn’t sure what the penalty for failure might be. She narrowed her eyes and rolled forward on the balls of her feet, focusing on the geometry, the arcs and parabolas forming and re-forming outside the window.

      “That ship—the Tellium X class, just landing. They’re coming in a little too fast. Bet they get a warning. And the Aristo there needs a tune-up. They should have better lift, especially a later model like that.”

      She continued to scan the spaceport, pointing out holes where ships were too slow or too fast, speculating aloud on destinations and cargo, flagging possible smugglers and lazy pilots. All the while, the Director nodded and, judging by his slightly unfocused stare, accessed his data.

      Ten minutes passed, then twenty. Diana’s throat tightened from talking so much. Behind her, she could hear Tipper fidgeting and coughing, and finally, the Director spoke.

      “Impressive,” he said. “You have quite a gift, Miss Smythe. Along the lines of a mathematical genius. What would you say to putting it to official use?”

      She took a step back, her torn boots sinking into the plush carpet. Did they mean to barter—no jail time for her and Tipper, in exchange for her servitude here?

      “What do you mean?”

      The Director must have seen the suspicion on her face, for he let out another hearty laugh.

      “No, no, it’s not what you think. You and your friend’s misdemeanors have already been dismissed. A bit of a youthful lark, what?”

      Diana heard Tipper let out a theatrical sigh of relief, but she kept her gaze focused on the man before her. Distrust warred with hope, churning together uneasily in her belly.

      “On behalf of Spaceport Authority, I would like to offer you employment, Miss Smythe. What would you say to that?”

      “What would I need to do?”

      “Exactly what you just demonstrated. Watch the ships, calculate the trajectories and arcs. Help us all achieve the stars to the best of our ability, and put your rare skills in the service of the greater cause of humanity.”

      It was a pompous speech, but it stirred her all the same. There was a glint of truth in the Director’s eye that swayed her, even more than the grand words.

      “How much?”

      “Ever practical, aren’t you?” He named a sum that stilled her heart for a moment.

      But only a moment.

      “A month?” she asked, half in jest.

      This time it was the Director’s turn to blink. Then he laughed again.

      “And why not? Do we have an agreement?”

      She pulled in a breath and glanced once more at the spinning arcs and sines weaving outside the window. The sum she had named would keep her in grand style. Even better, it would send Tipper, and any other alley rat who wanted out, a ticket to the stars. In style.

      Slowly, she gazed up, past the blue, to where the stars gleamed and shone. The stars were a wonderful dream. But not, as it transpired, the best dream of all.

      She extended a grimy hand to the director, and smiled when he took it without hesitation.

      “Yes,” she said. “We surely do.”

      

      Want to read more Victorian Spacepunk? Scoop up the STARS & STEAM collection for more tales set in the universe of Victoria Eternal!

      A USA Today bestselling author, Anthea writes Victorian-set romantic adventure under the pen name Anthea Lawson and Science Fantasy featuring cyber-punk elements and treacherous faeries as Anthea Sharp.

      Sign up for her new release mailing list and get a free story! http://eepurl.com/1qtFb
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      Author’s note: This story takes place approximately six months before the beginning of Blood Will Tell.

      

      Even through the closed door of her bedroom, Miala Fels could hear the deep voices of the men who’d gathered in the main room of the flat she shared with Lestan Fels, her father. She hated the sound, since she knew those voices signaled yet another opportunity for Lestan to get himself into trouble.

      He never intended to cause trouble, of course. All he wanted was to provide a more stable life for his daughter. Unfortunately, his particular skill set was one Iradia’s crime lords found valuable. And since they could pay far more than any legitimate employer….

      She’d been sitting in front of her computer, staring at the old-fashioned flat display — they were too poor to afford the heads-up style — when the men arrived. Her father had given her the order to hide herself in her bedroom well before the time the visitors were due to arrive. Well, it wasn’t really an order; giving orders wasn’t Lestan’s style. But he’d made the suggestion, casting a nervous eye toward the front door of their flat, and she hadn’t argued. Right around the time she’d turned seventeen and had begun to leave a somewhat awkward adolescence behind, she’d begun to attract the kind of attention she really didn’t want from the men who did business with her father, men who cast flat, leering glances at her and even started to suggest that Lestan might make more money by loaning her out rather than setting up their security systems or hacking their rivals’ computers.

      After deflecting those outrageous suggestions on two or three occasions, Lestan and Miala had mutually decided it was better that she not be present at these meetings, even though he’d been training her ever since she was eight years old, and she knew almost as much about computers and making them impervious to outside attack as her father did. Too risky for her to be anywhere near those men, he’d said, and she knew he was right. According to Gaian laws, she had still been underage at that point, more than three years ago now, but the Consortium’s laws didn’t mean a hell of a lot out here in a backwater like Iradia.

      Miala abandoned the project she’d been working on — setting up a secure payment system for Nala, who owned the coffee house down the street, and who had been hit by hackers several times during the last few months, draining her meager profits — and headed over to the door of her bedroom. She didn’t even need to press her ear against it to hear what the men were saying.

      “…sure you can do it?” one of them asked.

      They hadn’t given their names, but she’d seen the two men around town more than once while she was out running errands. Aldis Nova was one of Iradia’s larger settlements, but even so, it was small enough that you got to know who was a resident and who wasn’t, even if you’d never exchanged a single word.  One of the men was tall and well-dressed, with faintly lavender skin that spoke of Eridani heritage a generation or two back. The other one was shorter and heavier, with dull dark eyes that had made a shiver go down Miala’s back the one time she’d made the mistake of making eye contact with him on the street. Somehow, her bedroom door seemed like a flimsy barrier when she considered that it was the only thing standing between her and the black-eyed stranger.

      “Of course,” Lestan replied. His voice sounded calm…on the surface. Beneath that apparent composure, however, Miala could hear an underlying tension. He needed this job. He’d delivered on the last one, but the man he’d done the work for had gotten himself shot up in a dispute with one of his fellow “silk merchants” — all right, smugglers — and the work had never been paid for. That financial blow had been enough to wipe out their meager savings, and they now had only enough left to buy food for another week or so. Paying the rent on their dingy little flat would be impossible without a fresh infusion of funds.

      “What about the girl?” the shorter man asked, and Miala held her breath. Of course he couldn’t know she was there listening, since she hadn’t made a sound, but still….

      Right then, she wished her door had a lock that worked.

      “What about her?” Lestan replied.

      “Heard she was doing some work for you. If she is, I think she should be in on this discussion, don’t you?”

      Oh, hell no, she thought. But she didn’t move. The last thing she wanted was for them to know that she was right there on the other side of her door.

      “I’ve had her perform a few simple tasks, debug a few routines.” Lestan was doing a decent job of sounding casual and unconcerned, but Miala didn’t know if that would be enough to move the conversation in a safer direction. “But I’d never trust her with something this important.”

      “Good thing,” said the other man, the one who looked part Eridani. “This commission is far too important to be entrusted to a child.”

      “She didn’t look like a child the last time I saw her,” the shorter man retorted. Again Miala had to force herself not to react, although right then she felt sick to her stomach.

      “My daughter is a decent programmer,” Lestan said. “In five years, maybe she’ll be in a place where she could take on something like this. Right now, though, she won’t be involved at all.”

      “She home?” the unpleasant one asked. “Maybe I’d like to ask her myself.”

      “I’m afraid not,” Lestan replied, and this time he seemed unable to hide the edge to his voice. Normally, Miala liked hearing him speak, because he had the smooth, cultured accent of his home world of Gaia, rather than the flatter timbres of those who’d been born out here on the fringes. In that moment, however, she feared that his tone only betrayed the nervousness and fear he was trying so desperately to hide.

      “Leave the daughter out of it,” the part-Eridani man cut in, sounding annoyed. “As her father pointed out, she’s not capable of handling this commission. But you, Fels,” he went on, words becoming brisk, “what do you think your timeline will be for the project?”

      “Shouldn’t take more than a week,” Lestan said, and Miala experienced a sinking sensation somewhere in her midsection. Her father was always being far too optimistic about when he thought he could deliver a project, a trait that inevitably resulted in both him and his daughter having to work around the clock to meet his employers’ unrealistic deadlines.

      “A week?” the man echoed, sounding impressed despite himself. “Well, it sounds as if we’ve come to the right person. Then let’s move forward. Two thousand as a deposit, and the rest upon completion.”

      His words were followed by a faint metallic clink, and Miala guessed he’d deposited the promised units on the shabby plastic table in the dining area. The vast majority of financial transactions in the galaxy took place electronically, but on Iradia, people preferred cold, hard cash. It was a hell of a lot harder to trace.

      “Thank you, Mor — ” her father began, then stopped himself. Clearly, he’d been about to say the man’s name, and cut the word short before Miala could overhear. She might be included in her father’s programming work when necessary, but he did everything in his power to keep the identities of his employers from her.

      “We’ll check in three days from now, see how the work is going,” the part-Iradian said. Then he added, the words carrying an ominous weight of their own, “We expect great things, Master Fels.”

      “You won’t be disappointed,” Lestan promised.

      No reply, but Miala could hear movement, followed by the tired whoosh of the front door. Its hydraulics had needed servicing forever.

      She hurried back to her chair and sat down, then returned her attention to the display in front of her. The subterfuge probably wouldn’t fool her father, but she figured she might as well pretend that she hadn’t been eavesdropping. Besides, he would wait a little bit before coming into her room, just to make sure the men were truly gone. That would give her some time to ease back into her work, even though this particular bit of coding was so simple, she could have done it four or five years ago. She’d only taken on the job because Nala had asked for help, and the elderly coffee house owner had slipped Miala free drinks on enough occasions that she figured helping out was the least she could do.

      As she’d thought, her father entered the room not quite five standard minutes later. Since there was no place else to sit down, he took a seat on the bed.

      “I suppose you heard all that.”

      She didn’t see the point in lying. For too long, it had been just Lestan and her. They didn’t keep a lot of secrets from each other…except the ones that might get them into trouble. “I did. They sounded like a couple of choice specimens.”

      “The one isn’t too bad.” Lestan paused there, as if he knew there wasn’t a single thing he could say to defend the shorter of his two visitors.

      “I suppose.” Miala swiveled her chair partway so she could face her father. He looked back at her with a sort of tired acceptance, and it seemed to hit her then. Lestan had always been there, the one fixed object in her universe, but for the first time she really noticed the gray in his hair, which had long ago overtaken the original dark brown, and the worry lines around his eyes. Sometime during the past few years he’d slipped into middle age, and only now was she beginning to realize what a toll living on this world had taken on him. Because he looked so weary, she bit back what she’d been about to say, that he needed to be more discriminating in his choice of commissions, no matter what their financial situation.

      He truly believed they had no other choice.

      Tempering her own dismay, Miala went on, “At least it’s just a standard data security setup, right?”

      Her father let out a sigh, then ran a hand through his hair. It needed cutting, and stuck out in all directions. The effect wasn’t comical, though, but instead only served to intensify the aura of weariness that surrounded him. “Not exactly.”

      Despite herself, Miala’s voice sharpened. “Not exactly how?”

      “There’s more than one facility involved. And the person paying for the commission wants a layered system.”

      Of course he did. Not that these crime lords didn’t have a lot to hide, but still. Building the sort of electronic fortress they all seemed to require took time, and time was the one thing Miala and Lestan didn’t have, thanks to his overly optimistic assessment of how long this would all take.

      Well, she’d pulled all-nighters before. And they did have two thousands units of actual cash sitting there in the flat with them, which meant the rent would be paid and the refrigeration unit could be stocked again. She hadn’t really been looking forward to yet another evening meal of leth, a cheap grain-based dish usually relegated to breakfast fare and the only thing they’d been able to afford for the past few days.

      “All right,” Miala told her father. “Then I suppose we’d better get to work.”

      

      Thank God she actually had inherited her father’s facility with computers. Sometimes Miala wondered what Lestan would have done if it turned out that she’d gotten more from her mother genetically than just her red hair, and didn’t have the skill to replicate her father’s efforts. Would he have kept on trying to teach her the tricks of his trade, whether or not she had the talent for it?

      As with so many other topics that skirted her parents’ past, Miala had never worked up the nerve to ask her father that question. He never spoke of her mother; the few tidbits Miala had gleaned over the years were due entirely to listening to neighborhood gossip. Apparently, even in as jaded a town as Aldis Nova, it was something to take all your husband’s money and disappear off-world, leaving him with an infant daughter.

      But since Miala had never known her mother, she couldn’t really miss her. Occasionally she’d wonder if there was anything about her own looks or speech or mannerisms that might be similar, besides her hair, but again, she knew better than to ask. Lestan Fels was a mild man, but prying into his past was one of the surest ways to arouse his slow-burning anger.

      The job was just that, a job. Harder than some, not as tricky as others. If they’d been given a full two weeks to work on it, or, even better, an actual standard month, Miala might have said she even found the task enjoyable. Numbers and code were a lot easier to deal with than people, after all. You knew how they were going to react. Plug this formula in here, get that result over there. Oh, occasionally something would blow up, but again, tracing the problem back to the original input would usually give you a solution.

      Too bad real life was a whole lot messier.

      Its current messiness was a direct result of not having enough time. She knew better than to reproach her father for that, though. They’d had this argument several times in the past, and his response was always the same: “You don’t know these people the way I do.”

      It was a truth she had to acknowledge, although she didn’t like it very much. Maybe if she hadn’t lately been engaged in the mildest of flirtations with young Captain Malick, who’d recently been posted to the Gaian Defense Fleet’s station here in Aldis Nova, Miala might have felt differently about the corruption that powered the place…and the way she’d gotten sucked into it because of her father’s activities.

      Her father didn’t like her connection with Captain Malick, tenuous as it might have been. Of course he wouldn’t; Lestan Fels had dealings with some very questionable individuals. He justified the work and the people who paid him by saying all he did was write programs. It wasn’t as if he was hired muscle, paid to break heads in alleyways or take out business rivals with a well-timed pulse bolt. Miala still thought the services he performed inhabited a very gray area, but since she didn’t have the freedom to leave, she mostly kept her protests to herself.

      Still, she couldn’t help but experience a sinking sensation as she built their unknown client’s system piece by piece and wondered how they could possibly get it all done on time. She’d stay up tonight, and tomorrow as well, but any more sleep deprivation than that, and she had a feeling that she’d end up with her face planted right into her keyboard.

      It was very quiet. Their neighborhood was shabby, but still one of the more peaceful sections of the city. Its inhabitants worked at the town’s bars and restaurants, or in the warehouses and factories that stored and processed the precious moon-moth silk that brought Iradia most of its income. At this time of night, if people weren’t at work, then they were sleeping, trying to store up their energy for another day laboring away in the desert world’s blistering heat.

      For some reason, though, Miala could feel the skin on the back of her neck crawl. A shiver went over her. Stupid, because her room was uncomfortably warm, even at just past midnight. Their landlord kept promising to service the cooling system, but he never did, so mostly what blew through the vents was barely processed hot air.

      The numbers on the screen in front of her blurred, and she blinked. Maybe it was time to take a break. A cold glass of water from the refrigeration unit might help to combat the heat, which was something she couldn’t seem to get used to, even though she’d never experienced anything else, had no idea what a world whose average daytime temperatures were below forty degrees Celsius would even feel like.

      Miala pushed her chair away from the worktable where she sat, then got up and headed to the kitchen. It wasn’t much, just the refrigeration unit, the dish sanitizer, and a tired old convective oven, all bordered by plastic countertops that had begun to delaminate years ago. Despite the dilapidated surroundings, the hum of the fridge calmed her a little. Silly, she knew. She wasn’t the type to jump at shadows. There were far too many of those on Iradia.

      She glanced over at the door to her father’s room. Shut, of course. He claimed that any noise distracted him, so Miala was used to tiptoeing around when he worked, and forget about knocking if she needed something. Long ago she’d learned to fend for herself unless it was a dire emergency.

      The water soothed her dry throat. She’d read about worlds that were mostly water, had seen holos of them, but even so, she couldn’t quite imagine what that would be like to see water stretching out free and blue on every side, for the air to be thick with its moisture, instead of so dry that it made your skin feel as if it had been stretched across your bones like the hide on a drum.

      Maybe one day, she thought. With the balance of what’s due us, and if Lestan can get another commission that pays as well —

      She cut herself off there. Now she was starting to sound just like her father. It was always the next score, the next job. One day the payoff would come that would get them away from Iradia and the long, hot, desperate days.

      Problem was, that day never did seem to come.

      From behind her, Miala heard the faint whoosh of the front door opening. She startled slightly, then realized it had to be her father coming back into the flat. Sometimes Lestan Fels would walk the neighborhood at night to clear his head, to enjoy a brief few moments when the temperatures dipped to something more tolerable. No one ever bothered him because he had nothing worth stealing.

      She turned, about to ask if he wanted a glass of water after his walk. Only that wasn’t her father advancing toward her, but the short, swarthy man who’d come to visit earlier that morning. The overhead light in the kitchen was just bright enough to reveal the glitter in his close-set dark eyes.

      Her first impulse was to scream, but what would that do? They didn’t own any weapons, unless you counted the dull knives in the kitchen drawer. And while her father could hold his own against any programmer she’d ever heard of, she knew his skills didn’t extend to hand-to-hand combat, so she doubted he would be of much help. Right then she could only thank God or whatever power guided the universe that she’d been working and was still dressed, rather than wearing the light knit shorts and sleeveless top that was her usual sleeping attire.

      Willing herself to remain calm, she crossed her arms and stared at the intruder. “It’s a little late for a business call, don’t you think?”

      The question seemed to puzzle him. He looked at her, taken aback for a second or two, before he recovered himself and said, “I just wanted to talk.”

      “‘Talk’?” she repeated. “Kind of a strange hour of the night to talk.”

      The man grinned at her. He did have good teeth, straight and white, but even that asset wasn’t enough to make him remotely attractive. “It’s nice and cool outside. Why don’t we take a walk?”

      Her pulse began to accelerate, but Miala forced in a breath and told herself not to panic. At least he was talking, instead of coming for her and dragging her outside by brute force. She couldn’t allow herself to glance at the door to her father’s room, because she worried if he tried to interfere, he’d end up hurt or worse. All the same, she was surprised he hadn’t come out to investigate, considering the smallest noise was usually enough to make him tell her she needed to be quiet while he worked.

      “I’d better stay,” she said carefully. While her father had lied and said she wouldn’t be doing any of the programming on this particular job, Miala didn’t see a problem with trying to make it sound as if she was indispensable in her own way. “My father usually asks me to bring him something to drink or make him a snack when he’s working. What if he comes looking for me and I’m not here? It’ll break his concentration — and that’ll put him behind. I’m sure your boss wouldn’t like that.”

      The stranger regarded her for a moment with narrowed eyes, clearly weighing what she’d just told him. Then his shoulders lifted. “We won’t be gone long. He’ll never notice.”

      “But — ”

      Her protest was cut off as he crossed the meter or so that separated them and took her by the arm. His whisper came harsh in her ear. “You wouldn’t want to do something that would disturb him, would you?”

      That was just the problem. Even the conversation they’d just shared, spoken as it was in more or less hushed tones, should have been enough to bring him out to the living room, complaining that they were making an unholy racket. Getting interrupted while he worked was about the only thing that could make him angry — well, that and asking about her mother. That he hadn’t emerged already worried Miala more than she wanted to admit.

      Worse, fear of the stranger thrummed along her veins. She wasn’t naïve enough to pretend she didn’t know what he wanted. Aldis Nova had plenty of dark alleys, quiet corners where anything could happen. About the most she could hope for was that he wouldn’t kill her afterward.

      Something hard and cold pressed into her side. She swallowed.

      “You just come with me, and he won’t have to know anything. No one will have to know anything. You play nice, I’ll play nice. Okay?”

      Since she didn’t trust herself to speak, she could only nod. The stranger dragged her toward the door, pistol grinding into her waist the entire way. Maybe she should have screamed. It was remotely possible that her father could have done something to defend her. What, exactly, she didn’t know, but wasn’t that what fathers were supposed to do?

      Go along for now, she told herself. This guy obviously isn’t all that smart — maybe you can get away while he’s distracted or something.

      Right.

      But since having a pulse pistol blast a hole in her stomach sounded even worse than letting this man do as he willed, she kept quiet as he pulled her outside. The night breeze now felt pleasantly warm, rather than oppressively hot, but Miala was in no position to enjoy it. If only this part of town had a pub or restaurant — anything that might still be open at this hour. That way, it was possible someone might see her. But the streets were deserted, illuminated faintly by the light of a single moon, with not even a glimpse of the scavenger reptiles that usually flicked their way from sheltered spot to sheltered spot as they looked for food.

      The stranger was quiet as well, guiding her along with an inexorable pressure on her arm. Miala had no idea what his destination might be. Some seedy hostel where no one would bother to see why she was screaming? Or would he not even make the effort to go that far, but instead find an isolated corner that suited him, and take her there?

      I will scream, she thought then. I’ll scream and scream, even if no one is around to hear me, and I’ll knee him so hard he won’t be able to piss for a week. And then I’ll run.

      Brave words. Whether she’d have the courage to do such a thing when the time came, she had no idea.

      Miala had her answer soon enough, because after being hauled along for several blocks or so, the pistol in her side the entire time, the stranger pulled her into an alley where even the dim moonlight couldn’t reach. In a way, maybe that was good. Maybe this would be easier if she couldn’t see his face.

      She could feel him, though, his hot breath against her neck, moving to her mouth. Her throat spasmed, and she wondered if she was going to be sick then and there, and what he would do if she did vomit.

      “That’s it,” he whispered, lifting his lips from hers for a second. “Nice and quiet.”

      Oh, no. Not even if he did blast a hole in her side. She’d rather be dead than — than —

      Despite her earlier vow, she didn’t scream. Almost without thinking, she brought her knee up into his groin with as much strength as she possessed. He let out a piercing howl, jerking the gun, which fired harmlessly into the wall instead of straight into her gut. She kicked him, too, for good measure, this time driving her booted foot into his side. He doubled over, breaths coming in tearing gasps, and she realized now was her best chance to escape.

      If she’d had more experience with that sort of thing, she might have tried to get the gun away from him, but Miala decided it was better for her to use her knowledge of the streets to flee, running at top speed down the opposite way from where they’d originally come. She didn’t dare go home — he was sure to follow her there — but she could head straight to the local garrison offices. Captain Malick wouldn’t be on duty, not at this hour, but most of the soldiers posted to this district of Aldis Nova knew her by sight if nothing else.

      She hadn’t gotten more than a block, however, when she saw a tall figure standing in the street, and skidded to a halt as she realized who this new stranger was.

      The tall, lavender-skinned man who had accompanied her would-be rapist to that meeting with her father.

      Shit. Miala looked frantically to her right and left, hoping that an alley would offer itself as a viable means of escape. But this street was lined with warehouses, blank-faced and unfriendly.

      Then his cool gaze seemed to move past her, to a spot somewhere behind her, and she risked a quick glance over her shoulder to see what he was looking at. Despite the warm night, ice flooded her veins. Because there was the lavender-skinned man’s partner, limping toward her with fury in his eyes.

      Before she could do anything, could decide which one was the lesser of two evils when it came to trying to get past them, the lavender-skinned man lifted the pulse pistol he held and fired. Miala’s entire body clenched.

      The pale blue pulse bolt lit up the dingy street as it flew past her and struck her erstwhile attacker in the chest. He fell onto the sandy ground, blank eyes staring lifelessly at her.

      “Well, then,” said the lavender-skinned man. “Let’s get you back to your father, Miala.”

      

      She walked next to him in silence. What the hell was she supposed to say? “Thank you” seemed woefully inadequate. He didn’t seem inclined to talk, either, only accompanied her back to the flat she shared with her father, then waited politely while she opened the door and went inside. The biometric lock had been shorted out, obviously by the man who’d assaulted her, but the door mechanism seemed to be working more or less normally. She supposed they’d have to find the money to fix the lock as well.

      The lavender-skinned man followed her. Strangely, she didn’t detect any menace from him. At least, none that was directed at her.

      “Lestan!” she called out. He’d never wanted her to call him “Dad” or “Father” or anything except his given name, and she’d never asked why. And after everything she’d just been through, she wasn’t about to scruple at interrupting him, no matter how involved he might be in his work.

      No reply. Despite herself, Miala couldn’t help darting a quick, worried look at the part-Eridani stranger. He waited in the living room, impassive, his elegant dark suit and fine-boned face strangely at odds with the shabby surroundings.

      The hell with it. She hurried to her father’s combination bedroom/office, and pushed the button to open the door. Once upon a time, it had a working lock, but that had failed years ago, just like so many other items in their flat.

      At least the door itself still functioned. It slid into the wall, wobbling slightly, and she ran into the room, then stopped dead.

      Her father was slumped over his keyboard, face pressed against the flat plastic in much the same way she’d envisaged herself an hour or so earlier, when she knew she had to get up or fall asleep. But his face was gray, almost as lacking in color as his hair.

      Oh, my God.

      She hurried to his side, then reached for his wrist. She wouldn’t let herself think about what she’d do if she couldn’t find a pulse.

      It was there, though. Weak, and erratic, but some faint life still moved through his veins.

      A slight rustle made Miala turn her head. The lavender-skinned man stood in the doorway, that same unreadable expression on his face.

      He’d helped her before, but would he help her now?

      “I think he’s had a heart attack,” she said, marveling a little at how calmly the words came out. “Can you call a med transport?”

      “I think you had better do that,” the man replied. “You are his daughter.”

      “But — ”

      “You know I cannot be connected to him.” This statement was made simply, as if Miala should have thought of such a thing.

      She didn’t have time for arguments. Lord knows how long her father had been passed out like that, and time only kept slipping by. Without speaking, she pushed past the stranger and went to the comm unit in the kitchen. At least there was a one-button push for emergency services — although those services came at a price. Nothing on Iradia was free.

      The voice answering her call was so flat and monotone, it could have belonged to a mech. Not that she much cared. At least someone was there to get the details of her situation, to tell her that a medi-transport would be there soon, and to have her credit voucher ready.

      Damn. That request sent a stab of panic through her, until she remembered that her father had put some of the deposit money for their current job in their credit account, and so there should be enough to pay for the transport. As for the rest of his hospital stay….

      The lavender-skinned man was watching her carefully. “It’s a good thing this is a lucrative contract, isn’t it?”

      She blinked at him. “Excuse me?”

      A faint smile touched his thin lips. “Your father told me that you would not be working on the project, but we all know the truth there, don’t we?”

      “I — ”

      He came closer, and Miala flinched. Not again. She didn’t have the energy to fight or run. She couldn’t run, not with her father lying near death in the next room and the medi-trans on the way.

      But the part-Eridani man only lifted his elegant shoulders and said, “Why do you think I killed Nilson? Your person means little to me, but your mind — that is important. The contract is important. So don’t linger too long at the hospital, Miala Fels. You have work to do.”

      With that parting shot, he turned and headed out the front door, even as the night began to be lit up with flashing orange lights, and the harsh sound of a siren rapidly approached the flat. And Miala could only stand there and watch him go, and wonder what the hell she was supposed to do now.

      

      First to the hospital, where the medi-mechs worked on Lestan and got him stabilized. He even recovered enough to blink up at her and ask weakly, “What happened?”

      And then stared at her in puzzlement as she began to laugh and laugh.

      She couldn’t stay long — just enough to see her father slip into sleep, real sleep, not anything brought on by drugs, and then she knew she had to go home and get to work. The lavender-skinned man hadn’t precisely threatened her, but she knew what the price of failure would probably be.

      Her father’s computer had automatically locked itself down, of course. Luckily, she knew the codes and got in without too much trouble. She couldn’t allow herself to feel relieved, though, not when she looked at the volume of work still left to be done. It had been daunting enough when she’d thought she and Lestan would be sharing the burden of the project. Now, though….

      His face came to her, pale and strained, wires and leads attached to his arm, his heart, his temples, mussing his already tousled gray hair. When had he gotten so gray, anyway? It seemed as if it had only been a few days ago when his hair was dark as the nighttime sky.

      Tears pricked at her eyes, but she wouldn’t allow them to fall. If she started to cry now, she feared she would never stop. She had to focus. Her father couldn’t do the work, but he’d been training her for this moment ever since she was old enough to set up her own passphrases. There was no reason in the world why she couldn’t handle this particular task. It wasn’t intrinsically difficult, only complicated. True, there was that little matter of getting some rest. She’d have to go back to the hospital to check on Lestan at some point, which meant choosing between catching a few precious hours of sleep or seeing her father.

      No contest, really.

      Sleep is highly overrated, she told herself.

      Miala had seen too many people combat the drudgery of life on Iradia with drugs — and lose themselves in the process — to be tempted to use illegal stimulants to keep herself awake. Nala, after hearing a carefully edited story of what had happened to Lestan, promised to provide Miala with as much free coffee as she needed, and sent home carafes of her strongest brew.

      Even so, by the end of the sixth day of working on the project, Miala’s eyelids felt so sore and irritated, she might as well have scooped up handfuls of her home world’s fine white sand and rubbed them all over her eyes. She’d caught snatches of sleep here and there, just enough to keep herself from completely losing her mind. But she knew she couldn’t stop; the lavender-skinned man was expecting a completed product to be delivered at the end of the week.

      Besides, there was the hospital bill to consider. The deposit for the project had been enough to cover the transport to the hospital and Lestan’s first night there, but they’d expect payment in full before they released him. And because he’d seem to stabilize, and then lose heart rhythm again, they wouldn’t let him come home before a full week had passed. There was even talk of implanting an artificial heart. Miala prayed it wouldn’t come to that, because there was no way she could afford that kind of surgery. She’d have to get three more projects just like the one she was currently working on to even begin to afford it. And then there was the physical therapy afterward….

      With an effort she could actually feel, Miala pushed those thoughts far to the back of her mind where they couldn’t interfere with the self-replicating algorithm that was her current focus. She couldn’t make her father’s heart magically heal itself, but she could make sure this damn code did what she needed it to do.

      It seemed to compile correctly, so she sent it over to her test server and ran the routine that would simulate its real-world installation on multiple workstations, each with their own separate logins and security protocols. She hadn’t questioned why the lavender-skinned man’s boss needed something so sophisticated. Asking questions only got you into trouble. Besides, there were only a few men on Iradia with the sort of organization that would require this level of complexity, and she now had a fairly good idea of who she was working for. Gared Tomas, a man who’d never met a backroom deal he didn’t like. She’d never say the name out loud, though. The only good thing about the whole situation was that at least Tomas had a reputation for paying his debts, rather than killing off his service providers once he no longer needed them.

      As the automation churned away in the background, Miala got up from the chair at her father’s workstation and went to pour herself yet another cup of coffee. Cold coffee that had been sitting in the refrigeration unit, since it was now midday and the flat was as stifling as the inside of an oven.

      The bitter liquid made her want to gag, but she forced it down anyway. To think she used to like the stuff.

      But a flicker of triumph went over her as she went back to the computer in her father’s room — that machine was far more powerful than her own, and so she’d decided it was better to do the work there — and saw that the simulation had run through its processes and hadn’t thrown up any error codes.

      However, it was far too soon to organize any victory parades. She ran another simulation with a different set of parameters, and then another. Fifteen in all, and as dusk finally began to approach, bringing with it some relief from the relentless heat of the daylight hours, Miala stared at the computer screen and blinked. The work was done. As far as she could tell, the program worked exactly as it should. She’d thrown everything at it that she could dream up, and it had performed flawlessly. For some reason, though, all she could think of was how tired she felt.

      With a small groan, she got up from the chair where she’d been sitting for the last four or five hours, and went to the kitchen again. Not for coffee this time. No, tonight she might finally be able to get some real sleep, and more coffee would only make her jittery and restless. But a long drink of cold water, which refreshed her in a way the coffee couldn’t.

      And then to pick up her handheld and type in the code she’d found buried in her father’s notes. It seemed clear that the lavender-skinned man had been watching her, or he wouldn’t have come to her rescue a few days earlier, but walking out the door, waving her arms, and shouting, “I’m done!” didn’t seem very subtle. Better to enter the code, then see the word “ready” pop up on her screen. She typed “done,” and then hit “enter.”

      The precious code had been transferred to a portable drive not much bigger than her thumbnail. That drive now rested in the pocket of her tunic, giving no sign of what it contained.

      Miala didn’t know how long it would take for the lavender-skinned man to appear, but she figured she had enough time to run to the bathroom, brush her hair, and splash some cold water on her face, all the while doing her best not to look at her reflection. Her previous glimpses had told her the days of no sleep had already taken their toll — features pale and pinched, shadows showing like black bruises under her eyes.

      Not that Gared Tomas’ lieutenant probably gave a crap about those sorts of things. He certainly hadn’t shown any interest in her, beyond her coding abilities.

      And thank God for that, she thought as the front door buzzer sounded and she hurried to answer it. It’s refreshing when a man actually wants to keep it in his pants.

      He stood outside, looking calm and cool. Miala wondered how he managed to pull that off. Yes, the sun had finally set, but it would take hours for the temperature outside to be even remotely comfortable. Was Eridani a hot world? She couldn’t remember.

      She moved out of the way so he could enter the flat, then quickly pushed the button for the door. Yes, he probably had been seen, but she didn’t see the point in letting him stand on her front step for any longer than necessary.

      “You have it?” he asked.

      “Yes.” She reached into her pocket and wrapped her fingers around the drive, but she didn’t pull it out. Now that the moment had come, her stomach began to twist with nervousness. What if he’d decided not to pay her? After all, there was very little she could do if he decided to reach out and tear the drive from her pocket…except hope he wouldn’t hurt her in the process.

      Gared Tomas isn’t like that, she told herself. He pays his people. He can afford to.

      But still she hesitated.

      “Is it this what you wanted to see first?” the lavender-skinned man asked softly. Violet-blue eyes fixed on hers, he dipped his hand into an interior pocket of his jacket and withdrew a dark pouch that jingled faintly.

      “Yes,” she replied, then cleared her throat. That single syllable had come out sounding awfully shaky. “Yes, I need to make sure it’s all there.”

      “Be my guest.”

      Miala took the pouch from him and went over to the table in the dining area so she could pour out the money. It glistened in the reflection of the light fixture overhead.

      All there, every last unit.

      She turned back toward the lavender-skinned man and pulled the drive from her pocket. “I tested it fifteen ways from Sunday. It works.”

      “I have no doubt of that. Otherwise, you would have waited to call.”

      The intimation being that the program had better perform as advertised, or she’d be hearing from him in the very near future.

      “If you run into any problems — ” she began, but he held up a hand.

      “No worries, Ms. Fels. I know where to find you.”

      He slipped the sliver drive into the same pocket that had held the money, then went to the door and let himself out. Miala stood in the middle of the living room for a long moment, not sure if she could allow herself to breathe. What if he changed his mind, decided that he could return and take the money from her, since there wasn’t a damn thing she could do about it?

      But the minutes stretched on, and the night turned empty and quiet. She was safe…for now at least.

      Even then she couldn’t allow herself to relax.

      

      Her father’s color had improved. He was still pale, but there was a proud glint in his eyes and the faintest flush along his cheekbones as he looked up at Miala.

      “I can’t believe you did it. And Gar — that is, the payment came through all right?”

      “Everything’s just fine,” she told him. “And I’ve settled up your bill here. You really can come home tomorrow?”

      “That’s what they’re telling me.” He looked down at the tube in his arm with some disgust. “Not a moment too soon.”

      That was for sure. Paying for this one last night would wipe out almost everything they had left. There’d be enough for food for a few days, and Nala had said that Miala could come work at the coffee house and earn a little extra, since Nala’s daughter, who usually performed such duties, was going to a friend’s wedding in the next settlement and would be gone over the weekend. That was something, but it wouldn’t be enough.

      It was never enough.

      From somewhere, Miala summoned an encouraging smile. “The important thing is that you’re going home. I think our client is happy, so maybe there’ll be more work soon.”

      Her father nodded. “I have no doubt of it. Word always gets around. And that’ll be the commission to finally do the trick.”

      Suddenly, her smile hurt her cheeks. Miala patted her father on the hand and then went to the window, making a show of closing the antiquated blinds, which were still open. Really, though, all she’d wanted was to catch a glimpse outside, to see the stars blinking down from Iradia’s perpetually clear skies the way they always did.

      One day. God, she was tired of telling herself that.

      This time, though, she could almost feel the resolve forming in her, hardening like clay baking under the midday sun. She’d shown that she could do this on her own. No, she would never abandon her father, because he’d watched over her all these years, but she could damn well pull her own weight. And his, if it came to that.

      One day, we will get out of here. One day, I’m going to leave and never look back.

      No matter what it takes.

      

      
        You can read more of Miala’s adventures in Blood Will Tell, Book 1 of the Gaian Consortium series.
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      Aja Skytoucher was good at two things: driving a Carriage and killing the bad guys. Luckily, those had been her only duties while a coachman with the Alliance, so the job had suited her skill set perfectly.

      She couldn’t number how many times she, driving a Carriage with Emalkay at her side, had engaged in battles that brought the residents of Drakor to their metaphoric knees. True, just as many as those battles had been lost as they had been won, but never because of Aja’s actions.

      She’d slaughtered at least three or four of the enemy by direct action, and that was no small feat with an enemy so large. Until recently, none of their weapons had been tough enough to penetrate such thick hides. Instead, she’d had to outsmart her foes: luring one into a solar well, allowing it to be crushed by gravity; getting into a wild game of chicken with another that had ended in the dragon smashing beak-first into a mountain at thousands of kilometers per second.

      Those two kills alone would have put her kill rate among the highest in the Alliance.

      That used to be her claim to fame—a reluctant claim that had never sat well with her values—but no more.

      Aja was not good at the killing parts anymore.

      Even so, she was still a good coachman. A great coachman.

      She didn’t belong back home on the farm on New Dakota: a strictly agrarian Colony world where there were no Carriages to drive or bad guys to kill.

      She especially didn’t belong with a tiny dragonet, hardly bigger than a cat, exploring her childhood bedroom.

      Neither of things suited her skill set. Not one bit.

      “Well,” Aja said, planting her hands on her hips. The dragonet crawled around her bed on weak legs. “Here we are.”

      It responded by sneezing. A tiny bit of Fog gusted out of its nostrils, melting a hole into her quilted bedspread.

      “Oh, Lords.” She scooped the dragonet off of her bed and tucked it under her arm. Despite having more tail than could ever be considered sensible, the dragonet was easy to lift thanks to bones she suspected to be hollow, like a bird’s. “Don’t do that!”

      It gazed up at her with eyes too large for its skull and chirruped, trilling high and then low. The sound was apologetic. Not too unlike the lowing of a baby calf, should the sound have been run through several audio distortion filters.

      With her free hand, she lifted the bedspread to inspect the damage.

      “Mama won’t believe me if I tell her that this is a cigarette burn,” Aja informed the dragonet. “And if she does, then she’ll beat my butt for smoking again.”

      The dragonet continued to gaze at her in silent contrition. Its tiny beak was scaly and looked soft aside from the pointed tip, which it would have used to break its egg open from the inside if Emalkay hadn’t cracked the egg himself.

      She had rescued the baby shortly after murdering the dragon who had been protecting its nest. It was her fault the dragonet was here, so far from home, and burning holes into her bedspread with Fog.

      “It can be your blanket,” she decided.

      Aja tugged a drawer out of her dresser and put it in the bottom of her closet. She placed the bedspread inside. Then she nestled the dragonet at the bottom. It blinked sleepily, lidded eyes sliding shut and open again slower each time. The dragonet’s hide rippled as it marched in tiny spirals within the drawer, kneading the bedspread with diamond-bright claws. It plucked many threads free, leaving holes. Aja certainly wouldn’t be able to claim that the hole was a burn anymore. Not unless her cigarette had also had daggers.

      The dragonet seemed satisfied with its bed. It hunkered down to sleep with its nose tucked under its tail and wings enfolding its body. It retained its maple syrup like smell from being hatched days earlier, and when it sighed, that aroma wafted through the room.

      Aja tapped her foot, arms folded, and watched its sapphire-blue flank rise and fall with sleepy breath.

      It was not the first time she’d seen the small beast sleep. It had done little else on the journey to New Dakota. It was also not the first time she’d thought how cute it looked.

      This dragonet. The baby of the enemy that had slaughtered thousands—perhaps millions—of humans throughout the Expanse.

      Perhaps the last survivor of its species, if she didn’t learn to communicate with it quickly enough to initiate negotiations with the few lingering residents of Drakor III.

      “Thal be blessed,” she muttered.

      Aja hadn’t smoked ever since the last time her mother had smacked her for it, but she was tempted to take it up again.

      

      Aja’s mother, Haliene, was waiting in the kitchen with a hearty bowl of bone broth. “Drink, drink,” she encouraged, shoving the bowl into Aja’s empty hands.

      Knowing better than to argue, Aja sipped the steaming fluid. She wondered if Haliene would be able to smell the maple syrup on her skin. Hopefully the broth would be pungent enough to conceal it.

      “It’s good,” Aja lied. In truth, the chunks of marrow floating on its surface were repulsive, but she daren’t say that aloud any more than she dared to refuse to drink in the first place.

      “Of course it is,” Haliene said, bustling away to wash dishes.

      Aja glanced toward her bedroom door. Her name was written on it in crayon, which she had done twenty years earlier. A dragonet lay on the other side. She wondered if it would like bone broth. Then she wondered if it would be able to drink at all.

      Did dragons nurse their young, like mammals? Masticate and regurgitate, like birds? Devour the souls of ignorant coachmen who had taken them home to mother?

      Well, she wasn’t willing to surrender her soul or perform any regurgitation. That left one option to attempt.

      “How’s the herd been doing, Ma?” she asked, sitting at the table with her broth. She took another token sip when Haliene glanced at her from the sink.

      “Oh, as good as can be expected. Blasted summer’s been going on too long. All the grass has gone dead and the Alliance has been putting ridiculous limits on irrigation, so there’s little to be done about that. Fortunately, so much dead corn means plenty of feed for the less picky members of the herd.”

      New Dakota wasn’t exactly a fertile world. Never had been. Its solar rotation took ages longer than a standard Sol, and it was nearly always summer in the northern hemisphere, where the Skytoucher farm was located. But it was spacious and geologically stable, so the Alliance had colonized it anyway and built several water synthesizing plants. What water they couldn’t gather from their short rainy seasons and the synthesizing plant, they imported. It was expensive. And that meant the Skytoucher family, along with every other family on New Dakota, never quite did better than scraping along.

      It was the exact reason Aja had run away to the Alliance military when she hadn’t been accepted to the Academy.

      But now she was back, preparing to sleep in her girlhood bedroom and sipping her mother’s atrocious bone broth like she’d never left.

      “Lots of calves this year?” Aja asked, turning her mind from the cramped sleeping arrangements she’d enjoy that night.

      “Enough,” Haliene said.

      “How are they nursing with such a drought? The cows can’t be any better hydrated than the grass.”

      “I’m supplementing.”

      That was what Aja had been hoping to hear. While water was expensive to import, milk was relatively easy to synthesize, given all the corn they grew. They often fed calves by bottle.

      The bottles were big, with sturdy rubber nipples.

      Perhaps perfect for a dragonet.

      “What’s with the interest in the herd?” Haliene asked, drying her hands on her apron. The brassy sunlight reflecting off the grass outside cast her gnarly curls with a golden halo. “You never had a taste for the work here.”

      “I’m just trying to get my bearings, Ma. Is that trouble?”

      Haliene’s lips pinched. “S’pose not, since your Pa…” She sighed. Tucked a few curls behind her ear. Untied the apron and hung it on the same hook she’d used since Aja was a baby. “We can go out and look at the herd when you’re done eating.”

      “Don’t trouble yourself,” Aja said. Her heart was heavy with the mention of her father. Her appetite, already minimal, had turned nonexistent. “I’ll show myself around. I could use some fresh air after dealing with all the recycled O2 I’ve been inhaling.”

      Haliene watched from the back door of the farm as Aja trudged into the pasture, still cupping the bowl of bone broth she’d barely sipped.

      Aja wondered if Haliene suspected anything.

      She doubted it. Haliene hadn’t been her sharp self in years.

      Not since they’d lost Pa.

      

      Much like Aja, the dragonet wasn’t interested in the bone broth.

      “Please?” Aja pleaded, teasing its beak with the bottle’s nipple as she might with a calf. “I promise you, the broth is good and fatty. You need some weight on that tummy of yours.”

      The dragonet gave her a mistrustful look. It seemed perfectly happy to be nestled in her lap, head against her shoulder, tail curled around her legs. The two of them were very cozy in Aja’s tiny girlhood bed.

      But it wouldn’t open its beak. Not a centimeter.

      The bottle was a no-go.

      “I’m going to let you know right now,” Aja said, “if you expect me to regurgitate anything for you, then you’ll simply have to starve.”

      She felt guilty when the dragonet trilled sweetly at her again.

      Lords, but a baby dragon was precious. Hard to imagine the warm weight on her lap would someday be larger than the average space-faring vehicle and capable of spewing enough Fog to murder hundreds in a single breath.

      Aja bent down to touch her nose to the dragonet’s beak, and she tried thinking at it instead.

      How do I feed you?

      The dragonet trilled a third time.

      She must have been imagining that the dragonet had communicated with her mentally when she’d scooped it from the wreckage of its nest. Aja had been under a lot of stress: recently crash-landed on Drakor III, stranded on an alien planet under a hostile red sun, watching Emalkay destroy the nest in the name of self-preservation. It would have been no surprise if she had snapped from those conditions.

      If communicating mentally was a no go, Aja needed another way to talk to this dragonet. Mostly because she needed to know how to feed it. She’d never seen a dragonet before, but she suspected that the frailty of its limbs was unnatural—a result of its premature hatching. It wasn’t even a proper baby yet. The thing shouldn’t have come out of its egg.

      If Aja and Emalkay hadn’t crashed so close to its nest, it would not have yet emerged.

      Of course, then the war wouldn’t be over.

      Aja sighed, shifting the dragonet’s weigh to one hip so she could stand. A glance through her window showed all of Ma’s equipment resting in the storage sheds. A few Tractors darted through the nighttime sky, moving from one farm to another, on their way to repairmen or storage. The vast expanse of the Skytoucher fields were dark, though. Nights were incredibly dark on New Dakota without a moon.

      Nobody would see if Aja took the dragonet outside with her.

      She still tucked as much of the beast within her jacket as possible before heading out. She didn’t encounter Haliene on the way, so there was no need to hide the dragonet for long.

      The herd was slumbering in the pasture, but cows stirred when they smelled the dragonet’s passing. Or perhaps they were hoping Aja had arrived to feed them. She gathered a following as she headed toward the barn where they kept veterinary implements.

      “No food until morning, you tubs of lard,” she said with no small amount of affection, rubbing the spotted hip of one cow. Though Aja hadn’t raised these particular cows, she had helped nurture enough of them in years past that she was deeply fond of the species as a whole.

      Cows had a reputation for being stupid, slow animals, but they were quite smart in truth. Often playful, too. Not entirely unlike very big cats without the attitude. Aja had spent many an afternoon nap curled up among the herd, breathing deep their earthy scent and dreaming of driving through the stars.

      The dragonet squirmed free of Aja’s arms to stand under a confused cow. It touched its beak lightly to the other animal’s snout. Aja wondered, with some amusement, and equal frustration, if the dragonet was speaking mentally to the cow.

      A nose nudged her elbow. She looked down to see a calf head butting her. Aja had forgotten she was still holding the bottle.

      “Might as well,” she muttered, offering the nipple to the calf. It slurped eagerly and then gave her a loathing look when it realized it wasn’t milk on the inside.

      The dragonet watched the interaction, eyes sparkling with intelligence.

      “Don’t change your mind now,” Aja said. “I’ll think that I might have a chance of keeping you alive.”

      But the dragonet didn’t seem to have changed its mind. Aja wished it would have.

      Aja rubbed the calf under the chin as it licked at the bottle with a long tongue, unwilling to drink but hopeful enough to keep probing it, as though corn milk might appear.

      “Sorry, no luck here,” she said, tossing the bottle into a bin outside the barn.

      She popped inside to grab a medical bag, such as the kind they used to give checkups to grazing cows.

      When she returned, the dragonet was gone.

      “Oh, Thal,” she swore.

      She pushed through the herd, bag slung over her shoulder, to search for a glimmer of soft scales.

      A pained squeak caught her attention.

      Aja changed directions, heart thudding as she raced to the edge of the pasture.

      There she found the dragonet: not injured by some kind of predator, as she’d feared, but crouched over a patch of grass.

      “You can’t run off like that, little dragonet!” Aja kneeled beside it, more admonishments on her lips. Words failed when she saw what the dragonet was doing.

      It had caught a fat mouse, such as those that raided the grain silos, and was shredding it to pieces with its beak. The dragonet’s babyish face was covered in mouse guts.

      A dozen horrible memories of the war washed over her: photos of dragons crouched over human bodies, just like this mouse, awash in their blood. The dragon she had killed on Drakor III. The aftermath of battle.

      The dragonet chirruped excitedly and snapped the remainder of the mouse’s carcass into its gullet, swallowing it whole.

      “Well,” Aja said.

      At least she didn’t have to worry about feeding it now.

      

      Aja awoke at dawn two days later to find the dragonet had doubled in size.

      “Thal be blessed!” she exclaimed, leaping backwards from her closet door.

      The dragonet, formerly the size of Aja’s childhood dog, was now the size of a calf. It didn’t fit in the drawer. Its limbs and tail spilled over the sides. This fact didn’t seem to bother the dragonet; it was snoozing happily, Fog curling from its nostrils on every exhale.

      It had literally grown overnight.

      “Lords above.” Aja had to grip the closet door for balance.

      The dragonet had spent most of its waking moments in the past two days chowing down on every mouse it could find in the barn. Haliene had made an offhand remark about how the ratting cats were doing better than usual for the season, and Aja had suspected that the dragonet would likely wipe out the population if given free rein.

      She hadn’t suspected…this.

      What had she been thinking, bringing such a creature to her home? To the place her mother lived? She knew nothing about it. Truly nothing, aside from the fact that its species would have likely wiped out humanity across the Colonies if they hadn’t developed plasma rifles when they had.

      There were no books to tell her that dragonets would have such growth spurts. She didn’t even know how long they lived. She’d assumed she had weeks—hopefully months—before it got too big for her closet.

      Yet there it was. She would no longer have been able to conceal it within her duffel bag.

      Aja didn’t awaken the dragonet. She closed the door slowly, leaving it propped open an inch, as she had for the last few nights.

      Then she sank to her knees and let her face fall into her hands.

      What have I done?

      “Aja!”

      Her mother was calling from the kitchen.

      Aja straightened instantly, jerking the hem of her shirt to ensure that she was covered properly, though her civilian clothes didn’t get rucked up the way that her Alliance uniform had. Aja made sure her bedroom door was closed firmly behind her before joining her mother for breakfast.

      “I’ve made your favorite,” Haliene said cheerfully, setting a plate on the table in front of her.

      It was an omelet. Aja hated eggs. She had always hated eggs.

      But Pa used to eat omelets every single morning before going out to work the farm.

      Aja’s mouth was incredibly dry as she sat down, scooting her chair in so that her belly was pressed to the hard edge of the table.

      “Thanks, Ma,” she said.

      Her mother wasn’t eating, as she never seemed to do these days. She stood beside the sink. The basin was filled with soap and dishes—far more dishes than a single omelet should have required to make.

      “You’re welcome,” Haliene said, a strange light in her eyes. “Is it good?”

      Aja forced herself to take a bite. The eggy texture almost made her gag. “Much better than anything I ate in the military.” That much was true: the Alliance hadn’t fed its drivers particularly well, and even the worst meals made from farm fresh supplies were superior to whatever they’d dished up at the Station.

      She made herself eat another bite, and another, while her mother watched.

      Haliene probably didn’t even realize that she had made Aja a meal that only Pa used to eat.

      “You’ve gotten mail,” Haliene said. “Notification about it popped up this morning.” She gestured to Aja’s handheld mochila, where it was charging on the counter. The alert light was flashing.

      Aja choked down yet another bite. “Who from?”

      “Didn’t look. You’re a grown girl now. Wouldn’t be right, getting into your mail.”

      Something thumped against the other side of the wall to Aja’s bedroom. The wall separating closet from kitchen.

      Aja stood so quickly that her chair fell backwards.

      “I forgot something,” Aja said.

      Haliene looked alarmed. “What’s wrong?”

      Aja cast her mind about for an excuse. “The cows. The fence. I saw a hole in the fence last night. I need to fix it before I do anything else.”

      “Oh.” Haliene’s disappointed eyes fell to Aja’s plate, where half an omelet remained.

      That sad look was too much for Aja.

      “I’ll be working most of the day,” Aja said. She kissed her mother on the cheek and took the mochila from the counter. “Don’t wait for me to have dinner.”

      

      The dragonet simply could not sleep in Aja’s closet anymore. It was far too big for a space so small. And Aja couldn’t bear the thought of Haliene sleeping only two doors away from the offspring of a murderous race.

      She took the dragonet out on the Gelding to inspect the fence. The Gelding was a small vehicle designed for flight at low altitudes; it was little more than a speeder which Aja straddled, leaning her chest forward on the pommel so that she could reach the reins. The dragonet settled on the posterior of the Gelding, large enough now that its tail drooped nearly to the ground as Aja skirted across the fields toward the fence.

      She hadn’t been lying about the fence. It truly needed repairing in a couple places, representing hours of work to come. Days, perhaps.

      Aja despaired after her initial inspection, zooming around the perimeter on the Gelding.

      Okay. The fence needed repairs in more than a “couple” places.

      The Skytoucher farm hadn’t been doing well in recent years. Things had gone downhill since they’d lost Pa to the Tractor crash. Aja had kept up as much as she’d been capable in the days that followed, but then she’d gone into the military, leaving Haliene with no help but a couple of lazy farmhands.

      It seemed like nobody had maintained a single thing around the farm since Aja’s departure. Not the fence, not the weedy edges of the property, not even the Gelding that bucked between her legs.

      Aja stopped at a remote stretch of fence separating their property from the Volkmann farm to the north. It was so far into the mountains that neither farming family had use for it; the ground was both uneven and rock-hard, not to mention barren of the kind of plants that livestock liked to eat. It was too difficult to reach in order to haul feed out, too. So mostly it was empty. Private.

      Perfect place to take a dragonet who was the size of a small cow.

      “Here we are.”  The engine of the Gelding made her steel-toed boots hum.

      She reached up to pull the dragonet down, but it flared its wings and leapt past her. It drifted to the earth.

      Aja felt a little bit sick, watching that thing trundle about on feet tipped with diamond-sharp claws. It stuck its nose between the roots of trees. It snuffled loose patches of dirt. It trilled questions at piles of boulders that had no response.

      It was so big.

      “I was thinking you might be more comfortable out here somewhere,” Aja said. “We’ll be out of mice soon, and there’s other stuff for you to snack on this way. Rabbits and the like.”

      The dragonet snuffled around in the grass, leaving claw imprints where it walked. It was too interested in inspecting its new territory to listen to her.

      Well enough. Aja had other worries.

      She sat on a fence post and activated the mochila.

      The message was from Emalkay. Aja wouldn’t have minded going the rest of her days without hearing from her fellow driver, especially since his enthusiastic news today was about a lucrative assignment he’d been given in the Expanse. Something low-risk that would have him out of the core planets for a solid three years, and only returning with fat purses.

      “Bully for you,” she muttered, keeping the dragonet in the corner of her eye. It was now nosing through the saddlebags on the Gelding.

      Emalkay’s prerecorded message went on, unresponsive to Aja’s negativity. “Since I’ll be out of the system for a few years, I want to see you before my assignment begins. Thank you properly for everything that happened during the raid on Drakor III. Buy you dinner, maybe? I’ll be on New Dakota on the seventh, so I’ll swing by that farm you always talked about.”

      Aja’s thought process came to a screaming halt.

      She was momentarily stuck on the repulsive idea of Emalkay buying her dinner. But her mind jittered past that to the truly alarming news he’d delivered.

      He was going to be on New Dakota soon.

      The man who had slaughtered the dragonet’s nestmates.

      If he saw the dragonet, he’d surely report it.

      “No,” she said.

      A crunching noise made her gaze snap up to the dragonet. It had pulled a large screwdriver out of the saddlebags and was gnawing on it.

      “No!” Aja said, louder than before. She set the mochila aside and leaped to the ground. “What are you doing, dragonet?”

      It trundled away with the screwdriver, trying to keep her from prying the tool out of its mouth. Aja leaped onto the dragonet, pinned its head under her arm, and wrenched the tool free.

      Too late. The metal bar already had deep tooth marks, deep enough to render the tool useless.

      The dragonet was teething.

      “Good Lords,” Aja groaned.

      It gave her big, innocent eyes as its tongue slid out of the corner of its beak to loop around the screwdriver and tug it back into its beak. She released her grip. The dragonet happily hunkered down with the screwdriver and continued to chew.

      “That can’t taste any good.”

      The dragonet chewed hard enough to snap the metal.

      Aja sighed, dropping to sit beside the dragonet’s flank. When her side brushed up against its scaly ribs, she could feel a humming inside, very much like a purring cat. The dragonet rolled onto its back at the contact, head falling onto her lap. It gazed at her adoringly as it continued to chew one of her tools.

      “Yes, I get it, you’re cute.” She scratched its throat. The purring intensified. “Don’t think I’ll let you eat more screwdrivers, though. I’m not flush with cash. Stick to chewing on farm pests, please.”

      Its tail flicked her chin gently. Aja couldn’t help but chuckle.

      There was no way that she could let Emalkay visit the farm. He couldn’t know what she was doing.

      And she couldn’t let him report the dragonet to the Alliance.

      

      Aja worked on the fence through the day, keeping an eye on the dragonet to ensure it wouldn’t chow down on anything else she needed. It didn’t. It did, however, spend a lot of time dragging large rocks around in its mouth—much larger than Aja would have ever expected a dragonet of its size to shift—so that it could pile them around the base of a tree.

      By the time the sun was touching the horizon, the dragonet had constructed something that resembled an igloo made of stone.

      “Impressive,” Aja said, wiping her forehead dry with the back of her arm.

      The dragonet shoved the shards of metal remaining from the screwdriver into the rocks, then wiggled in after them. It had made a den.

      Aja crouched in front of the opening, peering inside to watch as the dragonet walked in a tight circle, then flopped down in comfortable shade.

      “I have to go back to the farm,” she said. “Ma’s gonna be wondering where I am. Lords, I’m not looking forward to talking to her.” Not just about Emalkay’s impending arrival, but about anything. The idea of suffering another minute of the protracted silences they’d shared was excruciating.

      The dragonet moved forward, as if to follow. Aja put her hand in front of the entrance to stop it.

      “I can’t let you get discovered. You’ve got to stay out here. Don’t fly anywhere. Don’t come out if you see anyone—not that anyone should come out this way, I don’t think. Stay hidden until I come back for you, okay?”

      It trilled and looked questioning.

      “Soon,” Aja said. “I’ll be back soon, little dragonet.”

      She hesitated to leave.

      “I need a name for you. I can’t keep calling you ‘dragonet.’ Do you have a preference?”

      Of course, the dragonet couldn’t respond. It likely wouldn’t have bothered even if it had been capable; it was merrily chewing on the screwdriver again.

      Aja rested her chin on her fist, watching the happy dragonet in her new lair.

      She used to read adventure books when she was a little girl. None about dragons—by the time she’d learned to read, they were already the enemy, and so they hadn’t been popular as heroes in fiction—but she recalled one about a great serpent who had driven among the stars with hot rods. His name had been Chromearrow.

      That was what she suggested. “Chromearrow?”

      The dragonet lifted its head. Its tail flicked with pleasure, eyes warming. It liked the name.

      “Chromearrow,” she said. “It’s from a story. I’ll read it to you another time.” She surprised herself by saying it. The idea of reading books to a monster was ridiculous, no matter how cute the monster was. But even more surprising, Aja truly wanted to do it. “I’ll bring the book with me when I come back.”

      The dragonet continued to chew on the screwdriver.

      “Stay here,” Aja said again, more pointedly than before.

      It ignored her.

      Worried about leaving it alone—but far more worried about Emalkay’s impending arrival—Aja picked up her mochila, boarded the Gelding, and buzzed back to the farmhouse.

      

      Riding the Gelding was unlike driving a Carriage, or even the Chariots of her youth. It was a thing that she straddled like a horse and left her exposed to the elements, meaning that she couldn’t climb higher than a few feet above the surface of New Dakota. The speed was nice, but it made her miss breaking out of atmo desperately. She missed the days of calculating apsis and periapsis and doing hard burns to leave orbit.

      It had been easy to push such longing from her mind in recent days. Care and feeding of the little dragonet—Chromearrow—had been distracting enough.

      Now that Emalkay was planning to visit, she could think of little else.

      She didn’t miss life being deployed with the man. She just missed deployment.

      More than that, she missed thinking that deployment was the right thing to do.

      Haliene was waiting outside the barn when Aja skidded to a stop on the Gelding. She dismounted, heart speeding. Haliene had seldom been outside the farmhouse since Aja’s arrival, and Aja felt like she’d been caught doing something she shouldn’t.

      “You’re due a visitor,” Haliene said.

      “I know, Ma. I was coming this way to tell you that Emalkay let me know on the mochila. Said he’d be here the seventh.”

      “It’s the seventh today. Got word from Intercolonial Transport that he’ll be in next hour.”

      Aja had been halfway to the farmhouse. Her mother’s words stopped her cold.

      Today is the seventh?

      “Lords,” she said. Time had really run away with her.

      Emalkay was going to be there that day.

      “What are you doing with a young gentleman paying visits, hmm?” Haliene asked. “Now, I know it’s no business of mine, but—”

      “We were deployed together,” Aja interrupted, preventing her mother from taking that train of thought somewhere gross. “He’s about to be deployed again. He wants to see me first. And he didn’t ask my opinion. I’m not keen on it.”

      Haliene twisted her apron strings together. A little of the life had faded out of her face, as though Aja had just kicked dirt over a dream. “Ah.”

      “I’m not seeing him,” Aja said decisively. “I’ll go to town and send him back.”

      “You can’t do that. It’s not how we treat guests.”

      “Uninvited ones, we do.” She remounted the Gelding. There was only an hour before he arrived. Thal be blessed. If she’d been a little slower coming home, she might have gotten to the farmhouse after him.

      He might have gone looking for her in the fields.

      Emalkay could have seen the dragonet. Chromearrow.

      “Aja, please,” Haliene said. “Can we talk?”

      Aja kicked the spurs. The engine groaned, spewing dust from under the thrusters. “I’ll be back to put the farm to bed.”

      It looked like Haliene had more to say, but she simply closed her mouth and nodded.

      

      Aja tore down the lonesome dirt roads between farms. Even at maximum speed, the lights marking town were slow to grow before her, and the Skytoucher farm was one of the less remote settlements on New Dakota.

      Though she was the only one on the ground crazy enough to plow through the absolute blackness of New Dakota night, there were others in the sky, burning hard as they entered atmo. A mighty transport, probably a Bus, was streaking red against the navy-and-diamond sky.

      Emalkay would like as not be on that Bus.

      “Moron,” she muttered to herself, bending lower to the pommel of the Gelding. “Stupid idiot moron.” Aja generally had reserved such words for Emalkay in the past, but she wasn’t certain that she didn’t refer to herself this particular time.

      What had she done to make the man think she had anything but disdain for him? She’d clubbed him on Drakor III to prevent him from murdering Chromearrow, Lords above. Sure, Em thought he’d been struck by falling debris, but that had only been her cover story.

      He’s dumb enough to believe you saved him, she thought to herself.

      I beat the half-wits out of him! I don’t even like him!

      He doesn’t know that.

      The argument with herself was going nowhere.

      She arrived at the Bus station among the sleepy town of North Fargo. There were a few stores around, a couple of restaurants, nothing that was open so late. The towns on agrarian colonies were only intended to smooth delivery of supplies and export of goods. They were not destinations for locals or travelers.

      Still, there was definitely a Bus landing, its thrusters firing and legs deploying. It made a steady touchdown on the concrete pad. In North Fargo, there was no gangway for helping people off of the door high in the passenger compartment, so an employee of the Bus station was hurrying to push wheeled stairs to the side among the smoke.

      Aja momentarily entertained the idea of clubbing that employee so that he wouldn’t be able to let the passengers out.

      The moment passed. Emalkay appeared at the top of the stairs. He descended.

      “Aja,” he said, opening his arms as if for an embrace.

      She glowered at him. “What are you doing here?”

      His smile faded. It made his young but sagging face look even more pathetic. Aja had always thought Emalkay bore more than a passing resemblance to those dogs with the long ears and stubby legs. “You must have gotten my letter on the mochila.”

      “I didn’t invite you.” Aja pointed to the Bus, from which people continued to disembark. There weren’t many. Few people ever got off New Dakota and even fewer ever returned. “Go back.”

      “I don’t have enough time to go anywhere else.”

      “Shame,” she said.

      “Your mother invited me to stay on the farm.” He hitched his bag higher on his shoulder. “I’ve nowhere else to go.”

      “She did what?”

      “Is that your Gelding? Lords, I haven’t seen anything so old except in museums!” Emalkay ran over, nimbly shedding Aja’s rejection.

      All Aja could do was stare.

      Haliene had invited him. Emalkay. To her farm.

      Where Chromearrow was hiding.

      

      Waking up to find Haliene serving Emalkay in the kitchen was as close to a nightmare as Aja had experienced since departing Drakor III. He was eating one of those rubbery omelets with great enthusiasm. “This is great, Mrs. Skytoucher!” he said, shoveling it into his mouth. “They never serve anything so good to us in the Alliance!”

      Haliene was glowing. “So I’ve been told.” Her glow faded when she saw Aja brooding in the hallway. “I’ve made breakfast for you too.”

      Emalkay looked over his shoulder. “Aja! Good morning!”

      The greeting made Aja’s spine stiffen. “I’ve work to do.” She stuffed her feet into her muddy work boots. “Nothing good about that. It’s just life.”

      “Look at you, dressed like a farmer,” Emalkay said. “Funny seeing you like this. I’m used to all the, you know, body armor. Helmets. Plasma cannon. Pew, pew.”

      “I can hardly imagine,” Haliene said with the faintest hint of a smile.

      That smile made Aja shoot an acid glare at her mother—the person who had added this entirely unnecessary complication to her life.

      Haliene was hardly oblivious to her daughter’s mood. She shrunk into herself, shoulders lifting to her ears and chest sucking in.

      “I’ve work to do,” Aja said again.

      “Don’t forget about us having dinner together,” Emalkay said.

      The moron.

      There would be no dinner together. Aja just needed to think of a firm enough way to reject him that brooked no room for argument.

      With the clunky boots on her feet, she tromped out to the barn. She felt as though Haliene and Emalkay had their eyes on her back as she mounted the Gelding, watching with heavy judgment as she initiated the engine. Aja dismissed those thoughts as irrational and throttled forward.

      She swooped toward the westernmost fence, following it into the outer reaches of the property.

      It was insane that Emalkay thought he could descend upon the Skytoucher farm and make himself at home in such a way. Aja barely knew the man. They’d gone through weeks of training as a team, and months of deployment, but they hadn’t been friendly enough to visit one another’s childhood homes.

      Lords. Aja didn’t even know what kind of home Emalkay had come from before.

      She reached the outermost reaches of the Skytoucher farm and dismounted the Gelding.

      “Dragonet?” Aja called. It took her a moment to recall her last conversation with the alien. “Chromearrow?”

      There was no response. She didn’t see the cairn of stones marking the little dragonet’s home, either. She thought she’d returned to its new den—but perhaps her sense of direction wasn’t as good as she expected. The Skytoucher farm was large. It extended far into the mountains. It was entirely possible that she’d gotten lost.

      Slinging her leg over the Gelding, she dropped to the dusty soil. No crops grew that far out.

      “Chromearrow?”

      No response.

      Aja chewed the inside of her mouth, anxiety clawing at the inside of her throat.

      What if she was in the right place, but Chromearrow had left to do some good old-fashioned murdering and pillaging?

      If the dragonet hurt anyone, it would be Aja’s fault.

      What had she been thinking, unleashing the spawn of a genocidal race upon her planet? Yes, it had been only one little dragonet—one survivor of a destroyed nest—but dragons had managed to kill many humans before, even without support.

      Aja shut her eyes and imagined what would happen if Chromearrow flew to North Fargo. That small village had little defense against disasters, especially ones like Fog.

      Would she be able to live with herself if Chromearrow attacked?

      A chirping made her gaze snap toward the trees.

      There it was. The stone cairn that Chromearrow had built just within the fence.

      Aja jogged over.

      “Chromearrow,” she called, and the dragonet slithered out of its pile of rocks, wide eyes eager to see her. It straightened on all four legs, tail flicking with unspoken delight at the sight of Aja.

      Lords. Aja had been gone for barely twelve hours, and the little thing looked as though she’d nearly abandoned it.

      “Little” was hardly an appropriate descriptor for the creature, though. It had grown again, in much the same way that it had grown after eating those first mice. No longer was it as small as a calf among the herd of the Skytoucher farm. Now it was bigger than a horse. Taller at its shoulder than Aja. She had to tip her head backwards to meet its almond-shaped eyes.

      She’d have been lying if she claimed not to feel some modicum of relief at the sight of Chromearrow’s sapphire scales, though.

      “How was your first night alone?” she asked.

      The dragonet nudged Aja’s hip. Aja stepped backward, attempting to evade the contact. Chromearrow nudged her again, urging her toward the cairn.

      There was only a single shard remaining from the screwdriver inside. The dragonet had eaten the rest.

      “Was it good?” Aja asked.

      Chromearrow trilled with delight.

      Aja understood. Yes, eating the metal had been good.

      Another trill followed the first, more questioning than the last.

      “Emalkay’s here—that’s the guy I was deployed with in the military. We drove a Carriage together. I’ll do what I can to keep him away. I attempted to reject him, and he doesn’t seem to get it.”

      The dragonet’s next cluck could only be interpreted as a giggle.

      Aja rolled her eyes.

      “You’re the most frustrating of all the boys I’ve ever met,” Aja said. “More frustrating than even Emalkay in some ways.”

      Chromearrow huffed, offended.

      “What? It’s true.”

      The dragonet turned and lifted its tail at her.

      Aja’s eyes widened.

      When she’d performed her medical inspection of the dragonet, she’d searched for a heart, taken its temperature, and attempted to search for wounds. She hadn’t thought to check genitalia.

      That was definitely female genitalia.

      “Oh my,” Aja said. “I’m sorry. Lords. I gave you a boy’s name. We’ll need to pick something new.”

      Chromearrow lifted her head and turned it away, as if dismissing the idea. She liked her name. She just didn’t want to be called a frustrating boy.

      “Very well, then you can be the most frustrating girl and Emalkay can remain the unchallenged king of frustrating boyness.” Aja flopped to the ground beside Chromearrow. “What am I going to do? I can’t make him go away. I can’t go to dinner with him. I can’t let him stay at the farmhouse.”

      The dragonet preened Aja’s hair. Aja was acutely aware of that razor sharp beak so close to her skull, but it felt like being combed very gently, and she enjoyed the touch.

      “I have to do something,” Aja said. “We can’t go on like this for long.”

      Chromearrow sang out. The volume and pitch made the branches shiver, the clouds drift away, and dust lift from the earth.

      Yet still, it made no sense to Aja. For all she knew, the dragonet could have been declaring war on all of New Dakota in the cutest fashion possible.

      Chromearrow dropped onto her forelegs, bowing her head. She extended her left foreleg. She didn’t move from that position.

      “What?” Aja asked.

      The dragonet inched forward, shooting adoring eyes to Aja.

      “What?” Aja repeated.

      Chromearrow nudged her ankles, pushing her leg between Aja’s ankles.

      She gripped Chromearrow’s horns in either hand, and that seemed to please the dragonet.

      If Aja wasn’t mistaken, she would have thought that Chromearrow was inviting Aja to climb onto her back.

      “Why?” Aja asked.

      Chromearrow didn’t speak. She only smiled in her dragony way, mouth curving underneath those big eyes of hers. The same big eyes that had gazed adoringly at Aja when she’d been attempting to feed broth to the dragonet through a bottle.

      Aja didn’t want to climb atop the dragonet. The thing had been small enough to tuck within her jacket only days earlier. True, she was now larger than an adult cow, after eating several mice. But she was still a baby. And worse…a baby resulting from a nest of pure evil.

      “No, thank you.” Aja tried to step back, but the dragonet only nudged her harder. Again, she said, “No.”

      And the dragonet kept nudging, playfully refusing to concede.

      No. No matter how cute she was, Aja wouldn’t succumb.

      Chromearrow’s head snapped up, focusing over Aja’s shoulder.

      “What’s wrong?” Aja asked. She turned.

      She saw nothing behind her except a distant shape moving on the horizon.

      Perhaps it was paranoia. Or perhaps her eyesight was simply sharper than she gave herself credit for.

      That person moving from the direction of the farmhouse looked like Emalkay, though.

      Would he really ignore her signals and seek her out when she obviously wanted to be left alone?

      “Yes,” Aja said to herself. “Yes, he would.”

      Chromearrow’s eyes had gone sharp. She was staring at the movement, too. But she didn’t look curious, nor did she look fascinated.

      Aja’s stomach lurched. “Little dragonet?” Chromearrow didn’t respond except to tense, muscles rippling underneath her soft scales. They were beginning to glisten more than they used to. They were sharpening before Aja’s eyes.

      For the first time, the baby dragon looked…mean.

      Chromearrow launched from the dry grass, flying into the sky with a few solid pumps of her broad wings. The wind gusted Aja’s hair away from her face. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move—all she could do was stare in horror as the dragonet flew toward Emalkay.

      Because that was certainly Emalkay. Aja could see him now, with his slouchy figure and miserable expression.

      He was following Aja into the fields.

      It would have been irritating on the best of days, but this was not the best. Far from it.

      Aja bolted toward Emalkay. She met him halfway across the field. His eyes brightened with recognition.

      “Aja!” he greeted.

      “Go back!” She shoved him, trying to urge him back toward the farmhouse.

      Emalkay dug his heels in. “No, Aja. We need to talk!”

      “No we don’t!”

      “But we do.” He turned on her, gripping her shoulders. “We’ve needed to talk since you retired from the Alliance. I think you have some kind of trauma from the last conflict.”

      She blinked in confusion. “I don’t understand.”

      “Your mother says you’ve been weird since you got back. She wanted me to come here and talk with you—take you out for some fun.”

      Understanding dawned slowly over Aja. “You think that I’m struggling with the ramifications of war?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Are you okay?”

      The question stopped her in her tracks.

      He clearly wasn’t asking if she was okay right at that moment. It was a more general question, about more abstract concepts. Like, for instance, Aja’s life in general.

      She stopped pushing. “Why?”

      “I’d hoped we could talk about this over drinks, but—well, you’re not making that easy,” Emalkay said. “Look, you abandoned a promising career to go back to farming, which your mom says you never wanted to do. Seems like the stress of the war didn’t do you any favors, is all. Your mama hoped you’d talk to me about it since you wouldn’t talk to her.”

      Aja gaped at him. Haliene had risked bringing Emalkay to the farmhouse because she thought that Aja needed therapy? Therapy in the form of her former co-driver?

      It was better than Emalkay showing up to take her on a date, as she’d feared.

      Not much better, though.

      Chromearrow had appeared behind Emalkay, high in the clouds. She was swooping down.

      “Get out of here, for the love of Thal!” Aja shoved Emalkay onto the Gelding. He gripped the reins, confusion etching every line of his face.

      “But Aja—”

      “Back to Fargo! Now!”

      She kicked the spurs, putting the Gelding into gear. It leaped underneath Emalkay.

      As it roared away, sending dust kicking in his wake, Chromearrow dived toward Aja.

      She faced Chromearrow, heart pounding.

      Having the dragonet rocket toward her wasn’t all that different from the moment that the dragon had attacked her above Drakor III. She was diving, bejeweled claws reaching for her, hands outstretched.

      This time, Aja didn’t have a plasma rifle ready. She was just standing there, waiting to face a dragon.

      A dragon who she had attempted to nurse.

      Cuddled in her closet.

      Rescued from her egg.

      That baby was about to kill her.

      Aja shut her eyes and braced herself for the impact.

      Claws struck, but they didn’t dig in.

      Aja’s feet left the ground as she was yanked into the sky. When her eyes opened, the trees were falling away, Gelding so far below that it was the size of one of the mice that Chromearrow had eaten. She opened her mouth to cry out, but couldn’t breathe well enough to scream.

      The dragonet had dragged her into the upper atmosphere.

      She was terrified—but she forgot that she couldn’t breathe.

      The world was bending underneath them.

      For the first time since returning to New Dakota, Aja was leaving atmo.

      She couldn’t breathe. But she wasn’t sure she’d have been able to breathe even if they had been within an area with oxygen. New Dakota was beautiful when it was stretched underneath her. She could see so much more than her farm alone. She could see the Volkmann farm, and the others bordering theirs, and even North Fargo with its Bus station.

      Aja could also see Emalkay on the Gelding as he turned back toward the farmhouse.

      The dragonet flipped Aja into the air. For a heart-stopping instant, she was utterly weightless. And then her hand hooked onto Chromearrow’s ridged neck, and the dragonet was diving, dipping.

      When the dragonet surged upward again, Aja was riding her, thighs pressed to either side of Chromearrow’s muscular neck.

      She wouldn’t have thought that Chromearrow—the fragile, premature dragonet born of a shattered egg barely weeks earlier—would have been capable of supporting a human’s weight. But she could, and they were only climbing higher, higher.

      Aja was shocked to be able to breathe as the air thinned around them. There was some kind of protective energy around Chromearrow, as mysterious as the Fog, which cradled Aja in comfort as they ascended.

      It wasn’t that the dragons didn’t need to breathe, Aja realized. They didn’t hold their breaths for a long time. Nor did they have an equivalent of gills that allowed them to extract oxygen from low-oxygen environments. It was that they had some biological mechanism that allowed them to continue breathing, holding air in a bubble around them.

      How? Why? Aja could only guess. She was a superb coachman, not a scientist.

      There was so much to learn about dragons. So much that nobody knew, because nobody had gotten to know them before.

      Though now that Chromearrow was plummeting toward Emalkay, Aja thought she might have already known everything that she needed to.

      Chromearrow was ready to wreak revenge upon Emalkay.

      “You can’t,” Aja said, wrapping her hands around the firm ridge on Chromearrow’s spines. “He’ll see you. And the Alliance will notice if he doesn’t come back!”

      She wasn’t certain if the sentiment got through to Chromearrow at first. She wasn’t sure if sentiments mattered at all.

      Aja pulled on Chromearrow’s neck—harder, harder, just as she had pulled on the reins of the Carriage in an attempt to avoid crashing into Drakor III.

      The shadow of the dragon passed over Emalkay, zooming toward the Skytoucher farmhouse.

      His head lifted. He was looking up.

      “Please, Chromearrow!” Aja shouted into the wind.

      The dragonet’s wing tipped underneath her, tilting to the right. They banked. Dropped toward the trees.

      When Emalkay looked up, he saw nothing.

      Aja and Chromearrow plunged into the mountains. They struck the ground. The dragonet’s impact was light—but Aja’s was not. She was flung from between the dragonet’s wings, rolling across the soil.

      Aja came up on all fours, staring at the dragonet.

      Chromearrow trilled at her curiously.

      “How could you risk everything like that?” Aja asked, eyes burning. “He could have seen us. You were trying to kill him!”

      The dragonet only trilled its serpentine tongue, making a sweet, high-pitched sound.

      “Don’t even try,” Aja said. Fury made her shake.

      There was still a chance that everything was shattered. Ruined.

      She needed to get back to the farmhouse.

      

      Haliene was waiting for Aja at the back door of the farmhouse. Her shadow was stretched long by the dimming sunlight.

      The look that Haliene gave Aja…

      “What?” Aja asked, hanging back, afraid to move forward.

      How much did she know? Was it all over? Had she seen the dragonet?

      “Can we talk?” Haliene asked.

      Aja’s breath gusted from her lungs. If she sounded so calm, she couldn’t have noticed the dragonet’s flight over the farmhouse in broad daylight.

      “Fine,” Aja said, too weak with relief to argue. “What is it?”

      “Emalkay is gone. He came for two reasons, you know. One, because—”

      “You invited him,” Aja said savagely.

      Haliene flinched. Took a deep breath. Kept talking. “He was also excited to tell you the news. The war’s over, Aja. The Alliance wiped out the last of the dragons and is building a colony on Drakor III. You’re invited to move there, since you were in the raid that won the planet.”

      Her knees wobbled.

      Aja sat hard on the farmhouse’s stoop.

      “They’re all gone? All the dragons?”

      Haliene nodded. “You helped the Alliance win, Aja. Emalkay only wanted to come here to tell you, but you drove him away. His Bus will be leaving already.” She said that as though it were something Aja should have cared about. She didn’t.

      She felt sick inside.

      Chromearrow was more than just an orphan now. She was the last survivor of the dragons.

      “Aja…” Haliene began.

      “What were you thinking?” Aja asked, rounding on her mom. Her fingertips dug into Haliene’s shoulders. She was aware that it must have been painful, but she couldn’t make herself exercise a gentler grip. “Inviting Emalkay? Springing this information on me? What is wrong with you?”

      Tears gleamed in Haliene’s eyes. Aja wasn’t sure that she had ever seen such pathos from her mother before. “You won’t speak to me.” Haliene’s voice came out harsh, ragged, as though she’d been sobbing for days. “You won’t tell me what you’re thinking. I can’t imagine what you’ve been through, so I thought I’d bring in someone who could. All I know’s that you’ve come back from Drakor III, a hero of the war, and—and you’re not even the woman you used to be. It’s like having a distant stranger in my daughter’s room.”

      Aja released her mother and stepped back. It felt as though she had been struck.

      It was true. She hadn’t been speaking to her mother.

      How was she supposed to? Neither of them had attempted to speak to the other since…

      Well. It had been years.

      It hadn’t even occurred to Aja that she might be capable of sharing her memories of the war with her mother. They simply didn’t have that kind of relationship. They never had.

      And she didn’t trust Haliene enough to tell her about Chromearrow.

      “It burns me, the way you invited Emalkay,” Aja said.

      Haliene flinched. “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry isn’t good enough, Ma.”

      “At least you can leave now,” Haliene said. “There’s a place for you on Drakor III.”

      Aja smoldered with humiliation. “There’s nothing on Drakor III but a graveyard.” Her throat was tight, burning. “And how could you think I’d want to leave you, Ma?”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time,” Haliene said.

      Aja felt as though she’d been slapped. She stormed away, fists clenched at her sides.

      

      Aja spent the night in the barn. It was comfortable curled up among the cattle, head rested on the flanks of the herd. Not as comfortable as snuggling up with a dragonet, but distinctly less dangerous.

      She only knew that they weren’t alone when the cows shifted under her, lowing with agitation. Aja stepped to the door of the barn.

      Chromearrow was outside. She had grown again. Her massive body was rimmed in the predawn light—the only way that Aja realized that she had gotten any sleep at all.

      The dragonet looked sad.

      “What?” Aja asked, frustrated. “Why are you looking at me like that?” Her hand inched toward a shovel—a makeshift weapon, in case Chromearrow attacked, in much the way she’d been trying to attack Emalkay.

      But the dragonet didn’t make a move. She just blinked at Aja slowly with those big eyes, wings drooping.

      Chromearrow shouldn’t have even been close to the farmhouse. It was getting close enough to dawn that Haliene might rouse.

      Where else would she have gone, though? There was literally nowhere left for the dragonet to be. Too dangerous to be on New Dakota, but her home emptied of nonhuman life.

      She was alone. The last dragon.

      “Get out of here,” Aja said, waving her away. Her voice was thick with tears. “Go away!”

      Chromearrow bowed her forelegs to the ground, gazing up at Aja.

      Even though the dragonet was much larger, she still looked no different than the creature that Aja had attempted to bottle feed so recently.

      Still a baby.

      The anger drained from Aja slowly.

      Had Chromearrow really been trying to kill Emalkay? It seemed unlikely. The dragonet was big now, big enough that she could have flattened an unsuspecting North Fargo whether or not Aja fought against her.

      There was no hatred in her eyes. Only contrition.

      And fear.

      “Emalkay came here to deliver news,” Aja said. “He told me…” She swallowed around the lump in her throat. “There are no dragons left on Drakor III, Chromearrow. I’m sorry.”

      The dragonet sank to its belly against the grass. There was no sound except the lowing of cows, the wind whispering through the trees. Aja braced herself for the attack that never came. A crystalline tear slid down her scaly cheek.

      Chromearrow hadn’t spoken to Aja—not once—since their brief connection on Drakor III.

      But they communicated.

      They communicated perfectly.

      It didn’t always take words to tell a loved one was in pain, after all.

      Every fiber of Chromearrow’s being was radiating grief. She was a baby as far as dragon development was concerned, though perhaps more toddler-like when compared to a human. There was no guile in her. No evil. Only sadness at having lost her species.

      And no matter the prejudiced eyes that Aja turned to her, Chromearrow loved Aja.

      The dragonet bowed her head to Aja’s shoulder, and Aja wrapped her arms around Chromearrow’s neck.

      For once, Aja didn’t try to use words. Not verbally, not mentally.

      She simply embraced Chromearrow.

      The dragon was grumbling deep within her chest, not unlike the purr of a massive cat. It also wasn’t unlike the sound that Aja had heard many times before an enemy combatant spewed Fog upon the Alliance, burning her allies to the bone.

      The thought didn’t fill her with fear this time. There was no room for anything but love within her.

      “I’m sorry,” Aja whispered. “I’m sorry.”

      She stroked her hand down the bridge of Chromearrow’s nose, stroking between the dragon’s eyes to the ridge of her beak, and then gently scratching her under the chin.

      Chromearrow’s eyes fell closed.

      Someday they might be able to speak. Chromearrow would likely grow into the skill later, if she ever did. She was but a baby, after all, no matter how big a baby she might have been.

      Until then, Aja would wait. She would wait for Chromearrow to learn to talk in her own time.

      And until then, the love would flow between them.

      

      Haliene was doing the dishes when Aja returned home later that day. She stood in the doorway for a long time to watch her mother cleaning, and with a clear mind, she observed many small details that she hadn’t noticed before.

      The way that her mother trembled when she scrubbed the dishes.

      The hunch of her back, as though she carried more weight than a single woman could be expected to bear.

      The pain in her eyes, which she quickly concealed when she realized that Aja was in the room.

      “Hello, sweetling,” Haliene said with none of the heartache that Aja had surely seen moments before.

      She must have thought that Aja hated her.

      And still, she was there.

      Much like Chromearrow, Haliene was communicating with Aja in the only way she knew how. In a way that transcended words, because words were inadequate for expressing the enormity of the emotions she felt.

      There might eventually come a time that Haliene would be able to speak about her thoughts. Her life alone on the farm. How she felt about losing Pa. What it meant having Aja return as an unfamiliar soul, and fearing that she’d lose her daughter again.

      Now was not time for them to speak, not yet. Haliene simply did not have the words for any of it. But she was telling Aja everything that she needed to know through action, motion, gesture.

      Feeding Aja the way that Haliene used to feed Pa.

      Bringing in someone Haliene had believed to be a friend so that Emalkay could support her.

      Waiting out Aja’s moods, and never once turning away.

      These were gestures of love as much as the way that Chromearrow purred. Haliene had been telling her daughter stories of love this entire time, and Aja had simply refused to see them because she’d been so absorbed in her personal issues. The dragonet was far from the only thing on the Skytoucher farm that needed saving.

      Aja approached, wrapping her arms around Haliene’s shoulders from behind. She hugged Haliene tightly, but silently.

      Haliene continued washing dishes for a moment, as though she hadn’t been touched at all.

      Then she let the dish she’d been holding drop into the sink.

      Her soapy hands clutched Aja’s wrist. A tremor rolled through her—a buzz of wordless emotion.

      And Aja held her, showing her mother love in the only way that they could still speak.

      It wasn't ideal. Not really.

      But it was enough.

      It had to be.

      

      Days later.

      “Okay,” Aja said. “Open your eyes.”

      Haliene’s hands slid from her face. She looked up.

      And then she gasped.

      “Blessed be Thal! Is that—?”

      Aja couldn’t help but smile. “A souvenir of my time with the Alliance. Don’t be afraid.”

      Chromearrow circled through the sky overhead, her massive wings catching the wind. She was weightless and graceful. This was the first time that Aja had allowed her to fly over the farmhouse during daylight since she’d chased Emalkay, and Chromearrow was enjoying the opportunity to explore, swooping and diving along the breezes to get the best view of the roof, the trees, the barn.

      It wasn’t fear in Haliene’s eyes. It was wonder.

      “You brought one home,” she said.

      “That’s why I haven’t been speaking to you, why I’ve been acting so weird. And also why I was so angry about Emalkay, Ma,” Aja said. “I understand why you brought him here. And I appreciate it. But…I was trying to protect something bigger than both of us.” She gave a tiny chuckle. “Literally.”

      Tears glistened in Haliene’s eyes. “Is it safe?”

      “Perfectly.” Aja waved to Chromearrow, and the dragon landed nearby with infantile clumsiness, gamboling over with eagerness in her gemlike eyes. She slammed her head against Aja’s ribs, wriggling until her neck was underneath Aja’s arm. Aja laughed and petted Chromearrow.

      “Were they lying about the war, then?” Haliene asked. “About the dragons attempting to destroy us?”

      “No, but…I mean, to be fair, we were trying to destroy the dragons too. And we’ve done a better job of it than they did toward us. Chromearrow isn’t dangerous.”

      “Chromearrow. Beautiful name. Can I…?”

      “Go ahead,” Aja said.

      Haliene’s frail, aged hand stretched out. Chromearrow closed the distance. She nudged her beak into Haliene’s palm.

      “Oh my,” Haliene said, stroking Chromearrow gently. “It’s glorious.”

      “She’s glorious,” Aja corrected.

      Chromearrow radiated with obvious pleasure at the praise.

      “Where did you find her?” Haliene asked.

      “The raid on Drakor III. That nest that Emalkay and I destroyed… Well. I didn’t do any destroying myself. I stood by as he did it, and I intervened to rescue this one. I couldn’t let her die. I’d hoped that I’d learn to talk with her so we could save the survivors of the war too, but…” Aja’s throat grew thick. She swallowed hard.

      “Oh, baby.” Haliene pulled Aja against her. The three of them embraced, inhaling the warm, syrupy scent of the purring dragon.

      “I hope you’re not mad. I should have warned you.”

      “I’m only glad you trusted me enough to tell me at all,” Haliene said. “Of course I’m not mad. How could I be anything but proud of you?”

      “Because I brought the last survivor of an enemy species to your farm without asking?”

      “It’s our farm,” Haliene said. “Baby girl, your Pa would be so, so proud that you chose to save this dragon. I know he would.”

      Aja hadn’t known she needed to hear that until the words came out.

      Warm tears slid down her cheeks.

      “Thanks, Ma,” she whispered.

      Chromearrow’s tongue darted out, lapping up the salt of her tears.

      Thank you both, the dragon said into her mind.

      Haliene jerked back, surprised. She had heard it, too.

      “You talked to us!” Aja said, delighted. She cupped the dragon’s face in both her hands. “I knew you could talk!”

      Chromearrow’s face was distinctly bashful. A little.

      Haliene laughed with delight.

      Ride? Chromearrow asked.

      A smile bloomed across Aja’s lips. “Both of us?”

      Chromearrow responded by dropping onto her haunches, dipping her wings down, and extending a leg.

      Aja climbed up, then offered a hand to her mother. “Do you want to fly, Ma?”

      Haliene’s expression was drenched in eagerness, but she hung back. “Fly? As in…in the sky?”

      “In space,” Aja said.

      Haliene began to quiver. “You know…I always wanted to join the Alliance military. I wanted to so badly. But you were too little for me to leave, at first, and then once we lost Pa…I gave up on a lot of things. Everything outside the farm.” It was the most she’d ever said about losing her husband, and what his loss had meant to her. “I thought my chance to see anything beyond atmo ended years ago.”

      Now Chromearrow was giving Aja the opportunity to share the joy of space with Haliene.

      “Come on,” Aja said.

      Her invitation was echoed by the dragonet. Now, now, now!

      Haliene laughed as she climbed up.

      They settled together in front of Chromearrow’s wings, holding securely to the ridges running down her neck.

      Chromearrow took off with a powerful thrust of muscle. They were in the air, and in seconds, climbed higher than the Tractors could fly. Then higher than the Chariots. And then they were battered by wind as wisps of clouds drifted by, and New Dakota curved underneath them, tiny and indistinct.

      Haliene’s laugh of joy was whipped away, lost in the energy that shrouded them, allowing them to breathe even as they rode on the back of a dragonet.

      And Aja could only think that there were no words good enough for that kind of happiness.

      

      Enjoy Chromearrow and Aja?

      Sign up for Edwin Reine’s mailing list to get an email when new dragon stories come out!
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      Natalya Regyri watched the teacup topple from her hand and shatter on the floor next to Purvis’s body. Shards of white and red skittered across the smooth wooden planks as the tea splashed and stained them. It felt like slow motion. Something captured by a high-speed camera for her later perusal in forensic dissection. Droplets of tea fell into the spreading pool of blood. The man’s eyes stared, flat and unresponsive as the pool spread across the floor beneath his head.

      She heard a footstep behind her.

      “Natalya, what happ—” Zoya’s voice cut off with a quick, harsh, indrawn breath.

      “He fell,” Natalya said, her voice faint, barely a whisper. “I touched him and he fell.”

      Margaret Newmar appeared at Natalya’s elbow as if risen from between the planks of her studio. “What have you done?” Margaret’s voice echoed in Natalya’s ears.

      “I broke your cup.” She couldn’t think of what else to say.

      Margaret snorted a laugh. She grasped Natalya’s upper arm and pulled her back from the spreading fluids on the floor. “Not the cup, dear girl.” Shouldering her way in front of Natalya, she reached down and placed two of her ancient fingers against the side of Purvis’s neck. She waited only a moment before pulling her hand back. Not really long enough to tell, was it? She glanced up at Zoya. “Get her out of here. Wait outside.” Her voice came sharp. Used to commands. Used to being obeyed.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Zoya said and took Natalya’s wrist. “Come on, Nats.” She tugged and Natalya felt herself being led, a balloon on a string bouncing across the floor.

      “I broke her cup.”

      Zoya extended her arm to take her friend’s shoulders and pushed her along.

      Outside the tai chi studio, night cloaked the campus with scattered stars and the briny scent of tidal flats. The revelry of graduation had faded, the graduates themselves off to begin their new adventures. Natalya and Zoya should have been among them, but when Margaret Newmar—founding family Margaret Newmar, Sifu Margaret Newmar—singled you out to have one last cup of tea in celebration, you went. Natalya went. Zoya went.

      They’d found the honor had extended to a wider family of Newmar associates and students. Senior captains, sharp-faced women with hard eyes. Solid men with flat bellies and cold faces. A few students. Students like Andrew Purvis. Purvis the Pervert.

      The man now sprawled on the smooth, wooden planks of the tai chi studio, a pool of blood spreading under his head, his eyes staring. The shattered remains of Margaret Newmar’s antique bone china teacup strewn beside him. The man who’d been alone with Natalya in the tiny galley at the rear of the studio.

      “What happened, Nats?” Zoya’s face floated in the darkness, a pale moon suspended above her dress blacks. Her eyes dark as the night.

      “I touched him. I didn’t even push him. I wanted to get to the sink. He stood in the way.” Natalya’s voice felt like it came from someone else. She couldn’t speak on her own. Someone else must have been talking.

      “You touched him,” Zoya repeated.

      “A hand on his chest to keep him from grabbing me.”

      Zoya shook her head. “How did he fall?”

      “I touched him. He just fell down.”

      The door opened. Margaret Newmar stood silhouetted in the light for a moment before stepping out to join them, latching the door behind her with a click. Her silk dress glowed yellow in the starlight, her back stiff, her face a pale mask. “Is your ship ready to go?”

      Natalya shook her head once to try to sort sense into the words. “My ship?”

      “The Peregrine? Is it ready to go?”

      The non-sequitur made Natalya’s head spin. “Yes, but what about—”

      “His name isn’t Purvis. He’s not a student.”

      “Of course he’s a student. He was in my Orbital Mechanics class.” Natalya glanced at Zoya for confirmation.

      Ms. Newmar shook her head. “That was his cover. His name was Michael Gavin.”

      “His cover?”

      “He was undercover. Trade Investigation Commission.”

      Zoya’s eyes went wide. “He’s TIC?”

      “Was TIC,” Newmar said with emphasis on the first word. She looked at Natalya. “And you killed him.”

      “But I just touched him. He fell down.” Natalya shook her head. “I couldn’t have killed him. I couldn’t.”

      Margaret’s expression shifted to something unreadable. Her lips pressed into a line and the shadows around her eyes deepened. “I don’t think you did, but I have no idea what happened in that room.” She shook her head slowly from side-to-side. “Unfortunately one of those senior captains in there was his boss. As far as he’s concerned, he couldn’t have killed himself and you were the only one with him.” Her sigh was barely audible over the night wind’s whispering in the leaves above them.

      “But I didn’t.”

      “But you did file a grievance against him,” Margaret said.

      Natalya’s stomach turned cold. “Yes. Second year. He was—”

      Margaret held up one graceful hand, a white bird fluttering in the night. “I know what he was. You had motive. You had opportunity. You’re trained in three different forms of unarmed combat.” She paused to sigh again and smile sadly. “You’re the best fighter we’ve graduated in half a century.”

      “But I’m not a fighter. It’s just exercise.”

      “I know. You’re also one of the best engineers we’ve graduated in decades, but that’s all moot now, my dear.” She paused and her face tightened again. “You killed an undercover TIC agent with his boss in the next room. What do you think will happen?”

      The night seemed to spin around her. Her head felt like somebody had pulled her brain out of her ears and replaced it with wet clay. She couldn’t think. She could barely breathe.

      “Is your ship ready to go?” Margaret repeated.

      Natalya struggled for a breath. “I just need to get my grav-trunk and get aboard. I planned on leaving tomorrow.”

      Margaret looked at Zoya. “What did you see tonight?”

      Zoya shook her head. “Not a thing.”

      Margaret’s smile looked a bit thin.

      Zoya’s eyes grew wider still. “You think I’m in on this somehow?”

      “What I think doesn’t matter.” She nodded at the door. “They’re going to go sub-orbital in about two more ticks. If I were you, I’d be burning for the Burleson limit right now.”

      Natalya tried to speak but couldn’t get her mouth to move.

      Zoya took a half step forward. “But where could we go? If we dock anywhere ...” She shrugged. “They’re not going to just let us walk away.”

      “Where’s your tablet?” Margaret asked.

      Zoya pulled it out of the holster, the pale light of the screen casting her face with a blue-white glow.

      Margaret’s fingers flashed on her own device and Zoya’s machine bipped. “File a flight plan for anywhere. Someplace in Ciroda, maybe. I just sent you the coordinates you need to get to and your contact. It’s out of TIC jurisdiction but don’t linger. Don’t tell anybody where you’re going.”

      Zoya looked at her screen. “Wait. You mean me, too?”

      Margaret gave a tired chuckle. “Unless you want to spend the next ten stanyers trying to explain why your roommate killed an undercover TIC agent.”

      Natalya heard a man’s voice raised inside the studio and Margaret glanced over her shoulder.

      “I can give you half a stan. Maybe.”

      Natalya’s face felt hot and her head didn’t seem to want to stay solidly on her shoulders. The night kept zooming around her.

      The scream of a shuttle coming in for a landing at the campus spaceport cut across the night.

      “That’s your ride. They’ll turn that bird around in just a few ticks and you need to be on it when it leaves.”

      Zoya stashed her tablet and nodded. “Thank you, ma’am.”

      Margaret shook her head. “I’m not doing you any favors, but at least you’ll not spend the rest of your lives in prison.”

      “But I didn’t do it.” Natalya’s voice sounded like a whisper to her own ears.

      Ms. Newmar patted her shoulder. “You know it and I know it, but this is TIC. They’re not going to rest until somebody pays. Right now, that somebody is you.” She leaned in close to Natalya’s face. “There’s nothing you can do here except sacrifice yourself on the altar of their hubris. You and Ms. Usoko here get on that shuttle, take your ship, and disappear. Fast.”

      Zoya took Natalya’s arm and gave a little tug. “Come on, Nats. She’s right. We have to be on that shuttle.”

      Natalya let herself be towed and stumbled along the darkened path. “I didn’t do it.”

      Zoya sighed. “I know, Nats. I know.”

      

      They squeaked onto the shuttle just before the doors closed, still wearing their dress blacks and earning grins from the cadet crew. A sour-faced second mate shot them an angry glance and a pair of astrogation rankers glanced back from the front of the cabin as they buckled in.

      “Why are we doing this?” Natalya asked, leaning into Zoya to speak over the noise of the engines and the rumbling of the tires on the tarmac.

      Zoya glanced around before answering. “There’s nothing keeping us here, is there? Let’s talk about it when we get aboard.”

      “But I didn’t do anything.”

      Zoya patted Natalya’s forearm where it rested on the seat divider. “Later, Nats.”

      The shuttle turned onto the runway and immediately kicked in the afterburners. The dull roar cut out any conversation as acceleration pressed them back into the padded seats.

      Natalya sighed and gazed out at the academy campus rushing past the port. She’d arrived with such hope. Her head still felt stuffed with wet clay but her thoughts began to cut channels in it. She’d done nothing wrong. Purvis or Gavin or whatever his name was couldn’t be dead. He’d just fallen down. She had barely touched him before he collapsed. People didn’t die from that.

      Did they?

      Why run when she’d done nothing wrong? Shouldn’t she stay and exonerate herself?

      She thought of Margaret Newmar’s face. The sadness and certainty she’d seen there. Was it possible that TIC would actually charge her with murder?

      The bottom dropped out of her world as the ship tilted skyward, shoving her further back into the seat as they climbed out of the atmosphere while the ship seemed to slow the higher they climbed. In what seemed only moments, she saw the horizon curve from a flat line to the gently arching limb of the planet. The sky, already dark, turned crystalline when the stars no longer flickered through atmosphere and became hard-edged jewels. They raced around the planet, into the light from the primary, and back into darkness again, always climbing to catch the orbital.

      Natalya’s thoughts seemed to freeze in her head. Or perhaps they just ran in circles. The image of her cup falling, falling, falling to shatter on the floor. The flat expression on Purvis’s face. The slow spread of blood and the splash of tea. Margaret Newmar’s harsh commands. Her insistence that she run.

      The suspicion grew that Margaret Newmar knew more than she’d ever said. That the universe that Natalya had grown up believing in was not the one that actually existed. That the evening behind them might be more significant than she suspected.

      Fear wrapped cold coils in her gut.

      “You think they’ll let us leave?” Natalya asked, leaning her head close to Zoya’s.

      Zoya glanced at her and shrugged. “Depends on whether they know where to look. How soon can we get undocked?”

      Natalya shook her head. “We’ll need to file a flight plan but once it’s on file, we can get clearance to undock. The Peregrine is too small to need a tug or anything.”

      “So? A few ticks?”

      Natalya pondered, her thoughts still slowed and barely tracking. “Yeah. Under half a stan probably. Ciroda, she said?”

      “Margaret? Yeah. Ciroda. You know anybody in Ciroda?”

      “Maybe.” Natalya shook her head. “I don’t know. Not off-hand.”

      Zoya patted Natalya’s forearm again. “One step at a time.”

      The sour-faced second mate cast them another impatient look, his brow furrowed in a scowl.

      Natalya pushed herself back into her seat as if to hold herself down. As if the seat-belt wasn’t keeping her from floating away. What was his problem? Could he smell the blood? She glanced down at her blacks, a bit wilted from a long day that had started so well with a graduation ceremony on the parade ground and ended … where?

      She closed her eyes trying not to see the images playing out in her head. She took a deep breath through her nose and pressed it out slowly through her mouth. She called on her discipline to focus on the imaginary candle in the darkness of her mind. One flame dancing in the dark. She focused on breathing.

      In. Out.

      The flame was her life. It burned alone in the dark.

      In. Out.

      Her mind grabbed the image and held it. Her training carried her into the place where only the flame mattered, where other thoughts slipped into the background. Not gone. Waiting to re-emerge. For now, her mind stilled. Her breathing smoothed out. The cold coils in her belly relaxed their hold and warmth filled her body as the heat of the flame filled her mind.

      The thump of landing gear locking into the orbital’s shuttle bay vibrated in the background of her being. She released the flame, allowing it to fade away before opening her eyes. When she looked, the shuttle seemed clearer than it had when she’d entered. Her hands operated on their own, releasing the seat-belt from long practice.

      Zoya looked at her. “Are you all right?”

      A laugh struggled against her teeth.

      Zoya grimaced. “Sorry. Bad question.”

      One of the shuttle crew came back through the cabin and opened the passenger door. The second-mate bundled himself off the ship as soon as the crewman cleared the hatch. The two astrogators stared at Natalya and Zoya. Rank order meant they had to wait for the two new third mates to leave the shuttle.

      Zoya waved them on. “Go ahead. We’re gonna need a tick to get our trunks off.”

      The taller of the two nodded a thank you and bumped his seatmate on the shoulder. They hustled down the center aisle while the shuttle crewman released the latches that held the trunks at the back of the cabin. With a friendly nod, he stepped back to let them pass.

      “Safe voyage. Sars.” He grinned.

      Natalya knew him. A third year. Fourth year, now. She’d seen him on campus but couldn’t remember his name.

      Zoya nodded. “Thank you, Mr. Mallory. Good luck with your classes.”

      Natalya nodded and tried to smile. She didn’t trust her voice. She held the image of the flame, the peace of her meditation against the sea of outside influence. The control handle responded to her fingers and the grav-trunk lifted off the deck. She followed Zoya off the ship and into the hurly-burly of Newmar Orbital.

      

      Zoya paused in the passage between the shuttle bay and the small craft docks. Most of the foot traffic had gone off toward the main docks or the lifts into the orbital proper. She looked at Natalya. “You hanging in?”

      “I still feel like this is a nightmare. I’m going to wake up in my rack in the dorm and it’ll be graduation day.”

      Zoya’s sympathetic grin felt good. “Yeah. I’m there. How soon before they lock down the orbital, d’ya think?”

      Natalya looked around, taking stock. She blinked her eyes several times and stretched her neck. “Won’t be long now, but we’re almost at the ship. If we can get out of the docking bay, we’ll be free.” She sighed. “Still doesn’t feel right.”

      Zoya set off down the passage again. “I know. Not to me either, but Margaret Newmar hasn’t gotten to be nine hundred stanyers old by being stupid about the CPJCT.”

      “She’s not nine hundred.” Natalya felt a giggle forming in her chest. “She can’t be a day over five-fifty.”

      The joke set Zoya off and the stress kept them laughing through the unmanned security lock, down the small craft dock, and up to the tiny scout craft resting on its skids at the far end.

      “Mercy Maude,” Zoya said. “Could you have parked any farther away?”

      Natalya just shrugged. “Cheapest slip. Not like I had a lot of spare credits, what with tuition and all.” She watched Zoya’s gaze take in the blocky shape of a ship that would never need to navigate in atmosphere. “She’s not much to look at but she’s all mine.” She crossed to the lock amidships and keyed in a code to open the outer door before leading her grav-trunk up the small ramp and into the cramped entry. Zoya stood outside the ship, her grav-trunk behind her. Her gaze kept sweeping the ship. “Come on if you’re comin’. We need to leave and you’ve got the address.”

      “She’s beautiful,” Zoya said, jamming herself and the trunk into the lock. “You must have spent days polishing and painting.”

      Natalya keyed the lock sequence and the outer hatch closed so the inner could open. “More like months. One of the last exploration class scouts still in service.” The hatch opened on a bright corridor and she led the way into the ship proper. She patted the wood textured bulkhead fondly as she passed. “Oswald Newmar flew a ship just like this one when he started filing claims in Venitz.”

      Zoya grinned at her. “You sure it’s still spaceworthy?”

      “Well, this is a hell of a time to ask.” She nodded at a stateroom door. “Stash your trunk in there.” She elbowed her way into a compartment across the passage, guiding her grav-trunk through the narrow door and locking it down. “I’ll get the systems up and file a flight plan for Halpern.”

      “Why Halpern?” Zoya asked, having difficulty with the narrowness of the small ship’s doors and the width of her grav-trunk.

      “It’s farther away and it’s not where Margaret Newmar said to file.”

      Zoya locked the trunk down and followed Natalya to the cockpit that served as bridge. “Well, she gave us a destination. You thinking of ditching that, too?”

      Natalya shook her head. “She never said that out loud. Nobody inside could have over heard.” She plonked into the left-hand couch and started slapping keys.

      Zoya stared at her. “You’re not paranoid or anything, are you?”

      Natalya threw her a smile. “Claustrophobic. Not paranoid.”

      Zoya looked at the tiny spaces around her. “Claustrophobic? And you fly a scout?”

      The ship vibrated and the blowers started a low whispering as the on board systems came online.

      “Once we’re out there, there’s plenty of room. I’ve never felt claustrophobic in space.” Natalya patted the seat next to her. “Sit. Strap. Navigation console. You remember how to lay a course?”

      Zoya made rude sound and dropped into the couch. “Who taught you how to use the mark twelve consoles, huh?”

      Natalya grinned. “And who taught you orbital mechanics?”

      “Fair.” Zoya keyed the console open and started typing commands. “These aren’t mark twelves.”

      Natalya laughed. “No. Fourteens. One of the Plunkett fast packets upgraded. I picked these up for scrap value last spring. Took me all damn summer to get them installed and calibrated.”

      “Sweet.” Zoya paused to gaze around the small, tidy cockpit. “It’s so small, but it’s so—I don’t know—comfy.”

      “The old timers spent years living in these ships. Some flew solo. Most had a partner. Somebody to fly the ship back if they got into trouble. There wasn’t room for much more.” Natalya felt a tiny glow of pride at the clean, burnished surfaces and the polished metalwork in the cozy bridge.

      “It looks more like an aircraft cockpit than a bridge.”

      “Does, kinda. Straps,” Natalya said, pulling her own seat-belts into place and snapping them down.

      Zoya looked up, her eyes wide in surprise. “Already?” She fumbled with her belts for a moment, untwisting them so they’d line up properly.

      “Any tick now we’ll get clearance and I want us moving before they change their minds.”

      Zoya pulled out her tablet and slaved it to the console, transferring the coordinates for their jump.

      Natalya watched the comms screen for the permission to undock. “Come on, come on. How long does it take to let us out?”

      Zoya chuckled. “We’re not exactly high on their priority list. You remember working there in our third year, don’t you?”

      “Yeah. I remember.” She sighed. “But normally I get buzzed right through.”

      “I’m guessing that normally you don’t have a potential TIC problem making normal delays seem really long.”

      Natalya snickered but nodded.

      A yellow warning message popped up.

      “Uh oh.”

      “What?” Zoya asked.

      “We’re on hold.”

      “Yellow-hold. Probably just traffic outside,” Zoya said.

      Natalya took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “Yeah. Probably.”

      “As long as it’s not red-denied.”

      Natalya nodded, her eyes not leaving the comms and her hand on the maneuvering controls.

      A very long four ticks elapsed before the green-for-go message popped up on the console.

      “Yes,” Natalya said, stretching the hiss out as she pulled shore-ties and triggered the lockdowns to release.

      The ship lifted just off the deck and began floating toward the exit lock. As they approached, the lock’s tattletales flipped from yellow to green and Natalya slipped in. Behind them the inner door closed and the orbital’s heavy compressors started sucking the atmosphere out of the lock.

      Time slowed for Natalya. The wait in the airlock never bothered her before yet she found herself tapping her fingers on the arm of her couch.

      Zoya glanced at the pattering digits and smiled.

      Natalya forced herself to grip the arm. “I just keep thinking this would be a good place to keep us locked down until they can figure out how to get to us.”

      Zoya nodded. “Probably, but they’d just pump the atmosphere back in and tell us to back out slowly.” She pointed at the pressure indicator on the bulkhead outside. “It’s almost vacuum now.”

      A few more heartbeats and the green-for-go light blinked on over the exit door. Natalya goosed the thrusters to push them out of the orbital.

      Comms popped a blue informational message with the exit vector to leave orbital traffic control. Natalya cross-loaded the instruction to helm and followed the guiding signal out of the swirl of ships, cargo handlers, shuttles, and small craft that surrounded Newmar Orbital. The kickers rumbled the spaceframe as they came online and the ship picked up speed. Natalya felt it thrum in her chest.

      “There’s the delay,” Zoya said, nodding at the starboard port. A tug pushed a massive freighter slowly toward the dock.

      Natalya nodded. “I’ve got clearance to burn for Burleson as soon as we’re clear of the inner markers.”

      “How far out do we have to go?”

      Natalya offered a smile. “Half a day. No more. Maybe less if we push the kicker a bit. I haven’t had a chance to burn it in yet, so I don’t want to push too hard.”

      Zoya’s eyes widened and her jaw dropped. “Half a day?”

      “Sure. We’ll be able to make a short jump if we can get out of the clutter and find a clean spot to jump to within two Burleson units.”

      “Only two units?” Zoya’s face clouded. “I thought this was a scout.”

      “Oh, the ship can jump twelve, fourteen units from clean space. From this mess?” Natalya waved a hand to indicate the space around them. “We’d need to go out at least two or three days before we’d be safe to jump that far. We’re so small we can make short jumps just a few stans out of port. Once we get out there, we can jump a long, long way.”

      “How short a jump can she make?”

      “One unit, but those are hard on the drive. Systems won’t let you a jump any closer.” She glanced over at Zoya. “Where are we going, anyway?”

      “Someplace called Dark Knight. It doesn’t show on the charts.”

      “Dark Knight Station?”

      “Yeah, you know it?”

      “Heard of it. Toe-Hold space. That’s what she meant about outside TIC control.”

      “Margaret Newmar is sending us to Toe-Hold space?”

      Natalya shrugged. “Don’t look so surprised. Lots of people go there.” She shot a smile at Zoya. “That’s where this ship came from. My father got it from The Junkyard.”

      “Really? Somebody junked this?”

      Natalya laughed. “No. The Junkyard is a station in Toe-Hold space. Out near Ciroda, actually. It’s a kind of dumping ground for ships, tanks, station parts. All kinds of stuff.”

      “Junk.”

      “Well, some of it is. You should have seen the Peregrine before she got cleaned up.” Natalya smoothed her hand along the nubby fabric on the couch and remembered her father struggling to get it recovered.

      “What was wrong with it?”

      “Not much that a persistent engineer with a half decent yard nearby couldn’t fix. My father and mother replaced the fusactor. That was the most critical piece. They tinkered on it for stanyers. Finally got it where they wanted it and gave it to me for my eighteenth birthday so I’d have a way to get to the academy.”

      “Nice birthday present.”

      Natalya shrugged. “Yeah. Well, they split up. Mom went to be chief engineer for Consolidated Freight and I think Dad’s back out in Toe-Hold space somewhere. I haven’t heard from him since I started at the academy.”

      “You’re my roommate for four stanyers and you never mentioned any of this before?”

      “Pox. You knew I had a ship and that I’ve been working on it as long as I’ve been at the academy.” Natalya shook her head. “It’s not exactly been a secret. Even Margaret Newmar knows, apparently.”

      “Sure, but you never asked for help. Never offered a ride, even. And Toe-Hold space? Really?”

      Natalya shrugged again. “Never came up. Toe-Holds aren’t exactly in the CPJCT approved curriculum.” She glanced at Zoya. “What do your parents do?”

      Zoya’s face closed down. “Long story. It’s complicated.”

      Natalya snickered.

      Zoya gave her a rueful nod. “Point taken.”

      They cleared the inner markers and Natalya pushed the throttles forward. The murmuring vibration in the space frame ratcheted up. Natalya looked at Zoya and raised her voice to speak over the noise. “We’ll be clear shortly and can coast the rest of the way.”

      Zoya nodded. “Do you know of any place nearby that we can jump to?”

      Natalya nodded. “Pull up the waypoint menu on the console. Label is ‘Picnic Area’”

      Zoya did as instructed and snorted. “Now I know what you did instead of summer cruises.”

      Natalya pulled the throttles back and the kickers resumed their low grumble. The quiet was a blessing. “Yeah. In all honesty, I got most of them from other pilots.” She grinned. “Lotta old timers around Port Newmar. They remember these scouts and they’re more than happy to share what they know.”

      Zoya laid in the plot and watched the timer start ticking down. “You weren’t kidding. At this rate we’ll be out of the system in another two stans.”

      Natalya nodded and slapped the release on her seatbelt. “Maybe less. Want some coffee?”

      “You have coffee aboard?”

      “Yeah. Coffee is just water and beans. We have water and a few kilos of beans don’t take much volume. I don’t mind a cup of tea now and again, but when I’m out here, there’s just something that makes me want coffee.” She lifted her chin. “So? You want a cup?”

      “Oh, yeah. It’s been a long day and I could use one.”

      “Me, too. I still feel like I’ve got my head in a bucket or something.” Natalya made her way back to the passageway and the tiny galley beyond. “You don’t suppose they spiked my tea with something, do you?”

      Zoya didn’t answer for a few moments.

      Natalya stuck her head back around the corner. “What? They didn’t, did they?”

      Zoya shook her head. “I have a hard time imagining they’d do something like that. To what end? Not like any of them was going to take you home as a plaything. Did you see those guys?”

      Natalya laughed at the image and went back to fixing the coffee. “Purvis, maybe.”

      “Nats? You might want to come out here.”

      The high-pitched squeal of a collision alarm filled the tiny space.

      Natalya jumped as if she’d been stabbed and threw herself into the couch, her eyes scanning the displays. She slapped the override on the alarm. “Where?”

      Zoya pointed to her scanner display. Two blips showed intercept courses. The ships were small and fast. The range markers seemed to be melting away as Natalya looked.

      “TIC interceptors?” Natalya asked, not quite believing her eyes.

      “That’s what the transponders show.”

      Natalya checked her boards again, double-checking the comms array. “They haven’t tried to hail us.”

      “They’re burning like crazy,” Zoya said. “They’ll catch up with us in a stan.”

      “Are we sure they’re coming for us?”

      “How would I know? They just popped up on the scope a second before the alarm spotted them.”

      Natalya stared at the screen, measuring the angles and velocities with her eyes. She buckled her seat belt again and reached for the throttle. “Hold on. Let’s see if we can learn anything.” She pushed the throttle up and the heavy thrusters kicked hard. The noise and vibration practically rattled her teeth, but Natalya watched their velocity increase. Their projected tracks changed on the displays and the intercept courses slowly crept backwards to cross behind them.

      “Maybe they’re going someplace else in a hurry,” Zoya said, almost shouting over the noise.

      Natalya squinted at the screen hoping against hope it wasn’t what she thought it was. She kept the throttle up, even as the engineering console showed the strain on the big engine approaching the red-line.

      For a few ticks, it looked like a false alarm and then the bips shifted on the screen. Their new projected courses intersected with their ship in just under a stan.

      Zoya looked at Natalya, her face pale in the subdued cockpit lighting.

      Natalya sighed and shrugged. “Looks like they know.” She pulled the throttles back enough to keep the engines from burning out and the screaming vibration faded a bit.

      “Intercept in seventy-five ticks,” Zoya said.

      Natalya looked at the navigational plot. “They’re going to catch us before we can jump.”

      “Can you get any more out of the engines?”

      Natalya looked at the engineering displays, flipping through the readouts and trying to find something that might give them an edge. She shook her head. “If I red-line them, they might blow.”

      “Not really the way I want to escape,” Zoya said, her eyes bright but her face still pale.

      Natalya looked at her comms panel. “No hails.”

      Zoya’s fingers started flying over the keys on her console.

      Natalya’s head snapped around as she tried to figure out what her roommate was doing. “Astronomical data? What are you looking up?”

      Zoya shook her head. “Maybe nothing. Maybe the answer. Hush.”

      A warbling screech filled the cockpit and a computerized voice chanted. “Weapons lock. Weapons lock.”

      Natalya slapped the keys to silence the alarm and looked at the scanner display. The small icons blinked red. Both ships had target lock on the scout. “The bastards!”

      Zoya shook her head. “Hush.”

      After a tick, Zoya looked at Natalya. “If we shift course we might be able to outrun them.”

      “Shift how? Why?”

      “The system’s calculating mean Burleson thresholds for a ship of this class, right?”

      Natalya’s brain stuttered once but caught on. “Yes!”

      “Most of the mass of the system is on the other side of the primary. Mean threshold is farther out than the actual computed one. If we come to this heading and goose it, we might outrun the interceptors and jump before they catch on.” She pointed to a course laid out on the navigational console. “Hit it.”

      The small ship twisted and slowly reoriented its trajectory. The interceptors didn’t lose lock and didn’t slow down. They simply adjusted their courses.

      Natalya felt like there wasn’t enough air in the ship as she waited for the computer to recalibrate the intercept.

      When the displays settled, the distances were too close to call.

      “Pull back the throttles,” Zoya shouted.

      “They’ll catch us.”

      “Maybe not,” she said. “And I’ve got a feeling we’ll need that extra boost before we’re done. Slow down. Save them for now.”

      Natalya pulled back so the engines stayed out of the red and tried to gauge the distances and times. The computer said they’d be caught.

      “They’re not going to catch us,” Zoya said.

      “Why do you say that?”

      Zoya looked at her. “They’re not trying to catch us.”

      Natalya felt her stomach drop.

      “TIC interceptors have paired missile bays. Smart munitions. Kinetic warheads. Ship-to-ship range something over half a million kilometers,” Zoya said. “Exact range is classified.”

      The emergency klaxxon screamed and the computer voice said, “Weapons fire. Weapons fire. Weapons fire.”

      “Answers that question,” Natalya said.

      “Punch it!” Zoya said.

      Natalya slammed the throttles forward again and slapped the alarm off. The noise from the engines mostly drowned it out anyway.

      “Four tracks. Both ships fired two birds,” Zoya shouted.

      “How soon?”

      “Half a stan.”

      Natalya’s fear melted away, leaving a molten anger. How dare they? She’d done nothing wrong. She didn’t kill that idiot. Zoya had done nothing at all. And TIC was trying to kill them both. No evidence. No jury. No trial. Just the silent interceptors in space.

      “How far are we from Newmar?” Natalya asked.

      “Too far,” Zoya answered. She sat back in her couch, panting. “This can’t be happening.”

      “It’s happening.”

      “This can’t be happening,” Zoya said again.

      “It’s happening, Zee. Set up the plot for the Picnic Area. I’ll prime the Burleson.”

      “You can’t jump this deep in the well. We’re still inside the limit.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. There’s a safety margin built into the systems.”

      “If we try to jump too deep in the well, the drives may take us apart,” Zoya said.

      “If we don’t jump, those missiles will take us apart. Set up the plot. It’s the only chance we have.”

      Zoya stared for a moment and then her fingers began flying. “If you kill us, I’ll never speak to you again.”

      “That’s a safe assumption.” Natalya flipped to the Burleson control screen and started charging the jump capacitors. “Ten ticks until we can jump.”

      “Eleven until we’re in position,” Zoya said. “Nine until the missiles get here. We’re not going to make it.”

      Natalya brought up the engineering overlay and toggled in the maintenance menus. She gritted her teeth and pulled the safety overrides off the engines. “We’re going to be damn near dry on fuel before we get out of here, but if we don’t get out, fuel won’t matter.”

      The vibration and noise picked up a fraction. The smell of overheated electronics cloyed at Natalya’s nose.

      “What’d you do?” Zoya shouted.

      “Reset the overrides and goosed the fuel pumps. It’s not much but it might be enough.”

      They watched the computers recalculate courses and trajectories. The missiles missed the velocity shift for a few seconds before coming to a new intercept.

      “Ten ticks until they hit us,” Zoya shouted. “Just under eleven to the limit. That jink bought us a fraction.”

      Natalya watched the scanner plot and tried to think of something else they could do. “This isn’t right,” she said.

      “What?”

      “This isn’t right,” she shouted. “Something is just not right here.”

      “With the ship?” Zoya’s eyes grew even wider.

      “No. This whole thing. Why are they trying to kill us?”

      “You killed a TIC officer. That’s not a good way to make friends.”

      “But I didn’t. Any competent forensics analysis should prove it.”

      Zoya pointed at the screen. “They don’t look like they believe you.”

      Natalya looked at Zoya’s screen again. The interceptors seemed to be falling back.

      “Five ticks, Nats. What can we do?”

      Natalya pulled the Burleson drive overlay up again. The capacitor had enough charge for a very short jump, barely a bump in the road on interstellar distances but it might be enough. She slapped keys and pulled the navigation system up on her console. She zoomed the chart in on the edge of Newmar’s boundary. “Check long range. Dead ahead. Push the scan range all the way up,” she shouted. Her fingers kept moving on the keyboard and the navigational computer began the calculations to take her to the point she had marked on the chart.

      “Nothing out there for a billion klicks that I can see right now,” Zoya shouted. “What are you doing?”

      “Saving our asses, I hope,” she shouted back and punched the jump button.

      Nothing seemed to happen but she reached forward and pulled the throttles back to zero. The screaming, roaring vibration chopped off. “Where are the missiles now?”

      Zoya looked down at her screen and shook her head. “Gone. Or so far back in relativistic terms we won’t see them for another few ticks.” She brought her own screen up to a navigational plot and started running her own scans. “You jumped to the edge of the system?”

      “About a tenth of a Burleson unit.”

      “You could have killed us.”

      “We were dead if I didn’t.”

      Zoya turned back to look at the scanners. “I can’t even see the interceptors, let alone the missiles at this range.”

      Natalya shrugged. “They’re really small targets a very, very long way off.”

      Zoya looked out the forward ports and adjusted her display. “You jumped into the outbound heavy freighter lane.”

      “It was the only place I could think of that might be clean enough for us to jump to.”

      “What if there’d been a ship?” Zoya asked, incredulity leaving her voice squeaky.

      “You’d have seen it on long range. They’re moving fast by the time they get out here, but you’d have seen where it had been. You didn’t see anything. I jumped us.”

      They sat there, the tiny ship still racing toward the Deep Dark at a break neck pace.

      “Now what?” Zoya asked.

      “How far are we from Dark Knight?”

      “Twelve, maybe thirteen BU’s.”

      “So one good jump.”

      “You weren’t joking about the legs on this ship?”

      Natalya shook her head. “No. It was built for exploration in the uncharted areas of the Deep Dark. I wouldn’t want to jump blind into a system but the old timers used to cross this whole region in a matter of a few days, not months.”

      Zoya brought up the charts for the Deep Dark around their destination coordinates. “Not much to see.”

      “The Confederated Planets Joint Committee on Trade doesn’t recognize Toe-Hold space on their charts. The station’s there.”

      Zoya looked at Natalya. “How do you know it’s there?”

      Natalya grinned. “I don’t, for sure. But if Margaret Newmar says that’s where it is, that’s where it is. When we get there, we can probably get the updated Toe-Hold charts.”

      Zoya’s eyes narrowed. “Probably?”

      “Well, we’d need to find somebody there who’d be willing to let us have a set. We’d probably have to pay for it. Somehow.” Natalya shrugged.

      “Somehow?” Zoya’s eyes blinked rapidly. “Somehow? You’re not filling me with confidence here.”

      “Relax. We’re going to Toe-Hold space. As long as we don’t run up against any of the Iron Mountain trolls, we’ll be all right. May have to work for our suppers, that’s all.”

      “Doing what?”

      Natalya shrugged one shoulder. “Depends on what needs doing. Mining, probably. Maybe need to take a couple cruises on a freighter. We could probably make a decent living out here just using the gas skimmers on this ship.”

      “Gas skimmers?”

      Natalya sighed. “How do you think these boats kept themselves in volatiles?”

      Zoya shook her head. “I guess I never really thought of it.”

      “Never mind. We need to get back on track and get out of Newmar before TIC realizes where we are. Plot us a new course for a jump to Dark Knight Station. Who did Margaret say to contact?”

      “A guy named Verk something. Lemme look it up.”

      “Verkol Kondur?”

      Zoya looked up in surprise. “You know him?”

      “Know of him.” Natalya pursed her lips. “My father used to talk about him once in a while.”

      “What? Good? Bad?” Zoya chewed her bottom lip between her front teeth. “What?”

      Natalya chuckled. “Some of each. He wasn’t one of the people Dad warned me about. He either founded or took over Dark Knight. Dad never was clear on it. Interesting that he’s Margaret Newmar’s contact.”

      “So, what will we do there?”

      “Beats me. Get jobs probably. Toe-Hold space isn’t that different from CPJCT controlled space.” Natalya shook her head. “If you’d plot that course, you could see for yourself.”

      Zoya bent to her task while Natalya put her ship back together, starting with resetting the overrides. By the time the Natalya was satisfied that the ship wouldn’t fall apart on her, Zoya had the course adjustment plot.

      “Pass it to helm?” Natalya said and took the handles.

      “Course passed to helm.”

      “Course locked.” Natalya started the slow burns that would re-orient the ship toward a point in space a long, long way out into the Deep Dark. She locked the autopilot down. “We’ll be in position in two stans. You want that coffee now?”

      Zoya nodded. “Can I ask you a question, Nats?”

      Natalya scrambled up out of her couch. “You’ve never been shy about it before.”

      Zoya chuckled and looked down at her hands. “You were always going to come out to Toe-Hold space after graduation.”

      Natalya shrugged and headed for the galley. “That wasn’t a question.”

      “Alone?”

      “Yeah. Probably.” She finished flash heating the coffee and took the two cups back to the cockpit. “It’s not the kind of place you can just invite people to, you know?”

      Zoya sipped the hot liquid and closed her eyes for a moment, the steam rising across her face. “I suppose not,” she said. “Would you have told me?”

      Natalya sipped her coffee and thought about the question. “You really wanted to join TIC, didn’t you?”

      “Captain Evans made a good case for it.” She sighed. “That was before they tried to kill us.”

      “You know they kept trying to get me to join. Even got Commandant Giggone to lobby for them.”

      Zoya’s eyebrows went up. “Really? You never mentioned it.”

      “They made it sound wonderful, but I never considered it. I have the Peregrine.” Natalya shrugged. They sipped for a few moments. “Are you sorry?”

      “For what?”

      “That you’ve been linked with a wanted killer and have to give up all your plans for a career?”

      Zoya grinned. “I don’t know yet. When I got up this morning, I thought I knew what I wanted.”

      “Now?”

      Zoya shook her head. “I’m beginning to think I never really thought about it. I just did what I was supposed to do. Now? I don’t know. I don’t know what I want, other than keep flying.”

      “Better to choose a path you’re unsure of than be forced on a path you don’t think about.”

      “Sounds profound. Something your father said?”

      “Nope. Fortune cookie. I got it in a great little oriental restaurant over in Dunsany Roads.”

      Zoya snickered. “How was the food?”

      “Fantastic curried chicken and dumplings to die for. If we get out that way again, I’ll take you.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      “Well, one thing at a time.” Natalya leaned over to look at the display. “You tired? We’ve got a couple of stans before we’re going to jump again.”

      Zoya took a deep breath and looked around the cockpit. “I should be. Something about having missiles locked on my ass and thinking I’m about to die seems to have given me a second wind.”

      “Did I ever tell you the time Dad took me out to High Tortuga?”

      “Is this a long story?”

      “Couple of stans. Why? You going somewhere?”

      Zoya grinned and settled into her couch, cradling the mug in both hands. “What’s High Tortuga?” she asked.

      

      Nathan Lowell started reading science fiction and fantasy a half a century ago. He started writing it shortly after but never finished anything until 2007. Since then he's written eleven novels, a novella, and a handful of short stories. You just read one of them. Natalya and Zoya are the main characters in a new trilogy--Smuggler's Tales From The Golden Age Of The Solar Clipper--due out over the next year or so. You can find more about his existing work in both fantasy and science fiction at nathanlowell.com. You can learn more about the Solar Clipper universe by picking up a sample of Quarter Share, the first book in the Trader's Tales. 

      Safe Voyage!
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      Everyone traveled multi-sector distances by The Fold, but Xella wished for once she could take the longer, more scenic route to the Andromeda Galaxy. The endless passage of white stars in a cold, black background was soothing, a reminder that there were things far more vast than their daily concerns—far more important in the cosmic scheme of things than a squabble over helium collector transport and the restriction of space in key shipping lanes.

      But Mother had decided that involvement in this dispute was key to their future in this sector. And one more sector under the influence of the Graha-Es was a good thing—for the Graha-Es as well as these other races who seemed only to care about short-term gain and personal wealth.

      Of course when some species measured life in a few hundred orbits of a planet around a sun, they were bound to have such a narrow view of the future. And these short lives were the reason she was traveling by The Fold rather than take the two-thousand light year scenic route.

      “Ready, Tovenaressa Xella?”

      Xella turned to her little sister, Pey. The girl was so excited—her first trip to this sector and her first time experiencing The Fold. Pey had assisted other Tovenaressa in diplomatic missions over the last century as part of her training, but this tense arbitration would be yet another first.

      With one of her long forearms, Xella reached out to touch the decorative gem embedded in her sister’s pebbled skin, giving it a reassuring pat. “Ready.”

      The girl keyed in the sequence to begin The Fold and edged the ship into the transport window. There was a feeling of intense pressure. G-forces immobilized them against the seats. Stars blurred outside the viewer, then there was nothing on the screen besides a dark, empty space. Most races needed personal pressurization containers when using The Fold, a few even needed to enter stasis or travel in a cryogenic state. The Graha-Es were thankfully able to withstand great G-force as well as a variety of atmospheric conditions, even if they were somewhat limited in the temperature ranges in which they could function.

      Not as limited as some. Xella had heard of creatures who could only survive within a two hundred degree temperature range. How difficult those races must find space travel.

      “We’re here,” she said as a red streak burst into view on the screen, then froze. Their speed abruptly dropped, and the blur of red became a planet.

      “Oh!” Pey extended a midarm to touch the viewer, as if she could hardly believe her eyes.

      “Pretty, isn’t it?” Xella reached out again to stroke Pey’s gem-studded skin. How wonderful to have a companion along for this negotiation. So many times she was making these journeys alone. Graha-Es should not be alone. Ammita, in all her wisdom, had not created them to be solitary creatures.

      But she was alone, even with Pey right next to her. Xella’s warm feeling faded as she contemplated how very alone she was. At eight thousand orbits, she was far too old to still be alone. All the other Graha-Es sisters had been gifted with their soul mates before four thousand. Even Pey at a young two-thousand orbits had just been joined.

      Envy was a disgraceful emotion, and self-pity not much better. Mother would eventually find her the perfect match, and then she would never be lonely again. Calm acceptance, attention to duty, and diligent work toward the betterment of the Graha-Es was what she should be contemplating, not how much she wished Mother would hurry up and find her someone.

      It was embarrassing, though. She knew there were whispers. She knew the others wondered why Mother had denied her a soul mate. Was she not worthy? Had she done something wrong and fallen into disfavor?

      Xella straightened her torso, lifting her head. It didn’t matter what others thought. Mother had sent her on this mission. Her work here would prove her loyalty and her worth. And then maybe she would eventually be gifted with a match.

      The planet grew larger as they approached until nearly the entire viewer was encompassed by its pretty twisting lines of red. Arcturus 5 was the fifth planet out from the star, and home to the warehouse and transfer outpost of the Mol for this particular part of their business. The first two planets had been engulfed by the red giant when it had expanded, the second two were boiling masses of liquid rock and violent volcanic activity. Arcturus 5 wasn’t much in terms of an ideal outpost, but helium collection required a site close enough to the star to easily retrieve the units for shipment, yet far enough away that a biosphere and shipping was feasible. This fifth planet barely met the requirements. Its temperature varied 1100 degrees from day to night, and the scant atmosphere meant it was constantly buffeted by solar winds. Thankfully the planet rotated slowly, meaning the biosphere “walked”, shifting locations in time with the rotation, keeping it constantly in the twilight zone.

      “Why is their outpost on the surface?” Pey asked, her black eyes riveted to the screen. “If they’re just storing and transferring collection containers to a freighter, why not run an orbital site? Or a mid-space one?”

      Xella was secretly thrilled to play the role of teacher, to impart what knowledge she could to Pey. Although she would be a terrible teacher if she just told and didn’t push the girl to think through these things herself.

      “If the Graha-Es were to run an orbiting site, what environmental controls as well as health and safety procedures would be needed for the workers?”

      The girl tapped the long curved hook at the end of a forearm on the monitor. “Artificial gravity and mandatory weight-bearing sessions for workers with internal skeletons. Although if we used Capire or Arach workers, we could minimize that. No, maybe not. They’d need a high nitrogen atmosphere and the costs of that might outweigh the AG units.”

      Xella deployed the breaks to slow the ship as it entered the atmosphere and listened to Pey continue to think through the engineering and financial scenarios out loud. If the girl wasn’t suitable for diplomatic missions, she’d definitely recommend her as a project manager. Although that wouldn’t be as coveted a job since it would force her to work day-to-day with the Mezadu. The worker males of the Graha-Es were enthusiastic and loyal, but didn’t exactly provide stimulating conversation.

      Descending below the wispy layer of pink clouds, the Mol transport and storage facility appeared on the horizon. It was ugly, like a squat, misshapen gray beast. The tallest portions were docking bays for shuttles and small ships. Atmospheric and worker concerns aside, Xella would never have chosen to place such a facility surface-side. The helium collectors were close to the red giant star that occupied the lower quarter of the sky. Small ships grabbed the full containers, replacing them with empty ones, then brought them to the surface for storage here only to haul them back up to the massive freighter once a month. That was a whole lot of fuel, and a whole lot of little ships when an orbiting facility could load directly onto the freighter.

      It wasn’t her business how the Mol ran their operations. She was here to arbitrate a dispute, not judge them on cost-effectiveness and operational efficiency.

      Xella took control of the ship, using the guided assist from the landing bay to enter the bay doors and gently touch down. The doors shut behind them. Mechanical collars locked the ship’s landing devices to the floor and the whoosh of decompression began.

      This was an expensive outpost in a tight-margin business. She’d been briefed that the Mol kept environmental controls to a minimum. The workers ate nutrient sticks and received fluids on a schedule, as conditions even inside the biosphere weren’t suitable for growing food or for producing more than the minimal necessary water. Only species who could tolerate the six hundred degree temperature of the biosphere were allowed to work here. It would be far too costly to fight the planet’s heat and cool the domed area to accommodate more temperature sensitive workers. The Mol weren’t particularly sympathetic to complaints. Xella had been here forty orbits ago to settle a labor dispute. There had been changes in feeding and shift schedules, and some turnover of workers who probably weren’t suited for this type of employment, but the Mol were the Mol.

      Yes. An orbital warehousing structure would have been wiser. Idiots. But thankfully she wasn’t here this time on a labor dispute. The Dark had begun cutting through the Bootes constellation as part of their salvage operations, passing near Arcturus 5. Their presence had made the Mol uneasy. The Dark were an opportunistic race. What they called salvage was often what another species called momentarily unattended, or perhaps insufficiently guarded.

      The Mol fears weren’t unfounded. Two hundred orbits ago the Dark had seized one of their freighters. It had been completely dismantled and sold as scrap along with its cargo by the time the Mol had tracked it down. The Dark had claimed they’d found it drifting near Gamma Crucis, no crew aboard and severely damaged. They blamed raiders.

      Of course they did. Clearly the Dark were the luckiest of anyone in the twenty sectors because they always managed to come upon ships that had been attacked by raiders and left behind with a wealth of cargo and equipment. Amazing how often that seemed to happen.

      The Mol lodged a protest but didn’t pursue any action. Bringing the Dark to justice had proved an expensive and deadly endeavor for many species. There hadn’t been any other provable infractions against Mol ships until this past month, when a cargo ship had disappeared right outside the Arcturus system.

      Rather than accuse the Dark outright and risk an international incident, the Mol claimed domain of the system and the shipping lanes around it as part of their operations. If they prevailed, the Dark wouldn’t be able to come close enough to find a “salvage” ship without a fleet of Graha-Es destroyers on their tails.

      The few female Graha-Es, the Tovenaressa to which Xella and Pey belonged, were known for civilized diplomacy and cultured negotiation. The sterile male Graha-Es, the Mezadu, were gifted with extra chromosomes, making them best suited for battle—and they were fierce. They lived to serve, and if Mother told a group to protect the shipping lanes, there would be no further complaints from the Mol about Dark raiders.

      The Mezadu were what solidified the Graha-Es position in the twenty sectors, and why the Dark kept as far away from them as possible. The fact they’d agreed to this arbitration was a surprise. A Dark at the table was unusual enough; a Dark agreeing to abide by a decision by a Graha-Es Tovenaressa if a compromise was not reached was unheard of. It made Xella nervous. All races were predictable to a certain extent. This behavior shift worried her greatly.

      But she wasn’t about to show uncertainty in front of Pey. Tovenaressa were sisters, daughters of the Mother, but there were no guarantees that Pey wouldn’t let slip a few stories of her weaknesses if things went bad. Increasingly, Xella worried about things going bad. Her assignments had become more challenging over the last dozen orbits—so challenging that she feared it would be only a matter of time until she failed. And failure was something that the Mother did not forgive.

      “Welcome, Tovenaressa Xella, welcome.” The Mol escort greeted them enthusiastically the moment the bay door opened, bobbing his gelatinous head.

      Xella adjusted the voicebox she’d attached to the port on the side of her neck, ensuring that the frequency was compatible with Mol vocal communication. “Greetings to you, also. May I know your name?”

      The Mol’s body shifted color to a lavender hue, indicating how flattered he was to be asked. Polite creatures with clear lines of societal structure, all but the most important of Mol were used to remaining anonymous figures. It was much the same among the Graha-Es, but Xella had learned early that personal attention went a long way in securing loyalty. And if things went as badly at this negotiation as she feared, she’d want every Mol possible on her side.

      “T434, thank you for asking Tovenaressa Xella.”

      She nodded. “This is Tovenaressa Pey who will be observing and assisting me.”

      The Mol blinked at her turning a pale golden color. “We were expecting only one.”

      Mother did like to surprise. Xella tilted her head in what passed for a smile among the Mol. “We can share accommodations. That would be no insult to us as we frequently do so at home.”

      T434 bobbed his semi-liquid upper half and motioned for them to follow, their footsteps echoing loudly in the empty landing bay.

      Empty. How odd. There should have been crates of boxed storage containers ready to shuttle up to the freighter parked in the upper atmosphere. It couldn’t have been full or it would have left by now. Unless the Mol were holding shipment until negotiations were complete to ensure no interference from the Dark. Still…it seemed oddly empty for such a large landing bay.

      T434 led them through a giant set of doors large enough to accommodate pallets and to the left into a narrower hallway. The biosphere was sparse, the temperature cool to Graha-Es standards. Not cool enough to cause either of them to be lethargic, and certainly not cool enough to send them into stasis, but cool enough that Xella felt mildly uncomfortable. From the liquid the Mol leading them was dripping onto the floor, she assumed he must be fairly new here. Their home world was quite a bit cooler, this being near the upper limits of temperature that Mol could comfortably tolerate. No wonder they used other races in thermal collection and processing. A Mol exerting himself physically at this temperature wouldn’t be conscious for long.

      But where were those other races? They’d encountered no one on their long walk through the facility—no Mol or anyone who might possibly be a worker. It was as if they were all hiding as far from the Graha-Es visitors as possible.

      T434 opened a door and waved a round white arm at the room—their resting quarters, a space barely big enough for them to lay side-by-side. It was luxurious compared to what the workers had the last time she was here. Pey entered first, then T434 pressed a button on the wall and Xella saw how honored they’d been to receive this space. As private as the room was, the entire thing had a clear view of the planet outside the biosphere. It must have been right on the edge of the dome to have such a view.

      Pey gasped and pressed her fore and midarms against the barrier, drinking in the landscape. Xella longed to do the same, struggling to appear professional and not like a young, untested sister rarely off her home planet.

      Arcturus 5 was stunning. The prevalence of iron on the planet colored everything in shades of red. The ever-setting sun filtered through the thin atmosphere, tinging the jagged cliffs in the distance a bright gold. The magnetic storms that slammed into the planet created the dancing streaks of white and green far off on the horizon.

      In all her orbits, Xella had yet to become jaded to the beauty around her. And she was absolutely aware of the fleeting nature of such beauty. In a few million orbits this red giant star would have depleted all of its helium and collapse upon itself, leaving Arcturus 5 a cold rock in an empty sky.

      It would still be beautiful, but it would be the beauty of death.

      T434 touched another button on the wall and a blue line appeared. “Will one tick be sufficient to rest, Tovenaressa Xella? The Donnar Mol is eager to begin.”

      She nodded. “I too am eager to begin.”

      He bowed out of the room. “Then I will return to escort you when the blue line is exhausted.”

      As soon as he was gone, Xella allowed herself a moment to feel her exhaustion. Even with The Fold, travel was tiring, and she needed to be constantly alert from the moment she arrived. It all mattered—the landing bay, the corridors, the room they’d received, T434’s gestures and words. There were so many variables in a negotiation, and what was said at the table was often the least important.

      “What did you notice, Pey?”

      The younger Graha-Es tapped her midarms against the barrier that separated them from the planet surface. “We encountered no other life-forms beyond our escort. I would have expected a high-level delegation to meet us at the docking bay, given the influence of Graha-Es in this sector. It’s either an insult, or the Donnar had an unexpected emergency. If the latter, he clearly didn’t want us to know about it, as no excuses were given for his absence.”

      “Excellent, Pey. What else?”

      She nodded in thought. “We encountered no one else on the way here, so it’s possible the emergency is requiring all the workers to assist. I also noticed that based on the biosphere layout I studied, the Mol escort appeared to take us on a circuitous route to reach our quarters.”

      “Which bypassed…?”

      Lids blinked horizontally across Pey’s black eyes in a rapid motion. “The…the product storage areas! The cargo bay where we landed was empty—no thermal cells, no helium collectors, nothing. Is the emergency in the product storage area?”

      “It’s a plausible theory.” Xella nodded in approval. “The Mol would hardly have sent out every last bit of their cargo with the Dark still traveling their shipping lanes. They would have waited until after the negotiation to ensure safe passage for their cargo. They have taken great pains to move heavy cargo away from the bay area, cargo which might be why the Donnar and all the workers are elsewhere. They’re shifting cargo to another location.”

      Pey again blinked. “But why hide cargo? The emissary from the Dark is not likely to steal directly from their outpost. And we have no interest in thermal cells or helium collectors.”

      Xella again looked out the window at the colorful polar lights. The atmosphere on Arcturus 5 was thin, and there was hardly any magnetosphere to speak of. “Pretty, aren’t they?”

      The younger Graha-Es twisted her forelimbs together in agitation, realizing there was something in all of this that she was missing. Xella watched her with affection. Pey was still young—young enough to learn.

      “We will rest, Pey, and as we do you are to think on what could possibly be accelerating those charged particles and causing such a spectacular display.”

      Pey pressed her antennae against the barrier, blinking so rapidly her eyes appeared light gray. “It’s the solar wind. Arcturus throws forth a strong solar wind.”

      “Hush.” Xella reached out again to touch the line of red stones decorating the younger’s skin. “You know as much about this planet and its sun as I do. You have read the briefings on both the Mol and the Dark with their histories. Let your mind wander through the facts. Sometimes rest brings about greater insight.”

      Pey sighed, ending the noise with a series of clicks that showed both frustration and impatience. But knowledge given was not as valuable as knowledge discovered on one’s own, so the elder Tovenaressa kept silent and curled up tight against her younger sibling on the bedding slab. If the answer hadn’t come to Pey in the one tick they had, then perhaps this sort of work wasn’t in her future.

      

      There wasn’t much time left before the blue line was gone and T434 would return to escort them to the negotiation table. Xella carefully extricated herself from her sister’s many arms and studied the doorway.

      It wasn’t locked, but the sensing device that opened and closed it would send an alert somewhere when activated. It wasn’t uncommon for hosts to have this on their guest room doors.

      Which is why Xella had purchased a bypass wire many orbits ago from those crafty Dwall who knew how to get around any system, mechanical or electrical. A small amount of saliva on the wire carefully placed in the sensor and the door slid open just wide enough for her to squeeze through.

      The light still blinked as if she remained curled up next to Pey with the door firmly shut. With a quick prayer of thanks to Ammita for giving the Dwall such ingenuity, Xella made her way down the hall and through the corridors.

      It would be foolish to step foot on any outpost without a firm knowledge of the layout. Running as quickly as her legs could carry her, she was at the doors to the sections that T434 had carefully skirted while escorting them to their quarters. Again, she’d encountered no one on her journey. No one. It was as if they were the only ones in the outpost.

      In a few breaths, she’d raced through the skirted sections and stood before the areas that had been labeled on her map as long term storage. Unfortunately the doors to the rooms were locked, and Xella had used her only wire on the door to their room. She blinked in frustration, wondering how long she’d have until discovery if she forced her way in.

      She was Graha-Es, a Tovenaressa. Their word was law in the twenty sectors. In theory there would be no punishment, no retribution for entering any part of this facility. The Mol had invited them here, and thus had opened their outpost to such scrutiny as she deemed necessary. This was the bargain they’d made when they’d agreed to the arbitration.

      But still, she hesitated. They were in a remote sector. There was no guarantee the power of her race would protect her. Normally she would have been confident that every Mezadu would be sent to assist, or to avenge, but lately… She hadn’t been mated. She was still a solitary soul in a race that valued diplomatic ties and expansion of power through joining. Perhaps she would disappear and Mother would accept whatever reasons the Mol gave for it.

      With a tentative stretch of her forearms, she placed them against the door and jerked them back at the feel of cold. Bone and exoskeleton aching cold. The temperature in the biosphere was so warm she hadn’t noticed until she’d gotten her arms right next to the door.

      By the grace of Ammita, how cold was it in that room? And why would the Mol spend a fortune chilling that space when they were cheaper than a two coin Fustain when it came to other environmental controls of this facility?

      Xella tried two more storage areas, both locked, before she headed back to her room. There was no need for such security on thermal cells or helium collectors. None. They were not particularly valuable, which was why the Mol kept production costs so low on this outpost and why they were so concerned that each shipment made it to its destination. In such a low margin business, the loss of one freighter would take nearly a full orbit of sales to recover. Not that the Dark would be interested in such products, it would be the freighter itself, chopped up and sold as parts, that would motivate them. There was simply nothing here worth the bother of locking.

      There was no way to steal enough product from this outpost to make it worth the effort. There had to be something else behind the locked doors, and Xella had an idea of what it might be. Something the Mol did not want a representative of the Graha-Es to see. Something they feared the Dark might discover in a stolen freighter. If she was right, then it had been terribly risky of them to invite her into their outpost.

      Risky. But if they could secure the protection of the Graha-Es through their Mezadu, then it would be worth the risk. Mezadu weren’t especially intelligent. They did their job with great enthusiasm and commitment, but anything outside their narrow duties might as well have never happened. If the Mol were doing something illegal, they just needed to hide it until she ruled in their favor and left. Then they’d have the protection they needed to continue without any chance of discovery from the focused and somewhat “nearsighted” Graha-Es warrior/worker class.

      And with these locked doors, it was impossible for her to accuse them. A theory based on what she’d observed wouldn’t be enough. She couldn’t act on theory and suspicion.

      The blue line was nearly gone as Xella snuck back into the room, closing the door and removing the wire. Pey was still at rest, a somewhat pink glow tinging her fingertips. It was time. She reached down to wake her little sister, once again praying to Ammita for clear sight and a mind focused on logic and a just ruling.

      

      The Donnar of the outpost was introduced by his title. The emissary from the Dark was introduced as such. There were three other Mol in the room standing behind the Donnar, their gelatinous forms remarkably still. The Dark emissary had another with him to the left. None of these others were introduced. Two beings with titles. It was so ridiculous given that both she and Pey had given their names.

      “I can’t tell them apart,” Pey whispered.

      Neither could Xella. The only way to differentiate the Dark emissary from the other was by position, and the same was true of the group of Mol. She assumed if she spent sufficient time with them, little differences would become evident, but right now the four Mol in the room looked exactly like T434.

      “It’s always evident who to address,” she assured her sister. “These are formal meetings. If we were in a social situation, I’d be in just as much trouble as you.”

      Pey stifled the involuntary click of amusement, covering up the sound with one of her forearms. It was amusing. As skilled as she was in diplomacy, Xella knew her weaknesses. Eventually her knowledge of all the differing races in the twenty sectors would grow, but she’d never be good at socializing and random small talk.

      It was the sort of defect the perfect mate could remedy. But she was done thinking about that.

      “First I need to confirm that both of you understand that although we are here in hopes of reaching compromise through negotiation, if none is reached you both agree to uphold the decision made by me, Tovenaressa Xella of the Graha-Es. This is to be considered a binding arbitration.”

      Both parties signified their agreement, but it wasn’t yet time to relax. “Good. I have heard the Mol complaint as part of the original request for arbitration, and I will allow them to restate it along with supporting detail, but first I wish to hear what the Dark emissary has to say.”

      Donnar Mol quivered with indignation, but remained silent.

      The Dark emissary shifted position, his shiny metallic face turning toward Xella. “We claim rights of passage through common space. The Mol do not own the Arcturus system or the Bootes constellation. Shipping lanes are not there for their private use. We merely wish to continue traveling through such common space in search of abandoned ships and space junk to salvage.”

      Xella wished she could read the emissary. His bipedal form was like smooth silver, as if he were a statue cast from heated metal. The face held no expression, the body did not move except to pivot about to speak in her direction. The other Dark behind him was equally unhelpful. They didn’t breathe, they didn’t appear to have muscles to move. There was nothing in their physical form to indicate what might lie behind their words.

      She had nothing to go on but history. The Dark were brutal. They’d been accused repeatedly of raider activities hidden under the legal guise of salvage. No crew ever remained alive to dispute their claims. Bodies were never recovered. Still, as distasteful as she found them, as suspect as their business interests were, she could find no fault in their claim to what were common routes, open to all races of the twenty sectors.

      The Donnar Mol, as well as his contingent, were not so stoic. Xella deliberately waited a moment before asking them to speak, watching as their quivering increased. It was somewhat hypnotic, the sway of their gelatinous forms.

      “These are private shipping lanes,” the Donnar announced. “No other race has outposts or mining operations in the Arcturus system. There is no need for them to be searching for salvage or junk where we are the only occupants. If there is a disabled ship in this system, it is ours to take care of, not the Dark.”

      True, but their initial complaint had stated they wanted sole use of far more than the Arcturus system.

      “But what are your reasons for claiming private use of the entire Bootes constellation?”

      The Donnar stilled his shaking, gold tinging his form. “No one else uses it. The Dark has no reason to be there.”

      The Dark representative made a slash motion with one hand. “Just because no one is currently using it beyond the Mol doesn’t mean there are not items of interest from many orbits ago. There is also the possibility that a junked vessel may drift into the shipping lanes. Are we to hinder our business operations just because the Mol have a prejudicial fear of us?”

      The Donnar glared. “There is a universe full of shipping lanes to search for salvage. We only ask this one to be off limits.”

      In the big scheme of things it wasn’t a request that would grossly hinder the Dark. This was a remote sector, and the Bootes constellation shouldn’t have anything worthy of the Dark’s attentions. Were they doing this to harass the Mol? To make them pay a protection fee? Why did the Dark care about this tiny system in the middle of nowhere that only served to transport items of little to no value?

      That was a series of questions that must be answered, but in the meantime, as inconsequential as the Bootes constellation was, Xella didn’t want to set a precedent for this sort of thing. If the Mol received their exclusive use, then others would want the same.

      It would be unfair to other races who shouldn’t be restricted to only a handful of shipping lanes. And it would anger the Dark, who would retaliate in a sneaky and violent fashion. War. The kind of war where the attackers claimed innocence and struck in the dark of night, vanishing without a clue as to who they were. It would be a diplomatic nightmare.

      Xella tapped one of her mid-limbs on the table. “Would it be acceptable if the Dark were to notify the Mol of any salvage they come across that relates to their shipping and mining operations? Would the Dark agree not to board or remove anything from the ship without consent from the Mol?”

      As expected, both parties exploded in speech, protesting the proposal. Finders keepers was the philosophy of the Dark, and the Mol were also unwilling to budge.

      Xella faced Donnar Mol. “You haven’t complained about Dwall or Human ships in this space. Why do you object specifically about the Dark presence here? Do you have proof that they will do your ships harm? Do you have proof that they have done so in the past?”

      Of course not. The Dark would never be so foolish as to leave anything behind that could possibly implicate them in murder or a piratical raid. This was a no-win situation. Xella knew the Dark illegally seized ships, and she also suspected the Mol of illegal operations on Arcturus 5. What to do when both parties were in the wrong? How she longed to slap them like naughty children and send them off to stasis on a cold slab as punishment.

      The Donnar Mol turned a darker shade of gold, but before he could speak, an explosion rocked the biosphere.

      There was silence as everyone in the room looked at each other. Xella felt one of Pey’s midarms touch her side.

      “What was that?” It seemed silly to ask. The collection of thermals and helium was a safe operation. Helium was inert, and none of the storage containers should have enough pressure to create a risk of explosion.

      The Mol were neon yellow at this point. The Donnar nervously fingered a button on the table.

      “Yes, what was that?” The Dark emissary seemed amused, although Xella wasn’t sure how she could tell with their lack of facial expression.

      Another explosion rocked the room. Then another. Then a series of violent blasts that sent both Xella and Pey to the ground. Something cracked, and with a sound of shattering glass, the biosphere broke.

      It hadn’t been a small breach. Emergency lights flashed and sirens wailed. The Donnar Mol pushed the button on the table and a set of containment suits shot from the floor to cover the Mol.

      How convenient, Xella thought as she struggled upright. The temperature in the room doubled. She could feel the radiation against her skin, sparking and burning.

      It wouldn’t kill her—or Pey. It would have killed the Mol. It might have already killed the Dark. They’d liquefied at the breach, becoming puddles of mercury on the cracked floor.

      “Biosphere breach. No doubt an attempt by the Dark to sabotage negotiations.” Donnar Mol glared at the pools of silver, his voice system muffled by the containment suit.

      Xella hid her frustration. Given the state of the Dark emissary as well as the direction their negotiations were heading, it was ridiculous to lay the blame for this on them. Especially given what she suspected the Mol were doing at this facility.

      “This is clearly an assassination attempt, a deliberate act of terrorism against our facility,” Donnar Mol continued, staring intently at the two Graha-Es. He seemed to be hoping for something and Xella got the feeling it was her death. Well, he’d have to wait a while. This radiation hurt. Prolonged exposure might mean she’d need to molt, putting her in stasis for a few orbits. She’d be vulnerable, but that level of physical damage was hours away.

      “Is there an evacuation procedure?” Xella calmly asked. Pey was practically clinging to her. The two Dark were sloshing around the floor, giving her hope that they were still alive. The Mol just stood, wide-eyed and bright yellow.

      The door burst open and in came a suited Mol. It was T434. Xella felt a sense of pride that she’d been able to recognize him. Perhaps they didn’t all look exactly alike after all, although she wasn’t sure what difference she’d noticed that caused her to recognize the escort.

      “Donnar Mol! Storage eight and ten have exploded. We’re holding atmosphere in the northern bay until we can isolate the damaged sections.”

      “Please take us there,” Xella instructed T434.

      The Mol turned to her and Pey, his eyes protruding even farther from the semi-solid head. “I…you…”

      “Yes, we are unharmed. I’m not sure how long those containment suits will hold out the radiation, though. The Donnar and the other Mol should go to a safe area right away.” Xella looked down at the Dark. “And I guess we need a bucket?”

      The two puddles rolled along the floor, causing the Mol to jump out of the way. Xella watched with amusement. “No. Evidently a bucket is not needed. Let’s proceed.”

      T434 recovered his composure enough to lead the way.

      “You go ahead. I’ll catch up later.” Xella pushed Pey forward to follow with the group of Mol while she took up the rear just behind the silvery liquid of the Dark. The radiation burned its way along her joints, where skin and hardened plates came together. This wasn’t good. Pey definitely needed shelter because with this level of radiation, they had far less than a few hours before their bodies were irreparably damaged.

      The thought of molting and being at the mercy of the Mol scared her, but Xella had a job to do, and may Ammita smite her down if she returned home to the Mother without completing her task. With a quick look at the suited backs of the Mol ahead, she ducked down an adjoining corridor and made her way back to the storage areas, thankful that she’d always memorized the layout of every facility before journeying there.

      Xella’s fears were confirmed before she even saw the burned, twisted walls of the corridor and the blackened debris of the storage room. There was an unmistakable pull, something deep inside her that homed in on a strong magnetic field as if it were a beacon.

      This planet shouldn’t have had polar lights. And nothing mined from the surface or resulting from the legal operations of the Mol should have generated this strong a magnetic field.

      Detrium. Highly explosive in its raw form and illegal to both mine and refine, the mineral could be made into weapons that had been banned in all twenty sectors. But banned didn’t mean there wasn’t a lucrative black market for the substance. No wonder the Mol had hidden the mined ore in lead-lined rooms, artificially cooled to the point where the lead had acted as a superconductor and shielded the magnetic fields. No wonder they hadn’t wanted the Dark sniffing around their transport freighters. No wonder they had built their outpost on the planet instead of constructing an orbiting facility instead. There must be an underground mining facility to the north, where the entrances allowed enough of a magnetic field to escape and collide with the charged particles in the solar winds which cause the lights.

      She’d suspected the possibility of surface collection, but Xella was now convinced this operation was far larger.

      Another blast rocked the facility and Xella instinctively ducked. Bits of shielded polyglass bounced like hail off her pebbled skin. Following the pull of the magnetic field, she ran down a maze of corridors and came upon a locked door.

      Detection was no longer a concern at this point, so she grabbed a nearby safety pole and slammed it full force into the door’s electronics. They sparked, twisting enough voltage up the metal rod to send her flying backward against the wall. It hurt. Combined with the heat, the excess gravity, and the radiation battering her exterior, it really hurt. But the door was open and the proof was right in front of her.

      Clear cylinders glowed light green as they stood upright in metal support units. Hazy white and green swirled around them in arcs like a dance of lightning. They were leaking. And with the breach of the biosphere, the charged atmosphere was reacting with the Detrium. Xella had no idea what had caused the initial explosions, but once environmental safeguards had been breached, there had been a chain reaction.

      The floor shook again with a series of three blasts, cracks opening up from the far side of the room across the hallway. Part of a corridor wall collapsed in a spray of dust and polyfiber.

      Xella ran, dropping down to gallop along on legs and forearms in an inelegant method of locomotion that would have drawn scorn back home. Scorn was better than dead, and at this point all she was concerned about was getting to Pey and then getting to their ship.

      Another blast knocked her sideways into a wall. If she’d been upright, she would have fallen, but being on four legs like a cursed animal gave her the agility to kick off the wall and keep her forward momentum. The whole place was going to go up. And even if she and Pey managed to survive the detonations, they’d soon be in molt and stasis from the radiation. They’d be helpless, and there would be a good chance no one would find them for hundreds of orbits, if ever.

      Leave. Now. Xella ran, fighting the urge to head straight to the docking bay where their ship sat. Thank Ammita the Mol had moved all the Detrium from those areas because there was a chance their ship was still in one piece. But first she had to get Pey. There was no way she was leaving her sister behind. She’d never leave without Pey.

      Xella skidded around a corner, leaping to jump the two foot crack that crossed the floor. This was where she’d snuck off from the group, but where had they gone from here? She racked her brain, trying to think of where in the schematics of the outpost the Mol would have put an emergency shelter.

      Pey might be safe inside a shelter, but Xella was less than an hour away from molt. And as bad as that would be for her, she was terrified to think that inexperienced Pey would be in the hands of these criminals. Only two thousand orbits old. Newly mated with her second soul.

      No, Xella would allow herself to die before she succumbed to molt and the protective stasis. She just needed to find the shelter. Hopefully the outpost would hold until she could stabilize her bios, then she and Pey could get out of here.

      And any others who wanted to, even the Mol and the liquefied Dark, because the Graha-Es weren’t monsters.

      The blueprints of the facility came up in her mind as if the hologram was before her. She’d lectured Pey numerous times on engineering and safety protocols. If this were her responsibility, where would she designate for emergency shelter?

      There. Xella narrowed her eyes as she looked down the hallway.  Centrally located away from the edges of the biosphere, but with a direct path to the landing bays. It had appropriate shielding, a supply of breathing apparatus along with pressure and temperature control suits. And behind the room was a space that appeared to have emergency evacuation bags—what any Mol would need to survive enough rotations on this planet until help could come from outside the system.

      Xella headed toward the room, still loping along on all fours and grimacing at the explosions that were now a steady beat, cracking walls and separating sections of floor. Her skin burned. Her internal fluids felt ready to boil. She felt the separation of muscle and plate that signified an approaching molt. Oh no. This couldn’t happen now, now when Pey was among unsympathetic strangers and their futures hung by a thread.

      There. She rose to her legs and beat on the door with her forearms. The moment she’d touched the door she realized how futile those actions were. They were on lockdown in an emergency refuge. They wouldn’t open the door, so she’d need to open it for them.

      The wire. A bit of saliva. And the kick of a very powerful leg. The door slid open with a creak and a whine. A chorus of screams met her ears. Xella dove through the doorway and swept the room, frantically searching the suited Mol for the one six-limbed form in the room. And she found her.

      “Xella! Oh, thank Ammita you’re okay. I think we’re going to die.”

      Xella felt the leathered skin that covered her mandibles peel back, exposing her pointed double-row of fangs. “We are not going to die.”

      Pey ran to her and she turned, one forearm linking with her younger sister’s. “Oh. And if any of you wish to leave, I’d suggest you head to any available shuttles. We have room for any who wish to subject themselves to Graha-Es ruling.”

      There was a profound silence that followed her speech, and as the pair left the room, a notable lack of footsteps following them. A scant three feet down the corridor and Xella heard the door close and lock once more behind her. Fine. They’d made their sleeping mat, now it was time for them to rest on it.

      “Where are we going?” Pey whimpered, clinging to one of her midarms. “I think I’m going to molt. Xella, I’ve only molted once before. I’m not sure… I’m scared.”

      Xella felt everything inside her twist with anxiety. Pey was so young. She’d only molted once. By all Ammita held holy, of course the girl was scared.

      “Our ship,” Xella announced with a confidence she was far from feeling. “I have little hope this place will survive the chain reaction of Detrium explosions.”

      “Detrium?” Pey’s voice was a few octaves higher than usual. “Of course! How could I have been so blind? The polar lights on a planet with no magnetosphere. The unusually intense environmental controls around the secret storage units.”

      Xella risked falling to shoot her younger sister an incredulous glance.

      “What?” The girl twitched her lower jaw in amusement. “I snuck out while you were resting to check. You’re not the only one who memorized the outpost schematics. And you’re not the only one who bribed the Dwall for a bypass wire.”

      Maybe Pey’d make a decent diplomat after all. Or if she proved especially skilled, a double agent. Her youth, her wide-eyed innocence. Yes, Pey had quite the future ahead of her.

      The biosphere shook violently as they neared the docking bay. Xella felt her sister’s fear, felt the ground shift like quicksand under her feet. Dropping again to all fours, she yanked Pey with her midarm. “Run!”

      The ship was in sight, shimmering and dancing with the violent quakes that shook the ground. It wasn’t just the explosions of Detrium at this point, it was the surface itself, plate tectonics shifting from the explosions. Xella had no idea how much of the volatile substance lay below the surface, but there was a good chance that the blasts in the biosphere had destabilized the Detrium below the planetary crust.

      It wasn’t just the environmental controls that were jeopardized, it was the entire planet.

      “Run!” Xella screamed again, dropping Pey’s hand to allow the girl to use all six limbs. Running like a crass beast, she launched herself toward the ship, scrabbling up the ladders to the interior.

      The ship listed to the side. It would have been knocked off its landing gear onto its side if the cruiser hadn’t been locked into place with bay-floor clamps.

      Oh, mighty Ammita. The floor clamps.

      Pey latched herself into the pilot seat, still whimpering. Xella threw herself into the operations area, firing the launchers and setting up the navigations. Not that any of this would do any good. The bay doors were still closed and the thrusters could never overcome the reinforced metal of the floor clamps.

      Their ship rocked from side to side. “Xella! Tovenaressa Xella, I can’t…the bay doors.”

      “I know.”

      Xella grabbed a flare spot welder and raced down the ladder. It was hard to remain upright at this point as the whole facility was shimmying side to side as if a continuous terra quake were in action. Crawling on all sixes, she made her way to the landing gear and fired up the welder, concentrating the blue flame on the clamps.

      There was a rumble in the distance. She ignored it, figuring that she could only deal with one crisis at a time. The clamp softened under the intense flare of the welder, separating as the upward force of the ship overpowered the weakening metal.

      One free. Xella scampered to the other landing gear, focusing the blue flame on the other clamp. Nothing made sense anymore. The vibrating world around her seemed oddly normal. The intense heat…it was becoming cold. She was molting. If she could just get this clamp free and manage to force the bay doors open, Pey could get the ship out and off the planet. She’d be free. She’d be safe.

      Let her live a long and glorious life. Let her learn and serve the Mother and the Graha-Es with all her considerable knowledge and skill. Let her live.

      The second clamp snapped free. Xella stumbled over to the shimmering electronics on the far wall, wondering why they seemed like dancing stars in a far off galaxy. Something grabbed her waist with smooth and flexible metallic arms, dragging her backward and upward. She blinked, seeing Pey at the controls at an odd angle and realized she was on her side on the shuttle floor.

      “Doors. Bay doors.” It felt way too cold for eight hundred degrees. Xella shivered. It slowly dawned on her that the atmosphere and temperature within the shuttle were fast approaching normal levels…and that they were moving.

      “He opened them,” Pey announced, her four arms rapid at the controls. “Can you strap in? We’re getting out of here as fast as this ship can move.”

      Xella struggled to her feet, gripping the back of the chair for balance as the shuttle rocked from side to side. Sure enough, the viewer showed the bay doors wide open, chunks of the biosphere dome falling. One hit the ship with a bang, and Xella threw herself into the seat. “Go! Go!”

      Pey punched the accelerator and they rocketed through the doors. Only when they’d cleared the planet’s thin atmosphere did Xella think to wonder about the “he” who’d opened the bay doors. Looking behind her with a sense of dread she saw not one, but two Dark.

      The Dark had saved them. Maybe. They had an unproven reputation for piracy. It would be easy for them to take the ship, dispose of her and Pey. No one would be the wiser. But of all the things of value, this small ship wasn’t worth much. Hopefully not worth discovery and the war an attack on a Graha-Es arbitrator would bring.

      “Gentlemen,” she nodded to the pair. “Where shall we take you?”

      Xella could have sworn the one smiled. “We would be most appreciative, Tovenaressa Xella, if you would take us to our ship behind the fifth planet’s moon.”

      She hesitated, realizing their vulnerability if they docked on a Dark Wrecker.

      Again, there was an odd glint of metal on the Dark’s face that seemed like a smile. “From there, we would be honored to escort you through The Fold to your home planet. We hope for a long, mutually beneficial relationship with the Graha-Es, and ensuring their arbitrator and her assistant arrive safely is the least we can do to prove our intent.”

      “Thank you,” she replied. “Tovenaressa Pey and I accept your offer.”

      The planet spun out of view behind them, a red rock with the dance of polar lights now visible even from space. The Dark and the Graha-Es. Stranger alliances had occurred in the history of the twenty sectors. Xella had a premonition theirs would be the shortest of friendships, but that was a matter for Ammita, for the future, to decide.

      

      Arcturus 5 is a prequel to the Two-Souls series releasing in Fall of 2016. 

      For information on this as well as Debra's Urban Fantasy novels- which include the Imp series, and the Templar series - please visit debradunbar.com 
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      She was dead.

      Sigrid Albrecht snatched her face off the console that had apparently turned into a pillow for her latest desperate catnap.  Every damn alarm on the Skrapp was sounding, even a couple she knew hadn’t worked for at least a decade.

      All letting her know the obvious.  Her old, leaky nav charts had been wrong.  There weren’t clear skies out this side of the Veridian ice fields—there was a fucking huge rock.  And she had solar sails in full deployment.

      Turning while deployed was suicide—it would rip the ship in half.

      152 seconds until impact.

      Her brain, suffering from traumatic lack of sleep, still had no problem doing that math.  2.5 minutes left to live.

      Sigrid stabbed at buttons, ignoring the wailing behind her.  Freja would just have to wait.

      Freja.

      Sigrid’s heart clutched.  Her precious baby girl.   Everything else in her life had been mercilessly snatched away, and now it seemed the universe was coming for her tiny daughter too.

      It hadn’t even waited a week.

      She banged her right hand on two different consoles, trying to quiet the damn alarms.  Her left hand abused the sonar, radar, nav charts.  Trying to find a way to take a crippled junker around a freaking huge asteroid.

      One that wasn’t supposed to be there.

      131 seconds.

      She should have bought better charts, but charts cost money, and there had been precious little of that lately.  She’d needed the cash off this trip.  Pickings had been good—not a lot of junkers collected in this sector.  She had a cargo hold full of high-quality space trash.

      It would form her burial mound.

      117 seconds.

      Freja’s wailing pierced through the alarms.  Sigrid glanced over at the tiny, mad arms flailing at the monstrous sounds that had invaded newborn sleep and felt her heart split in two.  She’d never know now if her girl was going to have her momma’s straight blonde hair or the curls of the man who had accidentally helped to make her.

      Apparently black market fertility control wasn’t any better than black market nav charts.

      Sigrid looked back at her consoles.  It was bleak.  She could slow the Skrapp down a little.  Enough to maybe leave their dead bodies intact instead of pulverized into ooze.

      Long enough for the sky gods to find her tiny girl’s soul.

      101 seconds.

      She’d always had a weakness for the gods.  It wasn’t reciprocal.  They’d never noticed she existed.

      Freja.  Named for the Norse goddess of love and beauty—and of death.   It had been the name that had come to Sigrid as she lay curled up on a pallet, exhausted and alone, after giving birth in the Skrapp’s cargo hold.  The med bot had died right about the time her water had broken.  Which was fine, because Sigrid had been about to strangle it anyhow.  No damn bot got to tell her how to breathe.

      82 seconds.

      Breathing.  Oxygen.  The cargo hold had an evac pod.  A junked one she’d scooped up in an asteroid field three days before Freja’s birth—and hooked up to her systems long enough to verify its life support still worked.

      Worth more that way.

      Sigrid bolted for the port to her cargo hold.  The evac pod wouldn’t fly, and she didn’t have a door to push it out of, but it was a tough, padded cylinder.  One with oxygen.

      The closest she could come to a womb on short notice.

      No time.

      She reversed herself back through the port hole and grabbed Freja, wrapped in a batik scarf and remnants of an old skinsuit.  Poor kid.  She’d had a weird life in her six days in the galaxy.

      Fortunately, the med bot’s single auto-diaper had still been functional.

      61 seconds.

      Sigrid kissed the top of her daughter’s head and propelled them both into the cargo hold.  She tucked Freja into the evac pod, batik scarf and all.  And then, heart rending, touched one finger to her sweet girl’s red, yowling cheek and slammed the door of the small capsule shut.

      Two steps and she had both hands on the cargo hold console.  It worked better than most on the ship, and it would let her spend the last 61 seconds of her life close enough to see her baby girl through the evac pod’s tiny window.

      Frantically she re-programmed the code, running shunts around the systems that were already broken and the ones unlikely to survive impact.

      Impact.  She couldn’t think about that now.

      46 seconds.

      Sigrid’s fingers flew, echoes of when she’d been one of the best programmers in the Federation’s fleet.  Before Antonio.  Before the handsome man who had pulled her over to the dark side.

      Before she’d sold her soul to try and save him.

      Her luck with men had never changed—Brag had only been the latest.  Named after the Viking god of music and poetry, and he’d been a master of both.  His voice had seduced her in one long, slow evening over mugs of spiced mead in between sets at the bar on Heimili Station.

      A bard with a golden voice.  Maybe his daughter had inherited some of his fortune.

      She would need it.

      22 seconds.

      Sigrid cursed and locked in the last two lines of code.  All oxygen would route to the evac pod on impact.

      Which would likely only mean that her beautiful, innocent, defenseless baby girl would die slowly and alone on the side of an unforgiving astral rock.

      Sigrid’s eyes filled with hot tears.  She slashed them away with the back of her hand, knowing she had to be able to see.  Had to time the execution of the code just right, or Skrapp’s sense of self-preservation would override the suicide script.

      8 seconds.

      She watched the view screen and the oncoming, rushing horror of the rock.  Watched the evil numbers counting down, her finger hovering over the execute command.  Looked one last time at the red, screaming face of her tiny girl, about to be birthed yet again into an unfriendly world.

      And pushed the button.

      

      Eight Years Later…

      “Hey, kiddo.  Keep it under three gees, okay?”

      Lakisha Drinkwater, eight and already one of the best pilots on Halkyn VII, rolled her eyes.  “I can fly faster than that and you know it.”

      Her father ruffled her blonde, wavy hair.  “I know.  But the pressure hull can’t handle it.”

      She sighed.  “Is the patch failing again?”  That meant they’d be grounded until they could borrow Tivi Malcolm’s blow torch.  Which, given how mad he was at the Drinkwaters right now, might be a while.

      Everyone was kind of mad at the Drinkwaters.  Her oldest brother Jingo was the newest full-fledged digger on the rock, and he’d been assigned the pile-of-crap shaft to mine.  Or at least, that’s what everyone had called it until he’d found the vein of iridium in the back right corner.

      Iridium was the most valuable thing they mined in this sector, and a new vein would earn a hefty finder’s bonus.  Maybe Jingo could buy them a blow torch.

      Whatever.  Kish’s mind swerved away from the boring issues of iridium and money and petty digger-rock politics and surveyed the horizon.  It was a big treat to be out here, and she wasn’t going to let anything distract her for a second.  Even if she had to fly at the speed of a slow turtle.

      She glanced over at the man in the co-pilot seat.  Pops looked happy.  There was no one better in the driver’s seat of a flitter, but that wasn’t the reason she’d been willing to get up before skybreak to come flying with him.  Out here, he treated her like an equal—or at least like someone who might be worth his while one day.  At home, she was just the smallest and scrappiest of eight kids, and if she got noticed, it was usually because she was in trouble.  Again.

      There were a lot of ways to get in trouble on a digger rock when your heart yearned to be somewhere else and there was nowhere else to go.

      Kish looked out at the stars and wished, like she always did, that the clunky old tin can under her hands could carry her there.

      “Don’t be wishing for what you can’t have.”  Her dad’s voice was gruff, and a little impatient—they’d had this conversation before.

      She could feel her lower lip popping out.  “It doesn’t hurt anything to look.”  But it did.  She could see the small caldera coming over the horizon—the one that marked the spot where they’d found her DNA mother’s ship.

      The man who had rescued a squalling baby out of an evac pod and taken her home laid his hand on her shoulder.  “Head right, kiddo.  No time for sightseeing today.  We need to run the lines.  If we’re not back by dinner, your mom will make us eat cold potato flakes.”

      That wasn’t much worse than having to eat them warm.  Payday for Pops was still four days away, and there would be a lot of potato flakes between now and then.  And soy paste.

      Kish scowled.  She hated soy paste.  She banked carefully to starboard—it wasn’t a hard maneuver, but the left thruster had been acting up lately, and if she broke that, they’d definitely be grounded.  She hummed a little to the flitter under her breath.

      “Stop with yer singing already.  It’s a machine, not a baby.”

      Pops sounded annoyed.  She glanced over at him, hoping he was just teasing.

      He winked at her.  “Think you can hold that patch on with a little ditty, do you?”

      Not likely—but sometimes she thought her singing made Pops happier.  Even when he scowled.  Kish kept humming and swept her eyes over the instrument panel with a practiced gaze.  Everything was good except for the auto-stabilizer, and that had been broken since she was three.

      Fortunately, Kish had an iron stomach—so long as she didn’t feed it soy paste.

      She jumped as the radio squawked and dumped out a bunch of gibberish.

      “Damn.”  Pops leaned forward, tension in his voice.  “I thought Jingo fixed this thing.”

      Kish gripped the yoke under her hands until her knuckles turned white.  They always left the flitter radio on the emergency frequency.  Chatter on that channel meant something had exploded or someone was dead.

      Or both.

      Pops jimmied with the radio controls, trying to get a better signal.  The squawking got louder—and then suddenly cleared.  “… the Federated Commonwealth of Planets trader ship Ios.  We have crashed and need immediate assistance.  Repeat—we have crashed and need immediate assistance.”

      Kish and her dad gaped at the radio.

      “We caught their signal.  We must be close.”  Pops yanked an ancient pair of binoculars out of the net above his head and jammed them against his eyes.   “Take her up.  Now.  Fast and hard.”

      He wasn’t Pops now.  Those were the terse orders of one of Halkyn VII’s finest first responders.

      Kish’s chest nearly blew up with pride.  He was letting her fly.  In an emergency.  Only the best pilots got to do that.   She pointed the flitter’s nose almost straight up.  Height first—Pops needed visibility.  The old machine stuttered, but it went up.  Kish pushed a little more, and started to sing.

      The stutters evened out a little.  She watched the rising coolant temperature—much higher, and they’d have impeller issues.

      Pops still had his binoculars glued to the window.  “Nothing.  Swing right.  Head past that caldera first—I want to see the far side.”

      Kish gulped and headed straight for the place where her DNA mother had died.  No one ever went there.  Ghosts.  Bad juju.  Darkside cold.

      A flash out the left window caught her attention.  “Pops.  Over here.”

      He swung himself to the other side of the flitter in one quick motion.  “Where?  I don’t see it.”

      She didn’t either—not anymore.  But something inside her knew where it had come from.  “I know where to go.”  Kish wrenched at the controls, suddenly frantic.  In an emergency, speed mattered.  Seconds mattered.  People died in seconds.

      Pops said nothing.  He just stared out the window.

      Kish couldn’t look—she had her hands full holding the flitter steady.  But she could feel the right way to go.  There was a rope now, reeling her in.

      His harsh intake of breath confirmed what she already knew.  “Over there, by the rift.”  He glanced at her, eyes grim, assessing.  “Take us down.”

      Her chest puffed again, even as her heart pounded against her ribs.  This was what it felt like to be important.  This was what it felt like to matter.

      

      Amelie Descol blasted the single high, pure note into every nook and cranny of the devastated bridge—and knew she was fighting a losing battle.

      She gathered her breath and pushed more power into the single frequency.  Sustaining.  Demanding.  Trying to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat.  Her Talent shrieked, protesting the abuse.  This wasn’t sustainable, even for one of KarmaCorp’s very finest.

      She knew what her Talent didn’t.  This was the end game, one way or the other.  If she couldn’t hold on until help arrived, this was her last Song.

      And the likelihood of help arriving in time had narrowed down to one small blip.  They had a signal-obliterating cosmic storm behind them and a MayDay beacon that had deked left when it should have gone right.  Amelie watched the bridge’s last functional view screen as the tiny ship they’d picked up on their sensors came into view.

      Her heart lurched.  It was a surface flitter, barely bigger than the b-pod her brother flew for a living.  Not the kind of vehicle that carried hull-piercing tools or interstellar comms.

      Slowly, not letting her note waver in the slightest, she moved to step in behind the ship’s captain, keeping one eye on the screen and one on the only other two people on the Ios who were still alive.  Both were unconscious, and mercifully so.  It had been killing her to listen to their thready screams.

      The captain’s hands clutched the edges of the console that was keeping her upright.  “Attempting to hail incoming vessel.”

      Vessel was a polite term for what Amelie saw onscreen.  The flitter looked ancient, and more beat up than her favorite pair of land boots.  The kind of transport that colonies way off the beaten track held together with shoelaces and instaglue.

      She closed her eyes and felt the fatigue clogging her throat.  They would keep doing all the right things because Fixers didn’t give up, and neither did the very tough captain of this particular small trading ship.

      But shoelaces and instaglue weren’t going to fix this.

      

      Kish’s head felt all swimmy and weird.  Her DNA mother’s ship had probably looked just like that.

      Broken.  Alone.

      It was calling to her.  She shook her head, trying to fix the awful pictures it was making inside her skull.  It wasn’t the same.  This ship was new and shiny, not like the junker she’d been born on.  Pops said it was a wonder that one had ever flown at all.

      This one was a sleek trader ship, one of the ones that carried people and news and expensive things to colonies that could afford that kind of thing.  And she could see why they’d crashed.  One of the solar arms had a nasty, melted part.  “They got hit by something.”

      Pops nodded sharply.  “Space debris.  People who fly out there are idiots.”

      Folks said the same thing about diggers.  “They must have got caught in the solar storm.”  It had been a surprise one, or at least that’s what the SatNet weather people said.  No one on Halkyn VII had been surprised.  Mama Simkin’s big toe had been acting up again, and that always meant solar flares.

      The storm had been pretty.  Streaking lights in the sky.  Kish looked at the ship, crashed on the side of the caldera, and felt her chin wobble.  Pretty things could be mean.  Every miner knew that.

      She circled, eyes sharp now, looking for the flattest place she could find to set down the flitter.  Not below the ship—the hills were too steep.

      “No.”  Pops spoke sharply, moving his hands on top of hers.  “Don’t land—we’ll hail them from here.”

      Her hands froze on the flitter controls as she swiveled to look at him, gaping.  “We have to go help.”

      His eyes were angry—and full of the futile helplessness she only saw there when people were going to die.  “It’s a spaceship, Lakisha.  They need shuttles and a rescue ship, not a couple of people in a flitter.”

      He never called her Lakisha.  She looked down at the broken ship in horror.  Halkyn VII didn’t have rescue shuttles.  And they were in darkside rotation—their interstellar comm couldn’t send a message for hours yet.

      Not a useful one, anyhow.

      He laid a hand on her shoulder.  “Let’s hail them.  Maybe we can bring them something they need.  Until the rescue shuttles get here.”

      Pop’s voice had that fake sound that happened when adults were lying about really bad things.  Kish’s chin wobbled some more.  “I’ll hold the flitter steady.”

      His hand on her shoulder squeezed a little.

      

      Amelie winced as the crackling view screen jarred against the note she was Singing.  She was tired enough now that stabilizing the interference took noticeable amounts of effort.

      Butterfly wings.  Just like the space junk that had clipped them and the solar flare that had knocked out their proximity detector.  And the guy in engineering who had hit his head at exactly the wrong time.

      The screen resolved into two blurry figures—a man with more facial hair than Amelie had seen in cycles, and a small girl with huge blue eyes and a ghost-white face.

      The Singer struggled not to react.  She didn’t want a child to see this.

      The man’s voice was brusque.  “Trader ship Ios, what is your status?”

      The captain’s fingers clutched the console more tightly.  “Hull breach.  We’ve lost pressure in six of our eight sections.  Five dead, two badly wounded.  All of us still alive are on the bridge and trapped.  One of our solar ribs was driven through the bridge doors.”

      Amelie had to respect that kind of capacity for understatement.  There were two hundred tons of metal between them and escape.  And that wasn’t the worst of it.

      The captain’s breath rattled.  “We’re losing oxygen.”

      The man on the screen knew what that meant.  Amelie could see the sad horror in his eyes and knew what that meant.  Rescue wasn’t in his power to deliver.  She jerked ruthlessly on her control as her Song wobbled.

      Not now.  She could be weak later.  If there was a later.

      The captain nodded feebly at the woman behind her.  “Amelie here is trying some heroics.”

      The man and the girl both stared, puzzled.

      Amelie gulped for air in the waning oxygen supply.  Earlier, she’d managed to move the solar rib enough to extract the first officer and their comms intern, for all the good it would likely do them.  Now she was trying to use pure vibration to hold thousands of tiny leaks at bay.

      The Singer version of shoelaces and instaglue.

      The captain’s head lolled to the side.  Dammit, make that three survivors badly wounded.  Amelie stopped singing and stepped forward.  Singers weren’t in the line of command on any space vessel—unless they were the only one left who could speak.  “We’ll need something capable of drilling a hole in the side of this ship.”

      The man was already shaking his head.  “We have drills, but nothing big enough to get them here fast.  It’s going to take hours.”

      He sounded competent.  And certain.

      The little girl beside him looked ready to punch someone in the nose.  “We have to help, Pops.  They can disassemble the drills.  We can fly the parts.”

      She wasn’t as fragile as she looked.  Amelie registered that one thought as she sucked breath to start Singing again.  If she could block the leaks well enough, maybe she could buy those hours.  She added volume to her note.  Power.  The kind of power that might save a ship.

      And would almost certainly cost a Singer her life.

      Amelie felt a trickle adding to hers.

      Her eyes jerked to the screen.  The little girl was standing now, hands fisted at her sides, face fiercely focused.  Singing.  Precisely matching resonance with Amelie’s note.

      The Singer felt her eyes bulge.  Talent.  Immense talent, out here in the middle of asteroid hell.

      The child stiffened as her father motioned for silence.  And Sang louder.

      Amelie reached for the tablet in her pocket and, sustaining the note she knew would be her last, sent off a short, seminally important message to KarmaCorp HQ.  If a rescue ship ever arrived, it might even get delivered.

      She looked back up into the fiery blue eyes of the child who would one day have the kind of Talent that might save this ship.

      The child who didn’t have enough control or knowledge to try today without putting her life on the line too.  And Amelie Descol couldn’t let that happen.  It violated every oath she’d ever taken, every rule in KarmaCorp’s very substantial manual, and every shred of human decency a dying Fixer had left.

      So she shifted her gaze to the man beside the girl, looked him straight in the eyes, and let him see the truth.

      He met her gaze for a long moment.  And then he gave one sharp nod of respect and reached for the controls of the flitter.

      The child’s keening wail as the transmission ended nearly broke Amelie’s heart.

      And it made her smile.  That one wouldn’t ever back down from a fight.  The child with the blue eyes would make a fine Fixer one day.  The one legacy of this final horror that she could be proud of.

      Today, only one Singer would die.

      

      Kish couldn’t see the ship anymore.  They were almost back to Halkyn VII’s derelict landing pad now, and the broken body of the Ios had disappeared from view long ago.

      But she could still hear it.  The woman with the green eyes, begging the stars to help.

      Because the girl from the digger rock couldn’t.

      

      Amelie could still feel the child.  Her anguish and her guilt, and the echoing resonances of a Talent that had tried to throw itself across a vacuum of space and do the impossible.

      A child born to be a Fixer if she’d ever seen one.

      If it please the fates, not a child destined to die as one.

      Amelie took one last look around the battered bridge and then lifted her chin and blasted her high, pure note one more time out into the infinity of space.  A final moment of defiance.

      Then she bowed her head and changed her Song.  To a lullaby.  One that would send calm to the child still listening, and put everyone still alive on the ship to sleep.  The gift of oblivion, as quickly as she could bring it.

      Amelie felt the black coming.  And Sang it welcome.

      

      Three Months Later…

      Pops had stopped coming with her, and when Kish got back, he would look at her with that cross face that made his eyebrows join together and lines run up from his nose.

      But her astrosuit was always charged and ready to go, every night.  And even though it was battered and dinged and two sizes too big, someone had done some careful repairs on all the seams.

      She had no idea why she had to be in a dumb suit out here in the cold.  Singing sounded way nicer in one of the abandoned tunnels, especially if she managed to swipe her brother’s heater mitts before she left.  That’s usually where she went to sing.

      But this note—it insisted that it must be sung under the night sky.

      Kish placed the carefully shaped rock that would hold the surface tube open until she returned, and stepped away from the sensors.  They were rusty as hell and nobody ever bothered to look at their logs, but occasionally even beat-up old crap managed to work right, and she didn’t want any more lines running up from Pop’s nose.

      She turned herself toward the northwest.  Toward the caldera.

      The broken ship wasn’t there anymore.  A rescue vessel had come.  It had saved the captain with the sad face and the comms intern with the nice laugh and the first officer with the gruff voice and wrapped candies in his pocket.

      But Kish had known they were too late for the lady with the voice of gold and the fierce, sad eyes.

      She drew in a deep breath, remembering.  And let the single, shattering note rise up from her ribs.

      The sound reverberated inside her helmet like a space cat on synth-caf, but Kish barely noticed.  She focused only on the beautiful, heartbreaking sound.

      Just like always, it made tears run down her face.  And just like always, her ribs felt like they might never breathe again.  It had taken her two weeks to stop panicking and triple-checking the oxygen levels on her space suit.

      The oxygen had always been fine.

      Kish tipped her head back to the night sky and imagined her puny note rising up to the stars.   She knew the stars would never hear her—she was just a girl from a digger rock, and a troublesome, skinny one at that.  But she sang up to the sky anyway.

      It was where the song wanted to go.

      

      Note from Audrey:  There are more exploding spaceships in this short story than in all my other books combined… no idea how that happened. :)

      If you’re curious about what happens to Kish when she grows up and follows in Amelie’s footsteps, the book you’re looking for is Destiny’s Song, the start of my Fixers series.  A lot has changed—but Kish still wants to punch someone in the nose on a fairly regular basis…
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      Sometimes intelligent life is right in front of your whiskers.

      What Little Werfles are Made of

      “ … cells are made of proteins, proteins are made of molecules, molecules are made of atoms, atoms are made of particles … And do you remember what those are made of?”

      “Waves, Third One!”

      “Yes, you are waves manifest as matter. You can become waves again at any time.”

      Sliding down the embankment, his ten legs not able to lift him, Hsissh reprimanded himself, Next body, no sleeping in a field frequented by lizzar. He knew better, but the rock had been sunny and wonderfully warm. And then one of the clumsy, wave-ignorant oafs had whacked him with its tail. Now this body was beyond reasonable repair and he had to move on. Finding a dry spot, he curled into a ball. Tucking his nose to his tail, he closed his eyes and … hesitated. He blinked. He didn’t want to let this form go … Shissh, his blood kin in her last life, had been urging him for years to give up this shell and the pain that was tied to it; to let his memories of their third parent become a dream.

      “What’s that?”

      His ears perked. It was the vocal utterance of a wave-ignorant Newcomer. Ish, one of the more scholarly members of Hsissh’s kind, had decoded most of the language and shared it in the waves. Hsissh hadn’t thought the Newcomers had spread this far north. He wondered what they’d found.

      A sharp pain in his side made his body uncoil with a startled squeak.

      “Is it some sort of albino-mutant-ten-legged weasel?” There was another sharp pain, and Hsissh was flipped over. Helpless in his weakened state, he lay sprawled on his back, all ten limbs and tail wriggling. Through blurry eyes, he saw three Newcomers standing over him. They smelled strange, like alien vegetables and meats partially digested and burned. Their naked bodies, where they showed at the edges of the faux furs on their heads and forelimbs, were disgusting. They looked smaller than he’d been informed; yet, even their shorter forelimbs were longer than his entire body. They could kill him by merely stepping on him.

      “It’s a werfle,” said another Newcomer, using the enormous deformed paw on a hind limb to prod Hsissh’s limbs. “Their bites are poisonous. Don’t touch it.”

      The poison oozing from Hsissh’s fangs could kill them with a single bite, but his body wasn’t responding to his mind’s order to roll over. And the pain was disorientating; he couldn’t focus enough to agitate the waves into starting a fire. A shadow moved. He felt a stinging in his chest and a soft squeal came from his lungs. His mind slowly processed that one of the Newcomers was jabbing him with a stick. Ish thought these beings were worthy of study …  Obviously, Ish was an idiot. Hsissh felt rekindled determination to leave this body—when he was new and healthy again, he’d join the faction that was pushing to have the Newcomers wiped off The Planet.

      “Huh, looks almost dead,” said the one with the stick. He poked Hsissh again, and pain shot from every root of fur on his body.

      “My mom says they’re really soft and we should make them into coats,” said another, prodding Hsissh’s side so hard it sent him rolling. When Hsissh came to a stop, he tried to squirm, but pain shot from his tail as one of them stepped on it, and he clawed helplessly at the dirt.

      “Too small to make a coat. Maybe a muffler?” said the one that had kicked him.

      Hsissh closed all ten of his claws and reminded himself he was a wave. He just had to focus …

      “Leave him alone!”

      The pain in his tail vanished. He shot forward and was able to feel the waves that coursed through his body. Grabbing hold, he let them carry him up and out, changing the electrical impulses in his body and mind to a pattern of particles in the waves. Bit by bit, memories from every shell he’d ever worn and his current thoughts were encoded. He felt Shissh’s consciousness in the wave, and felt her speak. “Finally! You should have left that hide ages ago.”

      Not wanting to encourage her nagging, Hsissh did not answer. As the pattern that was Hsissh expanded out and upward, he was able to feel the scene in every direction. Above him, the Newcomer’s time gate hung like a ring-shaped moon, visible even though it was nearly midday. He could just barely make out the ships that were slipping into the gate and then disappearing, primitively transported in their physical forms across the Milky Way to their home planet “Earth” and nearly a dozen other colony worlds. Below him, much closer to his rapidly dying body, a smaller Newcomer was standing at the top of the embankment, fists clasped at its sides. It looked different from the others. The fur on top of its head was nearly black and pulled back in a way that exposed a flat metal circle at the side of its skull. Its eyes were nearly as dark, and its skin was a deep brown. The others looked more like what he’d gleaned from the collective consciousness of his kind, The One. They had hazel-to-brown eyes, tan skin, and fur that flopped over the peculiar metal ornamentation Newcomers wore in the sides of their heads.

      “Are you going to stop us, Noa?” one of Hsissh’s tormentors goaded.

      Dipping its chin, the smaller one said, “Yeah!”

      “Pfft! You’re a girl.”

      One of the others whispered, “She wants to be a pilot … she doesn’t know the Luddeccean Guard doesn’t take girls!”

      The one that must be Noa snarled, “I’m going to be in the Galactic Fleet. It’s better than the stupid Guard, and they take girls!”

      One of Hsissh’s tormentors picked up a clump of dirt and tossed it at her. His other friends followed suit. Hsissh’s would-be protector sensibly retreated into the forest that surrounded the embankment.

      “Ooooo! The brave pilot retreats!” one of the tormentors hooted before turning back to Hsissh. They huffed air out in staccato bursts of sound. “What are we going to do with the werfle?” one of them asked, swinging a stick.

      Resuming his slow, steady slip into the wave, Hsissh had a moment between panic and curiosity. If he was hit hard enough in the head, and life seeped slowly from his body, would he become waveless, like his third parent? Energy could not be created or destroyed. Perhaps the waveless like Third went some place … else?

      His rumination was interrupted by a frenzied vocalization he did not understand. “Arrrrrggghhhhhh!”

      In his in-between state, Hsissh felt the girl swinging a branch thicker than his girth and longer than her body above her head. Her lips were curled, and her flat white teeth were bared.

      The boy with the stick danced over Hsissh’s body and cried, “Are you crazy?” right before the branch connected with his jaw. In his bodyless state, Hsissh felt the Newcomer’s pain. The shock sent a ripple through the wave, Hsissh lost his concentration, and he found himself back in his body, staring up at the Newcomer known as Noa. She was panting, holding the branch in front of her chest with two hands. His body, perhaps trying to avoid its inevitable passing, slipped into unconsciousness.

      A Nice Nest

      Hsissh awoke next to a wall of immense, deadly, roaring flames. He might have immediately bolted, but he hurt too much; his body felt tight and alien. It was definitely time to leave.

      Closing his eyes, Hsissh slipped from his body. Floating away, carried on the waves again, he saw that his shell had been wrapped up in some sort of plant fiber, and was cradled by a soft square of a similar fiber. He abruptly slipped back into his “werfle” form with a shocking realization. They’d made him a nest. He sniffed. More accurately, Noa had made him a nest. He smelled her all over it.

      Ever so gently, he flexed his claws. It was a nice nest, he could tell that, despite his pain. It was almost as soft as the one made by Third of ptery scales and her belly fluff. The fire was a nice touch; bigger than he would ever light on a cold night, but he supposed that the nearly naked Newcomers might need more to ward off the chill. And now that he studied it, he realized it was well contained.

      “He’s awake!”

      He heard a rush of footsteps and looked up to see Noa, his rescuer, leaning over him, forelimb outstretched. He drew back and another Newcomer said, “Be careful, Noa.” This Newcomer was larger than Noa, and tan like most Newcomers, with black hair and golden eyes. By smell, Hsissh identified her as a female member of the dual-sexed species, probably Noa’s mother. In spite of himself, he felt sympathy for her. How difficult would it be to raise a litter with only two adults? How would Third ever have managed without First and Second to hunt and protect her, Hsissh, Shissh, and their brothers and sisters?

      “But the veterinarian milked his venom, Mom.”

      Whiskers trembling in alarm, Hsissh slipped his tongue beneath the sharp tips of his fangs and gently pressed. There was no swell of poison. He hunched into the nest, feeling violated.

      “Yes, the veterinarian did,” said Mom, and Hsissh entertained visions of killing Veterinarian once his venom returned.

      “... but the veterinarian also said that it would take a while for his ribs to heal. You have to be gentle, Noa.”

      Heal ribs? Whatever for? It was easier to leave a shell and find the body of an unclaimed member of one of The One’s host species. He blinked. But of course, the Newcomers were wave-ignorant—like Third had been at the end. They couldn’t slip out of their shells and so had become resilient to injury and disease. They’d overcome the three plagues The One had let loose among them with “nanos” and “antibiotics.” And he’d heard that, even when they lost limbs or organs, they replaced them with mechanical parts. Those who had such parts were called “augments.”

      Noa, who Hsissh was beginning to suspect was an adolescent among her kind, gently touched Hsissh’s head. He thought of delivering a non-venomous bite out of spite for letting Veterinarian milk his venom; but her touch wasn’t unpleasant, and he was too exhausted to bother. And then she scratched him behind his ears, and he couldn’t help purring.

      “Can we keep him as a pet?” Noa asked.

      Hsissh’s eyes snapped open at the unfamiliar word and the implications of “keep.” Something to be eaten later?

      Another voice, deeper than even Mom’s, rumbled, “You know that we shouldn’t do that.” Hsissh’s nose twitched. A male of the species, also tan skin with dark brown hair, who smelled like Noa, but not like Mom. Perhaps the other parent?

      “But why, Dad?” said Noa.

      “Because he is a wild animal,” Mom said. The round metal plate in the side of her skull glinted dully in the light. At the center of it was an opening … and then darkness. Hsissh could smell no blood, bone, or other gore from the gaping hole. “And it wouldn’t be fair,” Mom continued. “You heard what the veterinarian said. These creatures die in cages; it would be wrong to keep him.”

      Maybe he wouldn’t kill Veterinarian … but what was this “keeping” business? They didn’t seem to want to eat him.

      Mom continued, “We don’t know why they die in captivity, but we do know they are intelligent, and social. They probably need to be with their own kind to remain healthy.”

      Hsissh’s nose twitched. He’d become rather solitary since Third died the true death. He could go months without contact with his kind. Still, even a non-claimed member of The One’s favorite host species, the “werfles,” would leave its shell, too, if caught in a cage out of sheer humiliation. But it was a well-considered hypothesis.

      “And they help us kill rats!” Noa interjected.

      The deep-voiced one, Dad, muttered, “Damn rats, invading this pristine ecosystem.” Hsissh’s mind tripped over the word “damn,” but he had the impression that Dad was angry. Whatever for?

      Noa stroked Hsissh’s head and the two adult Newcomers walked away. Another smaller, though still enormous, Newcomer came over and gazed down at Hsissh. He smelled like Noa, Mom, and Dad—a blood kin. His skin was tan, with dark brown fur on top of his head, like Mom and Dad, and his eyes were light in color.

      “I wonder if he has a name, Kenji?” Noa whispered, scratching Hsissh behind the ears and under his chin, evoking a helpless purr.

      “There are three sexes among werfles; I don’t think it is a ‘him,’” Kenji said. He idly played with the metal disk in the side of his head with the long, slender appendage of a paw.

      Hsissh's whiskers twitched. In point of fact the werfles had males, females, and females that had matured to Thirds, nursing adults who passed on genetic information through their milk. “Him” and “her” worked well enough for members of the species not in a breeding triad.

      “I’m not calling him an ‘it,’” Noa said, increasing the intensity of the ear scratching. The Newcomers had curiously ineffectual claws; they were short, stubby, and thin. However, Hsissh was discovering they were perfect for grooming without the worry of shedding blood.

      “And he needs a name,” she continued, lowering her head so Hsissh was able to look into her dark eyes. Maybe he was becoming fond of this Newcomer because he didn’t find her general furlessness disturbing. Or maybe it was the color of her skin. It didn’t look as though her fur had sloughed off from illness. It was the same rich brown as the bark of a healthy red nut tree, and twice as smooth.

      “A name,” Noa whispered. “He has to have one.”

      And he did. It was against the rules of The One to communicate with the Newcomers, lest they know they were being scrutinized. Like sub-atomic particles whose behavior changed when observed, research subjects behaved differently when they knew they were being watched. But suddenly he wanted her to know. He concentrated and tugged at the waves that coursed between Noa, Kenji, and himself. “Hsissh,” he sent along the wave. “Hsissh, I am Hsissh.”

      “Hsissccchhh!” said Kenji, the sound erupting not just from his mouth but also his nose.

      Hsissh squeaked in joy and wonder. He’d been told that the Newcomers were incapable of wave riding, but Ish had hypothesized that they were on the verge of it—and Ish was right! The Newcomers were truly an intelligent species!

      “God bless you,” Noa said, eyes set on Hsissh. She nodded. “Fluffy, I think I’ll name him Fluffy.”

      Kenji wiped his nose with a forelimb and touched Hsissh’s fur gingerly with the other. “That is a good name; he’s very soft.”

      Or maybe they weren’t quite so bright.

      The Gathering Place

      In the dark, cavernous space that was the human attic, Hsissh sighed with pleasure. His stomach was filled with fresh rat, and his mouth was still flavored with its blood. Exalting in the feeling of all being right with the world, he rolled onto his back … and all was not right anymore. The attic was made of wood slats that were hard and had splinters that poked through his fur. Rolling back over, he scanned the room. A “box” in the corner caught his eye. The box was filled with faux fur humans used for colder temperatures. Rats enjoyed nesting in it; perhaps he would, too?

      Trundling over, he slid inside, kneaded the soft material with his claws, and curled into a ball. It was very comfortable and, as a plus, smelled like his favorite prey. He closed his eyes. Rain was pattering on the roof and the single attic window. Downstairs, he could hear the family eating, their “silverware” clinking on their “plates.” He still didn’t understand why they used “dinnerware,” but the clinks were pleasant. The sounds, his full belly, and the warmth of the “fur” lulled him into a doze almost immediately. As sometimes happened, his mind slipped slightly from his body and he felt the rain, the cold air outside, and the children and their parents in the dining room below.

      A loud clacking almost woke him. And then he realized the clacking was coming from the wave. More specifically, from an aquatic organism not as tall as Hsissh’s shoulder, ovoid, with a brilliant green, luminescent exoskeleton to protect it from the pressure of the ice-crusted oceans of the moon it evolved on seventeen billion light years away. It was Shissh, snapping two pincers at the front of her carapace, sending her consciousness to interrupt his nap and heckle him for not slipping out of his body. He almost woke up just to spite her; but seeing her, even in this new form, caused his body to release a flood of bonding hormones. He purred with familial love. Did she still feel the bond in that hard, cold shell? Did she still think of Third—the only member of their three parents whose werfle body had been inhabited by The One?

      Shissh spoke into his mind. “Are you coming to The Gathering … Fluffy?”

      Betrayed by familial love. He never should have told her that name. “No, of course not. Go away and let me sleep.” He tried to burrow deeper into the furs.

      Shissh clicked her pincers and waved her eye stalks. “If you want to keep your warm human nest, you’d better come now. Misch is pushing for a fourth plague and—”

      A vision of Noa’s eyes dulled by death permeated Hsissh’s dream. Hsissh sent his thoughts into The Gathering before Shissh had finished.

      Shissh’s crustacean dream-self emerged beside him, eye stalks pointed in his direction. “Mighty fast entrance, Hsissh.”

      “I’ve got a good thing going,” Hsissh grumbled, looking out at The Gathering. It was held in a cavern with an opening directly above that let in the sparkle of the stars—but not the glow of the time gate or human satellites. The cavern had been destroyed thousands of cycles ago, and this was only the memory of a memory that The One all shared. It was crowded with dream versions of The One. Most were in the form of werfles, but there were exotic creatures from several dozen worlds scattered among them.

      “I’ve been to Earth!” one of The One’s consciousnesses roared. It was Misch. He wore the form of a “cat,” one of the few species on the human home world that was a compatible host and could tolerate living in close quarters with humans. The One had tried to inhabit humans; it didn’t work. Human bodies rebelled and were inevitably drugged for “schizophrenia” and often “institutionalized.” But cats were easy enough to possess. Pacing on his four feet, Misch said, “The humans have no fur, no claws, no speed, and no natural armor. They can’t see in the dark, and they are more ignorant of the waves than a cat … and I can tell you, cats are short on brains.”

      Hsissh’s whiskers twitched. His host species, the werfle, weren’t particularly “long on brains” either, but The One outsourced their big thinking to the collective consciousness of the waves.

      Swishing his feline tail, Misch declared, “They have stripped and poisoned their home world of natural resources to make up for their inadequacies. Introduce the Fourth Plague before it happens here!”

      Hsissh had seen the results of the Third Plague in holos with Noa. He had seen orphaned human children too weak to defend themselves from rats feasting on their flesh. Hsissh’s two hearts beat faster as he stretched his mind out to all who were in The Gathering. “But they are wave aware!”

      He felt the focus of the room shift to him.

      “Impossible!”

      Misch sat down and swished his tail. “Hsissh, what are you doing here?”

      Someone else said, “Shouldn’t you be napping?”

      A member of The One, wearing the same species host as Hsissh, stood up on her hind legs. “We know the humans don’t use waves.”

      Ish, wearing a werfle body, said, “They do.”

      There were hisses and grumbles among The One.

      Hopping up and down with the excitement of his own recent epiphany, Hsissh explained. “The circular metal devices affixed to the sides of their skulls enable humans to talk mind-to-mind. Every human with the metal implant has nanos—tiny machines—in their brains. They are awakened in later adolescence.” Noa was too young, but her “data port” and “neural interface” had been checked by a “physician” at her yearly “checkup.” She’d taken Hsissh to the visit as a “security blanket.” A bit of the memory of the enclosed doctor’s exam room slipped into the wave and some of the werfles hissed in fear. Hsissh rushed on. “The nanos turn their thoughts to waves, and allow them to interface mind-to-mind via light beams, radio, and microwaves—they call it ‘the ethernet.’”

      Misch’s mind hissed, “Primitive and barbaric! Even a lizzar can hear and see, and a “nano interface” is not much better!”

      Hsissh’s chest tightened, and he couldn’t help thinking of rats feasting on Noa’s flesh.

      “But they are wave aware!” Ish said.

      At Ish’s opening, Hsissh said, “Yes, yes! They know that all matter is made of waves.” Hsissh shared the memory of a lesson he’d studied with Noa, a history of physics from Isaac Newton to the current ethernet age. Humans were aware of the subatomic world, but they couldn’t feel it and barely used it; they hadn’t found a way to do so practically. “But they are on the verge!” Hsissh said, as his memory of the holo documentary ended. “Lizzars aren’t wave aware! Nor were the creatures we eradicated at the end of the last Epoch.”

      Shissh clacked, “Interesting … ” very slowly, the way she did when Hsissh had said something stupid.

      There was a collective silence from The One.

      And then a thought, so soft he almost missed it, entered his consciousness. “Hsissh’s Third died the true death ten cycles ago, it’s left him addled.”

      From the collective consciousness rose an unmistakable feeling of pity. In Noa’s attic, his physical body shivered … he’d failed.

      Ish stood on his back four hind limbs and waved his paws. “The humans, as they call themselves, are wave aware—in the truest sense of the word!”

      Thoughts rose in The Gathering like swirling mist.

      Misch swished his tail. “I know nothing of this!”

      “Because you haven’t been to their places of worship,” Ish said. “It is my understanding that on their home world the practice is all but forgotten; it was one of the reasons we have humans on our planet. The ones here were seeking enlightenment and to escape the material, non-wave focused cultures of Earth.”

      “Worship?” the question rose from Hsissh and all in attendance.

      Ish clasped his top two claw pairs behind his back and strode through the Gathering Place on his back four legs. His middle pair of paws waved. “They enter states of profound meditation in group settings.”

      Misch hissed. “They don’t feel the waves!”

      Ish bowed his head, and said, “They feel closer to ‘God’ in their meditative state, a being they believe is responsible for all creation and is all powerful. That is the waves from which all matter is derived, obviously.” Stopping his pacing, he raised his head and faced the crowd. “They have a concept of the oneness of everything.”

      There were soft noises of awe from around the cavern.

      “Humans brought the rats,” someone else thought. “They’re everywhere.”

      Nearly everyone in attendance licked their lips; even Misch’s feline form did. “We should reward them for that,” said another werfle.

      Clacking her pincers, Shissh drew the audience’s attention. “If they could join the waves, they could become useful allies.”

      “Allies against whom?” Misch cried.

      “You know it is only a matter of time!” Shissh snapped.

      Misch’s cat form’s fur rose.

      A member of The Gathering wearing a werfle host said, “In all probability, we will discover an enemy—or they will discover us. The universe is predator and prey.”

      “And symbiosis!” Shissh declared.

      “Humans—the Newcomers—believe in symbiosis,” Hsissh said, hopping up onto his back two pairs of paws. “They don’t eat all the species they meet or even the ones they keep!”

      Misch’s cat-eyes narrowed to slits and he hissed. “But they do neuter them—”

      Before Hsissh could inquire of the meaning of “neuter,” the crowd erupted, and for a moment his mind was a whirl with so many thoughts he could scarcely hear his own.

      At last, the tide began to subside, and a chorus rose in the cavern. “We will give the Newcomers one hundred cycles to join The One in the waves.”

      Hsissh felt his physical body relax and uncoil from the knot he’d tied himself in. The One were of one mind after the chorus … One hundred cycles around the sun … certainly in that time humans would evolve to feel waves, if they were already on the verge?

      One by one, all the consciousnesses began slipping away into other dreams, and Hsissh found himself alone with Ish, Misch, and Shissh.

      Licking a paw, Misch said, “They haven’t found a way to ride the waves in the last four million years. They won’t figure it out in a hundred years more.”

      “What has you in a snit?” said Shissh.

      “Hmpf,” said Ish, “You only say that because you’ve studied the ones on Earth. They are debauched and lazy.”

      Flattening his ears and hissing, Misch faded from view. Ish turned to Hsissh. “Next time, let me do the talking,” the scholar said, and then he disappeared, too. Only Hsissh and his luminescent, crustacean once-kin were left. He felt a lump in his stomach; at the same time, he felt a warmth in his hearts. Shissh had chosen the crustacean form because it was not social, and did not mourn the departure of others of its kind. Still, because she had stayed, Hsissh felt that she must still care about him.

      Combing his whiskers with his claws, Hsissh asked, “Do you really think we might become prey to something else?” It was difficult to imagine the “else.” The One could mutate the genomes of viruses, bacteria, and fungi by exciting the waves within them. Whenever they had a species that became too problematic, it was easy enough to cull or eradicate them with a specially mutated pathogen. They’d culled the humans—and debated whether or not to cull the rats—but their primary hosts preferred to keep the rats plentiful, fat, and delicious.

      Shissh’s eye stalks swept toward him. “The species I inhabit now—they are like the cats of Earth—they can play host to wave riding beings, but they haven’t learned to leave their bodies … not yet.”

      Hsissh smoothed his whiskers meditatively. Shissh had told him this much before.

      Shissh continued, “There are rumors among this species ... stories of dark waters spreading on distant moons, wiping out all the creatures in the oceans and the land. Since the species I inhabit does not travel, I think there may have been other wave riding species that have brought their stories with them.”

      Hsissh’s thoughts drifted to Noa. She dreamed aloud of traveling to distant moons when she snuggled with Hsissh at night … He looked through the opening in the ceiling. It was close to her bedtime now.

      Shissh clicked softly, “I believe the humans might make a good ally, Hsissh … but I worry about you living among them. You should have left your body and its grief over Third’s death. Living with humans, you’re just setting yourself up for more pain.” Her pincers clicked so fast they became a song. “You’re much too sentimental to become attached to creatures that die.”

      Hsissh felt his frame tighten. “I just stay with them for their beds,” he replied.

      “Liar,” said Shissh.

      Hsissh’s consciousness snapped back into his body. He found himself shivering despite the faux furs and bolted from the box. Shissh was right, he was too attached to Noa and her family. He had originally stayed for the rats in the attic, the beds, and out of curiosity; but he liked them, and they would die. His consciousness was over a thousand years old … Noa might live to be three hundred; but if a Fourth Plague came, even the humans’ nanos and antibiotics wouldn’t save them.

      The sound of rain on the roof became louder, as though it were a command, “Run, Hsissh, run …” Hsissh obeyed. Instead of darting down the trapdoor that led to the hallway, he skittered over to the window. He wasn’t strong enough by the laws of Newtonian physics to move the latch, but he focused the waves inside his body to give his muscles more power. The latch gave, the window opened, and he slithered out into the rainy night. Sliding down the slope of the roof, he swung over the edge and jumped into the ivy that grew up the side of the house. He was halfway down when he heard a creak of a window opening. Noa’s voice rose above the raindrops. “Fluffy!”

      Hsissh hesitated, but then, shaking himself, leaped down into the garden. He slunk into the low, alien vegetation around the home that was lit by electric spotlights. Noa’s voice rose in pitch. “Fluffy!”

      He drew to a halt, his two hearts constricting, his claws sinking into the mud. He heard Mom say, “Noa, it’s time for bed,” and Noa respond, “But Mom—”

      Mom said, “No buts!” and then Hsissh heard the window bang shut. Bowing his head, Hsissh wove through the plants toward the forest beyond. He’d gone only a few hundred body lengths when he heard the window creak and then bang closed. He increased his speed. He’d just traded the spotlights for the shade of the forest when he heard Noa’s voice again, this time as soft as her paws in his fur. “Fluffy?”

      He stopped. The bipedal steps hesitated. “Fluffy, are you lost?” From the sound of her voice, he could tell she was not ten body lengths behind. He heard a sound like branches clacking and realized it was Noa’s teeth snapping together. The cold mud beneath him seemed to wrap around his claws and hold him immobilized. An enormous drop of frigid water fell from a tree and landed squarely on his nose. The rest of him was well protected, but Noa ...

      “Fluffy?” Noa cried.

      Hsissh turned around and slid through the underbrush. He found Noa at the trees’ edge in a pair of “slippers” and thin “pajamas.” Soaked and shivering, she was hugging her body. She should have gone home, but instead she was crying his name.

      Noa was trying to save him—again. It was foolish. She could suffer hypothermia, or get lost and injured. Her parents might not even be aware she’d gone missing until dawn; then, it might be too late. He crawled out of the undergrowth. Noa’s eyes widened at the sight of him, and she smiled as he hopped forward. Scooping him up, she touched her nose to his. “Fluffy, I found you!” Clutching him to her chest, she dashed back toward the house. “I climbed out the window, but it’s too high to get back in,” she whispered. Instead, she went through the front door, into the foyer, and then into the front room where her parents were reading.

      Dad’s voice boomed through the house with such force that the floorboards reverberated. “Noa Sato, were you outside?”

      “What were you doing out there?” Mom exclaimed. “You’ll catch your death of cold!”

      Hsissh stiffened in Noa’s arms, but she didn’t seem to notice. Holding him up for her parents’ inspection, she said, “I found Fluffy!”

      “I’m getting a towel,” Mom said. A few moments later, she wrapped one around Noa’s shoulders, but Noa pulled it off and wrapped it around Hsissh instead.

      “The towel was for you!” said Mom.

      “He’s wet and cold,” said Noa, gently drying Hsissh’s fur with the warm, absorbent fabric.

      “Do not do that again, Noa!” Dad roared.

      But Noa didn’t seem to hear either of them. Teeth still clacking, she carried Hsissh back to her room and set him down on her bed. As she slipped into dry pajamas, Hsissh made a show of prowling under the covers for rats. His protector wasn’t afraid of foes who were bigger or outnumbered her, or catching her death of cold, but she was terrified of the tasty little rodents.

      He stuck his nose out of the blankets and gave the ‘all clear’ squeak and Noa bounded under the covers with a laugh. Her body was still trembling, and she pulled him close. Hsissh curled himself into a ball. Noa’s fingers traced the line of his spine, and then scratched him behind his ears. Her touch was as gentle as Third’s had been when Hsissh was just a hatchling. Her body was around his, much like how Third had coiled around Hsissh and Shissh as hatchlings and then kits. The down cover and mattress were as soft and warm as Third’s fur. The way Noa’s night light shone through the covering made everything soft and gilt around the edges, like a memory.

      “Don’t do that again, Fluffy,” Noa whispered. “Please.”

      She drifted off to sleep. Hsissh heard Mom’s footsteps by her door, and then Mom’s voice. “Oh, child, don’t do that to me again.” He could hear the tears in her voice; they were, he had learned, a symptom of mourning.

      There was something about Mom’s plea that touched him. Noa was prone to misadventures, and Hsissh could see that begging her to be safe was like screaming into the void. It made him think of being with Third after her mind had been stripped by the wasting disease. Hsissh had begged her to slip into the wave, to stay with him. He kept pleading even after all hope was lost. Afterward, he’d admonished himself. He should have checked on her more frequently, in the waves and in the flesh. In the end, he found himself wishing for just a few more breaths of time to be with her, even just to have her nuzzle him in her wave-ignorant, mind-degenerated state. The memories of his pain, of Noa calling him in the dark, and Mom’s plea to her headstrong daughter … Hsissh knew why he stayed with the humans. It was because he couldn’t bring himself to leave.

      Take Me to Church

      “What the hell!” Dad yelled, and lifted his feet out of Hsissh’s way. The “all-terrain vehicle” swerved and hit a bump. For a moment, they were airborne, and Hsissh braced his achy muscles for the inevitable reunion with the ground.

      “George!” Mom exclaimed, using her own pet name for Dad.

      “That damn werfle just crawled under my feet!” Dad roared, bringing the vehicle under control.

      “Fluffy, come here!” said Noa, and Hsissh slunk past Mom and Dad to the back of the vehicle and the relative safety of Noa’s lap. She stroked his sore back with warm, gentle hands, and he gingerly curled into a ball. His old rib injury hurt, and this body was getting old, period.

      Noa’s cousin John threw up his hands, as did her little sister Masako. “Fluffy is going to church with us again!” they cried in unison. It was Hsissh’s tenth such visit in the three cycles of the sun since he’d joined the family. “Yay!” shouted Noa, Masako, and John. Kenji was quiet, his eyes focused on the window.

      “He stays in the car!” said Dad.

      “It’s too hot in the car, George,” Mom said and Dad grumbled.

      Noa drew her hand down Hsissh’s back. Ish had mapped human brain activity, what areas were energized by different patterns in speech, sight and hearing. Hsissh, if he concentrated, could use the waves to feel what areas were excited and read Noa’s thoughts. She was so quiet, he did so now. He saw his body through her eyes. His spine was visible through his thinning fur, as were the joints of his limbs. He felt her feelings, too. She was afraid of losing him. Death wasn’t eternal for him, like it would be for her. He could speak into her mind, and tell her so—and he had—but she discounted the voice in her head. It hadn't come from the active nanos that now let her talk to her grandparents, and new friends, solar systems away with only a thought. Her nanos told her it was “her imagination.”

      “He’s getting so skinny,” said Masako.

      “He’s getting old,” said Noa, and Hsissh could hear the hitch in her voice. He couldn’t hang onto this body for much longer, which was one of the reasons why he was going to church today. He wasn’t sure how much time he had left, and he wanted to be with her as much as possible. This body had long ago decided that her family was his family, and he got the same rush of bonding hormones being with them that he did being with Shissh. When the time would come to change this body for another, those hormones would disappear. Intellectually, he knew it was for the best. Emotionally … he felt his hearts sink into a space near his gullet.

      “Why do we have to go to church?” Noa said, her hand pausing its path. “You don’t believe in The Three Books!” She didn’t want to go. In her mind she was imagining zipping through the forest on her bicycle with Hsissh in a padded basket at the front, nose lifted to the wind.

      “Because it’s our community,” Dad rumbled.

      “It’s stupid,” Noa grumbled.

      Hsissh wouldn’t call it stupid, he’d call it hopeless. Humans were doomed. He was glad Noa was leaving, joining the Galactic Fleet and leaving this planet behind.

      “If God were really all-powerful and didn’t want us to eat the stupid apple, He wouldn’t have let the snake into the garden,” Noa muttered.

      No one answered. Hsissh agreed that it was implausible; all the stories from the Three Books seemed so to him. It was odd that the implausible stories tied them, though ever so slightly, to the waves. Maybe it was because the waves were beyond what was plausible in observable Newtonian physics and the stories put believers in the correct mindset?

      “And if He didn’t want me to be a pilot, why would He make me want it so much?” Noa whispered. Hsissh lifted his nose toward hers and wiggled his whiskers. Noa’s parents didn’t discourage her from leaving the planet, but among the people of The Three Books, she was considered odd at best, a “dangerous little girl” at worst.

      Seeing his whiskers quirking, Noa smiled and Hsissh felt her mood lift.

      “There is a crash,” said Kenji out of nowhere, in a toneless voice.

      Dad slowed the vehicle, and Noa’s eyes went to the window. Hsissh struggled to lift his protesting muscles. Outside, he saw a peculiar car protruding from a ditch. It had no wheels and lay flat on the ground. A family was standing around it, fanning themselves with their Three Books.

      Noa touched the neural port at the side of her head. It had been activated a cycle ago. For a moment, her eyes became glazed. “It’s a LX0001 hover craft,” Noa said, gleaning the information from the “ethernet.” “The new model’s antigrav was formulated to handle Luddeccea’s gravity.”

      Luddeccea was the name the humans had given to this planet. Hsissh had heard of the antigrav vehicles. They were powered by the same technology that powered the time gates, albeit on a much smaller scale. They created a “bubble” in time that allowed the vehicles to counteract gravity and float over rocky terrain, and even above treetops. As Hsissh understood it, hovers were very common on Earth. However, the antigrav had to be calibrated for each planet. Local gravity, the relative position of the planet in its solar system, and the solar system’s position relative to the galactic core all had to be taken into account.

      Dad sighed heavily and brought the car to a halt beside the immobile vehicle. “New tech … always buggy.”

      “Kids, into the back; make room for the Benjamins!” Mom said, and Hsissh was hoisted by Noa as she scrambled over the seat. He knew she tried to make the move as comfortable as possible for him, but his joints hurt, and his body squeaked in protest. “Sorry, Fluffy,” Noa murmured, cradling him closer.

      A few breaths later, the Benjamins were in the vehicle and Mom and Dad were occupied with making “small talk.” Hsissh settled onto Noa’s lap in the flat back portion of the vehicle. She was sitting cross-legged in her “Sunday finest.” Hsissh glanced up at her. Her eyes were on the Benjamin’s son, Sergei, sitting in the backseat. You didn’t have to use telepathy or even be human to know she was attracted to him, or that it was one-sided. The sight made the fur on the back of his neck prickle, and he couldn’t say why.

      

      The sun was bright above the front lawn of the Church of Three Books. The adults were off talking in the shade of the steeple. Hsissh was draped over Noa’s neck. She was hanging around some boys, of whom Sergei was one.

      “You only think you want to be a pilot,” Jacob, one of Hsissh’s former tormentors, was saying.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Noa demanded, hands going to her hips.

      Jacob shrugged. “You’ll fall for some boy and you won’t want to be a pilot anymore. My dad says so.”

      And suddenly Hsissh knew what was bothering him about Noa’s eyes on Sergei. She wouldn’t be the first member of any species to be distracted by thoughts of procreation—Hsissh had often been, in this form and others. But she couldn’t afford to be.

      The church doors opened, and the congregation began moving into the building. Spinning on her heels, Noa muttered, “I will be a pilot.” Stroking Hsissh’s tail, she added, “Watch me.”

      Hsissh forced a long purr out of his chest. Her eyes slid to him and she smiled. As they moved into the shady interior and Noa took a seat at the pew, Hsissh desperately hoped that he would be able to see her achieve her dream.

      As soon as everyone was seated, the church leaders—all male, and one for each of the books—raised their arms. “We will open with a prayer.”

      Noa bowed her head and silence swept through the church.

      “Hsissh!”

      The whisper on the waves made his ears perk—the source was very close—as was the smell of fresh rat blood. Peering down the aisle, Hsissh’s nose twitched. He saw an unfamiliar  young werfle on its hind legs waving at him. “Isn’t it amazing!” the werfle whispered across the waves. Hsissh blinked and was able to identify the consciousness in the new body. It was Ish. What was he doing here, so far from the human “capital” of Prime?

      Ish put his two middle pairs of paws behind his back, and gestured with the top pair for Hsissh to join him. Hsissh didn’t really want to get up … but some deep social instinct within compelled him, as did the smell of fresh rat blood. He stiffly slid down to Noa’s lap, and before she could react, skittered to the floor and down the aisle. “Fluffy!” she whispered.

      “Shhhhh … ” said Mom. “He’ll be fine.”

      One of the church leaders cleared his throat. Noa settled and bowed her head. There was no sound except for Hsissh’s and Ish’s claws on the wooden floor. Ish’s claws were much louder because his young body was hopping up and down.

      “Do you feel it? Do you feel their consciousness rising?” Ish said, spinning in a circle. Ish was older, wiser, and more prone to reflection and study than Hsissh—who was mostly prone to eating and sleeping—but the body Ish inhabited was young and vigorous. It made Hsissh tired just watching his excitement.

      Hsissh didn’t respond. The first few times Hsissh had come to church he’d been excited, too. He’d felt some of the congregation’s minds touch the wave and experienced the same elation  he’d felt when his first blind hatchlings had cracked through their shells. But his hatchlings had soon opened their eyes; the humans never left their bodies.

      “No, they’re not,” Hsissh said. “They’ve been doing this for all of their recorded history.” He’d learned that through Noa’s history lessons.

      “Don’t be such a pessimist,” Ish said. He delicately touched his nose to Hsissh’s, but his hind legs continued to hop. “We’re witnessing evolution!”

      Hsissh didn’t agree. Noa had to become a pilot, so she could get off Hsissh’s world and live. He didn’t have Shissh’s worries about spreading black waters, or Ish’s scientific enthusiasm, Hsissh cared only about the human girl who had twice endangered her life trying to save him. He looked at her now, her eyes darting down the aisle to check on him as though he were the kit, not her, and he felt the same rush of feelings he’d felt for his blind hatchlings.

      “Does it matter that they can’t touch the wave?” Hsissh said to Ish. “They are telepathic in their own way.”

      Ish sniffed derisively. “If their satellites go down, or their time gates go offline, they are trapped in their own minds. Light beams, radio, and microwaves … they are as primitive as their speech. Their ethernet is a trap, distracting them from true oneness.”

      Hsissh thought of the minds across the galaxy Noa spoke to. She’d joined a Reserve Fleet Training Corps. It was a group for adolescents who dreamed of joining the Fleet; through them she’d found support for her ambitions and discovered that although her dreams weren’t average for a young girl, they weren’t weird, and she wasn’t a deviant.

      He bowed his head. She had confessed to her friends that the only thing she was worried about was leaving her “pet Fluffy.” His hearts beat painfully at the thought. “Does it matter though?” he whispered. “Maybe they aren’t wave aware, maybe they will never be … but they feel as much as we do.” Even though they’d evolved light years away from one another. Even though they weren’t wave-aware. Perhaps it was because they were creatures that had to raise helpless young communally, too?

      Ish lowered his head and narrowed his eyes at Hsissh, his hindquarters’ furious hopping abruptly coming to a stop. “Are you crazy, Hsissh? Rats have feelings, too … even lizzar do!”

      “But it’s not the same,” Hsissh said. “Rats don’t grieve their dead for decades.” Like I do, he almost said.

      Ish raised his head and put a paw through his whiskers. “Rats don’t live long enough, Hsissh.”

      Hsissh’s body hunched. “We could communicate with the humans if we wanted to, we could even discuss the wave with them; they see its existence—”

      “Through the primitive mirror of their mathematics,” said Ish. “Until they feel it, they can’t know it.”

      “They could still be useful!” Hsissh protested. “They have opposable thumbs and fighting machines!”

      Ish’s whiskers twitched. “Are you worried about Shissh’s dark waters?” He poked Hsissh’s chest with a sharp claw. “I can feel you are not, Hsissh. You’ve become too close to your humans, or that old body of yours has. We cannot announce ourselves to the humans. Announce ourselves, and we would, at least temporarily, lose the upper hand. It would be very inconvenient if they tried to wipe out our host species.”

      “We’re thinking of wiping them out,” Hsissh countered.

      Ish got very still. “Only on this planet, Hsissh. They will still have their sanctuaries on other worlds.” Ish’s eyes bored into Hsissh’s, and then his consciousness did as well. Probing Hsissh’s memories, Ish found the ones where Hsissh tried to talk telepathically to Noa—and succeeded—and then failed due to her mind’s rationalizations.

      “You’re lucky you didn’t succeed in that,” Ish said, the wave crackling with malevolence. “It would ruin my observations and their natural evolution—and you’d be ostracized, if not condemned to have your pattern dissolved.”

      Hsissh swished his tail. “I never tried to tell her I was sentient … I just tried to let her feel that she doesn’t have to worry about me.”

      Ish’s frame relaxed. “You’re young—well, not your body, you look terrible—and I see you didn’t successfully break any rules.” He put a claw through a whisker. “They’re your ‘pets,’” he said, using the human word. “And you’re worried. But don’t be. They’ll evolve; you’ll see.”

      Hsissh knew he wasn’t going to get anywhere with Ish, and if he pressed too much, The One might separate him from Noa. He’d lose his chance to see her escape this world. He sniffed, and changed the subject. “I smell fresh rat blood.”

      Ish’s hindquarters began hopping again. “This place is crawling with them! I killed three before the service—silly, really, I can only eat one at a time. Would you like to come finish off the rest with me?”

      If he had any poison, it would have pooled on his tongue. “Does a bear shit in the woods?” Hsissh replied, using an expression Dad used from time to time.

      “What?” said Ish, head drawing back.

      “Never mind,” said Hsissh. “Lead me to those rats.”

      “With pleasure,” said Ish. Pivoting on his forequarters, Ish darted for the back of the church.  Hsissh followed, muscles and joints protesting all the way. He was vaguely aware of Jacob whispering as he slipped after Ish through a door just barely ajar.

      Hsissh followed his fellow werfle up a stairwell, and then another to the attic of the church. There were two dead rats laid out in a sunbeam, like a scene from a dream.

      An hour and a half later, after a delicious snack, the creaking of floorboards awoke Hsissh. Eyes blinking open to a blur, he heard Jacob say, “There you are, rat!”

      For a moment, Hsissh was confused. The rats were long gone; he and Ish had gorged themselves quite completely. But then he was caught in a crushing grip, he felt his ribs fracture, and the world went dark. It took him a moment of frantic sniffing to realize he’d been dumped in a burlap sack. His hearts’ beating increased in speed exponentially. “Let’s see what happens to Noa when you don’t come back!”

      Intellectually Hsissh knew he might be able to claw his way out, or gnaw a hole. But his werfle body couldn’t abide confinement and just … stopped. He didn’t have to concentrate to leave his shell; the patterns that made him himself scattered onto the waves almost too quickly. As he collected them, he felt Shissh’s consciousness. “It’s about time! Now you can leave that debilitating sentimentality behind.”

      And he had already. The deep emotional pull he felt to Noa and her family was gone, as was all the pain of his previous body. He saw Ish cowering in a corner as the boy lugged the sack across the room. Ish called out through the waves, “I’m sorry, Hsissh. My body’s calling for revenge, but this is the most perfect research opportunity.”

      “It’s fine,” Hsissh said, thought, and felt; they were all the same here.

      He hovered a bit. He saw Noa racing up the stairs. “Hey, I’ve got your werfle,” Jacob taunted. “What are you going—”

      Jacob was interrupted by a lightning fast kick to the stomach that sent him stumbling backward into the wall, dropping the sack in the process.

      Noa bolted toward the sack Hsissh’s old body was in. Falling to her knees, she gently pulled out Hsissh’s body. “Fluffy?” she cried. And then she screamed, “Fluffy!” and fell to her knees, her entire body wracked with sobs.

      “Ha, ha, made you cry!” Jacob said. “You’ll never be a pilot!”

      And Hsissh had to leave. Not because he felt a pull to Noa, but because he didn’t.

      Luminous Creatures

      “It’s great to have you here.” Shissh opened and closed her pincers; they didn’t clack so much underwater. “You’ll get over Third in this form.”

      Hsissh’s pincers drooped. No mention of needing to forget Noa or her family.

      Waving her eye stalks, Shissh continued, “It’s too bad about the humans—I talked to Chisssh about tweaking their DNA to make them wave aware, but they reproduce too slowly … it would take ten hundred cycles at the least.” She pointed with a pincer down the reef. “The elders of these hosts meet every three cycles of the moon. I’ll see you then; we’ll ask them to tell us the stories of the dark waters. In the meantime—my side of the reef is over there.” She waved with her pincers and eye stalks. “Stay away.”

      On that cheery note, she crawled away. Not that Hsissh minded. This particular species wasn’t sociable.

      He skittered down his side of the reef, cracking open tiny mollusks and sucking them into his primary orifice. The waters weren’t dark, even though the sun was a distant dream, cut off from them by meters of ice. The seas of this moon were alive with bio-luminescent organisms that drew their life’s energy from the heat that poured through the vents to the moon’s raging magma core.

      Food was plentiful. Shissh had already taken care of all potential predators. Company was available if he wanted it.  But he didn’t. It was the perfect place to explore, live, and not hurt.

      He lasted only three rotations of the moon.

      

      “You’re an idiot,” Shissh said.

      Hsissh flexed the claws of the new werfle hatchling’s body he’d acquired. “Probably,” he agreed. Shissh’s consciousness floated away. He didn’t say goodbye. Blinking awake from his nap, he got up and resumed tunneling through the underbrush. He was barely weaned from this body’s third. None of this body’s three parents had been host to a member of The One. They were sweet, kind, and boring. Hsissh would miss them, the third especially; but he remembered Noa kicking Jacob across the room, and then sobbing for a creature that wasn’t her species. He missed Noa more—the tightening in his hearts was unmistakable. As he hopped toward the Sato family, he felt elation in his sorrow. It felt so good to feel again.

      Hearts pumping, he increased his speed. Time on the crustacean moon had passed more slowly, due to a difference in gravity. Noa was several cycles older and would be taking exams soon. He had to reach her, and be there to sit on her shoulder and her lap while she studied to offer moral support. He had to snuggle with her at night so she wouldn’t be afraid of rats and could get enough sleep. He had to see her get off this planet before his kind unleashed the Fourth Plague—more and more humans were arriving every day, and many of The One were pushing to advance the date.

      Hsissh had chosen his hatchling’s body for its proximity to the Sato’s homestead. He was at the edge of the trees, dirt stained and exhausted, just past sunset. He came to an abrupt halt before he entered the garden. There were boys outside of Noa’s window. He felt venom pool on his tongue. Were they there because of some human “elopement” ritual?

      A voice rose among the boys—it sounded like Jacob’s, but deeper. “You’re not going to race your brother’s new antigrav bike?”

      Noa was silhouetted by light and he couldn’t read her facial expressions. But through the wave he felt her fury. “I’ve already beaten your ass twice, Jacob. Now I’ve got to study.”

      “Waste of time,” said Jacob.

      “If you’re only interested in being in the Luddeccean Guard, sure,” Noa hissed.

      “Nothing wrong with joining the Guard,” said another voice … again, familiar but deeper. Hsissh sniffed. It was Sergei! He’d grown since Hsissh had been gone. Noa’s silhouette turned to Sergei and Hsissh could feel the war within her. He rushed through the garden, all ten legs pumping.

      “She’s lost her edge,” said Jacob. “Let’s go.”

      The boys turned away.

      “Wait!” said Noa, her eyes on Sergei.

      Hsissh leaped into the ivy on the side of the house and began climbing the vines.

      “Noa?” Sergei said.

      “I heard something!” Noa said, and Hsissh could feel her concentration had left the boy.

      “A wild werfle!” Jacob cried, “Kill it!”

      Noa shouted, “Stay away from him or I’ll kill you!” Before Hsissh could blink or think, she was soaring through the window above his head and landing lightly on the ground.

      “It’s your funeral if he bites!” Jacob said.

      Dad’s voice roared through the night. “Who’s there!”

      Hsissh took the opportunity to sneak in the window and leap onto Noa’s bed. He heard Sergei say, “It’s her dad, run!”

      Inside the house, there was the sound of Mom’s footsteps running toward Noa’s room. Hsissh dived behind the pillows on Noa’s bed just before Mom burst in. Outside, he heard the boys’ retreating footsteps, Dad’s thunderous approach and booming voice. “Noa, what was going on?”

      “They wanted to go racing,” she said. “And then Jacob tried to attack a wild werfle.” He could hear her rifling through the ivy.

      Hsissh watched Mom go to the window, peer out, and then turn to shoo Masako and John from the room.

      In the garden, Dad said, “Go back inside.”

      “But the werfle …” Noa said.

      “Will be fine,” said Dad. “You go inside …”

      There was the sound of soft, quick steps and then a thump against the house. A moment later, Noa was climbing through the window, a few pieces of ivy clinging to her fingers.

      “That wasn’t what I meant!” Dad shouted.

      “I have to get back to studying!” Noa said, landing lightly on her feet and immediately going to her hologlobe. The device was larger than the one she used to have—this one was as large in diameter as two grown werfles. Hsissh felt her concentrate. The globe glowed and within it appeared a scene of Fleet ships below a time gate.

      Noa’s paws balled at her side. “The Guard won’t take me …” she muttered. Shaking her head, she focused ... and then her mind was alight with the thoughts of members of the Reserve Fleet Training Corp.

      “Hey, Noa, you’re back!” said a boy Hsissh didn’t recognize.

      “You weren’t kidnapped by crazy fundies and forced into marriage with a man five times your age,” said a girl who looked to be about Noa’s age.

      “Ha, ha, you’re hilarious,” Noa said aloud. The words were picked up by the nanos in her mind and sent across the galaxy to her friends. Noa punched the air. “Let’s get back to the Battle of Time Gate Five. What would we have done in Captain Malik’s position? I was thinking … ”

      Hsissh dropped from her consciousness. He was warm between the pillows, but an uncomfortable feeling was coming over him. Noa didn’t really need his help. She was going to leave. She had to, not because of any plague, but because she didn’t belong here. Maybe he didn’t, either.

      

      It wasn’t until she was putting on her pajamas that Hsissh slunk from his hiding place. Her back was to him, and he was pondering quietly leaving … but then she turned suddenly. Her eyes grew wide at the sight of him—and he reared on his hind legs at the sight of her. She’d grown in the time he was gone, and developed the secondary sexual characteristics of her kind, but she was still lean, her skin was still a beautiful rich brown, and her eyes that deep almost-black.

      “Fluffy?” Noa said, reaching out hesitantly. In the waves he heard her thoughts. It’s not really Fluffy, but so much like him, he’d stand just like that …

      With a strike of inspiration, Hsissh dived beneath the covers and did his circuit. Coming up for air, he gave the squeak of ‘all clear.’ He tugged at the waves, and tried to reassure her, I won’t bite.

      Noa fell onto the bed and scooped him up into her arms. She scratched him behind the ears, the way he’d liked in his old body and still liked in this one. He purred unabashedly and she wept into his fur.

      Later, with a belly full of leftovers Noa had sneaked from the kitchen, he curled up with her under the covers. Noa didn’t need him to escape Luddeccea … and he didn’t need to love her. But life without love was like a rat that had been dead for a few days. You could eat it, but it wasn’t as delicious.

      Releasing Pets into the Wild

      Hsissh’s body was old again. If he moved, his joints would ache, and his fur was thinning. But he wasn’t moving, the chair beneath him was soft and comfortable, and he was warmed by a sunbeam.

      “Looks like you’ve stolen my seat, Sir,” said Tim. Hsissh blinked his eyes. Tim was Noa’s husband. His appearance was as striking as Noa’s. Instead of tan skin, his was as pale as a shaved werfle. His eyes were an eerie sky blue, and his hair was the color of dead grass.

      Hsissh raised his head. “Oh, don’t get up on my account,” Tim said, scratching Hsissh gingerly behind the ears.

      Not that Hsissh would dream of it, even though he liked Tim, despite his disturbing appearance. Tim was an engineer in the Fleet and served on the same “space ship” that Noa did. They were stationed light years from Luddeccea. Noa would be safe when the plague came; just as important …

      Noa’s voice echoed from the kitchen. “You’re moving back to Earth?”

      Dad answered, “Luddeccea is becoming too fundamentalist.”

      The turn in conversation drew Tim to the kitchen. Hsissh watched him go. As far as he understood these things, Tim was a fine specimen of the masculine gender of Noa’s species. Broad-shouldered and tall. But more important, Noa and Tim were happy when they were together—the waves buzzed with their feelings. Hsissh was pleased. Humans, from the werfles’ observation, were mostly polygamous in their youth, but then settled into monogamous relationships as they aged. It seemed to correspond with stability and happiness.

      “We just don’t feel comfortable staying here,” Mom said.

      Hsissh felt a warm glow in the pit of his stomach and put a proud paw through his whiskers. He couldn’t speak into Mom’s and Dad’s minds, but he’d discovered he could tug at the waves in a way that sparked emotional reactions. Whenever a news report came on the hologlobe about The Three Book’s growing influence in civic affairs, or a riot against new settlers occurred in the city of Prime, he’d pulled hard on the waves and made their natural unease greater. When Dad had gotten a job offer on Earth, Hsissh had augmented his elation. When Mom contemplated moving her own consulting business, Hsissh had increased her optimism.

      “We’ll all be off world …” said Noa.

      Hsissh kneaded his claws. He’d nudged Masako to go there to further her studies—and she’d stayed! John had always wanted to leave; his parents had died in the Third Plague before Mom and Dad had immigrated to the planet. John himself had augmented kidneys because the Third Plague had destroyed his; Dad had taken him to Earth for several operations as he aged so that his “plastic kidney beans” could be replaced with larger ones for his growing body. John blamed the “Luddeccean crazy-late acceptance of nano cures” for his parents’ deaths and the augments that had cost him painful operations. Hsissh had only needed to strengthen John’s resolve to leave the planet.

      Mom sighed. “Kenji is very upset about us selling the house.”

      Hsissh’s ears twitched. Kenji had been the only member of the family he hadn’t been able to influence. Whenever Hsissh pulled on the waves coursing through his mind, Kenji had heard voices … much as the humans The One had tried to inhabit had. Perhaps it was because Kenji’s mind had special nano augments to make up for a congenital syndrome he had? Hsissh wasn’t sure, but the “voices” had worried Mom and Dad tremendously. Hsissh had to give up his attempts to guide Kenji, but in the end, the boy had left on his own, drawn by the promise of a better education on Earth.

      “What will happen to Fluffy?” Noa said, and Hsissh’s body grew rigid.

      “Sarah Benjamin has offered to take him in,” said Mom.

      “She and Sergei know having an old werfle sleeping in the house is better than no werfle,” Dad said. “Rats hate them.”

      “I wish we could take him aboard the fighter carrier,” Tim said. “We have a rat problem.”

      Noa said what Hsissh was thinking. “He’d never survive the Fleet quarantine, even if he were younger.”

      Mom sighed. “Sergei and Sarah, they’re kind people … they’ll treat the old man right.”

      Hsissh’s whiskers twitched. They wouldn’t treat Hsissh at all. He’d be leaving this old body soon. In the kitchen, he heard Noa and Tim discuss their ship’s upcoming voyage. Mom and Dad discussed their upcoming move off-world.

      Hsissh blinked. The sunlight felt especially warm, and made bits of dust sparkle in its beam like distant stars and brilliant expectations … He’d done it, he’d seen that his humans would leave this world and make it to safety. It didn’t feel a little like seeing hatchlings leave the nest; it felt exactly like that.

      Carl Sagan Discovers Intelligent Life

      Hsissh was in the body of a male werfle in his prime. He was watching as his latest hatchlings, now grown adults, set off through the undergrowth. Beside him the second in his parental triad squeaked. She wasn’t inhabited by The One and was simple, but Dich, the “other female” in the group, and the third in this triad was. It had made Hsissh’s time as First more interesting. Dich touched her nose to Second fondly, and Hsissh did the same. Second wiggled, sniffed the air, and set off on her own through the undergrowth.

      “Well, that was well done,” Dich said into the wave. “We made great parents.”

      Hsissh agreed and felt the warmth of satisfaction in his chest.

      “I’m going to curl up and join The Gathering,” Dich said. “Will you be coming?”

      Hsissh’s tail flicked, a dark mood settling upon him. He didn’t relish going over plans for the Fourth Plague.

      “Suit yourself,” said Dich, and she hopped over to the tree log they used as a den.

      Lifting his nose to the breeze, Hsissh detected the scent of a rat. He licked his lips. He could eat all of his kill for the first time in cycles! He slunk off, and an hour later he was rolling over on his back in a bright patch of sunlight, a rat carcass partially consumed beside him. He was utterly content. And then a wave-dream apparition appeared beside him. Hsissh blinked. The apparition was in the form of a cat. Before Hsissh could ask, the cat flattened its ears. “It’s me, Shissh!”

      Hsissh blinked. “You’re a cat now?”

      “I wanted to hitch a ride on one of the humans’ space ships,” Shissh said.

      “How interesting,” said Hsissh, not particularly interested in anything but enjoying his current sunbeam and full belly.

      “It’s Noa’s space ship,” Shissh said.

      Hsissh sat up with a start. “Really, how is she?”

      Shissh swished her tail. “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t—”

      “Pay attention,” hissed Shissh. “It may be the maternal hormones from the litter of kittens I just bore, but I’ve become fond of your human. She saved me from being thrown out of an airlock.”

      Hsissh put a claw to his chest that was swelling with pride. “Well, of course she—”

      Shissh hissed again. “She went to visit her brother on Luddeccea.”

      “Kenji is here?”

      “He’s been back for years. Haven’t you been paying attention?”

      “Years?” said Hsissh.

      “Listen,” Shissh growled. “Luddeccea’s time gate has gone offline and Noa is on the planet. If you want her to get off that self-righteous fundamentalist rock—”

      Hsissh blinked.

      Shissh licked a paw. “The attitude toward Luddeccea around here is influencing me.” She swished her tail. “You’ve got to find her and get her off the planet.”

      “Is she alone—or is Tim with her?” Hsissh asked, rising to his hind legs.

      For a moment, Shissh said nothing. She just sat, swishing her tail and glaring at him. And then she snarled, “Tim has been dead for several Earth years now.”

      Hsissh sank to all ten paws. “What?” He’d been distracted by hatchlings and kits for a long time … he hadn’t realized how long. Or maybe he hadn’t wanted to follow Noa too closely, afraid to know what he wouldn’t be able to influence.

      “None of that matters,” Shissh said. “Find Noa!”

      Hsissh launched himself into the waves, spreading himself as thin as he could… and encountered Ish’s consciousness in Prime. Ish was in werfle form, dancing in a home that had a ceiling that was a hundred werfle lengths high. “Isn’t it wonderful, Hsissh! The time gate is closed. No more ships from Earth, the humans here will be able to focus on enlightenment; they’ll evolve!”

      Hsissh thought frantically, “Have you seen Noa?”

      Ish put a paw through a whisker, and Hsissh felt his disapproval. “Your human is somewhere in the capital … she is wanted by the Central Authority. She is involved in some horrible new ‘technological experiment.’ But never fear, we’ll catch—”

      Hsissh cut away from the conversation, feeling a bubbling wrath in his stomach—the same he’d felt when a rat had tried to attack one of his hatchlings. He tore himself completely away from his body, leaving behind just a werfle bewildered at finding itself stuffed with a delicious rat in a field. Letting his pattern flow through the waves, Hsissh found a werfle host not inhabited by a member of The One in Prime and slipped in.

      Blinking his new eyes, he was assailed by the overwhelming smell of human. Instead of sod, underneath his feet was pavement.

      He’d never been to Prime, but this werfle host had lived here all its life and Hsissh had all its memories. He wore a collar—once this werfle had lived with humans. He recognized the “alley” he stood in. It was behind a tall, slender “town home” where he’d resided with two adults and a little boy. But recently, the “boy” was only a technological imitation of the man and woman’s child who’d died of a lung infection. Outwardly it was almost perfect, but it smelled wrong. And when the adults were not in the room, it became nothing but a piece of furniture, its mind simple and unchanging. It never cried, and it never yelled at the parents. The real boy had chased the werfle with such enthusiasm that they sometimes knocked over furniture and he’d screamed when the werfle had been separated from him. The machine boy never played chase. The memory of the strangeness of the artificial boy sent a cocktail of depressive hormones to Hsissh’s mind, and he cried into the waves at the lie that was the machine. Shissh must have been paying attention, because she heard. Hsissh felt Shissh reply, “Ah, yes, Noa’s spoken of those … Some humans use robots to replace their dead—but they don’t have the computing power to be like real humans. Something about Moore’s Law banging into Moore’s Wall …  Human innovation has been stalled for the past few hundred years. To have a robot as smart as a human, you’d need a machine with the brain the size of a small moon and a nuclear plant to power it.”

      Shaking his head to clear it of Shissh’s gibberish, Hsissh stood up on his hind limbs and looked to the home. He knew without going in that it was empty. He was assailed by a painful memory of Luddeccean Guards coming into the house, dismembering the machine boy, and taking the parents away. This werfle—not intelligent like the one inhabited by The One—had attacked one of the Guards and had been kicked across the room. Hsissh took a deep breath. His “new” ribs still hurt from the experience. He patted his body. It was amazing he hadn’t been killed … that had been months ago. This body hadn’t eaten well since then, even though he had fresh venom on his tongue.

      Hsissh pivoted on his back hind legs and caught a glimpse of blue sky between the tall town homes on either side of him. He paused, struck by another memory. That ribbon of blue should have been filled with space ships traveling up to the time gate, but it was empty of everything but clouds. He craned his neck to see the time gate. A bright spark flashed beside the gate’s ring and then streaked toward the planet like a falling star. A meteor? He searched his mind, and the mind of The One … and all the thoughts of all The One on Luddeccea collided with his. He knew what the explosion was; it was a space ship. Worse, he knew where the two parents of the machine boy had been taken. He saw it through the eyes of another werfle somewhere so far north the snow had already fallen: a huge camp where humans were dying like they’d been afflicted by another plague. He felt in the collective consciousness of The One that these humans were “augmented” or had been owners of imitation robots. They had been rounded up and made to work until they dropped because of it. It wasn’t plague, but hunger that made them slump into the snow … Humans were starving their own kind to death.

      His claws fell to his sides and he had an uncomfortable feeling in his gut. Perhaps The One need not exterminate the humans on this planet … they were doing the job themselves. Hsissh dropped down to all ten paws.

      The sound of two human children behind him made him turn. They were thin, and he noticed with a start that they didn’t have the usual metal circle in the sides of their heads.

      “Is that a rat?” one of the children said, raising a slingshot, a projectile device Noa had used on occasion as a child. Hsissh’s body reacted on its own. He dashed into a hole at the side of the “street” before he’d even thought about it. A moment later, he was in the darkness of the “sewer.” The hunger this body carried made the short dash exhausting. He curled into a ball and tried to seek out Noa’s consciousness. He searched until the light coming through the sewer “grate” had dimmed. But there were literally millions of humans in Prime and he had to gently probe each one at a time. After a while, his exhaustion broke down his concentration and carried his body into fitful sleep.

      Shissh’s feline apparition found his dreams. “Have you found Noa? The Captain’s talking of having me spayed!”

      “What is that?” Hsissh asked.

      Swishing her tail, Shissh said, “Never mind! Where is Noa?”

      “Ish told me she’s here in Prime,” Hsissh replied. “She’s being hunted by the Luddeccean Guard for her part in some sort of undesirable technological innovation.”

      Sitting down, Shissh’s ears perked. “That’s odd, I know nothing of that.”

      Hsissh wiped a nervous paw through his whiskers. “There are so many humans here, Shissh. Trying to find her is like—”

      “Finding a needle in a haystack,” Shissh said. “That means—”

      “I know what it means!” said Hsissh. “Do you have any ideas?”

      Shissh’s tail swished. “Doesn’t she have an aunt in Prime? Aunt Eliza?”

      Hsissh sat up, or his dream self did. “Yes … do you think Noa would go there?”

      Shissh nervously licked her paw. “I don’t know …”

      Hsissh thought of a tiny Noa barreling toward his tormentors so long ago. “I have to try and find her … I remember a map to the aunt’s home. I will go.”

      Shissh’s cat ears perked again. “You’re going to do it …” And Hsissh felt her wonder. His whiskers twitched at the insult. She purred and kneaded her paws. “You’ve never been a werfle of action … it looks good on you. That means—”

      “I have to go now,” he said. He tore himself from the dream, forced his body up from the ground, and began the journey through the sewers to Eliza’s house. The map in his memory was of streets above ground, but he knew his relative location from this body’s memories, and his body was sensitive to the magnetic pull of the planet’s pole. He would make it even in the dark, if the tunnels were clear, if he didn’t encounter any human “maintenance” workers, or children with slingshots.

      He didn’t account for his body’s state of near starvation. After half a day cycle he collapsed.

      

      He dreamed of Noa. She was arguing about stealing a space ship with … was that a member of The One in human form?

      “Noa,” the maybe-member of The One said. “I need to know what your plan is. If I don’t know what the plan is, I can’t calculate the odds of its success.”

      “Calculate the odds of success?” Noa said. “Some things are worth more than any odds.”

      They continued to argue, and then Noa shouted, “If that’s what you believe, then go!” And then a real shout made Hsissh awaken. “Go!”

      Blinking his eyes in the dim light of the sewer, Hsissh saw two humans not sixty hops away. One looked like Noa.

      Hope giving him strength, he skittered to his feet and hopped as fast as he could toward the pair. A blast of air sent the slighter human’s scent toward him … and it was Noa! His exhausting trek toward Aunt Eliza’s domicile had paid off! His sense of victory was dampened by the smell of disease and hunger about her. A worried cheeping came from his chest. Noa turned, and he stood up on his hind-most legs, just as he’d done that first time he’d come back to her. His hearts slid toward the ground … She’d become so thin …

      Taking off her outer upper garment, Noa sat down on her heels and held it out like a hammock. Hsissh approached cautiously, remembering her trepidation the first time he’d come back.

      “They’re venomous!” the other human said.

      Hsissh felt the waves … not a member of The One. But not quite right either.

      Noa snorted. “Did you notice he’s wearing a collar? His venom has already been milked.” Not that Hsissh suspected she’d care … she’d managed to keep him from being milked when he was in his second body so he could “have some protection from the Jacobs of the world.” He slid into her garment and rolled onto his back.

      “Someone’s pet,” Noa murmured, looking down at him. “But he’s in bad shape.”

      Hsissh gave a cry of confirmation.

      “I know you’re hungry, little one.” She sighed. “You lost your family, didn’t you? And there aren’t any more rats in the sewers.” She wrapped him in the fabric so only his head was exposed, and ran a finger down his chin.

      Another soft cry escaped Hsissh against his volition. The other human hesitatingly proffered a “soybean.” Hsissh was too hungry to reject the offering. His nose twitched as he ate. The other human smelled like steel and synthetics. His host’s memories shot through him. The man smelled a lot like the imitation boy! His nose twitched again … but no, that wasn’t quite right; the other human also smelled like a human male, and blood. Also, he was much too disagreeable to be an “imitation.” He’d argued with Noa quite infuriatingly. So much plastic, metal, and steel though … a human who had been excessively augmented? Hadn’t the werfles near the snow camps said that the humans trapped there were augmented?

      “What are you still doing here?” Noa said. For a moment Hsissh thought she was talking to him, but then she resumed the argument she’d been having with the man. After a few minutes Noa said, “Fine, let’s go,” and started walking in the direction of the aunt’s house.

      In her arms, Hsissh trembled. Could he really help Noa? He had poison fangs and a worn out body. She was sick. The other human was prone to arguing. Hsissh blinked at the other human; his slightly mollified hunger had cleared his eyes a bit. The other human looked a lot like Tim, taller though, more muscular, but did not radiate happiness in Noa’s presence. He did have a neural interface for the ethernet, unlike the two boys in the alley. Hsissh sniffed the air. The other human didn’t smell like Tim … he smelled, oddly, opposite of Noa. Hsissh couldn’t quite explain it, but as the two of them continued to converse, the fur on his back rose.

      Perhaps sensing his tension, Noa ran a finger over Hsissh’s belly. Despite his hunger, and all his apprehensions, he purred.

      “I think I’ll name him Fluffy,” Noa said, and Hsissh whispered into her mind, “Yes! Yes! Yes!”

      “He isn’t fluffy, his fur is short. That name doesn’t even make sense,” the man said. Hsissh went stiff in Noa’s arms. He felt a trembling in the waves, as though someone were using it for communication.

      “They are fluffy when they’re kits,” Noa said. “We named our werfles Fluffy back on our farm.”

      “You named more than one werfle Fluffy? How is that even practical? They wouldn’t know which one you were calling,” the man said.

      “Not at the same time!” Noa replied. “After the first died, we named the second werfle Fluffy. That way we didn’t slip up and call werfle number two Fluffy, when his name was actually Rex, or Spot or something. Calling him by a dead werfle’s name would have been rude and weird.” And in the wave Hsissh felt her think, And they were so similar … I felt like they were the same being.

      “But technically, you were calling him by the dead werfle’s name,” the maybe-human protested. “Fluffy was the dead werfle’s name even if it was also werfle number two’s name.”

      Noa huffed. “Fine, if you don’t like Fluffy, choose another name.”

      The man looked down at Hsissh, and Hsissh felt it again, a tiny disruption in the waves that came with communication across time and space. “I wouldn’t even think you’d like werfles. They look like rats,” the man said.

      Hsissh’s ears flattened like a cat’s. He tried to send disapproval into the man’s mind, but … the wave felt different in the other human.

      Noa’s eyes went wide and she gasped. “They look nothing like rats. Their noses aren’t long and pointy, their eyes aren’t small and beady, they’re clean—well, when they have access to clean water, they’re clean. Their tails aren’t naked, and they don’t eat people.” She lifted Hsissh to her nose. “They eat rats. They’re cute, they’re friendly, and they’re intelligent—smartest creature on Luddeccea—at least as smart as ravens as far as anyone can tell.”

      Hsissh could see the irritation flaring in the other human as Noa touched her nose to his.  Hsissh purred with the new beginnings of familial love …

      … but then a rush of alien waves sparked through his mind. “Fine, call it Carl Sagan if it’s so smart,” the man snapped.

      Hsissh’s whiskers trembled, and it all came together. He understood. The other human was extremely augmented, not just in his body, but in his brain—like Kenji! Hsissh hadn’t been able to touch Kenji mentally either, not effectively anyway. The different “augmentation” in the man’s brain allowed him to use the waves. Humans had achieved wave manipulation through their technology! If he’d had more energy, he might have wiggled out of Noa’s grasp in excitement. Ish had been wrong thinking humans would achieve oneness through their prayers—maybe that had shown them the way—but they were inadequate creatures in fur, claw, and mind. Like every other inadequacy, they’d made up for their weakness with their machines. He took a deep breath … would the other werfles accept it? He exhaled. Not fast enough. They still had to leave before the next plague—but maybe someday …

      “Carl Sagan?” said Noa.

      “Twentieth-century scientist,” the man muttered, looking away from Hsissh. “He theorized that there was intelligent life in the universe, just that it hadn’t visited us.”

      Hsissh purred. The One had neglected the quadrant of the galaxy that was home to humans—it had been a complete fluke that the humans had found The One’s home planet first and not the other way around. To think a human named Carl Sagan had theorized that was possible … His purr halted. The One thought that there was no other intelligence in the universe but their own, and so had humans, though they’d been under one another’s noses for a few centuries now. Their concepts of “intelligence” were just too different to allow them to see one another. A purr rose in his chest again. But their sense of love, it was the same. Hsissh tried to send a rush of admiration and validation to the other human. The man didn’t respond. Hsissh almost got mad, but then realized that maybe the human hadn’t felt it. What had Dad said? “New technology, always buggy”?

      “Carl Sagan,” said Noa. “I like it.”

      Hsissh purred. He liked it, too.

      

      If you enjoyed this story and would enjoy reading another story in this universe, check out C. Gockel's Archangel Down (available in Kindle Unlimited.) C. Gockel also has completed a science-fantasy series about Loki, the Norse God of Mischief, Chaos, and Lies. It's called I Bring the Fire, and the first book, Wolves, is free on Amazon.

      Follow C. Gockel on Facebook and join her mailing list for new releases and special offers.
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      Sansah!

      "Hello?" I sounded terrible when I was half asleep. 

      San? It's me. Rich. 

      That woke me up fast. I sat up as the lights came on. I thought the voice came from my link, resting diligently on my nightstand. A beat later, I realized I was being whispered, a non-verbal communication method taught to Helix Agents. Even though I spoke out loud sometimes, Rich could still hear it as a whisper. The fact he was whispering to me meant he wanted the conversation non-traceable and non-audible. 

      Rich Sanders? You know we're not supposed to contact each other. Rich and I were former partners, working under the guidance of the Hepburn Organization through what had been dubbed Helix in a war that ended nine years ago. Our final order when we were discharged was not to establish any communication with former Helix Agents.

      Yeah, that's bullshit. I've kept in contact with everyone.

      Not me.

      Because you're too good at deep cover. And, you seemed to be happy in Los Angeles. Look, the distance is giving me a headache. Can we meet? 

      The one initiating the whisper incurred the distance damage. Yeah, sure. 

      Today?

      I looked at the chronometer, its soft blue numbers hovering above my now dark vid screen. It's five in the morning.

      Oh shit. I forget the time difference.

      I rubbed my eyes. Where are you?

      New Atlanta.

      I blinked. You want to meet in New Atlanta? Rich…I'm gonna have to hop a shuttle to get to the east coast. 

      I know. If you need credit, I have some—

      No, no. I can afford the trip, just…I have a job too. I can't just call and— 

      They're dead, San. 

      I hesitated. Rich never interrupted anyone unless it was important. Who…who's dead? 

      Everyone in our team but you and me.

      Our team. He meant our Helix team. Rich—

      Check them out for yourself. Walker, Suki, Gerald—all dead. I'll send you the when and where. I felt his whisper end with a small bit of dizziness. Rich had always been better at communicating at distances. It wasn't one of my gifts. 

      I had other talents.

      

      My name is Sansah James. 

      In the years to come after what historians called the Silent Third War, mankind made great strides in attaining peace. And why shouldn't we? We'd conquered space, claiming the rights to nearly a dozen worlds and made treaties with two other races to avert conflict. We even decreased the population of Earth so the planet could rebuild itself. 

      Everyone had opportunity. A chance to attain their dreams. 

      As my grandfather said, even in a batch of ripe apples, there will always be one with a worm hidden inside, where rot could spread to the others. Worlds demanded independence, no longer swearing allegiance to Earth's Hepburn Federation, named after the man who founded it. 

      Hepburn had many parts to it. Trade, commerce, naturalization, immigration, agriculture and the military. These were the same organizations Earth once worked under, but now they were handled by a single entity. 

      A lot of people didn't like that. They didn't like being regulated and wanted to make their own rules. Three of the young worlds formed their own coalition, called it the Crimson Stand, and declared war on Earth. 

      But they would never reach Earth. Hepburn saw to that. 

      I watched it all from a distance, thinking I was far away from the conflict. Until the CS attacked Vrekka. My home was taken and I was packed off to serve under their command to fight Hepburn. Vrekka was the only home I'd ever known, a world 80% water and the main exporter of fish to the Hepburn worlds. 

      Sailing was all I knew. I couldn't fight. I didn't know how to start. 

      Luckily our transport was hit by Hepburn forces, the prisoners were taken to Mendosa, a world similar to Earth, with lush forests, dry deserts and snowy mountain tops. There I was made an offer to join the Helix Organization, a covert group under the Hepburn Military Coalition. A chance to get revenge on the bastards who killed my family and destroyed my home wasn't something I could refuse. 

      At Helix I signed over my life to them with the promise of destroying Crimson Stand. I was made anew. Literally. A newer, younger, cloned body with enhanced strength and intelligence. I chose the path of assassin and became the best in the class. I was partnered with Rich Sanders, an Earth-sider whose grandparents had immigrated to Vrekka and were killed in the invasion. We became each other's support, learned the other's movements until we could finish the other's sentences. We learned how to whisper to each other, a tone and way of speaking among the Helix Agents. This ability made it impossible for the enemy to intercept communiques.  

      Fifteen years later the Crimson Stand was defeated. Hepburn forces reclaimed those worlds ravaged by the CS and started plans to rebuild.

      Those in Helix were discharged with honors and sent away with the recommendation we not contact each other

      I was given a nice, easy desk job at Renkaru Labs in Los Angeles. I remember being a bit frightened to live there, thinking the air quality would damage my new and improved body. I'd survived poisons, traps, near death mistakes, and even a few really close calls. I didn't want to be done in by pollution. 

      I was pleasantly surprised when all the rumors I'd heard about Los Angeles were old. That the City of Angels was a recovered place, full of golden skyscrapers, airway travel, and brotherly love. It was a city reborn. And there I was in it. Happy. With my own apartment, my own money, and my own life. No orders. No worrying about the next mission. 

      I'd even allowed myself a boyfriend…and a girlfriend. I couldn't make up my mind. I was just…happy. Not a worry. 

      Until now. 

      I called into work early that morning now that Rich had me thoroughly awake. Since I hadn't taken a sick day once during my employment, the request was approved immediately. I checked on shuttles out of LAX and picked one that would put me arriving mid-afternoon to Hartsfield. 

      I showered as I waited on a missive or whisper from Rich. When time came for me to leave for the 'port, I worried about a vehicle outside my apartment building. It'd been parked in the same place since the day before. Dark windows. No lights. I asked the doorman about it. He said he'd noticed it, called the Hepburn Police Alliance, and was told not to worry about it. 

      If I hadn't been trained as a soldier, I would have done as the doorman was instructed to do. But a dark vehicle that didn't catch the notice of the HPA or their drones whizzing around the city like pigeons? Every alarm I had went on high alert. 

      I took the tram to the 'port, not wanting to pay their exorbitant parking fees. Three men, all wearing dark suits that sort of resembled the style of the HPA, but with red piping, got on the train at different stations and into the same car I was in.

      Making it look like I forgot something with an exaggerated action of rolling my eyes and putting in my earpiece to make a call, I got up last minute and got off the train two stops before mine. I stood just outside to watch it leave and noticed the men were still onboard, each of them looking at me and talking into their wrist-links. 

      I really try not to be paranoid, but what's that old saying? You're not paranoid if someone's really out to get you? And right now, all my instincts and survival skills were telling me those men were following me. It wasn’t just Rich telling me everyone in my former team was dead, but also—why else keep such a tight visual on me? 

      Instead of going to the 'port, I sent in an additional sick day request, then ditched my regular wrist-link and took two trams, shorter distance carriers, to a different station where I kept a locker full of supplies. I'd set the locker up as a habit when I first came Earthside. In fact, I had seven of these locations all over the city, even one across the border in Oregon. And in nine years I'd never thought of them. 

      Until now. 

      The lock was palm print only, no voice. I didn't want any nearby drones picking up my tone. They could identify me with one syllable. The locker popped open. I grabbed the three medium bags out of it, then opened a collapsible bag and stuffed everything inside before I closed the locker. It immediately reset to lock. But I wanted to go one step further. 

      Looking around, I did something I hadn't done in nine years. Where Rich could initiate whispers at great distance, even interplanetary sometimes, I could interface with machinery. It wasn’t a hundred percent, meaning sometimes the machine was too old to have any kind of electronic signature I could hack into. I placed my hand on the sensor, closed my eyes, and whispered to the circuitry inside. I gave the locker a new renter, spoofed an account with ready cash in it, and made it believe a guy named Jake Monacan had rented it for the past six weeks. He was this bully I'd scrapped with on Vrekka. He'd been killed during Vrekka's occupation. At least his meaningless life would live on in an empty container.

      Sort of like his head had been.

      The station was in a small town on the coast side of Los Angeles. It's also where I kept one of three homes all over the world. 

      Still not sure I'd thrown those mystery men off my tail, I took several routes around the city (not a big city) until I felt sure there weren't any other men in black-and-red suits following me, nor were there drones. The HPA were busy setting their spies up all over the world and tying them into a central CPU at their World Headquarters in New York and Tokyo, but they weren't everywhere yet. 

      Once inside, I checked the house, the perimeter, and the house's central mainframe. I kept this one off the grid so it couldn't be hacked into, except from a physical port. A port only I knew the whereabouts of. It was from there I checked the names Rich had given me, the names of my friends, the only family I knew. 

      Walker Riven—killed in a house fire in Queens. Suki Yamato—killed in a building fire in Kyoto. Gerald Perdito—killed in a restaurant fire in León. No other casualties. And they all died within a week of each other. 

      That wasn't a coincidence. 

      In the Helix Organization the upper leaders broke us into teams consisting of four pairings. Our team consisted of me and Rich, Walker and Gerald, Suki and Eve, and Terrence and Loretta. Eve, Terrence and Loretta were all killed during the war, and I'd seen what losing Eve did to Suki. Helix partners were as close as lovers sometimes, and I was pretty certain, more. Rich and I were pretty sure Suki and Eve had been more physically to each other. After Eve’s death, Suki never wanted to talk about her again.

      And now there were only two of us left. Helix had ten teams total. Were there mysterious deaths in the other teams? I didn't know how to find out because I didn't know their names or what planet they had been assigned to for retirement. Once paired and teamed, we no longer had any contact with the other Agents to prevent any mistakes in the field visually. We only knew each other from their whispers. Rich's whisper this morning had been the first one I'd heard in nine years. 

      On a hunch I typed in Rich's name, but also added in Helix, HPA, and the name of our team captain, Johnny Norman. That sounds like a fake name, doesn’t it? 

      There were over twenty Rich Sanders on the East coast of the United North American Territories. I was surprised there were so few. One of them caught my eye. History professor at Harvard, Cambridge. Non-tenured, so he'd been there fewer years. I got the full name Richard Edward Sanders and found a picture of him. Bingo! 

      Boston was a long way away from New Atlanta. What could be so interesting there?

      He looked exactly the same. Just like me. After nine years, neither of us had changed. 

      I did a little digging and found Rich's posts in a forum on genetics and the dangers of alien technology. I followed the trail, which led down a series of embedded responses. The question was pretty nonsensical, geeks discussing the process of cloning and its moral problems. Old news. 

      And then I hit a link Rich sent to the person he was arguing with. The link took me to a blank page. Not even a dedicated address. 

      SYSTEM CHECK 101 HAS DETECTED A PENDING DOWNLOAD. ACCEPT OR DELETE? 

      Download? My security was pretty good, and if it was flagging the download, then it sensed something odd about it. I downloaded the file to a slip, a flat plastic portable device. It was a bit antiquated, but slim and easy to carry. By sending the file directly to the slip, it bypassed my system's logic nodes. 

      After booting up my older system, the one I put together myself, I copied the file, scanned it, and then opened it. 

      It was an encrypted text file. I also recognized the code. It was mine and Rich's personal language. As partners, all Helix Agents were required to create their own code to keep their communications with Helix safe. Of course, we had to turn over our Rosetta Stones to the head of Helix…

      But Rich and I had made a second language, very different than our first. And this was it.

      I decoded it in my head because that's where the only RS was located. 

      MADE SOME INQUIRIES. SERIOUS SHIT, BLUEBIRD. WILL CONTACT JOHNNY AND MEET. WILL FIND YOU. R. 

      Bluebird. He used to call me Bluebird because I liked dying my hair blue. It was drab brown now. He'd called me that in this file so I'd know it was him; a file that would just look like corrupted code to anyone else.

      Was Johnny in New Atlanta on retirement? Was that why Rich was there? Playing a hunch, I uploaded a response in the same code and then waited for a response while I opened a can of spaghetti. It heated itself, and I sat in the quiet dark of my secret hideaway and ate, a bottle of water beside me. 

      Seven hours later, I got a response from Rich with a place and a date and time. Tomorrow. Three in the afternoon. 

      A responsible adult would call in to work and let them know she'd be out all week due to the illness. But I had a feeling, just a gut-hunch, that calling into my office, into the job Helix had arranged for me, wasn't a good idea. 

      I didn't realize how right I was. 

      

      Getting into New Atlanta was easy enough. The weather service had the city blanketed in rain, so I took a cab to my hotel. I was booked in as Birdie Blue. Yeah, it was stupid and cheesy, but it was a name Rich could find if he needed me. And I was needing him. I had that old butterfly feeling in my stomach again, like I used to get when he and I would start out on a new campaign. A new planet, a new life, a new cover.

      But in this scenario, Helix wasn't there to back me up. I was on my own.

      It was close to noon once I was finished changing my looks in the mirror. I had to get from Decatur to Roswell, which given I was in a city I'd never visited before, should be a piece of cake. No one to recognize me.

      I took local transportation, and after three trams, two skaters and finally an express, I made it to Roswell. At the station I was surprised to see a drone. Drones had become commonplace in much larger cities since the early 2000s. They did everything from monitor traffic, crime, and behavior to exploration. And after a while, no one really noticed them.

      But I did. This wasn't a usual service drone. This was a Helix military drone and was once used as team backup during missions. They were quicker, silent, and more resilient than the average drone. And they could sync with a Helix team’s whisper. They couldn’t translate what was said, but they could detect a whisper. That made them good at finding wounded agents calling for help, but bad when I wanted to whisper Rich to tell him I was close by. With its black casing and blue Helix symbol on the side, their blue light had once been a comfort to me during the war. Now? It felt a bit menacing.

      Why was it here in Roswell, Georgia? I worried for a few seconds that it was tracking me, but it never seemed to focus on me. I took a cab to the small park where Rich said he wanted to meet. It was still raining, though the temperature was moderate. Just enough to put a chill in the air.

      The cab dropped me off in the middle of a town square in front of a shoe store. The park took up the center. There was a gazebo, a swing, and some over-sized iron monument in the center. Per my instructions, I bought a pretzel in the cafe on the corner and sat inside the gazebo.

      I was shocked when Rich seemed to come out of nowhere and sit beside me. We stared at each other for a few seconds before squeezing the hell out of one another. After a few seconds, I pulled back enough to look at him, but didn't let go. He hadn't changed at all. "What're you doing here? Are you looking for Johnny?"

      "Yeah. I found his office, but he wasn't there and I haven't seen any other Agents."

      That's when I smacked his shoulder. "You never called me back."

      "That's because I found a few men in black suits with red trim following me."

      My eyes widened. "I found them following me too. But I gave them the slip and headed to one of my safe houses."

      He smiled at me. Damn, I'd missed that. "Good girl. How many you establish?"

      "Four. At the time I thought it was stupid, but now I'm not so sure."

      "It was smart." He took my hand, not for romance's sake, but because it gave us a cover for speaking low and close to one another. Any passersby would believe we were lovers. "Something's going down, San. And it's all about us."

      "Us? You mean the Agents?"

      "Yes. There's a lot you don't know because Johnny and I didn't share it with most of you."

      "You've been in contact with him too?"

      "He got hold of me first." Rich focused on me. "I don't know how to say it, but they're getting rid of us one by one. Don't talk—just listen. There’s something about our training, the cloning technique they used to give us these enhanced bodies, that has some very important people in Hepburn upset."

      "We're just clones. What's so bad about that? Oh no, it's not those morality pushers, is it?"

      "I wish. No one would want us dead."

      Why dead? What the hell. "Rich—we helped end the war!" I hissed.

      "Sshh. I know. I don't understand it either. Johnny contacted me a few days ago and told me he'd figured it all out, but I had to come here to meet with him. That's when I called you. I couldn't tell you much because I didn't know."

      "You're scaring me."

      "I'm damn scared, San. If Hepburn wants us dead, there's not a lot we can do."

      "We can fight?"

      "Suki was one of the best at being untraceable, invisible, and her gift was sensing enemies within a hundred kilometer radius. No one could get close to her. But there was nothing she could do about fire." He periodically looked around to check the perimeter.

      "Rich—what is it with the fires? All the names you gave me died in fires."

      "They've ALL died in fire, San. All of them."

      "There's more?"

      "Johnny said as much the last time we spoke. I wanted you with me when I met with him. So—"

      What is it? I initiated the whisper, knowing the headache to follow was going to hurt. Is it the HPA?

      He shook his head. Drone.

      I felt a small bit of relief. Rich, drones are everywhere.

      Not Helix drones.

      What? It took everything I had not to turn and look at whatever it was he saw. I saw a Helix drone at the train station. It didn't seem to be focused on me.

      That's because you're wearing a disguise. He half smiled. Nice wig, by the way. I should have thought of it.

      Is it watching us?

      I can't tell. Damn, I should have initiated a whisper to begin with. I don't know how much it picked up, if it picked up anything— He hesitated and then slowly stood. Let's go. I want to test something.

      We walked hand in hand out of the park to the deli on the corner. Once inside, we stopped at the counter and I asked if they had a bathroom. We headed to the back where the two of us crowded inside the women’s room and locked the door. Did it follow us?

      Yeah, it did. It's right outside the front door. He licked his lips. Now I'm starting to understand our enemy's fear of our own drones.

      You don't think this is a trap, do you? That Johnny set us up?

      Trap for what? We haven't done anything wrong. We've both been good little soldiers and blended back into society like we were told to do. Universal peace is going to be achieved.

      Someone knocked on the door. "Hey…anybody in there? I really have to go."

      It didn't sound like a Helix operative, but they could fool just about anyone. Even us. We need to get out of here and find Johnny.

      Being cornered in an old-style deli bathroom wasn't exactly the best plan—not that being stuck in a bathroom is ever a good plan—but it gave us a bit of privacy. We knew how the drones worked and their limitations. Unless…their technology had been upgraded in the last nine years.

      If that was the case, we were screwed.

      But I just couldn't reconcile myself to believe we were being hunted. For what? Being two ex-partners wanting to share a drink?

      Rich was looking at the window. Wanna be a cliché?

      Sure. Why not?

      So we climbed out the window. It wasn't locked or barred—we had peace now, so why fear being robbed? And anyone wishing to disturb that peace was dealt swift justice because the drones were always watching.

      The deli backed up to a small alley. We ran to the road-side exit, and Rich peered around the corner.

      "Do you see it?" I had to disconnect from the whisper. My head was pounding.

      "Yeah. It's patrolling the entire area. I say we make a break for it and head to Johnny's lab."

      Wait. "Lab? What does he have a lab for?"

      "I don't know. He just said if I ever couldn't find him, I was to get to you and then go to his lab."

      I didn't really have time to pout about Johnny not confiding this to me because Rich took that moment to yank me with him across the street. But not the street visible to the drone. We went down the opposite side, turned right and then left until we were in a residential area.

      He stopped in front of a nice heirloom Charger and opened the door by placing his hand on the driver's side window. I got in, and the car smelled like it looked. Old. "Where did you get this?"

      "Don't knock it. It's been in the family for generations. It's got the usual upgrades to make it street legal."

      I'd forgotten Rich was from Earth. "What about flight legal?"

      "No can do. These models were just too heavy for that mod. But—" He started flipping switches and pressed a button.

      I felt an old, familiar queasiness in my stomach and stared at him. "You installed a cloak!"

      "Yeah, I did. I know where Johnny’s lab is. We're just going to have to get out of Roswell first. I need you to keep an eye out. I can't drive with the cloak on or we'll get nailed hard when no one sees us. But when we park, we can—"

      We both saw it at the same time. The Helix drone came flying around the same corner Rich and I had. It stopped in the middle of the street, at the T-section where the road we traveled met the neighborhood road. I looked at the road name. Moonshadow Court.

      He touched my arm and I nearly jumped. Putting his finger to his lips, he pointed at the drone, indicating not to speak. I knew the thing could pick up an engine, so what did it matter if we were quiet or not? We were screwed!

      Just then, a newer model Honda pulled out of the drive of a house and nearly backed into us. Rich eased the Charger forward and kept behind the Honda. Ah, he was masking the Charger’s engine with the Honda’s. He gestured behind us, so I looked and the drone was moving down the residential street in the opposite direction.

      We didn't speak again until we were several miles from the town square and he pulled over to drop the cloak.

      "What the hell!?" I finally blurted. "Drones aren't allowed inside residential housing areas."

      "I know that."

      "But it went right in! They're not supposed to do that!"

      Rich put a hand on my shoulder. "Calm down. I saw it too, San. Things are changing fast, but I'm afraid you and I are the only ones seeing it."

      I was quiet as he drove the car on the highway. There wasn't much traffic for ground-bound transportation. Most of the traffic happened above us on the expressways. Which suited me just fine, though I caught myself looking around frequently, afraid of seeing that drone's little blue light.

      Johnny's lab was in a scary looking abandoned warehouse. I couldn't remember the last time I'd ever been inside of one these old rust buckets, made when girders were fashioned out of steel or iron. The whole place was one big rust spot behind an even worse looking rusted fence. Thick forests covered the land outside the fence. But that didn't make me feel any safer.

      Rich parked the Charger behind a pile of concrete blocks covered in other bits and pieces of building debris. I was pretty sure no one had been out this way in several decades.

      Hands tucked across my chest, I followed Rich around the right corner of the pile and into the trees and discovered a door worked into the wire. I instinctively reached my hand out to interface and unlock it, but Rich grabbed my wrist. “No. Johnny’s got it rigged if you do that. Whole thing will go up in flames.”

      I lowered my arm as Rich typed in a combination. The gate open and we approached the structure. It, too, had a keypad and Rich had to reference his link for the combination. The door made a thump, and he pulled a small pressure inducer from his bag. Inducers were the mainstay of law enforcement, a HPA's tool to subdue the non-conformists and haul them away for approved treatment. How Rich had one—I didn't know. And I didn't ask.

      I stayed behind him as we stepped into the dark, then I heard a squeak and a slam as the door closed behind us. A few more steps, then, "Hold on."

      Another pause and there was a click. The lights came on, and I saw Rich with his hand on a panel. Blinking, I took in the interior.

      The outside might have looked like a throwback, but the interior wasn't. Johnny had decked the place out with the latest in technology. A few things I recognized, like a kitchen, a living area, and wall screens. The rest were big, and silver, and shiny; and all stayed in a side room open from the kitchen. "This is his safe house."

      "Yeah, but I didn't know he lived here," Rich said. "John, you home?"

      We both strained our ears. No answer. "He's not here. Where is he?"

      "I don't know. Come on." He led me straight to that weird room with all the gleaming equipment. I recognized a gurney, several large monitors stacked on the left, and a very messy desk on the right. I moved to it and touched the film of soft, silky dust coating the surface. "I think this doubled as his office too."

      A panel glowed a soft green to the right on the desk's top display, and before I could say anything, Rich put his palm on it.

      The lights dimmed and the stacked screens brightened. Johnny appeared, looking very frazzled. His hair was a mess and his clothing mussed. He also had bruises very visible against his dark skin and his lip was bleeding. "Rich, Sansah—if you're seeing this, it means what I feared all this time is finally happening. I know that doesn't make any sense to you, but you have to listen—I don't have a lot of time.

      "When the Helix project started, it was built around the idea of creating the perfect soldier by using a technology once known as Programmable Matter. And it's exactly the way it sounds. Matter with the ability to be programmed to perform a specific function. Our first attempts at this were very basic, and not a lot of thought was given to the physical structure of the matter. We concentrated on function, and after a lot of fuck ups, it was decided by the committee that we should keep the outer form human. Anything other than that defeated the initial purpose of the project."

      Johnny looked to the side for a second, and I realized he was sitting at the desk behind me.

      "Programming for human form and function was easy. Programming the matter to act like a human—this was too complex. Over a hundred tests and over a hundred failures. Humans could pick out the fakes."

      His face had dissolved, and we were shown recordings of such tests. A group of people standing in a crowd, all dressed in white, as someone is led into the room and simply told to pick the one that's different. Time and time again, they picked the fake.

      "They said they could tell because of the way they blinked, or didn't, smiled, or didn't; small nuances that couldn't be programmed for flawless execution. The fakes didn't understand transitions from one to the other. All the little things that make a human…human.

      "Twenty years before you were recruited for this project, Dr. Vasco Conte succeeded in developing a technology that could copy the electromagnetic impulses of the brain and reconstruct them in digitized form. In other words, he discovered how to copy the human mind. But it was more than that." Johnny moved closer to the camera. "Conte was able to copy the soul itself. I know how crazy that must sound, but it's the truth. Clones aren't the exact copy of the one they were cloned from. Physically, yes. Even genetically, yes. But not their minds. The way they think, their opinions, even their predispositions aren't copied. Those form on their own through environment.

      "But this…this was unbelievable. In less than a year after Helix brought him on board, they were able to program matter with a living human's soul pattern, as he called it."

      “What’s he saying? That we’re not clones?”

      "Bullshit," Rich hissed. "We're clones, not this matter shit."

      "I know you're thinking this is just stupid and ridiculous and what does it have to do with your lives. So you're going to have to listen to me very carefully. Especially you, Richard."

      Rich came to stand beside me as we faced the projected screen. "Helix commissioned a project to develop matter soldiers to go into the field, infiltrate, gather intel, and then eventually destroy. They were to work in teams of couples, two to four. There were a hundred of you in all. Now there are less than thirty."

      "Hundred of you…us?" I looked at Rich, but he was staring at the vid with his jaw working back and forth.

      “You have to accept it when I tell you that you’re not clones at all, but imprints. Fakes. Your original human patterns were removed from your original human bodies and programmed into the matter." He gave us a sad smile. "I was there when the subroutines were created. I was part of the team that made it possible for you to whisper to one another, interface with codes, machines, and give you full control over your bodies. This is why you can see greater distances than a rifle scope and why you can blend in with the population. You’re a superior blend of man and machine.”

      I stared at the vid, unable to look away.

      "You've probably noticed by now that you haven't aged. That was something no one really predicted. Especially Conte or myself. Your matter is constantly self-replicating; meaning your bodies—your matter-constructed bodies—will never die of old age. You will continue to exist as long as your mind can last.

      "But this is where Helix has realized their mistake. You’re not the first to notice this. Others have actually contacted me to ask questions, while some have reached out to one another, like you and San, disobeying Helix’s most important rule to not contact one another. You do realize that’s a method of control. So you won't talk and share information, or even worse, ask questions."

      Johnny moved to the right and then backed up as he held a flat, clear disk up. "When I learned so many of the Helix Agents had disappeared over the past year, I looked into it. I traveled all over looking for their bodies and found none. Not one body has been left behind. All reports, where there were reports, said they died in a fire."

      I gasped.

      He looked around and then disappeared. There was a skip in the recording and then he came back, looking worse than before. Dark circles under his eyes and his features were gaunt.

      Johnny held up the disk again. "I don't have much time. I think they found this place. I came across this a week ago, a bit of intel sent to me by one Gamma Team before they all died. I thought a safety had never been entered into the soul imprints. I was so damn wrong. There is a branch of Helix that created an order called Rescind into the core of the soul imprint. This…this command, once given, causes the matter to self-destruct. That's why there aren't any bodies. Six months ago, just after the Freedom Day celebration date was announced, the Rescind order was executed by Helix itself. With the complete and utter control of Hepburn being delivered to the world, they can’t allow super soldiers to exist. No one knew you existed during the war, and no one can know you ever existed because they want to use this technology again. They want to keep it a secret.”

      He got up into the camera, and I could see the sweat on his brow, almost taste the fear that emanated from him. I put my hand out to Rich and he took it. "The drones. Beware of the drones. They're being allowed everywhere here. On Earth. That's why you were all brought back to a single location. You're all here. Now they can send the Rescind order directly into the matter that makes up your bodies, but they have to have a line of sight to do it and you have to be looking into their blue lights. That’s their conduit. They will not stop until they find you." He held up a small, pink crystal. "Take this and find Conte. It's rumored he has a counter command. But if he doesn't, get off Earth as quick as you can. Before they burn you—"

      The recording ended. We stood still for several seconds as we processed this information. I wasn't sure which part to question first. None of it sounded sane. Especially… "I'm an imprint…of my soul?"

      Rich didn't say anything as he let go of me and went to Johnny's desk. He started moving things around, opening drawers, boxes, swearing under his breath. I joined him, my gaze moving over the desk for the pink stone.

      My foot slipped a bit on the tile, so I looked down and saw a lot more of that soft dust. I touched it again and noticed the silky texture. There were mounds of it under the desk. Rich was stepping in it. That's when I spotted the crystal just under the desk and leaned in to get it.

      I hesitated.

      Johnny had been sitting at this desk, holding the crystal when the recording cut off. I took another look at the silt, touched it again, and then realized… "Rich…"

      "I can't find it. Maybe he hid it somewhere else."

      "Rich."

      "Or maybe he took it with him."

      "I—I don't think he ever left."

      "What?" Rich finally bent down and looked at me from the other side of the desk chair. He saw the crystal and then looked at the silt. He reached a shaky hand out and touched it just as I had.

      Abruptly, he lurched back and said some rather irreverent things as he stood up. "Son of…that's Johnny. It's ash, Sansah. That's ash. It's Johnny's remains."

      "No…I've seen a burned body. It doesn't burn down like this—"

      "Yeah, but we're not human, now are we? We're—"

      "Matter-made soldiers," I finished for him as I stood, the crystal in my hand. "Is this all true? Are we really not human? I mean…I'd always believed their bullshit about the vitamins, and training, and all the Eastern arts. But this? I don't know if I can believe this—"

      Rich put his hand up. Again, he was staring at something, but it wasn't past my head this time. It was to his left, my right. I turned just my head to see a blue light descend from the ceiling as the drone exposed itself. How long had it been there? Just hanging out as we watched Johnny's tape? Knowing Helix, that information was now in the hands of our enemies.

      Whoever they were now.

      "Run!" Rich called out as he picked up one of Johnny's statues and threw it at the drone. It made an evasive maneuver as I ducked down and scrambled to go underneath it. Drones could move bilaterally, but their central auditory and visual components remained in a stationary horizontal axis. Meaning it couldn't look down to follow me. It could lower itself to be on my level, but it would have to know where I was.

      I found a hammer under one of the chairs by the row of silver machines and attempted to get myself into position from behind it. It could swing around on the horizontal axis and look behind, so I had to be quick.

      It was between Rich and me. Rich started to move, and the front blue light flared bright with a loud, blaring noise. The only thing I'd heard like it before was when one of my classmates in primary school had tried to play the tuba.

      Blue light bathed Rich as he turned away.

      “Don’t look into it!” I screamed at him.

      But he did. I saw his eyes widen as he stood perfectly still.

      I stood up behind the damn thing, reared back, and took a swing at it with the hammer. I put everything I had into that swing too, calling on what I chose to think of as human muscles. The crack the hammer made to the side of its lightweight material told me I'd put a hole in it. The thing tumbled in the air, slammed into the wall, and fell to the ground. I ran to it and smashed it over and over with my hammer until there was nothing left but sparking, smoking pieces.

      "Sansah…."

      I turned back to Rich…and dropped the hammer. He was glowing from the inside. It was like an internal sun, burning its way through. He reached out to me as he grabbed his chest, and his fingers dug into the melting flesh. Within seconds Rich Sanders, my partner for fifteen years and my best friend in the whole world, faded away.

      All that was left was a pile of the same silty ash. I slid to the floor as I screamed his name over and over until my throat hurt. The ash was still warm as I pushed my hands into it and through it.

      It smelled like him.

      But he was gone.

      I don't know how long I stayed like that, bent over his ash. Luckily, a spark of self-preservation woke my subconscious. I had to find the crystal. Where was the crystal? I searched for a few minutes before I found it on the floor where I’d dropped it, half buried in ash. I shoved it into my pocket and then started looking around for Johnny's recording equipment. I found a purple crystal and several greens, all different grades of portable media. I wasn't sure if any of them were his message.

      Within an hour, I had Rich's Charger packed with as many supplies as I could find. Water and food, all raided from Johnny’s kitchen. I grabbed clothing I could use, because I wasn't going to be heading back to my place. Or California for that matter.

      No. I was heading north from New Atlanta. Up the coast toward Durham first. I'd interfaced with Johnny's mainframe, using this alien matter-made body of mine, and found a list of the surviving Helix Agents. The closet one was a woman there. I didn't know her name. She hadn't been in my team. But she was like me. A walking experiment. Something that was used, soon to be an embarrassment, to be discarded and swept away with the evening trash.

      I pulled the Charger to the road then ran back to interface with the lock outside. And just as Rich had warned me, an alarm went off. I swept away the tire tracks as I ran back to the car, and then burned rubber as Johnny's and Rich's funeral pyre became a Viking burial of epic-ness.

      Wiping my face, I made a mental plan. I would find everyone I could, go over Johnny's information, and I would find Conte. I needed more. More answers to questions I hadn't even asked, like where was my body? If I'm an imprint, then where's the original me?

      I just didn't know if I'd ask for Conte's help or kill him myself for what he did to us.

      To Rich.

      And to me.

      

      Blue Light is the prequel to the Sci Fi series The Hepburn Secrets, to be released near the Fall of 2016. Check out Phaedra's website at phaedraweldon.com for more information on her other works, or sign up for her newsletter to be informed when The Hepburn Secrets releases.
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      The guard she’d left at the entrance to the lab had disappeared, leaving Dr. Dauber unsupervised. Had it been long enough for him to have committed treason? Emma took a deep breath and pushed on the door.

      It didn’t budge.

      She withdrew her sidearm and knocked.

      Silence answered her.

      Emma checked the settings on her weapon – narrow beam,  non-lethal was the Commonwealth standard for close quarters where there was a high probability of civilian engagement. She shifted the pulse width to a fatter beam. At this range, pinpoint accuracy was less of an issue than coverage if something turned sideways.

      And something always turned sideways.

      With the safety disengaged, Emma targeted the lock. The beam from her weapon traced a small, perfect circle in the metal door.  Heat radiated outward to warm her before the entire lock mechanism dropped into the lab with a loud crash. She figured Dauber had heard that.

      Her sidearm sat comfortably in her left hand. With her right, she pushed the door open and called the doctor’s name. A deep boom that she felt more than heard rumbled through the corridor. The door blew outwards. A twisted shard of hot metal embedded itself in her right shoulder. The stink of explosives and burned flesh filled the air.

      Emma staggered back, swearing, but didn’t fall. Her right hand dangled limply by her side. Pain lit up the nerve pathways from her shoulder down to her fingertips. Shock slowed her thoughts. She glanced down at the weapon still clutched in her left hand as if it had betrayed her.  Several additional explosions rattled the corridor. The lab filled with thick smoke. It billowed through the open doorway.

      Dauber. Fuck. Dr. Dauber was in there.

      

      Any of her squad-mates in the 24th would have killed for a position like this. Emma was sure she would die of tedium, if not irritation, before she got reassigned. All of her training and two tours aboard a dreadnought should never have landed her here, playing nanny to a pair of scientists who didn’t understand the concepts of security or discipline. But the Commonwealth of Planets, in its infinite wisdom, had pulled her six weeks ago, just as her squad was getting ready to deploy back to the colonies again.

      She strode through the hallways of what had once been a busy research facility on the campus of the University of Calgary. Now, instead of academics and their students, it was peopled with armed soldiers in Commonwealth silver and gray who guarded every intersection and doorway. All for scientists who, if Charles Dauber and Adiana May were any indication, spent all their waking hours playing with sims and thinking deep thoughts. Emma could see the wisdom in moving them to the orbital facility. No matter how much security the Commonwealth brought in, the university was a civilian enterprise and inevitably full of holes.

      The brains had better be worth all the resources, time, and energy, as well as the potential lives lost while she and her fellow soldiers kept them safe.

      She saluted and stood at attention just inside the doorway to command. “Corporal Gutierrez, reporting as ordered, sir.”

      Commander Brent turned and faced her. His uniform was as crisp as ever. A large man, he dwarfed even Emma’s height and carried himself like someone used to wearing a pressure suit and armor. Not for the first time, she wondered what he had done to deserve a spot warming a chair planet-side.

      He pinched the bridge of his nose and took a deep breath. “I’ve had nothing but good reports about you, Gutierrez.”

      “Yes, sir.” What did he mean by that? Her service record was exemplary. It was one of the main reasons she couldn’t understand why she’d been sent here.

      “You are not happy with this assignment.”

      “Sir?” Emma nearly fell out of her controlled stance. “Permission to speak freely?”

      “Granted.”

      “My place is with the twenty-fourth. In combat. This isn’t what I was trained for. The blockade—”

      “I appreciate your frustration,” he said, leaning against the edge of his desk.

      Being Earth-bound couldn’t have been any more pleasant for him.

      “But orders are orders. I suspect you know that.”

      She nodded.

      “I have an assignment for you. A sensitive assignment.”

      Her heart raced but she waited. It was one of the first things you learned as a recruit. To wait. To relinquish any expectation of explanations. Life in the military wasn’t all that much different from growing up in the settlements in that regard: someone else always had more authority and rank.

      “We have reason to believe that our security has been breached.”

      That was no real surprise. It just confirmed why they were relocating to the orbital lab.

      “Dr. Dauber may have been compromised.”

      Emma stiffened. A serious accusation. The man was annoying, but there was no denying he was driven. He and May barely slept, barely left their main lab and their computer.

      “The relocation order has spooked him and we believe he’s delaying in order to smuggle his data out before the move.”

      Commander Brent studied her but she wasn’t sure what kind of reaction he was looking for. “What are my orders, sir?”

      He let out his breath in the smallest of exhales. “Dauber and May’s project is vital to the Commonwealth. It may very well be the turning point in this war.”

      Her head snapped up. There were rumors about the blockade. About rebel colonists and suicide missions. About heavy losses on both sides.

      Pushing away from his desk, Commander Brent walked toward her until he stood uncomfortably close. It took all of her discipline not to step back.

      “Yes, your work here is more important than you know.” He lowered his voice as if they could be overheard through the sound-masking walls. “These next twelve hours are especially critical. I need you to watch Dauber. You should be able to stay close. The two of them trust you.” The commander quirked his lips into a brief smile. “At least they’ve stopped sending daily memos complaining about their babysitters, so you and Ensign Odachi must have done something right.”

      They were not the first team to be their primary guards. She wondered what had happened to the prior pair. The rest of their detail rotated in from the commander’s security ranks, but she and Odachi were never assigned anywhere other than to the lab and to Dauber and May, supervising twelve hour shifts, which were wearying and wearing.

      “Will I be coordinating with Ensign Odachi?”

      “No.”

      That made no sense. He was her commanding officer. “Then who? Will I report directly to you?”

      Brent resumed his pacing. “Because of the nature of Dauber and May’s work, we can’t trust the security of any communications outside of this room. Once you leave here, you’re cleared to act on your own authority. Understand, what they’re working on cannot fall into enemy hands. If you obtain evidence of his treason, or detect any compromise in the lab’s security you must take action.”

      Emma’s mouth dried. She did stumble out of her stance, then. As Brent watched silently, she wiped her clammy hands on her trousers.

      “This is war, soldier, and you have been authorized to use deadly force. Do you understand?”

      She swallowed hard. “Yes, sir.”

      “Dismissed.”

      

      Emma bent down, gasping when her right arm swung away from her body. There was no time to bind it. The smoke from the lab would travel fast and poison all the oxygen in the room.

      A high-pitched frantic voice screamed from behind her. “Chaz! Chaz! No!”

      Emma glanced back. Dr. May was twisting wildly trying to break Ensign Odachi’s hold. She was clutching a to-go box from the commissary. There was no one else. Where were the guards on duty? Why weren’t there building-wide alarms? The fire suppression should have been activated by now.

      Brent’s orders tumbled through her thoughts: cleared to act, evidence of treason, deadly force. Someone had acted, but who? And under who’s authority?

      Her mind seemed to have taken a wormhole trip without her body. Time expanded and sped up simultaneously, but the smoke that continued to billow out into the hallway followed its own deadly trajectory.

      Emma ducked into the lab and slammed into the wall of boxes she had helped Dauber stack less than an hour before. The impact jarred her injured arm. Pain burst through her like afterimages of the detonation in the room.

      Burning polymers turned the smoke thick and oily. Emma took small sips of air through the cloth of her left sleeve. “Dauber!” Her call ended in a cough that pulled more smoke into her lungs and set her eyes watering.

      Against her better judgment and all her instincts, she moved further into the lab, crawling with her left arm, her right dragging along the floor in passive agony. There was still some cooler air down there, but it wouldn’t last much longer.

      Get in. Find Dauber. Pull him out. She only had a few minutes. Maybe less. Visibility was almost nil, but she knew the room. The roughly rectangular shape sketched itself out in her head. Dauber’s desk was about a meter directly in front of her. If he were there, she stood a chance of rescuing him. If not, and she stayed any longer, they would both be dead.

      Was that the point? Brent had given her an impossible job to do in an impossible time frame. And without the resources she needed. Why?

      Not why the orders. If there was a security breach, it had to be sealed. But why her? Emma knew she was competent. Her weapons ratings were the highest in her company. She’d received several commendations for her leadership ability, but competent or not, she was only an enlisted soldier. Replaceable mass in anyone’s jump calculation.

      No one would open an investigation if she vanished. She had no family. Her death benefit was set to get added to a widows’ and orphans’ fund for the families of deceased soldiers. And her spot was already filled in the 24th.

      Brent had chosen her. And it didn’t make sense. Nothing about this made sense.

      Each time she lurched forward, Emma paused and swept her left hand in an arc in front of her. Nothing. The stainless floor was getting warm beneath her. Time was running out. She hitched closer to Dauber’s desk and this time when she reached her arm out, it connected with its metal leg. And a shoe. The smoke coated her nose and lungs with a caustic heat. Taking a full breath was impossible. Her head swam as if she had been spaced without air. Even that would be a more merciful death than this.

      She yanked hard on the foot. Dauber’s body slid a few centimeters from under his desk. Grunting with the effort, she pulled him closer. There was no time to assess his condition. They had to get out. Now.

      Her right arm was less than useless. Her left hand kept slipping off Dauber’s leg. She went to wipe her hand dry and blood sheeted off it. Dauber’s blood. His leg was slick with it and it spilled onto the floor in a pulsating flow that diminished to a trickle as she watched.

      Arterial flow. And then nothing. Emma gasped, choking on thickening smoke. She pulled with increased urgency, but something had trapped him and she couldn’t get him free of the desk.

      

      Dauber and May must be something if all this force and infrastructure existed to safeguard their work. Emma stopped short in the hallway. A pair of patrolling corporals bumped into her. She shook out of her thoughts, apologized, and headed to the lab.

      Dauber was yelling at Odachi when she stepped in.

      “… can’t just unplug it all and carry it away. Some of these machines were built in this room.” He ran his hands through his thick, curly hair. “Do you have any idea how hard taking an AI off line and recalibrating it will be?” Dauber didn’t wait for Odachi’s response. “Of course you don’t. Why do I even bother?”

      Of their two charges, Dauber was the animated one. The passionate one. May had the steadier temperament. They did seem to make a good team. Emma paused at the door and frowned. Was the woman under suspicion, too?

      Dauber kept talking into Odachi’s silence. “Be reasonable. This is a university research facility. You and Gutierrez can’t just field strip my equipment and move on.”

      Emma jerked her head up at hearing her name. Through Dauber’s harangue, Odachi stood calmly, his narrow face expressionless. Normally, that would de-escalate a situation, let the angry party burn through their emotion, but Dauber’s cheeks remained as red as a warning light and he strode through his lab sweeping papers and the remnants of a food tray from a deeply pitted metal desk. Resin bowls and dishes clattered to the ground.

      “Dr. Dauber?” She kept her voice soft and low. The papers settled like dried leaves. “Perhaps we all need to take a step back.”

      The two men turned to her.

      “We all get how vital your work is. What resources do you need to make this move happen?”

      Odachi looked like he wanted to reprimand her, but there was also curiosity in his gaze. Then he nodded, content to let her continue playing her version of ‘good cop.’ If only he knew what had just taken place in Brent’s office. If only she knew what he knew.

      “This is for your own safety. We’re under orders, Dr. Dauber,” Odachi said.

      “Yes. I know. There’s always some order or another, some more urgent command.”

      Dauber thundered across the room and loomed over the much smaller ensign. Odachi stood his ground, his stance balanced, his right hand resting near his sidearm.

      What would Dauber do if he thought they were going to dismantle his lab here and now? She needed proof and she wouldn’t get it in the middle of a tantrum, real or fabricated. Keeping pressure on him was important, but so was having the time to assess the authenticity of any threat he might pose. She caught Odachi’s eye and shook her head to signal him before stepping in close to Dauber.

      “Show me what needs to be done.” She made a point of turning to Odachi. “Sir? I suggest we reconvene here in four hours.” That would be enough time for the ensign to get some rest and for her to get a better sense of Dauber’s motives in delaying the move.

      Both men nodded and backed off from one another. Dauber strode across the room to his computer array. Odachi studied her, his gray eyes narrowed, before he left the lab. The ensign was always hard to read, but there was no mistaking the anger in his percussive footfalls and the slammed door. Figuring out what her immediate supervisor knew was going to be a challenge, but Dauber was her main mission.

      “How can I help, Dr. Dauber?”

      He turned and studied her. “You do know the work Ada and I are doing here is highly classified,” Dauber said. “I could explain it to you, but then I’d have to kill you.”

      It was hard to tell if the glint in his eye was from genuine humor or manipulation.

      “I don’t need to know the nature of your project to assist in moving your gear.” She watched him carefully. “This isn’t up for negotiation. You’re here by order of the Commonwealth, just as I am. Just as Ensign Odachi is.”  She waved her arm in the direction of the door. “No matter what your position was outside these walls, here you’re part of a chain of command, whether you like it or not. So how do we begin?”

      Dauber twisted his lips as if he’d tasted something bitter, but it was no less true for being unpleasant. Just as the Commonwealth supported Emma’s training, it funded his research, and there were strings attached. There were always strings attached. The real question was how much was Dauber pulling back?

      He rubbed his eyes and collapsed into his desk chair. “Fine. This isn’t your fault.”

      Emma stood at parade rest, waiting for him to continue.

      Leaning forward, he slid open a desk drawer and pulled out a slim tablet. “Most of my notes are in this, but I’m going to need all of those papers, too. If you can start on those shelves over there, I can do today’s backup. Then when Ada’s ready, she can help me with Mnemosyne.”

      Their computer. Emma tried not to smirk. There were soldiers she knew who named their weapons, but ascribing a kind of identity to a tool seemed terribly precious. And somewhat out of character for two brilliant scientists.

      She might not know a lot about sophisticated computers, but Emma understood people and what drove them. Dauber put in long hours in the lab, getting here before Dr. May and leaving later, night after night. Was it passion? Or was he masking treason through his devotion to the project?

      “Have you had dinner yet?” Emma crouched down to gather the rogue papers. They were filled with precise notes in an impeccable hand. Tiny drawings in multiple colors made her think of photos she’d seen of ancient illuminated manuscripts. Dauber’s controlled writing was definitely at odds with his temper.

      “That was lunch. I think.” He waved in the direction of his upended tray. “I can eat later.”

      They worked in silence; Emma packing the papers and journals in a series of lidded cartons, Dauber hunched over his desk furiously scribbling across the surface of his tablet. She thought of the notes again. They were probably May’s.

      As if Emma’s thoughts had summoned her, Dr. May walked into the lab.

      “Sorry I’m late, Chaz. I was . . .” The small woman paused and nodded at Emma. May’s cheeks were flushed and her piercing blue eyes took in the room with one quick glance. “Good evening, Corporal Gutierrez.”

      “Evening, doc.”

      “No luck with our minders?” Dauber asked.

      As May shook her head, Dauber slammed the open desk drawer. The sound reverberated through the lab. May came up behind him and rested her hand on his shoulder. Leaning forward, she spoke too quietly for Emma to hear.

      Emma stacked the last box on top of the others. So Dr. May had tried to intercede with command. Did that mean she was compromised, too? Shit. She hated covert crap. Give her a target and a weapon any day.

      Right now, her mission was Dauber. She had yet to decide if he was a target as well.

      “I know. We have to finish what we started.” Dauber sighed before pushing away from the desk and standing.

      “Chaz, are you sure her systems are fully isolated?”

      Dauber glanced over at the rack of computer components. “I’ve walled her off from the testing rig. She should be okay even if the program spills over the sandbox.” He glared toward where Emma stood by the stack of boxes. “Brent is an idiot. This whole project is a mistake. Moving it now?” He shook his head. His round face was red again, clear up to his hairline.

      Was his anger sufficient motivation for treason? Emma and her squad-mates bitched about command all the time. That didn’t make them traitors. And when it came time to carry out orders, there was no second guessing or hesitation. So what was Dauber going to do?

      Emma didn’t know enough about the tech they worked with to catch him in the act of sabotage. Communications were on lockdown, so there should have been no way to get the data out. At least not virtually. And not physically either, unless he had an accomplice here at the University. It would have to be someone with security clearance to get out of the lab building. Even she didn’t have that.

      Only officers did. And then only on a case by case basis. She wished she could get a list from Brent, but he had essentially forbidden her from contacting him. All Emma could do was keep Dauber under surveillance until they moved the lab. Once in orbit, it would be easier to make sure the two scientists were truly isolated.

      This was the mission’s most vulnerable time. They would need to bring in personnel to move the boxes and computer gear and any of them could be a conduit, even an unwitting one.

      She flexed her left hand and brushed it against her firearm—a habitual gesture that was nearly unconscious.

      

      Choking, Emma scrabbled backwards until she reached the door and the blessedly cooler air of the corridor. She struggled to her feet, her chest heaving, her eyes streaming. Smoke engulfed the entire lab. Even if Dauber had been alive when she first found him, he was certainly dead now. “Keep moving,” she gasped. “Bring her.”

      Dr. May was still holding the food container in a white-knuckled grip. “Chaz?”

      Emma shook her head. “The transport.” She coughed and couldn’t catch her breath for a long moment. “We have to get her out of here.”

      Odachi narrowed his eyes and looked down the hallway. Then he nodded. He must have come to the same conclusion as she had: someone had blown up the lab, disabled fire suppression, and pulled security. It didn’t matter who that someone was. What mattered was they hadn’t gotten to May. Yet.

      And for now, the safest place for her was off planet and isolated.

      The three of them raced to the loading dock. They hadn’t passed a single soldier on the way. At the security scan, Odachi slipped free of Emma’s right side. She cried out as he jostled her injured arm. The fingerprint and retinal checks seemed to take forever. Had their clearance been revoked?

      Nothing made sense. Why kill Dauber and blow up the lab? It wasn’t what the rebels wanted and it wasn’t what the Commonwealth wanted, either, was it?

      The loading dock door swung open silently. They hustled a dazed Dr. May through the storage area and into the tiny cockpit of the small military transport.

      “I hope you can fly this thing solo.” Emma heard her own thin voice as if it were coming from very far away.

      “Strap her in!” That was Odachi.

      Gentle hands pressed her into one of the flight chairs and fumbled for the buckles. Emma wanted to apologize for not being able to help, but couldn’t find the words.

      “I have a pilot’s rating.” May’s voice cut in and out like a military radio on a faint frequency.

      “Go. Just go,” Emma said. Or tried to say. Or imagined she’d said.

      Then even the small sounds of the engines spinning faded down some distant corridor in her mind until everything was heavy and still.

      

      Emma followed May to the woman’s quarters. Like her own small room, it had once been an office. There was barely room for the two women to squeeze in beside the single bed frame and a storage locker.

      “Everything I need is in there,” May said, gesturing to the trunk on the bed.

      Crouching over it, Emma tested the weight. Not too bad. She grabbed the handles, prepared to hoist it, when May interrupted.

      “I’m not useless,” she said.

      Emma tried to wrestle the side of the trunk from May, but the woman’s grip was steady. “Suit yourself.”

      They walked in silence carrying the trunk toward where the building’s loading dock had been converted into a makeshift hanger and launching pad. Normally, there would be a full shift on duty, but tonight the halls were silent. A ruse to see if Dauber would act? She was sure they were under surveillance, which meant command would know if anyone tried to access the transport. Or if May were to say anything incriminating.

      So far the woman had said little. Not just tonight, but for the entire six weeks Emma had been assigned here. Maybe it would help if she knew more about the scientist. Maybe she would reveal something about Dauber that would help Emma assess just how much of a threat he posed.

      They set the trunk down at the security lock that had been installed on the loading dock entrance. Emma had to input her fingerprints and submit to a retinal scan. When she stood up from the scanner, May was watching her, smiling.

      “What?”

      May shrugged.

      Emma paused, her hand hesitating at the enter screen. “Tell me.”

      “You really want to know?”

      After clearing both scans, Emma folded her arms across her chest.

      May sighed. “Fine. It’s not really secure.” She gestured at the control panel with its input screens and lights. “Chaz and I offered to upgrade the defenses but Brent turned us down. You’d think he didn’t trust us, or something.”

      “How do you know it’s not secure?”

      “You really don’t know anything about what we do, do you.” It wasn’t a question.

      “Above my clearance.” And not the kind of problem she was trained to solve.

      The petite scientist sat down on the trunk. “We design and create Artificial Intelligences and the human interfaces that interact with them.” She pointed up at the lock device. “That’s an isolated system. A simple input device that cross checks the patterns in your fingerprints and retinal scan against a known database. If it were connected to a true AI, the security protocols and pattern recognition algorithms would be close to infallible. I can think of at least a dozen ways to defeat your system that Mnemosyne would not be susceptible to.”

      “Are we in any danger?”

      “From what?” May sprang up from the trunk and shoved it with her foot. “We’re in a building swarming with armed soldiers.”

      Emma brushed her left hand across the cool surface of her firearm.

      “I don’t think anyone wants my clothes and my kit bag, do you?”

      “The contents of your trunk aren’t classified.” It was the closest Emma could come to asking her about the work May and Dauber were doing.

      “No. It’s the contents of our minds that’s the problem.” May sighed again. “Lets get this stowed so I can help Chaz finish in the lab. Your commander has made it abundantly clear that what doesn’t make it on the transport doesn’t come with us.”

      With one last glance at the scientist, Emma went through the security protocols again and waited for the doors to unlock. The transport’s storage bay was still mostly empty. She hoisted the trunk by herself and secured it against the wall in free-fall netting.

      The locks engaged as she stepped back into the building side of the loading dock. For as much good as they would do, if May were right.

      As they headed back to the lab, May paused at the entrance to the commissary. “I’d better bring up some food. He forgets to eat and then he gets cranky.”

      Emma smirked. How could you tell? “Fine. I’ll meet you there.” Her orders were clear: observe and assess Dauber. Besides, aside from the security restrictions, the scientists weren’t officially prisoners and she and Odachi weren’t technically jailers. Though, to be honest, the line between security and incarceration was a thin one. Especially now.

      “Can I bring you anything?” May asked.

      “No.” Emma was surprised by the offer. “No, thank you,” she said, softening her tone.

      Was Commander Brent just being especially paranoid? There wasn’t a lot of official news from the blockade, but she’d been a soldier long enough to be able to fill in the star chart.  If Brent had had definitive proof, he would have acted instead of sending her on this close recon.

      

      Emma woke to silence and the high shine of bright lights on stainless steel. Her right arm was a numb weight against her side. She turned her head, stared at her distant fingers, and willed them to move. They twitched slightly before stilling again.

      A chair scraped against the floor beside her.

      “Welcome back.” Dr. May’s voice echoed in the small room.

      “What happened?” Emma’s voice cracked.

      May handed her a sealed water container with a straw. She drank it down without stopping and immediately started coughing.

      “I was hoping you could tell me that.” Her piercing blue eyes seemed to concentrate and then reflect all the light in the room.

      She coughed up what tasted like smoke from the lab – metallic and oily. “I guess we made it to the orbital lab.”

      May nodded. “Odachi put us on communications blackout as soon as we got here.”

      “How long?” Her voice was hoarse and speaking hurt. She handed May back the cup and the woman refilled it without a word.

      “Not long. Just a few hours. I don’t think the staff Odachi herded off the station in the transport were very happy, but they left.” May’s lips twitched into a brief smile. “Of course, he did threaten to shoot them all.”

      Well, that was something. “So we’re alone up here.”

      Odachi stood in the doorway. “For now.”

      Emma nodded. “My arm?”

      “We pumped you full of fluids and pain meds. The good doctor removed a fifteen centimeter hunk of shrapnel from your shoulder and filled the wound with emergency glue.”

      “It’s just a temporary fix. You’re going to need to see a surgeon. Probably sooner rather than later.”

      The meds explained the vaguely floaty feeling she had. “I didn’t think you were that kind of doctor.”

      “I’m not.” She lowered her eyes and her hands trembled. “Chaz was. Biomedical engineering and cybernetics. Please. What happened in there?”

      “I don’t know.” Emma wiped her left hand on the sheet covering her, remembering the blood. It still stained the skin on her palms and around her nail beds. She looked up at May and winced at the pain in the woman’s face. “Any word from Brent?”

      “Command knows we’re here,” Odachi said, shrugging. “But there’s been nothing. No word on the condition of the research building or if there were any other casualties. No intelligence or forensics on the explosives used in the lab. Aside from the three of us and whoever the Commander has officially informed, I suspect no one knows that Dr. Dauber is dead.”

      “Now what?”

      “I have to go back to work.” May blinked back tears.

      

      “I can’t believe he’s gone,” May said. “Thank you. For trying to pull him out.”

      “I was doing my job.” Uncomfortable with the woman’s grief and gratitude, Emma turned away. If May only knew that her job included orders to kill Dauber if necessary, they would be having a very different conversation.

      “He was a good man.”

      A good man that command believed had turned traitor.

      May fell silent for several minutes. “Odachi. Can he be trusted?”

      Emma jerked her head to face the woman.

      “I need to know. Is he a good man?”

      The question troubled Emma more than she wanted to admit. Was Odachi a good man? Who was she to judge? “We’re soldiers, ma’am.”

      

      Brent sent them no new orders. He did, however, send up the security detail that had been slated to fly with them to the station, before their precipitous departure. The first thing they did was lock down comms except for the progress reports May had to give twice a day.

      Over the next week, Emma quickly fell back into the rhythm of 12 hour shifts, supervising May. The woman never seemed to sleep. Odachi barely spoke with her other than to urge her to return planet-side to get her arm assessed. But it wasn’t an order and she insisted on staying. She wasn’t exactly sure why.

      Was Odachi a good man? Emma turned May’s question over and over in her mind. Did she trust him?

      Odachi sat on a tall stool opposite the table May was using as her desk. With each of them overlapping only twice a day and for just a few moments, it was hard for Emma to get a sense of the man. Certainly ever since the events in the lab at the university, he’d been keeping May under his close watch. And she knew he’d been practicing with the target sims, including under full battlefield conditions.

      “She’s all yours,” Odachi said, yawning.

      They could do twelves for a bit longer, but they were tough, especially when there wasn’t anyone to give them a shift off. They hadn’t spoken about it, but neither of them suggested adding any of Brent’s guards to their rotation.

      Emma watched him as he strode out of the lab. She turned back to May. “Can I get you anything?”

      The woman shook her head. Except for when May had changed Emma’s dressings, she had turned grimly silent since they had gotten here. It was different from the reserve that had always seemed to surround her. Sometimes, Emma would find her staring out one of the port windows blinking back tears. Then she would catch herself and work furiously, moving back and forth between precise handwritten notes and her tablet.

      She muttered something Emma didn’t catch. “Ma’am?”

      “I need Chaz.” Her voice cracked and she leaned back from the desk, pressing the heels of her hands against her eyes. “He always checked my equations.” She lowered her hands and pressed them against the desk. “I’ve done the best I could. I can transmit this ground-side during the next comms window.”

      “And then?” Emma hadn’t meant to ask that aloud.

      May looked up at her. There was a terrible sadness in her gaze. “Does it matter?”

      

      Emma woke to the emergency siren and bolted out of the narrow bunk. Grabbing her holster, she buckled it over the light pants and shirt she slept in and slid into her half-boots. Her right arm was at least functional enough that she didn’t need to keep it immobilized anymore, not that it was going to be useful for much in an emergency.

      She listened for the alarm’s pattern. If it had been a hull breach, the klaxons would have sounded in urgent, short bursts, but this one was for weapon’s fire.

      Shit. Emma raced from her quarters toward May’s lab and nearly stumbled on a body in the corridor. One of their new security contingent and he’d been neatly shot in the exact center of his forehead with a tight beam at close range. She drew her sidearm.

      The alarm continued to wail, accompanied by a red strobe. It would cover the sound of her approach, but also render her deaf to any enemies. A second body lay crumpled on the floor, executed in exactly the same manner as her fellow soldier. Emma couldn’t tell which of them was shot first, but it didn’t matter.

      Was Odachi a good man? He was definitely a good shot.

      She ran faster.

      The lab was empty except for a third body and the smell of recent weapons fire. May’s notes and tablet were gone. There was no sign of Odachi.

      Emma tore through the station, heading to the docking bay. There was no other place they could be. May and Odachi. The only question was if May was a prisoner or a willing accomplice.

      Just outside the docking bay, she passed a fourth body. And a blood trail leading toward the door. That meant only two more guards, unless they were dead in their bunks. And either May or Odachi had been hit.

      Why was Emma alive? If Odachi was planning on going AWOL, he should have killed her, too. He had to have known she’d be honor bound to stop him.

      She burst into the docking bay, her weapon steady in her hand, the slight hum of its powerpack a comforting menace. The smell of burnt flesh hit her before she saw Odachi pulling a limping Dr. May toward the airlock. Her left ankle was wrapped in a clumsy bandage. The wound left a smear of blood across the room.

      “Stop!” Emma ordered. She aimed her sidearm in the center of Odachi’s chest. At this distance, there was little chance she could miss.

      He turned. The right side of his face was a ruin of blistered skin.

      “Let her go, Odachi!”

      May yanked him closer to the lock. It only took a fraction of a second for Emma to understand that she was not his prisoner.

      Odachi lifted his weapon.

      Emma tightened her finger on the trigger.

      “Enough!” May shoved Odachi hard and the two of them stumbled as the arc of Emma’s blast hit the wall behind them.

      “Corporal Gutierrez, please,” May said. “Just turn around and leave. We’ve all been betrayed and I’m trying to make things right.”

      Emma took a new aim at Odachi. “Ensign, I’ve counted four bodies so far. Care to explain?”

      He winced and she wasn’t sure if it was from the pain or her question.

      “You think you’re the only one with secret orders?” His quiet voice filled the docking area.

      “Please,” May repeated. “You don’t want answers to these questions.” Her wound was still weeping blood and the drip drip drip of it on the floor was an urgent ticking of a clock.

      “Yes I do.” Emma was breathing fast, as if she’d just run kilometers instead of walking across an open room.

      Odachi stared at her with a steady, unblinking gaze as if he hadn’t noticed that half of his face had gotten seared. “Someone didn’t want to wait for whatever proof you could find. My orders were activated. When you went to help May pack, I relieved the guard you called,  incapacitated Dauber, and rigged the lab to blow.”

      She stared between May and Odachi. He just admitted to killing Dauber. How could she stand by him so calmly?

      “I was told to destroy the AI, isolate May and keep her working. You weren’t supposed to be here. The blast at the door was supposed to take care of you.”

      “You should have killed me this time.”

      “She asked me not to.”

      “Give me one good reason not to kill you both.”

      “I can give you ten thousand,” Odachi said softly.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Marast three. That’s how many civilians live on the colony there. Did you know I was born on Marast three?”

      “What are you talking about?” He was a Commonwealth soldier. It didn’t matter where the hell he was born. Besides, not every colony was on the side of the independence movement. And not all the indies supported the rebels. Officially Marast three was one of the neutral ones.

      May patted his arm. “Let me. It’s okay.” She limped towards Emma keeping her hands open in front of her. “The work we were doing.” She swallowed hard. “Chaz and I. We were tasked with creating a virus to disable an AI. We thought the threat of it would help end the war. Bring the Commonwealth and the rebels to the negotiating table. Stop this insane hemorrhage of lives and resources. We were so sure they wouldn’t risk deploying it.

      “We were wrong. Chaz found out they were planning to target civilian populations and blame the independence movement.” She trailed off and winced as if in pain. “It’s not just rebel ships. AIs control everything on the colonies, too, from basic life support to the power station to mine infrastructure.”

      Emma didn’t have to work too hard to imagine the catastrophic consequences. “Where’s your proof?”

      “Chaz hid it on Mnemosyne.”

      Which Odachi had blown up along with the scientist. “Convenient.”

      “Do you really believe that?”

      Emma didn’t know what to believe anymore.

      “Chaz had a temper. He threatened to go public on the net.” Dr. May smiled ruefully. “I think he knew he wouldn’t survive past the completion of our work, but he tried to shield me. Told them I didn’t know anything. That I hadn’t finished the error correction and testing.

      “We just hadn’t counted on them acting so quickly. Or ordering the destruction of the lab. We thought we’d have more time.” May’s breath caught in a sob. “I thought I’d have a chance to say goodbye.”

      “But you finished the program,” Emma said, barely breathing. “You transmitted it this morning.”

      “A crippled version. Along with the supposed anti-virus protection for Commonwealth-based AIs.”

      “Supposed?”

      “Yes. If they’re stupid enough to deploy it, it will not discriminate.”

      May stumbled and it took all of Emma’s self-control not to help her. The gun remained steady in her left hand, targeting Odachi.

      “And now what? You head off and contact the rebels? Sell them your services?”

      “No. I disappear. So no one can use me as a weapon anymore.”

      “Why did you choose him?” She gestured at Odachi. “He killed Dr. Dauber. Obliterated your proof. Assassinated Commonwealth soldiers. What makes you think he won’t kill you?”

      “He was supposed to. Once I completed the virus. And honestly? Oblivion would be a blessing. A lot of people are going to die because of the work Chaz and I did. But maybe, just maybe it will end the war.” May met Emma’s gaze with a direct stare. “I needed a pilot with two functioning arms. You were injured. I didn’t have a lot to choose from. As for Taro here, he signed his own fate with the blood of his fellows. We both have to live with the consequences of our choices.”

      May limped a little closer. Not close enough to be a threat, but close enough that she and Odachi presented two divergent targets.

      “And now you have a choice, Emmaline Gutierrez. You can kill us and this ends here. A lot of people on both sides of the war get hurt. Or you can let us vanish. Let me work to leave something other than mass death and destruction as my legacy.”

      Emma had no direct orders. At the very least, her superior officer was guilty of murder and dereliction of duty. He’d killed Dauber and nearly killed her under orders. But those orders were illegal by any interpretation of the rules of war.

      “Taro,” May said softly.

      Odachi nodded and lowered his weapon, leaving himself open and unguarded. She could kill them both in the span of a few heartbeats, report in, and be a war hero. Move up in the ranks. Maybe even end up an officer.

      A tiny sound startled her. Just a small scrape from the station side of the docking bay door. By the time she recognized it, the manual release had triggered and a wounded soldier lurched through, dragging his leg behind him.

      Before Emma could react, he fired his weapon. Odachi crumpled to the floor. The smell of cooking meat and burned polymer filled the room. May cried out and it broke Emma’s momentary stasis. In a smooth movement, she whirled and fired. The injured soldier’s eyes widened before he fell. A ten centimeter hole smoked in the center of his chest.

      Her hands shaking, Emma stepped over to where Odachi lay and pressed the hot barrel of her gun into his temple, growling incoherently. He didn’t move.

      “Emmaline.” May’s soft voice penetrated the buzzing in her ears. “Is this your choice?”

      “Can you do it?” Emma asked, not taking her gaze from Odachi.

      “Do what?”

      “End the war. Save civilian lives.”

      May took a deep breath. “Yes.”

      She pulled the muzzle of her gun away, leaving a perfect circle of red behind and kicked Odachi in the leg. “Get up. Get up now.”

      He groaned and his eyes fluttered several times before he could focus them. The security officer had hit him in the left arm. The material of his uniform shirt was melted into the wound. So much for a pilot with two good arms.

      “Go. Get the hell out of here.”

      May limped over to the fallen Odachi and helped him to his feet. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t. Just don’t. I didn’t do this for you.”  Emma looked back at the soldier she had just killed. He could have been any of her squad-mates in the 24th. Someone she was sworn to protect and fight beside.

      No longer.

      She was no better than Odachi. There was no honor in this. In any of it. Not in a Commonwealth that killed its own. Not in a war that targeted civilians. And now she, too, was guilty of treason. She stood up and aimed the gun at her own temple. At least she couldn’t be court martialled if she were dead.

      May reached up, covered Emma’s left hand with her own, and pushed it down. “No. There’s been enough death on my account.”

      Emma blinked back tears. The doctor’s earlier words filled her mind. So no one can use me as a weapon anymore.

      That’s all any of them ever were. Weapons. Tools to be manipulated and scrapped when no longer useful. Scientist, soldier, flitter, gun. It was all the same.

      She slipped the gun into her right hand. Her injured hand. It shook slightly. “No,” she echoed, but she was responding to a different imperative. As May exhaled and relaxed, Emma lifted the gun. And she shot her own left arm at point blank range.

      Heat seared through her and the pain followed. Her anguished howl filled the docking bay. The room slid sideways and she stared up at May, confused. When had the scientist gotten so tall?

      “Why?” May’s voice was a horrified whisper. She knelt at Emma’s side, her hands fluttering uselessly in the air beside her.

      “Hey, look, no blood.” Emma stared at the burned ruin of what had been her shoulder and upper arm.

      “Why?” May insisted.

      There were tears rolling down her face. The doctor was crying for her. For her.

      Odachi looked down at her. “I’m sorry.” He turned to Dr. May. “We have to go. Now. Or never.”

      “We can’t leave her!”

      “Trash the docking bay,” Emma said. “Drag me out of here and set charges.” Her voice seemed to come from someplace very far away. “Do it!” Everything made sense now. They had to leave. Make it look like they’d blown themselves up in the process. She had to stay. Stay to cover their tracks. And with her gun hand ruined, she would never be just a weapon again.

      There was a strange logic to her thoughts. She stared at Odachi. “Get her out. Don’t waste this.” The nerves in her left arm were screaming and it was getting harder and harder to focus her vision. “If I ever see you again, you’re a dead man.”

      May squeezed her right hand and everything went black.

      

      An insistent beeping interrupted the silence. Emma tried to lift her arm to swat the noise away, but her arm didn’t listen to her.

      “Welcome back, Corporal.”

      She blinked her eyes open. Bright lights nearly blinded her.

      “I’m sorry. We couldn’t save it.”

      That’s why she didn’t feel any pain. It was okay. Being alive was a surprise. She just wasn’t sure it was a welcome one.

      “Are you up for a visitor?”

      She wasn’t sure she was ready to stay awake either, much less talk to anyone.

      Voices slid past her and she let them. It had nothing to do with her. A chair scraped along the floor.

      “Corporal, how are you feeling?”

      The voice was familiar, but it was shrouded in haze and she couldn’t identify it.

      “Can she hear me?” the man asked.

      “Yes, Commander.”

      Commander. Commander Brent. Emma’s thoughts sharpened to a knife’s edge. Brent. And it all came flooding back. Dauber. The dead soldiers. Odachi. May. Treason. Treason and lies. She glanced back at where her left arm should have been. It was an empty place covered by a thin sheet.

      “Corporal?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “What the hell happened up there? The salvage team is still combing through the wreckage.”

      She closed her eyes again. Good. No one would know what she had done. “Odachi killed them. The security detail.” The man Emma had hit was so clear in her mind. His expression of surprised betrayal would be with her forever. Her own heart ached with an echo of her kill shot.

      “What about Doctor May?”

      Emma sighed. “Dead.”

      “Tell me.”

      She drifted off again and started at a rough touch on her right arm.

      “Corporal?”

      He wasn’t going to leave her alone until she gave him some kind of answer. May’s voice echoed in her mind. Emmaline, is this your choice?

      She had made a choice. It may have been her first real choice in a lifetime of obeying orders. “Odachi thought I was dead. I trapped them in the docking bay. Set my powerpack to overload.”

      “What happened to Dr. May, Corporal?” Brent’s voice was as insistent as the station’s alarm had been.

      May’s earnest gaze shone in her memory. There were so many dead. Too many. What were two more in the official record?

      “Dead,” Emma repeated softly. “She’s dead.”
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      Aria stalked through the crowded corridors, forcing herself to be placid and polite to the many people who called greetings and inquired after her health. Her two bodyguards floated steadily behind, their stealth and the uniforms they wore providing them an easy passage through the crowd. 

      Determined to keep her cool, she recited the phrase she’d had ingrained in her since birth. “Temper has no place in a civilized society. Calm and intelligent reasoning are virtues we must cultivate.”

      It was a virtue that hadn’t quite stuck with Aria, well into adulthood, she still fought against the strong feelings that arose in her, it seemed, on an almost daily basis.

      And she only felt more angry, more tense, the nearer she got to her father’s chambers. When she reached the doors, her two guards stepped forward and each pulled a door open. She gave them a nod and walked through as they held the doors open.

      Her father, as always was at his desk. The room was exactly what you’d expect from one of their people: filled with books and other information media, artwork, a few experiments set up on different tables throughout. A bird, one of theirs that had been bred with those from another place, sat in a gilt cage near her father’s large stone desk.

      Upon seeing her, her father rose and immediately held his hands up in a placating manner. “Aria,” he began.

      “Muldoon? You’re sending Muldoon to Earth, of all people?” she asked, trying, and failing, to keep her voice steady and calm.

      “Aria, he is—”

      “And if you say he’s perfectly suited to replace Dyson there, I will scream.”

      “You’ll do no such thing,” he said, raising an eyebrow. “I suggest you remember yourself.”

      Aria took a breath. “I apologize, father. You know I have spent my entire life in the study of Earth. Of all of the Witnesses, I’m the most suited to take up the mantle on Earth. Dyson’s knowledge of the customs and psychology of the Earthers is laughable.”

      “He is a competent enough Witness,” her father said, waving her concerns away. “And you have other matters to attend to.”

      Aria closed her eyes, forced her temper down. She would not win this battle if she let her passion loose. That was a sign of weakness that would not be tolerated. “And that is?”

      Her father walked around the desk, took her hands in his. “You are the next queen of the people of this realm. Your concerns lie here, not in some backwater planet full of barbarians.”

      She started to speak, and a short shake of her father’s head had her biting her words back.

      “The Earthers are of no concern to us.”

      “Yet you send your most trusted advisor there, when we both know you have use of him here.” Aria looked up at her father. Like most of their people he aged very slowly. In his ninetieth decade, he looked not much older than Aria herself. She had inherited his dark brown hair, even as she had her mother’s indigo eyes.

      “I sent my most trusted advisor because he needs some time away to recollect himself. I can manage well without Muldoon. That is the end of it,” he said. He sat back down, and motioned for Aria to take a seat on the other side of the large desk, which she did, arranging the soft, flowing robes she wore around herself. “You are of age to take your place as queen, and, truth be told, I am more than ready for you to do so. I long to return to my studies, and there is little time for that now.”

      “I would rather study as well,” she said.

      “As has been the case since the day you first opened your eyes,” her father said. “You have ever been like myself in that way, despite your odd choice of subject matter.”

      “I am not ready to rule. We both know this. My temper—”

      “Is something you should be long past being able to control. And you can, when the mood strikes you. You are also stubborn, which is another trait your mother and I were never able to eradicate in you,” he said, shaking his head.

      “Earth—”

      “Is in its final days, Aria,” her father said, and Aria stared at him in surprise. He nodded. “That is why Muldoon goes. He is ready to bid life good bye, and will Witness the last days of Earth as his final service to our people.”

      “How?”

      “The Sarlene have finally figured out how to launch enough of an attack to eradicate them.” 

      Aria tried to focus on her breath. The Sarlene were a race who considered those on Earth an abomination, not because they were so different, but rather because they were too similar in appearance and biology to the Sarlene themselves. The Sarlene Empire, deeply religious as it was, believed that Earth, with its people who were “inferior copies” of the Sarlene, was an evil sent specifically to test their faith. They had decided upon first contact that the only remedy for it was to destroy the planet and its inhabitants entirely. Distance and inferior technology on the part of the Sarlene had been the only thing keeping Earth safe.

      The people of Earth, of course, had no idea that they’d been in the crosshairs the entire time. Each second since the moment the Sarlene had discovered them had been one second closer to Earth’s demise. Two hundred years, nine months, one week, three days, nineteen hours, fifty three minutes and twelve seconds, to be exact.

      Aria watched her father. “The Earthers have done nothing to deserve this,” she said. “They exist. Just as any of us do.”

      “And as a trained Witness and scholar, you well know that that is very often the case,” her father said. “Muldoon will Witness its final days. And your studies should turn to more important matters. Such as leadership and diplomacy.”

      Aria kept her face expressionless, despite the urge to bare her teeth. 

      “Very well, father,” Aria said. “If I may return to my studies?”

      Her father nodded, and Aria gave a low bow and made her way out of his study. 

      Aria stalked through the crowded corridors, the stark white walls and gleaming white floors almost blinding after the dark severity of her father’s study.

      Earth. 

      Her stomach twisted. A planet most of the galaxy considered to be nothing more than a rock full of backward beings. A planet none of them would miss, but one that, for whatever reason, she’d been fascinated with from the first time her tutors had mentioned it during her studies. It had consumed every second of her research from the moment she’d been allowed to choose her own course of study, much to the chagrin of both her father and her tutor, Narin. 

      And it was facing its last days. And she was expected to sit here and study diplomacy theory and protocols. 

      Aria glanced back. Her two guards shadowed her as always, faces impassive, eyes studying the crowd as always, ready for a threat that never came. Their people never sunk so low as to use violence. Raising a voice was a sign of weakness. Showing emotion, frowned upon as uncultured and undisciplined. 

      Aria bit her lip. The first thing she would have to do is lose her guards. Harmeen and Jarle were dedicated. Not to her, of course, but to her father.

      She walked, and a plan formed. She was a Witness. She was not supposed to have plans. She was forbidden by everything she was to act in any way. Witnesses were above such trivialities as action.

      There was something wrong with her. Something faulty in her mind, in her heart. But the idea of standing by and letting a planet full of innocents disappear over an insane slight they hadn’t even known about was repellant to her. 

      She glanced ahead, then turned to her guards. “I need a moment. I will be right back.”

      They nodded, and she walked casually into one of the rest rooms. She went into one of the small privacy rooms and locked the door behind her. She stood, and closed her eyes, and pictured one of the Common who often cleaned this part of the facility. She concentrated, forcing herself to remember every detail, from the exact shade of the female’s hair to the small pale scar on her pale greenish-gray chin. She was of average height, built in a stocky fashion similar to many of those of the lower castes. She pictured the female’s uniform, white. Short sleeves, a long skirt with deep pockets. As she thought, she could feel her body changing. Bones shifted and popped. Hair grew. The female’s hair was much longer than her own. Her hands roughened, and her skin went from its usual luminous blue to the color of the rocks outside, lining the cliffs. She stood for another moment, aware that she had to move, quickly.

      The danger of living among Witnesses is that someone would show up to Witness this moment, this unthinkable moment in which she was making the choice not only to disobey her father and king, but everything she was supposed to stand for.

      Time to go. 

      She left the privacy room, glancing at herself in the large reflecting screen. She tried to replicate the shuffling walk the Common female had, and she made her way out of the rest room. She walked past her guards without a glance, keeping to her shuffling gait until she was well past them, then around the corner. Once she was out of sight, she started walking faster. Her circulation system went icy, a common response to stress. She had to force herself not to look back to see if she was being followed.

      The next step would be sneaking away on one of the transports. Her world was, in addition to being the home of the Witnesses, a main hub of trade and shipping in their quadrant of the galaxy. There were always ships stopping to drop off, pick up, or refuel. No one ever stayed very long. She’d heard too often, from visitors from any number of different societies, that there were barren deserts more entertaining than her planet.

      They were not wrong.

      She reached the nearest docking bay and tried to look uninterested as she glanced around. She ran through her options in her mind. Who could she go to? Who would actually act on behalf of Earth? It wasn’t as if she could go to someone and count on the bonds of friendship with her people to sway them. She well knew that her people were held at arm’s length. There were superstitions about the Witnesses, that to see one was a sign of impending doom, because they were required to witness it. It wasn’t incorrect, of course, but no one ever made mention of the fact that Witnesses also were called to view and record the triumphs as well. So they had no friends. They likely would have been wiped out by zealots like the Sarlene long ago except for the fact that while her people never attacked or waged war, their planet had the best defense systems and technology just about anywhere.

      She had to get away first. And then she could go from there. Aria glanced around and quickly made her way onto a nearby vessel that was running through its final checks before disembarking. It was an older model ship, probably used by private contractors hired to haul merchandise for trade. When she made her way toward the cargo hold, she nodded. It was empty, and the ship was humming. They were nearly ready to leave, and she would go with them. She noted a small cabinet and opened the door. It would have been too small for her in her natural form, but as she was now, it would work fine. Aria folded her body into the cabinet and pulled the door closed behind her. Now she just had to wait and hope that no one had alerted her father to her actions. She’d seen the tell-tale golden light that most beings noticed when a Witness was nearby in their official capacity. Her only hope against being stopped by her father’s guards were that relaying that information specifically to her father was a form of action, and that went against what a Witness is sworn to do. It would be recorded and reported eventually, but by that time she would be long gone. 

      She sat in the cabinet and listened to the activity around her. She heard the crew boarding, their voices as they made their final preparations. After a few moments, she was able to pinpoint the language. This crew was from Alanor, which was a cluster of small planets known for growing vegetables and fruit. Fertile soil, plenty of sunlight. Very much unlike her own planet, where even those who lived there were poorly adapted for the native environment, hence the series of underground caverns that they inhabited. Not exactly a place where she could beg for aid for Earth, but she could likely find transport to another planet fairly quickly from there. It was better than sitting here, waiting for Earth to die.

      After a short time, the ship began moving, and Aria felt nearly giddy with excitement. She was going somewhere. Actually leaving her home planet and seeing one of the many places she’d learned about. Taking action.

      A stab of guilt made the smile fall from her face as she sat in the dark. Action. One more reminder that despite how good she was at learning about different cultures and memorizing their traditions and protocols, she was a failure when it came to representing those things that her own people held most dear. Her father would never forgive her. 

      She rolled her eyes. He would not, of course, go so far as to show anger. But there would be that constant sense of disappointment when he looked at her. Even more so than there already was. She shook her head. It was of no use worrying about it now. She would not change the fact that she was called to act this time. It was wrong, to let millions of innocents die for merely existing. 

      She sat and listened to the engines hum, and felt her eyelids beginning to grow heavy. She knew she was due for a rest period, but falling into one here would be foolish. She needed to be alert, to hear when they were about to dock, or, worse, to know if they’d discovered that they were not alone on their ship. 

      She blinked, then forced her eyes open wide. The lingering giddiness over travel fought it out with the sleepiness brought on by her natural rhythms and the quiet hum of the ship’s motors, a sound she would have never guessed could be as soothing as it was. In the end, sleep won out.

      She was jerked awake what felt like moments later by panicked tones and the sensation of the ship lurching beneath her. It seemed to bank hard to the left, and Aria braced herself in the cabinet to keep from falling out. The crew shouted, and she could hear hurried footsteps.

      They were going down. The pilot had hit some debris and it had damaged their main motor. She could hear it now. The previously comforting hum of the motors was now a strangled, wheezing, sputtering that made the whole ship tremble. They turned, twisted, and Aria had to hold on tighter in her stowaway spot. The ship lurched and careened wildly, and someone screamed.

      There was an instant of jarring pain, and then the whole world went black.

      

      When Aria woke, it was with a confused fuzziness in her mind. As for her body, she felt nothing at all. It all came back to her. The screams, the crash, the sounds of metal crunching on impact. 

      She forced her eyes open, and it took her a moment to get her bearings. She was in a small room, on a cot. She was hooked up to what looked like some manner of monitors. She was able to turn her head, which she was taking as a good sign. When she looked to her right, she was startled to see a large figure sitting there. His eyes were closed, his head tipped back against the wall behind him. Aria knew what he was. Maarlai. The muscular body, ferocious-looking face, and the intricate braiding of his long beard all marked him as such. Had the transport crash-landed in the Maarlai home world? She tried to think. It was in the wrong direction. They’d been traveling toward Alanor, she’d been sure of it. 

      Aria watched the Maarlai. Even in sleep, he seemed ready to do battle. The Maarlai had a long and prosperous history. They valued knowledge almost as much as her own people, but, unlike the society of Witnesses, the Maarlai had no qualms against action. Battle was part of their very nature. Strength. They formed strong bonds of family and friendship, and lived in small, close-knit communities. They made art so stunning it almost hurt to look at it. They protected their loved ones against any and all dangers. Aria had a feeling that convincing them to act against the Sarlene to protect Earth would be a long shot—

      Earth! How long had she been unconscious? Was it too late?

      She cleared her throat and tried to make her voice work. Her mouth was very dry and it took a while. She managed an annoyingly feeble “excuse me” in the guttural tongue of the Maarlai. The male sitting at her bedside came awake immediately and jumped to his feet.

      “So you’re awake,” he said, and she nodded. 

      “Thank you for helping me,” she said in his own tongue.

      “You are welcome. I must admit that it was a surprise to find a Witness among the wreckage of an Alanorian ship.” He studied her closely. “The cabinet you were hiding in was likely what saved your life.”

      “The rest of the crew?” she asked, and he shook his head. She closed her eyes for a brief moment. “We are not on your home planet?” she asked.

      “No. Your ship crashed into some debris and ended up crashing on a nearby asteroid. One we happened to be docking on at the time.”

      “One of the inhabited asteroids, then?” she asked, and he shook his head again.

      “No. We chose this one specifically because it was not inhabited. The last thing we expected was a rescue effort,” he said with a lopsided smile. She could see the glint of white fangs behind his lips. This one was a dark gray, but she knew that Maarlai ran the spectrum from pale yellow to nearly black. “Are you going to tell me how a Witness ends up as a stowaway on a vegetable transport ship?”

      “Are you diplomats?” she asked. The Maarlai were not known for traveling much, tied as they were to their homes and families. They undertook occasional diplomacy missions, but even those were as limited as possible. 

      The Maarlai laughed. “That, we are not, Princess.”

      Aria gave a start. “How did you know?”

      “Your king put out a bulletin to all sectors a day ago. At first, you looked different,” he said, studying her, and she remembered taking the form of the Common to aid her escape. “And then you began changing.”

      She nodded. “It is something my kind can do. It lasts for a certain length of time and then fades. How long ago did I change?”

      “It has been fourteen hours in regular time.”

      She sighed in relief. Less than a full day, then. Earth likely still lived, unless the Sarlene were quicker than she gave them credit for. 

      “I was on a mission,” she said. She tried to sit up and winced in pain. The Maarlai gently pushed her back onto her cot, large, firm hands on her slim shoulders.

      “Do not move,” he said. “My medic diagnosed some internal injury, though he’s not familiar enough with your anatomy to do much.”

      She settled back, irritated that she would have to deal with yet another delay. “It will heal soon enough.” She would have to meditate, and pinpoint where the injury was. Her body would do the rest. 

      “So what was your mission? Your kind aren’t exactly known for stowing away in transport ships,” he said with a small grin.

      “I am a disappointment,” she said, and his eyes met hers for a brief moment, and he nodded. “We learned that the Sarlene have finally developed the technology to fulfill their mission against Earth.”

      He watched her closely. “So you were going to witness Earth’s last days?”

      She shook her head. “I left to seek out someone who would help defend Earth. How can we stand by and let millions of beings die over one crazy planet’s inferiority complex?”

      His face was expressionless and he didn’t respond.

      “Would the Maarlai help, do you think?” she asked after a moment. “I know your people have the ability to travel quickly and easily. And you are warriors, perhaps more so than any other beings known to us.”

      “Flattery will get you nowhere, Princess,” he said with that lopsided smile.

      “My name is Aria,” she said. “And it is not flattery, but truth. I have spent my whole life learning everything I can about other cultures, preparing to one day Witness their existence.”

      “We fight to protect that which we value. Earth is of little consequence to the Maarlai.”

      She felt her frustration finally boil over. “Is that how it is, then? Everyone just looks after their own interests and to hell with anyone who doesn’t fit into that?”

      He studied her. “‘Hell’ is a very Earth concept, Aria,” he said after a moment.

      She frowned. “I know. Earth was my main topic of study and research. It is an odd concept, but colorful nonetheless. Like Earth itself,” she added. He did not answer, and after a moment she continued. “Will they not help, then?”

      He shook his head. “I am not here on official business, and I can hardly speak for any of our leaders.”

      “What are you doing so far from home, then?” she asked, her curiosity piqued. 

      “Selling stolen goods. And maybe collecting a bounty on a missing princess.”

      Her heart sank. “So you’re… what? Pirates?”

      He grinned. “That.”

      “You can’t turn me over to my father,” she said, forcing herself to sit up despite the stabbing pain in her midsection. He moved as if to stop her, and she waved him off. “He will let Earth die. I am a failure as a daughter, as a future leader of my people. But I am not going to sit by and merely Witness while people die.”

      “It’s what your kind do,” the Maarlai said. “It’s kind of disgusting, really.”

      She glared at him. “Thank you for that.”

      “You were already thinking it or you wouldn’t be out here,” he said.

      “All right. Then you understand how wrong it is to just let the Sarlene have their way. If you turn me over to my father, Earth dies, and all everyone does is stand by and watch it happen. I need to get to someone who will help me. Can you get me to a port or outpost or something?”

      “Sure. For a fee.”

      She wanted to slap him. Shake him. Curse him.

      “You greedy, duplicitous, superior bastard,” she said, getting to her feet.

      “What do you expect? You’re telling me not to collect a bounty on you and to transport your Ladyship somewhere for free? I’m a businessman, Princess.”

      “You’re a crook.” She closed her eyes and focused inward for a moment. Her internal organs were bruised, but nothing was punctured. After a few moments, she had them repaired enough to be able to move freely. Aria opened her eyes to see him watching her.

      “This actually matters to you,” the Maarlai said.

      “No, I betray my people, stowaway on strange ships, and end up almost dead because I find it fun,” she said dryly.

      He watched her for a few moments. “My name’s Rikar,” he said.

      “Well met,” she answered, still irritated with the greedy ass.

      “Come on. You need to eat, and you can meet the rest of the crew.”

      “Why? So you can start figuring out when to turn me over?” she asked. She followed him out of the small room nonetheless. She was starving, and the promise of food was just too enticing to ignore. Of course, the Maarlai palate tended toward things like pickled shellfish and barely cooked meats, but she felt as if she could eat just about anything.

      Rikar didn’t bother answering, and she followed his hulking form toward a large ship that, she guessed, also served as their primary shelter and base of operations. It was an older model Maarlai vessel. She wondered if he’d stolen it.

      Aria didn’t know what she’d expected when she walked onto the Maarlai vessel, but the clean, organized space she was surrounded by definitely was not it. It just didn’t seem to say “pirate” to her. It felt almost military. Charts and photographs were pulled up on large monitors and holo displays on one wall, and a narrow table sat in the middle of the room. Five beings sat at the table, heads bowed over what looked like a map. Aria took a moment to study them. Five beings, of varied alien societies. She’d expected the rest of Rikar’s crew to be Maarlai, for some reason.

      The nearly transparent Padria was not much more than a wavery shape hunched over the map. The thin, pale Escolian reminded Aria of the Earth reptiles she’d learned about. Snakes. Two tiny beings she recognized as Janu sat perched on the edge of the table. And… Aria’s eyes widened. A Zorlian. Better known as a Shieldmaker, the Zorlian people had the ability to create force fields. Even her people didn’t understand the mechanics behind how they did it. Though, she had to admit, they still didn’t completely understand how some of the Maarlai were able to transport from galaxy to galaxy in a matter of seconds without the use of a ship. On Earth, they would have called it magic. She had no better explanation.

      Aria nearly jumped in excitement. This was the solution. It could work. All she had to do was convince them not only to not turn her over to collect the bounty, but to actually help her. They could do it.

      “This is Aria, Princess of the beings of the planet of Kinar-5. Also a Witness, obviously,” Rikar added. He met her eyes. “I am responsible for my crew. You will refer to them as one, two, three, four, and five,” he said, pointing to each of his crew members in turn, “until such time as I think you can be trusted to know their names.”

      Aria nodded. She really didn’t care. He gestured for her to sit, and one of the Janu, the one he’d indicated as “three,” brought her a large bowl of what looked like a kind of stew. It was the best-smelling thing she’d ever experienced. She picked up the long sticks the Maarlai used as eating utensils and began eating, almost in a frenzy, forgetting, for a moment, that she had an audience.

      “The Princess is quite hungry,” Rikar said, and she could hear the humor in his voice. 

      “Starving. Thank you,” she added before taking another bite. 

      There was silence for a moment. She knew they were all watching her, but she didn’t care. She could feel herself getting stronger with each bite. After a while, Rikar spoke.

      “She wants us to save Earth,” he said.

      “What’s going on with Earth?” the Padria asked in its lilting tongue.

      “The Sarlene have succeeded in developing the technology to wipe it out,” Aria answered. “It has been Witnessed. My king was preparing to send one of his oldest Witnesses there to record its last moments.”

      She took a final bite, and then set her utensils down. “I don’t think we should just sit by and let it happen. It’s wrong. So I ran away to try to find someone to help. My plans definitely did not include being stranded on an asteroid with space pirates.”

      Aria watched as the group seemed to exchange looks. 

      “We knew this day would come,” the Padria said. 

      “Look, if you won’t help me, and I know you won’t, can you please at least get me somewhere where I can ask for help? I will try to find some way to make the bounty up to you. It will take time, but I’ll figure it out. This is more important than personal riches.”

      The Zorlian, who she was supposed to refer to as “five,” studied her closely. “Is anything really more important than that? Or more important than fulfilling one’s duties to her own people?” she asked. The Zorlian language was not all that different from her own, the result of long years of contact between their two planets, Aria guessed.

      “Of course,” Aria answered. “I am a disappointment to my people. I have failed as a Witness. But I refuse to just let this go.”

      “Why?” the Zorlian asked.

      Aria stared at her, dumbfounded and more than a little irritated. “Because those beings matter. They’re beautiful and imperfect and passionate and… the things they’ve created in their short time in existence! They’re phenomenal. Brilliant. They’re so individual, so independent and yet as a whole, they’re so beautiful I can barely stand it. I’ve studied them since I learned to read. Maybe even before that. I love them in a way I can’t begin to explain.”

      Rikar and the Zorlian exchanged a long look, and the Zorlian shrugged. “It would not be overly difficult,” she said.

      “Everything has a price,” Rikar said to Aria.

      “Of course. And I already told you I’d find a way to pay you the money you would have made form the bounty—”

      “Not money. Not this time,” Rikar answered.

      “What, then?”

      “Join us.”

      Aria rolled her eyes. “What? Become a pirate?”

      “I think you’re beginning to realize that we’re much more than that. Piracy funds us, but it isn’t the ultimate goal. We offer services no one else does,” Rikar said.

      “Such as?”

      Rikar grinned. “Such as saving planets from annihilation. Thwarting attacks. Providing shelter. That kind of thing.”

      “If that is the case, then you would have helped Earth anyway,” Aria pointed out.

      He shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. We would not have known about the threat in enough time to do anything, unless we’d made contact with a Witness, who knows everything about everything. Would we?”

      Aria studied him. Very few understood how the Witnesses worked. Their knowledge was a shared thing. Once something was Witnessed and recorded by one, it was transferred to the knowledge of the others. It happened automatically. 

      “Is this really what you do? Or are you playing an angle?” she asked Rikar quietly.

      “This is what we do. What was the last planet doomed to destruction?” he asked Aria.

      “Vashir,” she said automatically. It had been on the brink of annihilation due to its never-ending war against its neighbors, the Urah.

      “And what happened?” Rikar pressed.

      “The Urah leader disappeared— wait. That was you?” 

      Rikar nodded. Then he tilted his head toward the two Janu. “They are brilliant at what they do.”

      “He’ll never be found,” one of the Janu, the one she was supposed to call “two,” said in a dreamy, airy tone. 

      “It disrupted things enough to buy Vashir time. And then the next leader of the Urah was convinced, somehow, to make peace with their neighbors,” Rikar said. 

      “So you’ll help,” Aria asked Rikar.

      “There’s a price.”

      “What is it?”

      “A Witness on our crew. It would make our jobs easier. And it would protect you from any trying to collect your bounty.”

      She didn’t know if he realized how little of a price it actually was. Freedom, the ability to travel the galaxies, to see those she studied in real life and to, crazy though it seemed, act to protect them? It was no price at all.

      She nodded. “I accept.” As she said the words, she noticed the golden, pulsing glow that signified that a Witness was present. This moment had been deemed important enough for one of her kind to bear Witness to. It was unsettling and more than a little terrifying. But there had been no other choice at all. 

      The next day, Aria stood aboard Rikar’s ship, dressed in the same dark green clothing the rest of his crew wore. Rikar stood beside her, and they watched the Sarlene attack vessels crash and explode as they hit the invisible force field their Zorlian crew mate had formed around Earth. 

      “You saved them,” Rikar said. She met his gaze for a moment, then turned back to watch the last moments of the failed Sarlene attack. 

      “Are you at peace with your choice?” Rikar asked her. Aria smiled as she watched the final Sarlene ship crash and burn. 

      “How could I not be? Action is beauty,” Aria answered. The final bit of debris bounced off of the Zorlian’s shield, and then it was as if nothing had happened at all. The millions of people below, on the surface, lived and died, loved and created, oblivious to those who watched from beyond.

      Aria hoped with all her heart that it would stay that way.

      

      Colleen Vanderlinden is the author of the Hidden and Hidden: Soulhunter urban fantasy series, the Copper Falls paranormal romance series, and the StrikeForce superhero series. To learn more, please pay her a visit at colleenvanderlinden.com or on Twitter where she’s @C_Vanderlinden. Silent Witness is a prequel to an upcoming series continuing Aria and Rikar’s story. The serial, Exile, is updated weekly on her website, and follows the story of the Maarlai people in the very distant future. 
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      Trouble Knocks on My Door

      Angry red lights flashed through the tiny window into my cryo-chamber where I lay. A breach warning. The metal seal groaned from the increased pressure. My open eyes slowly blinked. Bothering to close them was rather useless—I didn’t use the chamber to sleep.

      The noise grew louder.

      Was someone really trying to pry a deep-sleep chamber open without checking the contents?

      My fingers flexed first. Next my toes on my bare feet. My gray body suit whispered as I reached up to touch the door. The feeding tube attached to my wrist, with a white fluid pulsing through it, extended. I couldn’t see anything outside though, the window was at chest-level and I was a bit taller than the standard issue units.

      Muffled voices argued from the outside. The quiet hum of the Siren IV’s sounds were drowned away.

      Hunger pooled in my stomach and wetness filled my mouth. After lying on the leather-cushioned bed for who knows how long, I hadn’t eaten a living meal for a while. Which meant the fish food attempting to yank my chamber open was about to get my foot shoved so far up their ass, it might get stuck there as my new boot.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but my tongue was too thick. Would I even remember how to speak after who knows how many months? What could I even say? Hey, this stall is occupied, try the next one.

      Only one kind of lowlife would try to open my chamber in a spaceship with a single occupant.

      Piece of shit looters.

      My jaw clenched as cracks formed along the outer edge of the seal. White emergency lights flickered on inside my tiny space, revealing the once murky corners. I closed my eyes, welcoming the darkness.

      The metal was giving way.

      When I opened my eyes again, I saw the claw marks along the sides of my chamber, the ripped fabric in my cushion.

      I’d done all this when my mind got close to fracturing.

      This was the safest place for me to find oblivion.

      A gap formed, drawing my attention back to my intruders. “Almost got it,” a deep voice blurted in Terran English.

      “Be careful, Viz,” a softer voice ordered. “Don’t damage the key!”

      “Then why don’t you come do this shit. We haven’t got much time.”

      Viz, if that was what his name was, crammed his crowbar into the tiny gap and grunted with effort to open it.

      “How much time?” the woman asked.

      An electronic voice said, “Ten minutes until the Hyperion unfolds space.”

      What is the Hyperion? I thought. Another ship?

      “Shit, they’re closing in,” the woman snapped. “Move it, Viz!”

      “We need to take whatever we find in the cargo hold and get the fuck out of here!” he yelled.

      “We need her! That’s all that matters. I’m not leaving this siren-class spaceship behind after chasing this damn thing for eighteen months.”

      I’d been tailed for over a year? Which brought to mind an even more important question. How long had I been on the ship? Not for a few months, but much longer. I reached in the recesses of my mind for glimpses of the past, but I couldn’t find much. Just a murky fog. All I knew was the spaceship, my cryo-chamber, and nothing more.

      The crowbar disappeared for a moment, and I caught the sounds of someone else trying to pry the door open. It was the woman.

      A sweet smell wafted through the crack, stirring me further to life. A scent I couldn’t recall, but my body responded in kind. My empty, withered stomach pinched me hard. Claws formed on my fingertips and two sharp incisors filled my mouth.

      I reached for the gap to help, but stopped myself.

      The opening widened and a large, pale hand reached inside. “Find the lock release,” the woman advised.

      I could practically count the scars along Viz’s hand, but the pulse point on his wrist had my utmost attention. The honeyed smell, intermingled with grease and body odor, grew overpowering. So metallic and sweet.

      My mouth opened and my hands formed fists. I could practically taste the copper in his blood on my tongue. He’d make a fine meal.

      Not yet.

      If they’d boarded the ship, they had weapons. This would be my last meal if I latched onto his hand—not that he didn’t deserve to have it taken.

      Viz reached around until he found the tiny control panel along the side. “Found it.” His fingers felt along the buttons until he encountered the latch. With a tug, the rest of the locks along my door gave way.

      “Nine minutes,” the computer voice warned.

      “Pay day coming, Leslie!” the man barked.

      How about meal time instead?

      Two sets of hands reached in to pull open the door. Saliva filled my mouth. The muscles along my legs tensed up. Wait for it.

      The door swung open. A brief snapshot was all I needed: One healthy, unarmed, large male and one brunette female who was armed to the teeth. Both of them wore baggy, dark clothing. I sprang from my spot toward the larger form. We tumbled across the metal floor and my back hit the unforgiving surface. My teeth sank deep into a warm place: a few inches above his collarbone. Black chest hair tickled my nose.

      Good grief, this guy had a sleeping rug on his chest.

      A growl pulsed through me. The moment the life-giving fluid hit the back of my throat, Viz screamed.

      “Viz!” Leslie pointed a weapon in our direction. “What the hell!”

      I tore at him, opening an artery, but all I managed to draw were a few deep gulps before Leslie opened fire. I leapt off him and ran for the hallway out of the cryo-chamber. A sharp pain bit into my arm, but not much else.

      That vile woman had shot me with a crossbow.

      At least, they weren’t stupid enough to use laser weapons on a spaceship. I raced down the hallway, each stride growing stronger as strength surged through my limbs.

      Go back and eat, a part of me begged.

      The urge to feed grew painful, but survival came first. The darkened hallways of the ship blended together, but within the fog of my memories the path was clear. I could lose them if I kept going. Their heavy footsteps thundered behind me.

      “Just leave her!” Viz’s pained voice grew more distant. He was slowing down, but Leslie hadn’t let up.

      “Get back to the Crescent!” she ordered. “T5, wake up Remington, Pauls, and Yao!”

      “Understood. Seven minutes until the Hyperion unfolds,” T5 replied.

      So that voice was her spaceship.

      Her instructions forced a chill up my spine. Soon enough, I’d have to deal with five people instead of two.

      For the longest time, I’d wanted company, but not like this.

      Death on my Doorstep

      My footsteps thundered down the corridor as I ran deeper into the ship. The fogginess in my head lifted a bit. A quick snack could do that for you.

      I slowly pulled the short arrow from my arm, biting back the urge to grunt from the burning pain.

      There were many places to hide. Countless maroon-colored maintenance shafts narrow enough for my thin frame, to the compartments along the walls that stored the knee-high bots that cleaned dust off surfaces. I had yet to try to sneak into their minuscule closets.

      And what if you get stuck?

      The idea of withering away in a square box didn’t appeal to me so I ran until I passed a few doorways. Over each arch, inscriptions, like tiny brush strokes, had been carved into the shiny metal. As to what they said, I didn’t know. The language wasn’t one I knew. What mattered was I could get inside.

      I placed my hand on the cold surface of the door and waited. A series of clicks were faint at first, practically hard to hear, until my palm grew warm. The door opened with a soft whoosh and I slipped inside.

      A deathly chill had swallowed the room whole. To conserve energy, many parts of the ship had gone cold. The rectangular viewport was closed—none of them were ever open. This ship was a tomb.

      Just like my cryo-chamber. A wave of loneliness made my chest heavy like it always did when I thought about hiding away in the chamber. When I was there, the only pleasant memory I clung to was of a woman wearing light blue. I didn’t know what happened to her, or if she was my mother or a protector of some kind, but she had taught me a thing or two.

      I’d been in this room before. A few rooms wouldn’t open when I pressed my palm on the doorway, but this one did.

      I glanced around, searching for a weapon, but there wasn’t much in here except for a desk, a chair, and an unlit console. A single door on the other side of the room led to a closet. A long time ago, I wondered if perhaps this had been my room, but none of the clothing in the closet fit me.

      Unless I’d had a major growth spurt of some kind. The boots were also too narrow—which was why I was barefoot.

      The desk didn’t have anything threatening—unless I planned to use a vase to club someone. Dust gathered on the inside. When I’d first explored this room, I found a tiny, petrified, reddish petal at the bottom.

      This place once had life, and now it was cold and dead—just like me. Since a body suit was about as threatening as the cleaning bots, I picked up the vase. This ship had to have weapons, but I had yet to discover them.

      The faint sound of footsteps reached my ears. Leslie was coming. I stood perfectly still. Only the ship’s low-frequency noise was the other sound I caught.

      She was pressing on the access console next to each door. The familiar access denied noise was a shrill ring. Each sound was getting closer and closer. The beautiful thing about this ship, and the most frustrating one, was that it cradled its secrets beyond my reach.

      My grip on the vase tightened. She was getting closer.

      Soon enough, a high-pitched sound rang outside my door. As expected, she wasn’t getting in. Her footsteps moved away from the door. With each step she took, I approached the doorway.

      It was decision time.

      I could stay here and hide out, but another ship was coming. What if they planned to stay and take over? They didn’t want any of the crates in the ship’s cargo bay.

      “We need her,” Leslie had said. “That’s all that matters.”

      The best plan of action would be to leave the room and find suitable weapons. Hunting them instead of them hunting me brought a smile to my lips.

      Mmmm, entrée time.

      When the hallway grew quiet again, I opened the door—only to glance up and see Viz.

      Those tricky, tricky bastards.

      He caught me off-guard and advanced, a metallic stick with a blunt end in hand. With a grunt, he turned it sideways and shoved it into my chest. I dropped the vase. We crossed the floor to the other side of the room in three of his wide strides.

      “Damn vamp bitch!” He rammed me into the wall. The bright red blood running down his chest stained the weapon and his hands. My gaze flicked to the sweet fluid as I pushed back against the heavy bat. Time to knock him out and find Leslie.

      He pushed harder until his weapon pressed into my chest. Effectively pinned, he slammed his forehead into mine. Ouch. Black specks danced along my peripheral vision. Viz’s wicked smile widened. “How dare you bite me! I can’t wait to make you bleed.”

      His thumb jerked on a switch along the side. A clicking sound jumped from one end of the stick toward the other. Viz pushed back from me, only to leave the blunt end against my chest.

      One moment he was in front of me, in the next I danced with electricity coursing through me.

      I slumped to the floor. Swiftly, he grabbed me by my neck and flung me against the wall.

      “You’re not bleeding yet,” he mumbled. He threw back his left fist and aimed for my face.

      He actually thought he was winning.

      Can’t choke somebody who doesn’t breathe, low life.

      Strength gathered in my stomach first and pulsed through my limbs. I caught his fist and my claws sunk into his hand until I hit the bones. He grimaced. When I forced him to take a step backward, his grimace turned to agony. I kicked him in the gut, wrenching his toy from his right hand in the process. He flew a few feet away and hit the floor hard. I was on him before he could so much as twitch.

      “So I’m a vamp bitch, huh?” My voice was strange to my ears. Low and guttural.

      I placed the blunt end on his crotch and flicked the switch he’d used. “I kept standing. Let’s see what you do.”

      The familiar clicking sound kicked in, and Viz stiffened with a harsh cry.

      “Damn bitch!” He curled into a ball, muttering more curses. Something crass about using the bat on my lady parts. Didn’t matter. I was done with him.

      I pounced on his back and leaned over his head. “I heard you the first time.” I sank my teeth into the side of his neck. He growled and reached behind to grasp me, but I’d locked my right arm around his throat and my other hand on his face. A few bites and I hit the jugular. Life poured out of him and into me.

      Viz managed to stand. We wobbled across the room and he almost made it to the doorway.

      The feisty ones made the best meals.

      He dropped to his knees and finally went down face first to the floor. I continued to drink.

      “Draw deep until they sleep.” The advice from a distant memory circled my head, but I ignored it. Warmth whispered its way down my back and settled into my feet. The pain in my arm disappeared. Vigor and strength amplified my once dulled senses to a razor’s edge. So much that I caught the faint tremble as another ship attached to mine.

      The party just got a lot more exciting.

      The Hyperion had docked.

      Run, Don’t Walk

      The Siren IV had five docking points for other spacecraft. The three closest to the stern were large enough to transport cargo—maybe better suited to a larger ship—while the two along the sides were solely for people.

      The cryo-chamber was at the bow not far from the bridge in case of an emergency. So which one had they come from?

      Leslie was able to talk to her ship. All these years, I hadn’t bothered.

      “Uhh, excuse me?” I called out. I waited and there was no answer. “Oh…ship? Can I get some help?”

      Still nothing. Go figure. I didn’t know why I tried. I’d been talking to myself all this time and no one had yet to answer me back. Why would now be any different?

      I dragged Viz’s body behind the desk. From the closet, I found an old uniform. After tearing it into scraps, I used the materials to tie the bat to my leg. I was takin’ that thing with me. It was mine now.

      I listened for footsteps from either direction, but the hallway was empty and still. Compared to the last time the ship had been breached, things were too quiet. At the time, ten people flooded the Siren IV and I’d fled from my cryo-chamber into the bowels of the ship below the main deck. Through the maintenance tubes their loud voices in the cargo bay could be heard over the quiet roar of the ship’s engine.

      “Anything on the bridge?” one man had asked another.

      “Nothing. I couldn’t bring up the control console. There’s some kind of biological lock I can’t circumvent. Not long after we breached the dock, the ship changed course for the closest sun to begin refueling.”

      The man cursed and added a new word to my repertoire. “Fuck. Our ship can’t take that kind of pressure. How soon?”

      “We need to be out of here in about two hours.”

      They’d visited so long ago—their nasty body odors no longer lingered. After I knew they’d left, I’d inspected the cargo bay and discovered crates opened and scattered about. They’d searched through metal boxes filled with useless things: clothing, electronic equipment, and tools.

      There were no weapons or food.

      The Crescent and Hyperion crews didn’t know that though—which meant I could do reconnaissance from nearby maintenance tubes while they checked. It took me about a half hour to slide from the end of the ship toward the middle. Every now and then I paused to the sound of gunfire.

      They were already fighting each other.

      Once I reached the ventilation shaft above the cargo bay, nine people—none of them were Leslie—searched the area. All of them were women wearing dark blue body suits and one barked out orders.

      “Scan all of them for food as quickly as possible,” a short blonde ordered. Compared to Leslie, this woman had softer features. Her skin was tanned—just a few shades lighter than my brown skin—and she assessed the room with an experienced glance. “Vamp ships give me the creeps. Any living organisms? Any meat?”

      “I got nothing, Dru,” one of the women said to the blonde. They wouldn’t sense me—I didn’t have a pulse.

      “How are you doing, Wagner?” she asked.

      None of the women answered. A male’s voice though could be barely heard from her earpiece.

      “The Crescent crew is heading your way. Watch your back. The ship has already started its defensive maneuver.”

      My trusty ship was heading for a star again.

      “Let’s go people!” Dru ordered. “Standard formation.” The women abandoned their tasks, slung their ion rifles over their shoulders, and headed for the cargo bay exit. “I want this place swept from top to bottom for supplies. We’re closing in on a red giant. We need to find any supplies or vamp tech before the Hyperion is destroyed.”

      As they left, I scampered backward. I had no choice but to hide again until all the crews abandoned ship.

      But the big question was where could I go? Would I have to fight again? I refused to repeat what happened with Viz. I’d eaten my fill—there was no need for me to kill again.

      I ventured deep into the ship. There were countless tubes to explore, but they narrowed when you got closer to the private chambers where I’d tried to hide. The ones along the hallways were the easiest to navigate.

      Not far from the middle of the ship, the maintenance shafts grew warmer. When I touched the walls the heat seeped into my chilled skin. This was a familiar place. I glanced out of the grate, paused and listened. Dancing blue lights bathed my face. Gunfire continued to erupt, but the sounds were farther away.

      The aquarium was as special to me as the engine room. Fish farm was a more appropriate term, especially since they were my food source in the cryo-chamber, but I loved the way I couldn’t resist smiling every time I came in here. I didn’t have anyone to talk to, but I could sit by the glass and watch the red and white fish glide from one side of the massive tank to the other. Their all-white eyes peered at me, only to glance away.

      On the other side of the tank, someone had painted a beautiful mural. As time stretched out, I’d come to memorize each line, each curve.

      In the center of the painting, a tree stretched its limbs toward the edges. Each of the seasons dangled from its branches. On the far left, the moon cast a heavenly glow on the snow-covered branches. The next segment, spring, the branches had signs of new life with bird nests among green sprouts. Summer was my favorite. Life thrived under a bright sun. On the other hand, the fall season brought multi-colored leaves, the promise of longer days, and death. The burnt hues bathing the right hand side of the tree dampened my mood.

      All things present under the rising sun eventually fell and died.

      Except for me.

      That fact solidified in my head every time I looked at the smooth surface in front of me.

      My reflection in the glass was unkind. A tall, gangly thing peered back at me, her black hair in matted tufts around her head, and her features too gaunt. The smile on the woman’s face fell.

      I used to be able to twirl the tight spirals in my hair in my cryo-chamber. That was so long ago, I wasn’t sure sometimes if the memory was accurate or not.

      Had I always looked like this?

      The letters “SEE” had been stitched into this suit. I wasn’t sure if that was my name—even if this was the only uniform that fit me.

      “They’re beautifully flawed, aren’t they?” a voice whispered. Behind me something subtly shifted in the reflection. I turned sharply, prepared to hide, but what moved in the far corner wasn’t going anywhere. The fish farm was a damp, warm space compared to the cold in the rest of the ship. At the far end of the room, past the scaly stone pillars, which filtered the water, a small shaft of light revealed the slightly opened door. Midway across the room, a single leg extended behind a pillar. Whoever it was, they were lying on the floor.

      I darted from one column to the next, my movement silent beneath the soft sound of the water. By the time I approached him from the darkened corners where long-abandoned filtration equipment was stacked, the figure hadn’t moved much.

      It was a man.

      The light from the hallway cast a faint white light on a short brown beard, while on the other side, bluish tints gave him a sickly pallor. Although, that complexion might be from the pool of blood underneath his leg. Five small arrows protruded from his thigh. Leslie’s handiwork.

      The looters from the last invasion were far dirtier than this one. Spiky, light brown hair sprouted out of the top of his head, while the sides had been shaved off. Shadows made his features murky, but I could make out the sharp angles to his face.

      Approaching footsteps thundered down the hallway. Someone was coming.

      “Wagner, where in the hell are you?” a woman’s voice snapped from a tiny, rectangular, metal box on his shoulder.

      So this was the Wagner she spoke to…

      She wouldn’t be speaking to him for very long. Leslie’s team was closing in. If I were smart, I’d be scampering to the closest maintenance grate.

      And yet, I paused when his scent hit my nose. He didn’t smell sweet. I crept even closer to this oddity.

      This man wasn’t food, and yet, he smelled human. He sure stank like one. Was he something different altogether? I glanced from his bleeding leg, which should’ve sent me reeling, to his face. He saw me. Our gazes locked and one thing became quite apparent as the noises grew louder: Wagner was about to die.

      A Thousand Suns

      Viz, my latest meal, had stunk from all sorts of body odors, but his underlying scent had been sweet. The sweet taste of life. Every human had a distinct underlying taste. The more virile, the better. Sickly humans had a foul stench and bitterness I stomached when I had nothing else to eat.

      One woman, from the last looting ship, had fed me well. I shuddered from the memory of her begging. Why was her voice the one I heard in my head more often, and not the woman in dark blue whose wise words circled in my head like the cool air in this room?

      The footsteps grew louder and I crouched lower. If Leslie’s group found us, only one of us would be able to escape. Only about ten feet separated me from the shaft, and yet, for some reason I ran toward the hallway instead.

      I didn’t have to wait long for Leslie’s familiar figure to appear with three other men dressed in the same clothing as Viz.

      “There’s the vamp!” Leslie called out.

      I broke into a run. This hallway led straight toward the main intersection of the ship. Once there I’d have to decide if I was heading toward the bridge at the bow or if I’d go right so I could descend to the engine section.

      My decision was made the moment I reached the intersection. I darted to the right. Never before had I let my pursuers get so close. At this point, I’d have to see how deep I could go into the engine room until they gave up. My running slowed a bit as I hurried down the steps. The chill in my bones turned warm. I jumped down to the next level. Then the next. Heat radiated against my face. I reached the double doorway to the engine room and paused.

      “During the day, do not stray,” the woman in dark blue had warned me a long time ago. Out of the things that stuck in my mind, this one made no sense until I came to this particular room. In space, there was no night or day. No waxing and waning of a sun and moon like the drawings on the aquarium wall.

      There was a reason I got close to the engine room, but I rarely went in.

      When I ventured closer to the doors, they opened and I rushed inside. To anyone who hadn’t seen the Siren IV’s engine room, this place could’ve been awe-inspiring. Twenty levels of scaffolding and massive tubes surrounded an open space.  I couldn’t even see the other side of the room—in the center sat a glowing, white sphere that slowly turned. Bluish-white streaks flared across the surface. The humming noise throughout the ship came from the giant, vibrating metal disks that were attached to arms extending from the ceiling toward the white-hot core.

      The core had to be the heart of the vampire ship, kept alive by fuel from other stars.

      Only once did I dare look at the core and was left seeing white spots for days. The exposed skin along my hands and face began to tingle.

      Not far behind me, Leslie stopped hard at the doorway.

      “Don’t go in there, Yao!” she snapped. “Radiation warning. Look at the fucking sign.”

      I crept toward the closed door, facing away from the white light bathing my back. Were they coming in or not? Only a fool waited, but I wanted to know why they wouldn’t cross the threshold.

      “So how do we get her then?” a man’s voice yelled.

      “I dunno,” Leslie grated. “See any radiation suits?”

      “On a vamp ship?” he said with a voice drenched in sarcasm. “Like they need it.”

      Before I’d gone in, I remembered seeing a symbol with three vertical lines and strokes along the bottom. Did that mean “engine room” or “radiation warning”?

      Either way, Leslie and her crew were running out of time. I was as well. My exposed hands and feet were going numb.

      I raced away from the door across the top floor’s metal scaffolding. There were all sorts of vents here, many of them dangerous places to hide, but I’d have to find one that took me away from the radiating core.

      A thick metal block with a panel on top appeared to be the best spot to check for escape routes. I scampered behind the block and searched.

      Back in business! A quick check revealed cool air blasting out. I hurried into the ventilation shaft. A few feet in and I sighed with relief as the numbness faded into a dull ache. The last time I’d dared to come in, I’d been left with spots in my vision and a few searing burns on my face. I’d learned my lesson that time: there was a reason there were no viewports to the outside.

      I curled up on my side and closed my eyes. The smart thing to do would be to wait out the Hyperion and Crescent crew.

      Yet, my thoughts drifted to the man I’d left behind in the fish farm.

      “They’re beautifully flawed, aren’t they?” Wagner had said.

      Not a single looter had ever said a kind word to me.

      Had he escaped? Was he reunited with the Hyperion crew?

      A subtle jolt shook the Siren IV—which meant a ship had left. If so, which one?

      I turned over twice before I gave up and exited the shaft, a destination in mind. When I got to the doorway leaving the engine room, one person stood in my path wearing a dark-blue space suit.

      Leslie had waited for me.

      A Day in the Sun

      “You didn’t leave,” was all I said.

      What could I say? Gee, miss your ride?

      Leslie took a step toward me. Her crossbow was gone, but she sported a knife in her right hand and a frown on her face.

      “Five years. Nine months. Three weeks. Two days. That’s how much time I’ve invested in this fucking ship,” she hissed. “And I refuse to leave until it’s mine. If I have to slice off body parts, I’m gonna do it.”

      “Even if that means destroying the Crescent?” I whispered, taking a step away from Leslie. The radiating heat from the core caressed my back.

      “I told them to leave. Once I control this ship, I’ll find them again soon enough.”

      I untied Viz’s bat from my leg. Time to play.

      She glanced at what was in my hands. “Is that Viz’s jolt sword?”

      “Yep.” Guess my bat had a name now.

      “Doesn’t matter what you have. You’re coming with me.” Leslie came at me hard. Knife poised to stab my chest, she slammed into me and forced us to the floor. The bat was nearly flung out of my hands. She didn’t hesitate like Viz, and threw punches at my face. Immediately, the skin on my face to my hands went from tingling to numb. I couldn’t fight long. With a grunt, I used my arms to protect my face. When she threw a right, I came in fast and sunk my teeth into her forearm.

      My teeth went right through the layers of polyplastic, but stopped cold when I hit something hard. Maybe a protective metal link layer. Leslie yelped and reared back.

      Before I could bite her again, she hurried to her feet and put distance between us.

      I smacked my lips for good measure. Unlike Wagner, I considered Leslie an open buffet. We circled each other, anticipation building as we considered the next strike. Each time I faced the core I had to shield my eyes. I was closer to the jolt sword and dove for it. Leslie anticipated my direction and kicked.

      The hit to the side of my head got me good, but she’d made a mistake and gotten too close to me again. I flicked the switch on the bat and touched the end to the metal floor.

      That’s for breaking and entering.

      Electricity snaked up my legs and forced me to my knees. Damn. Damn. Damn. The pain was immediate—even more so when I refused to turn it off.

      When a sizzling Leslie dropped to my right, I finally released the switch and collapsed on the spot. I didn’t dare look at my legs or bare feet. I was smoking, too.

      “During the day, do not stray.”

      I had to move. All I wanted to do was lay there. Not far from me, Leslie’s corpse smelled like burnt wire. Her mouth was wide open as if she was in the middle of a scream. One side of her face was reddened while the other half was charred.

      Get up, See.

      Somehow, I forced my limbs to move. The bottom of my feet were blackened. Not good.

      The temptation to collapse outside of the engine room was strong. I fell down the first flight of steps I tried to climb. So I lay at the bottom until I could feel my feet.

      At least I was safe again.

      The Devil in the Details

      Scurrying as fast as I could, I returned to the fish farm. The closer I got, the more I expected him to be gone. Why would he still be there? Hadn’t one or at least both of the ships left? Why not call for his friends to come rescue him?

      For someone who was trying to evade my enemies, I sure made a ruckus on my way to the room. I didn’t even bother to listen for trouble.

      Excitement filled my senses. When I got to the spot though, he wasn’t there.

      My heart dropped.

      Then I spotted a smear on the floor that led away from the exit.

      Following on the blood trail, I found Wagner twenty feet away from his original spot going through the useless crates.

      “There’s nothing in there…” I managed.

      His flashlight bounced around the walls.

      “So I’ve surmised.” The arrows in his leg were gone now and white bandages covered his injuries. “I was hoping for something better than the emergency med kit supplies I have.”

      I didn’t even bother to hide this time. “What are you still doing here?”

      He paused for a moment. “Where else would I be?”

      “What about your crew? Don’t you have to leave before…” My voice trailed off.

      “They’ve already left. Not sure about the Crescent’s crew.”

      “They left you?” I was louder this time, even taking a step toward him.

      He sighed and gestured to the crates around him. “There’s nothing in here?”

      “Not really.”

      He didn’t talk for a bit, then finally spoke. “The window to invade any vampire spaceship depends on how close it is to a star. As a xenoarcheologist, I’ve been looking for over a decade now. The last vampire ships fled Earth over a century ago. Finding your ship and getting left behind was worth everything I paid.” His slow smile disarmed me for a moment. “This far from Earth, your ship has been collecting fuel in the Virgo Cluster for a long time as if preparing for a big jump through folded space. Where are you going?”

      I blinked. Now that was an interesting question. “I don’t know. I don’t even know where we are right now. This ship came from Earth?”

      So many questions came to mind, but I was reeling from his words: The last vampire ships left Earth over a century ago.

      My ship had likely left Earth. I spoke Terran English. Which meant I’d been traveling alone for over one hundred years. My knees softened and I had to brace myself against one of the columns for support.

      “So you don’t know anything about the ship?”

      “I’m not even sure about my name.” I pointed to my suit.

      “See,” he read softly. He seemed pensive for a moment. “We can’t help your current situation.” He tried to stand and failed.

      “Need help?” I offered.

      His gaze flicked from me to the floor.

      I shrugged. I gave him my I-don’t-see-anybody-else grin. He finally relented and placed his arm over my shoulder.

      “I’m heavy.”

      “I’ve eaten.” That made him jerk.

      “Don’t worry.” I laughed, a sound I’d forgotten. “I like it when my food runs.”

      He laughed. “Good one.”

      We left the fish farm. “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “The bridge. Do you know the way?”

      “That much I do know.” I glanced at his leg. Blood was already seeping through the bandages. “She got you good.”

      “That’s Leslie Dumar for you. The Crescent is one of many groups still searching for vampire spacecraft. I don’t blame them. The salvage rates are unheard of.”

      I grunted, thinking of Leslie and our final encounter. “Groups? They’re filthy looters.”

      His brown eyebrow rose and his beard tickled the side of my face. Our heights matched. “Before the vampires had left Earth, we would’ve never known such technology existed.”

      “What technology?” I hope he wasn’t tired of questions. I had enough to last a long time.

      “Look around you. This whole ship was constructed with materials not found on Earth. Even over the last century we have nothing that can withstand a star’s heat, pressure, or electromagnetic radiation.”

      We’d reached the bridge. The closed door slid open. I didn’t come in here often. Why bother when nothing worked. The space was about as big as the aquarium, with consoles and seating for the ship’s flight crew. The view panels in front of the room were closed.

      I helped Wagner to one of the maroon-colored cushion seats. He eased onto it and looked around.

      “Now this I didn’t expect.” His voice bounced off the far wall. Maybe he finally saw what I saw every day. Pure emptiness.

      He sighed, touched his leg, then looked at me. “I guess we’ll have to do what we can, See.”

      “Like what? This ship has been unresponsive since I can remember. There aren’t any access panels in here.”

      He tried to get up, and I hurried to his side. “We’re not looking for a panel. The only documented records state the controller merely sat down and the ship responded. A vampire is the key.”

      A key. That’s what Leslie had called me.

      “Sit down?” I asked.

      “Have you sat in all of these seats?”

      “You gotta be kidding me.” There were over thirty seats in this room. I’d been bored at times, but not that bored.

      “What about the one in the center?” he asked.

      “Sat there once already.”

      “What about there?” He pointed to one near the central seat.

      “I think I had a meal there.”

      Wagner made a sour face.

      I sighed. “So you want me to try them all?”

      “Other than checking out the fish in that tank, what else did you have in mind?”

      I had yet, after a century, to try this, so I sat from chair to chair. At first, I was eager, practically grinning with unbridled enthusiasm, until I plopped down behind the fifteenth console. This task got old fast.

      By the time I walked to the twenty-ninth one, my skip had turned into a shuffle.

      At the thirty-first seat, something happened the moment my bottom touched the cold surface. A single blue handprint flashed on the console in front of the seat.

      No way…

      Wagner stood up halfway from the other side of the room. “You find something?” he called.

      “Yeah.” My hand hovered over the handprint, not sure what to do. What if I turned on the auto-destruct sequence or something crazy like that?

      Instead of thinking further about it, I laid my hand on the smaller one. The chilled console lit up with lights and those strange symbols flittered around the handprint.

      Above our heads, an opaque light appeared. Swirls of colors blossomed above that finally coalesced into a video: It was the bridge. I immediately recognized the rows of seats and consoles. The room was just as empty as it was now except for two people: a woman and myself. My memories of her had faded, but now that I saw her vividly, they flared, renewed.

      She was tall with prominent cheekbones, deep brown eyes, and a sleek, bald head. When she smiled her fanged teeth were a dazzling ivory white. On her right wrist she wore a band of stones that made noise when they rubbed together.

      I could see more memories now, practically tasting them. There had been a strong smell of burnt ozone in the air when we’d hurried to board this ship on Earth.

      The video caught my attention again.

      Wearing a light blue space suit, the woman stood on one side, pointing a weapon in my direction, while I was on the other arguing and yelling.

      There was no speech—just garbled static.

      Why wasn’t there any sound?

      In the video, I took a step toward her, and she thrust the weapon in my direction. There was something on the brown skin next to her right eye. Like a scab, but yellowed and ghastly.

      “Stop,” the woman’s lips said. “Don’t.”

      When my figure in the video dared to take two steps, she shot me and the side of my head exploded.

      My stomach turned to stone. My mouth widened.

      A final sliver of sound snaked through before the video ended: “Auntie needs you to stay out of sight, my little fern. The sun is rising for the last time.”

      She’d shot me. She’d shot me.

      Not my mother, but my aunt.

      She’d shot me and left me alone with only this final message.

      I hadn’t moved for so long, the hand that squeezed my shoulder belonged to Wagner. “I’m sorry you had to see that.”

      “I needed to see that.” I tried to swallow, failed, and tried again. “I’ve seen that woman’s face so many times in my head. That’s…my aunt.” My throat dried even further. “She…shot me.”

      “To protect you from what happened on Earth.”

      I shot him a dark glare, but he didn’t flinch.

      He continued. “There was a reason the vampires left us.” He looked at the barren, metal floor. The glow from the console revealed his remorse. “We engineered a virus to get rid of them since they wouldn’t give us access to their tech. Instead of giving into Earth’s demands, they left.”

      I leaned my clammy forehead against the console and let the information sink in: I hadn’t been abandoned. I’d been saved. Cast away in a ship toward safer shores.

      Wagner sat quietly in the seat next to mine looking over the console.

      “Can you read those symbols?” I finally asked.

      He nodded. “I can teach you, if you want.”

      For a moment, I didn’t want to learn anything. I didn’t want to be stuck on this damn ship anymore. I’d been executed in this room and left to heal as a shell of my former self.

      I could’ve died.

      “Why bother?” I said. “We don’t know where we’re going and in a few decades you’ll die and I’ll be left all alone again.”

      He shrugged. “I’m a lot younger than I look.” His light tone was an attempt to make me feel better, but my mood was poor. “You don’t have to be alone. You can have purpose instead.”

      I glanced at him. His eyebrows were lowered and his lips formed a straight line.

      “I can teach you the symbols and you can learn how to control this ship again. You can find your way home, See.”

      Home, I liked the sound of that. Even if I didn’t know what it looked like. Maybe, if I was lucky, my new home looked like the landscapes in the mural.

      “If you want me to leave, I will.” His expression was sincere.

      “Where you gonna go?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe hitch a ride on the next looter ship?”

      “After they shoot your ass?”

      “Like I said, I’m younger than I look. I’m a pretty good shot, too.”

      “Yeah, the wound on your leg totally says that.”

      He finally flashed me his smile again, the one that both lifted the corners of his mouth and my spirits. I couldn’t help returning the gesture. I bet if I saw my reflection right now, I would look worse than I did when the day began. I didn’t know where we were going, nor had I even scraped on the surface of my past and my memories, but what I did have was so much more valuable.

      I wasn’t alone anymore.
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