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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    IDENTIFICATION: TOWER, COLBY 
 
    SPECIES: HUMAN 
 
    AFFILIATION: TERRA-NEBULA CORPORATION 
 
    OCCUPATION: BROKER 
 
    STATUS: TERMINATED 
 
    I refreshed the display again.  
 
    Nothing changed.  
 
    I did it again and again and again. My hand didn’t feel like my own anymore. I watched it from outside my body, a stranger’s hand endlessly tapping at the brightly lit glass screen. I watched distantly as a tremor began finely at the wrist.  
 
    TERMINATED. TERMINATED. TERMINATED. TERMINATED. 
 
    No matter what I did, the blood-red letters didn’t change. They weren’t a glitch. They seemed to mock me as they grew brighter and brighter with each thudding pulse of my heart as it echoed cavernously in my ears. The edges of my vision had begun to tunnel black. All I could see were those pulsing letters, my eyes burning, my face searing, my lungs on fire … 
 
    “CT!” 
 
    Neka’s yowl snapped me out of it, and I took a great, gasping breath.  
 
    Instantly, the tunnel walls receded. My heart no longer sounded like a sonic boom in my head. I blinked for the first time in what felt like years, and my eyelashes stuck together wetly. Before Neka could see, I scrubbed at them with the back of my hand. The searing red letters were still stamped across the inside of my eyelids.  
 
    “I’m fine, I’m fine,” I muttered as my fingers dug into my eye sockets and tried to claw the letters out. I took another few deep breaths, opened my eyes, and turned to my assistant.  
 
    Neka looked so small there as she trembled beside the copilot’s chair six meters away. I hadn’t noticed her when I had entered the bridge a few moments ago. She probably hadn’t even had a chance to greet me before I had been distracted by the flashing yellow message light on one of the wall displays just inside the doorway. Before our lives as we knew them imploded. 
 
    Her already alabaster skin was bone-white under the fluorescent lights of the ship’s bridge. Her pupils were dilated in fear, the yellow iris a band of thinnest gold along the outer edge. She wrung her hands, and I distantly noted the way her ears were flat against her orange hair and how her bushy tail kept flicking in and out of view behind her.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I told her gently, even though inside I felt like a roiling supernova. I pushed all that down below the surface. I had scared my assistant and needed to make it right. “I’m okay.” I opened my arms to her, and after a moment’s hesitation, she slunk into them. Her feet, as always, were silent as she nimbly crossed the few meters separating us. When she reached me, she buried her face in my chest and nuzzled there. I wrapped my arms around her and rested my chin on top of her head. I knew she was checking my heartbeat and my breathing rate. I let her. 
 
    In the beginning, this type of affection had been weird. I was never a tactile person. My mother died giving birth to me, and my father had neither the time nor energy to spoil me with hugs. Tenderness was not something you found easily when you grew up on a backwater trading outpost like Proto Station g1-j6.  
 
    So yeah, I hadn’t been one for cuddles, but Neka needed them, another part of her cat DNA made manifest. If I didn’t scratch behind her ears at least once a day, she drooped. I swear the first and only time I had refused her, I saw an actual cloud of gloom form above her head.  
 
    And hell, she more than deserved a few kind touches. Tenderness might have been a rare sight on Proto, but it was completely nonexistent in the hellhole where I found Neka.  
 
    Thinking about the injustices I rescued her from brought me back to the ones we faced now. I made sure not to tighten my embrace around the slight cat-girl in my arms, but my jaw ground together harshly.  
 
    Fucking Terra-Nebula.  
 
    I had heard rumors of this. The Corporations were always at war. They tried to outbid each other on planet acquisitions, tried to harness the best technology, the best resources and talent.  
 
    But something had changed recently. Something had upped the ante.  
 
    Now, Corporations were cutting costs left and right, and independent contractors like brokers were the first to get the axe, even if I was the best broker Terra-Nebula had to offer. Hell, I was better than the brokers most of the Mega Corporations employed. I had brokered over a thousand deals for those bastards, but that apparently, obviously, didn’t matter.  
 
    After all, the “little guy” could only rise so far, the company, and the rich owners of the company, always came first. Five thousand years of evolution, but classism and greed had remained virtually unchanged.  
 
    Speaking of money … 
 
    I didn’t hold my breath as I unwound one arm from around Neka and swiped across the screen in front of me. The taunting red letters of my employee status faded away, replaced by a login screen. Curious, Neka turned in my grasp to watch what I was doing.  
 
    “Pfffthhbah,” I spat as her tail came around and swished me in the face. Her fur was incredibly soft, but that didn’t mean I wanted it in my mouth. “Neka, I can’t see.” 
 
    “Oops!” she mrowled. Her tail flicked down, and I finished punching in the password.  
 
    The big, fat bunch of zeros that waited for me wasn’t surprising. Of course all my corporate accounts would be drained. So far as Terra-Nebula was concerned, that was their money.  
 
    “That’s … not good, right?” Neka meowed softly. Her ears twitched again on top of her head, and they tickled the underside of my chin. 
 
    “No,” I admitted.  
 
    I may have been a broker, a so-called “independent” party, but I had signed a very lengthy and detailed contract with Terra-Nebula when I was first recruited nearly ten years ago. I was young and stupid and hungry, so I definitely didn’t read it as carefully as I should have. What it amounted to was that I had basically been Terra-Nebula’s bitch. A well paid one, yes, but it didn’t change the fact that I was at their beck and call. I went where they told me to go, brokered the best deals for whatever planet they wanted, even if it was dangerous, especially if it was dangerous, because those planets usually fetched a better deal.  
 
    But I had been happy for the most part. They paid me well for each planet I brokered, and I got to travel the galaxy, visiting worlds I couldn’t have imagined as a dirty kid roaming the walkways and alleys of Proto.  
 
    It hadn’t been such a bad deal.  
 
    Until it soured. Until Neka and I were tossed aside again like we were expendable, meaningless, nothing more than space debris that took up resources.  
 
    Yeah, screw that.  
 
    And screw Terra-Nebula.  
 
    I smacked a kiss on the top of Neka’s head, and the cat-girl chirped in surprise, but I had already closed out the screen on the console. The accounts were empty, dead. Nothing left for me there. 
 
     And if there was anything I was truly good at, it was moving on. 
 
    “Omni,” I called out to the seemingly otherwise empty bridge. “Hey, buddy! Wake up!” 
 
    Now, our modest little home among the stars was technically meant to be piloted by a crew of at least three, and technically they were meant to all have some experience with running a ship the size of our cruiser or larger. Terra-Nebula had given me some flight training, in case of emergencies, so I passed muster. And while I had taught Neka to interface with most of the ship’s displays and systems, the cat-girl was by no means a pilot or engineer. 
 
    However, she was my right hand, my crewmate, the only person I had been able to stand traveling with. 
 
    I had needed her. 
 
    But we’d still needed a pilot. 
 
    And, well, let’s say I’ve been known to come up with creative solutions. 
 
    The dimmed lights of the “night-cycle” brightened and faded again in a rolling wave. It was the electronic version of an eye roll.  
 
    “For the very last time, you know I don’t sleep, Colby,” Omni responded. Even after all these years, the A.I. refused to call me ‘CT’. I had tried to reprogram him, but he had since learned to rewrite his own code. I knew he did it just to get on my nerves. “You don’t have to yell.”  
 
    The A.I. continued to lecture me, but I had perfected the art of tuning him out. 
 
    Terra-Nebula was a multi-trillion dollar Corporation. As such, their technology was cutting edge, state-of-the art. A few years back, they made A.I.s standard for every Corporate vessel. Granted, their default A.I.s were generally simplistic. They were built to follow orders and could learn up to a point, but the Corporate scientists built-in safety checks so the machines wouldn’t develop past their use. 
 
     As a young, stupid kid, I had thought to myself, “What would happen if someone deleted some of those fail-safes and reprogrammed the A.I. to not only fly ships on its own but also hold intelligent, stimulating conversation?” 
 
     “Colby? Colby Tower? Did you finally have an aneurysm or are you ignoring me?” 
 
    I had created a monster, and it was no one’s fault but my own. 
 
    I ignored him. “So, Terra-Nebula’s terminated our contract,” I declared as I strode across the floor to the pilot’s chair.  
 
    The bridge of the Lacuna Noctis wasn’t very large, maybe twenty-five to thirty meters from wall to wall. The viewport was directly across from the doors, so the vast reaches of space were the first thing that greeted me every time the automatic doors whooshed open. Three chairs took up the center of the room: the pilot’s chair slightly ahead, closest to the viewport, with the co-pilot’s and first mate’s chairs flanking on either side. Each chair had its own glass and holographic display screens. The walls of the bridge were a maze of circuitry and electronics, flashing lights and monitors. One of those monitors was where I had stood and taken Terra-Nebula’s middle finger right in the face.  
 
    I could do most of the same things from any station with a display, but right now, I wanted to be in the pilot’s chair because a plan was already forming in my brain. It jumped from synapse to synapse like a wildfire. It consumed every other thought in its path. 
 
    “You mean your contract,” Omni pointed out. As I reached out to sit in the chair, the A.I. turned it away from me and away again when I tried to grab the other side. “Neka and I are innocent bystanders. We haven’t pissed off Terra-Nebula.” 
 
    I glared up at the ceiling out of habit. Intellectually, I knew the A.I. was technically interfaced into the whole ship. That’s why I had named him Omni in the first place after all. In retrospect, naming him was my first mistake. I’d walked onto the bridge of the Lacuna Noctis for the first time and heard a voice address me from nowhere and everywhere at once. It was omnipresent, omniscient. Okay, so I hadn’t been very creative when we first met. I was a backwater kid, sue me.  
 
    “I didn’t do anything,” I insisted. “They’re downsizing, and we just had some crap luck.” We continued to fight over the chair. 
 
    “I refuse to believe you didn’t do something to incur this response,” the A.I. said pointedly. I don’t know how I managed to program him to sound so haughty and disapproving, but it was honestly one of the greatest mistakes of my life. 
 
    Behind me, Neka gasped, and I turned to see her holding her hands in front of her mouth. A film of tears shone over her big yellow eyes. “Did I ...?”  
 
    “No,” I cut her off, turning to point at her over my shoulder. I was still trying to wrest the pilot’s chair out of Omni’s grasp so I could sit. “Don’t start that again, Neka. It isn’t you.” 
 
     Neka was perpetually worried that her status and presence aboard the ship, and on my crew, would get me in trouble. The poor cat-girl didn’t have a very high opinion of herself, mostly because polite society didn’t either. Gen-mods were typically only used for one thing. 
 
    However, as far as Terra-Nebula was concerned, as long as I kept bringing in the money and didn’t tarnish the Company reputation by making galactic headlines, I could do whatever I wanted. I could have whoever I wanted on my ship. Neka wasn’t even on their radar. 
 
    I turned my finger from my assistant to point accusingly at the ceiling. “And stop getting her riled up.” 
 
    I got the distinct impression Omni wished he had a tongue to stick out at me. 
 
    “Colby is right, of course,” the A.I. intoned, and I had a moment to blink in surprise before he continued. “You are completely blameless, Neka. In fact, this likely falls squarely on a Terra-Nebula bean counter’s head.”  
 
    “My thoughts exactly, O,” I muttered as he finally let me sit in the pilot’s chair.  
 
    Neka smiled slightly and walked over to join me, but her tail still twitched in agitation, flashes of orange and white in my peripheral vision. I was already typing away at the navigation, but I reached out and rubbed one of her ears between my fingers. She purred happily.  
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” she asked, so simple and direct.  
 
    I glanced over to find her staring at me. Her eyes were calmer now, no longer terrified, and they were filled to the brim with trust. A wave of warmth washed over me as I took in the details of my cat-girl’s heart-shaped face. I noted the way her sunset hair fell in a wave down her back, how it spilled across her shoulders, how her bangs shaded her lovely yellow eyes and framed the delicate curve of her chin. She’d been with me over five years now. Besides Omni, who was little more than an over talkative parking assistant, she was my only family.  
 
    She trusted that I always knew what to do next. She trusted that I would take care of her.  
 
    Someone else might have frozen in a situation like this. Someone else might have fallen on their ass and moaned, “Woe is me,” and whined about how unfair this was.  
 
    But I had already learned some hard lessons. The universe was not fair. The universe was a cold, dark, and never-ending place. It took whatever you weren’t holding on to for dear life, and sometimes, even then, the universe would rip it from your grasp, anyway and leave you with nothing but bloody, broken fingernails.  
 
    I lived by two mottos: nothing is certain and always have a plan B. So … 
 
    “Say hello to Plan B,” I announced with a flourish as I keyed in the last set of coordinates.  
 
    Neka leaned in and across my lap, her small chest molded against my shoulder. “Theron Prrrrrime,” she read aloud, and the last word elongated into a purr. I felt it reverberate through me, and I watched her eyes narrow in confusion, the pupils constricted to slits. “What’s that?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond, but as always, Omni beat me to it. He was such a showoff.  
 
    “Theron Prime,” the A.I. repeated. “Trading outpost in the Palioxis System. Class Distinction E. The most traded export/import is Odrine, a material utilized in the production and construction of space vehicles. It is extracted primarily from a planet not too far from the station. While technically owned and operated by the Terra-Nebula Corporation, it is in such an out of the way system, it is basically self-sustaining.” 
 
    “Know-it-all,” I grumbled under my breath and tapped at the screen to bring up a 3D hologram of the station. The translucent blue image filled the air in front of us. Before Omni could interject that why, yes, he did know it all, I zoomed in on the hologram and started to plot our course. Outside the viewport of the bridge, the vast darkness of space drifted idly by.  
 
    “Our mechanical friend is correct, of course,” I told Neka. “But what he forgot to mention is that Theron Prime, with its influx of raw material and space vagabonds, is a hotbed of amoral activity, primarily gambling.” 
 
    My assistant blinked her eyes owlishly at me. “So … we’re going there to gamble?” she asked tentatively. That trust in her eyes was now thinly laced through with skepticism. My sweet little cat-girl. She had spent too much time with our cynical neighborhood A.I. 
 
    “Maybe, if we can figure out how to smuggle Omni into the casino to count cards and decrypt algorithms.” The surrounding machinery began to whirl with the beginnings of the A.I.’s protest. “Or,” I emphasized with a smirk, “we could simply waltz into the station and withdraw the money I already have stashed there.” 
 
    Neka’s mouth dropped open in shock, the tips of her little cat fangs resting gently on the swell of her bottom lip. Her pupils dilated again, and her ears sprang forward. “Wait, what?! But I thought …” Her eyes darted to the computer console and back, even though my empty accounts were no longer displayed there. “How … and when did you--”  
 
    “It was before we met.” I shrugged. “And before I had the terrible idea to create you,” I flippantly directed at Omni.  
 
    “You didn’t create me,” the A.I. corrected. “Merely bastardized me.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “I wasn’t--” 
 
    “Okay, wait! Timeout!” Neka cried, making a T-shape with her hands. She was our unofficial referee. The cat-girl puffed out a breath in exasperation that caused her bangs to flutter. “So … we’re not broke?” 
 
    “Oh no, we’re broke,” I deadpanned. Neka’s head dropped, followed by her ears. “At least by Corporate standards,” I continued. The cat-girl perked up at that, hopeful again. We’d both been at rock bottom before. We knew that corporate broke and real, honest to goodness broke were vastly different.  
 
    If machines could sigh, Omni did the equivalent to that. “Could you speak in standardized numbers please? I cannot quantify human hyperbole.”  
 
    “Hmmm…” I leaned back in the pilot’s chair and interlaced my fingers behind my head. It had been almost a decade since I had been on that station. It was right after I had signed up with Terra-Nebula. I was still technically a broker-in-training, still a stupid kid. I didn’t have my own ship. I barely had anything to my name when the broker who was “mentoring” me dragged us to that cesspool of a trading post to try to make a little money on the side from the casinos.  
 
    He wasn’t very good at it, but I was. I knew the men at those poker and roulette tables. Well, maybe not those men specifically, but I knew their ilk. I knew what they thought, what they wanted, what they could never have. Proto was just like Theron. I knew the scent of desperation like the stench of my own sweat.  
 
    And because I knew these men, and could read them, I could beat them. And I did. Again and again and again, until I had acquired a large sum of credits, enough that I knew I couldn’t cash them out. That was just asking to be jumped and robbed and left to bleed out in an alleyway. I had considered transferring the money to my newly set up corporate account, Terra-Nebula employees had the option of direct deposit at all T.N. run casinos.  
 
    But something had stayed me, even then. Perhaps it was the phantom of hunger still hiding beneath my ribs. Perhaps it was the memory of my father’s back as he left for sixteen hour shifts, and the nights the two of us still went to bed without dinner. Perhaps it was base instinct, a leftover remnant of our animal ancestors who knew that winter would always return, and that it was best to be prepared.  
 
    Whatever the reason, I had taken my winnings and stored them in a shell account under a different name. Corporate bigwigs did it all the time, and places like Theron were veritable vaults of stolen or hidden funds. We had left not long after, my mentor much lighter in the pockets, and I had completely forgotten about my little nest egg.  
 
    Until now.  
 
    “I’m pretty sure I have a few thousand credits,” I mused. I dragged my hand across my jaw contemplatively and scratched at the stubble there. “More than fifty but less than a hundred.”  
 
    Neka’s eyes bulged, and her ears and tail stood at attention. “We’re rich!” she gasped and bounced up and down on the balls of her feet. Despite the shitty situation, I felt endeared by my assistant’s innocent nature. I hoped the cat-girl would never change. 
 
    I smirked as I turned back to the pilot’s console. If we engaged the hyperdrive, and I thought we had enough fuel to do so, we could reach Theron Prime in as little as four days. “I’m not sure if illegal tax shelters compound interest, but regardless, I think we’ll have enough,” I said. 
 
    “I am afraid to ask this, but enough for what?” Omni questioned.  
 
    Neka turned her big, curious eyes on me as well. Her ears and tail flicked back and forth again, but this time in interest. I absentmindedly studied the flight suits she and I wore and thought to myself that new clothes not in the red and blue colors of Terra-Nebula were the first things on my shopping list.  
 
    “CT,” the cat-girl mrowled. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “Oh, you’ll find out soon enough.” I flashed her a roguish grin. “Omni, engage the hyperdrive. We’re going to Theron Prime. It’s payday.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “That’s … it?” Neka asked after we dropped out of hyperdrive four days later and got our first glimpse of our destination. She sounded notably less enthused than she had just a few minutes ago.  
 
    “Yes, that is Theron Prime,” Omni responded, and even he sounded more judgmental than usual. “Behold its glory.” 
 
    “Come on, at least give it a chance, guys,” I cajoled. It was a very sorry attempt, but the sight before us wasn’t giving me much to work with.  
 
    Theron Prime wasn’t a huge station. Probably less than a million called it home. It had originally only been a mining outpost for the nearby planet Oevis, a place to refine the Odrine that was harvested there before it was packaged and shipped off to the far reaches of the galaxies.  
 
    When the station had been built, Oevis was rich with the expensive metal ore. Dozens of ships used to transverse the distance between planet and station every day.  
 
    Due to the anticipated high volume of traffic, the station engineers had constructed Theron Prime with numerous docking ports that stuck out from the main station. The docking ports looked like lily pads attached to the central trunk of Theron and they spun and rotated around the station to keep from ships building a queue.  
 
    The end result looked like a haphazard string of plates that spun around the main globe-like component of the station. In its heyday, it might have been a sight to see, all those transport ships zipping to and fro.  
 
    Unfortunately, Oevis had been mined nearly dry a century ago, and those ships were nowhere to be found. It had probably been decades since Theron had seen such heavy activity. Most of the docking ports weren’t even in use anymore, the lights gone dark, the traffic diverted to other, still functioning entrances.  
 
    Now, Theron was mostly a way-stop on the way out of the Palioxis System. A place to restock on supplies, fuel, pleasure if you were so inclined, and most of all, money. It was a den of ill repute if I ever saw one. Suddenly, the display in front of me lit up with an incoming communication.  
 
    “The station is attempting to hail you,” Omni informed me, and I nodded and opened the link. 
 
    “Attention cruiser, designation Lacuna Noctis. State your order of business.” The voice was distinctly female and distinctly bored. She probably spoke to a handful of ships a day, if she was lucky, and I couldn’t imagine the conversation was very stimulating.  
 
    “Hey there, Theron,” I drawled. The station continued to grow steadily through the viewport as we approached. “Just a simple trading vessel looking to resupply. Running a little low on fuel too, so I’d appreciate your closest available port if you please.” As if on cue, the fuel gauge began to flash an orange and then red warning light on my display. We had cut it a little close with that hyperjump.  
 
    “Anything to declare?” the woman sighed. I imagined her reading or drinking her morning coffee while she spoke. She obviously wasn’t paying much attention.  
 
    “Only myself and one crew member,” I muttered. I wasn’t paying much attention now either. One of the docking ports was rotating toward us and up close, the scale of them felt massive. I found myself mildly impressed even if I noticed the outside of the port was scuffed and damaged from years of wear and tear.  
 
    “Roger that, Lacuna.” I heard the clack of her keyboard over the line. “Head to dock 21-A. I’ve sent you the bearing. Key it into your autopilot, and it will guide you straight through the door. Welcome to Theron Prime and enjoy your stay,” she replied. Before I could even say thanks, she had cut the transmission.  
 
    “Well, that was easy!” Neka exclaimed as she bounded over from the copilot’s seat and perched herself on the armrest of mine. Her tail danced around happily, unable to stay still. First, it curled around my arm, then it lashed upwards and tickled at my ear before it skittered away again.  
 
    “Of course it was,” I chuckled. I batted at her tail as the silken strands of her fur slid against my fingers. “We’re just unemployed, not fugitive criminals.” 
 
    “I don’t believe they run much of a background check either,” Omni said dryly. “If what Colby has said is correct, the station is most likely full of fugitive criminals.” 
 
    “F-f-full of them?” she stuttered. Neka’s ears twitched and flattened as she glanced out the viewport at the opening bay doors of dock 21-A. They looked like the maw of a great beast getting ready to swallow us whole.  
 
    I reached up and ruffled her hair. “Don’t worry. I’ll protect you,” I told her sincerely. The cat-girl purred and nuzzled the top of her head into my hand. 
 
    A small, mechanical arm abruptly descended out of nowhere and lightly stroked one of Neka’s ears in a very human-like gesture. “We will protect you,” Omni corrected as he continued to pet Neka’s head. The cat-girl was happy for the extra attention, and I couldn’t help but smile at the odd pair.  
 
    The A.I. was strangely fond of my assistant. In fact, he doted on her usually, always quick to bring her things, to make her laugh. One could argue that computers didn’t feel emotions, could only simulate them, and poorly at that. Omni was different though. I wish I could take complete credit for it but, honestly, I’m not sure what I did. I’ve tried to reread parts of his code to see where the numbers ended and his personality began, but I haven’t had any success. The A.I. continued to be an enigma, my own cybertronic Frankenstein. 
 
    I was pulled from my musings when the ship rumbled and shook as it docked. A message popped up on my display to ask if I wanted to opt for automatic refueling. If I was still employed by Terra-Nebula, I would have clicked yes without a second glance, the automatic deduction from my account not even an afterthought. Not this time though. I had to work for it first.  
 
    I dismissed the message and stood up swiftly from my pilot’s chair. The movement dislodged Neka, who yowled lightly in protest, from my armrest, but Omni gave her one final scratch and she settled.  
 
    “Alright, team,” I crowed and clapped my hands together. “Who wants to go shopping?” 
 
    Three arms shot into the air, two from Neka and even Omni raised own mechanical one.  
 
    I laughed. “Come on then,” I said, sweeping my arms out toward the now open bridge doors. “Theron awaits us.” 
 
    Surprisingly enough, Theron was virtually the same as it had been ten years ago.  
 
    Once we exited the Lacuna Noctis, we made our way across the hanger bay, through a series of hallways, and to a shuttle car that zipped us down the huge arm that attached the docking port to the main body of Theron. It looked kind of like those old Earth transport systems called ‘subways.’ The ride was pretty short, and when we came out the other side, the station wall opened up to us, and we were in.  
 
    The central hub of Theron looked like a giant anthill. Suspended walkways crisscrossed the dome, levels upon levels of them. The dome itself was broken into levels too, like a layered cake. This was just the bottom level, the marketplace, and everywhere you looked there were people, and not only humans.  
 
    Species from all galaxies, systems, and asteroid belts moved across the station floor. Clumps of them, practically herds of different species, they darted this way and that, so quick I could barely keep track. Some carried goods with them, in their arms, upon their backs, even in hover-grav wheelbarrows that hummed as they floated past. Others tried to purchase those goods, and they shouted out offers and counteroffers in a hundred different languages that wafted into the air with the thousands of other exclamations to form one, loud, continuous din.  
 
    “CT, you sure we’re safe?” Neka mewled. She clung to my arm and stuck as close as possible to me as we wound our way through the crowd towards the nearest information kiosk. Her big, yellow eyes barely blinked the whole time as she tried to take everything in. This wasn’t her first time on a space station. Hell, this wasn’t even her first time on a shitty space station. But each one was like its own planet, with its own set of customs, cultures, sights, sounds, and smells. It was pretty raucous for me. I couldn’t have even imagined what it was like for my assistant, with her cat enhanced senses.  
 
    I patted my assistant’s hand wrapped around my arm and continued to guide us through the crowd.  
 
    Once we made it to the kiosk, I patched Omni into the system and had him download a station map. The A.I. was tied into the electronic interface that was built into our Terra-Nebula flight suits. Sadly, once we purchased a change of clothes, we would have to find an external drive for him. He hated being left behind when we had to leave the ship. He pouted about it for days.  
 
    From there, Omni led us quickly and efficiently to the bank I had previously deposited my funds into. It was located a few levels above the marketplace, closer to the casinos at the apex of the dome, so we took the express elevator up instead of winding our way through the maze of interconnected walkways.  
 
    Even after all this time, it was still there. It didn’t even look any different. The “lobby” still smelled of fuel and stale coffee. The floor was still scuffed and pocked with dents as if someone had taken a hammer to it.  
 
    I swear even the teller was the same, a woman with graying blonde hair tied back in a braid that dangled over her left shoulder. My palms were slightly damp as I approached her window.  
 
    “Hello,” I said with my best and most charming smile. “I’d like to make a withdrawal. The name is Ryker Danom.”  
 
    I nervously took in the details of her face and scrutinized every last sigh and twitch that would indicate something was wrong: the account was empty, the account didn’t exist, there was no intergalactic record of an entity known as Ryker Danom.  
 
    But she barely spared me a glance.  
 
    “How much?” she asked as she typed the name into the display in front of her.  
 
    “All of it,” I said with a little more confidence. She obviously wasn’t looking to bust anyone today. “Don’t know when we’ll be back in these parts, you know?”  
 
    I don’t know exactly why I said that small kernel of truth. Maybe to balance out the web of lies I was weaving.  
 
     All my worry was for nothing. Within minutes, the teller cleared and closed out the account and handed me a plastic card with seventy-five thousand U-credits or universal credits. It had been almost one hundred thousand O-credits even, but the exchange to the universal currency was a little steep. 
 
    Each major system had its own currency of credit, usually based around the major export of the area. This star system was based on Odrine, so O-credits, but most systems with a Corporate presence also had U-credits.  
 
    The teller bid us a good day without even making eye contact with me, and then we were on our way again, suddenly rich once more.  
 
    Or at least that is what Neka thought.  
 
    “What are we going to buy first, CT?” she chirped excitedly at my side. We were currently making our way back to the express elevator so we could return to the market. The cat-girl held the gray plastic credit card between her two hands. She tilted it this way and that to watch the fluorescent lights play across its holographic surface. I had been worried about her not watching where she was headed, but then I felt the brush of her tail as she wrapped it around one of the belt loops on my crew uniform.  
 
    “Hmm,” I hummed contemplatively. Relatively, seventy thousand U-credits wasn’t a lot. And this was all the money we had until we came to Phase Two of my plan. I had to be smart with it.  
 
    But on the other hand … 
 
    “Let’s get something to eat first,” I decided. My stomach suddenly rumbled its assent. It had been a few weeks now since I had anything that wasn’t a freeze-dried powder I had to add water to. My mouth salivated at the thought of a good cut of meat. It didn’t even have to be a recognizable animal. If I had learned anything from my time as a broker, it was to always try the native food, as long as Omni assured me it wasn’t toxic to the human disposition. 
 
    Neka purred at my side, her eyes slitted with pleasure. “Mmmmm. Yes, food sounds good! I want a whole platter of fish.” Her tiny pink tongue darted out to lick her lips as she smacked them together.  
 
    “Fish for the lady it is,” I laughed. “After we fill our bellies, I think we should look for some new clothes,” I added as I frowned down at the blue and red colors of Terra-Nebula that still adorned my chest. “And then we’ll make a list of supplies we need.”  
 
    “Colby, could I make a suggestion?” Omni suddenly piped up in my ear. The earpieces we wore were microscopic, an accessory of the crew uniform. While the tech was top of the line and more than convenient, it also never failed to weird me out. It was like the A.I. was speaking in my head.  
 
    We had just reached the elevator, and we waited with the growing crowd for the car to return.  
 
    “Sure, what is it, O?” 
 
    “While the Terra-Nebula uniforms are unflattering ...” he began. 
 
    “Hey!” Neka pouted in response. She looked up from the credit card and glared at me as if I had said it. 
 
    “I think he’s talking about me, Neka,” I assured the adorable cat-girl. She ‘hhmphed’ but Omni had already continued.  
 
    “I most certainly was,” the A.I. agreed. “But more importantly, I think there’s something we haven’t considered in terms of cost.”  
 
    The slight smile faded from my face, and the doors dinged open in front of us. Neka and I followed the tide of people onto the large platform, and I made sure to pull my slight assistant against my chest so she wouldn’t get knocked over by the lumbering masses of the other passengers.  
 
    “And what’s that, O?” I asked the A.I. once the elevator car had begun its descent. The passenger to my left, a Stah'opue, bent one of its purple eyestalks toward me, curious as to whom I was speaking. It dangled right in front of me and blinked. I blinked back. Against my chest, I felt Neka go stock still. Then, ever so slowly, I saw her right hand move in my peripherals. Before she could raise it higher than my chest, I reached around and grabbed her fingers gently but firmly and pulled her hand down. The lilac eye narrowed at us before the Stah'opue pulled it away. The elevator reached the station floor a moment later, and the doors swished open.  
 
    “I wasn’t going to do anything,” Neka muttered petulantly even though I could feel her tail twitch against my leg. We both knew she had been seconds away from batting that eyestalk with her sharp, little, retractable claws.  
 
    We followed the moving tide out of the elevator, and I gave a small jaunty wave to the Stah'opue’s eyestalks as they disappeared into the crowd. “Uh huh, sure,” I said, unconvinced. “Anyway, what were you saying, O?”  
 
    The A.I. waited until we were out of the major throng and moving toward the food section of the marketplace before he responded. “I believe we should hire a ship’s mechanic,” Omni promptly informed us.  
 
    His sentence brought me up short. I actually stopped walking. Neka, whose tail was still wrapped around my belt loop, was tugged to a halt beside me. “Is something wrong with the ship?” I asked Omni, and there was a hitch of fear in my voice I couldn’t mask. “We had the Lacuna serviced not six months ago. Was the hyperdrive running on too little fuel on the way here?” 
 
    I knew we had been low on fuel, but the A.I. hadn’t mentioned any system failures or glitches. Ship parts did not come cheap. Mechanics, at least the good ones, were even more expensive. The three of us could get by on dehydrated food rations, and I could wear this flight suit the rest of my life for all I care.  
 
    But we couldn’t lose our ship. The Lacuna Noctis was the only thing between us and being truly destitute, stuck on whatever rock or station fate chose for us. 
 
    Shit.  
 
    “I think I misspoke,” Omni amended. “There is nothing wrong with the ship currently.” 
 
    “So, you’re anticipating something going wrong?” I asked.  
 
    “Well, of course,” the A.I. replied like it was the most obvious answer. “You should be too, Colby. Every ship needs routine service, same way you and Neka need sustenance, and I need an upgrade.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Nice try, buddy. If I couldn’t get you a sleeve on a Corporate salary, there’s no way in hell we can afford one now.” 
 
    For the last two years, Omni had been practically begging me to request an allocation of funds to purchase him a sleeve. It was basically an empty android, ready for programming to be downloaded into it. I hadn’t believed the universe to be ready for a bipedal, mobile Omni just yet.  
 
    There was a burst of static in my ear that I recognized as the A.I. pouting. “Fine,” he muttered, “but the ship is still in need of a mechanic. Even better, an engineer. If something were to happen to it, we no longer have Terra-Nebula’s funds for a replacement. Or an extraction.”  
 
    My heart dropped. “Crap. I hadn’t even considered that.” There were some things that I, inevitably, took for granted being a Corporate man for the better part of a decade. This was one of them. 
 
    “I know,” Omni replied smugly. “That’s what you have me for.”  
 
    Despite the A.I.’s at times trenchant attitude, he really was invaluable. In the past, I had said I rued the day I created him, but I never meant it.  
 
    “What would we do without you, O?” I asked sincerely.  
 
    “Most likely go hungry,” the AI responded cockily. 
 
    I suddenly realized I was walking again and then realized again that it was due to Neka as her tail pulled me along. Up ahead, the air above the market went hazy with smoke. Not too much, the station’s air recycling system took care of most of it, but I could smell the cooking meat from here.  
 
    “Talk while you walk, CT,” Neka mrowled and, despite the pit in my stomach, I smiled at the back of her orange head. My little cat-girl was determined when fish was involved. 
 
    We had reached the edge of the food stalls, and I watched Neka’s ears perk with delight, but the first few stalls were only selling produce and beverages. No meat of any kind. The cat-girl’s ears fell, and we continued on our quest.  
 
    At one point, I had to turn sideways to let the hulking mass of a Cuatept pass. It’s muddy red skin felt like sandpaper as it brushed by, and it snorted its three long trunks at Neka. My assistant hissed, her tail gone bushy, but she barely even paused her stride. She was on the hunt now. Fish must be nearby. 
 
    Suddenly, there was the crackle of static in my ear once again. “There’s a seafood booth three stalls up and then four to the left,” Omni directed and I braced myself for the response. 
 
    “Nya!” Neka yowled in glee, not one to disappoint. She nearly yanked me off my feet as she set off in the direction Omni indicated. She did knock a few Vabets over in her haste, the diminutive scaly creatures hissing at us in displeasure. I cringed and tried to look apologetic.  
 
    “Enjoy your sustenance, Colby,” the A.I. said, and I could have sworn he was laughing.  
 
    An hour later, we had full bellies, a detailed shopping list for the Lacuna, and a name.  
 
    While Neka and I had stuffed our faces with what passed as “seafood” in this system, we plugged Omni into a nearby information kiosk. In the time it took for Neka to pick the bones of our meal clean, the A.I. had searched the system’s database for supplies that he thought the ship needed, was able to compare the prices of different vendors, and then compiled a map of all the stalls we needed to visit.  
 
    He had also searched through the station’s registered mechanics and engineers and found us the best Theron Prime had to offer.  
 
    “Darron Loric,” I read off the handheld glass display as Omni led us to our destination. The market floor was several levels below us now as we wound our way up the interconnected walkways. Neka purred contently at my side, sated and full, her tail looped lightly around my wrist. “Says here he’s a fully accredited engineer, licensed to work on anything from escape pods to destroyers.” 
 
    There wasn’t a formal military for at least several hundred light-years, but the fact that this Loric was licensed spoke to his skill.  
 
    “Can we even afford this guy, O?”  
 
    We had only spent a handful of credits on lunch, but hiring a full-fledged crew member wouldn’t be cheap, plus we still had to restock the ship. If everything worked out according to the plan in my head, we’d (hopefully) come into an even grander payday very soon.  
 
    But I was getting ahead of myself. First, we needed to get off this station. And to do that, we needed our engineer. After all, the last thing I wanted was to be stuck in the middle of space, and not be able to fix the problem. After all, it wasn’t like I could just call the company for a tow. 
 
    “I believe he will be amenable to our plight,” the A.I. said confidently.  
 
    Neka blinked her eyes in confusion. Or maybe it was sleepiness. The cat-girl usually needed a nap after we ate. “What does that mean?” she asked. Her feet were dragging a little behind her. Yup, definitely sleepy. 
 
    “Yeah,” I countered. “What plight?” I slowed down a little so Neka’s tail wouldn’t stretch taunt between us.  
 
    “Terra-Nebula, of course.” 
 
    “What?” I snorted. “Did T-N short him on a contract, too?”  
 
    The A.I. was uncharacteristically quiet for a moment. “No,” he said at length. “His son, Elden, was killed in an accident fifteen years ago.” 
 
    Neka let out a gasp at my side, followed by a sad mewl. My own throat felt suddenly tight. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. Although there were dozens of people around us on the walkway, everything sounded muted and quiet. Heavy.  
 
    “You noticed the multiple docking ports that were out of service on our approach, yes?” Omni questioned. I thought back on the darkened pads, how they seemed to outnumber the docks still in use.  
 
    “Yeah,” I responded. I didn’t like where this was going. Neka didn’t either if the tightened grip of her tail on my wrist was any indication.  
 
    “Well, back then there were still some Odrine transport ships coming in on a regular basis,” the A.I. explained. “There had also been indications of a hidden reserve that had yet to be touched, deep within the planet Oevis’ core. In anticipation, Terra-Nebula commissioned to have some old and damaged docks repaired. Some of them only needed minor modifications. Others needed more … substantial work done.”  
 
    “Hull breaches?” I guessed. It was the worst nightmare of anyone who called space “home.”  
 
    An innocuous tear, a hole the size of a pin, and whole stations could collapse, the vacuum of space ever hungry to suck the unwitting into the cold, dark void.  
 
    “Correct,” Omni replied. “Elden was barely a man at the time, but he signed the contract. The breach was larger than Terra-Nebula had speculated, and the released pressure from the security doors opening tore the starboard wall completely open. Elden and the other six mechanics died that very first day.”  
 
    A terrible, senseless tragedy. All because Terra-Nebula wanted to make a few more credits. They didn’t care if the money was steeped in blood.  
 
    “Did they ever find the Odrine reserve? On Oevis?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer.  
 
    “No,” the A.I. said. “And Terra-Nebula effectively abandoned the station after that. It’s been left to its own devices since then.”  
 
    Anger burned in the pit of my stomach. Fucking Terra-Nebula.  
 
    But with the anger came a good helping of another emotion, one I wasn’t as familiar with: shame.  
 
    I had never been a Corporate lapdog. I knew that the Corporation was, in the grand scheme of things, probably evil. In the beginning, I hadn’t cared though. It was a meal card. It was a one-way ticket off Proto. It was my one chance to escape the cramped, meager origins of my life.  
 
    And for a while, I bought the company line. I traveled to those far-off planets, saw how each of their indigenous natives lived, and thought to myself, “We could make this better.” We gave them technology and medicine and culture even. I told myself I was helping.  
 
    I never stuck around long enough to see if that was true though. Now, I wondered how those planets actually fared. If Smyria 98E, Cenerth, Iocarro and all the others were just like Theron Prime: stripped, damaged, and abandoned.  
 
    The shame curled like a living snake in my gut, roiling and heavy. The plan I was building in the back of my head suddenly came to focus with a startling urgency.  
 
    I couldn’t change what I had done in the past, but I could make sure Terra-Nebula and all the other Corporate assholes had a harder time screwing people over from now on.  
 
    “CT?”  
 
    Neka’s sweet and hesitant voice drew me out from my thoughts of revenge. I looked over to my assistant, and she pointed at a large structure about thirty meters down the walkway.  
 
    “I think I see the sign,” she said, and I followed the delicate line of her finger.  
 
    LORIC’S the neon crimson letters read. Below it was what looked to be a large roll-up door, under which a light emanated out of.  
 
    “That looks like the place,” I muttered, suddenly nervous. But I kept walking toward it, anyway. 
 
    I was used to convincing people to do what I wanted, hell I was good at it, the best in fact, but I did not feel sure-footed here. This man had lost a son to a Corporation. My Corporation, and while I hated the greedy bastards, I still wore their colors. Darron Loric might not be so welcoming. I wished I had opted to go clothes shopping first, but it was too late now. Time to bite the bullet.  
 
    I took a deep breath to fortify myself and then turned to my assistant with a smile that was ten times as confident as I felt. “Let me do the talking,” I told the cat-girl. “All you have to do is stand there and look cute.” I shot her a wink and reached out to rub her ear affectionately.  
 
    Neka smiled and nodded and, together, we ducked under the roll-up door …  
 
    … and straight into what sounded like a cacophony of metal and screaming.  
 
    I instantly stepped in front of my assistant as my body slid into a defensive crouch that it hadn’t used in almost twenty years. The cat-girl was cringing toward the floor, hands clamped tight over her ears, and her tail lashed like a whip made of orange fur.  
 
    “WHAT IS THAT?” Omni all but shouted into the gray matter of my brain. I cringed and wanted to bat at my own head to shut him up.  
 
    “YOU’RE NOT HELPING,” I shouted back instead. Already, my ears rang, my head pulsed, and my teeth ground against each other. I took a step farther into the mechanic’s garage, and I must have tripped a presence sensor because once I was half a meter into the room, the lights flashed, once, twice, and finally the awful noise shut off.  
 
    I stood there frozen for a moment and tried to regain my bearings. At my back, Neka still mewled pathetically in pain.  
 
    “You need something?” a muffled voice called out from somewhere in the shop.  
 
    I blinked and glanced around. About five meters away, a figure had come out from behind a hulking mass of metal that I had first assumed was a wall. Now … well I actually didn’t know what it was. It dwarfed the figure beside it though.  
 
    The mechanic wore a pair of gray coveralls, the material worn and stained in so many places with grease, it looked more black than gray. His jumpsuit was buttoned up all the way to the neck, right up to the lower edge of the welder’s mask/helmet combo he wore over his head. He had some sort of cutting tool in his hands, the edges molten red, and I realized that terrible noise had been him shearing through metal.  
 
    “Hey!” the mechanic suddenly exclaimed. I still couldn’t hear their voice properly through the welder’s mask. “I don’t have all day. What did you need?” 
 
    Neka slunk to my side and glared at the mechanic. The cat-girl was still cupping her ears, and her pupils were slits of agitation. I sensed the oncoming storm and, before she could say something sharp-tongued, I stepped toward the mechanic.  
 
    “We’re looking for Darron Loric,” I said. I slid on my most charming smile and tried not to feel self-conscious in my crew flight suit. “Are you him?” 
 
    The mechanic didn’t respond right away. He stared at us unnervingly from beneath his mask for a silent minute. Then, he walked over to a work table and set his tool down.  
 
    “Darron Loric’s dead,” the mechanic stated with his back still toward us. He reached up and worked at the straps of his mask. He set it down with a thud and turned to face us.
Then I gasped when I saw that the man in the overalls was actually a woman. A beautiful woman, in fact, and my head spun for a second when her silver hair caught the bright lights of the garage, the left side matted to her head with sweat. The right side was shorn down in an undercut, and metal hoops flashed in the curve of her ear. Her face was sharp and angled, her nose elfin above a full, sensuous mouth.  
 
    Her eyes, though, arrested me. My eyes had been given this compliment numerous times, but I had never known what it meant. As I looked into her violet, almond-shaped eyes, I finally understood.  
 
    “Name’s Akela Loric,” she snapped curtly. “I own this shop now. So, what the fuck do you want?”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Akela huffed as her eyes swept over us. “I said, ‘So, what the fuck do you want?’” 
 
    The question hung between us, serrated and hostile, and I groped for something, anything, to say.  
 
    If I had felt less than sure-footed before, this is what falling flat on my ass was like.  
 
    “I-I’m sorry,” I stammered, cleared my throat, and tried again. “I’m sorry.” This time my voice was even. “We didn’t know. Our condolences.” 
 
    The woman’s face was a study of harsh lines, her mouth a razor’s edge, the clenched line of her jaw etched from metal. But I could see something flash in the depths of her amethyst eyes. It looked almost like pain.  
 
    “Don’t need your condolences,” she said coolly, stiffly. “And I don’t really want your business either.” She sniffed and looked down her elfin nose at us, quite a challenge given that I was a good sixteen centimeters taller than her. “But it’s not like I can refuse you, right?” she continued. “So, state your business, corpsmen.”  
 
    I cringed at the word. It was a derogatory slur for Corporate men or corp. men, with the added implication that we left corpses in our wake. I could suddenly feel every single place the Terra-Nebula flight suit clung to my skin. We really should have bought new clothes.  
 
    Neka bristled at my side, and in my ear, Omni helpfully supplied, “Ah. It seems that some of the station’s databases are a little out of date.” I internally rolled my eyes at the A.I. Externally, I took a deep breath and tried to smile again.  
 
    “Okay, I think we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot here. Can we try this again?” 
 
    The mechanic, Akela I recalled, didn’t so much as blink, so I pressed on.  
 
    I laid my right hand over my heart. “My name’s Colby. Colby Tower.” I gestured with my other hand to the cat-girl that glowered at my side. “This is my assistant, Neka. Please excuse her. She’s not a fan of loud noises.” 
 
    “Or rude people,” she muttered under her breath. I ignored her.  
 
    “I know the flight suits are a little confusing,” I continued. “But we aren’t with Terra-Nebula.”  
 
    Something like interest bloomed in Akela’s eyes. “Did you steal them?” she asked bluntly. The look on her face made me want to say yes. It made me want to say yes to whatever she wanted.  
 
    Focus, Colby, I berated myself.  
 
    “Ahh … no,” I admitted. For half a second, I had considered lying. I was well versed enough. But something told me the mechanic did not appreciate dishonesty and could detect it no matter how silver-gilded my tongue could be. “We didn’t steal them.” 
 
    The interest quickly transformed into suspicion. The mechanic leaned her lower back against the work table behind her and crossed her arms. She had shed her welding gloves, and I watched her fingers tap an irritated rhythm against her bicep.  
 
    “So how’d you get them?” she asked.  
 
    “Didn’t you want me to state my business?” I tried to joke. I wanted to steer this conversation back on course. I wanted her to hear my proposal first, before our back story.  
 
    A muscle in the mechanic’s jaw twitched, but she nodded at me to continue. Well, at least we were getting somewhere.  
 
    Now, this is the part I was good at. I felt some of my old confidence settle back in my bones. I stood up a little straighter, relaxed my shoulders, and adjusted my smile. I was Colby Tower, broker, again. Except, this time, I was brokering for myself. And client satisfaction is my number one priority after all.  
 
    “Thank you, Akela, was it? I apologize for our … faux pas earlier. We’ve just arrived on Theron today, and it seems the information we received is out of date,” I explained in my most professional voice.  
 
    “Yeah,” the mechanic snorted. “By like eight years. That’s how long ago my father set out on a Terra-Nebula contract and never came back.” 
 
    I winced. That was two strikes against Terra-Nebula and, by association, me. I hope I didn’t get to three before the mechanic had heard me out.  
 
    “For what it’s worth, I truly am sorry about that. I … I know what it’s like to lose a father,” I admitted.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Neka glance at me with surprise. She knew the story, at least the highlights: a dead mother, absent father, and then dead father. I didn’t talk about it much, obviously, but I needed an in with the mechanic. Anything to get her to trust us enough to hear out my crazy, but genius, plan. 
 
    At my admission, I saw something shift in the woman’s face. Her jaw softened a degree, and the fire in her eyes was banked. She uncrossed her arms and sighed.  
 
    “Thanks,” she reluctantly muttered. I could see she was uncomfortable with the heavy mood that had settled over the room. She began to fidget minutely. First, she shifted from foot to foot, and then she reached up to rub the bridge of her nose. She left a fine smear of black grease in her wake, the color stark against her pale skin and silver hair. I tried not to stare at it, and I definitely tried not to imagine wiping it away.  
 
    “You’re welcome,” I said honestly and then reminded myself about the plan. “Now, to business. You said you owned this shop?” 
 
    It seemed the mechanic was also grateful to be back on track. The confidence came back to her face. It was a good look on her.  
 
    “Yes,” she said matter-of-factly. “I took over after Dad … after he was gone. This is all mine.”  
 
    She gestured to the large, open room, packed full of bent and twisted pieces of metal, wires and circuit boards, tools and oil. There was barely any space to move through here, let alone work.  
 
    “It’s impressive,” I acknowledged. “Does someone help you run it?” 
 
    The mechanic narrowed her violet eyes at me. “What, you think a woman can’t run this all on her own?” There was a bite to her tone, but I don’t think it was aimed specifically at me.  
 
    “No, no,” I backtracked. “That’s not it at all. I just meant that a whole shop is a lot to take on for anyone, let alone someone so young. It’s doubly impressive. Honestly.”  
 
    She only looked to be in her late twenties at most. She must have been a kid when she came into her inheritance. I hadn’t been very responsible once I finally made it off Proto. I would have probably run a shop like this straight into the proverbial ground.  
 
    The compliment seemed to have found its mark. A faint flush of color bloomed against the mechanic’s high-boned cheeks. I gathered not very many people on Theron thought to compliment her on anything other than her finely sculpted looks.  
 
    She had to fight for her position here. I could tell. She wasn’t used to people giving her a kind word.  
 
    “It’s not that hard,” she muttered. She reached up and rubbed the back of her neck. I forced my eyes away to keep from checking if she had left more grease behind. “Most of the work is making sure this old bucket of bolts doesn’t crap out on us.” She kicked at the floor of the station she was referring to with the toe of what I saw to be thick, black, combat boots. They suited her.  
 
    “Not very stimulating work, I gather?” I questioned although I knew the answer.  
 
    Akela shrugged. “Keeps us alive,” she said. “Puts some food on the table.” 
 
    But not enough, I could tell from her tone. And if her tone hadn’t told me, the sharp lines of her face would have. The mechanic was gorgeous, but there was hunger there. The whole station seemed to be hungry. While the fare at the market had been good, and there had been a decent number of stalls, I hadn’t seen many people actually stop to eat. I recognized the face of hungry stomachs. I used to see it every day in the mirror growing up.  
 
    “What would you say if I told you that you could have more?” I asked the mechanic.  
 
    Here it was: the hook. I hoped I baited it well enough to get her to bite. 
 
    Akela tilted her head, torn between suspicion and curiosity. “More what?” she hedged.  
 
    “More everything,” I told her. “Enough money to buy all the food you want for your table. Enough money to buy a new table. Hell, enough money to buy a ticket out of here, if you were so inclined.” 
 
    The irony of the moment was not lost on me. Here I was, giving the same spiel a nameless Terra-Nebula peon had given me all those years ago. The difference, I hoped, was that I actually meant what I was saying.  
 
    The curiosity had given way completely to suspicion in Akela’s purple eyes. Before she could show us the door with her boot planted firmly up my ass, I added the cherry on top.  
 
    “And,” I emphasized, “you’d get to hit Terra-Nebula where it hurts: their wallet.” 
 
    That gave her pause, like I knew it would. The mechanic studied me with a scowl. I knew she didn’t want to believe me, a stranger who wore the colors of the enemy, but I also knew that the fire in her eyes would not let her pass up even the slightest opportunity to screw over the Corporation that had taken not only her brother but her father now, too.  
 
    I spread my hands in front of me plaintively. “Ten minutes,” I said. “Give me ten minutes and, if you don’t like what I have to say, you can kick us out. I’ll even pay you for your time.” 
 
    Akela’s scowl didn’t lessen but after a moment she dipped her chin in assent. “Fine,” she acquiesced. “You get five minutes,” she countered. She held up her left hand and waggled the five digits at me. “And you’ll pay me for my time either way.”  
 
    I smiled. A negotiator. I found myself liking the mechanic even more. “You got yourself a deal.” 
 
    The silver-haired woman huffed but gestured for us to follow her deeper into the shop. Whatever she had been working on when we entered was still smoldering, so I made sure to steer myself and Neka away from the molten orange metal.  
 
    We didn’t go very far. In the back corner of the garage, a handful of worktables had been shoved together to form some sort of counter. Stacks of crates that I realized were used as chairs were pushed up against the side. Without even glancing down, Akela picked her way across the floor, side-stepping every discarded wire and tool like she knew exactly where each one was.  
 
    Unfortunately for us, Neka and I weren’t so familiar.  
 
    Behind me, there was a great crashing sound of metal, followed by a startled hiss from my assistant. I glanced over my shoulder to see the cat-girl frozen with one foot in the air, her ears flat against her skull, her yellow eyes wide. At her feet lay a hunk of … something. Whatever it was, it looked broken.  
 
    “Watch your step!” Akela called back to us. She had already reached the haphazard counter and hopped up to perch herself on the edge. “Some things in here aren’t necessarily stable.” 
 
    I looked around the room again and saw a minefield of potential disasters. “Good to know,” I muttered. I held my hand out to Neka, and she bounded over to my side, tail curling around my wrist as I followed Akela’s path to the counter.  
 
    “You only have three minutes left,” the mechanic informed me as I sat down on the nearest stack of crates. She was still perched on the edge of the table, and she swung her long legs back and forth as she spoke. “I’d get talking if I were you.” 
 
    “Straight to the point,” I chuckled. “I like that. Okay, well what do you know about brokers?” 
 
    The beautiful mechanic’s space twisted with contempt. “What, planet brokers?” She shrugged. “Not much. The paper pushers don’t get out to these parts much anymore.”  
 
    I took the insults graciously. She wasn’t wrong. With Oevis dried up, there wasn’t a planet around for at least fifty light-years that a Corporation would even consider for purchase. If it wasn’t for my rainy day fund, I honestly would have forgotten the whole Palioxis System even existed.  
 
    “Fair enough. You must have a basic understanding of what they do though, right?” I asked. I was being very careful to say “they” and not “we.”  
 
    Akela waved her hand dismissively. She was sitting barely a meter away. Up close, she was even more beautiful and smelled like motor oil and something vaguely sweet. “Something along the lines of conning people out of their planets,” she said. “Convincing people to sell their homes to hungry beasts like Terra-Nebula.”  
 
    I winced. Again, she wasn’t wrong.  
 
    “But what does this have to do with anything?” she asked me. Her violet eyes pinned me to my chair … or rather my stack of crates. I fought not to fidget under that amethyst stare.  
 
    “Everything,” I told her honestly, and while I still had her interest, I reached toward the utility belt of my flight suit. Her eyes tracked the movement sharply, but I only grabbed one of the glass display screens out of my pocket.  
 
    I turned the display on and addressed the A.I. that had been uncharacteristically quiet in my ear all this time.  
 
    “Hey, Omni. Bring up file H-G-9396Q,” I told the A.I.  
 
    The mechanic in front of me started in surprise and looked around to see who I was talking to. An instant later, however, the display in my hand blinked to life and a hologram suddenly appeared in the air between us.  
 
    The hologram depicted the image of a planet. It didn’t look to be anything special, a moderately sized blue sphere with few recognizable landmasses. This planet, however, was very, very special.  
 
    “This is Proxima V,” I told the two women on either side of me.  
 
    Neka looked slightly confused as she studied the planet, but Akela looked floored. It took me a minute to realize she’d most likely never left the station before. And there didn’t seem to be many windows on Theron from which to view nearby Oevis.  
 
    The realization made me smile a little. The three of us were all station babies. We weren’t so different after all.  
 
    “I won’t bore you with the whole history lesson,” I said to the mechanic as I pressed the command keys and zoomed out of the hologram. “The long and the short of it is that Proxima V is the holy grail of unbrokered planets.”  
 
    The hologram finally settled to show the tiny, blue planet surrounded by what looked to be like grainy, floating disks. “These,” I explained while I pointed them out first to Akela and then to Neka, “are wormholes. There are five in total in the Icarius System. Proxima V lies at the center.” 
 
    I tapped another key, and a label appeared beside each of the wormholes. “Each of these wormholes leads to well-populated systems. Corporations from every reach of the galaxy have tried to gain a foothold in the Icarius System in order to build an intergalactic highway of sorts. Imagine how much profit stands to be made if a Corporation could cut transport times in half.” I had heard the speech many times before, usually from a broker drunk off his ass at the bar.  
 
    “However,” I continued and zoomed back in on the blue planet at the center, “Proxima V is the only habitable planet in the system. So it’s become the unattainable crown jewel for all brokers and Corporations. If any one party could stake a claim on that planet, ports could be built to accommodate wormhole travelers and traders that need to stop to refuel. Whoever owns Proxima V would own the largest spanning trade route for millions of light years. Because of this, attempts have been made in the past by almost every major Corporation to colonize the planet, but none have been successful.”  
 
    I closed the hologram and put the display monitor back in my belt pocket. I turned first to my assistant. Neka’s face was split into a wide grin, her pupils wide with excitement.  
 
    “I knew you had a plan, CT!” the cat-girl mrowled. She wiggled in delight, and her tail lashed back and forth behind her.  
 
    “Wait,” Akela interjected. She was looking from me to the cat-girl, who couldn’t stop dancing in her seat. The mechanic’s face was etched with confusion, her amethyst eyes clouded with the emotion. “I don’t get it. What plan?”  
 
    Absentmindedly, I reached out and rubbed one of Neka’s ears to calm her down, and the cat-girl purred in content. Akela’s eyes tracked the movement, but she didn’t comment on it.  
 
    “The plan,” I said, rather smug now that it was out in the open, “is to broker Proxima V right from underneath all those Corporate assholes. Once a contract is signed, even Terra-Nebula will have to abide by galactic law.”  
 
    The mechanic’s brow furrowed. “But … how? Who even are you guys? And what the hell does this have to do with me?”  
 
    I could read people rather well. On Proto, I had to learn that particular skill quickly if I wanted to eat and find a way to avoid trouble. Akela might be guarded, but I had recognized the pain she felt over losing her father and brother. She hated Terra-Nebula, and I thought she’d do anything to see them pay.  
 
    Even work with little old me. 
 
    I stood up from my makeshift chair and came to stand right in front of the mechanic. The silver-haired woman was still seated on the counter, so we almost saw eye to eye. I smiled and, for the first time since we had entered the shop, it was a genuine smile, my smile. 
 
    “Hi,” I said as I stuck my hand out to her. “I’m CT. I used to be the best broker this side of the Epsilon Cascade. Full disclosure, I was employed by Terra-Nebula,” I confessed and gestured to the red and blue flight suit. “But now I’m looking to make those Corporate bastards pay. I pilot a modest cruiser, but my crew needs an engineer or a mechanic to keep our ship in good repair while we’re en route to Proxima V. My question to you is: are you interested?”  
 
    Akela stared at my outstretched hand. Silence stretched between us. As the minute dragged by, I suddenly feared I had misread the mechanic. Would my past be something too big for her to look beyond?  
 
    “What do I get out of it?” the silver-haired woman abruptly said. She lifted her delicate chin and looked me dead in the eye. Thankfully, there was no hatred there. Only steely resolve and a healthy dose of skepticism. “Terra-Nebula might not show their faces much around here anymore, but they’re still a Corp. It’ll be dangerous to cross them.” 
 
    “Is the satisfaction of revenge not payment in and of itself?” I asked as I dropped my hand. It was a joke, mostly, but the mechanic didn’t smile. I watched as the wheels turned behind those amethyst eyes as she weighed the prices and counted the costs of my offer.  
 
    “25,000 U-Credits,” she said at last.  
 
    Behind me, Neka gave a startled mewl, but I wasn’t surprised. I had actually expected her to ask for more.  
 
    I pretended to think it over. “Twenty,” I countered. “We have a limited budget until we reach Proxima V, and we still need to stock our ship.” 
 
    The mechanic’s eyes slipped out of focus, and she chewed on her bottom lip. The motion made her look younger, softer. “Fine,” she conceded. “But I get ten upfront. Before we leave the station.”  
 
    Neka snorted behind me. It wasn’t a very classy sound. Akela narrowed her eyes at the cat-girl before she turned her gaze back to me. 
 
    It was a smart move, asking for half upfront. I was fine with it, but I couldn’t seem too eager. I rubbed at my jaw contemplatively, stubble coarse against my fingers. “I don’t know,” I hedged. 
 
    Akela pursed her lips into a thin line, and he eyes were as sharp as glass. “Would you have paid it to my father?” she demanded. 
 
    “Yes,” I admitted, “but he was a fully licensed engineer.” 
 
    “And he taught me everything he knew,” she declared proudly, her chin lifted high. “I’m just as good as he was.” 
 
    “I believe you but--” 
 
    “The money’s for my mother,” the mechanic finally blurted out. She looked embarrassed to have said it and looked past me to the garage over my shoulder. 
 
    I blinked in surprise. “Mother?” I repeated. The word always left a taste like ash in my mouth.  
 
    Akela nodded stiffly but still wouldn’t meet my gaze again. She rubbed a hand against the shorn part of her scalp and sighed. “If this payday you’re talking about is real, I can’t let it slip by. But I can’t leave my mom here without anything while we go. She’d be dead within a week.”  
 
    She said the words so matter-of-factly, my throat closed up. I had to clear it thoroughly before I spoke again.  
 
    “Okay,” I conceded. “Ten upfront, ten upon arrival to Proxima V, and one-third of whatever profit our crew turns for the brokered deal. Sound fair?”  
 
    The mechanic regarded me with those piercing eyes of hers. She didn’t respond for a moment. “How do I know you’re not going to screw me over?” she finally asked at length.  
 
    I opened my mouth to defend myself, but Neka beat me to it.  
 
    “CT is a good man,” she said suddenly. The mechanic and I both turned to the cat-girl. My assistant didn’t even spare me a glance. She was staring right into Akela’s eyes, a steely determination set in every line of her petite body.  
 
    “I know you don’t want to believe it,” Neka continued. “And I know most men cannot be trusted,” she whispered softly, and her eyes dropped under the weight of her memories.  
 
    A part of me still wished I had burned that station brothel where I found her to cosmic ash. Those bastards deserved much worse for what they did to her.  
 
    “But CT is different,” the cat-girl stated firmly. She lifted her head again, and her yellow eyes found mine. She gave me a slight smile. “He saved me from a terrible life, and he gave me a great one. He is a man of his word. You can trust him.”  
 
    My heart swelled to three times its size at my assistant’s words. “Thanks, Neka,” I said sincerely before I turned back to Akela. “The only people I’m looking to screw over are the people who deserve it. I swear,” I told her.  
 
    The silver-haired woman studied my face for a long moment. I felt my heart stutter under the weight of her gaze.  
 
    “Okay,” she finally said. She hopped off the counter to stand before me and, this time, she stuck out her hand. “We have a deal. When do we leave?” 
 
    The air left my lungs in a great whoosh. I hadn’t even realized I was holding my breath. Beside me, Neka chirped in success, and even Omni gave an electronic trill in my ear.  
 
    Looked like we were in business. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
       
 
    “That’s… the last of it,” I grunted with effort as I struggled up the ramp and dropped the final box of supplies on the floor of the cargo hold. 
 
    “Careful, CT!” Neka cried. She bounded over from where she and Omni were working to catalog all the inventory we had just purchased and checked over the box. Her tail flicked back and forth anxiously. 
 
    I groaned as I placed my hands against my lower back and stretched. “It’s just the last of the freeze-dried food,” I told her. “I think the potatoes and carrots can handle a little turbulence.” 
 
    My assistant straightened out of her crouch with a small frown, but before she could chide me further, I realized something was different about her. 
 
    “Hey,” I said with a smile. “You changed into your clothes.” 
 
    The cat-girl blinked and looked down like she had forgotten. “Oh yeah!” she exclaimed. “I was tired of all that, blegh, red and blue.” Her cheeks flushed sweetly, and she gave a small spin. “Do you like it?” 
 
    Instead of our old Terra-Nebula crew uniform, Neka now wore a sleeveless, gunmetal gray jumpsuit. It looked to be of a similar material as our flight suits, but this outfit clung to the cat-girl’s body much tighter than Corporate regulations allowed for. On top of the jumpsuit, she wore a black coat/vest combination garment that I had seen on a few people yesterday and this morning while we shopped around the stalls in the marketplace. This one was, of course, edged with a yellow that matched her eyes. It was also sleeveless and had a high collar that could button at the neck. It was form fitted as well, and it contoured itself to the cat-girl’s curves before it fell past her hips. When she spun, I noticed the back was split into coattails that fell on either side of her tail that was swishing back and forth happily. 
 
    I felt warmth bloom in my chest, and my heart skipped a beat. Sometimes I forgot how beautiful my assistant really was. 
 
    Okay, I never really forgot but… I tried not to notice. The last thing I wanted to do was make her uncomfortable or worse, remind her of the predatory men from her past. So I pushed aside my attraction and did my best to treat her as a friend: kindly and cordially. 
 
    “It looks real good on you,” I told her honestly and then reached out to ruffle her hair. “Though I have to say, it’s tamer than your usual outfits.” The cat-girl typically enjoyed bright colors, flashy patterns, and bizarre designs or materials. 
 
    Neka pouted, the tips of her fangs resting adorably on her bottom lip. “I know,” she sighed. “The fashion here is very unisex and monochromatic. The only reason this is has any color at all is because Odrine turns yellow once it’s refined.” She flapped the edge of her coat at me. 
 
    “Wait, is there actually Odrine in this?” I reached out and snagged the material, and it was heavier than I expected. I ran my finger across what I had thought was yellow thread. It felt cool to the touch, slippery almost. 
 
    “Yes,” Omni answered for my assistant. “Most of the textiles on Theron have at least some metal ore woven into the fabric.” The AI spoke through the ship’s speakers instead of my suit’s built-in earpiece. I assumed, probably, because Neka no longer wore hers. We had purchased low-grade external communication devices at the market, but they were still somewhere in one of these boxes. Maybe I’d tinker with our old flight suits once we were en route to Proxima V and see if I couldn’t extract the communication tech to insert into our new clothes. 
 
    “But it’s used to construct ships,” I said, confused. “Why would they waste it on clothing?” 
 
    “I believe it is a remnant from when Oevis was still producing the ore regularly,” Omni said. “The tensile strength of the material is incredibly high. This results in more durable clothing that is less susceptible to wear and tear and high impacts, and can handle a large range of variable temperatures. Perfect for mining or mechanic work conditions.” 
 
    “So it’s like armor?” I asked dubiously. I pulled the black garment away from Neka’s body. The material didn’t seem very thick. 
 
    “Well, after a fashion,” the AI cautioned. “With Odrine so depleted, the ratio of the ore in textile material has lessened. An article such as the one Neka is wearing has about one-tenth of the Odrine it would have had at the peak of Oevis’ production. It can still absorb the impact of a low-velocity strike, and it is more insulated than other materials, but it will not act as a life-saving measure if that is what you are inquiring.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” I said as I dropped the fabric and winked at my assistant. “That’s what I’m here for.” 
 
    Neka giggled and spun side to side, making her coattails flap. It felt good to see her happy. “You’re always saving me, CT,” she said before she looked up with a mock scowl. “One of these days, it’s going to be my turn to save you!” 
 
    I reached out and rubbed between the cat-girl’s ears. Her eyes fluttered closed, and she purred in content. “I have no doubt,” I assured her. 
 
    “In the meantime,” Omni interrupted, another one of his mechanical arms descending from the ceiling. He carried something between the metal digits. 
 
    “Aw, you shouldn’t have,” I said as he dropped what I realized was fabric into my hands. It felt familiarly cool and heavy, and I could see a hint of yellow. 
 
    “We can match again!” Neka crowed with excitement. She bounced up and down on her toes happily.  
 
    She was mostly correct. The jumpsuit was almost exactly the same if not as form fitting as hers. Thankfully. The outerwear was a little different, more a compliment to hers than an exact match. Midnight black and made from the same material as my assistant's, my coat was more traditional. It had sleeves, for one thing, all the way down to the wrists. It had a high collar as well, but then I noticed an extra flap that could be extended into a hood. The shape of it reminded me of an old Earth duster coat, with a little extra padding in the shoulders. The same yellow metal ore ran along the seams.  
 
    “When did you even buy this?” I asked with a laugh. “I didn't think I had taken my eyes off you for too long yesterday.” 
 
    The cat-girl shrugged. “It was when you were haggling over prices for the medical supplies.”  
 
    “Hey!” I said in mock indignation. “I don't haggle. I negotiate.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Neka said, obviously not listening. She had started to turn me toward the back of the cargo hold where all the supply boxes were stacked. “Go try it on already! We wanna see!” 
 
    I wanted to dig my heels in and argue. We still had inventory to catalog and put away, and we also had to do a systems check, and a dozen other things before we could take off in a few hours, but the slight cat-girl put her head down and continued to shove me until I finally relented.  
 
    “Fine, fine,” I said in exasperation. “I’ll change! Give me some room, jeeze.” 
 
    My assistant chirped happily as I finally ducked behind the tallest stack of boxes. I stuck my head back around the corner of the stack and narrowed my eyes at her. 
 
    I pointed my finger at her. “No peeking,” I told her in mock seriousness. Neka grinned like a Cheshire and placed her hands over her eyes. Behind her, her tail swished back and forth in anticipation.  
 
    As much as I hated the red and blue flight suit, and the Corporation it represented, the uniform had become a sort of second skin in the last almost ten years. When on shore leave, whether planetside or on a station, I typically preferred casual clothing, jeans, t-shirts, etcetera When I brokered meetings, I usually wore suits in expensive fabrics, since I needed to be the “face” of Terra-Nebula to whatever native population we were dealing with. But the majority of my time was spent in transit, in space, as I went from deal to deal, so most of my life as a broker had been spent in this flight suit. There was a feeling of finality as the fabric slid to the floor in a heap at my feet. I did my best to shake it off as I started to pull on the pieces my assistant had bought for me. 
 
    I thought the jumpsuit might feel restrictive and the coat too heavy, but it all fit like a dream. I bet Omni had given Neka my exact measurements before she had made the purchase. I settled the coat across my shoulders. The weight of it felt good, almost comforting. I twisted this way and that, stretched my arms above my head, and dropped into a low crouch. The clothing moved with me seamlessly, and I couldn't help but smile. 
 
    “Okay,” I called out to Neka. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yes!” the cat-girl yowled impatiently. “Let us see, let us see!” 
 
    I stepped out from behind the boxes with a flourish, my arms spread out at my sides. “So?” I asked and gave a small spin like my assistant had. “What do you think?” 
 
    Neka’s eyes went wide as she took in my ensemble. “O-oh. You look ... you look good,” she stuttered out, and a blush stained her cheeks.  
 
    “It's alright,” Omni added, and I rolled my eyes at the AI.  
 
    “Thanks for these, Neka,” I told the cat-girl. “They fit perfectly.” 
 
    My assistant waved her hand dismissively, and her eyes darted everywhere but my face. “It ... it was nothing,” she muttered.  
 
    Before I could respond, an electronic beeping filled the cargo hold. Neka and I looked at each other in confusion. “That is the hour reminder, Colby,” Omni informed me.  
 
    “Shit,” I cursed and looked around in a mild panic. How had the day gotten away from us? An hour to our departure, and we hadn't even secured our supplies yet. Granted, the world wouldn’t end if we missed our departure time, but then we’d have to find another time and clear it with the harbormaster again. I didn’t want to go through that whole process twice. 
 
     Besides, we didn't even have our whole crew yet.  
 
    Neka seemed to be thinking of our wayward mechanic, too, because she met my eyes anxiously. “Do you think she’ll come?” my assistant asked quietly, almost like she was worried that if she voiced the question too loud it would jinx us.  
 
    I wished I could tell her yes with absolute certainty but ... I couldn’t.  
 
    After we had shaken hands on our deal yesterday, Akela had accompanied us straight to the nearest bank to have us transfer her the 10,000 U-credits. I had tried to postpone the trip until this morning since we hadn’t even done our shopping yet, but the mechanic refused. She had said she needed the money to get her affairs in order, and she didn’t want us spending her share preemptively. I couldn’t disagree with her reasoning, so we made the transfer. Outside the bank, we had parted ways, and I told her which dock she could find us at and the time the harbor master had given us for our departure. The mechanic said she’d meet us on the Lacuna Noctis in the morning, but we had yet to see her as we had made our last trips to and from the market today. We also hadn’t received any type of message from her either. 
 
    My ability to read people might be stronger than most, but it wasn’t infallible. I’d been wrong before. I thought I might have understood her, given our respective familial pasts, but maybe I didn’t. Maybe she simply wanted the money, and Neka and I looked like easy targets. Even better, easy targets wearing the uniform of her enemy. 
 
    I didn’t think she was lying about her father being dead, the pain had been too real, too stark, in her face, but she could have been lying about her mother or at least the part where that 10,000 U-credits were for her mother. 
 
    I suddenly felt very stupid for giving Akela those credits so easily. After our extensive shopping expeditions, we didn’t have much money left. Definitely not enough to pay for another mechanic, and that means we wouldn’t be able to leave the station, at least not directly for Proxima V. We’d have to find a way to make some quick, petty cash if we had any hope of continuing our mission. 
 
    I contemplated our options. While I could probably make a good haul again at the casinos located on the uppermost levels of the station, I would have to leave Neka and Omni back on the ship, and neither of them would like that. 
 
    Damn it. I wanted to trust that the mechanic was a woman of her word but you never really knew people… 
 
    “Maybe we should go look for her,” I suggested. I shrugged and tried to look nonchalant. “For all we know, she took too long packing or something. She is leaving her whole life behind, after all.” 
 
    “That’s true…” Neka nodded her assent. “What about the supplies though?” she questioned as she gestured to the towers of boxes behind me. 
 
    The question gave me pause. Most of the boxes were too heavy for Neka to lift on her own, but I also didn’t want her venturing out into Theron on her own. 
 
    “Damn it,” I muttered and rubbed at the back of my neck. “I guess--” 
 
    “I will put away the supplies while you and Neka find our engineer,” Omni cut me off. “I’ll also run the systems checks so we will be ready for takeoff when you return.” 
 
    Suddenly, there was a whirl of machinery from the depths of the ship and the hiss of hydraulics, like a door had been opened somewhere. The cat-girl and I shared a look of surprise before one of the stacks of boxes began to shudder and slowly started to slide across the cargo hold floor. 
 
    I let out a startled laugh as I caught sight of what was moving them. “Ha! I completely forgot we even had those!” 
 
    A while back, after I had once again refused to buy Omni a full sleeve, the AI had pouted for days. It got to the point where I started to feel a little bad, so the next time we’d made a pit stop, I’d bought the three mini-drones that were now working together to move the supply boxes to their rightful places. The small robots weren’t very big, about the size of a four-year-old child. They moved around on continuous tracks, like twentieth-century tanks, and had multiple, interchangeable arms that each had different tools attached to them. As long as the drones were within range of the ship, Omni could pilot them remotely. 
 
    “If I had a full sleeve, I could have accomplished this by myself already,” the AI said, only a little bitterly. “And I could have accompanied you on your search for Ms. Loric.” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I replied with a roll of my eyes. “Next payday, buddy, and I promise I’ll look into getting you an affordable sleeve.” 
 
    “Thank you, Colby. That’s all I ask.” 
 
    I shook my head and turned to my assistant, but Neka had started to track the drones’ movements with a predator’s gaze, and I knew we’d better get going before she started to give chase. 
 
    “Come on, killer,” I said to the cat-girl as I batted at her tail to grab her attention. “Let’s go find our mechanic.” 
 
    Reluctantly, my assistant tore her gaze from the drones and blinked at me as her eyes refocused. I held out my arm and expected her to come up and wrap her tail around my wrist as she always did. Instead, however, she drew up beside me and linked her arm through mine, interlocking us at the elbow. 
 
    “Lead the way, CT,” Neka said with a soft smile as she looked up into my face, and I couldn’t help but return her smile as something went warm in my chest once more. 
 
    “You’d follow me anywhere, wouldn’t you?” I mused. I meant it as a teasing jest, but the cat-girl only blinked her big, yellow eyes at me as she squeezed my arm. 
 
    “Of course,” she said with simple but ardent sincerity like there was no other possible answer. She frowned slightly and her ears dropped a degree. “That’s… still okay, right?” 
 
    The insecurity in her voice made my heart clench. The cat-girl was rarely sure of herself, and with so much in our lives uncertain now, it seemed she needed an extra bit of reassurance. Before I could stop myself or over think what I was doing, I leaned forward and pressed a gentle kiss to her forehead. “More than okay,” I murmured against her bangs. “I’d be lost without my copilot.” 
 
    Neka purred, her cheeks pink again, and arm in arm, we started to make our way down the loading ramp. “We’ll be back soon, Omni,” I called out to the AI. 
 
    One of the drones paused and waved its mechanical arm at us. “Do not get lost, Colby,” Omni cautioned us. “Since the two of you are no longer wearing your flight suits, I will not be able to communicate with you once you leave the ship.” 
 
    I raised my unoccupied arm above my head and gave the AI a thumbs-up. “Got it. We’ll be careful!” 
 
    “I’ll keep my eye on him!” Neka promised Omni with a giggle, and with that, we exited the ship and waved goodbye to our resident AI. 
 
    “Are you guys going somewhere?” a voice suddenly said, and Neka and I spun in unison to see Akela. She looked like she had just come around the corner of the entrance to the docking bay. 
 
    Instead of the coveralls she had worn yesterday, the silver-haired mechanic was wearing black cargo pants and a gray tank top made from the same material as our coats, though hers were stained and ragged. There was also a large duffle bag slung over her shoulder, and it looked like it weighed more than she did. She adjusted it and glanced over her shoulder, and that’s when I realized she wasn’t alone. 
 
    Another woman stood behind her on the loading ramp, and she looked uncertain and out of place. It took me a moment to place her as the mechanic’s mother. They shared none of the same coloring: the older woman had dark brown eyes and auburn hair, whereas her daughter was a study of metals and gemstones. But they shared the same elfin nose, the same sharp features, the lines of their mouths carved from the same mold. 
 
    The four of us stood there frozen. None of us seemed to know what to say. Out of all the scenarios that had run through my head, the mechanic’s mother never even crossed my mind. Were Akela and her mother here to refuse us in person? 
 
    At my side, Neka shifted nervously but then nudged me to step forward with a quiet trill. I swallowed tightly but took the initiative and pasted on my best broker smile. I might have been thrown for a loop here, but if there’s one thing I do well, it’s think on my feet. 
 
    “Hello,” I said as I crossed the distance between us. My shoes seemed absurdly loud as I crossed the cargo bay. I smiled at the mechanic’s mother and offered her my hand. “My name is Colby. You must be Mrs. Loric. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    The woman stared at my hand for a moment but didn’t take it. Instead, she lifted her eyes to mine, and even if they weren’t the same color, her daughter had her eyes. Or at least the fire in them. 
 
    “Will you bring her back to me?” is all she said. Her voice was quiet but strong. She didn’t respond to my pleasantries. She didn’t ask about the contract her daughter had “figuratively” signed or the mission we were about to embark on. She wanted to know if I was going to make her bury the last of her family. 
 
    I stood up straight and met her gaze for gaze. “I intend to,” I told her honestly. 
 
    “I didn’t ask what your intentions were. I asked if you are going to bring my daughter back to me. Alive,” she added as if that was a qualification she needed to make. Given the tragedies in her past, perhaps it was. 
 
    I didn’t respond to her right away. I could have. I could have told her that yes, of course, nothing bad will happen, everything will be just fine. But I wasn’t in the habit of making promises I couldn’t keep and, like her daughter, I gathered this woman would be able to detect a lie from a kilometer away. 
 
    So, only after I had considered my words very carefully did I say, “I will look after your daughter as if she were my own family.” 
 
    Neka suddenly stepped up from behind me, and her tail wound around my wrist. Akela’s mother shifted her gaze from me to the cat-girl, and her eyes scanned my assistant from head to toe. 
 
    “Is he an honest man?” she asked Neka as if I weren’t even there. 
 
    The cat-girl lifted her chin and nodded. “The only one I’ve ever met,” she replied. 
 
    My heart clenched in emotion at her sincerity, and I caressed her tail around my wrist in gratitude. 
 
    The mechanic’s mother didn’t say anything else to us. She seemed to have gotten what she came for. Instead, she turned to her daughter and drew her a few feet away, back down the loading bay a meter or so. The two women spoke quietly for a moment and then embraced. 
 
    “Ya le file ho ru teho leya,” I heard the older woman say to her daughter in a language I didn’t understand. She kissed the mechanic on the forehead, gave her a stiff nod, and then turned her back on the three of us. She walked straight back down the loading ramp and off our ship. She didn’t look back once, and in a moment, she was gone. 
 
    Akela stared after her mother, an unreadable expression on her face. Once the woman was out of sight, she turned back to Neka and me, that familiar look of resolve in her eyes and the line of her jaw. 
 
    “She insisted on seeing me off,” was all the mechanic said by way of explanation. I nodded in understanding but didn’t comment. 
 
    The three of us lapsed into silence again. For a moment, I considered asking if the mechanic was okay, but I dismissed that thought just as quickly. It seemed the silver-haired woman didn’t want to talk about what had just transpired. I struggled to find something to say, but thankfully Akela beat me to it. 
 
    “So,” she started as she brought her violet eyes to mine. We locked gazes for only a moment before she was glancing around the cargo hold with a scrutinizing eye. “This is the ship I’m supposed to be taking care of?” 
 
    I shook off the relative weirdness of what happened and did my best to give the mechanic my most charming smile. 
 
    “Yup! This is the Lacuna Noctis,” I said with grand mock ceremony as I gestured around the not so elaborate cargo hold. “Our home.” I was more than a little proud of our modest ship, and I think it showed in my voice. 
 
    Akela hummed and tried to look disinterested, but I could see the gleam in her eye. It was the same gleam I had when I was eighteen and first walked aboard a Terra-Nebula ship. 
 
    “Would you like a tour?” Neka suddenly piped up from my side. “CT gives the best tours!” I turned to my assistant to see her bouncing on the balls of her feet as her tail lashed back and forth. 
 
    Akela blinked at the cat-girl, probably perplexed by her seemingly boundless fount of energy. “Um, sure I guess.” 
 
    I reached out and scratched behind Neka’s ear. “Pardon my assistant’s enthusiasm,” I said with a laugh. “We don’t often have guests. We can do a full tour once you’ve gotten settled, we’ll have a whole week to get to Proxima V after all, but we can show you to your quarters, if you’d like.” 
 
    Akela pursed her lips but gave a small nod. Neka purred in delight and threaded her arm through mine. I grinned at the cat-girl and then offered the mechanic my other arm, but the silver-haired woman stared at me blankly until I dropped it. 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled awkwardly. “Let’s get this show on the road then! Right this way, madam.” 
 
    I turned and led us out of the cargo hold and into the belly of the Lacuna Noctis. For the first few moments, the three of us walked in relative silence. There wasn’t much in this section except empty hallways and some storage, nothing of interest to point out. I kept glancing back at the mechanic to try to gauge what she was thinking or feeling, but her face was a closed book if I ever saw one. 
 
    Neka kept looking over her shoulder at Akela, too, her face openly curious. Finally, as we came out into the main hallway of the ship, she apparently couldn’t take the suspense anymore. 
 
    “What did your mother say to you? Back on the loading ramp?” my assistant asked abruptly. Tact usually wasn’t her strongest suit. 
 
    The mechanic started and blinked at the cat-girl. When she had finally processed the question, she pursed her lips and glanced off to the side. “Nothing really,” she muttered. “Just mom stuff, ya know.” 
 
    Neka frowned. “No, I don’t know. What does that mean?” 
 
    Akela looked back at her incredulously and then at me for an explanation. I shrugged. 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” I said honestly. “I don’t know what that means either. Neither of us had a mother.” 
 
    “Everyone has a mother,” Akela scoffed and hiked her bag higher on her shoulder. She clipped the wall of the hallway slightly and had tottered off balance for a moment. 
 
    “Not me,” Neka chirped, her voice incongruously upbeat for the conversation. “I was made in a test-tube, and both of my Makers were male.” 
 
    Confused, Akela turned to me again, but I didn’t want to talk about the past, Neka’s or mine. 
 
    “She’s a gen-mod. The scientists in the lab weren’t exactly nurturing,” I explained as I reached up to scratch behind one of my assistant’s ears. She purred in response. 
 
    “And you?” Akela asked as she scrutinized me, probably looking for my own tail or ears. 
 
    I shot her a crooked grin. “Nope. I’m 100% a human orphan. Nothing special about me.” 
 
    Akela didn’t respond, and I thought we had dropped the conversation when the mechanic suddenly but quietly said, “May the stars guide you home again.” 
 
    I blinked and slowed my pace, but Akela wouldn’t meet my gaze again. 
 
    “What my mom said,” she continued. She lifted her amethyst eyes to the ceiling, her profile unreadable. “It’s how we say goodbye.” 
 
    “That’s very pretty,” Neka said from my opposite side. Akela brought her eyes down, and my assistant gave her a shy smile. The mechanic’s mouth twitched upward in response. 
 
    “Thanks,” the silver-haired woman replied. “Neka, right?” 
 
    The cat-girl’s eyes went bright with happiness at the fact that someone had remembered her name. “Yeah!” she mewled and gave a happy little wiggle. 
 
    “And… the other one?” Akela questioned. She looked around the hallway, and it took me a moment to realize she was referring to our resident AI. 
 
    “Omni,” I reminded her as we kept walking. We were near the sleeping quarters now. “Our ship’s AI. He’s currently running system checks and making sure we’re ready for takeoff.” 
 
    “He can do that all on his own?” she asked and there was genuine intrigue in her face. 
 
    Neka answered before I got the chance to. “Yup!” the cat-girl crowed proudly. “CT programmed him to do all sorts of stuff! Tell her, CT!” She pulled excitedly on my arm, and I felt myself flush slightly under the weight of Akela’s violet gaze. 
 
    “My assistant here gives me a little too much credit,” I said abashedly and rubbed at the back of my neck. “I deleted almost all of his programming dampeners, and he kind of got away from me. I honestly can’t tell you how he got to be what he is. I’ve tried to figure out what I did, but Omni doesn’t like me picking around in his brain very much, so he’s rewritten some of his security protocol to lock me out.” 
 
    Akela hummed in thought and rubbed at her nose. I found myself surprised when she drew her hand away and there wasn’t a smudge of grease on her pale skin. “Would you mind if I take a look?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s something you’ll have to take up with him,” I chuckled. “But first, here we are! This is you.” 
 
    We had arrived at the nearest empty bedroom. There were a handful on the ship, not including Neka’s and mine, but over the years I had kind of taken to throwing random miscellaneous items in them. Most of them were improvised storage rooms now, except for this one. 
 
    I reached out and touched the keypad, and the door slid open with a hiss of hydraulics. I turned to the mechanic, expecting some kind of response, but the silver-haired woman didn’t say anything at first. Her eyes were wide as she took in the room, and her mouth was slightly agape. 
 
    “This… is all mine?” she asked incredulously. 
 
    I furrowed my brow and glanced back in the room. It wasn’t much, maybe ten by fifteen meters, small compared to my captain’s quarters. But then I remembered what Proto had been like. There isn’t a lot of room on space tin cans. This probably felt like a lavish suite to the mechanic. 
 
    Suddenly, Neka let go of my arm and came around to stand in front of the other woman. Akela blinked at her, still at a loss for words as she continued to stare at her own room, and my assistant gave Akela another one of her shy smiles. 
 
    “I know it seems like a lot right now. I remember being so scared when CT first took me aboard, but this is the best ship in all the galaxies,” Neka said, and her tone said she really, truly believed that. “If you help us take care of her, she’ll take care of you, too.” 
 
    The mechanic slowly shook her head like she was trying to clear it of cobwebs. “I…” She cleared her throat and tried again. “I’ll take good care of her,” she said solemnly, the promise in her words clear. 
 
    “That’s what I like to hear.” I smiled at my now two crew members. “Now, why don’t you set your stuff down and get settled in while Neka and I finish putting away the supplies? Takeoff is in less than an hour.” 
 
    Akela finally tore her eyes away from her room and nodded at me. “Alright,” she said, and then she tossed her duffle bag through the open doorway. It landed on the floor in the center of the room with a resounding thud. 
 
    I looked at the mechanic in confusion, but the silver-haired woman simply shrugged. 
 
    “Like you said, we’ll have a week in transit,” she said. “Plenty enough time for tours and settling in.” Then she craned her neck from side to side, interlaced her fingers, and extended them away from her. Nearly every joint in her body gave a loud crack. 
 
    “Now,” she continued as she lifted her chin and looked me in the eye, “just tell me what I can do to help so we can get off this heaping pile of space trash already.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh. “Seems like we share the same sentiments regarding our home stations.” 
 
    And, for the first time, the mechanic cracked a true smile. I felt something in my chest preen at the sight. It wanted to make her smile again and again and again. 
 
    Beside me, Neka gave a trill of happiness and bounced closer to the mechanic’s side. “Yay!” the cat-girl mewled. “This way I can show you some things I bought at the market this morning. Come on!” 
 
    My assistant held out her hand to the mechanic and bounced on her toes. Akela stared at Neka’s offered hand for a moment before she slowly reached out and took it. Neka purred, and her tail danced back and forth. 
 
    “Let’s go!” she mrowled and then began to skip back down the hallway we just came from. She tugged the poor, unsuspecting silver-haired woman in her wake. 
 
    “You’re in good hands,” I called out to the mechanic with a laugh as Neka turned to round the first corner down the hall. Akela still looked a little in shock so I gave her my best reassuring smile before she disappeared. 
 
    I chuckled to myself as I followed the two women, albeit at a more moderate pace. 
 
    Things were looking up. We had our mechanic. We had our supplies. Now, Omni needed to finish the pre-flight checks, and we were on our way. 
 
    I couldn’t keep the smile off my face as I wound through the hallways of the ship. I turned the last corner to see I had more or less caught up to Neka and Akela. They were about thirty meters ahead of me, just about to turn into the last short hallway that dead-ended into the cargo hold. Although I couldn’t hear her clearly from this distance, I could see Neka was chattering a mile a minute to the mechanic she held captive. Akela was doing her best to keep up, but I could tell her head was set on an automatic nod. Neka could a little carried away sometimes. 
 
    I was just about to call out to my assistant to tone it down a little when the two disappeared around the corner… and then immediately reappeared. For a moment, I thought Akela was waiting for me to catch up with them and save her, but then I noticed the mechanic’s body language and every muscle in my body immediately tensed. 
 
    Akela had shoved Neka behind her and up against the wall. She pressed a finger to her lips firmly to signal the cat-girl to be quiet and then leaned forward to peek around the corner. She quickly snapped up straight and ducked behind the wall beside my assistant. 
 
    Before I knew it, I was running down the hall, and as I drew closer, I could finally see Akela’s expression clearly. It was the picture of distress. Akela glanced up when she saw me and urgently motioned for me to hurry up but also stay quiet. 
 
    “What? What is it?” I hissed as I slid to a stop beside them. My heart pounded in my ears, a pulsing war drum. 
 
    “There are men in the cargo hold,” the mechanic whispered back. There was definitely alarm in her amethyst eyes, but the stronger emotion seemed to be anger. “I heard them as we came around the corner. It looks like they’re trying to steal our supplies, maybe even the ship.” 
 
    “Pirates?” I groaned. “Seriously?” 
 
    Akela nodded stiffly and then peeked down the hall again. “I think there are only three or four. I think we could probably get the drop on them. Do we have any weapons?” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows in surprise at the mechanic, but she only scowled at me. “What? I know how to fight,” she snapped. “Anyway, we probably won’t even need to. If they’re natives of Theron, they can’t afford any weapons. One look at a plasma pistol, and they’ll probably turn tail and run.” 
 
    I hummed in mock contemplation and rubbed at my chin. “That sounds like a good plan,” I started. “Oooooor we could just sit back here and wait.” 
 
    Akela frowned. “Wait? Wait for what?” 
 
    Instead of responding to her, I grinned and whispered into the empty hallway. “Omni? You there, buddy? It seems like we have some unwanted guests in the cargo hold.” 
 
    I made a mental note to ask Akela if she couldn’t reintegrate our old flight suit communication tech into our new clothes so I didn’t have to look crazy talking to empty air. There was a moment’s delay, a burst of static, and then the AI spoke softly through the ship’s speakers. “Already on it. Give me approximately… two minutes.” 
 
    “Affirmative,” I said and set a timer on my watch. Then, only because I couldn’t help myself, I cracked a fake yawn. 
 
    Akela looked at me like I was losing my mind. “What the hell are you--” 
 
    Before she could even finish her sentence, the screaming started. 
 
    The mechanic whipped around and tried to look down the hallway, but I caught her elbow and held up one finger. 
 
    “Just a moment,” I mouthed. The silver-haired woman gaped at me as we stood there and listened to the unholy shouts and screams that echoed down the hall. Beside me, Neka giggled, and Akela looked like she was reconsidering our contract. 
 
    Five seconds before my timer went off, static crackled above us from the speaker’s once more. “All taken care of, Colby. And I do believe I beat my estimated time.” 
 
    “That you did, bud,” I said as I let go of Akela’s elbow. “Great job. We’ll be there in just a second.” 
 
    I gestured for the mechanic to proceed down the hall, but the silver-haired woman was still staring at me in shock and confusion. Neka giggled again, reached out for Akela’s hand, and then proceeded to once again skip toward the cargo hold. Akela tried to dig her heels in but was pulled along all the same. 
 
    The moment we entered the cargo hold, someone was quite unceremoniously tossed at our feet. 
 
    The man lay prone on the floor of the hanger bay and blinked up at us groggily. His clothes seemed to be torn and there was a rapidly swelling lump taking form on his forehead. 
 
    “Guhhhh,” he groaned, and I noticed he was also missing a tooth, blood smeared across his lips. 
 
    The three of us stared at him in silence. Then, Akela took a step forward and said, “Isaias?” 
 
    Before the man could respond, there was a commotion further into the room. I looked up to see three more figures, all in various states of duress, writhing and moaning on the floor. They were hogtied with some kind of wire and were rolling around on the ground like worms. 
 
    Suddenly, off to the side there was a whirl of machinery, the clatter of tread on metal, and as I looked up, I began to laugh. 
 
    It seemed Omni could use the drones for more than merely manual labor. He could also, apparently, turn them into an extension of our ship’s defense system. 
 
    The drones didn’t have faces, or really a head for that matter, but I still got the distinct impression of smug satisfaction as one of them brushed its mechanical hands together like they were getting rid of dirt. It was a decidedly human gesture. 
 
    “Apparently, these men followed you from the market earlier this morning when they saw how many supplies you had purchased,” the AI responded from the speaker of the drone, his voice small and tinny. “They waited until it seemed you were finished stocking it and then attempted to commandeer the supplies.” 
 
    I looked down at the men at our again. Their clothes were torn, they were bleeding from multiple injuries, and it looked like the wire they were bound with was rapidly cutting off circulation to their hands. 
 
    “Well, they obviously weren’t anticipating you,” I said with a chuckle. 
 
    One of the men moaned in pain. Apparently, he didn’t think that was very funny. 
 
    I turned to Akela to apologize for the scare and assure her everything was now okay, but the look on her face drew me up short. Her eyes glittered, and a smile split her face from ear to ear. If she had been beautiful with a scowl, she was absolutely stunning when she smiled. 
 
    She stepped right over the still whimpering men on the ground and walked straight up to one of the drones. It was a little comical, seeing as the drone only came up to her waist, but I held my laughter in. 
 
    “I’m Akela,” the mechanic introduced herself as she stuck out her hand. “It is very nice to meet you, Omni. Isaias has been begging for an ass-kicking for years.” 
 
    The faceless drone reached one of its mechanical arms out and shook Akela’s hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you too, Akela.” 
 
    While he still held the mechanic’s hand, the AI tilted the drone to look past her. “I like her,” he said, and, this time, I couldn’t hold my laughter in. 
 
    I was cut off, however, when the man Akela had called Isaias stumbled back to his feet. He swayed drunkenly for a moment and pressed the back of his hand first to his bleeding mouth and then to the lump on his head. His hand came away stained crimson, and he spat a wad of bloody saliva onto the floor. 
 
    The smile faded off my face, and my eyebrow twitched in annoyance. “Hey, don’t you think you’ve caused enough of a mess?” I said to him. “Or do you need my AI to teach you another lesson in manners?” 
 
     The man looked up at me, and when he met my eye, I realized with a jolt that he was just a kid, maybe seventeen or eighteen, but definitely not a man yet. His face was still too narrow, too sharp, his eyes too big in comparison. He was all limbs and joints, too, the hard knobs of his shoulders and elbows apparent under his threadbare and torn clothing. He hadn’t filled out completely yet it seemed, his body lanky and coltish in its youth. 
 
    His eyes, though. His eyes were stark blue, the color pale like chips of ice, shards of glass, a frozen lake, a winter sky. His eyes were years older than the rest of him, hardened and sharp. One look could cut slice people to ribbons. 
 
    I knew those eyes. I recognized them. 
 
    I used to see them in my own face back on Proto whenever I looked in the mirror. 
 
    The satisfaction and amusement I had felt at seeing Omni truss up these would-be-thieves soured in my mouth as I watched the boy spit again in defiance and then poke at the sore hole in his gum line where his front tooth used to be. 
 
    “You’re fuckin’ tin can knocked out my tooth,” Isaias accused, his speech muffled by the blood and swelling lip, but his eyes were caustic. 
 
    I frowned and crossed my arms in front of my chest as I tried to ignore the twinge of guilt beneath my sternum. “Well, to be fair, you were trying to steal our ship,” I reasoned. “Our AI is programmed for self-defense.” 
 
    Isaias snorted and rolled his eyes. The left one looked like it was starting to black near the corner closest to the bridge of his nose. “Self-defense,” he scoffed. “That’s rich.” 
 
    My brow furrowed. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means it’s funny, you actin’ all the victim, like this some great tragedy,” the boy spat, his eyes twin blue flames, “like you’d have even missed a few supplies! Like goddamn Terra wouldn’t have reimbursed you every last credit. Save me the fuckin’ lecture.” 
 
    The contempt is his face twisted his features into something ugly. The emotion was pure, raw, unfiltered hatred. In a perfect universe, no one so young would know what that type of hate felt like, but the cosmos were far from perfect. Hell, I’d settle for fair, for balanced, for anything other than the unpredictable chaos that reigned over all of our lives. 
 
    Neka suddenly stepped up from behind me and stomped her foot. I looked at my assistant in surprise. Her normally genial face was scrunched in anger, and her tail flicked from side to side irritably. 
 
    “Don’t talk to CT like that,” she hissed. Her ears were flat against her head, and her pupils were razor-thin slits. “You’re being very rude. This is our home, and we’re not even with Terra-Nebula!” 
 
    Isaias snapped his gaze over to Neka and narrowed his eyes at her ears and tail. “Oh please. I saw the colors you were wearin’ earlier. Besides, I know a corpseman when I see one.” He sniffed at her in disdain. “Although, I didn’t know they liked to take on pets. Does he like to pull your tail at night, kitty?” 
 
    I stepped forward with a scowl because I didn’t let anyone talk shit about Neka. However, Akela surprisingly beat me to it. 
 
    “Oh, shut your goddamn grease trap, Isaias,” the silver-haired mechanic snapped. She glared daggers at the younger boy. “Before I shut it again for you.” She smiled at him then, a beautiful, bright smile, but it was in such direct contrast to the violent promise in her amethyst eyes that a shudder went down my spine. 
 
    Note to self: don’t piss off the new mechanic. 
 
    Akela turned to me when she felt my eyes on her. Her mouth thinned in annoyance as she tilted her head at the boy. “Isaias is the son of Thaddeus Rosek. Thaddeus is the biggest gangster on the station. He and his crew run most of the casinos on the upper levels. But poor little Isaias here,” she cooed sickeningly but with her eyes sharp as glass, “had a falling out with his father not too long ago, so he’s had to slum it like the rest of us.” 
 
    The boy smartly lapsed into silence, but he still glowered at us. A part of me still wanted to smack him upside the head for his Neka comment but I took a deep breath and let it go. At least I didn’t feel so guilty about the bloody lip now that I knew the punk was a gangster, 
 
    I uncrossed my arms and let them fall to my side with a sigh. “Listen,” I said to the boy. “Full disclosure, we used to work for T-N, alright? We don’t anymore. So all that?” I gestured to the boxes of supplies stacked around the cargo hold. “Is all we have left. No chance at reimbursement. So you’ll have to forgive our AI for being a tad overzealous in his protection.” 
 
    Isaias barked out a harsh laugh. “Oh, I’m so sorry,” he drawled sarcastically. “Things must be so hard for you on your state of the art spaceship.” 
 
    I winced. He did have kind of a point there. 
 
    “Kid,” I started, but he cut me off before I could say another word. 
 
    “Don’t ‘kid’ me,” he snapped, his eyes cutting me open. “Don’t patronize me. You stand there and think you know what it means to suffer.” He looked me up and down in scorn. “You have no goddamn clue. Ever since the docks started goin’, it’s been nothin’ but hell. People starve here every day. People get sucked out into space, and sometimes they’re considered the lucky ones.” 
 
    His eyes went to Akela as he said this, and the mechanic’s eyes were both livid and terribly sad. I knew Isaias had referred to her brother on purpose. It seemed he was trying to get a rise out of the silver-haired woman. 
 
    “Loric knows what I’m talkin’ about,” he went on, and he didn’t take his gaze from Akela. “That’s why she’s chomping at the bit to get out of here, even if she has to do it while sittin’ on your lap, corpseman. She knows this place is a death trap. I just can’t believe you’d abandon your poor, sweet mother here,” he directed at the mechanic. “Do you actually have a heart, or is it just one big greasy wheel in your chest?” 
 
    “Shut your fucking mouth,” Akela seethed. Her fists were clenched at her sides, and color rose in her cheeks. She faced Isaias fully, fury in every line of her face. “Don’t talk to me like you know anything about loss or pain. You’ve only been playing at poverty for a few months now. Some of us have lived it.” 
 
    She looked like she was moments away from punching the boy, and I was kind of tempted to let her. 
 
    But Isaias’s words, even if they were only empty rhetoric coming from his lips, made me think because… he was actually right. 
 
    The people of Theron were suffering, like I had suffered alongside millions of others on Proto. All because of the Corporations and their greed. It’s not like Terra-Nebula didn’t have the funds to properly fix and maintain this station. There was just no profit in it. And if these people couldn’t make money for the Corporation, they were essentially expendable. Terra-Nebula had taken what it needed from Theron Prime, and it had left behind the remnants to rot. 
 
    I thought about our mission, about the plan to take Proxima V and really stick it to all those Corporate bastards. I could nearly taste the satisfaction of my revenge. 
 
    But … it seemed like that would have to wait just a little while longer. There was something we had to do first. 
 
    People waited their whole lives to do something of importance, and most people died without ever achieving anything. 
 
    But I wasn’t most people. 
 
    I was Colby Tower, the best broker in the galaxy. And now that I wasn’t tied down by Corporate policies or regulations, I could do whatever the hell I wanted. 
 
    I looked over at Akela. I thought of how much the mechanic had suffered during her life. I thought of the look of resignation on her mother’s face when they said goodbye. Despite what I had said, the old woman was sure her daughter wasn’t coming back. 
 
    I thought about all their pain and all the pain I remembered from my childhood, and I realized exactly what I wanted. 
 
    I wanted to help these people. 
 
    Even this little shithead Isaias. 
 
    “What would you say if I told you I could change things?” I abruptly blurted out loud. My brain was going a million light-years per second as a plan began to take form in my mind’s eye. 
 
    Isaias tore himself away from the glaring match he and Akela were in. He sneered at me. “I’d say you’d sound like every other corpseman I’ve ever met.” 
 
    I ignored the barb. “I’m serious,” I said. “What if I told you we could fix a majority of the docking ports without,” I emphasized strongly with a glance at Akela, “without using human labor. With the docks up and running, trade could increase again. Think about the cash flow. I bet your father would appreciate it. Maybe even enough to forgive you.” 
 
    Isaias considered my words. The hostility on his face lessened a degree to make room for skepticism. Beside him, Akela’s looked bewildered too, her smooth brow furrowed. Even Neka tilted her head at me as her ears flicked to and fro. 
 
    After a moment, Isaias lifted his chin and looked me square in the eye. 
 
    “Prove it,” he challenged, defiance stark in his blue eyes and in the sharp lines of his body. 
 
    I grinned at him wildly, plans and schematics already running through my head. 
 
    I always did love a good challenge. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    It took some convincing, but eventually, Isaias agreed to take us to meet with his father. Thaddeus Rosek was the heart, soul, and most importantly, the wallet of my plan. I needed him, but first, I needed an introduction. Gangsters usually didn’t like it when strangers showed up on their home turf unannounced. Even if Isaias and his daddy weren’t seeing eye to eye, the boy would at least spare us a barrage of welcoming bullets.  
 
    While Omni helped Isaias untie his friends and provide minimal first aid to those still bleeding, Akela came up behind me and tapped me on the shoulder. I turned to find her frowning, her brow creased, her violet eyes shadowed.  
 
    “Can I talk to you?” she asked tightly. The mechanic cocked her head back toward the hallway that led out of the cargo hold.  
 
    I glanced at Neka to make sure she was alright while I stepped out, but the cat-girl was busy playing with the remaining drone. The miniature robot had a small laser pointer coming out of somewhere, and my assistant stalked and pounced again and again across the cargo hold, her tail an orange flicker of movement.  
 
    The other two drones still tended to our ‘guests,’ and I thought it looked like Omni could hold down the fort for five minutes.  
 
    I turned back to Akela and nodded. “Sure. After you.” 
 
    The silver-haired woman spun on her heel and stomped out of the cargo hold, her spine stiff. I followed after her cautiously. Something told me she wasn’t exactly happy.  
 
    The moment I was standing in the small exterior hallway and the door slid shut behind me, Akela spun around to face me and threw up her hands.  
 
    “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she exclaimed. Her amethyst eyes were sharp as glass.  
 
    I blinked at her, slightly confused. “Why are you upset?” I asked. “I thought saving your home would be cause for celebration or at least a smile.” 
 
    I meant that last bit as a joke, but the mechanic only scowled at me.  
 
    “This isn’t funny. I …” She exhaled sharply through her nose and closed her eyes. She took a moment to compose herself and then scrubbed at the shorn side of her head.  
 
    “Listen,” she started again as she opened her eyes. “I’m willing to believe you are who you say you are, that you’re this brilliant ex-broker and that you’re gonna do your best to screw T-N over and go steal or liberate this far away planet called Proxima whatever. Fine. Sure. You were good for the money upfront, I have no reason to believe you won’t be good for the rest of it.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. “I sense a but coming on.” 
 
    Akela narrowed her eyes at me. “But,” she echoed, “this is my home, and I don’t want you fucking it up more than it already is. I don’t know what you’re planning, but it won’t work. We’ve tried to fix the docks before, and every time, someone dies.” 
 
    “That’s why Omni is going to do the brunt of the manual labor,” I explained with a reassuring smile. “If we can get enough repair drones working, he can take care of most of the repairs remotely, but that’s why I need to talk to Rosek. We need his money to fund the repairs.” 
 
    The silver-haired mechanic barked a laugh. It was dry and without humor. “You’d sooner strike a new Odrine well on Oevis than get Thaddeus Rosek to part with a single credit of his,” Akela sneered, her beautiful face twisted in contempt. “He’s a greedy pig.” 
 
    I felt a grin split my face. “I’m counting on that,” I told the mechanic. “Look, you said you’re willing to believe I’m the broker I say I am, right? Then watch me work. Just trust me for a little while, and I’ll prove your faith is not misguided.” 
 
    When Akela just continued to frown, I gave her my best cajoling smile and added, “If everything goes according to plan, you could end up with double what I first promised you.” 
 
    I could tell the mechanic wanted to continue arguing, but I also saw the wheels turn behind her eyes as she did the math. At last, she subsided.  
 
    “Fine,” she muttered as she crossed her arms and averted her gaze. “Let’s see what you got then, broker.” 
 
    I bowed to her with mock ceremony. “Your wish is my command, milady,” I drawled as I swept my arm toward the cargo hold door.  
 
    Akela rolled her eyes, her mouth pursed, and marched back through the door. I took a deep breath, straightened my coat, and followed on her heels.  
 
    Isaias and his crew were mostly patched up by the time Akela and I returned, though the handful of roughed up young males kept casting side-long glances at the mini-drones on the other side of the room. Neka sat perched on a box of supplies and looked bored as she swung her legs back and forth. When she saw us, however, the cat-girl perked up and her ears followed suit as she hopped off the boxes and came bounding over.  
 
    “What’s the plan, CT?” my assistant mrowled, her big yellow eyes bright and her tail bushy.  
 
    I grinned at her and reached out to scratch behind her ears. “Let’s go make another withdrawal, huh?” I said to Neka with a wink. The cat-girl giggled and nodded, down for whatever plan I had concocted. She had been with me long enough that she knew to trust me, within reason at least. I still made stupid decisions from time to time. I was only a human, after all.  
 
    After I corralled everyone to the loading ramp, with Isaias leading the way, I paused and turned to one of the mini-drones.  
 
    “Hey, O,” I addressed the AI. “I have a small assignment for you.” 
 
    “You mean besides protecting the ship from thieves and also putting away all the supplies?” Omni sassed back.  
 
    I rolled my eyes. “It’s a small thing. I just need a little information. Think you could find it and relay it to me?” 
 
    The drone stared at me. Without a head or eyes, it was a little disconcerting. 
 
    “Perhaps if you put your old flight suit on,” the AI said after a moment. “I haven’t had time to figure out how to integrate your communication array into your new items of clothing. Without it, I won’t be able to give you any information in real time.” 
 
    Suddenly, Akela appeared at my shoulder, Neka trailing behind her.  
 
    “What’s the hold-up?” the silver-haired woman asked as she looked between me and the drone. Behind her, I could see Isaias and his crew waiting at the bottom of the ramp. 
 
    After Omni had explained our dilemma to the mechanic, in very, very technical detail that I didn’t quite follow, Akela cocked her head to the side, her lilac eyes contemplative.  
 
    “Can you show me one of the old suits?” she asked at length, her eyes still far away in thought.  
 
    I turned to my assistant, but Neka was already bounding across the cargo hold to where she or Omni assumedly disposed of our old T-N suits. A moment later, the cat-girl returned, a wad of red and blue material balled up in her hand.  
 
    “Thank you,” the mechanic said to the cat-girl. “Give me a few minutes to look at this.” She turned away to spread the flight suit over the nearest stack of boxes, her right hand digging in the pocket of her cargo pants in search of a tool. She hunched over the material for about five minutes, her hands working, and surprisingly the smell of solder filled the air. I couldn’t see what she was doing at all, and when Neka turned to me with her eyebrows raised, I just shrugged my shoulders.  
 
    Finally, the mechanic turned around to face us with something cupped in her hands. “Turn around,” she instructed me. I did so and then I felt the warm brush of her fingers along the nape of my neck as she worked the comms into my new suit. An instant later and she stepped away.  
 
    “Okay,” Akela said as she stood back and placed her hands on her hips. Somehow, she already had a small smear of grease on her left cheek. She looked down at the drone beside her. “Try that out.” 
 
    There was a familiar burst of static in my ear and then Omni intoned, “I really, really, really like her.”  
 
    I burst out laughing and gave the mechanic a thumbs up. “Crystal clear,” I told her.  
 
    Akela grinned in pride and turned to Neka. “I’ll fix yours up when we get back.” 
 
    The cat-girl smiled, her eyes crinkling with happiness, and she bounced on her toes as her tail lashed back and forth.  
 
    I smiled at the two women getting along and then turned back to Omni. “Okay, O, now for that assignment.” 
 
    I gave the AI my instructions, and a few minutes later we headed down the ramp to join Isaias and his crew. It seemed Rosek’s son wasn’t in a very talkative mood after having his ass kicked and then being made to wait, so he just jerked his head over his shoulder and set off across the station floor. We all fell into line behind him, his crew, then Akela, followed by Neka, and I brought up the rear. Neka seemed to be chattering the mechanic’s ear off as they walked. Well, the cat-girl more like bounced along, but the silver-haired woman seemed to be humoring her enthusiasm.  
 
    I felt like we had made the right decision in adding Akela to our crew with each passing moment. Hell, in just the first hour of her employment she had already proven herself more than useful. I could have probably transferred the comms system to my new suit on my own, but it definitely wouldn’t have taken me five minutes and there would have probably been more cursing and injuries involved.  
 
    As we made our way across Theron, I looked around at the station with fresh eyes. When I had last been here nearly a decade ago, it had already been a crumbling cesspool. The broker that mentored me had taken us straight up to the casinos, so we hadn’t seen much else of the station, but it was apparent in the casinos’ shoddy repair and aged decorations that the whole place was meant to evoke sentiments about Earth’s ancient gambling capital, Las Vegas. Never mind that not many people on Theron even knew much of Earth history. I guess it was the thought that counted.  
 
    What might have been antiquated charm ten years ago had quickly become ruin and decay. The people of Theron did their best to hide it, did their best to keep on living the meager lives they had been allotted, but it showed. The walls and floors were patched with panels of different colored metals, and bolts were missing at nearly every seam. Lights flickered on the lower floors, and most of the people wore threadbare garments, and the skin under their eyes was dyed purple from lack of sleep or overexertion or probably both.  
 
    These people had been suffering for a long time, all because of Terra-Nebula’s greed. I vowed that I would do something to help them, even if it meant shaking hands with a lesser devil.  
 
    The elevator ride to the peak of Theron was a lot quicker than I expected. As we ascended, the crowd that entered the elevator platform with us slowly thinned with each floor we passed. By the time we made it to the top, our group and a few haggard-looking, red-eyed stragglers, probably looking for a gambling or drug fix, were the only ones left. As the platform slowed to its final stop, Isaias finally turned to me and spoke for the first time since we left the Lacuna Noctis.  
 
    “Listen, corpseman,” he started.  
 
    “Colby,” I corrected him. “My name’s Colby Tower. CT if you want.” 
 
    The young punk rolled his eyes. “Whatever, man. Just let me do the talkin’ here, alright? Dad’s usually not one to entertain strangers, especially Corporate ones. And this deal you was talkin’ about better be legit, or it’s gonna be both our asses.” 
 
    “You do remember the part where I said I wasn’t Corporate anymore, right?” I asked him rhetorically as I ignored that last statement. “That’s kind of an important bit of information.” 
 
    The blue-eyed boy just leveled me with a flat stare and turned to face the opening doors.  
 
    Like the rest of the station, the casinos had seen better centuries. As we exited the elevator, a large lobby led to even larger double doors straight ahead of us. It looked like the doors had perhaps originally been gilded with gold, but the color had long faded to dingy brass and dusky, Odrine gray. There was a long reception desk manned by a blonde hostess in a bright red, if dated, dress. Besides her, the two burly bouncers at the door where the only people in the lobby.  
 
    As I watched, Isaias stood up a little straighter and strode across the lobby floor, his chin tilted up in defiant confidence. His cronies followed a little more reluctantly, and they glanced around like they knew they were about to get in trouble for being here. Not for the first time, I wondered what Isaias had done to piss off his father.  
 
    The bored-looking hostess glanced up as we drew closer to her desk, and then she did a drastic double take when she realized just who was walking across the floor toward her. She gaped and floundered at the sight of us, her bright red mouth opening and closing like a gasping fish.  
 
    “Tell my father I’m here to see him,” Isaias demanded before the poor woman could even stutter out a full word. “Tell him I’ve brought him an opportunity he’d be stupid to pass up.” 
 
    I winced slightly at the boy’s choice of words. It seemed like diplomacy wasn’t his strong suit. Go figure.  
 
    The hostess could only nod her head silently, a look of pure fear on her face. She tapped on her ear and relayed Isaias’s message, albeit a little more politely. There were a few minutes of delay, presumably as someone found Rosek and told him his wayward son was at the gates acting cocky. For half a moment, I worried the gangster would refuse to see us, but soon enough the hostess received her answer and gestured us to the casino doors. Isaias didn’t say a word as he spun around and marched toward the two bouncers, who now held the doors open for us. Rosek’s son met their eyes defiantly and walked past them almost as if he dared them to try to stop him. No one said a word, however, and we walked into the casino without any trouble.  
 
    Even first thing in the morning, the casinos were pretty packed with people hunched over card tables or slot machines as they flushed their meager hard-earned credits down the drain. I watched as one elderly man with almost no teeth fed credit after credit into one of the machines, his mouth slightly agape, his face washed-out by a pale blue from the light reflected off the screen he tapped at.  
 
    Neka looked around with wide, fascinated eyes as she took in the bright lights, colors, and sounds. Akela, too, looked interested, though not as enthralled as my assistant. My guess is the mechanic had never been up this high in the station before, even though she’d lived here her whole life. She probably looked around at all the decadence and debauchery and, having seen it for herself, hated Rosek just a little bit more. 
 
    As we passed one table, a patron seemed to win big, if the rowdy cheers were any indication. The drunkard shouted his success, and stupidly how much he’d just won. I saw dozens of eyes dart over to the idiot and size him up, most likely planning to jump him the moment he stepped foot outside the casino doors. Akela looked disgusted with the display, though I wasn’t sure if it was the amount of money he’d just won or his inebriated display that twisted her face.  
 
    Isaias knew where he was going and cut across the casino floor like a fish through water. No one stopped him, but I noticed security guards around the perimeter track him every step of the way, relaying his progress to each other through their earwigs. I counted more than a dozen of the muscular men in black suits with what looked like laser pistols bulging under their jackets at the hip. I just really hoped the punk that led us didn’t start any fights and that his father could look past whatever tension there was between them to appreciate the lucrative deal I was hand delivering to his door.  
 
    At the back of the casino we came to a heavy metal door, like something from a vault. Another set of two men stood post on either side, and they glared with open contempt at Isaias. The boy didn’t even bat an eye.  
 
    “Open the door, shit heads,” he sneered.  
 
    The guard on the right bared his teeth in a silent snarl, but the one on the left clicked his tongue in reproach.  
 
    “Don’t bother,” the one who had clicked his tongue scoffed. “The idiot’s digging his own grave.” He leaned over and stuck his hand on a palm scanner and dipped his head to look into a retina one. A moment later, I heard the locking mechanism unlatch, and the door swung open. Isaias marched through, but the guard held up his hand at the boy’s crew. 
 
    “Only you,” he grunted at Rosek’s son.  
 
    Isaias opened his mouth to argue, but I caught his eye and gave him a look I hoped would deter him from starting an unnecessary fight. For a moment, I feared he’d ignore me, but at last, he snapped his mouth closed with a scowl and jerked his head at his cronies.  
 
    “Take a break. Have a few drinks, play a game. On the house, of course,” he added. He stared at the guard as he said this, daring to be challenged. I saw a muscle in the guard’s mouth twitch, and the one who had snarled earlier looked like he was a moment away from throttling Isaias himself. But neither of them said a word. 
 
    When Isaias’s crew scattered, the guard turned to me with a frown.  
 
    “And who are you?” he asked me directly. I could see him try to place me, could see him try to remember if he’d ever seen my face. I gave my most persuasive smile.  
 
    “Name’s Tower. I have a business proposition for Mr. Rosek that I think he’s going to be incredibly interested to hear. Isaias here,” I continued as I nodded at the boy, “said he could get me an audience with his father.” 
 
    “Oh he did, did he?” the guard snorted and looked me up and down as he sized me up. He then glanced at Neka and Akela, who had drawn behind me as we had approached this door. His eyes slid appreciatively over the two women, and I felt something boil in my blood at the hungry look on his face.  
 
    “And these two beauties?” he asked. I swore he almost licked his lips.  
 
    “My crew,” I answered curtly, the amicable smile wiped clean off my face. “Now, is Mr. Rosek available or not?” 
 
    Both guards scowled at my change in tone, but neither of them had the outright authority to disregard me and turn me away. If I did have business for Rosek, it wasn’t in their job description to know or have opinions about it.  
 
    They knew this, and that’s why they stepped aside without another word and let us pass, after a cursory pat down of course. As I stepped over the threshold, one of the guards whispered, “dead men walking,” but the door clanged shut behind us a moment later, and we were alone in a short, darkened hallway that led to a door about thirty meters ahead of us.  
 
    “Talk about a fuckin’ welcome wagon,” Akela muttered behind my right shoulder. Neka hummed worriedly in agreement, and I felt her tail wrap loosely around my left wrist.  
 
    “Yeah, well Pops and I didn’t exactly part on the best of terms,” Isaias grunted. I could just barely make out the color of his eyes in the gloom, and they looked like twin blue flames.  
 
    “What did you do?” I questioned. What could have caused such animosity? 
 
    Akela snorted in the darkness. “He stole a lot of daddy’s money from what I heard.” 
 
    Ah. That would do it.  
 
    “What could you possibly have needed more money for?” I asked incredulously. “You couldn’t have been wanting for much, living up here.” 
 
    Isaias didn’t respond for a moment, and in the darkness, I couldn’t read his expression. “Hookers, mostly,” he said at length. “Some drugs, imported hooch, you know. The necessities.”  
 
    That sounded like the flippant answer I’d expect from an entitled gangster’s son, but … something in his voice gave me pause. He was lying, or at least not telling me the whole truth. There was more to the story there.  
 
    But I wasn’t a therapist, I was a broker, and I had a job to do.  
 
    “Rosek isn’t going to open fire on us the minute we walk through that door, is he?” I directed at Isaias.  
 
    The boy laughed, a hollow, dry sound. “Nah, not his style. He’s the one to get ya when you least expect it.” 
 
    “Terrific,” I muttered.  
 
    As we walked down the hallway, we passed a series of doors, all shut and locked and bolted since, I assumed, this is where Rosek kept most of the casino’s money. I thought once we got through the door, Isaias would lose some momentum as he drew closer to his father, but it seemed like the opposite was true. The boy walked at a fast clip and his heels struck sharply at the metal floor. My legs were longer, so I had no problem matching his pace, but Neka and Akela nearly had to jog to keep up.  
 
    In no time, we had reached the door at the end of the hall, and before I could even say anything, Isaias shoved it open and burst inside. I had no choice but to follow suit and prayed the kid wouldn’t ruin this deal for me before I could even put it on the table.  
 
    The room we entered was a lavish office, fit for the king of a small and lucrative empire. Lush carpets covered the cold metal floor, in threads of red and gold and silver. The walls were hung with artwork that I guessed was meant to look tasteful. There were some couches and other lounging areas for ‘entertaining’ around the edges of the room, all decorated in matching or complimenting colors. However, as I looked closer, I could see how everything was touched with decay, how the edges of the carpets were frayed, the paint of the artworks cracked and faded, the couches and cushions tearing along the seams. 
 
    Still, it was worlds and thousands upon thousands of credits removed from anything even remotely in the same vicinity as the poverty that covered the rest of the station.  
 
    And there, in the very center of the room, behind a very out of place and out of date, large, wooden desk, sat the uncrowned king of Theron himself: Thaddeus Rosek.  
 
    It seemed that in more ways than one, Isaias was a foil to his father. Where the boy was lanky and sharp-edged, Thaddeus was stocky and roughly finished. He had a square head to go with his square jaw and square body, and his eyes were shrewd, close-set, and dark brown in color. It looked like Isaias must have gotten his eyes from his mother … along with everything else.  
 
    For a moment, the room was dead silent as father and son stared at each other, neither one of them blinking. Hell, Isaias didn’t even seem to be breathing.  
 
    Finally, Rosek snorted and leaned back in his chair, and the tension in the air broke or at least lessened to the point where it was no longer suffocating. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” Rosek said, and there was definitely a mocking quality to his gravel-rough voice as he looked at his son. “That didn’t take very long, Isaias, did it?” 
 
    The boy scowled. “Do you see me beggin’?” he snapped.  
 
    Rosek raised an eyebrow and spread his arms out. “You’re here, ain’t ya?” he countered, and then his eyes went to me at last. “And it looks like you’ve brought friends.”  
 
    I hated this man already. I hated him on sight, from the oily sheen to his skin, to the glimmer of gold in his teeth. I hated him on principle, but hate had nothing to do with the job, so I pushed it away and stepped forward.  
 
    “Colby Tower,” I said as I stuck out my hand to the gangster. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    Rosek narrowed his eyes at me and crossed his arms as he leaned back in his chair. I let my hand fall back to my side.  
 
    “I don’t see nothin’ nice about it,” the gangster sniffed as he eyed me up and down.  
 
    “Well, that’s because you haven’t heard my offer yet,” I cajoled with my best broker’s smile, but Rosek just leveled me with the same flat stare his son had in the elevator. Maybe the two males were more alike than I thought.  
 
    Rosek considered me for a moment, but instead of asking about the offer, he said, “How did you and Isaias meet? I don’t believe I’ve seen you around these parts before, Mr. … Tower, was it?” 
 
    “I’m fairly new in town,” I shrugged vaguely. “And to be quite honest, I met your son while he was trying to commandeer my ship.” 
 
    That seemed to pique the gangster’s interest. “Oh?” he questioned. “And you didn’t shoot him on sight?” 
 
    He seemed almost … disappointed that I hadn’t. Guess he wasn’t gunning for any father of the year awards.  
 
    I laughed off the comment and gave another shrug as if to say what’re you going to do. “I thought about it,” I said, “but then I considered that perhaps Lady Luck was knocking on my door.” 
 
    “And how’s that?” Rosek questioned, his face unreadable.  
 
    “How else was I going to get an audience with the most powerful man on Theron?” I replied with another shrug. “But, all the sudden, there’s your son in the middle of my cargo hold and wouldn’t you know it, I had a proposition for you.” 
 
    I could see a muscle in Rosek’s temple flutter, probably from doing his absolute best to pretend like Isaias wasn’t trying to bore a hole through the side of his head with his eyes. I could tell the gangster just wanted to get rid of me, but I had made him just the slightest bit curious arriving with his son, bold as brass.  
 
    “Go on,” the gangster finally said at length, “but be quick about it. You have five minutes, and then I have other matters I need to attend to.” His eyes cut back to Isaias and there was thinly veiled fury there. I could tell I was barely even registering to the gangster, but at least he didn’t refuse me right out of the gate. I would have liked longer than five minutes, but I’d made do with worse.  
 
    I’d have to work a little to gain his undivided attention.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said sincerely and then cleared my throat, widened my stance, and folded my arms behind me against the small of my back. I relaxed my shoulders and took a deep breath. This was the fun part. This is what I was good at.  
 
    “I’ll get right to it,” I said and looked Rosek square in the eye. “I’d like you to invest about three hundred thousand U-credits into fixing the broken docks you have here on Theron. Right now. And don’t try to lie, we both know you have the means for it.” 
 
    There were a few deafening beats of silence, and I couldn’t see the faces of my crew, but I could feel them gaping at my back, probably a mirror image of Isaias’s face right beside me.  
 
    Rosek, to his credit, was able to control his expression. He just stared at me flat-eyed, his mouth a tight, pursed line as he looked me up and down.  
 
    “And why,” he drawled, a hint of incredulity at the edge of his words, “the hell would I do that?” 
 
    I couldn’t help the shit-eating grin that tugged at the corners of my mouth. “Because you’re a philanthropist at heart and want nothing more than to help the people of this station,” I offered. It was a joke, I knew Rosek didn’t have a compassionate bone in his body, but it seemed he also lacked a humorous one.  
 
    “If you continue to waste my time, Mr. Tower ...” he threatened, but I held up a finger to stop him.  
 
    “Just bear with me a moment, please,” I asked of him. The gangster frowned sharply but waved his hand impatiently for me to continue.  
 
    “Alright,” I started, just warming up now. “To put it simply, Theron has become an abandoned cesspool in the middle of nowhere ever since Oevis dried up. No offense to your home, of course,” I added.  
 
    “None taken. Are you gettin’ to a point any time soon?” Rosek grunted.  
 
    “Yes, yes, just a moment more. So we both agree that Theron is a shitty port in the endless storm of space. You’ve done alright for yourself here,” I said, emphasizing ‘alright’ as I gestured to the worn carpets and cracked paint, “but you could do so much better.” 
 
    “How?” Rosek fired back. That was definitely interest in his small, beady eyes. I almost had him. Just had to sweeten the pot a little.  
 
    “By fixing the docks, like I suggested. With the docks repaired, Theron could handle heavier traffic again, like it did before the Odrine ran dry. And where would this extra traffic be coming from, you say? Well, I’m glad you asked. Do you mind if I send something to your screen?” I questioned, rapid-fire to throw him off his game, as I gestured to the huge monitor that hung on the wall on my left-hand side.  
 
    Rosek narrowed his eyes but gave a short, clipped nod of his head. I reached behind me and tapped at the comms that Akela had just installed to eject the small memory drive there. Most of the system ran wirelessly, but there was an external hard drive for memory storage purposes.  
 
    I walked up to Rosek’s desk and handed him the small drive. He took it with suspicion in his eyes but plugged it into his display nonetheless.  
 
    Instantly, the files that I had tasked Omni to send me while we walked here from the ship popped up on his screen. There were some reports, too jargon-filled to be of any use here, but I pointed to a summary sheet that had most of the important information compiled in one place.  
 
    “Here are some reports pulled from Terra-Nebula’s mainframe of the initial findings on Oevis,” I said as I pulled up the file.  
 
    Rosek’s brow furrowed as he scanned the monitor. “How did you get this information?” he questioned, suspicion still lacing his words.  
 
    “I managed to procure a T-N licensed AI during my time working as a cog in the Corporate machine,” I explained. “That was before I decided to go … freelance, let’s say. Anyway, the AI allowed me to easily access this station’s mainframe, as T-N doesn’t usually think to guard against itself.”  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Isaias raise an eyebrow, but I ignored him. I was an expert at weaving together fact with fiction, and typically the combination worked better than either one did apart. 
 
    “Clever,” Rosek muttered, and then he tore his eyes away from the monitor to meet mine. “But what does this all even mean?” he asked with a vague wave at the screen. “How can a dead and dry planet bring in more traffic? You can’t squeeze water from a stone. And I’m gettin’ impatient.” 
 
    I held up a finger with a grin and got to the crux of my plan. “But that’s just it. Oevis isn’t dry. Well, perhaps dry of Odrine, unless there exist some deeply buried reserves. However, I’m talking about Dynatine.” 
 
    “Di-na-what-now?” Rosek questioned.  
 
    “Dynatine. It’s a metallic ore that’s similar to Odrine in composition but slightly harder to process or refine, and the end product isn’t as sturdy as its Odrine counterpart. However, the ore is still plenty valuable,” I explained.  
 
    When I had tasked Omni to find this information, I knew there had to be something valuable on Oevis that T-N had overlooked. I didn’t think I would have been this lucky, however. Lady Luck indeed. 
 
    The gangster narrowed his beady eyes at me and leaned back in his chair. “Are ya tryin’ to cheat me here, Mr. Tower?” he accused. That suspicion was quickly turning to outright anger in his eyes. “Because despite what my son might say about me, I’m not stupid. If there was anything valuable on Oevis, why would T-N just leave it there?” 
 
    “Because they’re lazy, arrogant, and greedy,” I said, every word of that true. “Terra-Nebula, like all the other mega Corporations, saw the higher cost of production versus the lower price of profit and decided it was beneath them. However, that doesn’t mean nobody finds it valuable.” 
 
    Rosek snorted out a dry laugh that sounded like his son’s. “Ah. Seems like you’re finally winding up to a point.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, I am,” I affirmed. “As I was saying, even if T-N didn’t see the value in harvesting and refining the Dynatine, I know and have connections with plenty of smaller Corporations that would still be interested in mining the ore. Now, this is where you come in again. If you will invest the money to fix the docks, I can convince a few of these lesser Corporations to come in and mine on Oevis once again. And all those extra miners will, of course, need a place to come blow off steam, and what better place can the Palioxis System offer than your fine establishment here on Theron?” I finished grandly.  
 
    Rosek leaned forward in his chair and planted his elbows onto his desktop. He interlaced his fingers and glanced at the information on his screen again. He was obviously considering my offer but didn’t look to be quite sold. I decided to throw in my last two points as the cherries on top.  
 
    “Oh, I forgot to mention, I’ve already hired the best mechanic on the station,” I declared as I motioned to Akela behind me. The silver-haired woman froze as Rosek’s eyes slid to her, but I pressed on to bring his attention back to me. “And coupled with my AI, I believe the two of them can repair the majority of the damaged docks by scrapping the unsalvageable ones for parts. This way, material costs are drastically reduced. Additionally, if we can get the numbers, my AI can manage a fleet of drones to do the brunt of the repairs so that actual people don’t get hurt if something goes wrong, and so that you don’t have to pay a dozen or so more mechanics. Another reduction in price. 
 
    “And, on top of all this revenue from the miners,” I continued, “since Theron is still ‘technically’ a Terra-Nebula station, and Oevis too by extension, they still own the rights over both. However, I know, and you know, that T-N hasn’t thought of this outpost in decades. I doubt this station even receives transmissions from them. The ‘government’ of Theron might be Corporate in name, but I know most of the officials answer to you now, am I correct?” 
 
    Rosek considered me with his beady eyes. “You’re not wrong,” he replied with a shrug. “We’ve had to fend for ourselves out here. Somebody had to step up and become a leader.” 
 
    He sounded so falsely modest, like he was the hero of Theron instead of its oppressor, that a part of me wanted to punch him in his fat, square nose. I refrained, if only barely.  
 
    “And you’ve done a fine job,” I lied through my teeth. “But the important part here is that since Terra-Nebula’s name is still signed on the dotted line of Oevis’s contract, they still own the planet. Which means that the lesser Corporations that I will convince to mine here will have to pay a fee for the rights to work on and under the planet’s surface. That’s just additional money coming straight back to the station.” 
 
    I could practically see the credits piling up behind Rosek’s eyes, and I couldn’t help but add, “In terms of cost versus benefit, your investment will seem almost negligible in comparison to the number of credits that will soon flood this casino.”  
 
    Finally, Rosek held up a hand. “Okay, I’ve heard enough,” he said. His voice gave nothing away, but I was an expert at reading microexpressions for one thing, and for another, I knew how greedy bastards like Rosek operated. There was no way he could pass up an opportunity like this.  
 
    But he had to save face. He couldn’t seem too eager, which is why he leaned back in his chair again, folded his hands over his generous belly, and asked, “This all sounds like a mighty fine plan. You’ve obviously done your research, and you’re one persuasive son of a bitch, I’ll give you that. But I can’t help wonderin’ what’s in this for you?” 
 
    I knew I couldn’t admit the true, deeper reason for my urge to save this station. I couldn’t tell this heartless gangster about my struggles on Proto and how I starved and clawed and fought for my right to survive and hated the thought of that happening right here, right now, right below my very feet. I couldn’t say any of that, so I spoke in a language Rosek would understand.  
 
    I gave my best approximation of a smarmy, greedy grin and shrugged nonchalantly. “Freelance work doesn’t come with the same benefits as Corporate slavery did. I’m running a little low on funds and supplies.” 
 
    “So, what, you want a percentage of the profits?” Rosek guessed.  
 
    I shook my head. “I was thinking more of a smaller, one-time lump sum payout for both me and my crew. Say one hundred thousand U-credits for labor, which would leave two hundred thousand left for materials for the repairs. Additionally, my mechanic here has familial ties to this station, and I would like to ensure they’re well taken care of.” 
 
    “Protection?” Rosek questioned, confused.  
 
    “No, more like … assurance. Fiscal security.” 
 
    Rosek narrowed his eyes. “Speak plainly, corpseman,” he grunted, annoyed. Oops. Too many big words.  
 
    “I mean that, if you agree to this arrangement, I’d make the stipulation that the mining fees paid to you by the lesser Corporations come straight back to the station. To its citizens. To continual upkeep of repairs. Instead of to your casinos,” I said firmly, an unwavering resolve in my voice.  
 
    “And who are you to tell me what to do with my money?” Rosek retorted, color slowly rising into his doughy cheeks. I’d struck a nerve, it seemed. Good. Didn’t want the gangster to think we were too buddy-buddy. I’d done my groveling. Now it was time for Rosek to see the other side of me.  
 
    “I think I’m the man with the connections, the AI, and the know-how to fix your station,” I replied coolly. “But if you’d like to continue to wallow in squalor, by all means …” I waved a hand dismissively, like I couldn’t care less either way.  
 
    And that’s what always got them in the end, the apathy. The thought that I had no vested interest in this contract either way and could withdraw it at a whim, ruining their lives.  
 
    I had given Rosek a glimpse of a bright and shiny, credit-rich future. No matter what it cost, he couldn’t go back to the way things were before. There was no way he could refuse me now. 
 
    “I’ll give you seventy-five thousand U-credits for the labor,” the gangster finally countered, once more trying to save face, but I could see the greedy glint in his eye, the saliva that was basically foaming at the corners of his mouth.  
 
    I had him.  
 
    “The full hundred thousand and you must meet my stipulation about the mining fees being used for station upkeep,” I returned adamantly. “Or I walk and find some other backwater hovel that’s in need of repair.” 
 
    Rosek scowled at me and seemed to be trying to come up with another counter, another argument, but I grinned at him saccharinely as I said, “Going once, going twice …” 
 
    “Fine,” Rosek snapped. “You’ll get your damn money, and I’ll agree to your condition. Happy?” 
 
    Not by a long shot. I knew this conniving weasel was lying through his teeth. He was either going to try to cheat me out of the money once the repairs were complete, or he’d try to finagle a way around my stipulation. Again, I knew how these greedy bastards worked, which also meant I knew Rosek wouldn’t try anything until the repairs were finished, and I had made my calls to the other Corporations. That gave me about a week or two to find a way to make Rosek go screw himself. Plenty of time.  
 
    I smiled at the gangster, a smile full of white teeth and dark promises Rosek was probably too stupid to recognize, and stuck out my hand. After a moment’s hesitation, Rosek stood and grasped it, his palm clammy and damp against mine.  
 
    I couldn’t wait to figure out how to knock this dick down a few pegs.  
 
    “We have an accord, Mr. Rosek,” I said smugly. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath to calm my nerves.  
 
    Be brave, I reminded myself. Have courage. I have faced more dangerous things than this … I think.  
 
    I winced, braced myself, and before I could chicken out, knocked on the doorframe of the cargo hold as I tentatively took my first few steps into a live minefield.  
 
    “So,” I said as I gently picked my way across the floor strewn with wires and circuits and the guts of hundreds upon hundreds of drones. “How goes it?” 
 
    Akela sat cross-legged in the center of the chaos, furiously hacking at something with a screwdriver? Hammer? I blanched as something gave with a metallic snap and the mechanic let out a dark peal of laughter. 
 
    I cleared my throat when I was a few meters away, but dared go no farther. The silver-haired woman snapped her head up, and I didn’t know what to flinch at first: the absolute inferno in her amethyst eyes or the matching dark purple half-moons under them.  
 
    “How goes it?” Akela echoed, her voice hoarse from exhaustion and possibly murderous intent. “How goes it!” Her voice steadily rose in volume and I tried to put my hands up to calm her down or backtrack or ward her off, but it was too late. I had awoken the beast.  
 
    The mechanic threw down her tool and whatever she had just mangled and struggled to her feet. More bolts and bits of metal tumbled out of her lap and fell out of the pockets of her overalls as she rose, and the sound was like bells chiming for my funeral. A moment later, the mechanic stood at her full height, which was still half a head shorter than me, and shoved a grease-stained and bandaged finger in my face.  
 
    “Do you know how many docking pads are on this station, Colby Tower?” she bit out.  
 
    I bit my tongue and considered my options. “A lot?” I finally hedged, even though I knew no answer would be the right one.  
 
    “Twenty-five! There are twenty-five docking pads,” she exclaimed. “And do you know how many docking ports for individual ships each pad contains?” 
 
    I paused, thinking it was maybe a rhetorical question, but the mechanic just stared up at me, pissed and impatient, until I guessed, “Ten?” 
 
    “Fifteen!” she shouted as she threw her hands above her head. “And when you signed us up for this whole shitfest, only five pads were working!” She shoved her hand back in my face, palm flat. “Count them, broker! Five! That means I’ve had to fix twenty pads! Three hundred individual ports! In two fucking weeks! Do you even understand how insane that is?” 
 
    She stood there panting, her silver hair streaked with grease and in wild disarray around her head. I darted a glance at her hands to make sure she had nothing sharp in them.  
 
    “Completely insane. Totally and utterly bonkers,” I agreed with a very empathetic nod.  
 
    But then, Akela grinned fiercely, and pride and a bit of madness gleamed in her eye. “But I did it,” she hissed. “Omni’s testing the pressure and seal of dock 7-C right now. That’s the last one.” Her eyes glazed over, and I truly feared that if the mechanic didn’t get some sleep soon, her mind would snap.  
 
    However, a question occurred to me, and before I could stop myself, I asked, “Wait, if the docks are just about completed, what are you doing in here?” I gestured at the piece of metal she had been working on when I walked in.  
 
    The mechanic blinked at me and then at the tools at her feet. She then glanced around the whole room, but I didn’t know if the chaos and bedlam even registered with her.  
 
    “The drones,” she mumbled, her eyes hazy. “The drones need repair. The drones always need repair.” She swept her arm out in a wide arc, as if gesturing to someone, but we were alone in the cargo hold.  
 
    “Okay, yep,” I decided as I gently reached out and grasped Akela by the elbow. “It’s time for you to go to sleep.” 
 
    As I gently began to tug at her, the mechanic seemed to snap out of her haze. “What?” she muttered as her eyes started to clear. “Wait, no.” She tried to wrench her arm out of my grasp, but the attempt was drowsy and weak. “No, I have to … Omni’s almost …” 
 
    “Finished, you said. He can handle the final checks. And if some of the drones break, the others can fix them,” I told her firmly.  
 
    After we had left Rosek’s two weeks ago, Akela and Omni had set out on a station-wide search for any and every available drone that could be adapted to work on the repairs. They ended up finding and cobbling together a little over a hundred robots in the first half of the first week, all of various shapes, sizes, and skills. From there, my mechanic and AI had constructed a repair plan that basically boiled down to Omni simultaneously running all the drones while Akela gave him instructions if he ran into any mechanical problems.  
 
    Unfortunately, mechanical problems seemed to crop up every hour, because while the drone workforce was numerous and run by the best AI around, most of the robots themselves were not made to withstand the strain of working in space or simply lacked the finer agility and dexterity. They had looked incredible when I took the Lacuna Noctis on a quick trip around Theron last week to check the progress from the outside. The hundreds of little drones looked like glimmering silver worker ants swarming along the hull of the station. However, Akela had constantly been in the cargo hold to repair the broken drones, usually refusing Omni’s help in the shape of other drones because she didn’t want to pull any from working on the station repairs. Her fingers were bandaged and singed, but every time I had offered my own assistance, she had kicked me out of the room. 
 
    “But,” Akela continued to try to argue. She pushed weakly at me and tried to dig in her heels, but when I tugged on her gently again, she teetered off balance and collapsed against my chest. My arms went around her automatically, and I could feel her pressed against the entire length of my body, her head tucked under my chin. The mechanic sighed, and I felt some of the tension leave her body. 
 
    “You were saying?” I chuckled.  
 
    The silver-haired woman grumbled against my neck. “Maybe I’ll just take a twenty-minute cat nap. Heh heh. Cat nap. Does Neka take cat-cat naps?” she laughed to herself drowsily. Her breath tickled my Adam’s apple, and goose bumps rose along my arms.  
 
    I swallowed tightly and stooped down to sweep Akela up into my arms. She didn’t even fight me this time, only reached up to wrap her arms around my neck and lay her head against my shoulders. The mechanic must have been seconds away from passing out.  
 
    “Come on,” I whispered to the already dosing woman. “Let’s get you into bed.” 
 
    Akela only muttered something unintelligible and settled more firmly against my chest. I couldn’t suppress a soft smile over how adorable she looked right now, even exhausted and covered in grease. The mechanic really was a triple threat. Beautiful, intelligent, and with a work ethic that could kick anyone’s ass.  
 
    She had really pulled off the impossible these last few weeks. I felt incredibly grateful that we had met, which wouldn’t have been possible if I hadn’t stashed money here on the station ten years ago. It also wouldn’t have been possible if I was never terminated. Luck seemed to be a double-edged notion.  
 
    Still ruminating on that thought, I made my way out of the cargo hold with the sleeping mechanic, careful not to trip and fall over anything. However, when I made it to the main hallway of the ship, Neka came bounding around the corner, her eyes bright and her mouth already open.  
 
    “CT!” she cried, before she noticed Akela asleep in my arms. When the cat-girl finally saw the mechanic, she skidded to a stop and slapped her hands over her mouth, but it was too late. The silver-haired woman stirred and blinked up at me sleepily. When she registered my face so close to hers, she snapped awake and looked around. Color rose in her cheeks when she saw Neka. 
 
    “I can walk on my own, thanks,” Akela muttered as she pushed away from my chest and wiggled down to stand on her own two feet. I had half a thought about how I missed her pressed against me, but I banished it as I turned to my assistant.  
 
    “What’s up, Neka?” 
 
    The cat-girl blinked in confusion but then remembered what she had been running to tell me. “Oh! Omni told me to come tell you that a Harlan Cayne is on a line in the bridge for you.” 
 
    I felt my eyebrow twitch. “And why couldn’t O tell me himself? How long has Harlan been waiting?” 
 
    There was a burst of static over the ship’s intercom and then the AI replied, “Because I’m busy, Colby. You try running a hundred drones at once while running diagnostic checks. And Cayne has been waiting less than five minutes. He made you wait over a week for a response. I think he’ll be fine.”  
 
    He wasn’t wrong. With a sigh, I turned to Akela and waved a finger in her face like she’d done to me. “Bed. Now,” I commanded. The mechanic narrowed her eyes at me, but I was already turning to Neka.  
 
    “Make sure she gets there,” I instructed my assistant. “And actually sleeps,” I emphasized.  
 
    Neka nodded seriously and gave me a salute before she walked over to Akela’s side. “Would you like some help?” she asked sweetly. The mechanic looked like she wanted to refuse, but a jaw-cracking yawn almost knocked her off her feet. Neka took it upon herself to wrap her slim arm around Akela’s waist and pull the silver-haired woman’s arm over her shoulder, which was comical seeing as the mechanic was half a head taller than the cat-girl. Akela didn’t protest, however, and just muttered her thanks.  
 
    As the two women set off at a shuffle down the hall, I couldn’t help but call out after them, “Why does Neka get all the thanks, and I just get glared and snapped at? I’m hurt, Loric! Truly.”  
 
    Without pausing or turning, Akela flipped me the bird over her shoulder right before the pair disappeared around the next corner. I grinned after them for a moment, before I turned in the direction of the bridge and went to take Harlan’s call.  
 
    While Omni and Akela had been busy with the repairs last week, I had spent my time reaching out to old connections. I had a handful of prospects that I thought would jump at the opportunity to mine Oevis dry once again, but in the end only two of the lesser Corporations agreed to my proposition: Warpstellar Mining and Light-year Construction. There had been one Corporation, Midnight Metals, that hadn’t answered my first three calls, so I left the operations manager, Harlan Cayne, a message. It seemed like he had needed time to mull over my proposal.  
 
    After I walked onto the bridge, I took a deep breath and plopped down in the captain’s chair. I fixed my hair in my reflection on the display in front of me, flashed myself a smile, and then typed in the command to bring Harlan up on the screen.  
 
    “Harlan,” I crowed as the man’s face appeared. “Long time no see. How are you?” 
 
    The operations manager of Midnight Metals was a hard man who had built his career mining in the bowels of asteroids and desert planets half a decade before I even stepped foot off Proto. His skin was dark and perpetually smudged with soot, and there were calluses on his cheekbones from the heat of smelting metals. His eyes were as gray as most of the metals he refined and twice as sharp.  
 
    “Tower,” he grunted as his piercing eyes assessed me. “Didn’t think I’d be hearing from you again. Heard you got the axe.” 
 
    “T-N and I did decide to part ways,” I said dismissively. “But you know I can’t be kept down for long. How are things over at Midnight?” 
 
    The hulking man shrugged. “Same old, same old. The big bastards are still trying to undercut us every step of the way, but we make enough to get by.” 
 
    The ‘big bastards’ he referred to were the mega Corporations like Terra-Nebula. With their greater number of signed contracts, and therefore resources and revenue, the mega Corps typically tended to outbid their smaller counterparts like Midnight Metals. However, I knew for a fact from my time at T-N that Harlan’s company was making more than enough to get by. If they kept expanding at the rate they’ve been going, they’ll probably be joining the big bastards sooner rather than later.  
 
    “That’s good to hear,” I replied, but then decided we needed to get down to business. Time was ticking by, and with each passing second Warpstellar Mining and Light-year Construction were that much closer to reaching Theron to sign their contracts.  
 
    “So,” I continued. “Listen, Harlan. I assume you got my message.” 
 
    Harlan sat back in his chair and scratched at his rough stubbled chin. “I did,” he said. “I thought you and T-N had ‘parted ways’ though. So why are you still brokering a deal for the shitheads?” 
 
    Working in the mines hadn’t taught Harlan much diplomacy.  
 
    “It’s a long and complicated story that I won’t bore you with just yet. I know how valuable your time is, Harlan,” I replied. I was laying it on a little thick but a little flattery never hurt.  
 
    “The long and the short of it,” I went on, “is that I needed some funds for a pet project of mine, and Theron Prime needed a little paint job. We came to an agreement.” 
 
    “And what’s that agreement got to do with me?” Harlan questioned as he raised a singed eyebrow. I always wondered if the man just ignored safety measures completely.  
 
    “Well, there’s no point in getting a new paint job if there’s no one around to admire it,” I said. “So I thought I’d make some calls and see if I couldn’t get a few old friends to come out and admire the new and improved Theron Prime.” 
 
    Harlan just stared at me blankly in response. He was silent for so long I thought maybe the connection had dropped.  
 
    “Hello?” I prompted.  
 
    “I can hear ya,” he grunted. “I’m just waiting for you to actually get to the whole point of this conversation because I know you ain’t calling me out to a backwater post to admire some goddamn new paint.” 
 
    I smiled to hide a wince. Harlan never was one to bother with the finesse of brokering. He just wanted the bottom line in as few words as possible. 
 
    “So perceptive, as always,” I chuckled awkwardly. “You’re right. The real reason is that I have a contract available I’d think you’d be interested in.” 
 
    Harlan scowled at me. “Tower, we both know the only planet in the Palioxis System is Oevis, and that rock’s been drained dry for over a century. What are you playing at?” 
 
    “Drained dry of Odrine,” I corrected him. “Heh. Say that five times fast.” 
 
    The miner looked vastly unimpressed, so I continued.  
 
    “You’re right. T-N did harvest all the Odrine off Oevis. But we both know,” I echoed him, “that T-N is a conglomerate of arrogant idiots, and I’ve recently discovered that they ignored huge reserves of a separate metallic ore in favor of a quicker profit.” 
 
    I paused for dramatic effect, looked Harlan square in the eye, and said just one word: “Dynatine.” 
 
    Unlike Rosek two weeks ago, Harlan knew exactly what I was talking about. I saw the glint of recognition, and eagerness, in his eyes.  
 
    “Dynatine, you say.” He rubbed at his chin again. “How much we talking?” 
 
    “Twice as much as the amount of Odrine T-N found,” I revealed. “They just couldn’t be bothered with the work.” 
 
    Harlan snorted. “Sounds ‘bout right. Well, you got my interest, Tower. Now what’s the catch?” 
 
    “What if I told you there wasn’t a catch?” 
 
    “Then I’d call you a liar,” the miner returned easily. “Come on, CT, we’ve both been in this game too long to bother with all the smoke and mirrors. Just give it to me straight.” 
 
    I spread my hands out in front of me so he could see them. “I am, Harlan, I swear. Look, the Dynatine is there on Oevis, just waiting to be mined and refined. The planet and Theron are still technically owned by T-N, but they don’t give a shit about either, which is how I’ve managed to get your license to work fee down to half of what T-N would normally charge. All you gotta do is pay that small fee and get to work. Of course, when your men need some shore leave, Theron would be happy to accommodate and provide them with an assortment of entertainment.” 
 
    “You mean hookers and casinos,” Harlan laughed, the sound rumbling out of his throat like an engine turning over.  
 
    I grinned and shrugged. “Whatever they like. So, what do you say?” 
 
    Harlan considered me for a moment through narrowed eyes. He scratched at his throat. “Who else did you wrangle into this deal?” he questioned. “Who’s my competition?”  
 
    “Warpsteller and Light-year,” I informed him.  
 
    “Ha!” Harlan clapped at his knee. “Those puny assholes are half the size of Midnight. They won’t even be able to pull in half my haul.” 
 
    “True,” I conceded. “But they did answer my call nearly two weeks ago. They’ll be here within a few days, and since Theron’s docks are all operational once again, it looks like they’ll be getting a head start.” 
 
    The mirth faded to intense determination on Harlan’s face. “We’ll see about that,” he muttered. He looked me square in the eye and gave me a sharp nod.  
 
    “Have my contract ready, Tower,” he said. “I’ll see you in a few days.” 
 
    And before I could even respond, the miner cut the transmission.  
 
    “Nice talking to you too, Harlan,” I grumbled. “Oh, and of course you’re welcome for bringing this incredibly lucrative deal to your attention. It was my pleasure.” 
 
    I sat back in my chair with a sigh and ran my fingers through my hair. After a moment, however, a grin split my face. I’d done it. I’d gotten the Corporations onboard, and Akela and Omni were nearly finished with the repairs. We were actually going to pull this harebrained scheme off.  
 
    “Do you always talk to yourself, corpseman?” 
 
    I stifled a yelp and spun around in the captain’s chair.  
 
    Isaias stood slouched in the doorway, his arms crossed over his chest, his shoulder propped against the doorjamb.  
 
    I opened my mouth to snap at him for scaring me, or Omni for not alerting me to the boy’s presence on the ship, but then I caught sight of Isaias’s face and the words died in my mouth.  
 
    His left eye was nearly swollen shut, the skin mottled various shades of black and blue. A barely healed-over scab split his bottom lip in two and the right side of his jaw looked red and tender to the touch. When I met his remaining eye, I noticed the capillaries had burst in the sclera, the red lines in stark contrast to the bright blue color of his iris.  
 
    “What the hell happened to you?” I exclaimed as I stood from my chair.  
 
    I hadn’t seen the boy since we’d left his father’s casino two weeks ago. I thought Rosek had just welcomed him back into the fold and Isaias was too busy celebrating his own return to heightened status to bother making an appearance.  
 
    That didn’t seem to be the case.  
 
    Isaias shrugged and tried to look nonchalant. “What, this?” he asked as he gestured to his bruised face. “This ain’t nothin’. Just Pops workin’ out his disappointments is all. Nothing to do with you, corpseman.” 
 
    I frowned at the boy. “I could,” I started but then trailed off. What could I do? I was a broker, not a cop. Rosek might have deigned to make a deal with me, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to take my criticism on how he should raise his son. As an orphan on Proto, I had always envied anyone that still had their parents. I always assumed their lives, intrinsically, were made better because of this fact. I have since learned that isn’t always the case.  
 
    Isaias smirked at me but then winced when the movement pulled at his split lip. “Thanks for the pity, corpseman, but you can shove it. I ain’t here for you to coddle me and put bandaids on my boo boos.” 
 
    “Then what are you here for?” I asked. “And can you quit it with the ‘corpseman’ crap? Just call me CT.” 
 
    I thought the boy rolled his eyes, but I couldn’t really tell with the swelling in the way. “Whatever, man. Look, I’m just here to tell you two things, alright? One, Pops knows the repairs are nearly complete, and he wants to talk to you again up in the casino.” 
 
    Huh. It seemed like Rosek had been keeping closer tabs on us than I had thought.  
 
    “And what’s the second thing?” I questioned.  
 
    Isaias straightened up from his slouch and, all at once, any joking or smirking faded from his face. He walked forward until we were only a few meters apart and then he looked me dead in the eye.  
 
    “Don’t go,” he said firmly, seriously, like he was imparting wisdom on life and death. “Don’t meet with him.” 
 
    I raised my brows in surprise. That was unexpected. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    Isaias huffed angrily and dragged his fingers through his hair. I heard him hiss at the movement and saw the bruise that stretched over his ribs like an oil spill when his shirt rode up. I also noticed that two fingers on his left hand were splinted and, by the discoloration, most likely broken.  
 
    “I don’t know any details,” he admitted as he winced in pain. “Pops ain’t exactly telling me his secrets right now. But I know he’s plannin’ somethin’. Somethin’ bad. He doesn’t want to give you that money, though, I know that for a fact.” 
 
    “I knew that from the get-go,” I told Isaias. “From the moment I met Rosek, I knew the greedy bastard wouldn’t want to part with a single credit unnecessarily, which is why I’ve already taken half my share without him knowing.” 
 
    Isaias looked confused for a moment, but then realization sparked in his visible blue eye. “The repair money,” he deduced. “You overestimated it on purpose because you knew Pops wouldn’t bother to check your math once he was salivatin’ over the offer.” 
 
    I grinned at the boy and tapped the side of my nose. “I knew he wouldn’t give me any money upfront, but I wasn’t about to do all that work just to get screwed. So, I did a little preemptive math. Or my AI did, at least.” 
 
    “Then you should just leave,” Isaias said firmly. “Just finish the repairs, take the money, and run.” 
 
    My grin slipped into a frown and I shook my head. “I can’t do that. I have to wait for the other Corporations to show up in order to facilitate the transaction, and they’re all still a few days out. Besides, I still have to make sure Rosek comes through on the mining fee stipulation I gave him.” 
 
    Isaias looked upset, almost … distraught. There was something akin to fear in his lone blue eye, and unease settled in my gut.  
 
    “You don’t know my father,” the boy muttered as he dropped his eyes to the ground. “You don’t know what he’s capable of.” 
 
    As he said that, my eyes were drawn to the bruised and broken skin that covered his body. The boy might have been a little shit head sometimes, but I couldn’t blame him now, not when I saw what he’s had to endure probably his whole life.  
 
    Taking more than a few punches on Proto had turned me into a right asshole, but, with time, and a second chance, I was able to grow out of it. Maybe Isaias just needed that second chance.  
 
    Anger swelled in me then, anger and righteous fury. Rosek really was a piece of shit, and I couldn’t wait to rub his nose in his own inferiority.  
 
    Without thinking, I reached out and gently laid my hand on Isaias’s thin and bony shoulder. The boy flinched, probably expecting another blow, but looked up to meet my eye.  
 
    When he met my gaze, I let some of that old CT slip out, the me that had scoured the alleys of Proto, itching for a fight, waiting to draw blood.  
 
    My smile felt familiarly sharp and serrated as I said to the boy, “No, Isaias. Rosek has no idea what I am capable of. And he should be very, very worried.” 
 
    I lifted my arm off his shoulder and gestured to the doorway. I considered asking Akela and Neka to join us, but the mechanic needed her sleep and I didn’t want to put my assistant in any potentially dangerous situation.  
 
    “Hey, O,” I called out. “Isaias and I are going up to see Rosek. Lock up the ship behind us, yeah?” 
 
    There was a moment’s delay before Omni replied, “Got it, Colby. But might I suggest a small pit-stop at the armory?”  
 
    It turned out the AI wasn’t too busy to eavesdrop on my conversations. I let it go this time. 
 
    “Read my mind, O,” I laughed darkly at the AI. I turned to Isaias and gave him that same sharp-edged smile.  
 
    “Come on,” I told him. “Let’s go pay dear old dad a visit.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “Just the man I wanted to see,” Rosek crowed as I walked into his office, trailed cautiously by Isaias, who I’d convinced to accompany me.  
 
    Rosek sat smugly behind his desk, his hands interlaced over his rotund belly. He looked like the epitome of the cat that had gotten the cream, from his oil-slick smile to the greedy glint in his beady little eyes. I had to force myself to smile at him in return.  
 
    “Well, here I am,” I said with a mockingly flourished bow. As I straightened up, I saw Rosek’s eyes dart past me to his son and a smirk flickered at the corner of his mouth, most likely at Isaias’s bloody and broken state. Bastard.  
 
    “Here you are,” Rosek echoed as he looked back to me. “The conquering hero. My men tell me you’ve finished the repairs. Congratulations.” 
 
    “Nearly finished,” I corrected him. “We still need some final tests and system checks to run.”  
 
    Rosek waved a hand dismissively. “That’s finished in my book. No need to be modest. We’ve done a great thing here. We’ve given Theron the second chance it deserves.” 
 
    My eyebrow twitched. We? I was one hundred percent positive this fat asshole hadn’t gotten out of that chair in the last two weeks, but he couldn’t let me have all the credit. That would be bad for his reputation.  
 
    My smile felt so brittle and fake I feared my face would crack in half. “I’m glad I could be of service,” I replied.  
 
    “And glad you could turn a profit of course,” Rosek responded as he winked at me knowingly. Like he knew exactly who I was and what I wanted. The bastard was in for a rude awakening.  
 
    “Of course,” I laughed to cover up the disgust and hatred that welled up in the back of my throat. “Speaking of,” I continued. “I just spoke to the operations manager of Midnight Metals. They’ve also agreed to the contract I’ve proposed. They make the third company to do so, after Warpstellar Mining and Light-year construction, but Midnight is twice the size of the other two.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Rosek said as he clapped his hands together. He was practically drooling. “When will they arrive?” 
 
    “Should be in the next few days,” I shrugged. “Midnight might take a little longer. They’re based in a closer star system than Warpstellar and Light-year, but the latter two answered my calls earlier.” 
 
    “So, they’ll all be here within the week,” Rosek concluded. “Do you have their paperwork drafted already?” 
 
    A warning bell began to go off in my head. The gangster was asking a few too many pointed questions. Isaias was right. He was planning something.  
 
    “Not quite yet,” I lied through my teeth. “But it shouldn’t be too hard. Just a standard contract. I’ve done them a thousand times before.” 
 
    I’d actually written up the contracts the day that Omni and Akela started repairs. They were just waiting for signatures at this point.  
 
    “I see,” Rosek said with a frown. He obviously hadn’t anticipated this answer, and I could see frustration rear its ugly head in the gangster’s close-set eyes. “Well, you still have time I guess.” 
 
    The way he said that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up, and I surreptitiously glanced around the room to make sure that, besides Isaias, we were the only ones in the room. We were, but that didn’t settle the unease that grew in my gut.  
 
    Oblivious to my suspicion, Rosek slapped a hand down on his desktop and laboriously pushed himself out of his chair. “I say this calls for a celebratory drink.” He waddled out from behind his desk and over to an ornate, wooden cabinet bar. As he opened the door, he glanced back at me over his shoulder.  
 
    “What’s your poison?” he asked with a grin. “Vodka, gin, whiskey? You look like a whiskey man to me.” 
 
    I smiled thinly. “Good observation. I do prefer whiskey, however—” 
 
    “Perfect,” Rosek cut me off as he straightened up. “I have a bottle of the finest whiskey in all the closest star systems.” He had a bottle of brown liquor in one hand and two highball glass tumblers in the other. He set everything on the top of the bar and then turned his back to me while he poured the drinks.  
 
    While he was preoccupied, I turned to look at Isaias behind me. The boy had hung back near the door when we entered, and he hadn’t moved much. Now he caught my eye, and there was urgency in his battered face. His eyes darted to his father and then back to me. Isaias shook his head and tried to mouth something, but I couldn’t catch it before Rosek finished pouring. I faced the gangster as he turned around and offered me a glass.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I wrapped my hand around the offered drink, “but as I was trying to say, I don’t like to drink before paperwork is signed. Just a preference. Almost a superstition if you will.”  
 
    “Oh, come on now,” Rosek cajoled as he leaned forward and clinked his glass against mine. There was a feverish look in his eye, different from the typical glint of greed. “One drink can’t hurt. Let’s make a toast, yeah? To your brilliant idea, and my deep pockets.” 
 
    He raised his glass with a too-wide grin that showed all of his crooked and yellowed teeth. I looked down at my glass and watched the whiskey ripple.  
 
     What’s your poison, Rosek had said. This stupid bastard wasn’t as sly as he thought he was.  
 
    My mind raced a million light years a second as I considered my options. In the end, I gave a tight-lipped smile and raised my glass in return. 
 
    “Thank you,” I repeated, “for the drink and the compliment. But I’m still going to have to decline. Nothing personal.” 
 
    I leaned over and set my glass down on his desk with a resounding thud. I watched as the grin slid off Rosek’s face and that look in his eye transformed to outright fury. I had to force myself not to take a step back from the gangster. If I showed weakness now, it could very likely get me killed.  
 
    Instead, I lifted my chin and met him gaze for gaze. A moment passed, then Rosek blinked and sighed.  
 
    “You know, I like you, Mr. Colby Tower,” he mused as he lifted his glass to his mouth and took a swig. “You’re smart and bold as all hell.” 
 
    “I sense a ‘but’ coming along,” I responded dryly. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Isaias shift to the right and further back, so he was pressed up against the wall.  
 
    Rosek smiled at me, and the expression was not kind. “But,” he continued, “you’re an arrogant son of a bitch. Not your fault. Probably spent too much time as a T-N lapdog. However, as you well know, Terra-Nebula hasn’t been around these parts in generations. I run things now. And I don’t take kindly to you taking my money and telling me how to run my station.” 
 
    As he finished, he set down his glass and reached under the lip of his desk. A buzz sounded, and a moment later, two of his cronies opened the door. One glance told me these were the two guards that Isaias had confronted before our first meeting with Rosek, two weeks ago. They were bald, hulking, massive men, and my eyes darted to the bulges at their hips that I knew for a fact to be laser pistols.  
 
    I turned back to Rosek, careful to keep my expression blank and neutral. “What’s this?” I asked, even though I knew what Rosek had planned.  
 
    “This is your retirement party, Mr. Tower, best broker T-N had to offer,” the gangster exclaimed. He smiled again. “Of course, that was before they terminated you. What? You think just because we’re some backwater station, I can’t find out information on my enemies?” 
 
    “I am not your enemy, Rosek,” I said. I couldn’t help but glance at the guards at the door again. “I just helped repair your whole station. I’m bringing you more traffic to increase your profits and revenues. Yes, T-N terminated me, but that means I owe them no allegiance. I just want to get paid for my work, and we’ll be out of your hair.” 
 
    Rosek hummed and tapped at his lips with his thick, pudgy fingers. “Hmm. I think not. Why should I give you anything now that you’ve already given me everything?” He grinned and snapped his fingers at the guards, who moved forward to grab me.  
 
    “So what?” I said, my last-ditch effort at diplomacy as adrenaline began to flood my system. “Your plan is to kill me? You need me to facilitate the transactions when those mining Corporations get here. They won’t deal with you.” 
 
    “I think you overestimate your value, corpseman,” Rosek spat. “I might have needed you to initiate contact, but once those Corporations get here, I don’t think they’ll turn down a planet’s worth of credits over some perceived loyalty to you.” 
 
    He was right, of course. Harlan and I might be business acquaintances, but we were by no means friends. The miner might pour a drink out for me, but he’d still sign the contract, as would the other two companies. 
 
    Before I could argue any further, the guards flanked me on either side. Rosek turned to the one on the left. “Take care of him for me, Malik. Make sure there’s nothing left to find.”  
 
    Then, he turned to the guard on the right, “Hames, I want you to go down to Tower’s ship and find those pretty little crew members of his,” he salivated. My blood turned to burning magma in my veins at the disgusting look of dark hunger in his eyes. “Bring them up to me. We’ll all have a little celebration party.” 
 
    The guards grinned in unison and turned to grab hold of me, but what they and Rosek didn’t know is that I was more than just a broker.  
 
    I was Colby fucking Tower. I had been hardened and honed in the crucible of abject poverty. I had been starved, I had been beaten, hell I’d even been stabbed a few times. But I had never been defeated, and I wasn’t about to start now, not by this fat, greedy, disgusting fuck.  
 
    Most people assumed that because of my occupation as a broker, I was just some soft, feeble paperpusher. They had no idea. Rosek had no idea. He thought he was surprising me with his oh-so-blatant double-cross. He thought I wouldn’t be able to defend myself, that I wasn’t prepared for this outcome, when in fact the exact opposite was true. I knew this meeting would mostly likely come to blood, but I wanted to give the easy way a try, work smarter not harder and all that, and I had. 
 
    I had tried diplomacy. I had tried to handle this with the minimum amount of bloodshed. Some people, however, were just stubborn. Violence was the only language they knew.  
 
    Thankfully, I was quite fluent in it. 
 
    The instant the guard named Malik brushed my arm, I spun to face him fully and smashed my fist into his unsuspecting face. His nose shattered with a satisfying crunch, and blood spurted everywhere. Before Rosek could react, I kicked out with my back leg and connected solidly with Hames’s knee. It didn’t snap like I intended, but the guard buckled to the ground, within perfect striking distance for me to drive my own knee into his temple. He careened to the side and his head smacked against the hard metal floor, right in the space between where one red carpet began and where one ended.  
 
    With Hames down, I whirled back to Malik and Rosek. The gangster had paled and stumbled back a few steps as he tried to put his desk between us. Malik, on the other hand, stood with one hand cradled against his face. Absolute fury burned in his eyes.  
 
    “You’re gonna pay for that,” he slurred, voice muffled by the blood pouring down his face and into his mouth.  
 
    A wild grin split my face. My heart raced with adrenaline and everything seemed to come into hyper focus.  
 
    “Bring it,” I taunted as I brought my hands up in a boxing stance.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Rosek shrieked from where he cowered behind his desk. “Don’t fight him! Shoot him!” 
 
    Malik and I both seemed to remember the laser pistol on his belt at the same time. Our eyes dropped to it and then rose again to find each other’s. A beat passed, then two, then … 
 
    Malik’s hand shot toward the weapon, and I lunged to intercept him. As we grappled, I slammed the guard up against the wooden bar cabinet, one hand wrapped around his right wrist, the other coming up to try to punch him in the head again. He tried to headbutt me, and I narrowly dodged, but before I could retaliate, arms as thick as tree trunks wrapped around me from behind and lifted me off my feet.  
 
    It seemed like Hames hadn’t knocked himself unconscious earlier. Fuck. 
 
    I struggled, my ribs creaking from the pressure of Hames’s grip, and kicked out with both feet. I struck Malik directly in the solar plexus and used my momentum to send Hames and I flying backward. We struck the floor hard enough to drive the breath out of me, and I scrambled away from Hames before he could reorient himself. As I rolled to my feet, I clawed at my boot, where I had hidden a small laser pistol I had taken from the armory aboard the Lacuna Noctis, but before I could draw it fully, Malik tackled me back to the ground, and the gun went skittering across the floor. 
 
    I cursed, but didn’t have time to lament the loss. Malik was trying to reach my throat to strangle me, so I used my legs and his weight to roll us. As I straddled him, I punched at anything and everything I could reach: his throat, his head, his face. He managed to deflect some of my blows, but most of them connected, blood making my knuckles slick.  
 
    Instead of weakening him, the pain just seemed to enrage him further. With a roar, he batted my hands away and succeeded in landing a solid punch to the right side of my jaw. The force of it nearly sent me flying off him, but I managed to maintain my balance. I spat blood off to the side and reared back to take another swing at the man beneath me, but as I did, I heard a humming noise that signaled a charging particle beam weapon. I glanced behind me to see Hames standing a few meters away, laser pistol outstretched as he glared down the sights. I had an instant to react, and I did the first thing that came to mind. As Hames squeezed the trigger, I rolled off to the side, and the red shot of light missed me by centimeters and cut straight through the underside of Malik’s chin, just as I intended.  
 
    I came out of my tuck and roll and crouched a few meters away. I glanced back at Malik to see him dying, choking on his own blood, a neat hole still smoldering on the underside of his jaw.  
 
    Hames gaped, eyes wide, at Malik, who still twitched and flopped on the floor, blood pooling out around him. Before Hames could recover from killing his fellow guard, I used the distraction I had orchestrated to charge him. The poor bastard didn’t have enough time to raise his gun again before I slapped it out of his hand and tackled him. This time, however, I twisted behind him, wrapped my legs around his torso, and jerked my right forearm hard against his throat in a sleeper hold.  
 
    Hames struggled violently as he tried to break my hold on him and land a few blows himself. But my form was impeccable. There was no way for him to escape.  
 
    “Stop … fighting,” I panted out as I tightened my arms. The guard refused to listen to me and bucked his body with all his strength. I only held on tighter, which only made him wrench harder from side to side. As he turned his head and snapped at me with his teeth, I realized he wasn’t going to stop until he killed me or until I made him stop. I doubled down on my efforts and tightened my grip as hard as I could. His eyes bulged, and unfathomable fury burned in their depths, but his struggles were becoming weaker with each passing second. I maintained pressure for one breath, two, and then Hames’s eyes rolled up into the back of his head as he passed out.   
 
    All at once, Hames went slack in my arms. I wheezed under his dead weight and dropped my arms to try to shove him off me. When that didn’t work, I used my hands to pull me back from under his body, and I scooted back on my hands and ass until the cabinet bar collided with my spine. I sat there panting for a few seconds, but then I heard the click and whirl of yet another laser pistol warming up.  
 
    I snapped my head up to find Rosek standing behind his desk, Malik’s pistol shaking in his grip. The gangster was pale with fear and fury. I looked from the gun to him and back again. He was too far for me to charge, and there was nothing but Hames’s body for me to take cover behind, and I knew I wouldn’t be quick enough to drag the guard over me in time.  
 
    Thankfully, I had dragged Hame’s discarded pistol with me when I scooted out from under his body, so before Rosek could blink, I swung it up and leveled at his heart. 
 
    We froze there, at a standoff, both of our weapons aimed for the kill shot. 
 
    “Rosek,” I said slowly as I tried to reason with him. “Think about this. You don’t want—” 
 
     I tracked how hard his hand shook and calculated how likely his first shot was to go wide, even with me on the ground. I had to make my shot count. I took a deep breath to slow my heartbeat as I sighted down the barrel of the gun. 
 
    “Don’t tell me what I want!” the gangster shrieked, his eyes wild. “You don’t know anything! You’re just a sad, stupid ex-broker! And you're about to be a dead one!” 
 
    As I watched, Rosek put his finger on the trigger, closed one eye to aim, and the sound of a laser pistol filled the air again.  
 
    However, instead of a beam of energy flying from Rosek’s hand, or one from mine, a red light collided with the side of Rosek’s head and tore a hole straight through it, brains and blood splattering against the chair behind him. The gangster stood there for a moment, his mouth agape, before his body collapsed like someone had cut his strings. His head cracked against the desk on his way down, and then silence.  
 
    I sat there for a moment, panting in disbelief, before I turned to see Isaias standing in the middle of the room, my own gun still smoking in his hand. The boy’s grip did not shake like his father’s had, and his lone blue eye was grim, determined, and satisfied.  
 
    Isaias lowered the pistol with an air of finality and then turned to me.  
 
    “You alright?” he asked, his voice gruff.  
 
    I nodded, and then cleared my throat. “Never better,” I rasped as I dropped Hames’s pistol to the ground. I struggled to my feet and winced at all the aches and pains that shot through my body.  
 
    “That was a hell of a shot,” I commented as I ran the back of my hand against my mouth. The skin came away stained red, and I poked at a loose molar with my tongue. Malik’s last punch had broken one of my teeth. Fucker. 
 
    Isaias didn’t respond to me so I cautiously walked toward him. When I was within arm’s reach, I slowly reached out and slid my gun out of his lax fingers. The boy blinked and looked up at me.  
 
    “Thank you,” I told him sincerely. “You saved my life.” 
 
    The boy snorted and averted his gaze, looking first to the bodies of Malik and Hames before his eye settled on the desk that hid his father’s corpse.  
 
    “Didn’t do it all for you,” Isaias muttered. “He’s always been an asshole, ya know? Been beatin’ me ever since I was born, the unwanted product of one of his whores but hey, free heir to the throne.” He laughed, and the sound was hollow and without humor.  
 
    “I didn’t used to care,” he went on. “Sure he’d give me a black eye, but then he’d turn around and give me thousands of credits to blow on booze and drugs. I told myself things could be worse.” 
 
    “But things did get worse,” I guessed, and the boy nodded.  
 
    “His used his fists more frequently, and not just his.” He gestured at Malik and Hames. “Those fuckers took some kind of sadistic pleasure in watchin’ me spit up blood. A few months back, I had enough, so I stole some of his money and tried to buy a ship with it.” 
 
    I blinked at the confession, and suddenly things all fell into place. “You were trying to leave,” I realized. “You were trying to escape Theron.” 
 
    That’s why he had tried to steal the Lacuna Noctis.  
 
    “Yeah, but Pops found out. He could have killed me then, but where would be the fun in that? Instead, he kicked me out on the streets and made sure that everyone on the station knew that if they helped me barter passage off this festering pit, they’d be takin’ a little trip out the airlock,” he explained.  
 
    I shook my head, not understanding. “Then why did you help me? Why did you have me bring this deal to him?” 
 
    Isaias didn’t respond for a moment, and his gaze roamed around the office he’d probably bled in countless times before. “Because,” he finally said at length. “After I was kicked out, I got to see how the rest of the people on this station lived, the ones not involved in drugs or money or sex. They’re starvin’, dyin’. My first week on the streets, I was diggin’ through the garbage for somethin’ to eat and I found a goddamn baby, dead, still with its cord thing attached.”  
 
    The boy shook his head, and true disgust and sadness showed in every line of his face. “A fuckin’ baby. It’s fucked up, it’s all so fucked up.” 
 
    “I always knew what it was like to be unwanted,” he went on. “And now I know what it’s like to suffer and I just thought … I thought I could do somethin’ to make things better. Then, you showed up, with your bright, shiny ship and your bright, shiny plan for the future … I don’t know,” he shrugged. “I thought maybe if we got these companies to come, even if Pops refused to share the money, I thought I could somehow funnel some funds to the people on the levels below. I didn’t really think much through beyond that.” 
 
    I stared at Isaias in complete surprise. Here I thought he was nothing more than the entitled son of a gangster. And yet, the boy was more like me than either of us realized. All that pain and suffering we had endured, and yet it didn’t turn us into monsters like Rosek. It had made us into better men.  
 
    “So, what now?” I questioned the boy when the silence stretched too long.  
 
    Isaias barked a laugh and then winced at the pain it caused. “Now, I wait for one of the guards to come in and blow my brains out for doin’ the same to Pops,” he said.  
 
    “Say I did it,” I blurted. The words tripped off my tongue before I even finished thinking them. Isaias looked up at me in shock, but I was already running with the idea.  
 
    “Say I did it,” I repeated. “That I killed him and the two guards. Be pissed about it, ask for my head, whatever. You said Rosek wanted an heir to his throne? Then become it. Take his place. You’ll do a hell of a lot better job than he ever did.” 
 
    I could tell that the notion had never even occurred to the boy. He stood there and I watched the wheels turn in his mind.  
 
    “I know it isn’t exactly what you wanted,” I added. “I know you wanted to leave here, but wasn’t your father the main reason behind that? He’s gone now. You have the chance to change things, really change things. You have the chance to truly help all those people that are living below our feet right this very minute.” 
 
    Isaias looked down at the floor as I said this and he stayed like that for a long moment. When he lifted his head, however, determination glinted in his eye and a smirk tugged at the corner of his scabbed mouth.  
 
    “You really are one persuasive son of a bitch, corpseman,” he said. I rolled my eyes at the moniker, but, somehow, it was starting to become an endearment.  
 
    “That’s why I get paid the big bucks,” I grinned.  
 
    Suddenly, Isaias’s brow furrowed as a thought occurred to him. “Wait,” he said. “If I tell everyone you killed Pops, they’ll be huntin’ for you within ten minutes. You’d have to leave, like, now. What about the mining Corporations? I thought you had to facilitate or whatever.” 
 
    I waved my hand dismissively. “I only said that to stall for time earlier,” I explained. “Rosek was right. Even if I’m not here, those miners aren’t about to pass up a contract like this. But, if it will make things easier, on our way out I’ll give them a call and explain what’s happened. At least the parts they need to know.” 
 
    Isaias nodded, and so quietly I almost missed it, muttered, “Thank you.” 
 
    I grinned, and because I couldn’t help it, reached out and mussed the boy’s hair. Isaias ducked out from under my hand to glare out me, but that only made me smile harder. 
 
    “Now,” I said as I clapped my hands together, and then flinched as my knuckles ached. “How do you propose I get out of here without alerting the rest of the guards?” I gestured at my disheveled appearance and the blood that splattered my clothes, hands, and face. 
 
    “Take the private elevator,” Isaias instructed. He turned and walked passed his father’s desk, well I guess his desk now, and straight to the back right side corner. He tapped at the wall there, and a moment later, the panel slid back to reveal an elevator platform big enough for maybe three people. “This’ll take you all the way down to the docks.” 
 
    I let out a low whistle as I walked over to join him. “Nice,” I said.  
 
    Isaias snapped his fingers. “Hold up a second,” he instructed me, and then walked back over to his desk. He stepped right over his father’s body without a second of hesitation and opened up one of the drawers there. When he came back over to me, he had a stack of credit cards in his fist.  
 
    “Here,” he said as he pushed the cards into my hands. “That should be what my father owed you, plus a little extra.” 
 
    I took the cards and placed them in the pocket of my coat. “Thank you,” I told him. Then, a thought occurred to me. “I hate to ask more of you, kid, but could I ask one last favor?” 
 
    Isaias raised an eyebrow but nodded for me to continue.  
 
    “Akela,” I started. “Her mother …” 
 
    “I’ll make sure she’s taken care of,” Isaias promised. “Don’t worry. No one will fuck with her, and she’ll always have food on her table. Tell Loric that, will ya?” 
 
    “I will,” I said with a smile. 
 
    Isaias stepped back and keyed in the code to shut the door and start the elevator. “You’ll have maybe fifteen to thirty minutes before I have to send men out to look for you,” he warned me. “I’ll make sure there’s an open door and that the harbor master doesn’t give you much grief, but that’s all I can do.”  
 
    I nodded in understanding.  
 
    Before the doors shut, however, I couldn’t help adding one last parting word.  
 
    “You’re ten times the man your father was, Isaias,” I told him honestly. Then, I flipped him a data card that I had pulled from another pocket in my coat. “If you ever need anything, there’s my info. Give me a call.” 
 
    Before the boy could respond, I gave him a wink, the doors slid closed, and I began my descent back to the docks.  
 
    It actually took me twenty minutes to reach the ship, since the elevator didn’t drop me off in a familiar spot. Omni, the little eavesdropper, already knew what had occurred and had taken it upon himself to do the pre-flight checks before I even made it up the loading dock.  
 
    When I entered the bridge, I found Neka and Akela already waiting for me, Neka standing by my chair, and Akela sprawled across her own co-pilot’s chair to the left.  
 
    “What’s goin on?” the mechanic grumbled. Her hair was mussed and she rubbed at her eyes as she yawned. “Omni woke us up and said to meet you on the bridge.” 
 
    The mechanic glanced over at me, irritated exhaustion in her eyes, but she caught sight of my appearance the same moment Neka did.  
 
    “What the hell happened to you?” the mechanic exclaimed as she bolted upright.  
 
    My assistant bounded over to me, her ears flat against her head. “Are you okay, CT? You’re bleeding!” she mewled pathetically as her fingers gingerly touched the blood on my coat.  
 
    I leaned forward and smacked a kiss against the top of her head. “Never better,” I told her. “I got our money, so now it’s time to get out of here. O, how we doing on time?” 
 
    “We are ready for take-off, Colby,” the AI informed me.  
 
    “Wait, wait, wait a second,” Akela said as she stood from her chair and walked over to me. “We can’t leave! The repairs—” 
 
    “Are completed,” Omni finished for her.  
 
    The mechanic frowned. “But what about—” 
 
    “Everything’s taken care of,” I promised her as I laid my hand on her shoulder. “I’ll explain everything on the way, but we gotta leave now.” 
 
    Perhaps it was the urgency in my voice or the blood on my face, but the silver-haired woman finally acquiesced with a nod. I gave her an encouraging smile and then slid passed her to collapse into the captain’s chair.  
 
    “Alright, ladies,” I told my crew. “Buckle up.” 
 
    The ship rumbled to life beneath me as the engines ignited, and despite the pain and the shock of everything that had just transpired, or perhaps because of all that, I felt my heart skip a beat in exhilaration.  
 
    “Proxima V, here we come.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    I looked up as a knock sounded at my door. Akela stood in the open threshold, her shoulder leaned casually against the doorjamb with her arms crossed in front of her. She wore her usual uniform of black cargo pants, combat boots, and a tank top that originally had been gray or black, I couldn’t tell. There was grease smudged in the hollow of her throat, and her fingernails were onyx crescents. 
 
    It had been a week since we had left Theron, and it was still an adjustment period. It was strange to have someone else aboard the ship full time. It had just been Neka, Omni, and I for so long, our own weird little family, I had forgotten what it was like to live with a stranger. On the first sleepless night that I had wandered into the kitchen in nothing but my boxers to grab a snack, I don’t know who I had startled more: myself or the mechanic who had been sitting on the kitchen counter, eating a bowl of cereal and rehydrated milk. 
 
    “Hi,” I replied. I straightened up from where I had been hunched over a computer display I had near my bed. “What’s up?” 
 
    The mechanic shrugged and blew a piece of silver hair out of her eyes. “I just finished my rounds with Omni,” she said as she gestured with a thumb over her shoulder, “and I wanted to check if you had anything else on the ‘Later List.’” She put air quotes around the last word, and I rolled my eyes with a shake of my head. 
 
    Usually, when Omni made suggestions about ship upgrades, they weren’t exactly necessary. But sometimes they were, and in the past, I had made sure to get those implemented whenever we next made port on a Terra-Nebula planet.  
 
    For the nonessential work, however, I would just tell the AI we’d get to them later. Hence, the ‘Later List.’ It had apparently grown pretty long, and ever since the AI had brought it up to Akela, the mechanic had steadily been working through it. 
 
    “What did you get to today again?” I asked while I rubbed my chin. It was hard to keep up with the mechanic. She had an insane work ethic. Before we had even left Theron, she had already managed to extract the communication tech from our old flight suits and modified it to be remote and independent. We could now use them no matter what clothes we wore. 
 
    “Today was the mini-drones,” she replied. “We managed to extend their range to about eight kilometers. We still haven’t found a way to make them all-terrain, but I also haven’t finished looking through the supplies in storage.” She shrugged. “There might be some extra parts we could use there.” 
 
    I let out a low whistle. “Eight kilometers? That's pretty impressive,” I told the mechanic, but she only scrunched up her face. She was her own worst critic. “And I don't know what you'll find in the way of parts in storage, but you're welcome to look.” 
 
    The silver-haired woman nodded but didn’t say anything else. We stood there for a moment and stared at each other. Then Akela cocked an eyebrow at me expectantly and I suddenly realized she was waiting for her next task off the Later List. 
 
    “Oh!” I mentally scrambled. “Uh … I can’t remember anything else off the top of my head. Did you check with Omni?” 
 
    The mechanic shrugged again. “Yeah, he said we had finished everything, but I just wanted to talk with you to be sure.” 
 
    I felt my eyes go wide. “You finished the whole thing?”  
 
    Right before I was terminated, Omni tried to get me to focus on the list by reading every single item on it aloud as I was trying to sleep one night. I could’ve sworn the thing went on for ten kilometers. 
 
    “Yup,” she replied. 
 
    I just stared at the silver-haired woman in awe. “Wow. That’s…thank you, that’s amazing,” I told her sincerely. 
 
    The mechanic smiled, an easy and friendly expression that made my heart skip a beat. “Isn’t that what you’re paying me for?” she teased.  
 
    “Well, yeah, but I’m starting to think I got the better end of this deal,” I laughed, and Akela’s smile widened into a full out grin.  
 
    “Oh, you definitely are. But…” She paused and her grin faded into something more serious. She dropped her eyes and kicked at the threshold with the toe of her boot. I could tell she was uncomfortable with whatever she wanted to say next.  
 
    “I should be thanking you too, ya know,” she muttered to the ground. The ship’s lights reflected off the top of her head, making her hair seem to glow like starlight. “For getting me off Theron. For saving Theron. For trusting me with this job. You could have picked anyone, there were more than a few decent mechanics in the station. You didn’t have to choose me, a foulmouthed woman from the wrong side of the station, but you did so… thank you.” 
 
    I pressed my lips together tightly. “Akela,” I said after a moment and waited until she lifted her gaze to mine. I made sure to look her right in the eyes as I added, “You were the best and most qualified person on that station. You deserved the position.”  
 
    The look in her amethyst eyes was vulnerable and awkward. The mechanic wasn’t used to relying on other people. We had that in common. When she saw the honest sincerity in my eyes, she blushed and her eyes skipped away from my face. I smiled and decided to lighten the tension a little. 
 
    “Besides,” I chuckled. “I don’t know if you should be thanking me so soon.”  I turned back to the display I had been studying when the mechanic walked in. “We haven’t even made it to our destination yet.” 
 
    I heard Akela step over the threshold of my room and walk across the floor, the clip of her boot heels especially loud in the small space. I felt her come up behind my shoulder, so I toggled the display to zoom in on the image.  
 
    Proxima V looked small and unassuming rendered in grainy, blue-washed 2D. It was a world made of water, blue oceans covering ninety percent of its surface area. There was only one large landmass centered along the equator like the Pangea continent on Earth millions upon millions of years ago. What few reports there were regarding the planet stated that out of that continent, only half was actually habitable, the other half being lethal, scorching deserts and freezing cold mountain ranges. This wasn’t even to mention the roiling, tumultuous oceans that, affected by the gravitational anomalies of the wormholes surrounding the planet, tended to turn into giant, eddying whirlpools hundreds of miles across. 
 
    Akela reached out and tapped the screen, bringing the continent more into focus. “What do you think we’ll find there?” she asked, and there was a little trepidation in her voice. I felt a little guilty that her first trip planetside wouldn’t exactly consist of walks on the beach and tourist attractions.  
 
    “Reports of Proxima V aren’t very thorough,” I said with a shrug. “Most of the observations listed were made from orbit or low atmosphere flybys. I know that Terra-Nebula and Nova-Sol are the only two mega Corporations to have touched down on the planet, but they were both rebuffed by the native population. They’ve since been trying to find a new angle to deal with the natives.” 
 
    “Why don’t they just… take the planet?” Akela asked with a confused expression. “We both know Terra-Nebula has the means and the manpower to just colonize the planet, with or without the natives’ consent. It must be costing millions of credits to remain in orbit while they try to figure out a workaround.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said as I raised my finger. My Corporation history lessons rose up to the forefront of my brain. “Terra-Nebula, and all the mega Corporations for that matter, have to maintain the illusion of law and order. When the intergalactic law was written, and the Corporations established, clauses and provisions were made to prevent them from gaining too much power.” 
 
    The mechanic snorted in derision, and I smiled thinly in response. “Well, they weren’t foolproof, and the Corporations have whole departments dedicated to finding loopholes in the law, but the law still stands: a Corporation may not take a planet by force for the interest of profit, and must obtain consent from the governing authority of the land,” I recited as if from a textbook.  
 
    Akela frowned and turned back to the display. She clicked on the scarce file of Proxima V, and a few bullet points of information appeared beside the planet’s image.  
 
    “And what’s the governing authority of this planet?” she asked. “Do we know?” 
 
    I leaned over her shoulder and pointed to one line of text. “All we really have is the name and a cursory description of the native species. No one’s been able to get close enough to figure out if they even have a government.” 
 
    The mechanic squinted at the words on the screen. “The Almort,” she read. “An amphibious species. Grayish-green skin, large, dark eyes, webbed appendages and ‘possibly’ gills.” She leaned back and let out a low whistle. “Wow, so we really don’t know shit, except that they’re fish people?” 
 
    “Fish?” a voice behind us chirped excitedly.  
 
    Akela and I turned as one to see Neka standing in the doorway. The cat-girl’s eyes were wide with excitement, her pupils dilated to the size of dinner plates. She licked her lips, and behind her, her tail flicked back and forth in eagerness.  
 
    “Fish-people,” I corrected my assistant with a laugh. “And no, you can’t eat them.” 
 
    “Mrowl,” Neka pouted, and her ears drooped.  
 
    “The planet is over ninety percent water, though,” Akela supplied, to which Neka hissed in response, her ears flat against her head. The mechanic started at the cat-girl’s reaction and looked to me for help. 
 
    “What Akela meant was that with so much water, there’s bound to be an abundance of sea life and, in turn, sea foooood,” I cajoled my assistant in a sing-song tone. 
 
    Neka perked up at that but still wasn’t one hundred percent convinced. “As long as I don’t have to catch the fish,” she mumbled petulantly. 
 
    I chuckled and beckoned her to come closer. The cat-girl skipped across the room and right to where my hand was waiting to rub behind her ear.  
 
    “I promise you don’t have to catch the fish,” I said as I listened to her purr. Neka was content to sit there and let me scratch her for a moment, but then her eyes popped open and she gave a start.  
 
    “Oh yeah!” she exclaimed and bounced up and down on the balls of her feet. “Omni sent me to tell you we’ll be dropping out of hyperspace in about half an hour.” 
 
    I blinked in shock. “Already?” How had the week flown by so fast? 
 
    Neka bobbed her head. “Yup! He said you two need to get changed,” she trilled and gave a little spin. I realized she was in the jumpsuit and coat she had purchased on Theron. I looked down at my ratty t-shirt and jeans and then over at Akela’s equally casual and worn outfit.  
 
    “I guess we don’t paint the most professional picture just yet,” I told the mechanic with a teasing grin.  
 
    The silver-haired woman looked uncomfortable for a moment as she rubbed the back of her neck. “I, uh… most of my stuff ends up grease stained or torn, so I don’t have… much else in terms of outfits. Especially nothing as nice as that,” she said sheepishly as she motioned to Neka’s ensemble.  
 
    I frowned. Shit. I hadn’t even thought of the mechanic when we had purchased the supplies. Again, I had only been thinking of Neka and me. I needed to work on recalibrating and remembering I had a three-person crew now. 
 
    Before I could respond and apologize for my lack of foresight, Neka giggled beside us. I turned to the cat-girl and found her wiggling with barely repressed excitement, and her tail lashed back and forth like a whip.  
 
    I narrowed my eyes at my assistant. “Neka,” I questioned and put my hands on my hips. “Is there something you want to share with the group?” 
 
    The cat-girl shook her head back and forth quickly and brought her hands up to cover her mouth. “Nope! Nothing at all, CT. I just… need to show Akela something real quick!” 
 
    Faster than either of us could track, my assistant grabbed a hold of Akela’s wrist and began to tow her out of the room. The mechanic looked back at me with wide, pleading eyes, but I could only give her a jaunty little wave before Neka had her out the door and down the hallway. 
 
    “Meet us on the bridge when you’re dressed!” my assistant hollered back to me, her voice echoing down the hall. “And wear the uniform!” 
 
    The cat-girl had taken to calling our Theron purchased clothes our new ‘uniform.’ It was pretty cute. 
 
    I shook my head at Neka’s antics, but went to do as she said all the same. 
 
    When I had everything in place twenty minutes later, I gave myself one last glance over in the mirror on the back of my door. I didn’t look half bad.  
 
    The jumpsuit and overcoat still fit like a dream, the fabric tight but not restrictive, airy but insulated. It accentuated the lean muscle I had built up in my arms and legs over the years. Most brokers tended to be soft men, paper pushers in nice suits. I tended to like to get my hands dirty, actually walk and work the planets I brokered. The personal gym onboard the Lacuna Noctis didn’t hurt either.  
 
    The black and gray color scheme of my outfit was also definitely an improvement over the gaudy red and blue I had worn for almost a decade. It made my green and blue heterochromatic eyes stand out more, which other people tended to like to comment on. I looked at my face in the mirror and turned it from side to side. My hair was a little longer than it used to be and, without a backup plan, I just styled it as I used to: slicked back on the sides with it coiffed on top. I shaved so my face was clean and smooth. I smiled at myself and my reflection grinned back.  
 
    “Guess it’s show time again, Colby,” I said to the mirror. “Time to show everyone why you are the best broker the galaxies have to offer.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, winked at myself, and headed toward the bridge. 
 
    When the bridge doors slid open, I realized my two female crew members had already beat me there. As I stepped through the doorway, Neka spun toward me and jumped in front of the mechanic with her arms outstretched, and that was a little comical given how the silver-haired woman was at least half a head taller than the cat-girl.  
 
    “Close your eyes, CT!” my assistant commanded sternly. Her face was very serious and determined. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at her, but after five years I had learned it was best not to argue with the petite girl. I closed my eyes. 
 
    “Should I be counting down to something?” I asked with a smile. 
 
    “Nope! Just walk forward a little bit… just like that… okay, stop!” 
 
    I came to a standstill what felt like a few meters behind the captain’s chair. 
 
    “Okay! Are you ready?” my assistant asked me. I could hear the grin on her face. 
 
    “Neka,” I heard Akela say in exasperation. “This really isn’t necessary. I think…” 
 
    “Shhhh! Just stand there. It’ll be fun, I promise!” 
 
    The mechanic mumbled something under her breath that I couldn’t hear, but she apparently complied.  
 
    “Okay, Neka,” I said to my assistant. “What’s the big surprise? Can I open my eyes now?” 
 
    There was silence for a moment, and the sound of shifting clothing. Then… 
 
    “Okay!” Neka exclaimed. “Open them!” 
 
    I blinked open my eyes and worked to refocus them. My assistant and mechanic were standing a few meters away. Neka stood off to the side, her arms outstretched to gesture to Akela.  
 
    “Ta-da!” the cat-girl crowed, and I followed the line of her arms to the silver-haired woman that stood uncomfortably at her side… … and promptly felt my heart stop.  
 
    Akela now wore the same outfit as my assistant. The same form-fitted gray jumpsuit, though on the mechanic the color looked more silver as if to match her hair, and the same black coat edged in yellow. Akela was more willowy than my assistant, with her longer limbs and toned muscle honed from years of manual labor. Although I berated myself for looking, I also noted her chest was also slightly less… ample than Neka’s. The mechanic was still drop dead gorgeous, but obviously wasn’t used to such tight and expensive clothing because she shifted from foot to foot, her arms crossed in front of her chest, and her fingers picked at the fabric that clung to her arms. 
 
    “Well?” Neka asked me, her eyes alight with mirth. “What do you think? I think it looks good on her but she keeps arguing.” The cat-girl pouted at the mechanic who, despite the blush that stained her cheeks, rolled her eyes.  
 
    I realized my mouth was gaping open. I quickly shut it and tried to swallow past the dryness in my throat. It was a little hard, given the two beautiful women in front of me.  
 
    “It, uh it looks great,” I stuttered. “On both… on both of you! When did you, um, buy the, uh, the extra set?” I directed at Neka. 
 
    My assistant rolled her eyes at me, an unusual expression for her. “Well, it couldn’t be a crew uniform if the whole crew didn’t have one, CT. Duh.” 
 
    “I gave Neka the measurements after we met Akela in her shop,” Omni intoned from above us. He seemed rather proud to have been part of this little crusade.  
 
    “I feel like I should be offended by that, O,” the mechanic muttered. The effect was ruined, however, by the color still high in her cheeks.  
 
    “Why would you be offended?” the AI asked. “In terms of symmetry, aesthetics, and overall health, your body is--” 
 
    “Hhookay!” I cut Omni off as I felt my own cheeks start to heat. “Um… shouldn’t we be dropping out of hyperspace right about now?” I tried not to make it seem like I was begging.  
 
    Akela shot me a grateful glance just as Omni responded, “As always, an impeccable sense of timing, Colby. We will be exiting hyperspace in T-minus one minute. The three of you might want to buckle into your seats.”  
 
    “Got it,” I replied as I crossed the last few meters to the pilot’s chair. Neka had already bounded over to her own chair, slightly behind and to the right of mine. Akela looked a little unsure as she stood in the middle of the bridge. I gave her a reassuring smile and tried to ignore how my heart still thumped in my chest at the sight of her in the jumpsuit.  
 
    “That one’s yours,” I told her as I motioned to the chair on my left. “No one’s ever used it, so you might have to make some adjustments to the station, but it’s yours for as long as you’re aboard the Lacuna.” 
 
    The mechanic nodded and made her way over to the chair I had indicated. I turned back to my own, so I wasn’t overtly watching how her hips carried her across the floor and how the long tails of her coat accentuated them very nicely. 
 
    Focus, CT. Now is not the time. I could contemplate the emotions roiling in my gut over my assistant and mechanic after I had brokered this deal. 
 
    Once the three of us were buckled in, I tapped at my display to bring up the file on Proxima V on the main viewport. Just as the file opened, Omni announced, “Exiting hyperspace in three… two… one.” 
 
    As he reached the end of his countdown, the ship lurched beneath us, dropped out of hyperspace, and into the Icarius System. The ship continued to shake, however, and I felt uneasy. 
 
    “Hey, O?” I questioned. “Is this turbulence okay?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” the AI replied. “You’re feeling the gravitational pull from the various wormholes in the system. You can see the cluster of them just past the planet.”  
 
    Sure enough, just past the small blue orb of Proxima V that we were drawing near, were a semi-circle of bright… disks, for lack of a better word. Or bowls, rather, as the centers of each wormhole looked indented as it funneled inward and cut through space-time. 
 
    I glanced back at my crew and found both women staring with their mouths agape. I turned back to the viewport and toggled a few commands, but I didn’t have to do much. Omni had already calculated our descent, and he was much better at adjusting for things like gravitational pulls. 
 
    “We will reach the planet in a little under fifteen minutes,” the AI informed us.  
 
    Suddenly, a beeping noise sounded through the bridge. I glanced down at my display to see someone was hailing us… and the call sign looked rather familiar.  
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I exclaimed. “Looks like Arden Warrick is the T-N rep that’s been stationed in orbit.”  
 
    Neka let out a hiss of displeasure, and Omni let down a mechanical hand to placate her by scratching behind her ears. The cat-girl wasn’t a fan of the bastard either, given the last time we were in his presence, he tried to ask how much I’d charge him to borrow Neka for the night. I might have ended up punching him in the jaw. 
 
    “Who’s that?” Akela asked, and if it wasn’t for the G-forces as we drew closer and closer to the planet, I would have turned to see her expression. 
 
    “An asshole,” I said at the exact same time Neka replied, “Not a good man,” and Omni supplied, “He is Colby’s rival.” 
 
    I scoffed at the AI’s response. “He wishes he were my rival. I still have nearly double the number of deals brokered that he does.” 
 
    The beeping continued as Warrick kept trying to hail us.  
 
    “Are you going to answer that?” my mechanic asked.  
 
    I reached out and pressed a button to silence the call. “Nope. Don’t have anything to say to that prick, and he has no authority to stop us from landing on an unbrokered planet. So, everyone, wave bye-bye to Warrick,” I sing-songed as we drew up to the Terra-Nebula broker’s ship, the Mercenary Star. 
 
    It was a little bigger than the Lacuna Noctis but didn’t have half the class or personality.  
 
    As we rocketed past his ship, I raised my middle finger at it, even though I knew he couldn’t see me. It still felt satisfying. Just past his ship, I also noticed another one hovering in orbit, this one in the orange and yellow colors of the Nova-Sol Corporation. Seems like we had our competition cut out for us.  
 
    Proxima V now loomed in our viewport, and it blocked out everything else. The blue of the ocean was a lot deeper and richer than images and holograms had depicted. It leaned more toward navy than cerulean like the oceans of Earth. It also made the single, connected continent look much smaller in comparison. Granted, the landmass did take up half of the side of the planet facing us, but in contrast with the vast oceans, it looked more like a slightly overgrown island.  
 
    “Where are we landing, O?” I asked as my eyes swept across the continent. The southern half was bleached-yellow desert, and the northernmost reaches, that I knew to be towering mountain ranges, were cloaked in clouds.  
 
    “There is a bay that cuts into the continent on the northwest side,” the AI dictated. “After a cursory scan of the island, I have determined that the largest concentration of people reside along the bay coast, the number growing as the bay reaches farther inland. We’ll be landing on the southern tip of the bay.”  
 
    A moment later, he added, “Brace yourselves. We are now entering the upper atmosphere.” 
 
    The ship lurched again, but it was much smoother than when we dropped out of hyperspace. In fact, this close to the planet, we couldn’t even feel the wormholes anymore, the huge rock we were about to land on acting as an organic shield.  
 
    Once we had entered the atmosphere, the rest of the ride down was rather uneventful. Just as Omni had described, we glided toward the continent and then angled toward the bay in the northwest. The landmass had seemed so small when we were in orbit, but up close it looked like it took up the whole horizon.  
 
    “How are we going to talk to the natives?” Akela suddenly blurted from behind me. I glanced over my shoulder to see her staring wide-eyed in more than mild fear at the approaching ground. “I mean… they don’t speak our language, do they?” 
 
    “Omni can automatically translate the majority of known languages,” I assured her.  
 
    “What if it’s an unknown language?” she shot back. Her eyes were glimmering pools of amethyst.  
 
    I smiled at her in reassurance. “Then he might take a day or two to learn the syntax, but he’ll be able to still translate it within a week.”  
 
    That had happened before. Not very many times, but it’d happened.  
 
    The AI suddenly dropped down another mechanical arm and gently patted Akela on the head like he did for Neka whenever she was upset. The mechanic gave a start but didn’t shove the AI away.  
 
    “All will be well,” Omni told her. “Do not worry. Although it might not seem like it, Colby does know what he’s doing.” 
 
    “Thank you?” I said. I didn’t know if I should take that as a compliment or not.  
 
    “You are welcome, Colby.” 
 
    Not much else was said as we made our final descent. Within a handful of minutes, our ship shuddered once more as the Lacuna Noctis settled on the surface of Proxima V.  
 
    We had made it. 
 
    “Well, crew! Who’s ready to get paid?” I exclaimed as I spun in my captain’s chair. Neka grinned at me in glee. Akela still looked a little frightened. “Come on,” I said. “Everything is going to be just fine.” 
 
    I stood up from my chair with a flourish and walked over to extend my hand to the still pale mechanic. Neka bounded over to the woman’s other side and offered one of her hands, too.  
 
    “Planets are a lot of fun,” the cat-girl said with a smile as she reached out and took Akela’s hand. Her ears and tail wouldn’t stop moving in excitement. “The air always tastes different! Cleaner. Not like ships and oil and fuel.” She made a disgusted face. “And! And the gravity even feels different, too! More… real. And don’t get me started on the food,” she said. Her eyes narrowed in pleasure, and she licked her lips. 
 
    I smiled at my assistant, grateful that she was doing her best to put Akela at ease. The two women had come a long way from Neka glaring at the mechanic in the shop on Theron and the mechanic scowling back. I think the two of them were just finally happy to have a friend. Neka had Omni and me, but I know that wasn’t the same as female friendships. I hadn’t asked her, but I assumed Akela had no one but her mother back on Theron. 
 
    The mechanic also seemed to recognize what the cat-girl was trying to accomplish. Gratitude shone in her violet gaze as she took first Neka’s hand and then my own and slid to her feet. 
 
    “Guess I gotta see for myself then, huh?” she said with a thin smile.  
 
    Neka purred in happiness and, hand in hand, we all walked toward the cargo hold.  
 
    Omni met us at the loading ramp in one of the mini-drones. I narrowed my eyes at it. 
 
    “Did you get taller?” I asked the AI. The drone seemed inexplicably taller but not any notably different besides. I tried to pinpoint if there were any additional pieces that weren’t there before. 
 
    “Maybe,” the AI said nonchalantly, “but that’s not important right now.” 
 
    The drone turned to my assistant and mechanic and executed a formal bow. “Now, the moment we’ve all been waiting for. Ladies, I welcome you to Proxima V.” 
 
    The mechanical arm of the drone reached out and pressed the button to release the loading ramp. Once the door cracked open, the cargo filled with the smell of salt, and as the ramp lowered, I realized I could hear the water. 
 
    Neka could hear it too because her bravado faded a bit and her ears flattened closer to her head, but I watched as Akela squeezed the cat-girl’s hand and returned her earlier smile of reassurance.  
 
    “Together?” the mechanic asked my assistant. Neka nodded, and Akela turned to me next.  
 
    “Together,” I echoed, and squeezed the mechanic’s hand that I still held. The four of us slowly made our way out of the ship and into, what I realized, was the dusk of this planet’s day. 
 
    “H… holy frakking shit,” Akela gaped as we came to the end of the ramp.  
 
    Before us lay a sandy beach that stretched out to the ocean about thirty meters away. Beyond that, the navy blue water stretched out to the horizon where it bled into the darkening sky. The air tasted of salt and sea spray, and I took a deep and bracing breath. 
 
    It felt good to have solid ground under my feet again. Actually… 
 
    I moved slowly so as not to startle Akela out of her awe. I motioned to Neka to do the same thing, and together we took the last steps off the loading ramp and into the sand and drew the mechanic with us. 
 
    Akela gasped as her boots sank into the sand and her eyes shot downward. She lifted up one foot and then the other, the grains hissing back to the ground, a harmony to the sound of the lapping waves along the beach. 
 
    I couldn’t stop the grin that split my face as I took in her childlike awe. I remember that feeling, and from the look on Neka’s face, she did too. 
 
    “Welcome to your first planet, Akela Loric,” I said grandly. “Welcome to the universe.” 
 
    Since the mechanic had come aboard our ship, she’d let down her guard meter by meter. She smiled easier now, joked with us on a semi-regular basis. Unless Neka or I bothered her while she was working, she hardly ever scowled or glared at us anymore. 
 
    But I had never seen her like this. As she took in the sights before her, she hesitantly let go of our hands and took a tentative step forward. She wobbled a bit, still adjusting to the gravity shift, but she took a few more steps and seemed to get the hang of it. She walked out about five meters from the ship and then tilted her head back to look up into the twilight sky streaked in varying shades of purple. She stood there for a silent moment… and then she began to laugh.  
 
    And laugh and laugh. She jumped up in the air and hollered out a cry of exultation. She landed awkwardly on her feet, lost her balance, and fell flat on her ass, but she was still laughing.  
 
    It was contagious. Soon, Neka and I were also holding our sides as laughter spilled off our tongues. All the tension we had acquired in the last month since I’d been terminated slid right off our shoulders and into the sand as the three of us belly-laughed until we nearly cried.  
 
    Akela suddenly jumped up from where she had been making angels in the sand and ran back toward us. For a moment, I wondered if something was wrong, but I didn’t even have time to formulate a question before she launched herself at me. Her arms went around my shoulders and neck and she pressed herself against my body. It took me a moment to realize she was hugging me.  
 
    “Thank you!” she ardently exclaimed against my chest. “Thank the both of you!” She drew back before I could return the embrace and pulled Neka to her next. The cat-girl trilled in protest for a moment but quickly returned the hug, happiness bright as the sun on her face. I don’t think anyone but Omni and I had ever thanked her in her life.  
 
    “This… I… I can’t even…” the mechanic stuttered as she gestured around, above, and below us. “This is absolutely… it’s fucking amazing. I never even dreamed…” She trailed off as she looked out over the water again. Her eyes shone like they were their own stars. The silver-haired woman was usually so composed, it was good to see her with her hair down… so to speak. 
 
    “Happy to be of service,” I told her, and for once, it wasn’t a polite platitude. Just seeing the joy on the mechanic’s face… I would have done absolutely anything to keep it there.  
 
    Akela turned back to me, her face almost unrecognizable in its unrestrained glee. “Can we go…?” she trailed off and bit her lip as she realized how exuberant she sounded. “I mean… can we go to the water’s edge?” she asked, her voice a little closer to its normal pitch. 
 
    I opened my mouth to say yes… but a bloodcurdling roar cut me off. 
 
    Beside me, Neka yowled in terror, and I spun to the left to see something that made the blood in my veins turn to ice. 
 
    About a hundred meters down the beach, a black shape was trying to pull itself from the water. It was massive, nearly the size of our ship, and it had long tentacles that it was using to haul its bulk across the sand. Each time a tentacle struck the ground, I could feel the reverberations of it through my feet, like mini-earthquakes. 
 
    I couldn’t make out any more details of the beast. It was too dark now to discern its color or markings or, really, any other specifics of its features. Honestly, none of that was even important right now. What was important was getting the hell back on the ship and getting back up in the air as quick as possible. 
 
    I had already reached out and grabbed both Neka and Akela’s arms, and I was just about to haul them back up the loading ramp when Neka gasped and pointed out across the sand.  
 
    “CT!” she cried. “Look!” 
 
    I followed her line of sight and realized I had missed something when I was preoccupied with Akela’s face and then the horrendous nightmare that crawled out of the bay.  
 
    Halfway between the creature and us, a line of shadows moved across the sand. Over the throb of my pulse in my ear, I realized I could hear shouting, too, as the wind carried the sounds up the beach toward us.  
 
    Those were people, I realized, as I watched them scurry from the water’s edge and what I saw was a small clutch of boats that had been run aground.  
 
    The creature let out another teeth-rattling roar.  
 
    No, those aren’t people. Those are dinner if we don’t do something. 
 
    So much for our beach-side reprieve. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The three of us stood frozen in terror on the lip of the loading ramp as we watched the nightmare unfold before us. It looked like something out of a shitty horror movie: the amorphous beast hauling itself from the sea, the screaming people, the empty wasteland that seemed to stretch out infinitely between us. My brain was still trying to play catch-up when Akela seized my shoulder and shook me.  
 
    “CT!” she cried out. Her violet eyes were wide in her pale face, all traces of joy in them replaced by abject fear. “We have to do something! Are there any weapons on the ship?” 
 
    I blinked at her, my mind a fog, synapses firing too slow. “W… what?” My jaw hung down like it was full of cement.  
 
    Akela grabbed my other shoulder and shook me bodily. “Colby! We need weapons! Guns! Or those people are going to die!” 
 
    That snapped me out of it. It was like a dam broke in my bloodstream. One moment, nothing, the next, adrenaline flooded my veins like a tsunami.  
 
    I looked down at the mechanic. “There are some weapons in the back of storage,” I told her as I ran through a mental catalog of our purchases from Theron. She probably hadn’t seen them because they were under much of the food and medical supplies. “But they’re just particle beam guns, small laser pistols, a handful of larger calibers. Nothing big enough to take on that! It’s nearly the size of the ship!” I pointed at the beast that was nearly all the way out of the water now. It looked grotesquely gargantuan on the flat beach, a mountain of moving, killer mass.  
 
    The mechanic cursed and glanced back down the beach. The shadowy figures we had seen were now running toward us, but they were quickly losing ground. The sand was slowing their progress, and the creature was using its tentacles to drag itself across the beach. It wasn’t moving super fast, but the immense size of it meant that every time it lashed out its nearly ten-meter-long tentacles, it gained that much ground while the people still struggled to find their footing in the sand. 
 
    It was going to catch those fleeing people sooner rather than later. 
 
    Suddenly, an idea occurred to me. “The ship!” I exclaimed. “The ship has ion cannons!” 
 
    The silver-haired woman gaped at me, which made sense. I had nearly forgotten about them, and she, no doubt, hadn’t worked on them because the Lacuna Noctis wasn’t a military vessel. That said, Terra-Nebula always outfitted their ships with standard defense weaponry and systems in case of emergencies such as this. I had never had to use them, but hey, there was a first time for everything. 
 
    “Omni!” I shouted up the loading ramp, but Akela was a step ahead of me as she spun and bounded up into the belly of the ship. A moment later she reappeared with one of the mini-drones at her side. They both carried laser rifles.  
 
    “Catch, Colby!” the AI called down to me as the drone tossed the rifle into the air. I caught it just as Akela reached my side.  
 
    “O had already pulled these out of storage,” the mechanic panted. “He said he can man the ion cannons, but we need to get those people clear of the blast radius.” 
 
    I listened as I racked my weapon, and the sound of the charging energy round made the hair on my arms stand up. I wasn’t a particularly huge fan of guns since I was usually able to talk myself out of situations first, and if that failed, I was more than efficient at hand-to-hand combat from my time growing up on Proto. Guns lacked finesse. However, I wasn’t about to try to punch the nightmare heading toward us, so guns were now my new best friend. 
 
    “CT,” Neka suddenly mewled from my side. I turned to my assistant to see her cowering on the loading ramp, her ears pressed flat against her head, her tail tucked between her legs. She was terrified, and her yellow eyes were covered by a film of unshed tears. 
 
    I reached over and gently grabbed her elbow. “Go wait with Omni on the ship,” I told her as I steered her body up the ramp. “You’ll be safe there.” 
 
    I could tell the cat-girl didn’t want to leave me, but she also knew she wouldn’t be of any help down here. She darted forward and pressed a light kiss to my cheek. 
 
    “Be careful,” she said, and then the Omni drone was ushering her back up into the cargo hold.  
 
    I turned to Akela to give her the same spiel, but the mechanic leveled a flat look at me and racked her own weapon. She obviously knew her way around a gun. 
 
    “I’m not waiting on the ship,” she said as she raised her sharp chin in defiance. “So tell me the plan and let’s go.” 
 
    There was no time to argue and no time to think of being afraid, so I just nodded and pointed out across the beach.  
 
    “We’ll flank it from the left and right. I don’t think these weapons will do much to stop it, but hopefully they’ll be enough to at least draw its attention,” I said quickly. “Once those people are far enough away, I’ll give Omni the order to fire the ion cannons. We can’t get too close, and we can’t lose sight of one another. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it,” the mechanic nodded, and then we were running, Akela down the left flank and me down the right.  
 
    Immediately I realized the sand was going to make this extremely difficult. My feet sank up to the ankles, and I had trouble not falling flat on my face. I glanced over to see that Akela was doing no better, worse in fact given that this was her first time her feet were on solid ground. I cursed but kept pushing.  
 
    The beast was now about seventy-five meters away. The people it was trying to turn into prey were about twenty-five meters. I couldn’t make out any of their details, but I started shouting at them, waving my free arm over my head. 
 
    “Run toward the ship!” I screamed and gestured behind me to where the Lacuna Noctis was slowly starting up, the whirl of its engines nearly drowned out by the roar of the beast and the crash of the sea against the beach. I didn’t know if they could understand me, but I kept screaming anyway, pointing to the ship, and miracle of all miracles, they seemed to get the idea. Instead of just fleeing in terror, now the figures made a beeline straight for the ship. With that taken care of, I turned my attention back to the beast. 
 
    As it drew nearer, I was suddenly assaulted by a god-awful stench. It smelled of rotted, bloated things that had been left out in the sun and surf, a smell of decay and salt and bile. It tore at my throat as I drew in ragged breaths and I had to make an effort not to gag.  
 
    The creature was within fifty meters now, and I skidded to a stop in the sand. I could now see the shape of its head, the gleam of what I thought were dozens of eyes and what I knew were dozens of sharp, lethal teeth. I glanced to my left to see Akela was a little farther back but had come to a halt as well. I waved my arm at her, she waved back, and we both turned to the beast and took aim.  
 
    It had been a while since I’d fired a gun, let alone one of this size, so the first shot took me by surprise. The gun barked in my hand, the stock snapped back into my shoulder, and the shot went wide by at least fifteen meters. I watched as the red beam sailed right by the beast and cursed. Akela’s shot didn’t find its mark either, but the creature sure as hell noticed us.  
 
    It let out a roar that made my ears ring. I had to stop myself from dropping the gun and clapping my hands over my ears to keep out the awful noise. Instead, I took aim again and tried to calm my racing heart.  
 
    Then I took a deep, slow breath, let it out, and squeezed the trigger.  
 
    I found my mark this time. The laser shot through the air and nailed the beast in the side of the head. I didn’t have time to celebrate, however, because the creature screeched and suddenly hauled half its body upright. I fired again into its exposed belly, and it shrieked before slamming back down into the sand. The resulting tremor knocked me off balance, and I pitched sideways. I managed to catch myself before I face planted, but behind me I heard screaming. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder and saw that most of the people had made it to the ship. Omni had spun it around so that the bow was now faced in this direction. But about twenty meters away, right smack between Akela and I, it seemed a couple individuals had been knocked off their feet by the beast’s rage-induced earthquake. One of them had managed to get back on their feet and was trying to pull their friend up, too.  
 
    They weren’t fast enough.  
 
    The beast noticed them about the same time I did and it began to move in earnest across the sand now, its tentacles eating the distance between them. I realized they wouldn’t be able to flee in time, and my feet began to move before I could even tell them to. 
 
    “CT!” I heard Akela scream, her voice thinned and made nearly inaudible by the howling wind and wailing beast. I didn’t pause to look at her. I ran as fast as my legs could take me, my rifle firing shot after shot at the creature. Some made contact, some missed completely, but still, the beast kept coming. 
 
    “Omni!” I yelled. I had a distant thought that I was incredibly grateful to Akela for adapting our communication devices. “Those cannons better be hot! Be ready to fire on my signal!” 
 
    “Colby, you are in my direct line of fire,” the AI responded in my ear, and he might be a robot, but that sounded like fear in his electronic voice. “If I shoot--” 
 
    “Then lift the ship off the beach!” I cut him off. “Fire over our heads!” 
 
    “I don’t think--” 
 
    “Just do it, O!” I screamed.  
 
    I had nearly reached the prone figures in the sand. They looked up as I approached but I didn’t have time to take in the details of their faces. Behind them, I saw Akela cutting across the sand toward them, too. She also fired at the beast as she ran, and it looked like we would meet in the middle at the same time. I wanted to wave her off, to tell her to get clear, but there was no time. 
 
    Just as we were about to meet, the creature reared up once again. It was only twenty-five meters away now. If it lashed out its tentacles, it could most likely reach us.  
 
    “O, now! Do it now!” I yelled. Akela had reached the figures first, and I launched myself across the sand. My body slammed into one of them, and I flailed out my arms to make sure everyone dropped into the sand.  
 
    “Get down!” I screamed and managed to drape my body over everyone just as I heard the hum of the ion cannon.  
 
    There was a charged moment of silence, and the air crackled with electricity. I had just enough time to contemplate my mouth full of sand before the cannon went off with a noise like the air itself was rending in two. There was a flash of intense heat, so hot that I curled myself around the people under me in a meager attempt to protect them from what felt like a molten sun. The sonic boom of the weapon followed, shoving us deeper into the sand, and the creature let out its most hideous bellow yet. It made my ears pop, my head swim, and then there was a deafening crash of water and the ground shook beneath us. 
 
    No one moved for a long moment.  
 
    “Colby?” I heard Omni’s tin voice call in my ear as if from far away. “Colby Tower, are you alive?” 
 
    “CT! CT!”  
 
    That was Neka’s yowl… which meant, somehow, I wasn’t dead. 
 
    I took a deep breath and immediately started hacking up sand, the grains coarse and grating in my throat. 
 
    From beneath me, I heard three similar coughs, and I blinked open my eyes to see Akela’s amethyst orbs inches from my own. I blinked again, and she blinked back, and I felt a wave of relief in my chest so profound I thought my heart would stop. 
 
    “We’re alive,” I rasped out to my crew waiting anxiously on the other end of the line. “We’re alive.” 
 
    Neka cheered in my ear.  
 
    I groaned as I pushed myself upright and hissed in pain as my palm touched the hot sand around us. I rubbed at my eyes with the back of my fist and squinted, my eyes watery, at the surrounding scene. 
 
    The ion cannon had done its job. Barely fifteen meters away from us, the hulking mass of the beast lay prone in the sand, half in and half out of the surf. It was so large that when it fell over, it fell halfway back in the water. There was a smoldering orange hole punched straight clean through what used to be its head. Dozens of pale white eyes stared blindly past us, and the waves washed in and out of its open maw, serrated white teeth gleaming in their wake. 
 
    The sand around us had been transformed into a field of crystals. It looked like a path of diamonds or glass led straight from the bow of the ship, across the beach, and ended under the carcass of the creature. I reached out and picked one up. The surface felt coarse and sharp, but no longer burned. I was turning it in my hand, this way and that, when Akela sat up beside me, sand and crystals raining down off her head. 
 
    She surveyed the damage around us and then the crystal in my hand. I looked up at her in confusion and disbelief.  
 
    “We should have melted,” I told her hoarsely. “Why… why didn’t we melt?” 
 
    The mechanic’s brow furrowed for a moment but then understanding lit up behind her eyes. She reached out and placed her hand on my chest. I was bewildered before I realized she was pulling at my coat.  
 
    “Odrine,” she whispered as she ran her fingers down the yellow trim, and I suddenly remembered the properties of the metal ore that was woven into our coats: highly durable and able to withstand a large range of temperature fluctuations. When I had jumped on top of Akela, and Akela in turn on top of the two people we’d just saved, our Odrine-lined coats had shielded us from the brunt of the ion cannon’s heat. 
 
    I suddenly began to laugh. It hurt my raw throat, but I couldn’t help it. Akela stared at me for a moment before her mouth began to tremble and then she was laughing too.  
 
    “I don’t know what’s so funny!” Neka yelled in our ears, and by the wobble in her voice, I could tell the cat-girl was crying. 
 
    I opened my mouth to calm her down, but Akela beat me to it. “You just saved our skins, Neka,” the mechanic said, still laughing, her violet eyes were from tears of mirth and irritation from the sand. “Literally. Like holy shit, I think I might kiss you when we get back on the ship.” 
 
    “Ohhh?” the cat-girl mrowled as she raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “The coats, Neka,” I explained. “The Odrine coats. They saved our lives. You saved our lives.”  
 
    The cat-girl sniffed again over the line. “Well… you’re welcome. But don’t ever do something like that ever again, okay!” 
 
    Before I could respond, a cough interrupted me. I looked down, and a pair of navy blue eyes, solidly navy blue without pupil or sclera, looked up at me. I sat there frozen for a moment, and then the eyes blinked two sets of eyelids, and I realized I was still lying half on top of the two people we had saved. 
 
    “Oh shi-sorry,” I stumbled out. I shifted and managed to get to my feet. I was a little wobbly, but I held out my hand to Akela, and then to the two others. After a moment’s hesitation in which the pair shared a look, they took my hand and slid to their feet. 
 
    Now that we weren’t in mortal peril, I was able to take in the details of the two individuals. They were mostly humanoid in shape and size if not a little taller and more willowy. Their faces were more long and narrow, too, and they had no nose, save for two small slits in the center of their faces that flared with each breath they took in time with what were apparently gills on the sides of their necks. Their skin was grayish-green, like algae over brackish water, and it looked to be smooth in some places, like the skin of a frog, but along the sides of their heads and in various other spots around their faces and necks, scales stood out in darker greens and blues that appeared iridescent. Their eyes were large and wide and oval, solid navy blue in color, and on each side of their heads, where ears would be, stretched two elongated fins, about half a meter long that extended back past their heads.  
 
    These were the Almort.  
 
    With a start, I suddenly remembered what Akela and I were doing here. I cleared my throat and brushed off the front of my coat. It was mostly an empty gesture. I had sand everywhere and I’m pretty sure I looked like a crazed lunatic, with my slightly singed hair, wild eyes, and the large rifle discarded at my feet. 
 
    “Hello,” I said to the pair that stood before me. “My name is Colby Tower. Can you understand me?” 
 
    The two Almort blinked at me and then shared a glance with each other. The one on the left took a tentative step forward and opened its mouth. The noise that issued forth sounded like the hiss of the surf on the sand, like the tide going out, like the spray of the sea.  
 
    “Uh, Omni,” I muttered as the Almort turned back to its companion and they conversed in a series of hisses, gurgles, and clicking noises.  
 
    “Calculating,” the AI replied as he ran the Almort’s language through his programs. After a moment, he said, “Hm. This is interesting. It seems their language is similar in sound and syntax to the people of Klath.”  
 
    Klathians were a reptilian race found in the nearby Eridani Galaxy. We had brokered a deal with them years ago, and I vaguely remembered the similar hissing and clacking sounds of their language. 
 
    “Will the translations work?” I asked the AI. The Almort had finished discussing and were staring at me expectantly. At least… I think it was expectantly. It was hard to read the expressions on their flat faces. 
 
    “It should,” Omni responded.  
 
    “Should or will?” 
 
    “Well, I guess there’s only one way to find out, Colby,” he told me, and I almost rolled my eyes. Seemed like he got over the fear of us nearly dying pretty quickly.  
 
    I fished around in my pocket for the voice modulator Akela had taken out of my old flight suit and adapted. When my hand closed around the small black box, I lifted it up toward my mouth and cleared my throat once more.  
 
    “Hello,” I repeated as I pressed the button on the outside of the box. “My name is Colby Tower. Can you understand me now?” 
 
    When I released the button, there was a second’s delay before my voice issued out of the box, but this time in a series of hisses. The Almort stared at me in shock and then tried to start speaking all at once, their voices sliding and meshing together to sound like the waves of the ocean at our backs. 
 
    The box couldn’t differentiate between the voices, and so the translation came out as a garbled jumble of words. I held up my hand to the two, and they fell silent.  
 
    “You have to speak one at a time, or I won’t be able to understand you,” I said into the box. The translation clicked and gurgled out, and then the Almort on the left stepped up again. I pressed the button once more, and the Almort began to speak. 
 
    “Understand we yessssss,” the box hissed back at me. Seemed like the transfer from Klathian wasn’t perfect, but at least it was comprehensible. “Understand you?” 
 
    “Yes,” I responded and nodded my head to emphasize the point. “I can understand you.” 
 
    The Almort on the left clicked a rapid sequence of noises. “Destroyed you the Opalks. Do how?” 
 
    My brow furrowed in confusion. “The… Opalks?”  
 
    The Almort clicked and lifted a hand to point behind me to the carcass of the creature we had just killed. I noticed for the first time that they had webbed fingers, twice as long as my own. “Opalks,” the Almort repeated, and I realized that must be the name of the beast’s species. 
 
    “Oh! Yes, we killed the Opalks.” I gestured to the ship behind them. Omni had set it back down in the sand, and the remaining Almort had gathered around the slowly extending loading ramp. “We killed it with our ship. It has ion cannons.”  
 
    The box buzzed loudly in my hand, the signal that there was no translation for ‘ion cannon.’ I racked my brain for a moment before I pointed at the rifle at my feet. “Guns. We killed it with big guns that are on our ship.” 
 
    The Almort listened to the translation and then hissed, “Rescue you we. Owe we now you.” The other Almort at his side wove its head from side to side in what I construed as a nod. 
 
    I shook my head in response. “No, you don’t owe us anything. We were happy to help.” 
 
    The Almort didn’t seem to like that and he clicked his tongue. “Owe we now you,” he repeated. “Want you what?” 
 
    I almost repeated myself that they didn’t owe us anything, but then I remembered I wasn’t on this planet for my altruism. I was here to make a deal. I glanced at Akela, and she seemed to understand what I was asking because she nodded ever so slightly. I turned back to the Almort.  
 
    “I would like to speak to your leader,” I told him plainly. “Do you have a king? Or a government? Who makes your decisions?” 
 
    The Almort seemed to not understand the question. He turned to his companion, and they clicked rapid-fire sentences at each other. Then, the one on the left said, “Chief. Go you chief?” he asked me. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied in relief. “Yes, I would like to go to your chief.” 
 
    The left Almort wove his head from side to side. “Take we chief you. For Opalks. And for rescue you son chief.” 
 
    I blinked and wondered if the translation had glitched. “Wait. The son of the chief?” 
 
    The Almort on the right stepped up and puffed out his gills. The scales that ran down the side of his head and around his face flashed in bursts of blue and green. Apparently, the Almort were bioluminescent as well. 
 
    “Cyl’ass,” he declared, and I realized he was introducing himself. “Son chief.” He then gestured to his companion. “Slal’ops. Under chief. Take we you.”  
 
    I deduced that ‘under chief’ meant something akin to ‘second in command’ so I dipped my head respectfully at both of them. Suddenly, Akela cleared her throat beside me, and I started as I realized I had forgotten about the silver-haired woman for a moment.  
 
    “Oh, my apologies. This is Akela,” I told them and gestured at the woman who gave a small wave and a dip of her head as well. “She is our ship’s mechanic.” 
 
    The two Almort… frowned at each other, for lack of a better word. “Machine… healer?” Cyl’ass asked hesitantly.  
 
    I winced and wondered how technologically primitive the Almort actually were. “Yes,” I told him and pointed at the ship again. “She fixes our ship and other things when they break.” 
 
    Cyl’ass and Slal’ops chittered excitedly at each other. “Go machine-healer chief?” Slal’ops asked Akela.  
 
    The mechanic looked at me in question but then hesitantly responded, “Yes?” 
 
    Both Cyl’ass and Slal’ops flashed their bioluminescent scales in what I hoped was happiness. “Take we you,” they told her in unison and then they turned back to me. 
 
    Cyl’ass attempted to hiss something, but the box buzzed in my hand again. The Almort clicked in displeasure. “You?” he questioned, but I had no idea what he was trying to say. He tried again. “You call what?” 
 
    “I think he’s asking your name again, CT,” Akela muttered to me, but Cyl’ass had heard her.  
 
    “CcccT,” he hissed, the letters of my name elongated exponentially. The son of the chief clicked at me until I nodded.  
 
    “Uhh yes. Yes, I’m also called CT.” 
 
    Cyl’ass wove his head from side to side. It was a very hypnotic gesture, I thought, as my head swam a bit. Then I thought I really hoped I didn’t have a concussion.  
 
    “Take we chief you,” the Almort prince said. “First but cut we Opalks. For feasting when take we chief you.” He lifted his long-fingered hand again and pointed to the body in the surf.  
 
    I blinked in shock. That carcass was huge. It would take hours, if not a whole day, to chop it up. I looked around the empty beach. I didn’t see any type of tools or anything to cart the pieces back in either. Did they intend to rip the beast apart with their bare, webbed hands? 
 
    I was just about to ask when both Cyl’ass and Slal’ops suddenly tilted back their heads and unleashed an eerie, chittering cry in unison, like the call of a dolphin back on Earth, except a hundred times more creepy. It sent a shiver down my spine, and Akela shuddered.  
 
    Before I could ask what they had done, another sound reached my ears. It was an answering call, and as it echoed out across the beach, the ground began to shake once more. Not as catastrophically, but enough to have the sands shifting around our feet.  
 
    I turned in the direction of the noise and looked past where the Lacuna Noctis was resting in the sand. About another fifty to seventy-five meters behind our ship, the sand seemed to give way to nothing, the line of the dunes bleeding directly into the indigo sky. I realized, however, that the dunes were the top of a hill, and whoever had answered Cyl’ass and Slal’ops’ cry were now attempting to crest it.  
 
    “Wait you ship,” Cyl’ass said to me. “Take this not long.” 
 
    As he finished his sentence, the sand at the top of the dunes exploded in a flurry of motion. I gaped in awe as what looked to me like… vehicles sped down the dunes and across the flat beach toward us. They were wheeled vehicles, or at least that’s what I thought. The outside was made of an semi-translucent, perhaps metallic blue-gray substance. The sides and edges all faintly glowed green and blue and pulsed like the scales on Cyl’ass’ head. It made me wonder if their vehicles were organic. It looked like they weren’t too technologically primitive after all.  
 
    The driving party reached us in no time, even after they stopped by the ship to pick up the small group still huddled by the loading ramp. There were four vehicles, two of a smaller, more compact style, and two larger ones that were tethered to a large flatbed trailer that they dragged behind them in the sand. A dozen or so Almort jumped from the vehicles and came to stand before their prince. They clicked and hissed and gestured at me and Akela with odd, sinuous movements. I didn’t even bother to try to translate any of the bedlam.  
 
    After a moment of conversing with his people, Cyl’ass turned to me and said, “Return we soon. Cut we Opalks. Take we chief you. Wait you ship. Yessssss, CT?” 
 
    I realized the last part had been a question. “Yes, um. Yes, we’ll wait with our ship. Unless… you need some help? Help to cut the Opalks,” I clarified.  
 
    As one, the Almort let out a raucous chittering sound, and their scales flashed in odd bursts of bioluminescence. I pressed a few commands on the translation box, and the best approximation it could come up with was laughter. 
 
    “Do you enough,” Slal’ops said to me. “Finish we.”  
 
    With a few gestures, the Almort got back into their vehicles and sped off toward the carcass of the Opalks, sand and glass crystals flying in their wake.  
 
    Akela and I stared after them in silence for a moment. 
 
    “Is your life always this weird?” the mechanic asked me out of nowhere, the question seemingly loud now on the quiet beach. The Almort had reached the Opalks’ body, but their hissed exclamations faded into the whispers of the sea and wind.  
 
    “No,” I told her honestly. “I can say I’ve never done something as strange as kill a giant, alien sea beast during my first five minutes on a planet. I think the strangest thing I found before this was probably Neka.” 
 
    “Hey!” the cat-girl cried out over my earpiece. “I can hear you, ya know.” I could just see the pout on my assistant’s face.  
 
    I smiled. “I’m just joking, Neka. You know you’re one of the best things ever to happen to me.” 
 
    “That’s right, I am. Now hurry up and come back to the ship so I can hug the two of you already and yell at you for giving Omni and me heart attacks.” 
 
    “Seeing as I don’t have a heart,” the AI cut in, “I cannot have a heart attack.” 
 
    “You know what I mean!” Neka yowled, and I shook my head at their antics.  
 
    I turned back to Akela to ask if she was ready to walk back, but before I could get a word out, the mechanic sagged against me. 
 
    “Whoaaaa there,” I said as I wrapped an arm around her. “Are you alright?” 
 
    I tried to look over the mechanic for injuries, but I didn’t see any blood. Her arms, however, were faintly pink from the heat of the ion cannon since her coat did not have the coverage of sleeves like mine did. I reached out and faintly ran my fingers around her elbow, and the mechanic flinched with a hiss.  
 
    “Ouuuuuuuch,” she muttered. She tilted her head back against my shoulder, and there was bone-deep exhaustion in her amethyst eyes. “Hm. Seems like the adrenaline is wearing off, huh?” 
 
    As she said that, I could feel my own muscles start to shake, and my own vision flicker. “Yeah,” I chuckled roughly. My voice and throat still felt raw from inhaling nearly-molten sand. “Seems that way.” 
 
    The silver-haired mechanic looked up at me, her eyes already half-mast. “You lean on me and I’ll lean on you?” she offered.  
 
    I nodded and, together, we picked up our discarded rifles and started our comical three-legged limp back to the ship. When we had nearly reached the loading ramp, Akela pulled at the back of my coat until I slowed and looked down at her.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said quietly as she lifted her eyes to mine. “For saving me. Looks like you evened out our deal after all.” Her full lips twitched upward in a tired smile. 
 
    I shook my head at her. “You don’t have to thank me for that. I’m just sorry you got hurt,” I said as I jerked my chin at her singed arms. “Maybe next time you should stay with Neka on the ship. This planet is a lot more dangerous than I realized.” 
 
    Akela’s tired smile transformed into a scowl. “Hey, I can take care of myself. I was a little thrown at first by the enormous fuckin’ sea monster, but I think I held my own pretty well in the end.” 
 
    I stared down at her incredulously. “Of course you did,” I said sincerely. “This whole debacle probably would have had a totally different ending without you. But…” I trailed off.  
 
    “But what?” the mechanic challenged, the old hint of steel from Theron back in her voice. 
 
    I sighed and tilted my head back to stare up into the darkened sky. “But I promised your mother I’d bring you back alive,” I said. “And…”  
 
    I contemplated whether to be honest and then thought we were almost just killed by a giant tentacle monster, so really what was the point in lying. “And I don’t want to lose you,” I finally admitted. 
 
    I had only known the mechanic for a few weeks now, but she was smart, intuitive as hell, stronger than almost anyone I had ever met, and so beautiful sometimes I couldn’t look at her straight on. She had quickly become a part of my family, and that moment where we were running toward each other across the beach, a charging ion cannon on one side and a charging, ravenous beast on the other, and I didn’t know if we were going to make it through what was honestly one of the scariest moments of my life. 
 
    Akela was silent, and I glanced down to see her staring straight ahead. Her cheeks flushed bright, bright red. “Well… maybe I don’t want to lose you either. So let’s make a deal to not do stupid things anymore, alright?” 
 
    I smiled, and maybe it was the near-death experience or the concussion I was almost positive I had now, but either way, I leaned down and pressed a kiss to the top of the mechanic’s silver head. She smelled like grease and sweat and the salt of the sea. I took a deep breath in and let the scent soothe me.  
 
    It took us a few more minutes, but we finally reached the base of the loading ramp. The second our feet touched the metal, I knew it was coming.  
 
    “CT! Akela!” Neka yowled from the belly of the cargo hold. I looked up just in time to see the cat-girl launch herself down the ramp.  
 
    “Whoa, whoa, wait a sec--” Akela started to protest and tried to back away, but she was too late. A moment later, forty-five kilograms of crying cat-girl tackled us back into the sand.  
 
    “I was so scared!” my assistant wailed as she rubbed her face anxiously against my chest and then leaned over to rub against Akela’s face as well. I knew the cat-girl just needed to get the fear out of her system, so I just let her nuzzle herself out as I shushed her and gently pet her hair and scratched behind her ears. “Don’t ever do that again!” 
 
    Akela muttered something, but the words were muffled by a mouthful of Neka’s orange hair. My assistant didn’t seem to care. She just cried harder and wrapped her small arms around the mechanic and me.  
 
    The three of us lay there in a pile of akimbo limbs for a moment while Neka wore herself out. Then I heard a familiar whirl of machinery and looked up to see one of the mini-drones standing over us.  
 
    “Nice shootin’ out there, Tex,” I said to Omni. “Thanks for that.” 
 
    Even without a face the AI seemed able to portray a strong expression of disapproval. Even upside down. “I am in agreement with Neka,” Omni huffed. “Please don’t do something like that again, Colby.” 
 
    “Alright, alright, I’ll try not to take on any more fish monsters while we’re here,” I chuckled. Akela snorted, Neka ‘hmphed’, and Omni just flat out said, “I don’t think I believe you.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at my weird little family and let myself collapse back into the sand, Neka on my chest, Akela pressed against my side. The three of us laid there together and watched the unfamiliar constellations wheel overhead, the sound of the sea now a soothing lullaby. 
 
    “CT… CT… CT, it is time to wake up.” 
 
    I blinked open my eyes and lay there in a daze for a moment. Why were there stars above me instead of the ceiling of my room? I shifted and my bed moved like sand beneath me. … oh, wait. That was sand.  
 
    With a flash, the memories of the Opalks fight slammed into me, and I jolted up with a start. The loading ramp of the ship loomed above me. I craned my head around to see the wheels of Omni’s drone centimeters away from my face. I leaned my head back, and the rest of the drone came into view. 
 
    “What… what happened?” I slurred and reached up to rub my eyes. They felt gritty and sore, and the sand didn’t help.  
 
    “We let you sssssleep,” another voice responded, the ‘s’ elongated into a quiet hiss. I looked around and saw that the dozen or so Almort we had saved now stood less than a few meters away. Cyl’ass stood at their head, and the prince had his head tilted toward me. 
 
    Something felt off, but my brain was too foggy to catch it. “Sleep? Wait. How long has it been?” I looked around frantically. “Where are Neka and Akela?” 
 
    “Worry not. They are with Slal’ops,” Cyl’ass told me and pointed to where my assistant and mechanic stood about fifteen meters away near their vehicles. Slal’ops was with them and he gestured to various things, his head weaving from side to side in that sinuous movement as he seemed to answer Akela’s questions. … wait a second. 
 
    My head snapped up so fast I swore I heard something in my neck crack. “Wait, you… I can understand you better now,” I stuttered. The last time we had spoken, the communication tech I wore only seemed to be able to render loose translations. But now it was nearly seamless. “How long was I out?!” 
 
    Cyl’ass chittered again, and his facial scales flashed to signal laughter. “Not very long.” 
 
    “Few hours, tops,” Omni chimed in from beside me. “But while you got your beauty sleep, one of Cyl’ass’ people returned to speak with us, and Akela and I were able to upgrade and adapt the translations using the Klathian language as a base and build from there.” 
 
    I gaped at the small drone. 
 
    “Your machine and machine-healer are very advanced,” Cyl’ass said to me, and even through the small translation box, he sounded impressed. 
 
    “Machine-healer?” I repeated and glanced at Omni.  
 
    The small drone shrugged his little mechanical arms. “Don’t look at me. Akela liked it, so we kept the translation.” 
 
    I shook my head. I was still trying to clear the fog and cobwebs from my mind and catch up with the present. “Okay so… what now?” I asked.  
 
    “Now,” Cyl’ass hissed, and I realized as I looked up into his face that his teeth were opalescent and needle sharp. “We go and meet with my father, U’eh, Chief of all the Almort.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    After a brief discussion with Cyl’ass, I decided to leave our ship parked on the beach so as not to frighten his people as we made our way to their capital city. We moved it further back toward the dunes in case any more Opalks decided to show up, and Omni turned on a cloaking protocol that Akela had fixed and upgraded on our way here. When this was all over, I’d really have to sit down with the mechanic and have her list out all the work she had done because, frankly, I don’t think the ship had worked this well even when I’d bought it brand new from Terra-Nebula’s factories.  
 
    As it turned out, the Almort were way more technologically advanced than prior reports gave them credit for. They didn’t seem to have any particle-beam technology since they were very fascinated with our weapons, but they were far from the sticks and stones we’d been led to believe they utilized.  
 
    Their vehicles weren’t wheeled as I had previously assumed. They actually functioned as hover cars and skated about half a meter off the ground. Akela had apparently peppered Slal’ops with dozens of questions while I had been taking my sand nap, questions about the blue-gray metallic material that made up the frame and body of the vehicles, questions about the bioluminescent streaks that matched the ones the Almort had on their bodies, questions about what fueled the cars, and how they ran, and how reliable they were. 
 
    “They’re hybrid-vehicles,” the mechanic relayed to me as the Almort began to climb back into them, her violet eyes bright with excitement. “They do have a metallic ore from their mountain ranges that they refine to use as a fuel additive, but the vehicles seem to run mostly on water, given this planet’s natural abundance of it, and some solar energy from their tiny sun.” She gestured up into the sky, which as it turned out remained in a perpetual state of twilight.  
 
    The sun for the Icarius System, Luminar Alpha-39ii, wasn’t actually tiny since it was about the size of Earth’s sun in the Milky Way, but it was much farther away. The planet received maybe thirty to fifty percent the amount of sunlight Earth did.  
 
    Proxima V was also an eyeball planet. Eyeball planets were tidally or gravitationally locked, and that meant that they didn’t turn on their axis the way most planets did. The same was true for Proxima V. Due to the wormholes on its opposite side, the planet was fixed in position. There wasn’t a ‘day’ or ‘night,’ nor were there traditional seasons. The side facing the wormholes was cold, near immeasurably so, and consisted of one vast, continuous ocean, mostly covered in ice. It was uninhabitable and untraversable. The side facing the sun, on the other hand, was warmer, and thanks to what light it received, life had evolved. Hence the giant continent, or the “eyeball,” and the Almort.  
 
    “This is amazing. Isn’t it, CT?” Akela asked me as she stared at everything with wide and curious eyes. “I can’t wait to see what their cities are like.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to taste Opalks,” Neka added. I turned to my assistant to see her staring at the carved up carcass that was stacked in the trailers the Almort’s vehicles dragged behind them. The cat-girl’s eyes dilated in interest and hunger, and she licked her lips repeatedly.  
 
    “The feasting will be grand indeed,” Cyl’ass said as he came up behind us. His opalescent needle-teeth were bared in what I realized was a smile as he regarded Neka. “Opalks are a delicacy we seldom get to have. As both conquerors and guests, you will have the first cuts.” 
 
    Neka purred in happiness and didn’t take her eyes off the meal that now awaited her. 
 
    Cyl’ass then turned to me. “We are ready to depart now, CccccT,” he hissed. The Almort prince gestured to the waiting vehicles. The three of us would ride with him and Slal’ops as we made our way to their home.  
 
    I nodded and helped Akela and Neka up into the car before I climbed in after them.  
 
    Car was probably the wrong word. The vehicle was tall and wide like a van, and like most vans designed to haul cargo or large numbers of people, there were no seats. Cyl’ass and Slal’ops stood at the front, where the driver and passenger seats would be, respectively. Akela had already moved so she could stand directly behind them and watch them work the controls.  
 
    “Is that the ignition switch?” Akela muttered and pointed to something. “You don’t seem to have a key. Does it respond organically? And how does that work with the engine? Can you start all of your machines by touch? Man, I’d really love to see the inside of this thing. If that’s possible, of course!” 
 
    The mechanic talked a kilometer a minute but Slal’ops just chittered his weird laugh before he answered her endless stream of questions.  
 
    Neka and I stood shoulder to shoulder at the mechanic’s back. The cat-girl was fascinated by the tech as well, but she had been on enough broker missions with me to be considered a seasoned pro. She knew the drill. She smiled politely at the three additional Almort that stood at the rear of the vehicle and glanced around the cab with a curious eye. She mostly kept silent and pressed up against my side as Cyl’ass started the vehicle and we lurched across the sand. 
 
    And by lurched, I mean Neka, Akela, and I almost immediately lost our balance as the van accelerated.  
 
    “Whoa!” Akela exclaimed as she flew backward into me, and her arms cartwheeled as she tried to find purchase. I grunted as her body connected with mine. Neka yowled in surprise and clung to my arm. I managed not to slide back into the three Almort behind us, but it was a near thing.  
 
    “Are you alright?” Slal’ops asked as he turned to regard us with his navy-blue eyes. He glanced down at our feet and clicked. “Ah. I see the problem. You do not have our ways for balance.” 
 
    I frowned and looked at his feet, and then the feet of the Almort behind us. As a species, they wore little clothing. Cyl’ass and Slal’ops wore straps across their chest and backs that looked to be made of leather that I had thought must mark them as leaders, and they all wore form-fitting garments in grays, greens, and blues on their lower halves that attached to a utility belt of sorts with pockets. None of them wore shoes, and as I stared at their webbed feet, with their fine bone structures and sharp spines along the toes, I realized why. 
 
    “Wait,” Akela said and tried to bend down to get a better look at Slal’ops’ feet. I wrapped an arm around her waist so she didn’t pitch completely forward. “Do your feet adhere to the floor of the vehicle? Is that another organic quality of your technology? Like the bioluminescence on the outside panels?” 
 
    And she was off again, quickfire questions that Slal’ops struggled to keep up with. I smiled at the mechanic’s enthusiasm. Even if the Almort refused to deal with us, and we left Proxima V empty handed, I felt like it would all have been worth it just to see that light in Akela’s eyes.  
 
    As Cyl’ass drove and Akela kept Slal’ops preoccupied, my mind and eyes started to wander. I stared out the slightly semi-translucent windows that made up half the walls of the vehicle, and I got my first real look of the planet.  
 
    Outside, the landscape of Proxima V opened up for us. Once we crossed the dunes and left the beach, the sand gave way to pastures of green and blue grasses half as tall as me. As we drove through them, the grass flashed and flared in pockets of bright lights.  
 
    Now, I’d like to think I was well traveled. I’d been around the block a few times. I’d brokered dozens of deals during my tenure at Terra-Nebula and been to nearly twice as many planets. And yet, every time, every single time without fail, the first sight of a new planet got to the poor Proto kid in me. The one who had grown up in a shitty, space tin can and couldn’t believe that there were whole worlds out there, just like this one, full of beauty and mystery and life.  
 
    When I was a fresh, green broker, I had been just like Akela. I had pressed my face to every window, asked every question that popped into my head the moment I’d thought it. I had wanted to know anything and everything there was to know about whatever planet I landed on. In some ways, I was still like that, and it was why I had always insisted in the past on mingling with the native populations of planets while Terra-Nebula began their colonization process. I had wanted to see how their world worked… before the Corporations changed everything. 
 
    However, over the years, I had learned how to bank the wildfire of my curiosity and bask in the moment. I’d get to my questions, but first I was content to just take everything in: the scenery, the wildlife, the people. 
 
    So, as the prince of the Almort drove us to his capital, I just took in his homeworld. 
 
    The endless pastures soon gave way to cultivated farms, but it didn’t look like the Almort cleared more land than they needed. The wild grasses seemed to merge and blend with the neat rows of crops we passed. I fleetingly wondered how they kept the grass from invading the beds. We were going too fast and were too far away for me to make out what crops the Almort grew, but I could see people working in the fields well enough. They left flaring patches of grass in their wake as they trailed from one plot to another, bursts of blues and greens to mark their way. 
 
    Akela must have seen me staring at the flashing flares of color because she leaned toward me and whispered, “I think their bioluminescence is an evolutionary trait caused by the lower light levels on this planet.” 
 
    I turned to the silver-haired woman and raised an eyebrow. “I thought you were a mechanic,” I teased. “Not a biologist.” 
 
    Akela stuck her tongue out at me but turned back to Slal’ops when the Almort asked her a question for a change.  
 
    Beside me, Neka suddenly pulled on my arm and pointed out the window. “What are those, CT?” the cat-girl questioned. Her yellow eyes were wide as dinner plates, the pupils blown out by the low light levels of this planet.  
 
    I turned to follow the line of her finger and saw that the fields of crops had transitioned back to taller grasslands… and there was something grazing out there. A lot of somethings.  
 
    I moved closer to the window for a better look. The glass wasn’t clear enough to make out all the details, but one thing I noticed for sure was the size of the creatures. Like the Opalks, they were massive, great hulking shadows with horns that extended out and up from their skulls at least two meters. However, unlike the Opalks, they moved rather slowly, barely even a flicker of light in the grass surrounding them. Not a single one lifted its head or took a step before we had moved past the herd.  
 
    “Are those domesticated creatures?” Akela suddenly asked as she plastered her body against mine and tried to crane her neck to catch a last glimpse of the creatures. 
 
    “Yes,” Slal’ops clicked. “Those are the Stuogrors. Before we created these vehicles, we rode the Stuogror and the Atsae. The Stuogror we used to carry big things: food, materials, people. The Atsae are fast, so we used them for travel.” 
 
    “What do you do with them now?” I asked curiously. You could learn a lot about a people by the way they treated their wildlife. “The Stuogror and the Atsae. Now that you have the vehicles.” 
 
    Slal’ops chittered and rolled his head from side to side, perhaps the Almort version of a shrug. “Now we mostly let them be. The Stuogror we use for food, but only when the herds grow too large or if there is a shortage in the harvest. The Atsae we let run free, for the most part, but some of our youth like to try to tame and ride them like our ancestors did. They are not often successful.”  
 
    The Almort turned and smiled over his shoulder at us. The needle-teeth made the motion quite disconcerting, but I believed he was trying for mischievous.  
 
    The drive did not take very long after that, perhaps half an hour, and the landscape didn’t change much save for a few creeks and rivers that ran through the plains and presumably fed the fields we had just passed through. Before I knew it, Cyl’ass clicked at me and pointed through the windshield.  
 
    “That is Ka’le,” he said. “It is the home of U’eh, Chief of the Almort, and the center of all our people.” 
 
    I leaned forward to get a better look and stifled a chuckle as Akela all but pressed herself against the windshield in awe. 
 
    Ka’le sprawled out before us, a city illuminated by the natural blue and green lighting of the planet. The bright bioluminescent colors seemed to flow from grass to building as seamlessly as water. It was a city, not a village, not a collection of thatched-roof huts and shoddy structures. Sure, it was no megatropolis, nothing like the behemoth constructions of space station cities or Terra-Nebula colonies, but it wasn’t small by any stretch of the imagination.  
 
    Most, if not all, of the buildings were single story, save for a single tower that rose twenty or thirty meters into the sky at the center of the city. The tower was built intricately, and the walls spiraled upward with threads of green and blue light woven throughout the structure. The apex of the tower was large and circular and so brightly illuminated it was like a blue-green star had perched there. Everything else in the city spread out low along the ground, and everything seemed to be made from a combination of X’ebril, the metallic ore found on this planet that these vehicles were made out of, stone, and semi-translucent glass.  
 
    “It’s beautiful,” I told Cyl’ass honestly, and the prince puffed out his gills and flashed his scales in what I thought to be pride.  
 
    “Yes,” he hissed. “It is. And you have still yet to see the best partsssss.” 
 
    Before I could respond, we passed the first block of buildings and entered the city proper. The streets seemed to be made of packed dirt and threads of X’ebril. We went straight for about two blocks, took a left, and then nearly drove straight into a huge crowd. 
 
    At the sight of our vehicle, the crowd let out an undulating cry in unison, loud enough to reverberate through the car even with the glass in the way. I gaped at the hundreds of faces, the thousands of flashing scales. Beside me, Neka and Akela were just as floored, and their jaws nearly scraped the bottom of the van.  
 
    “What is this?” I asked as Cy’lass began to creep the vehicle forward. The crowd parted easily for us, but they still cheered and stomped at the ground.  
 
    The prince of the Almort turned to grin at us, and the lights that flickered over his face reflected off the opalescent points of his teeth.  
 
    “Part of our hunting party left the beach while you slept and returned to the city to tell of your triumph,” Cy’lass explained. He gestured to the crowd through the windshield. “They have come to see who defeated the Opalks.” 
 
    “And saved the son of their chief,” Slal’ops added. There was no mistaking the gratitude in his voice, and I rubbed at the back of my neck sheepishly.  
 
    Our progress through the city was markedly slower than it had been through the countryside. The crowd didn’t stop us, but they did hinder our speed as they clustered around the vehicle.  
 
    “The market is in the western half of the city,” Slal’ops explained to us as we drove, or rather crawled, through the streets. He pointed to our left, over the tops of buildings he told us were citizen residential pods. “We won’t pass through it now, but perhaps later. It is a grand place, full of all the riches our land has to offer.” 
 
    We kept driving and soon we passed a large, oval shaped building. It was set a little further back from the street, and along the grassy perimeter outside were a series of small ponds full of dark, navy blue water.  
 
    “This is where our young are educated,” Cy’lass dictated to us, and sure enough, as he spoke a few small heads popped up over the surfaces of the ponds to watch us pass. An adult Almort walked along the edge of the ponds, my guess their teacher or chaperone, and they waved to us in greeting.  
 
    “Wow. You have schools?” Akela asked in awe. One of the Almort children waved at us from their pond, encouraged by their chaperone. Akela waved back, and a soft smile stretched across her face.  
 
    “Of course,” Slal’ops answered, and he looked at the mechanic with as much confusion as his face could muster. “Do you not also educate your young?” 
 
    Akela snorted in derision, and even Neka let out a long-suffering sigh. Slal’ops and Cy’lass glanced at me for clarification. I shrugged. 
 
    “We do our best,” I said, in an odd defense of my species. “But in a lot of places, there just isn’t enough money. Some families can barely afford to eat, let alone afford an education.” 
 
    “How did you become… what you are then?” Slal’ops questioned, and then he turned to Akela. “Or you become such an advanced machine-healer?” 
 
    The mechanic shrugged, but I could see some color had risen in her cheeks. “My father taught me most of the stuff I know. The rest I sort of just figured out as I went along.” 
 
    When Slal’ops turned back to me, I just put my hands up and chuckled in self-deprecation. “Don’t look at me. I mostly got by on charm, good looks, and a bit of luck. She’s the genius,” I said as I knocked Akela’s shoulder.  
 
    Slal’ops looked contemplative for a moment. Then, he looked at Neka. “Is he considered handsome for your kind?” he asked, and now the blood was rising in my face. 
 
    Neka sputtered as she blushed, too. “Wha—I… I mean I think… what I mean to say is um y… yes?” She glanced at me furtively out of the corner of her eye and then looked away just as quickly when she saw me smiling at her.  
 
    There was a crackle of static in my ear, and then Omni whispered, “Colby’s head is already big enough. Don’t go adding hot air to it.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes as Akela snorted and Neka giggled.  
 
    Soon, I realized we were driving toward the tower at the center of the city. As we drew closer, it got taller, casting its long, faint shadow over us. The crowd grew too as the streets became wider. It was like our very own parade. 
 
    “Wait,” Akela gasped, and then shuffled over to the left-side window. “What’s that?” 
 
    She pointed to a gigantic building that seemed to sprawl multiple city blocks. It was rounded, like most of the architecture in the city, but the walls of X’ebril were burnished in some places until they shone bright silver, like starlight made physical. Spires of blue and green, that almost looked to be made of glass, also rose from the roof, tall, though not nearly half as tall as the tower we were headed to. Vehicles, like the one we were in, also drove in and out of multiple sets of wide bay doors.  
 
    Slal’ops clicked and grinned at Akela. “That is where the X’ebril is refined after it is carved out of the mountains. Once it is refined, it can be made into almost anything. Vehicles, buildings, tools. Nearly everything we make that is not directly from the land is made, at least partially, out of X’ebril.” 
 
    Akela’s eyes were so wide I was afraid they’d pop out of her head. “Can we go there?” she asked breathily as she pressed against the glass of the window. Her amethyst eyes shined with curiosity. “I’d love to see how you get the metal to interact with organics. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen or heard of.” 
 
    The two Almort looked proud at her words. “It’d be an honor to show you, machine-healer,” Slal’ops said with a deferential dip of his chin.  
 
    Akela grinned and turned to me as if to make sure I’d heard. I chuckled and knocked shoulders with her again. “I’ll make sure we check it out,” I promised her. 
 
    Finally, we turned a corner and were past the refinery. The tower was just ahead, surrounded by a large courtyard filled with even more people. As our vehicle approached, the waiting crowd let out a cheer that the procession behind us echoed. It was a cacophony of sound and motion. It was…  
 
    “Amazing,” Akela whispered. 
 
    “We are here,” Slal’ops declared with a flourished wave of his hand. 
 
    Cy’lass slowed the vehicle to a stop, and we exited the vehicle in an orderly fashion, as did the Almort in the other vehicles behind us. Once we were on the ground, Akela slowly turned in a circle and took in all the buildings with their natural lights. Culverts of water we hadn’t noticed from the van wove side by side with the streets, but the babble of the water was soon drowned out as the crush of people swarmed us. As the people pressed in, chittering and clicking too fast and numerous for our translators to catch, Akela and Neka drew closer to my sides.  
 
    Before we could be fully mobbed, Cy’lass climbed atop the hood of the vehicle we just exited and tilted back his head to let out a sharp, piercing cry. Almost at once, the crowd quieted, though there were still sporadic hisses here and there. 
 
    When he had the crowd’s full attention, Cy’lass thumped his chest and made his scales flash in a cascade of flickering lights.  
 
    “Almort!” he bellowed. “You have heard the tale of the starmen who slew the Opalks, yes?” As he said this, he threw his arm out to point to the carcass that his hunting party was now removing from the trailer.  
 
    The crowd cheered in a series of clicks and cries.  
 
    “Well, here they are! The conquering starmen! Who not only defeated the Opalks, but also saved me and mine,” the prince shouted as he thumped his chest again and gestured to Slal’ops, who stood at his feet.  
 
    The second series of cheers were louder than the first, and I began to feel self-conscious of all the people reaching out to us. Akela seemed overwhelmed, too, from where she stood slightly behind my shoulder. Neka, surprisingly enough, looked the most at ease. She smiled at all the people as they called to us and waved at them when she realized that made them cheer more. The mechanic and I were uncomfortable with all the fanfare, but sometimes I forgot how different things were for my assistant. The cat-girl had generally been dismissed as a pet, or worse, when I had worked for Terra-Nebula. There had never been so many people happy to see her. It warmed my heart and made bearing the brunt of the crowd’s focus more bearable.  
 
    Suddenly, a cry, sharper and louder than the rest split the air. I spun to see a handful of Almort standing in a doorway at the base of the tower. One of them was taller than the rest, taller even than Cyl’ass and Slal’ops, who were nearly half a meter taller than me. His skin and scales were so dark green that I thought they were black at first glance. He wore straps across his chest that matched those of Cyl’ass and Slal’ops, and I realized this must be his father, Chief U’eh. 
 
    “Um, CT?” Neka whispered to me. She had stopped waving and had drawn behind my other shoulder, opposite Akela. “Is… that the chief? Because he doesn’t look very happy to see us.” 
 
    The cat-girl was not exaggerating. I was still learning the intricacies of Almort emotions and how they were displayed, but I recognized the stance the chief stood in. It was a fighting stance, legs spread shoulder-width apart, spine ramrod straight, chin lifted toward the sky. Even from at least twenty meters, I could tell that the chief’s face was creased in a scowl. 
 
    Cyl’ass seemed to deflate a bit as he jumped down from the hood of the vehicle. Slal’ops chittered something quietly to his prince, too quiet for us to hear, but the son of the chief just clicked in what I thought to be dismissal. The prince took a deep breath that made his gills flare, and then he turned to me.  
 
    “I will speak to my father first,” he stated, suddenly more formal. “He is… wary of starmen.”  
 
    With that explanation, Cy’lass drew himself away from the crowd and walked over to his father. Chief U’eh clicked harshly and quickly at his son while he watched my every move. 
 
    The two of them were too far away for our translators to pick up what was being said, and while I wanted to take a step forward so I could listen in on their conversation, I decided to let Cyl’ass handle it for now.  
 
    I watched as Cyl’ass hissed and pointed at the Opalks body first, then at Akela and I, before he thumped his fist against his chest, and every single one of his scales flashed. 
 
    Chief U’eh flared his gills, but the argument seemed to be over. He hissed one last thing to his son, and the prince wove his head from side to side. Then, as his father disappeared back into the base of the tower, Cyl’ass stepped back and came toward us. 
 
    “My father wishes to speak to you and your tribe in private,” Cyl’ass said to me. He clicked, and his two sets of eyelids blinked in rapid succession. He almost looked… uncomfortable. “Before the feasting.” 
 
    Ah. The prince was worried he was being a bad host. Seemed like Chief U’eh wasn’t as moved by our rescue mission as his son had been. 
 
    “That’s fine,” I told Cyl’ass. “I wanted to speak to him as soon as possible anyway.” 
 
    Slal’ops came up to join us, and together he and Cyl’ass led us into the tower base. The moment we stepped out of the open air and into the shadow of the building’s interior, Neka stepped close to my side, and her tail wound around my wrist in trepidation.  
 
    “The chief really did not look happy to see us,” the cat-girl whispered. Her pupils were dilated to the size of dinner plates in the low lighting, and her ears flicked from side to side, trying to catch every little note of sound.  
 
    “You know first-encounter species tend to be more than a little wary,” I reminded my assistant in an equally low whisper. “Remember the Igroth?” 
 
    “Yeah, but these aren’t a first-encounter species,” Neka replied. “Terra-Nebula and Nova-Sol have both landed here, and things obviously didn’t turn out so well.” 
 
    I frowned. She was right, of course. Arden Warrick was stationed up in orbit, as was the Nova-Sol Corporation. As much as I hated Warrick, he was a decent enough negotiator. If he hadn’t had any luck on this planet, the Almort must be particularly strong-willed.  
 
    And perhaps even dangerous.  
 
    Both Cyl’ass and Slal’ops had seemed genuinely grateful for our rescue, and they had been nothing but amicable since. Slal’ops had even humored every one of Akela’s million questions, and he never seemed irate or annoyed by them. I wondered if it was possible that it had all been a ruse, a ploy to lull us into a false sense of security so we wouldn’t protest being taken into what seemed to be their most fortified structure.  
 
    I considered the two Almort in front of me for a long moment and then dismissed the idea. The prince and his companion seemed honorable. They could have left us on that beach. Hell, they could have attacked us, and after that battle with the Opalks, I probably wouldn’t have been able to fend them off. Instead, they spoke of feeding us and of showing us their planet and their home. Most likely Chief U’eh was merely cautious and didn’t take too kindly to strangers that fell from the stars.  
 
    We walked along a short series of hallways before Cyl’ass led us to a grand staircase that wound around and around as it led up to the apex of the tower. The walls and floors were made of X’ebril, and each time the Almort’s feet made contact with the ground, flashes of blue and green danced up the walls. 
 
    The ascent only took a few minutes, but I was sad to say I was a little winded when we made it to the top. I’d let my exercise regimen slip since I had been terminated, and I was paying the price for it now. 
 
    At the top, the stairs opened up into one large room about forty meters across. Every wall was made of the same semi-translucent glass that had been in the vehicles, so we had an uninterrupted view of Ka’le and the fields beyond. From this altitude, we could see kilometers in every direction.  
 
    It was magnificent. I could very nearly see straight through to the coast of the bay where we had landed. The fields were kilometer-long stretches of dark blues and greens, flashes of movement like blinking stars flaring in the grass. This world may be steeped in twilight, but it was full of life, color, and brilliance. These people, with their organic technology, their cultures and schools… I wanted to protect all of it.  
 
    The urge washed over me like a tsunami, and in its wake came the thoughts of what would happen to this world, to the Almort, if Corporations like Terra-Nebula or Nova-Sol were allowed to colonize here. I knew what would happen, the people and planets stripped by Corporate abuse. I had seen it before. I never wanted to see it again.  
 
    I focused back on the room we were in, a new, steel resolve in the set of my spine. There was little furniture in the room save for a large table in the center that took up most of the floor. That is where we found Chief U’eh. He stood on the opposite side of the table from us, his back to the window, and every line and scale of his body screamed defiance.  
 
    Fucking Arden Warrick always had to make my life goddamn difficult.  
 
    Cyl’ass and Slal’ops walked ahead of us and came to a stop a few meters from the table. Slal’ops hissed and dropped to a knee a step behind his prince. Cyl’ass hissed a similar note but merely inclined his head.  
 
    Chief U’eh barely even glanced at them. The moment we had stepped off the stairs, he only had eyes for me. 
 
    He jerked his head and clicked a resounding note, and Cyl’ass beckoned me to come forward. Akela and Neka stuck close behind me, but let me step out about a meter ahead of them.  
 
    Chief U’eh sized me up as I came to stand before him. I inclined my head as Cyl’ass had but did not kneel.  
 
    “Hello,” I said as I felt the familiar broker mask slide over my features. I gave the chief my most genial smile. “You must be Chief U’eh. It is an honor to meet you.” 
 
    “Who are you?” the Chief hissed. His voice was much deeper than his son’s, and rougher, like stones being ground together until they turned to dust.  
 
    “My name is Colby Tower,” I said, and I kept my tone light despite the hostility in the chief’s voice. “However, my friends call me CT.” 
 
    “And you think we are friends?” Chief U’eh bared his teeth and clicked in displeasure. I didn’t let it rattle me.  
 
    “Well, I’d like us to be. I think Cyl’ass and I are off to a good start,” I said as I gestured at the prince. Cyl’ass flinched and dropped his gaze. Not a good sign.  
 
    “My son is not Chief of the Almort. He is still a boy in need of learning,” U’eh cut a sharp look at Cyl’ass, and I felt bad that I had put the prince in such an uncomfortable position.  
 
    Before I could defend the chief’s son, however, U’eh continued, “But he does not lack honor. Cyl’ass tells me he owes you a debt. You saved him and his hunting party from an Opalks.” 
 
    I realized that although it did not sound like it, the chief had asked me a question.  
 
    “Yes,” I replied. “We had just landed along the bay in our ship and saw they needed some assistance.” 
 
    U’eh chittered and his gills flashed. “And why have you come to our home?” he hissed, and I realized this is the question he’d been dying to ask since he set his navy blue eyes on me. “What do you want?” 
 
    I knew that I had to tread carefully here. One wrong move, one slip of the tongue, and I had no doubt that U’eh would have us fed to the next Opalks that ambled along. I took a deep breath and summoned up the speech I had carefully crafted while the Lacuna Noctis had sailed through hyperspace on the way here.  
 
    It took me a few drafts to get to the final product since I no longer wore Terra-Nebula’s colors. I spent many a sleepless night looking at myself in the mirror and asking myself the same question U’eh had just posed to me: What do you want? 
 
    “I want to help you,” I said to the Chief of the Almort. “If you will let me.” 
 
    U’eh hissed and clicked in aggravation. “We do not need your help. The Almort need no help from starmen.” 
 
    So, it seemed that they’d had multiple interactions with galactic travelers, and it had left a sour taste in their mouth.  
 
    Fucking Warrick. 
 
    “I think you do,” I countered gently. “And I can explain why if you will just give me a few minutes of your time.” 
 
    U’eh gnashed his teeth… but wove his head side to side in consent. “For my son,” he said grudgingly, “I will hear you.” 
 
    I inclined my head once more in gratitude. “Thank you. Now, when we arrived in this star system and began our descent to your planet, I noticed that there were two ships already in orbit. They were Corporation ships. Terra-Nebula and Nova-Sol. Have you encountered them before?” 
 
    “Yesssss,” U’eh hissed and flicked his wrist dismissively. “Starmen have come for ages. A few here and there. They bring things or they take things. Technology. Goods. They never stay long.” The chief regarded me with a critical gaze. “The starmen you speak of wanted to take more than we offered. We refused them.” 
 
    “They wanted to take your home,” I clarified. “They wanted you to sell it to them.” 
 
    U’eh narrowed his eyes and blinked his two sets of eyelids. “How do you know this?” 
 
    “Because I know how they operate,” I said and took a deep breath before I bit the bullet. “I used to be one of them.” 
 
    “And now you want to take what we had refused them?” The chief hissed and drew himself up to his full height. He was nearly a meter taller than me.  
 
    “No,” I countered as I lifted my chin and met his gaze. “I said I used to work for them. I don’t any longer. I don’t want you to sell me your home.” 
 
    “Then I assssssk again, what do you want?” 
 
    “I want you to not sell it to them,” I said simply. “Not to Terra-Nebula or Nova-Sol or any other Corporation that may fall from the stars.” 
 
    This seemed to bring the chief up short. Lights flickered sporadically along the scales of his face, flashes of blue and green that reflected off the dark, flat surfaces of his eyes.  
 
    “Explain,” he said in lieu of admitting that he did not understand. 
 
    I suppressed a smile. I’d gotten him interested. Now I just needed to bring this home. 
 
    “You may not know this, but the universe is a big place beyond this planet,” I began. “There are millions of planets and peoples out there, and Corporations like Terra-Nebula and Nova-Sol want to utilize all of them to make a profit. When people began to take to the stars and discover each other, a coalition was made and galactic law was created so chaos and war would not ensue. Many of the laws are tedious and unimportant now, but the main one is that a Corporation may not take a planet by force for the interest of profit, and must first obtain consent from the governing authority of the land.”  
 
    I gestured to the chief. “That governing authority is you.” 
 
    The translator box took a moment to render all that information. When it was finished, U’eh said, “But I do not consent. I have refused them. Why do they remain?” 
 
    I held up a finger. “Ah. Here is the problem with galactic law: there are a lot of loopholes, and Corporations have hundreds of people dedicated to finding them all. You have refused Terra-Nebula and Nova-Sol, but your refusal, unlike a contract, is subject to change. You could say yes at a later time. So, the Corporations hang around until they can find a loophole or enough leverage to revise your answer… or until you sign a contract with another party. Now, a contract with a Corporation is basically the go-ahead for them to colonize the planet. Yes, they give the planet better technology, healthcare, means of production, etc. but the planet is now the property of the Corporation, for them to do with as they see fit. My contract will be different.” 
 
    “How would it be different?” U’eh clicked. “What would you do with our home? What would you get in return?” 
 
    I spread my arms open at my side and gave him my best, disarming smile. “I am just one man, Chief U’eh. I am not a Corporation. I do not want to colonize your planet, and even if I did, I couldn’t. If you signed a contract with me, it would be worded in such a way that, while I would technically own the planet, I wouldn’t have any power. You,” I emphasized. “You and the Almort would rule yourselves. Just as you have been. Nothing would change. Except no more Corporations would be allowed to try to take your home.” 
 
    “Oh,” I added with a smile. “And I’d still give you the best technology and medicine Terra-Nebula had to offer. It’s a win-win for you, Chief U’eh. For you and the Almort.”  
 
    U’eh was silent for a long time. He stood there and stared at me for so long without blinking I began to become unnerved. Had my impassioned speech not moved him? Would he now refuse me like he had Warrick? Would he toss me through the luminous glass of the window? 
 
    “And what do you win, Cccccolby Tower?” U’eh finally asked me at length, my name awkward and foreign in his mouth. “What would you take from us in return if you do not want our home?” 
 
    I had prepared for this question, this level of scrutiny. I still had to struggle with the answer. The truth was always the hardest thing to say, it seemed.  
 
    “Well, if you would agree, I would like to see your world,” I said cautiously. “I… grew up amongst the stars, as did my companions.” I turned and gestured at Neka and Akela, who had moved to stand along the back wall. “We do not have a home, not like this, and we would be honored if you would show us yours.”  
 
    The chief narrowed his eyes. “What elssssse?” 
 
    I shrugged nonchalantly. “I’d like to establish a port or two, if that would be agreeable, for the starmen that happen upon your home. Your planet is strategically placed near these… doors to other worlds. If you built a couple of ports, you could trade with these starmen, import goods from far off galaxies. You have a lot to offer as well: X’ebril, crops, even some of your bioluminescent tech. If it were plausible, I’d also like to trade for some of these things. I wouldn’t take a lot, just enough to barter with when we reached our next destination.” 
 
    That seemed to surprise the Almort chief. “You would leave?” he hissed. 
 
    I nodded. “After we help you integrate our tech, unless there was something else you required of us, we would leave. There are other planets out there that Terra-Nebula and the other Corporations are looking to suck dry, and I’m hoping to stop them as many times as I can.” 
 
    “Why?” the chief clicked. His face looked as perplexed as it possibly could. “Why would you do this, for us, for others, for so little gain?” 
 
    “Because I wished someone would have done it for me,” I confessed, and the truth stung as it spilled off my tongue. “And for people I care about. The universe is a cold and cruel place. Everybody is looking out for themselves, looking to get the upper hand, looking to make the most profit. For once, I’d like to see the underdog get ahead. For once, I’d like to see the Corporations lose.” 
 
    Chief U’eh considered me for another long moment before he turned his back to us and looked out the window over his city. He didn’t say anything, so I cut a glance back to Cyl’ass, but the prince was also staring at his father almost in challenge, as if daring him to question my honor.  
 
    Finally, when I thought the silence was actually going to drive me insane, the chief turned back to face me. “I will accept your offer, starman, if you will accept mine,” he said solemnly.  
 
    I blinked in shock. I almost couldn’t believe he’d said yes. Well… almost yes.  
 
    “What is your offer?” I countered.  
 
    “My people have a tradition,” U’eh explained. “It was originally intended for when a member of one tribe wanted something from another tribe. Something grand. Medicine. X’ebril. A mate. Since the starmen have come, we have offered them the same ritual. To prove their worth and their honor.” 
 
    I felt a shiver of trepidation snake down my spine. “What… type of ritual?” I hedged.  
 
    “You must complete a series of trials.” The chief held up three of his webbed fingers. “Three of them. If you can complete each trial in accordance with our ways, we can talk about this contract you speak of. But not before.” 
 
    “What do these trials consist of?” 
 
    U’eh clicked and flared his gills. “You cannot know the details. It is against tradition. All you may know is the first trial is a test of strength and physical prowess. The second trial is a test of intelligence. And the last one is a test of your honor.” 
 
    I swallowed tightly. “Was defeating the Opalks not all those tests in one?” I tried to joke lightly. U’eh did not seem to have a sense of humor.  
 
    “This is the only way I will hear your offer,” he declared. “If you decline to accept this challenge, I will refuse you too, starman, as I have done to those who came before you, and Cyl’ass will take you back to your ship, and you will leave our home.” 
 
    The Chief of the Almort came around the table between us and came to stand not a meter before me. He was even more imposing up close, and I had to tilt my head back slightly to meet his gaze. Like the rest of his people, he smelled of the salt and the sea, and from this distance, I could see myself reflected in his flat blue eyes.  
 
    “What say you?” U’eh asked me gravely. 
 
    I opened my mouth… but a small cough behind me beat me to it. U’eh lifted his head with a hiss, and I turned to see Neka had stepped forward away from the wall.  
 
    “Excuse me,” she said quietly. Her ears were pressed flat against her head, and her tail was tucked firmly between her legs. “Chief, sir, um. May I… may I speak to our captain for a… for a moment? Please,” she added ardently and dipped her head in deference.  
 
    U’eh seemed displeased but wove his head in assent. “You may have a moment to confer with your tribe,” he said to me. He stepped back around the table and clicked at Cyl’ass and Slal’ops to follow him. The three Almort stood close together near the window and hissed back and forth to each other.  
 
    I turned back to Neka and Akela… to see them both shaking their heads at me.  
 
    “CT, you can’t do this,” Neka mewled. She wrung her hands in front of her.  
 
    “I agree with Neka,” Akela added. Her pale brow was furrowed in distress, and fear shone in her amethyst eyes. “You have no idea what these trials entail. Hell, it could be fighting three Opalks with your bare hands for all you know.” 
 
    “They are right, Colby,” Omni chimed in my ear. His voice wasn’t very strong, given the distance between us in the ship, but Akela had amplified the transmitters well. “I do not believe these people mean us malicious intent, but these trials could very well kill you. They were designed for Almort, not humans.” 
 
    “You heard U’eh though,” I argued. “If I don’t do these trials, this trip will all have been for nothing. We’ll be stuck up in orbit with Warrick and out thousands of credits.” I turned to Akela. “I won’t be able to pay you.” 
 
    The mechanic scowled at me and reached out to grab the front of my coat. “You think I care about the money?” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow at her, and she sighed harshly.  
 
    “Okay, I do,” she amended. “My mom and I could use the credits, but not if they come at the cost of your life.” 
 
    “You can’t die, CT,” Neka mewled plaintively. “You promised you wouldn’t scare me like that again.” 
 
    “Yeah!” Akela agreed. “We made a deal to not do any more stupid things, remember? What, you’re not a man of your word now, broker?” 
 
    She spat the word at me, and that’s when I realized how scared the mechanic was. Neka might be the one that was shaking, but Akela, with her clenched jaw and ramrod spine, was terrified. I could see the wheels in her brilliant brain turning. I could see the way she was thinking about her brother. Her father. Men that made promises to her and then left her with nothing but a broken heart. I didn’t want to hurt the silver-haired woman like that. I didn’t want to hurt her at all.  
 
    And Neka, my loyal assistant, my faithful cat-girl. She said she would follow me everywhere. Well, what would happen to her if I went somewhere she could not follow? If I died and left her all alone, what would she do then? I’d like to think that the two women would take care of each other. I’d like to think that, together with Omni, they’d continue to be the same little family we had cobbled together out of broken lives and hearts.  
 
    That was a fantasy though. Ships and space travel cost money. Akela might be able to earn a living off of her smarts and skill, but she still had her mother. And Neka? All she had was me.  
 
    There was just one problem. Without this deal, what was left for us? I had been a broker my entire adult life. Before that, I was just a skinny kid with dead parents, bloody knuckles, and the ability to charm people out of a few credits. I had no other marketable skills. Being a broker was who I was.  
 
    And I was the best fucking broker around.  
 
    I had made my decision. I took a deep breath and leaned forward to press a kiss to Neka’s forehead and then Akela’s.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, and I felt a stab of guilt at the concern that flooded my crew’s faces. “This is the only way I can see how to do this. Please, just trust me.” 
 
    The two women looked like they wanted to argue further. Akela definitely did, as her eyes went sharp as glass, the curve of her chin cut from unyielding metal. But Neka, my sweet, sweet Neka, she only looked me in the eyes and gave a small nod.  
 
    “I trust you, CT,” she whispered quietly, even though it looked like it pained her to say it. Akela glared at the cat-girl in shocked outrage, but one look from my assistant, and the mechanic subsided. 
 
    “Fine,” she muttered. She refused to look at me. “Do whatever you want.”  
 
    I could tell she was not happy. “Thank you,” I whispered in return. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I’ve made my decision,” I said a little louder as I turned back to face the Almort.  
 
    U’eh looked up from where he and Cyl’ass had been bent over the table before them. As I walked up to them, I realized that a map of the land was carved into the metal surface, and the lines glowed faintly in shades of blue and green. It was beautifully rendered, and I found myself admiring the shades of the mountain ranges in the north, the details of vegetation that surrounded Ka’le and continued northwest toward another settlement in what looked to be a jungle. This world was truly beautiful.  
 
    And I was going to see all of it.  
 
    “I accept your challenge,” I declared firmly, chin lifted high and my legs spread wide. Behind me, Neka mewled in dismay. Akela was silent.  
 
    “Oh, you’ve really done it now, CT,” Omni muttered in my ear.  
 
    U’eh clicked and, for the first time, he seemed pleased. At his right shoulder, however, Cyl’ass frowned, and Slal’ops silently lay a hand on his elbow. The prince schooled his features and looked back at the tabletop before him.  
 
    “Good,” Chief U’eh said simply. “It seems my son was correct in stating that you have some honor.” 
 
    “I only wish to prove that to you, Chief U’eh,” I said. Neka and Akela had gone silent at my back, but I could feel the weight of their glares on my shoulders. 
 
    “And you will,” U’eh said with a weave of his head. “But first, I must demonstrate to you my honor.” The chief let out an undulating cry, and a few moments later three Almort materialized at the top of the stairs, like they had been waiting only a few steps below the threshold this whole time. U’eh hissed and clicked a series of commands to them and then dismissed them with a wave of his hand. The trio hissed back, dipped to their knees in their form of a bow, and disappeared back down the stairs.  
 
    Then, Chief U’eh turned back to me. “You saved my son and my advisor,” he said with ceremony as he gestured to Cyl’ass and Slal’ops in turn. “And you have conquered the great Opalks and brought sustenance to my people. For these things, I will honor you and your tribe with a great feast tonight.” He clicked at Cyl’ass, and the prince dipped his head before coming over to us, Slal’ops on his heels. “Until then, Cyl’ass will escort you to wherever you wish to go within Ka’le, and he will show you to some lodgings that you and your tribe may utilize before the feast.” 
 
    I didn’t miss the way he specified that we could only move within the city limits of Ka’le. I guess until I completed this trials, U’eh didn’t completely trust me.  
 
    Well… at least he wasn’t feeding me to an Opalks or throwing me out the window. Yet, I guess.  
 
    “Thank you for the hospitality, Chief U’eh,” I said as I dipped my chin. “I look forward to seeing your beautiful city, and to feasting with you and your people.” 
 
    The Almort chief chittered, but said nothing else, and we took that for the dismissal it was. Cyl’ass gestured to me and, like before, he and Slal’ops led the way. I don’t know if I imagined it, but I thought the prince’s skin and scales looked a little… duller than they had when we first entered the room. Neka and Akela wouldn’t look at me and disappeared down the stairs directly after Slal’ops. I paused, however, at the threshold and threw one last look over my shoulder at Chief U’eh.  
 
    The chief still stood by his table, and our eyes made contact across the room. I could sense no malice in them, only pride and defensiveness for his people. I inclined my head one last time and then followed my crew back down the stairs.  
 
    I really hoped I hadn’t just signed my death warrant.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    The trip down the tower’s long, winding staircase was somehow even more silent and tense than the trip up had been. Cy’lass and Slal’ops walked a few meters ahead, and they hissed together too quietly for our translators to pick up.  
 
    Neka and Akela were only a few steps below me, but they refused to even glance in my direction. I took in the ramrod straight line of Akela’s spine, the downcast droop of Neka’s head, ears, and tail, and I sighed. It seemed I was going to have to use my powers of persuasion on more than just Chief U’eh.  
 
    We reached the bottom floor rather quickly, and Cy’lass pointed us to the glowing portal of the front entrance.  
 
    “I must speak with Slal’ops,” the prince explained to us as he and his companion turned toward a different set of hallways. Something was off about his expression. It was hard for me to place on such a foreign face, but he almost looked distracted, like his mind was far away. “We must confer on where to take you for the tour.” 
 
    “Of course,” I nodded in understanding. “We’ll wait for you out in the courtyard.” 
 
    The son of the chief dipped his head and clicked at Slal’ops. Then the two of them walked down a side hall and disappeared into the shadows.  
 
    I turned back to my crew to find that they had kept walking while I’d stopped to speak with Cy’lass and had already reached the entrance.  
 
    “Hey, wait up,” I called. Neka seemed to pause, but then the door slid open and Akela marched through it, towing the cat-girl in her wake. I sighed and jogged to catch up with them.  
 
    Out in the courtyard, the crowds had dispersed, most likely after they witnessed the displeasure of their chief. There were a few stragglers, and the hunting party seemed still to be unloading the Opalks carcass, but they kept to the perimeter and hissed and chittered amongst themselves.  
 
    As I walked out the front door, I glanced around for my assistant and mechanic. About twenty meters to my left Akela stood with her back to me and her arms crossed. Neka was another ten meters passed her. The cat-girl balanced on the edge of one of the culverts that ran through the courtyard and stared down into the gurgling water. She had her arms wrapped around herself, and her tail dragged in the dirt. If she was choosing to be near water rather than me, I knew I must have really hurt her.  
 
    My heart clenched at the sight, and I began to walk toward my forlorn assistant. Akela, however, spotted me first, and I couldn’t just ignore the scowl that twisted the mechanic’s pretty face or the way she tilted up her chin and deliberately refused to look at me. I altered my course and made my way over to the silver-haired woman.  
 
    “I don’t want to talk to you,” the mechanic bit out once I was within hearing distance. I tried to smile at her, but she wouldn’t even face me.  
 
    “Well, if Chief U’eh and these trials have their way, you might not have to after tomorrow,” I attempted to joke, but judging by Akela’s razor-sharp gaze, I realized dark humor might not be the best way to reach her.  
 
    “You think this is funny?” the mechanic hissed with narrowed eyes.  
 
    “Not in the least,” I said honestly as I raised my hands up in surrender. “I’m sorry. I was just trying to lighten the mood. This situation is not funny at all, but it is necessary.” 
 
    “Says who?” Akela challenged as she faced me fully. Her feet were squared and shoulder width apart, her arms still crossed tightly over her chest. I half wondered if she was going to punch me.  
 
    “Chief U’eh. Did you not hear what he said?” I asked rhetorically. “If I hadn’t agreed to his terms, we’d be marching back to the ship right now, empty-handed and out a shit ton of money.” 
 
    “So it’s all about the money for you?” Akela sneered. I realized she was trying to get a rise out of me, so I took a deep, calming breath and looked her dead in the eyes.  
 
    “You know it’s not,” I said to her sincerely. The mechanic held my gaze for only a moment before she looked away again with an irate click of her tongue.  
 
    “Fucking damn it,” Akela muttered under her breath. She rubbed vigorously at the shorn part of her scalp. We were silent for a solid minute, and when I couldn’t take it anymore, I reached out and brushed the back of the mechanic’s hand, careful not to touch the still pink skin of her arms. The silver-haired woman reluctantly looked back at me.  
 
    “Listen,” I started. “Can we please just talk about this? I don’t like having the two of you pissed at me and I… I’m going to need your support to make it through these trials, alright?” 
 
    I hated asking for help. On Proto, it had been a sign of weakness. I had quickly learned that if I was going to survive, I could only rely on myself and my own strengths.  
 
    That was no longer true. I was part of a crew. It wasn’t just me anymore.  
 
    Akela exhaled sharply and dragged a hand down her face. Her rigid posture collapsed like a deflating balloon.  
 
    “I’m not pissed at you, CT,” she sighed. When she saw my raised eyebrows, she rolled her eyes. “Okay, I’m a little pissed at you.” I tilted my head at her, and she finally laughed. Even if it was small, dry, and barely more than an expulsion of air, the sound made my heart swell.  
 
    “Alright, alright,” she amended and shook her head. “So I’m mad. But it’s not… it’s not exactly what you think.”  
 
    The mechanic inhaled and exhaled deeply as she seemed to collect her thoughts. “Yes, I’m a little miffed that you agreed to these trials because I don’t necessarily want to die or get stranded here if you die. But… I know why you did what you did, why you agreed to this. Hell, I’m not sure I would have chosen any differently if I was in your position. We both know the havoc Terra-Nebula and the other Corporations can wreak.” 
 
    Akela paused and pursed her lips, and as she turned her head to look out over the courtyard again, I noticed there was a faint flush to her cheeks. When she didn’t continue, I leaned into her field of vision.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “You can tell me. I promise I have thicker skin than I let on.” 
 
    Finally, the mechanic turned back to me, and her beautiful face was marred with a sharp frown, her brows furrowed over two anxious, amethyst eyes.  
 
    “I’m worried,” Akela grudgingly confessed. It seemed like she had to fight to say those words. Her throat worked and bobbed as she swallowed nervously. “I’m worried and upset at the idea of something happening to you, and I’m weirded out by how much I’m worried and upset because we only just met a few fucking weeks ago and it’s just… kind of a whole mess in here.” She gestured vaguely to her chest and her head. Her cheeks were now dark splotches of color, and I felt the heat rise in my face in return.  
 
    “I’m… sorry?” I hedged uncertainly. I didn’t know what the correct response to all that was, but being apologetic couldn’t hurt. I also had to berate myself for my heart for skipping a beat at the mechanic’s words. Now was not the time for that. 
 
    Akela snorted and then brought her eyes back to mine. Some color had faded from her face and she looked self-assured again. “Good. You should be. And after all this bullshit with the trials is over, I’m going to make you make it up to me. And Neka!” At the mention of my assistant, we both glanced in the cat-girl’s direction. She hadn’t moved in the slightest. 
 
    I sighed at the dejected picture Neka painted.  
 
    Akela echoed my sigh, but reached out and laid her hand on my elbow. Her violet eyes were soft. “Look we just need… time, alright? We both do. I need time to think things through or get over myself or whatever. And Neka… she may trust you implicitly, CT, but that also means she’s twice as worried. You’re the only person she’s had for a very long time. Hell, for all her life if you think about it. So, be patient, and I’ll try to talk to her a little later on, too, okay?” 
 
    At the mechanic’s words, something unraveled in my chest, and I could suddenly breathe easier. I gave her a grateful smile which immediately faded when Akela lashed out and punched me in the shoulder. She didn’t use her full strength, so the blow startled more than it hurt, but still.  
 
    “Ow!” I cried out and rubbed at the sore area of skin. I stared at the silver-haired woman in shock. “What was that for? I thought you said you weren’t mad at me.” 
 
    “Eh,” Akela shrugged and tried to turn her face away, but she wasn’t quick enough. I still caught the edge of the smile that tugged at her mouth. “I’m still working through some things.” 
 
    I tried to look offended, but I could barely keep from smiling. At least the mechanic was joking with me again. I could take her punching or yelling at me. I couldn’t take her cold shoulder. Or Neka’s. I glanced at my assistant’s back again and vowed to make things right before the feast tonight.  
 
    Cy’lass and Slal’ops walked out of the tower a few minutes later. “Shall we begin the tour?” the prince asked as he drew up to us. Slal’ops stayed a step behind the son of the chief and merely inclined his head to us in greeting. The two Almort suddenly seemed stiffer, more formal than they had before we spoke to U’eh, but I couldn’t get a deeper read off them yet. 
 
    Somehow, Neka noticed Cy’lass and Slal’ops had rejoined us because a moment later, she was suddenly there, just a few meters away.  
 
    “I think we’re ready,” I responded to Cy’lass, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the cat-girl as I willed her to look at me. Finally, her yellow eyes lifted to mine, soft and sad, and I smiled with all the affection and care I had for her in my heart as I asked, “Neka? Are you ready to see Ka’le?” 
 
    For a second, I feared my assistant would refuse to answer me or just look away and silently nod. Instead, after only a split moment of hesitation, Neka smiled so wide and full her eyes crinkled shut. It was obviously a fake smile, but the cat-girl was doing her best to put up a brave front. 
 
    “Yeah!” Neka meowed, overly bright. She looked at all of us, but I still noticed how she glanced at me the least. “Where to first?” 
 
    “We thought the marketplace would be a good start,” Cy’lass informed us. “It is the best representation of the Almort and what our home has to offer.” 
 
    “Sounds great to me,” I said as I finally tore my gaze away from Neka. I couldn’t deny that I was eager to see more of Proxima V after our drive through its countryside.  
 
    Slal’ops stepped forward then. “And since the machine-healer expressed interest earlier,” he said, “we will also take you to the refinery. If that is still agreeable.”  
 
    Before I could even open my mouth, Akela was enthusiastically nodding her head. “Yes. Yup. We definitely agree to that.” 
 
    Slal’ops chittered a small laugh and dipped his head in assent.  
 
    “Then let us go,” Cy’lass said and turned toward the western part of the city. His hissed something quietly under his breath as he began to walk away, so quietly the translator could barely pick it up, but after a moment it told me the last part of his sentence: “And be far away from here.” 
 
    Huh. It seemed Cy’lass and his father didn’t exactly see eye to eye. I filed that information away for later and followed the Almort prince as he led us into his city.  
 
    The two Almort walked a few meters ahead as they led us through the streets of Ka’le, and as we continued, I noted that they were markedly less enthusiastic than when we rode across the plains. Still, they were nothing if not hospitable, and Slal’ops still answered every one of Akela’s questions.  
 
    “So are all of your buildings made of X’ebril?” the mechanic asked and then, before Slal’ops could even answer, added, “No, it has to be a composite, right? Mixed with stone? How malleable is X’ebril anyway? You seem to use it in everything, but it’s a metallic ore. Is it not very dense?” 
 
    Even if the Almort did seem preoccupied with something, they couldn’t help but smile at my mechanic’s enthusiasm.  
 
    “Yes, most of our structures are made from a mixture of X’ebril and different materials,” Slal’ops explained. “You are also correct in guessing that it isn’t particularly dense, that’s why it’s so malleable and versatile.” 
 
    Akela nodded along, but I could tell she was barely listening, her mind already churning through a dozen more questions. 
 
    As the mechanic opened her mouth to release the torrent building behind her teeth, Neka actually beat her to it. I had been watching my assistant out of the corner of my eye, and even though she had been quiet so far, she was still taking everything in with her large, curious yellow eyes.  
 
    “What about the waterways?” the cat-girl questioned. She gestured to the small culverts that ran along the side of the roads and gurgled with dark blue liquid. As we walked, she had made sure to stay on the inside edge of our group, furthest away from the shallow slope that led down to the water. Neka, unsurprisingly, wasn’t a big fan of water. Fish, she loved. Water, not so much.  
 
    Cy’lass clicked and pointed down the road where the culvert ran straight and true and the buildings seemed to be built around it. “They flow with fresh water and fish diverted from the rivers in the plains,” the prince explained. “Some is funneled to residential pods and other buildings that need it. Most of it, however, is just cycled through the city before it returns once more to the rivers and the sea beyond.” 
 
    “What about pollution?” Akela immediately asked.  
 
    The Almort chittered at her in confusion, unfamiliar with the word.  
 
    The mechanic frowned. “You know trash, debris, refuse?” she went on. “Aren’t you afraid that whatever people throw in there will make it back into the river and harm the ecosystem?” 
 
    Cy’lass tilted his head, perplexed, but something almost like horror dawned on Slal’ops’ face.  
 
    “We do not throw our garbage in the water,” he rasped as he slowed his walk to a stop, his flat blue eyes wide. “Do your people commit such an atrocity?” 
 
    Akela snorted. “That’s the whole reason our people took to the stars in the first place. Our ancestors did it so much, our home world Earth basically just became a huge pile of garbage. There was no more land to use, the water began to dry up, our atmosphere disappeared… it was a whole thing,” the mechanic finished with a wave of her hand. 
 
    The two Almort looked so shocked that I felt the need to step forward and add, “Which is another reason why we want to help protect your planet. To help make sure you don’t have to suffer through the same struggles.” 
 
    I shot a look at Akela. The mechanic cringed and mouthed “Sorry.” 
 
    Cy’lass nodded, but still looked perturbed. Slal’ops looked a little pale around his gills. 
 
    Thankfully, Akela had a wealth of questions and subjects she was just bursting to change to.  
 
    “So,” the mechanic said a little too brightly as we started walking again, “are we nearing this marketplace? Will they have food there? I’m getting a little hungry.” 
 
    Slal’ops clicked and wove his head from side to side. “We are nearly there. And yes, machine-healer, there will be food,” the Almort chittered with a small smile. “The market here in Ka’le is the largest one our people have. Almort come from every corner of the land and from every tribe to trade and sell their goods here, be they crops, meat, or other valuables.” 
 
    I perked up at that piece of information. Societal structures were something not included in our meager dossier. “You have different tribes?” I asked. “How many? Do they live in different cities?” 
 
    “Yes, there are five tribes,” Cy’lass responded and held up one of his hands with the smallest finger tucked down.  
 
    I blinked as I realized he had six fingers. 
 
    “We are of the Plains,” the prince continued and tucked another finger into his fist. “Then there are those of the Marshlands, the Hills, the Desert, and finally the Mountains. Each tribe has its center, but there is no city like Ka’le.” His voice was more than a little proud. 
 
    I cataloged that information away for later. In the distance, I could suddenly hear a dull clamor. I glanced at the Almort but they seemed unperturbed, so I asked the next question on my mind. 
 
    “And your father,” I directed at Cy’lass. “He rules over all these tribes?”  
 
    The prince clicked and chittered in what I thought to be irritation. His dark eyes swept away from me and down the road, toward the noise that we were nearing.  
 
    “Each tribe has its own chieftain who rule their land in their own right,” the Almort prince hissed, “but my father is chief of the most powerful tribe, as his father, and his father before him have been. So U’eh is above the others in this way, but he only rules with the consent of the other chieftains. He thinks himself too powerful now.” 
 
    Slal’ops suddenly clicked sharply at the other Almort, and Cy’lass subsided into silence once more. There was a sharp glint to his eye, however, and I deduced that Cy’lass and his father had butted heads more than a few times before. 
 
    The muted commotion I had noticed a few minutes ago had steadily grown in decibel level as we continued down the road. By the time we reached where the street ended and branched to the left or right, it had become a barely restrained roar. It was a strange cacophony. It sounded like waves crashing along the beach combined with a construction site all set to different strains of music. Akela, Neka, and I shared a look of concern, but Cy’lass had strode out a few meters and turned to face us in the middle of the street. The sharp glint and shadow were gone from his eye, and the son of the chief flashed us a sharp-toothed grin. 
 
    “Welcome,” the prince said grandly as he swept his arm out to the left, “to the marketplace of Ce’ka.”  
 
    Tentatively, we rounded the corner, and I didn’t fail to notice how Neka skipped to my side without thinking and tucked herself behind my shoulder as we got our first look at the market.  
 
    “Holy shit,” Akela whispered at my side. If it wasn’t for my earpiece, I wouldn’t have heard the mechanic. The noise had been loud on our approach, but it was nearly deafening as we entered the market proper.  
 
    “Yeah, ditto,” was all I could manage as the three of us stood there and gaped at the absolute beehive of activity before us.  
 
    The open-air marketplace was situated in the western half of the city, closest to their largest river. It was a giant plaza that took up several city blocks, and everywhere we looked were stalls and booths of Almort hawking their wares.  
 
    The sound that I had mistaken for waves on the beach turned out actually to be the Almort themselves as they hissed and called and clicked to each other. I wasn’t far off with the construction noises as I noticed a few booths not far from where we stood seemed to be metal workers. I couldn’t see what they were making from this distance, but a handful of Almort hammered away at something, the ring of their tools on metal like a singing bell.  
 
    As for the music, it was actually music. Multiple Almort stood scattered around and played different instruments of odd colors and assembly but recognizable categories: percussion, wind, and string. 
 
    It was absolute bedlam.  
 
    And breathtakingly beautiful.  
 
    I was suddenly pulled out of my reverie when someone bumped into me from behind. I blinked and realized that we had come to a standstill in the middle of the road with our jaws on the floor and people trying to get passed us. I threw an apologetic smile over my shoulder and then placed my hands in the small of Neka and Akela’s backs to nudge them into walking again. The two women shuffled forward blindly and stared around as they tried to take everything in. 
 
    Cy’lass and Slal’ops waved us onward with matching grins, and then we truly entered the lion’s den.  
 
    Hundreds of Almort wove in and out of the streets here as they hissed and haggled over goods. We walked passed the metal workers with their ringing hammers, and Slal’ops pulled us off to the side as he gestured to the raw hunks of rock and metal they had displayed on their table.  
 
    “This is raw X’ebril that has been freshly mined from the mountains in the northeast,” the chief’s advisor dictated as he picked up a dark gray lump with sharp edges and silver veins. “Craftsmen like these can purify small quantities, but the refinery does it on a much larger scale. They then use the treated metal to make tools or jewelry.” He first pointed to a set of small, shiny ingots that look like tarnished silver, and then to the finished product of what looked like a series of interlocked necklaces. They had no jewels, but they glittered like trapped starlight all the same. 
 
    Neka gave a small gasp and leaned forward to poke gently at the silvery chains. Her ears stood at attention on top of her head and her tail danced back and forth behind her. She looked like her usual, happy self.   
 
    “Oooh pretty,” my assistant cooed, but Slal’ops was already being dragged away by Akela, who was pointing excitedly to something in the distance, and the cat-girl jogged to catch up.  
 
    An idea suddenly struck me, and I acted on it without thinking. “Hold on,” I asked Cy’lass as he went to follow the others. The prince turned to me as I pointed to the set of necklaces on the table. “I don’t know what you use for currency here, so how much would that be? I’d like to purchase it.” 
 
    The prince turned to one of the craftsmen and repeated my question in a series of clicks. The Almort set down his tool and moved over to us. His eyes flicked from Cy’lass to the jewelry and then to me. Finally, he reached out, picked up the silver chains, and held them out to me.  
 
    When I only blinked at him in confusion, he held his hand out farther, and the shiny metal chimed softly as the chains jostled together.  
 
    “Take it,” he hissed and dipped his chin at me.  
 
    I held up my hands and shook my head. “No, no I wasn’t asking to take it for free. I want to buy it. Or trade for it.” 
 
    The Almort listened to my translator box hiss but clicked his tongue.  
 
    “Take it,” he repeated and then grabbed my hand so he could press the cool metal against my fingers. I tried to argue, to give it back, but the male refused.  
 
    “It is for my brother,” the Almort clicked and then nodded toward Cy’lass. “He was in the prince’s hunting party. I was told you saved him, starman.” 
 
    “I… well, it was actually more of a group effort,” I muttered and rubbed the back of my neck. “But you’re welcome. And thank you for the gift. It’ll make someone very happy.” 
 
    The Almort dipped his chin again and went back to his work. 
 
    Cy’lass chittered a laugh and clapped me on the shoulder. “Come, CcccT, or I fear Slal’ops will be torn apart.” He pointed to where his companion was being tugged in different directions by my assistant and mechanic. Neka was pointing off to the left where I could see smoke rising from a ring of stalls, and with how ardently she pulled on Slal’ops’ arm, I assumed there was some type of fish involved. I couldn’t see what Akela gestured at, but she was just as passionate. Slal’ops glanced back at Cy’lass and me with a very clear plea for help on his face.  
 
    I sighed and shook my head at the antics of my crew, but on the inside, I couldn’t stop smiling. I still had some things to make up to Akela and Neka, but at least it looked like they were actually enjoying themselves. Even if it was just for the moment, I was grateful for the small reprieve.  
 
    Cy’lass and I made our way over to the rest of our group, and after a brief democratic vote, we all decided to head in the direction Neka indicated to get some food. Akela pouted only for a moment. By the time we made it to the food stalls, she was already salivating right alongside the cat-girl. 
 
    The prince and his advisor ended up treating us to quite the lunch. They brought us to each of the booths and pointed out the different meats and vegetables which, after I had Omni analyze small samples to make sure we could eat them, we gladly piled on our plates.  
 
    “That is an alsa,” Slal’ops indicated as he pointed to a turquoise colored tuber. “It is grown in the ground along the river banks.” 
 
    He went on like this, cataloging everything and answering all of Akela’s questions about this food and that. Neka was already content with her plate full of seafood, and she purred as she ambled along beside me. I gently touched the cool, metal chains in my pocket and thought that I couldn’t wait to see her face when I gave them to her.  
 
    As we walked, I felt someone’s eyes on me, and I looked over to find Cy’lass staring at me intently. I cocked my head at the prince. 
 
    “Did you say something?” I asked him. “Sorry, I might have missed it.” 
 
    The son of the chief only blinked his two sets of eyelids at me and didn’t respond. Just as I was starting to become unnerved, Cy’lass snapped out of his thoughts, and he gestured at the plate in my hands.  
 
    “I was just thinking that I hope the fare is to your liking,” he stated. 
 
    I smiled at the prince. “I don’t think you have to worry about that. None of us are picky eaters.” 
 
    Neka was happy as long as there was meat involved, and it seemed Akela and I grew up on the same principle: waste not, want not, and never pass up free food. 
 
    For a moment, I thought the expression on Cy’lass’ face turned sharp, but he glanced away before I could be sure, and when he spoke again everything seemed normal.  
 
    “I wish you could taste a cut of a Malog,” the prince mused. I noted that he had suddenly tucked his fingers in the band of his utility belt and fiddled with the fabric there. It seemed almost… a nervous gesture. I filed that away for later and focused on the Almort speaking. 
 
    “It is one of our delicacies,” Cy’lass continued, “like the Opalks, but there hasn’t been any in the market for some time.” 
 
    “Why not?” I asked.  
 
    The prince clicked and waved his hand. “They are… difficult to kill. They are very fast, good at camouflage, armored along the shoulders and stomach, and always hunt in mated pairs.” 
 
    I imagined two Opalks hurtling themselves across the beach and shuddered.  
 
    “Are they as big as the Opalks?” I questioned.  
 
    Cy’lass glanced over at me. “No. They walk on six legs and are set low to the ground, but if they rear up, they are nearly twice the size of an Almort.” 
 
    This time, I pictured a spider-like creature that scuttled across the ground and immediately banished the thought.  
 
    “Enough of that,” Slal’ops suddenly said. The other Almort had dropped back from where Akela had been dragging him along in the front. He smiled, but it almost seemed too wide. “Come. Let us sit and eat. We still must stop at the refinery and then go to prepare for the feast.” 
 
    He touched Cy’lass on the shoulder, and the two Almort shared a look before the prince nodded. “My advisor is correct,” he hissed. “You must be hungry. I apologize. Let us eat.” 
 
    They led us over to a cluster of tables along the perimeter of the market, out of the crush of noise and people. Each table was set in a shallow, sunken hole set a few meters back from the walking path. Around the tables were gathered piles of cushions of silvers and blues and greens for seating. Neka jumped down nimbly and settled on the cushions with a purr of contentment. She didn’t even wait for us to all sit down before she ravenously tucked into her plate of meat. I cautiously sat down beside her, and when the cat-girl glanced up and met my eye, I gave her a tentative smile.  
 
    My assistant slurped down a bright purple tentacle… and shyly smiled back. A real, true smile. My heart ached with relief, and I was suddenly starving. Akela and I dug into our plates almost simultaneously.  
 
    And for just this moment, this moment full of fine food and friends both old and new, everything was good. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    “Come onnnnnnn, guys!” Akela called back to us a few hours after we’d finished eating. We were back to exploring the alien city’s sights, and the mechanic was nearly a full city block ahead. She currently stood on her tiptoes to wave at us like we couldn’t see her,even though there was no one between us on this side of the street. She had also dragged poor Slal’ops in her wake and, even if I couldn’t see the Almort’s face, I bet it was also begging for us to hurry the hell up. If only not to be left alone with the silver-haired woman, who really seemed to have come into her second wind.  
 
    I lifted a hand halfheartedly in acknowledgement and focused on putting one foot in front of the other and keeping my eyes open.  
 
    Cy’lass chittered a laugh beside me. “Your machine-healer seems to be a wealth of energy. Perhaps stolen from you and your assistant,” the prince clicked with a smile as he gestured to the shuffling pace that Neka and I maintained.  
 
    I did my best to stifle a yawn and smiled tiredly at the son of the chief. “Sorry. Lunch seems to be weighing us down,” I chuckled and patted my full stomach.  
 
    “Mmm-hmm,” Neka hummed in contented agreement, and I glanced over at my assistant. She barely had her eyes open as she stumbled along half a step behind me. The cat-girl had eaten nearly half her weight in seafood, and it looked like she was half a moment away from falling asleep while actually walking.  
 
    Just as I thought that, Neka tripped slightly, either on a loose stone or her own two, tired feet, and pitched forward a degree. Not enough to lose her balance or fall down, her cat-like reflexes were... well cat-like, so she barely opened her eyes even a fraction wider.  
 
    However, a moment later, I felt the familiar brush of her tail against the outside of my hand, the fur downy soft and silky smooth. She seemed to do it without thinking, reflexively, because there was no hesitation as her tail wound around my wrist and latched on to me. My heart skipped a beat, and I peeked at Neka from the corner of my eye to see if she had noticed.  
 
    But the cat-girl just yawned, her mouth stretched wide, and her small fangs glinted in the low-light as she rubbed at her eye with a small, closed fist. She smacked her lips, and I think her eyes were actually closed now as she purred loudly and just let me tug her along.  
 
    Even upset with me, Neka gave me her trust implicitly. As I touched the cool metal of the necklace in my pocket, I vowed to be worthy of that trust. 
 
    We had finally reached the corner where Akela and Slal’ops waited, and the mechanic was practically vibrating out of her skin. She bounced on the balls of her feet and kept touching at her hair, her nose, her mouth. Her violet eyes sparkled and burned brightly as twin stars, and she looked like she wanted to pick me up bodily and cart me down the street.  
 
    It was all kind of adorable. The silver-haired woman, while not guarded, had still been a bit reserved on our journey to Proxima V. It was hard to maintain that aloofness, however, in the face of seeing a new planet and discovering all its wonders, especially for a station kid. I tried to remind myself of that as Akela scowled and tapped her booted toe impatiently at us.  
 
    “Could you two be any slower?” Akela directed at Neka and I. Obviously not listening, the cat-girl nodded slowly, and the mechanic sighed up at the bruised and purple sky.  
 
    “You could just go on ahead of us, you know,” I suggested as I gestured to the refinery that we could now see, only a block or so to our right, the blue and green glass spires rising above the roofs of the city. “We’ll catch up with you.” 
 
    Akela perked up at that and turned to Slal’ops to ask if they could, but Cy’lass suddenly clicked his tongue. 
 
    “No,” he said and he must have noticed his tone was a little clipped because he amended, “You and your tribe should experience C’eka together.” 
 
    “Yesss,” Slal’ops added with a hiss. “The tour will not last much longer. We will briefly show you the refinery, but then you may all retire together to our guest pods while we prepare for the feast.” 
 
    That sounded reasonable. “Alright,” I said and shook my head a little to wake up. Jostled by the movement, Neka blinked her eyes open and squinted around at us, but she didn’t remove her tail from around my wrist. “Lead the way then.” 
 
    Cy’lass hissed out an exhale and turned to flash me a sharp smile. “Good. I am glad. The refinery is a very interesting place. You will learn a lot about our people and our home there.” 
 
    Maybe I was just food-tired and sleepy, but for just a moment, I could have sworn Cy’lass’ had that intense look on his face again. Something tugged at the back of my mind, but I couldn’t fully focus on it because Akela was now tugging on my hand and bodily moving me down the street. Neka just ambled along in my wake. 
 
    Slal’ops sighed a hiss in what looked like relief as the three of us stumbled passed him. 
 
    The refinery had looked huge from the car when we drove past it earlier. From up close, it was gargantuan, twice the size the marketplace had been. It made the Lacuna Noctis look like a shuttle.  
 
    “I can’t believe I’m seeing this,” Akela murmured as we stood before the front doors. The mechanic had her head tilted back with a look of wonder on her beautiful face. She turned to look at me and smiled, bright and true like she couldn’t help the grin from blooming on her face. “Thank you. For bringing me here.” 
 
    I knew she wasn’t just talking about the refinery.  
 
    I returned her smile. “You’re welcome, but we haven’t even seen anything yet,” I teased and then turned to Slal’ops. “Right?” 
 
    The chief’s advisor dipped his chin. “Correct,” he hissed, and his eyes darted to Cy’lass, but the prince wouldn’t look in his direction. I narrowed my eyes at the two Almort but didn’t say a word.  
 
    “You have not seen a thing,” Slal’ops finished with a hiss and, with that, he led us into the building with a touch of his webbed hand along the doorframe.  
 
    The seams of the door and the scales along Slal’ops’ arm flashed simultaneously at his touch, and the panel slid back with a hiss of hydraulics.  
 
    “After you, machine-healer,” Slal’ops said with an incline of his head. Akela practically skipped through the door. The advisor followed on her heels, I followed him with Neka still attached to me, and Cy’lass brought up the rear.  
 
    Save for the stripes of blue and green bioluminescent material that ran down the walls on either side of us, the hallway we entered was pretty dimly lit. Akela and Slal’ops were nothing but vague shadows ahead of us.  
 
    “Why is it so dark in here?” Akela’s voice floated back to me as if she could hear my thoughts.  
 
    Somewhere over my shoulder, I heard Neka yawn again and smack her lips. “It’s not dark in here,” the cat-girl said muzzily. She could probably see perfectly.  
 
    “Huh,” I heard Akela muse. “So like the bioluminescence, you’ve evolved a heightened sense of sight due to the low light levels of this star system. Fascinating.” 
 
    Even in the gloom, I could just barely make out the mechanic as she paused and ran her fingers across the glowing green streak along the right side of the wall. Unlike the grass from the prairies outside the city or the scales that covered the Almort, this material didn’t seem to flicker on and off with touch, but rather remained constantly lit.  
 
    The mechanic’s curiosity seemed to be contagious because I found myself asking, “How does that work, actually? The bioluminescence. Is it by touch?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Akela agreed quickly. “What he said. I really wanna know how it works. It can’t be just touch alone, right? Is it electrical impulses? Chemicals? Pheromones? Can only the Almort or other native species interact with it, or would a species like ours be able to as well?” 
 
    Slal’ops had started walking again, but slowly, so we crept along after him in the darkened hall. For a few beats, neither of the Almort answered us.  
 
    “It is a little of all those things,” Slal’ops finally hissed in the dark. “The light is a product of the reaction between two livings entities, two life forces.” 
 
    “Two electrical nervous systems,” Akela added knowingly. “Hm, so it’s kind of like the synapses in our brains,” the mechanic muttered under her breath as she mused to herself. “Except in this case, the microscopic arcs of energy produce an actual, visible spectrum of light.” 
 
    “Totally following you,” I said, only a little sarcastically. The silver-haired woman didn’t seem to hear me. 
 
    “So, theoretically, we should be able to interact with the bioluminescence similarly to how the Almort do,” Akela addressed to Slal’ops. Her speech was starting to pick up pace in her excitement again. “Have you ever a witnessed this with any of the other, uh, starmen?” 
 
    I heard the chief’s advisor click his tongue. “None of our prior interactions with the starman have been quite so... personal. But, why don’t we test your theory, machine-healer?” 
 
    With that, there was a brilliant flicker of lights a few meters ahead. I realized we must have come to the end of the dark hall. Just as the lights flared and faded, another door slid back with a hiss and whirl of machinery, and the light, though not blinding, flooded into the hallway.  
 
    Still, we all had to blink as we stepped into the room beyond, which turned out to be some kind of lab, about twenty to forty meters long. Akela gasped as she took in the gray and silver room. It was sparsely furnished, with only a few austere lab tables spread across the expansive floor. Each table was covered in a collection of different equipment, tools, and samples, but it all seemed organized somehow. The wall on the far side of the room, directly across from the door, was made of windows, and as we walked farther into the room, I saw that beyond the glass was a gigantic factory room floor.  
 
    Different sections of the floor seemed to involve different parts of the refining process. In one far corner of the floor, I saw a molten hot, orange forge that must have been used for smelting the metallic ore. There was an assembly line and a packaging line, and on the farthest side of the floor, small tunnels led out to the loading docks where the vehicles for transport were docked. Dozens of Almort moved across the floor like ants as they tended to their responsibilities, not a scale or a drop of X’ebril out of place.  
 
    It was all an incredibly impressive display.  
 
    I stood at the window for a moment, just watching the workers of the refinery go about their day, but Akela could only stand still for so long.  
 
    “CT,” she called, and I looked over to see her ardently waving me over to one of the tables she stood before. “CT! Come here and look at this!”  
 
    I ambled over to the mechanic. Neka was a little more awake now and had dropped her tail from my wrist when we entered the lab, but she still trailed after me out of curiosity.  
 
    When I reached the table, I peeked over Akela’s shoulder and rolled my eyes with a soft smile.  
 
    The silver-haired woman stood before a transparent box made of some kind of material akin to glass. Inside the box, which looked to be about a cubic meter, was a patch of blue-tinged grass, planted in rich black soil. Akela had her hand stuck through the open top of the box and was running her fingers through the meter high grass and, wherever her fingers touched, blue and green lights danced. 
 
    The silver-haired mechanic looked up with her face split in a beatific grin, and her amethyst eyes reflected the flaring lights from below.  
 
    Hell, she was gorgeous. 
 
    Neka came around the table’s other side, and I watched as she narrowed her yellow eyes and tried to track the racing colors. Suddenly, her small hand lashed out, and she batted at the grass. She missed the tracers Akela had left but made her own kaleidoscope of lights instead. The cat-girl mrowled in delight and started to play in earnest, her pupils dilated in pleasure, her ears strained forward, and her tail lashed back and forth friskily. I took in her sweet, heart-shaped face, and the orange hair that framed the soft curve of her chin and fell into her sparkling eyes.  
 
    Goddamnit, she was beautiful too.  
 
    I shook my head and torn my gaze away from the two now-entertained women and cast my eyes about to find something to distract me.  
 
    Cy’lass was the first thing to catch my eye. The prince hadn’t said a word since we’d entered the refinery. He stood off to the side now and seemed to be watching Akela intently. Slal’ops notice the prince’s attention, as well, and looked... almost uncomfortable.  
 
    Or worried.  
 
    A red flag started to rise in my mind, slowly, but I forced myself to remain aloof, casual, and unconcerned. The Almort prince could be behaving weird for any number of reasons. 
 
    Oblivious to it all, Akela continued to caress the blades of grass using various speeds and pressures. “Well, it seems like one of my theories was correct,” she declared a little smugly. “The lights are produced across species lines. It seems like anything with an electrical pulse, or a similar life force, will react and cause the bioluminescence.” 
 
    “Well,” Cy’lass interjected with a hiss. “Not everything.”  
 
    I saw the prince’s gaze dart to me, but when he saw me watching him, he averted his gaze back to the mechanic. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Akela questioned with her brow furrowed. She had withdrawn her fingers from the grass, but Neka still nimbly batted at the blades.  
 
    Cy’lass rolled his neck from side to side, his version of a shrug it seemed. “There are some beasts that do not produce the lights,” he explained. He tried to look nonchalant about it, but I caught him glancing at me again.  
 
    What the hell was going on here? 
 
    “Really?” the silver-haired mechanic questioned. Her eyes were wide and curious, and I could practically hear the wheels turning behind them. “How many species? What kind of species are they? Is this ability rare?” she rattled off. 
 
    Akela was both fascinated and oblivious. I was neither. All I could notice was how Slal’ops kept covertly trying to catch the eyes of his prince, which wasn’t likely to happen because Cy’lass was too busy covertly trying to spy on me. 
 
    That sharp intensity was back in the prince’s face, too. Slal’ops seemed to see it as well because he opened his mouth to interject, but Cy’lass beat him to it.  
 
    “Around C’eka, there is only one beast like that,” the prince responded. His voice seemed slightly over loud, his words nearly rushed like he was trying to get them out in a hurry. At last, the prince brought his eyes to mine, and we locked gazes. The hair on the back of my neck stood up at the look in his flat blue eyes.  
 
    “And what beast is that?” Akela pressed when Cy’lass didn’t immediately respond.  
 
    Without blinking or taking his gaze from mine, the prince said softly but curtly, “The Malog.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow at the semi-familiar word. The Malog. Where had I heard that before? My brain was a swirling welter of newly acquired data, and I hadn’t had time to process or sift through any of it. Hell, we haven’t had a moment to ourselves since we first stepped foot on the sands of this planet however many hours or days ago that was. This perpetual twilight thing was really hard to adjust to.  
 
    Before I could remember anything useful, a knock sounded at the lab door. Slal’ops actually gave a start and shot a worried look at Cy’lass, but the prince merely clicked his tongue and the door opened.  
 
    Another Almort stood in the threshold, and he inclined his head to the prince and his advisor. Slal’ops walked over to the doorway, and the other Almort hissed something quietly to him. The chief’s advisor dipped his head once and clicked a response. The third Almort left without saying another word.  
 
    “What is it?” I found myself asking Slal’ops. “Is everything alright?” 
 
    It may be hard to learn the intricacies of other species’ facial expressions, but even with the translator box, I’d know if someone outright lied to me.  
 
    But the advisor merely smiled, perhaps a tad too wide, and said, “Apologies, but the prince and I must go now and prepare for the feast.” He turned to Akela then. “Would it be agreeable with you, machine-healer, if we returned another time? I promise to demonstrate the more intricate processes that occur below.” 
 
    He gestured out the window to the factory floor. Akela pouted slightly as she looked out the glass, but she acquiesced.  
 
    “Fine,” the mechanic sighed and then yawned. She blinked her violet eyes a few times and then chuckled. “I guess I could use a nap now.” 
 
    “Me too, me too,” Neka mrowled tiredly. She had grown bored with the glowing grass and had started rubbing her eyes again.  
 
    “Then let us retire to your pod,” Slal’ops said encouragingly as he began to usher my assistant and mechanic back down the hallway we had come through.  
 
    Cy’lass made to follow them, but not before I caught his eye one last time. I wanted to ask him what was going on, but something about his expression stopped me. His eyes bored into mine for one more moment, and then he was turned on his heel and disappeared into the shadows of the hall.  
 
    I stood there for a moment and considered everything that had just transpired. I could only come up with one explanation.  
 
    Cy’lass was trying to tell me something.  
 
    I just didn’t know what yet.  
 
    I took a deep breath and plunged into the dark hallway after my crew and our hosts.  
 
    Thankfully, it seemed we didn’t have far to go because less than five minutes after we left the refinery, Slal’ops drew up to a building not far from the tower we started at. It seemed we had made a lap around C’eka.  
 
    The building was a low, flat, and circular building, made from grayish-white stone and dark swatches of X’ebril. It wasn’t very large, and then I realized there were multiple copies of this same building scattered around us. I turned in a circle, and it looked like these small, flat buildings ringed the base of the tower.  
 
    “These pods are usually used for visiting chieftains and their families,” Slal’ops explained to me. “I believe you and your tribe will be comfortable here.” The Almort then stepped up to the nearest pod door and laid his hand flat against its surface. His scales flared and lights flashed along the door in response before a panel slid to the side. Slal’ops gestured for me to enter, and I did after only a moment’s hesitation. Neka and Akela followed at my heels, both of them now yawning freely.  
 
    When we were all through the threshold, the chief’s advisor touched something along the inside of the doorway and a moment later, pale light flooded the room as threads of blue and green and yellow flared brightly along the ceiling and the base of the walls. 
 
    The center of the pod seemed to be a communal living area. There was a small, sunken pool in the very middle of the room, big enough for three or four people. I couldn’t see a source for it, but the water gurgled quietly and was midnight blue. Every so often, there was a flash of movement that disturbed the dark surface, so I guessed there was fish in there, too.  
 
    Around the pool were a gathered bunch of silver cushions that served as a seating area. Tucked in the opposite end of the room was a high table next to what looked like a stone oven. I guessed that was the kitchen. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Cyl’ass gesture to a series of doors that branched off in different directions around the room. “Through there you will find your sleeping quarters,” the prince clicked flatly. He refused to meet my eyes. “Is there anything else you require?” 
 
    Before I could respond, Neka walked up to the piled silver cushions near the pool and plopped down with another huge yawn. She sat up for a moment, pulled one of the pillows into her lap, and kneaded it with her sharp claws as she purred. Then, she tucked the pillow underneath her head, nuzzled against it once, and promptly sighed.  
 
    A moment later the cat-girl was fast asleep. 
 
    On my left, Akela chuckled at my assistant and turned to Slal’ops. “Thank you for showing us your city,” she said with a tired smile. “It’s... beautiful and breathtaking and just... it’s the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen.”  
 
    Honesty rang true in her voice, and Slal’ops could hear it. “Thank you, machine-healer,” the advisor said. “That is a great honor you bestow upon us.” 
 
    The mechanic’s grin widened, but she couldn’t stifle another yawn. “Can’t wait to see more,” she mumbled as her eyes began to droop. She brought two fingers to her temple in a mock salute and then stumbled over to where Neka slept peacefully. The silver-haired woman considered the pile of cushions and picked her way around the sleeping cat-girl. When Akela had found space enough to lay down, she did so and then flopped over on her stomach, one of her hands trailing toward the edge of the pool.  
 
    In no time at all, the mechanic was snoring, too.  
 
    For a moment, I stood there in silence with the two Almort. I opened my mouth to apologize for my assistant and mechanic, but before I could, Cyl’ass had already moved to the door. He chittered lowly at Slal’ops, and the other Almort joined him.  
 
    “We must go prepare for the feast,” the prince said to me. “I will have some of my men remain outside if you need anything more. We will return for you when everything is ready.” 
 
    Cyl’ass laid this hand against the wall, and the door slid open with a brief flicker.  
 
    “Wait,” I called out, and the two Almort paused halfway over the threshold. Four, dark blue eyes turned and blinked at me in unison.  
 
    “Thank you,” I echoed my mechanic and gestured to the lavish if sparse room around me. “For the tour, these accommodations, and your hospitality.”  
 
    Cyl’ass blinked at me again and then clicked at his companion. Slal’ops slid out the door with only a slight nod to me. When the prince and I were alone, he looked me up and down, from feet to crown.  
 
    “Do not thank me yet, CcccccT,” his hissed softly. “I fear you do not understand just what you have agreed to.” 
 
    I knew it. So the prince was trying to tell me something.  
 
    With no further explanation, the prince turned and walked out the door and I was left alone in the room, the quiet gurgle of the pool behind me the only sound other than Akela’s snores and Neka’s soft mewls.  
 
    “Well, that wasn’t weird,” Omni suddenly whispered in my ear. 
 
    I let out an explosive sigh and scrubbed a hand through my hair as I let out a dry laugh. “Tell me about it,” I muttered.  
 
    I took another deep breath and let it out slow as I wandered around to the other side of the pool so as not to disturb my sleeping crew. I collapsed on my own pile of cushions there and almost immediately let out a quiet moan. Whatever these pillows were made out of, I’d never felt anything softer. No wonder Neka and Akela almost immediately passed out. I burrowed down deeper and let my head flop to the side. I was less than a meter away from the lip of the pool, and I watched as the water rippled and fell placid again as the fish swam down below the surface. 
 
    “What do you think was up with the prince?” Omni questioned in my ear. We were so far from the ship his voice sounded tiny and soft, like he was my conscience speaking.  
 
    I groaned and pulled a cushion over my face. “I don’t know, O, but I can’t worry about it now. I need to get some rest or I’m going to pass out at this feast tonight, and I’m pretty sure U’eh will find a way to use that against me.” 
 
    “And are we going to address these mysterious but apparently lethal trials that you so intelligently agreed to?” the AI questioned me. “You heard what Cyl’ass said. He and Slal’ops both seemed unhappy with your decision as well.” 
 
    “Well, I guess I’ll just have to make sure not to die then,” I grumbled into the pillow.  
 
    “Pride comes before the fall, Colby.” 
 
    “I think I’ve fallen as far as I can, O,” I mumbled as my eyes began to flicker. I tried to fight it, but my eyes drifted shut of their own accord. These pillows really were comfortable as hell.  
 
    “We’ll see, Colby,” Omni whispered in my ear. “We’ll see.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    The next thing I knew, someone was shaking my shoulder, and I blinked open my eyes to see silver cushions... and webbed feet. I slowly dragged my groggy gaze upward to find an Almort standing above me. From the lack of straps across his chest, I could tell he wasn’t Cyl’ass, and I was pretty sure he wasn’t Slal’ops. 
 
    “Slal’ops sent you these for you and your tribe,” the Almort clicked at me as he proved my assumptions correct. He held out a stack of fabric, and when I only continued to blink at him in a stupor, he set it on my chest. “He and the son of the chief will arrive soon to escort you to the feast.” 
 
    With a dip of his head, the Almort walked back out of the door... presumably to resume his post as our guard. I shook my head and rubbed the sleep out of my eyes.  
 
    “How long was I asleep?” I yawned as I glanced around the room. I sat up further in my nest of pillows and glanced to the other side of the pool. Neka still slumbered peacefully, nestled in silver cushions, her tail twitching back and forth in her sleep. The perpetual state of twilight this world lived in had my biological clock out of whack.  
 
    “A few hours,” a voice that was not Omni’s responded.  
 
    I whipped my head around to see Akela perched on the tall kitchen table in the corner. Her feet kicked slowly back and forth about a meter and a half off the floor. The mechanic’s black coat that she had been wearing all day was nowhere to be seen and her arms were wrapped from shoulder to wrist in what looked like... seaweed? 
 
    I frowned at the mechanic and tried to rub the sleep from my eyes. “What are you doing up?” 
 
    “I’m used to a lot of manual labor,” the mechanic muttered with a shrug. “Lots of hours with power tools and molten metal has built up my stamina, I guess. I don’t need a lot of sleep.” 
 
    And despite my own personal fitness regimen, I had still been a paper pusher for the better part of a decade. I suddenly felt old.  
 
    To ignore the looming specter of my mortality, I gestured to Akela’s arms. “What’s that you have wrapped around you?” 
 
    The silver-haired woman glanced down and turned one of her arms this way and that. “A salve of some sort.” Akela shrugged. She seemed wide-eyed and bushy-tailed once again, her violet gaze sharp and attentive on my face. “One of our guards came by not long after we fell asleep and brought one of their doctors. Apparently, their marshes toward the north are full of medicinal herbs for all sorts of ailments.” 
 
    I didn’t miss the way she said ‘guard.’ She knew what position we were in too, it seemed.  
 
    “Do they hurt?” I rose to my feet and slowly made my over to her.  
 
    Akela shook her head, and her silver hair glinted in the low light of the room. It might have been the shadows of the sleep in my eye but it looked like the mechanic was blushing again. “Eh, not really,” she muttered. “It stung for a moment when they put it on, but it’s been mostly numb ever since then.”  
 
    With that, she slid off the table and landed nimbly back on the ground. She made her way over to the spot I had slept in, bent down, picked through the fabric there, and then stepped around the pool to where Neka still slept.  
 
    “Neka,” the mechanic said softly as she shook the cat-girl’s shoulder. “It’s time to wake up. We gotta get dressed.” 
 
    My assistant sleepily blinked open her yellow eyes. “Mrowl?” she yawned as she stretched, her whole body arching against the silver cushions, her orange hair stark against the metallic color of the pillows and her clothes.  
 
    I felt something twitch below my belt and quickly turned away. Stupid, waking body.  
 
    My two crew members, thankfully, stepped into one of the bedrooms to get changed for the feast. I washed my face in the pool and, when I was sure I’d be alone for a minute, I stripped off the rest of my sand crusted clothes and slid into the midnight blue water. The fish tickled as they nibbled at me, but the water was colder than I liked, so I bathed pretty quickly and efficiently.  
 
    I didn’t see Akela or Neka again until Cyl’ass and Slal’ops knocked on the door about half an hour later. When they heard the Almort arrive, my assistant and mechanic finally slipped out of their room and came to stand beside the pool. 
 
    I couldn’t take my eyes off them. I think I actually felt my jaw hit the floor. It seemed they had been given the female equivalent to the shift that I wore, essentially just a thin, long, dark blue tunic styled vest, but the women’s version was far, far, far sexier. 
 
     For Neka and Akela, straps and swathes of dark blue and green fabrics wrapped around their torsos and crisscrossed to make interesting patterns. The straps came around their shoulders and crossed to the opposite sides of their waists to create a large ‘X’ over their chests, but their stomachs and throats were mostly left exposed. Extra fabric then flowed from their waists, over their hips, and passed their thighs in a cascade of gossamer thin material in the palest shades of blue. On their legs, they wore tight, gray and silvery shorts, similar to the tight undergarment that I wore beneath my tunic, and on their feet, they wore their own shoes. The Almort didn’t seem to be big on shoes.  
 
    All I could do was stand there and gape at the two beautiful women. 
 
    Akela smirked at me, but I could see her cheeks were also pink. Neka was nearly cherry-red, and her ears and tails flicked back and forth.  
 
    Another knock sounded at the door, and Akela lifted her gaze to mine expectantly. “Are you going to answer that?” she teased.  
 
    I swallowed tightly and did my best to wipe the drool off my face as I turned to open the door. 
 
    Cyl’ass and Slal’ops stood on our threshold, and they wore the same ‘casual’ garb as I did. This must be the attire they wore for special, formal occasions. The Almort prince dipped his head in ceremony. 
 
    “We have come to escort you to the feast,” he intoned with a hiss. The son of the chief still seemed out of sorts. He wouldn’t meet my gaze for longer than a moment. “Are you and your tribe prepared?” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder but Akela and Neka had already joined me at the door. I noticed that my assistant had her tail wrapped loosely around Akela’s wrist, and felt my lips curl into a smile. The cat-girl usually only did that with me, and it was great to see that she was trusting Akela so much. 
 
    I stuck my hand in my pocket and made a split second decision. 
 
    “We’re ready,” I answered, but quickly added, “but could I have one moment with my assistant?” 
 
    Neka glanced up in surprise, and Akela raised an eyebrow at me.  
 
    “Of course,” Cy’lass hissed and stepped back across the threshold. “We will await you outside.” 
 
    I tilted my head and motioned for Akela to follow them. The mechanic still looked curious, but she acquiesced and slid out behind the Almort.  
 
    When the door slid shut again, I turned to my assistant. The cat-girl looked nervous as she glanced up at me, her ears flat against her head.  
 
    “Is... everything okay, CT?” the cat-girl asked anxiously. 
 
    “No,” I told her honestly, but before she could worry I added, “I don’t like it when you’re upset with me.” 
 
    Neka blinked up at me but then quickly averted her gaze. “Wh... what? I-I’m not…” 
 
    “Neka.” I reached out and caught the tip of her fretfully dancing tail.  
 
    The cat-girl sighed and deflated. “I just don’t want you to get hurt,” she mewled pathetically at her feet. “We don’t have Terra-Nebula to protect us anymore.” 
 
    I reached out and gently tilted her chin up to look at me. Her yellow eyes were shiny with tears but none had escaped yet.  
 
    “Hey,” I said soothingly and gave her a small smile. “When’s the last time I really got hurt? You know I’m quick on my feet.” 
 
    I danced a little tapping jig just to get Neka to laugh. It worked, and I felt my heart swell with the sound. 
 
    “Besides,” I continued as I reached up and rubbed at the cat-girl’s ears. “Who needs Terra-Nebula when I got the best assistant in every galaxy watching out for me?” 
 
    Neka purred and nuzzled into my hand, her eyes closed in contentment and her cheeks flushed a sweet pink.  
 
    Quietly, I slipped my hand into my pocket and fished out the cool, silver chains that I had been gifted at the marketplace. They chimed together softly, and Neka opened her eyes in confusion just as I dangled the necklace in front of her face. 
 
    Neka gasped and brought her hands up to cover her mouth. “CT?” she questioned. “Where did you... how did you... that had to be so expensive!” 
 
    I grinned at her fretting. “Don’t worry about how much it was. Do you like it? I thought it’d look beautiful on you.” 
 
    The cat-girl stared at the gift for a silent moment and then began to cry.  
 
    I blanched as the first tear cascaded down her porcelain cheek, but before I could apologize, my assistant tackled me in a hug.  
 
    “Oof!” I grunted as she slammed into my solar plexus and drove the air out of me. Neka didn’t seem to notice as she pressed herself against my chest and nuzzled aggressively against my sternum.  
 
    “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” she gasped, and “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” 
 
    I reached up at patted her on the head with one hand while the other wound around her back to return her embrace. I leaned down, pressed a kiss beside her ear, and felt my heart swell to twice its normal size. I never wanted Neka mad at me again.  
 
    “You’re welcome, you silly kitty,” I teased. “Now stop those water works so we can get this on you and then go have some Opalks! How does that sound?” 
 
    Neka nodded clumsily against my chest as she sniffled and pulled away. Even with the tip of her nose pink, and her eyes watery, she was still so incredibly lovely.  
 
    I unclasped the necklace for her and she pulled her hair to the side for me. I slid the chain around her neck and clasped it.  
 
    “There you go,” I said as I drew away. “How does that--” 
 
    Neka cut me off by stretching up on her tiptoes and pressing a warm and lingering kiss against my cheek.  
 
    “It’s perfect, CT,” she purred without even glancing down or touching it. I forced myself to not glance down at how the necklace lay gracefully on top of the curve of her cleavage and instead focused on her face. For the first time in hours, her yellow eyes were soft and happy without any shadows, and her smile was so beautiful my heart clenched, and I had the mad urge to pull her into my arms again. 
 
    I cleared my throat awkwardly and rubbed at my neck. I didn’t have to look in a mirror to know my cheeks were bright red.  
 
    “You-you’re welcome,” I stuttered, then cursed myself. “Um we should, we should probably get going. The others are still waiting for us outside.” I gestured with my thumb over my shoulder.  
 
    Neka nodded happily and then wound her tail around my wrist. Somehow, it felt even better than when she had done it absentmindedly and half asleep.  
 
    Unable to keep the smile off my face, I turned and led my assistant through the door and to our waiting party. 
 
    Akela raised her eyebrows in shock the moment she caught sight of the glimmering metal around Neka’s neck. She out a low whistle. “That looks really nice on you, Neka,” the mechanic said, and then nodded at me approvingly. “Seems like CT has good taste for some things.” 
 
    I frowned at the silver-haired woman. “Hey. What does that mean?” 
 
    The mechanic grinned teasingly but didn’t respond. 
 
    “It looks lovely indeed on you,” Slal’ops told my assistant. Neka blushed but preened under all the praise.  
 
    “Shall we?” Cy’lass suddenly asked as he gestured down the road and, with that, we were off. 
 
    Cyl’ass and Slal’ops led us through the streets to what I had assumed was the feasting hall, or whatever structure they had that met the same purpose. Instead, however, they led us north, along the road they had driven in on earlier this... morning? Did we really just arrive this morning? I needed my internal clock to catch up already. 
 
    As we walked, we ran into dozens of Almort all headed in the same direction. They called out to Cyl’ass and Slal’ops, chittering cries of laughter and raucous exclamations. The prince and his companion responded in kind but didn’t slow their stride. The Almort fell into step beside us and while they mostly conversed amongst themselves, I saw all of them glance and gesture at us subtly, a small flick of the eye or the wrist in our direction. I had pasted on my best and most charming broker smile.  
 
    Before long, the tide of Almort had swept us out of the city. I don’t know how or when it exactly happened, but I suddenly looked back to see we had left the buildings of C’eka behind and were now walking through fields of tall grass that flickered blue and green as we cut through them. A few hundred meters ahead of us, a great bonfire stretched up into the sky, the smell of smoke and cooking flesh wafting to greet us as we approached.  
 
    Hundreds of Almort ringed the fire already. The flickering flames and dancing shadows played a nice contrast to the bioluminescent flashes of blue and green that arced from grass to Almort scales and back again. As we came around the great fire, and Cyl’ass led us to what looked to be the table, I realized I felt almost drunk. Everything was a study of light and shadow, the crackle of the fire and the clicking of the Almort. With the thick shadows and flickering flames, I felt like the ground was undulating below my feet. I was grateful when we arrived at the low table and piles of cushions spread out around it on the grass. Cyl’ass gestured for us to sit, and we all sank into the soft, silvery pillows. The prince clicked something to Slal’ops and then disappeared into the surrounding smoke. 
 
    I looked at my assistant and mechanic but they were too busy taking in everything around us. The flames reflected off Neka’s large, yellow eyes, and I watched as her tail flicked anxiously to and fro. I wanted to lean over and scratch behind the cat-girl’s ears, tell her not to worry, but Akela, who sat between us, actually beat me to it. Neka purred in gratitude and reclined against the other female, the fire glinting off the silver around her neck and making it seem molten. 
 
    The mechanic between us sat with her legs crossed beneath her and seemed the most relaxed I had seen her in... maybe ever. I leaned closer to the silver-haired woman and pressed my shoulder against hers. She turned to me with an easy smile and pressed back.  
 
    Contentment coursed through me as I turned back to the festivities. There seemed to be multiple low tables spread out in the grass around the fire. Some Almort had already taken their spots on the cushions, others milled about and hissed at one another. And still more danced along the fire’s edge. I couldn’t see from where we sat, but somewhere on the other side of the flames, drums were being played, drums and some sort of wind instruments. A handful of Almort swayed and spun in time to the beat, drawing closer and closer to the fire, before drawing away. The effect was hypnotic, and I found I couldn’t tear my eyes away. 
 
    Suddenly, from out of nowhere, an Almort appeared in front of me. From the garments the Almort wore to the long, navy blue tresses that fell in waves across their back, I deduced that this Almort was female. She knelt before me on the grass, lights flickering across the scales on her face like the fish breaking the surface of the pool back in our pod. Her face was somehow softer than Cyl’ass’ or Slal’ops’, the lines not so sharp or harsh. Her skin was also paler, like the color of soft, spring grass instead of the color of brackish water. However, when she smiled, her teeth were just as needle-sharp and opalescent as the rest of her people’s. 
 
    “For you,” she hissed softly, and I realized she was holding something out to me. I blinked and looked down at her hands. She bore a drink of some kind, in a deep and wide wooden cup. I couldn’t discern the color of the liquid. In the shadow of the fire, it looked jet black. A part of me wanted to refuse but the female Almort kept nudging the cup at me, so I reached out and took it. When our fingers brushed, light raced up the scales along her arm.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a dip of my head. The female Almort wove her head from side to side in response and clicked at me expectantly.  
 
    “You must drink,” Slal’ops said suddenly from beside me. I looked over to find him kneeling on my left. The flames cast long shadows over the Almort’s face, making him look more mysterious, imposing, and just downright scary. “Sef’sla is the daughter of the chief,” Slal’ops continued. “It is a tradition for guests and conquerors to drink first.” 
 
    I blinked and turned back to the female kneeling in front of me. Daughter of the chief. Sister to Cyl’ass. Huh.  
 
    Sef’sla smiled again and chittered as she gestured to the cup. Now that Slal’ops had mentioned it, I realized none of the other Almort had any beverages or food in their hands. And, now, they were all staring at me. The music still played, the fire still danced in its smoke and shadows, but hundreds of Almort eyes had now turned in my direction and watched to see what I’d do next. 
 
    Well, I couldn’t disappoint them.  
 
    With a flash of a roguish grin, I lifted the cup slightly in salute and knocked it back like it was a shot of the finest whiskey from the Oculus Nebula. It burned like rocket fuel going down, but I managed to keep from coughing. With only slightly watery eyes, I lifted the cup again in triumph.  
 
    Sef’sla’s smile widened into a predatory grin. I had just a moment to be worried before the Almort female titled back her head and let out a splitting, undulating cry.  
 
    Slal’ops and the hundreds of other Almort surrounding the fire answered in turn, their faces upturned to the dark sky, their scales flashing in unison.  
 
    When the echo of their cry was nothing more than a phantom note on the wind across the plains, I saw a figure step close to the fire with their arms uplifted. It took me a moment to place U’eh, with most of his face wreathed in shadow.  
 
    “Tonight,” the chief of the Almort cried, his voice somehow sonorous as he spoke to the gathered numbers of his people. “We honor the starmen who defeated the mighty Opalks we shall now feast upon. We honor their bravery, their courage, and their mercy for saving my son Cy’lass and my advisor, Slal’ops.”  
 
    “The starman Ccccolby Tower has also agreed to participate in the Akornath,” U’eh continued to cry out, and the other Almort clicked and hissed and stomped their feet in response. I assumed he was referring to the trials. “We shall honor his valor! Come! Let the feast begin!” 
 
    The Almort chief let out one last, piercing cry that his people echoed, and then the drums started up again, but louder. My head began to pulse in time with the beat, and that’s when I realized whatever Sef’sla had given me was strong as hell. I physically felt my shoulders unclench, my muscles become more languid. I turned to face my assistant and mechanic, a loose smile stretching my face, but the two women were otherwise occupied with two Almort males that had appeared out of nowhere with plates and drinks in their hands.  
 
    Someone touched my arm, and I turned to find Sef’sla again. She nudged a plate of food into my hands and set the other drink on the table at my back.  
 
    “Eat,” she cajoled as she wove her head back and forth. She was backlit by the fire, and the flames and smoke made her go soft around the edges like she was an ethereal vision. I found myself nodding before I even thought to do so, and then I was picking food up off my plate.  
 
    Half of the food looked to be like some sort of vegetables. They were mostly blue and green and root-like in texture. They weren’t terrible. The meat from the Opalks, however, made me salivate. It was tender and charred along the edges, with a flavor richer than any seafood that could be found on Earth. I inhaled my pieces nearly instantly, realizing I hadn’t eaten since we had landed, and Sef’sla chittered laughter at my show of hunger.  
 
    “I’ll get you more,” the daughter of the chief hissed and then she glided gracefully to her feet and disappeared into the smoke. 
 
    While I waited for her to return, I made short work of my second drink. Like all libations, it seemed the second round went down a lot smoother. However, also like all libations, things quickly became a little hazier. And I don’t think it was the smoke. 
 
    As I sat and there swayed to the music, Cy’lass suddenly appeared out of the smoke and sat beside Slal’ops.  
 
    “Are you enjoying your feast, CccccT?” the son of the chief asked. He also had a drink in his webbed hand, and he took measured sips out of it every so often which caused his face scales to flicker. Huh.  
 
    Maybe I should have sipped mine too, I thought, as I stared into my empty cup. 
 
    Sef’sla was abruptly before me once again. “He is hungry enough to eat the whole Opalks,” she chittered as she sat on my right side, between Akela and me. I tried to crane my neck to see how my assistant and mechanic were faring, but Sef’sla pushed another plate heaped with meat into my lap. I quickly became distracted. 
 
    “It seems he is enjoying his drink as well,” Slal’ops said, and I almost got the sense the Almort was teasing me. I narrowed my eyes at him, but suddenly forgot what I was thinking as Cy’lass leaned over and refilled my cup from his own. 
 
    “Thanks,” I slurred, and then realized I was slurring. I furrowed my brow and stared at the dark liquid sloshing in my hand. “What’s this stuff made out of, anyway? Is real strong.” 
 
    The three Almort grinned, and the fire danced off their near translucent teeth. “It is Opalks,” Sef’sla hissed, and I got the impression she was being sly. I thought to question them further but then thought better of it. I might not want to know what part of the Opalks I was drinking. Scratch that. I know I didn’t want to know. 
 
    With a shrug, I lifted the cup in a toast once more, but this time I decided to take a small sip. Okay, it was more like a gulp, but I didn’t finish the drink in one shot, so I considered that progress. 
 
    Around us, the feast had kicked off into full swing. Half the crowd had gone to sit around the scattered low-set tables. The other half danced around the fire to the beat of the drums. They chittered and clicked as they danced, and when their feet struck the earth, lights flared out across their scales and the grass. I found myself mesmerized by the display. 
 
    Every time I found my plate or cup empty, Sef’sla was already up and bringing me seconds and thirds and refills upon refills. More often than not, I found myself watching her backside as it sauntered away through the smoke. 
 
    “Your sister’s really nice,” I slurred to Cy’lass. The prince and Slal’ops were reclined together with their backs to the table. They shared a cup of Opalks juice between them and, for the first time since we entered C’eka, the two looked relaxed. The brooding air that had enveloped Cy’lass since we spoke to his father had evaporated into the smoke around us. He had been laughing and chittering with his advisor and sister all evening. I had not seen U’eh since his speech.  
 
    “She admires you,” Cy’lass replied, his needle teeth bared in a grin. “We have told her the story of how you defeated the Opalks. And she knows you have agreed to the Akornath.” A small shadow flickered across the prince’s face as he mentioned the trials, but it was gone so quickly I decided it must have been a trick of the smoke and flames. 
 
    “The Akornath,” I repeated, the syllables odd and foreign and fumbling on my tongue. “It seems like this is a big deal. What exactly did I say yes to, huh?” 
 
    Cy’lass frowned but before he could answer Slal’ops laid a hand on his arm. The prince and his advisor shared a look before Slal’ops turned to me. 
 
    “Let us speak of this tomorrow, CcccT,” he said solemnly. “Tonight is a night for feasting and celebration.” 
 
    The part of my brain that wasn’t already steeped in Opalks juice wanted to argue, but the arrival of Sef’sla, with more food and drink in hand, distracted me.  
 
    The night passed languidly like this. Every so often, an Almort would stumble up, bow and chitter the appropriate things to Sef’sla and Cy’lass. Then, they’d turn to me. Their names passed over me like water, in one ear and out the next. Some of them had been in the hunting party on the beach and came to give me their thanks for saving their lives. Others, like the Almort craftsman from the market, had family in the hunting party and they professed their gratitude even more strongly. Still others had just heard my tale, the man who fell from the stars and felled the great Opalks, and they came to talk shop and battle, the types of weapons we had used, how many enemies I had vanquished, etc. I humored most of them, my tongue loose and free in my mouth, but just when I would think I had grown tired of a particular conversation, Sef’sla or Cy’lass would click at whatever Almort stood before me and they would disappear with a last few words of thanks and a parting flash of scales. 
 
    U’eh still had yet to make another appearance, even as the fire began to burn low. The towering flames that had licked toward the sky at the beginning of the night were now more moderately sized. The shadows began to deepen, and more Almort came to lay on the cushions and surrounding grass. I noticed that some of them paired off and slipped into the deeper grasses, lights trailing in their wake. I turned to ask Cy’lass where they went, but the prince and his advisor had also apparently disappeared because the cushions beside me were empty.  
 
    I turned to my other side to find Akela and Neka suddenly standing over me. I blinked groggily at them and tried to make the two stop swaying. Or wait, was I swaying? 
 
    “Wha—what’re you doing?” I slurred up at my crew. 
 
    Akela smirked down at me, and that’s when I realized that Neka was nearly asleep on her feet again. The cat-girl had her face tucked into the mechanic’s neck, and it looked like the silver-haired woman was holding the two of them up. 
 
    “Our resident kitten is a little tired,” Akela hiccupped, and that’s when I realized she was a little tipsy, too. Probably not as much as me though. “So we’re going to head back to the pod.” 
 
    I nodded sloppily and put an arm down on the grass to try to push myself up. “I’ll... I’ll go with you,” I mumbled. My tongue suddenly weighed a kilo behind my teeth. It was hard to move it. 
 
    The mechanic tittered a drunken laugh at me but shook her head. “No, no,” she told me as she leaned down and pressed her hand against my shoulder so I plopped back down on my ass. “I can’t carry both your drunken ass and Neka. Besides, Slal’ops already agreed to walk us back.” She pointed off somewhere into the smoke before turning back to me.  
 
    Her purple eyes were hard to read in the smoke but I could tell the mechanic was smiling. “You should stay,” she continued. “Have a little fun. You deserve it.” As she said this, she nodded to my other side, where Cy’lass had been before, and I turned to find Sef’sla watching me intently.  
 
    I grinned at the princess, then turned to ask Akela if she was sure.  
 
    My mechanic and assistant, however, were no longer beside me. They had disappeared off into the smoke. 
 
    “Okay, goodnight,” I slurred into the air and turned back to Sef’sla.  
 
    Before I could say anything, the princess reached out and brushed her own fingers against the side of my cheek. It was an odd sensation, equal parts smooth and rough where her scales tugged at me, and I found myself leaning into her touch. Sef’sla chittered softly and continued to drag her fingers across my skin. She followed the curve of my jaw down to the column of my neck. I swallowed sharply as she pressed against my Adam’s apple, but then her phantom caress continued downward over my collarbones before she laid her hand to rest against my heart. 
 
    “Thank you for saving my brother,” Sef’sla hissed softly in my ear. It took me a moment to realized she had leaned in. Her blue-toned hair brushed against my shoulder and it felt like seaweed, like the grass that fluttered and waved in the breeze all around us. 
 
    “Don’t... mention it,” I slurred in return. I couldn’t stop myself from reaching up and snagging a lock of her hair. It wrapped around my fingers like it had a mind of its own.  
 
    Sef’sla’s fingers were suddenly on my chin, and she tilted my face back toward her fully.  
 
    The daughter of the chief was mere centimeters away from me now. I had to lean back just to focus on her face. The sly smile that she had worn most of the night was now missing. Her face was now solemn and serious, and I found myself staring at my reflection in her large, dark eyes.  
 
    “Tomorrow the Akornath begins, starman,” she hissed lowly. My senses were overwhelmed with the scent of the sea on her. “You must keep your wits about you. Remember what you have been told. Stay on your feet. Beware the grass. And don’t turn your back against it.” 
 
    My fuzzy brain struggled to process what she was saying. “Don’t... wait don’t turn my back against what?” I slurred. “What is the trial tomorrow?” 
 
    The princess of the Almort glanced from side to side. “I cannot say any more,” she clicked. “You must win or lose on your own merit. But neither I nor my brother wish to see you lose.” 
 
    “I don’t want to see me lose either, so can’t you just--” 
 
    Sef’sla reached out and laid her fingers across my lips. “Ssshhhh,” she hissed. “You must rest now. The Akornath begins at dawn.” 
 
    I struggled to dislodge her fingers, but the Almort princess was stronger than I anticipated. Before I could say another word, she had removed her hand, leaned forward, and pressed her lips against mine. 
 
    She tasted of salt and smoke and charred meat. My drunken brain opened my mouth on reflex. Sef’sla chittered softly against me, and then I felt one of her needle-like teeth sink into my lower lip. 
 
    The sting was sharp but brief, and Sef’sla drew away as I brought my hand up to rub at the smarting wound.  
 
    “Wh... what did you...?” I started to mumble, but my eyelids suddenly felt so heavy. I tried to blink but could barely reopen my eyes. Sef’sla went soft and blurred around the edges, a shadow backlit by flame. She continued to hiss softly at me as she eased me back along the cushions. The fire and the grasses became nothing more than light and vague shapes and I found myself staring up into the sky as I watched the stars pinwheel overhead.  
 
    “Sleep, starman,” I heard Sef’sla’s voice hiss. “Sleep.” 
 
    I was powerless to argue, and before I knew it, I was tumbling down and down into the dark, the taste of salt and smoke on my tongue.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    I woke to the sound of drums.  
 
    No, wait.  
 
    That was just my brain trying to pound its way out of my skull.  
 
    No... actually... it was both.  
 
    I squinted my eyes open in a dazed and pained confusion. Above me, unfamiliar stars wheeled overhead in a dim and lilac sky. I shifted, and something crackled dryly beneath me. My brain was full of white noise and white-hot pain and nothing made sense.  
 
    “Well, well, well. It seems our champion awakens. Again,” a voice said mockingly from above me.  
 
    Still bewildered and floundering beneath the pain and noise that echoed through my skull, I flopped my head to the side and found Akela sitting cross-legged on a silver cushion about a meter away. She had an elbow propped up on her knee and her chin cradled in her palm. When I blearily met her eyes, she smirked at me.  
 
    “We really need to work on your stamina, lover boy,” she teased. Mirth danced in her amethyst eyes, and even if nothing else made sense right now, a distant part of me was glad to see the mechanic smile. 
 
    It took me a minute to reorient myself in my body. The drums weren’t helping any. I clenched my eyes shut and took a deep breath and, as I did, memories from the night before began to come back to me in flashes: the heat of the fire, the burn of the Opalks liquor, dancing shadows, the taste of smoke and salt and the sea right before a sharp, biting pain... 
 
    My eyes snapped open. “Sef’sla,” I gasped and bolted upright.  
 
    And immediately almost puked across the grass in front of me.  
 
    “Oh god,” I groaned. One of my hands clamped over my mouth to keep everything in, the other went up to my forehead to see if there was actual brain matter oozing from my skull. 
 
    “Ah, I see you’re starting to remember some things?” Akela observed. “Namely the fact that you drank nearly the entire Opalks yourself. How do you not know how to pace yourself, dude? I’m a backwater station hick who grew up basically drinking diluted fuel additives, and even I know how to check myself.” 
 
    I squinted over at the silver-haired woman to find she was still smirking.  
 
    “It’s called ‘diplomacy,’” I rasped. “It would have been rude to refuse them. Also, you’re having way too much fun at my expense.”  
 
    My tongue felt like sandpaper in my mouth. Or actually, I might have just had sand in my mouth. I leaned away from the mechanic and tried to spit but my mouth was so dry I just started coughing, which made the pounding in my head worse, or maybe the drums were just getting louder.  
 
    When I finished coughing, I turned back to Akela, and the mechanic shrugged at me.  
 
    “Eh. You were kind of asking for it. I think it’s karma,” she said as she stretched her arms above her and yawned. I noticed that while she still wore last night’s clothes, the seaweed she had wrapped around her arms was now gone, and the skin was pale and unblemished from the heat of the ion cannon.  
 
    “Your arms,” I started eloquently. The mechanic cocked her head in confusion, so I gestured to the bare, unmarred skin.  
 
    “Oh,” Akela remarked as she turned her arms this way and that. “Yeah, I don’t really know. I woke up this morning, and the wrap had come unraveled a little, but when I pulled it back, everything was all healed up. Like I’d never been burned in the first place.” 
 
    The mechanic shrugged again, but I could tell she was impressed, maybe even a little awestruck. I didn’t know the exact state of things on Theron, but when I was growing up on Proto, medical care was not easy to come by and even harder to afford. It definitely wasn’t something given out to strangers.  
 
    “Hm. Maybe Slal’ops will give us a tour of their medical facilities next,” I mused absentmindedly. Maybe they had some mud or grass or something that could take this spike out of my brain. 
 
    Akela snorted. “I don’t think they have a cure for making dumb mistakes, but you never know.” She shot me a bright, teasing grin, to which I could only cringe miserably in response. 
 
    Then a shadow passed over the silver-haired woman’s face, and the smile slowly slipped from her smirking mouth. “But first we have to figure out how we’re going to get you through this ‘Akornath,’” she said resolutely as she put air quotes around the Almort word.  
 
    “Wait,” I said and pinched the bridge of my nose to try to focus. “What do you mean by ‘we’? I’m the one who agreed to these trials, not you.” 
 
    The mechanic rolled her eyes at me. “Save the macho bravado for later, CT. You’ll probably need it. I know you’re the one that’s participating here, but we’re a team, right? Teammates help each other out, even if it’s from the sidelines,” she said as she tapped her left ear with a sly smile.  
 
    A burst of loud static in my ear nearly had me dry-heaving again. “Our intrepid mechanic is correct,” Omni piped up in my ear, louder than I thought was necessary. I had a sneaking suspicion Akela might have turned up the volume on my earpiece while I slept, just to further balance out my karma.  
 
    “Chief U’eh never explicitly forbade outside assistance,” the AI continued. “And I think it’s more than fair given that you are far weaker in strength and constitution than an Almort.” 
 
    “Hey,” I objected, but it was even less than halfheartedly. My head still pulsed and ached like someone had driven a horn from one of those Stuogror through the top of my skull, and my stomach roiled uneasily, full of Opalks meat and mysterious Opalks juice. I palmed my forehead and tried to remember what I had been saying, but I couldn’t focus, could barely form a thought, everything being drowned out by... 
 
    “Fucking hell!” I finally snapped and jerked my head up to glare at the surrounding fields. “Where the hell are those drums coming from and can we get them to stop?” 
 
    “They’re playing for you, CT.” 
 
    Startled, I spun around toward the voice that had spoken behind me and came face to navel with Neka. The cat-girl had snuck up on us, her normally already quiet steps made silent by the throbbing beat that echoed over the grasses. Like Akela, my assistant still wore the risqué outfit she had on for the feast, so I blinked dumbly at the exposed skin of her stomach before I realized what she had said and tilted my head back to meet her eyes.  
 
    “Wait, what did you say?” I questioned the cat-girl. Maybe I had heard her wrong.  
 
    Neka’s ears and tail twitched in anxiety, and I watched as she bit her lip with sharp fangs. “The drums are for you,” she repeated. As if on cue, the instruments grew louder, like they were becoming impatient. 
 
    So I hadn’t heard her wrong. Damn it.  
 
    “What do mean?” Akela asked as she sat up straight. All playfulness and ease left the mechanic entirely. Her eyes went sharp as glass once again, her jaw clenched tight, the flat line of her mouth as honed as a razor’s edge. The silver-haired woman looked like she was gearing up for a fight. By the fire in her gaze, I knew this wasn’t her first one.  
 
    Neka, on the other hand, looked like she was moments away from crying. Her ears and tail drooped and twitched in fear, and she stood hunched in on herself. 
 
    “The trial is beginning,” the cat-girl sniffled. “A crowd’s already forming a few kilometers to the east of here, on the other side of the city. I noticed it when we left the pod earlier.” 
 
    The last part was directed at Akela, and the mechanic pursed her lips. “So that’s where you went,” she huffed, and when she saw the lost expression on my face, she explained.  
 
    “When we woke up this morning, I asked the escorts outside our door to take us to you,” the silver-haired woman said. “On the way here, Neka suddenly got all squirrelly and asked if there was someplace we could stop and get food for you. I wanted to just come straight here, to make sure you hadn’t drowned yourself in Opalks, but she was adamant. So, we split up, but turns out our little Neka was playing spy.”  
 
    Neka blushed at the note of approval in Akela’s voice and waved one of her hands in front of her. In the other, I finally noticed, she carried a bowl of... something.  
 
    “I wasn’t, I mean I’m not a spy,” my assistant stuttered. “I just... I could hear the Almort gathering, and I thought the more we knew the better, right? But I didn’t want them to think I was too curious though, so I got you this, CT.” 
 
    She knelt down and offered me the bowl she held. It was a simple bowl made of a pale green wood and little extra adornment. Within its confines sloshed a dark brown, almost black liquid. Flecks of green floated on the surface like a film of algae, and it smelled of salt and something akin to sulfur.  
 
    My stomach rolled up my throat. “What the hell is that?” I asked tightly as I tried not to gag. Even Akela had leaned back away from the concoction, her aquiline face twisted in disgust.  
 
    Neka’s big yellow eyes at least looked apologetic as she pushed the bowl into my limp fingers. “One of their healers gave it to me,” she explained. “He said it should help with the effects of the Opalks juice--” 
 
    “You mean Colby’s massive hangover,” Omni chimed in helpfully as he cut Neka off. Thankfully, my assistant ignored him. 
 
    “And he said it would also give you a boost of strength and vitality,” the cat-girl finished. I perked up a little at that. All of those things sounded very much needed to me.  
 
    “Wait. Why would the Almort basically give CT a steroid shot before the trial? Wouldn’t that be cheating?” Akela asked, her brow furrowed.  
 
    “Maybe the Almort know Colby needs all the help he can get?” Omni supplied.  
 
    I cringed but couldn’t even bother to be offended. Now, I was mostly worried. The drums were getting louder. I could feel the ground tremble beneath me. I was running out of time. 
 
    I turned to my assistant. “Neka, did the healer say anything else? Or your escorts? How do you know the drums are playing for me?” 
 
    I had this wild, insane hope that maybe the Chief had reconsidered or, at the very least, maybe things had been postponed.  
 
    But Neka shook her head softly and slowly, and I knew all my false hope was in vain.  
 
    “When my escort led me to the edge of this field, he told me you must drink this,” she said, and wrapped her small hands around mine as they held the bowl of dark, mysterious liquid, “and then you must get up and follow the sound of the drums. Only when they stop can the trial truly begin.” 
 
    My heart and stomach had suddenly switched places at the base of my throat, and I struggled to swallow past my racing pulse. Akela met my eyes, and I could see my same worry reflected in her violet gaze.  
 
    “I thought we’d have more time,” she whispered, her voice raspy and jagged. As I watched, some fear transformed to anger in her eyes. “Time to prepare or train or, or... something at least! How can they expect you to be ready for whatever this is? We just crashed landed on this rock yesterday! We battled a sea monster and saved their prince, and they haven’t even told you what the fucking trial is,” she hissed, incensed. 
 
    Something about her words tickled at the back of my brain, but before I could chase the thought, Omni cut in again. 
 
    “That’s not necessarily true,” the AI corrected in our ears.  
 
    The three of us held our breath and looked at each other with wide eyes before Omni continued, “Chief U’eh said that the first trial would be a test of strength and physical prowess.”  
 
    We collectively exhaled a forceful sigh. 
 
    “Oh, okay, that’s great then! Problem solved,” Akela scoffed. She suddenly got to her feet and strode a few meters away as she muttered under her breath. The silver-haired woman began to pace, her anxious steps worrying a groove into the tall grass, the stalks blinking sporadically as they were crushed beneath the soles of her boots.  
 
    The flickering and fading lights caught my eye and, again, something nudged at the peripherals of my mind, but every time I tried to draw the full thought forward, it slipped away again, like smoke.  
 
    Neka squeezed my hands and brought my attention back to her. The cat-girl still knelt in front of me and her hands still cradled mine around the medicinal bowl. I looked up into her golden ocher eyes and there was fear there but there was also... faith. And trust. My assistant was frightened by the impending and unknown fight, but she believed in me. She believed that, no matter what had happened in the past, I had always been able to pull through. I always made everything work out in the end.  
 
    “Do you believe I can do this?” I whispered quietly to Neka, unable to stop the words from tripping off my tongue.  
 
    The beautiful cat-girl blinked up at me and, for the first time, I noticed she still wore the necklace I bought her. The delicate silver chains rested gently against the hollow of her throat and the bare skin of her collarbones, and I watched as it rose and fell in time to Neka’s breathing. The white metal really made the autumn color of her hair stand out, and I couldn’t help myself from reaching out and snagging a lock that framed her face. I let the silken strands slide through my fingers and brought my gaze back to Neka’s eyes.  
 
    There was no trace of trepidation left in them. Her face, which just a moment ago had been solemn and sad, was now determined and resolved, and the gentle curve of the cat-girl’s chin had suddenly taken on a very Akela-esque steely cut.  
 
    “Colby Tower,” my assistant said seriously, “I know you can do this. You are a great man, honest and brave, and Terra-Nebula didn’t make you like that. No matter what colors you wear, I will always believe in you. Nothing can or ever will change that.”  
 
    In the over five years I had known her, Neka hadn’t used my full name since the day we met, so I knew she meant business. Her eyes were suddenly twin suns, and they burned with the intensity of her faith. My heart slowly slid back down my throat to its rightful place in my chest, and my once frantic pulse slowed to something strong, sturdy, and true. I smiled at Neka with all the affection and warmth my heart overflowed with.  
 
    “If I can be half the man you say I am, these trials will be a walk in the park,” I told the cat-girl. Then I leaned over and pressed a gentle kiss to the soft curve of her cheek. “Thank you, Neka. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” 
 
    My assistant blushed and brought a hand up to her cheek. With her hands no longer around mine, I drew up into a fully seated position and raised the cup I held in a toast to the cat-girl.  
 
    “Well, here goes nothing. Bottoms up,” I said, as bravado coursed through my veins and, with that, I opened my mouth and tipped the cup’s contents down my throat.  
 
    The Opalks juice had burned like liquid fire as it went down. This was worse. It was thicker than I had anticipated, more viscous, and it felt like cold mud crawling past my teeth and down my esophagus. I gagged but forced myself to swallow once, twice, and then I was gasping, grimacing, and spitting off to the side. My tongue felt gritty and tasted like salt, dirt, and something sharp and metallic.  
 
    Neka’s face was scrunched up in sympathy. “Are you okay, CT?” 
 
    “Never better,” I rasped in return, eyes watery, but then... something was different.  
 
    My mouth still tasted awful, but the roiling in my stomach came to an abrupt stop, and the pounding in my head slowly began to lessen and then abated completely. Now, I could hear the drums clearly as they beat a staccato rhythm somewhere across the fields. I looked off toward the sound and realized my eyesight and focus became clearer too because I could just make out the faint flash of lights toward the east where Neka said the crowd was gathered, just as the city of C’eka began to curve away.  
 
    I looked back at my crew to find them staring at me with varying levels of concern. Akela had even stopped her pacing.  
 
    “CT?” the mechanic hedged, and her voice chimed clear as a bell. In fact, everything sounded crystal sharp now: the rustle of the grass around us, the faint hum of static in my ear from the coms device, the pulse of blood racing through my veins. I looked down at my arms, and I thought I could see the zap of energy that now coursed beneath my skin. 
 
    “I’m good,” I gasped and looked up at the silver-haired woman with a wild smile splitting my face. “In fact, I feel great. Holy shit.” 
 
    I jumped up, and Neka yowled in surprise at my sudden movement. I landed nimbly on the balls of my feet and rocked back and forth for a moment. My heart was really racing now, and my chest heaved oxygen in and out in great gulps. I crouched and then jumped as high as I could, spun in the air, and delivered a high kick to an imaginary enemy. I felt exhilarated, charged, like I could sprint a hundred kilometers and not feel it, like I could run so fast I’d take flight.  
 
    “Whoooo!” I crowed as I shadowboxed in place. “Wow! This stuff feels amazing!” My feet danced back and forth in the crumpled grass and traced old patterns I hadn’t practiced in years, but everything flowed perfectly, seamlessly. I was back on Proto again, young and full of hot blood, my stomach a hungry hollow, and the only thing quicker than my smile was my fist.  
 
    I spun around in a circle and took in the fields around me with bright, fresh eyes. Everything looked crystal clear, like it was in ultra-high definition. My racing brain devoured every little detail my eyes could see.  
 
    For nearly a hundred meters in any direction from where we were standing, the evidence from last night’s feast was apparent. Tables and cushions still littered the grass around the huge, blackened crater that was the bonfire. The grass itself was trampled near flat by the hundreds of Almort feet that had danced around the fields last night, and the smell of smoke and charred meat lingered in the air. 
 
    However, there was no garbage, not a single discarded plate or cup or sliver of Opalks bone to be found anywhere. The fields look like they had been used, yes, but not abused, not destroyed. As my eyes darted to and fro, I felt a detached sort of awe as I watched the grasses begin to perk up. The bent stalks slowly straightened out and refilled with moisture, and the tips of the blades flickered with a pale light. It was an amazing biological wonder. I had seen Terra-Nebula officials destabilize whole space stations just for a celebratory drink. The Almort were clearly different. I remembered the horror on Slal’ops’ face when we explained pollution to him. It seemed they truly had no concept of it. 
 
    Before I could ruminate on that thought further, the drums had finally reached a crescendo behind me, and I whirled to face them. Their song of violence called to me, a primal, base call, and I bounced up and down on my toes, eager to answer it.  
 
    “Fuck. Is he high now? Are you actually high right now?” Akela snapped at me. The mechanic swung around to stand in front of me, her hands planted on her slim and narrow hips, but it was like she moved in slow motion. I tracked every twitch of her muscles, every centimeter she shifted, even the breaths in between each moment. Everything was happening in high definition, and my brain raced a million kilometers a second to process all the raw data it was seeing.  
 
    I watched as the mechanic reached up, slow, so slow, to snap her fingers in front of my face, but I snagged her hand before she could touch her thumb to her middle finger. Akela gasped, and I grinned at her, wild but alert and hyper-focused.  
 
    “I’m not high,” I told the mechanic. “Just heightened.” Akela snorted, but I pressed on, goaded by the drums and their pulsing beat. “Besides, the healer told Neka I’d get a strength and vitality boost. So it’s nothing out of the ordinary, right? Right.” 
 
    I was distantly aware that I was talking so fast I had barely taken a breath between sentences.  
 
    Akela shot a skeptical look at Neka, but the cat-girl had turned to face the sound of the drums, too, and her tail lashed back and forth anxiously.  
 
    “Am I the only one worried about you being high off your ass? What if you have some kind of reaction? Well, at least a more severe one than you’re having right now,” the mechanic huffed, but I could see how the drums were putting her on edge. The scowl was mostly a front to deflect the fear that flickered in the depths of her amethyst eyes.  
 
    Static crackled in my ear, but instead of inducing a migraine, this time it felt like the starter gun going off at the beginning of a race. “CT is physically not in any danger from that particular cocktail,” Omni informed us via the coms. “Neka had me run a standard field toxicity analysis, and nothing scanned as being harmful toward the human constitution.” 
 
    “See?” I exclaimed and clapped my hands. “Everything checks out, so let’s get going. Don’t want to keep the Almort waiting.” 
 
    With that, I stepped around the cushions I had spent the night sleeping on and made to cut across the fields.  
 
    I didn’t get very far, however, before Akela jogged in front of me and slapped her palm against my chest to get me to stop. Her skin was warm and soft and smooth, and I narrowed my eyes at her, nearly vibrating out of my skin with the need to run, fight, move, fuck, anything. Before I could say a word in argument, though, the mechanic shoved a bundle of fabric in my face that smelt of salt and the sea.  
 
    I stumbled a step back and caught the clothes as they fell against my chest. It was only after I spotted the familiar black and gray color scheme, and the flash of Odrine yellow, that I realized I was still bare-chest and half-naked in the Almort’s formal occasion wear.  
 
    “Could you just wait a goddamn second? Jeeze. You can’t go competing in trials in your underwear, Tower,” Akela grumbled under her breath. She had her arms crossed, and her brow furrowed, still upset over the Almort steroid elixir, and the impending event the drums heralded, but I could also see a faint flush in her cheeks that extended down the pale, lithe column of her throat.  
 
    An evil, wicked thought formed in my brain, and because I currently had no inhibitions or filters or fear, I acted on it without thinking. I grinned at Akela, who still pouted, and then winked over at Neka, who stood a few meters away, and before either of them could say another word, I shrugged out of my gauzy tunic and shucked the utility belt/shorts combo I wore underneath.  
 
    Akela gasped and spun around. “CT! This is serious.” 
 
    Neka merely giggled and placed her hands over her eyes, used to my antics, but I could see the crimson stain on her cheeks, too.  
 
    I chuckled at the two women’s modesty as I reached down and pulled on my gray jumpsuit. “I know. That’s why I’m not wasting any time. Gotta get a move on.” 
 
    Akela flapped a hand vaguely in my direction. “Now you’re having too much fun at my expense,” she accused and threw my own words back at me.  
 
    I grinned even wider as I shrugged into my coat, the heavy, Odrine-lined material familiar and comfortable along the line of my shoulders. “Karma,” I parroted back at the silver-haired woman, and I was sure that if the mechanic had something to throw at me, she would have.  
 
    When I was fully dressed, I cleared my throat and gave a small spin and bow as the women turned around. “So?” I asked. “Think I look ready to take on this Akornath?” 
 
     Neka nodded her head almost immediately, her cheeks still sweetly pink but her eyes hard and determined. Akela still looked skeptical, but the mechanic looked me up and down and finally gave a nod of her head, too. I was still moving on instinct, so I walked over to the two women and pressed a kiss to the top of each of their heads.  
 
    “We’re gonna make it through this,” I whispered to them. “Just watch.” 
 
    “And I will be here to assist you, Colby,” Omni added in my ear, “in any way I can.” 
 
    “Thanks, O,” I told him sincerely as Neka and Akela wound their arms tight around me, both of their heads pressed against my collarbones. For just this one instant, we were all wrapped up in each other: me, Neka, Akela, and even Omni. Our own little family group hug.  
 
    And then that moment passed. Time marched on, and the drums called my name. I took one last inhale of the collective scents of my assistant and mechanic and then I drew away and turned toward the east. Even from this distance, I could feel the ground tremble beneath the relentless, thrumming beat. 
 
    “Now,” I said as I exhaled sharply. “Let’s go see what the hell this Akornath really is.” 
 
    And, with my crew at my back, and fire in my veins, I began to walk toward my destiny. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    The drums continued to grow louder and louder as we drew closer to Ka’le, and the rhythm reverberated up through my feet and into my bones. The Almort’s brew that coursed through my veins made me want to run toward the sound, sprint toward it, but whenever the urge crested in me, I remembered Neka and Akela at my back. I already kept a clipped and fast pace. Neka, with her shorter legs, had to skip or lightly jog to keep up, but my assistant didn’t say a word of complaint. Akela didn’t either, for that matter. My two crew members just followed me across the fields, their faces grim yet still determined.  
 
    Finally, we curved around the eastern portion of Ka’le, and the grass grew longer around us and more varied in color, with the usual blues and greens but also lilac and deeper indigos. The blades tickled at my waist and lower chest and nearly swallowed Neka as they rose up to her chin, but thankfully the vegetation parted easily around us. With just the barest sweep of my hand, the grass would flicker, sway to the side, and allow us to pass.  
 
    The drums were near deafening now, and when I lifted my head and looked out over the grasslands, I could see the edges of the crowd Neka had mentioned about a kilometer ahead of us. There seemed to be more people gathered this morning than there had been last night. A drop of trepidation slid down my spine, but I could not stop moving. My momentum projected me forward, and the drums pulled me the rest of the way.  
 
    As we drew closer, underlying the beat of the drums was a constant, droning hiss, like the sound of the sea as it lapped at the shore. The noise had started to become familiar, and I recognized it as the Almort talking amongst themselves, too numerous and overlapping for our translators to pick up. We were only about a hundred meters out from the crowd now and, quickly, that boost of bravado was being drowned out by the rapidly growing number of questions in my head. Questions like what the hell was going to happen when I reached those drums? What would this trial entail? Should I have prepared? Could I have?  
 
    I quickly shook those questions away. They wouldn’t help me now. I needed to focus because this was it.  
 
    The drums continued to play their violent, siren song, a rising crescendo that matched the thrum of my pulse. I felt the music imbue me with its power, with its strength.  
 
    This was the moment.  
 
    Everything I had ever done or ever been had led me to right here. All those endless days scrapping on the streets of Proto with my stomach a hungry hollow and my knuckles a perpetual bloody mess. All the years working under the thumb of Terra-Nebula, and the skills I cultivated while under their employ, the things I learned about the ever-expanding universe, about people, about greed.  
 
    All of that was to prepare me for this test. A test in which I had to prove my worth not only to the Almort, but to myself as well.  
 
    I may not be a Corporate man any longer, I may not wear the colors, but I was still a broker. I was still the broker.  
 
    I was Colby fucking Tower. 
 
    And these trials would not defeat me.  
 
    There was no room for doubt. There was no room for indecision. This was the right choice. This was the only choice. Too long had Corporations like Terra-Nebula taken advantage of and abused the people and planets they swore to improve.  
 
    No more.  
 
    It was time for a paradigm shift. It was time for a change.  
 
    And this was the first step. 
 
    All I could do now was lift my chin and put on a face worthy of facing the Almort and their Akornath.  
 
    Neka, perhaps sensing my inner turmoil, reached her tail out and brushed it along the outside of my wrist. She didn’t hold on like she usually did, probably in an effort not to slow me down, but the caress was enough for me to understand that she and Akela had my back every step of the way.  
 
    For a moment, I felt grateful, lucky even that my crew was with me, but then we reached the edge of the crowd, the sound of the drums enveloped us, and I didn’t have room left to feel anything at all beyond the chaotic beat.  
 
    There were hundreds of Almort here, and the crush of their bodies made me want to look back and check on Neka and Akela, but I kept my head up and didn’t pause my stride in order to give the illusion of confidence. An important rule I had learned while growing up was to never let them see you sweat.  
 
    Surprisingly, the Almort parted for us just as easily as the grass had and fell back in line behind us as we went. They clicked and chittered to each other, but our translators were overwhelmed by the cacophony of noises, which was probably for the best. I didn’t think I wanted to know what they were all saying about me just then.  
 
    The drums were all around us now, and I lost my sense of direction, but the Almort continued to step aside as we walked, and I just followed the empty spaces they left in their wake.  
 
    Then, suddenly, the crowd disappeared, and the land opened up before us, a near perfect circle of trampled down grass about thirty meters in diameter. It was from here that the drums emanated, a cluster of about a dozen Almort ringed around the far edges of the circle, X’ebril batons in their webbed hands as they beat at the drums again and again and again. The music felt alive somehow, hypnotic almost, and I followed it to the middle of the circle.  
 
    The moment I stepped dead-center, the drums ceased, and the last notes dissipated through the air so quickly it was like the pulsing tempo had never existed in the first place. Even the Almort seemed to have gone silent, and the only noise left was the rustle of the wind through the dry grass.  
 
    My pulse thundered in my ears, twice as loud now in the silence, and it felt like the whole planet held its breath.  
 
    A hushed moment passed, then two, as the crowd parted once more, and Chief U’eh stepped forward into the circle, flanked by Sef’sla on the left side and Cy’lass and Slal’ops on the right. The chief and Sef’sla still wore their formal garments from the feast, but the prince and advisor had changed back into their normal outfits of straps and utility belts. The two males also refused to meet my eye. Slal’ops stared at the ground between us, and Cy’lass had his gaze trained on the back of his father’s head. The prince looked almost angry, and the animosity between him and his father made me a tad apprehensive.  
 
    As the group of Almort stepped forward, Sef’sla caught my eye, and when our gazes met, memories of smoke and flame sparked in the back of my mind. There was something... some memory of importance that tugged at me as I stared into the princess’s intense blue eyes, but before I could fully grasp it, U’eh let out a single, piercing cry that echoed across the plains and caused my heartbeat to gallop in my ears.  
 
    I swallowed past my suddenly dry throat and squared my stance as U’eh lifted his hands and began to speak. 
 
    “In the early days of our people,” the chief of the Almort began, his voice sonorous and deep, “we shared the wild with many beasts, and as often as we hunted to provide for our mates and our offspring, we too were hunted in return.” 
 
    U’eh’s face was grave, more solemn and serious than I had ever seen it, and it wasn’t like he had a penchant for smiles. There was a heavy air of ceremony to his words, of tradition, more so than when he had spoken to his people around the bonfire. Perhaps it was because these weren’t all his people, at least not directly. I remembered Cy’lass mentioning other tribes and in the multitudes gathered here, I had seen several styles of clothing, fabrics in swampy brown and greens and in the dry, sandy hues of the desert.  
 
    I realized this was a performance as much as it was a trial. I didn’t know yet if that helped or hindered me. 
 
    “Today, we have our warriors to protect us and our technology, and with these protections and advances, we have constructed the great cities of our people.”  
 
    Here, U’eh paused and gestured westward toward the shadows and lights of Ka’le, to the tower that pierced the sky, wreathed in a blue-green glow. The chief of the Almort turned back to his masses, but his eyes slid straight to mine, and the fire within those flat, dark eyes rooted me to the spot. 
 
    “Now, we are safe from the wild and from the creatures that roam the land and the sea. But now these starmen have come, and they look to take our home from us! They look to be our masters and bend us to their will!” U’eh cried, and as he raised his voice, the Almort hissed and clicked as one. The whole field thrummed with anger and flaring lights as the Almort stomped in displeasure.  
 
    A drop of sweat beaded along my hairline and slid down my temple before it skated off my skin. I felt more than saw hundreds of flat blue eyes turn on me, and I surreptitiously cast half a glance behind me to make sure Neka and Akela were close by. They stood barely a meter behind me, but I could see Neka shift nervously, her tail a flickering shadow in my peripherals.  
 
    I wished U’eh would hurry up to the part where he explained that it wasn’t me trying to do this, but rather Terra-Nebula and Nova-Sol.  
 
    The chief raised his arms once more and with another harsh cry, and a flare of his gills and facial scales, the crowd subsided into quiet again, but it was now an agitated hush instead of an anticipatory one.  
 
    “We have refused the starmen twice now,” U’eh continued, “but they have not listened, and they will not listen. We have been told it is not their way.” 
 
    As he said the last part, U’eh gestured to me with an outstretched hand, palm facing upward. It somehow felt more accusatory than if he had pointed at me. His eyes had not left my face as he spoke, and I watched as he blinked his two sets of eyelids and flared his gills again.  
 
    “A starman of a different tribe has come to us now.” The Almort began to hiss again, but U’eh held up a hand to calm them, and then he motioned to Cy’lass and Slal’ops, who stepped forward with their heads inclined. “He has saved my son and advisor from the terrible Opalks. He has warned us of the starmen that mean to steal our home. And now, he wishes to make a deal with us.” 
 
    Again, he paused, and I felt the crowd take a breath before he proceeded.  
 
    “However, in accordance with our laws, he must prove himself worthy before we enter any agreement, yes?” 
 
    He shouted the last word as a question, a call, and the Almort answered. They stomped their feet as one, and the ground shook beneath us. Simultaneously, they let out a series of coordinated clicks, and the rhythm sounded eerily similar to the drums from before.  
 
    It took me a moment to realize that their clicks were so synchronized and so crisp, they were registering as one repeated word to my translator.  
 
    “Akornath,” they chanted. “A-kor-nath. A-kor-nath. A-kor-nath.” 
 
    My heart felt like it was going to leap out of my chest at this point. I focused on keeping my face neutral and hoped the Almort couldn’t smell, or otherwise sense, the fear beginning to thread through my veins. 
 
    U’eh waited until the crowd died down again before he stepped forward and, this time, he actually did point at me. 
 
    “Starman Cccccolby Tower,” he intoned, “you have agreed to the rite of the Akornath, a tradition only our strongest and bravest undertake. Not all who begin the trials survive to the end. Do you still wish to proceed?” 
 
    He was giving me an out it seemed. One last chance to change my mind, hop back on the Lacuna Noctis, put Proxima V in our rearview mirror... and let Terra-Nebula or Nova Sol destroy this planet. 
 
    I didn’t even consider it. 
 
    “I wish to proceed,” I affirmed, my voice clear and strong as it echoed around us.  
 
    U’eh nodded his head, and I thought that was respect I saw in the sharp scales that lined his face. Beside him, Cy’lass looked straight past me, his shoulders taut with some inner conflict. In contrast, on U’eh’s other side, Sef’sla grinned at me, fierce and bright and other-worldly beautiful 
 
    “Very well,” the chief of the Almort declared. “Starman Colby, this shall be your first trial in the Akornath.” 
 
    He swept his arm to the east, away from Ka’le, and the crowd parted under the wave of his hand. Hundreds of Almort shifted to the right and left as if in sync, and a moment later there was an open swath of land that led out of the circle, away from the crowd and kept going to the plains beyond. Further in the east, kilometers away and near the horizon, the plains seemed to give way to hill country, the gentle slopes covered in the same meters long grasses that swayed across the plains in patches of blues and greens and purples.  
 
    I turned back to U’eh as he continued, “You must go into the wilderness starman, and you must find a beast that once was a nightmare to our people. It is called the Malog.” 
 
    A red flag went off in my brain, and a torrent of memories from the last day or so flooded my thoughts. Malog. Malog! Where had I heard that? I couldn’t sift through all the raw data, however, because U’eh barely paused for breath before he went on.  
 
    “The Malog reside to the east, near the hills along the horizon. You will know them by their mane of scales, which flare with light when the Malog feel threatened and when they mate. Your task is to find a Malog, slay it, and bring it back to Ka’le,” U’eh proclaimed. “In doing so, you shall prove your strength, your skill, but most of all, your commitment to aiding the Almort. You have asked that we treat with you for the sake of our home. In return, we ask that you prove you can provide for our people.” 
 
    Before I could even process any of that, the chief turned to his son and advisor, who had stepped forward with what appeared to be weapons in their hands. Slal’ops carried a dagger about a half meter long, and Cy’lass hefted a spear about three meters in length. Both of the blades were made of X’ebril, their edges honed silver-bright. The shaft of the spear, and hilt of the dagger seemed to be wood-X’ebril composites and were dark, ashy gray.  
 
    U’eh nodded at his son, and Cy’lass took the dagger from Slal’ops before he turned and crossed the fifteen meters of flattened grass between us. His face was stiff and unreadable as he presented the blades to me, balanced on his upwards facing palms, but as I wrapped my fingers around the spear first and then the knife, the prince held on to the latter for a moment too long. I looked up into his eyes, the familiar scent of salt and the sea enveloping me, and as I did, he flared the scales on his face.  
 
    The move was slow and deliberate and he held my gaze long enough that I knew he was trying to make a point.  
 
    He was trying to tell me something.  
 
    I felt my eyes go wide as I remembered all the intense looks the prince had cast me as we toured the city, all the weirdness and awkwardly relayed information. Cy’lass has been trying to warn me.  
 
    He had been trying to help me.  
 
    The prince of the Almort drew away quickly after his moment of hesitation. I didn’t know if he saw the realization in my eyes, but I did know that whatever clues he had given me that were now whirling around the chaotic eddy of my thoughts were against the rules of his people and the wishes of his father. The son of the chief had stuck his neck out for me.  
 
    I just hoped I made sure it wasn’t in vain. 
 
    With the spear and knife in hand, I turned to face U’eh fully once more, my chin held high, my face hopefully placid enough to mask the maelstrom happening behind my eyes.  
 
    The Almort chief appraised me with his dark blue eyes. “So begins your trial, Cccolby Tower,” he intoned solemnly as he gestured to the east one last time. Then he tipped back his head and let out another undulating trill, which his people echoed one after another until the whole host was crying out to the twilight sky, their faces a kaleidoscope of light and color. The drums began again as well, but lower, deeper, a resonant bass that acted as the undercurrent to the Almort’s rising and falling voices.  
 
    I looked over my shoulder for Neka and Akela and found the two women barely a meter away. Neka had her tail wrapped around Akela’s wrist, and her ears were flat against her head. The mechanic looked equally grim, her mouth a pursed line, her amethyst eyes bright and sharp. When they caught my eye, however, they both seemed to rally, Neka first, my sweet cat girl. I watched as she took a deep breath and forced an encouraging smile on her face. Akela’s smile was a little weaker, but she nodded to me all the same, and the look in her eye said ‘Don’t fuck this up.’ 
 
    For just a moment I wished I could speak to them one last time, but I knew it was just trepidation. We had said all we needed to say. I gave my crew one last smile, as bright and confident as I could manage, and then I shoved away all the half-formed thoughts of how soft Neka’s hair was and the shape of Akela’s mouth. I locked all those musings in a box and shoved them down deep into the back of my brain. And, from the same dark reaches, I pulled up another box, this one full of memories and a skill set I thought I left behind on the dirty streets of Proto. 
 
    I might be new to this planet, and I might not know all the intricacies of its ecosystem or natives species, but I did know one thing, and I knew it well. 
 
    I knew how to survive.  
 
    And I would prove it to these people, to the Almort, to Chief U’eh and his pride and Cy’lass and his worry.  
 
    I’d prove I was worthy of this damn Akornath and why I, not Arden fucking Warrick, was the best broker in all the galaxies.  
 
    I took a deep, fortifying breath, made sure I had a firm grip on my weapons and then, with the drums and the Almort choir singing me out, I threw back my shoulders and strode out to the east, away from the crowd, away from Ka’le, and into the wild.  
 
    And it quickly did turn wild.  
 
    I had walked maybe a few hundred meters before the grasslands seemed to envelop me. I could still hear the Almort chanting behind me, could hear the faint reverberations of the drums, but I could no longer feel them. The grass seemed to mute and absorb the sound and the vibrations, and the isolated hush felt jarring after so much noise and commotion.  
 
    I glanced back at Ka’le but realized I had come much farther than I thought. The city was a kilometer away already if not more. The buildings were no more than a smudged line, and the crowd that gathered along its outskirts was no longer distinguishable from the grass, everything shadow and brief, flickering lights. 
 
    Speaking of those lights...  
 
    “Hey, Omni,” I whispered as I kept walking, the spear in my left hand and the dagger in my right.  
 
    “I’m here Colby,” the AI responded in my ear, but his voice was hollow and thin sounding. I was moving further and further away from this ship, and for the life of me, I couldn’t remember what Akela had said the range was on these modified comms. I decided to stop walking for the time being while I talked to the AI. U’eh never said there was a time limit on this trial, and it’s not like it was getting darker any time soon.  
 
    “Right,” I said quietly. “Does that offer to help me still stand? Because I could sure use some of your data banks.” 
 
    “Of course, Colby,” Omni responded. “But why are you whispering? There is no one around.” 
 
    I blinked. “Oh, well, I don’t know. I assumed one has to be quiet while hunting, right?” 
 
    “Yes, but according to what U’eh said, I do not believe the Malog reside so close to their city,” the AI dictated.  
 
    “Good to know,” I replied, but Omni’s words niggled the thought that Cy’lass had pulled and tugged at earlier. “Hey, you still record all of our conversations via the coms, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” the AI confirmed. “Per Terra-Nebula regulations, but I thought it a prudent practice to maintain.” 
 
    I sighed in relief. “You’re really working overtime for that sleeve, bud.” I chuckled. “But thank you for the foresight. I need some playback.” 
 
    “Okay. On what specifically?” 
 
    I clenched my eyes shut, took a deep breath, and tried to draw the memories forward. “Some conversations I had with Cy’lass. Maybe even his sister Sef’sla, too. Yesterday, I noticed these weird instances with the Almort prince. I didn’t piece it all together until just now when he handed me the spear, but I am positive he was trying to warn me and give me clues for this trial.” 
 
    “Clues on how to kill this Malog creature?” the AI questioned.  
 
    “Yes!” I gasped and snapped open my eyes. Hearing the name again had kicked something loose. “Yes, I’ve heard that name before. Cy’lass said it to me during the tour yesterday.” I wracked my brain. “I think it was during lunch? No, at the refinery. It could have been both. Fuck, I just can’t remember the specifics. Can you run a search on the recorded files for mentions of the word ‘Malog?’” 
 
    There was a hum of static in my ear, and then Omni replied, “Currently searching.” The AI paused for a moment, and then just had to add, “You know, Colby, if you did not imbibe copious amounts of mind-altering libations, you might be able to remember all these details on your own.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at his teasing. “Thank you for the advice, O. I’ll take it under consideration the next time I’m offered the juice of a great, alien sea monster. Are you done searching yet?” 
 
    There was a whirl of static in my ear, Omni’s version of a huff. He didn’t respond for a few moments, but then he said, “I have found two instances of the word ‘Malog’ in your recorded conversations, both uttered by Cy’lass, and you were correct. He said it once at the marketplace and once at the refinery. Would you like me to replay them for you?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes as the gears finally started to catch and turn in my brain. “Wait, give me a second.” The information Omni had just relayed to me was bringing the memories into focus. I now had context for them and with context, the image of the prince became clearer, as did his words. 
 
    “At the marketplace, he mentioned the Malog while we ate. He said... he said there hadn’t been some for sale in a while because... because they were difficult to kill. Wow, how did I miss that? He basically beat me over the head with that clue,” I grumbled, embarrassed that I had missed something so blatant.  
 
    “To err is human,” Omni said, but he sounded more than a little smug while he did so. “But my processor and memory storage are larger than yours so you shouldn’t feel too badly.” 
 
    I resisted the urge to roll my eyes again and instead focused on walking through the details Cy’lass had surreptitiously slid me.  
 
    “Okay, so they’re difficult to kill. Great. Check. But why?” I mused as I transferred the dagger into the hand that also held the spear and scratched at my head. I snapped my fingers as it came to me. “Because they’re fast! And they’re good at camouflage and they have armor along their shoulders and sides. It’s all coming back to me now.” 
 
    I mentally patted myself on the back. Way to go me.  
 
    “See? You remembered that all by yourself, Colby,” Omni chimed. “What do you even need me for?” 
 
    I knew his comment was a subtle dig that the AI felt a little underappreciated. “Aw, come on, buddy. Don’t be like that,” I cajoled. “You know I’d be lost without you. You’re the one who always gives me the kick in the ass I need.” 
 
    “A duty I happily take on,” Omni responded.  
 
    I shook my head with a smile. 
 
    Since I felt a little more confident now, armed with my insider information, I started walking toward the hills again. As I went, I began to test out the weapons in my hand. First, the dagger. It was perfectly balanced, double-edged, and honed to a razor-sharp point. I slid the blade against the pad of my thumb to test it out, my skin split as easy as paper. A bright bead of blood welled up through the gap, and the surface tension held it taut for just a moment before it cascaded down the back of my hand. I sucked my thumb into my mouth and tasted salt and metal.  
 
    Next, the spear. It was a little heavier and longer than I would have liked, clearly intended for an Almort, who all seemed to be at least half a meter taller than me. The shaft was smooth and unblemished, ashy in color with no discernable grain, pattern, or adornment to the wooden composite. The tip of the spear just looked like a longer and wider version of the dagger. I trusted that it would be just as sharp and saw no reason to test it, too.  
 
    Once I had familiarized myself with the blades, I began to practice with them. The make, design, and materials might have been different, but I knew my way around a knife.  
 
    Growing up on Proto, not very many people had the money for particle-beam weapons. That didn’t mean there weren’t any, but most of them were owned by the drug lords or the brothel owners or the Corporate men. For everyone else, we got by on archaic warfare. People rarely used the old projectile guns that had been popular on Earth in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. They could still be manufactured, yes, but no one wanted to be the idiot that compromised a space station hull with a molten hot lead bullet and jettisoned everyone out into space. I had seen some pieces, a few chrome handled revolvers hung on belts or tucked into coats, but they were worn by the upper class as statement pieces. I doubt any of them were even loaded.  
 
    For the rest of the masses, knives were a tried-and-true staple. Anything could be turned into a blade if you sharpened it enough and if you had the fire and force of will to use it. I had both of those things in spades. As a cocky little shit teenager, I used to walk around Proto with a honed piece of metal I had soldered to the handle of a wrench. I used it mostly as a scare tactic to deter people from fucking with me, but there were a few times I’d really had to use it. But those few times I did, I wasn’t the one that had to limp off after.  
 
    The Almort’s weaponry was more refined than the shoddy work of a skilless orphan and as such, required a little more finesse in order to use them. I worked on hefting the spear over my shoulder and extending my arm like I was throwing it. I practiced the movement again and again, even starting at a run a few times and skipping into the air to see how the weight of the shaft would affect an airborne toss. I landed nimbly on my toes and spun in a tight circle as I lashed out at an invisible enemy to my left with my dagger. The short blade sliced through a patch of blue-green grass, and I watched the tips flare as they fell to the ground.  
 
    As I stood there panting, sweat cooling along my hairline, I suddenly felt the hair on the back of my neck stand up.  
 
    I instantly went very still and lifted my head toward the horizon.  
 
    It seemed while lost in thought and my practice runs, I had walked farther and faster than I had intended to. The horizon, which had been kilometers away, was now much closer, the hills rising in front of me more steeply than I had first assumed. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at the grasslands behind me, but nothing caught my eye. I turned back to the foothills but there was nothing there either, just the swaying, unlit grass in its muted hues of blue, green, and lilac.  
 
    But the feeling of unease only grew worse, and I felt every muscle in my body clench in response.  
 
    “Um, Colby,” Omni said in my ear, and this time, he was the one whispering.  
 
    I didn’t dare respond, but it seemed the AI’s utterance had been rhetorical because he continued, regardless.  
 
    “Did you remember everything Cy’lass told you? I assumed when you said, ‘It’s all coming back to me,’ that it all, in fact, had come back to you, but I don’t think it did,” the AI rambled.  
 
    I wanted to scream at him, but something in my peripheral had caught my attention. I focused on the swath of grass about twenty meters to my left as Omni kept talking.  
 
    “Should I bring up the playback or just give you the highlights?” 
 
    As he said ‘highlights,’ I felt the breath leave my lungs in a prolonged hiss. “Omni,” I gritted out, quieter than a whisper, barely a sound at all. I hadn’t taken my eyes off that patch of blue grass. I hadn’t even blinked. The AI must have taken my exclamation for anger.  
 
    “Alright, alright, playback it is,” he blurted. There was a whirl of machinery in my ear, a few clicks as the recording skipped to the parts Omni wanted, and then Cy’lass’s voice hissed quietly at me as my memory finally caught up.  
 
    “There are some beasts that do not produce the lights... around Ka’le, there is only one beast like that... the Malog.” 
 
    And, just because my brain hated me, I also remembered Sef’sla’s words to me from the feast last night.  
 
    “You must keep your wits about you. Remember what you have been told. Stay on your feet. Beware the grass. And don’t turn your back against it.” 
 
    Something moved in my peripherals again, but this time behind me, and I felt my heartbeat ratchet up to supersonic speed as I remembered the last little golden clue.  
 
    They hunt in fucking mated pairs. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    My heartbeat echoed in my ears like a resounding gong. Every nerve ending suddenly felt like a live wire. I didn’t know if it was residuals from the Almort brew or just pure, base adrenaline or both, but I could feel the wind brush feather-light against my cheek, I could feel the heft and the texture of the weapons in both of my hands, and there was a strong taste of salt and metal on my tongue from the fear that burned through my veins.  
 
    The animal part of my brain screamed for me to run, to tear back through the grass toward Ka’le and pray that I even made it, but I had learned to tame those baser instincts long ago in the dirty alleyways of Proto. I forced myself to take a sharp, deep breath through my nose and assess this situation as quickly as possible.  
 
    As I slightly pivoted my body to keep an eye on the two spots where I thought the beasts were hiding, the clues began to fit like puzzle pieces in my mind. Okay, so the Malog were large carnivores that roamed the plains of Proxima V in search of tasty Almorts to eat or, in this case, tasty and noble human idiots. They were fast and adept at camouflage it seemed because no matter how hard I stared at the waist-high grass swaying in the wind, I couldn’t detect a single flicker of light. So stealth and surprise were their game. My knuckles blanched white as I clutched my weapons tighter and slid into a defensive crouch. Rules number one and two in any fight: always keep your hands up and make yourself a smaller target.  
 
    The fields were so quiet around us I wondered if the Malog could hear my heart racing. I still couldn’t detect them, however, neither hide nor tail or… scale? Actually, I had no idea what they looked like beyond the six legs and supposed armored scales along their shoulders. That put me at yet another disadvantage.  
 
    But I knew they were there. I knew it in my bones, by the stillness in the air, by the alarms that wailed and screamed in the back of my brain. Any moment now, the Malogs were going to attack.  
 
    I needed a game plan.  
 
    I immediately discarded the thought of using the dagger. Even though it was larger in my human hands than it would be in an Almort’s, the blade still wasn’t that long. It would be me within arm’s length of the Malog, and I honestly wanted to stay as far away from them as possible. I spent half a moment wishing I had a laser pistol or, better yet, the ion cannon on the Lacuna Noctis again, but I quickly squashed that train of thought and forced myself to focus. Wishing for things I didn’t have wasn’t going to save me right now. I had to make do with the tools I had been given, just like I always did.  
 
    The spear was my only viable option. I’d have to draw the Malog out of the grass and into the open to use it.  
 
    My eyes darted between the two spots of grass. Had they moved closer? I couldn’t tell. Fuck.  
 
    I needed to take out the male first, I decided. Most of the time, the females turned out to be the better hunters, but the males were typically the more aggressive and the more dangerous. The sons of bitches were usually bigger, too.  
 
    The only problem was since I didn’t know what these Malog even looked like, I had no idea in hell how to distinguish between males and females. On colonized planets, Omni was usually able to download a database of the local flora and fauna and relay the information to us when we need it. However, here on Proxima V, I was in every sense of the world in the dark and in the wild.  
 
    I drew the dagger in my left hand closer to my side in a tighter defensive position and tried to slide my right foot back around, so I fully faced where I thought the two Malogs hid, but as I did, I heard something.  
 
    I didn’t even process it fully, couldn’t even describe it, but every survival instinct I had zeroed in on the noise and I spun around completely, in the exact opposite direction I had thought the Malog would come from, just as a giant, six-legged shadow exploded out of the grass five meters away and leapt into the air.  
 
    “Holy fuck!” I shouted unintentionally, just as Omni screamed in my ear, “Colby, watch out!” 
 
    I reacted without thinking.  
 
    While the Malog was still airborne, I dove underneath it and to the right. My legs launched me parallel through the grass barely a meter off the ground. As I threw myself, I spun my body so I could see the Malog’s belly as it soared over me, and I lashed out with the tip of my spear.  
 
    The angle was awkward, the spear shaft tucked partially under me as I had struck out mid-motion, but I still managed to clip the Malog’s side. But the metal X’ebril spearhead rebounded off the beast with a sharp clang, and I realized I must have hit one of its armored scales. I didn’t injure it, but I had disrupted its momentum, and it tumbled as it landed, flattening the grass around it in a wide five-meter arc as it skidded to a stop.  
 
    I landed less than gracefully myself. My shoulder banged into the hard ground and knocked the breath out of me, but I used the force of it to execute a sloppy tuck and roll. The spear tripped me up, but I managed to stumble to my feet and slid back into a crouch, my dagger held out protectively in front of me.  
 
    I panted as I stood there, and my eyes cast frantically about as I searched for the other Malog, but I didn’t have to look for long. The Malog that had attacked me was getting to its feet again and, behind it, the grass parted to reveal its mate.  
 
    With the blood pounding through my veins, and the air sawing in and out of my lungs, I got my first look at the creatures, and I quickly realized why U’eh had called the Malog nightmares for his people.  
 
    As a space station kid, animals and wildlife had always been fascinating to me. After I was recruited by Terra-Nebula, I spent hours combing through their data files, scouring reports from colonized planets about the different beasts they had discovered there. I even found an old, slightly corrupted file that contained the data about Earth’s old ecosystems. Wolves had been my favorite. As an orphan, I always envied their pack dynamics, but tried to think of myself as a lone wolf, cast out, abandoned, but resilient and strong.  
 
    In terms of shape and overall size, the Malog were nearly equivalent to the old standard Earth wolf. They were about a meter tall at the shoulder and nearly three meters long. Their heads were vaguely canine shaped, but sharper in the snout, and they had tails, but that’s where the similarities ended.  
 
    Instead of fur, their bodies seemed to be covered in a thick, dry skin, in muted shades of dark blue and gray, like that of a reptile, except, of course, along the shoulders and sides. There, armored scales extended back from the base of their cone-shaped heads and directly to the shoulders, since they had little neck to speak of. The scales were a mix of broad, sharp-looking plates that overlapped like chainmail, and strange tendrils that almost looked like a mane, tapered to needle-like points.  
 
    All of that, however, paled in comparison to their six fucking legs. They really were a living, breathing nightmare, like some hellish, bastard offspring of a komodo dragon, a wolf, and a spider.  
 
    I watched as the Malog that had attacked me shook its narrow, cone-shaped head and got back on its many feet. I gulped as I saw that each padded foot came with talons fifteen centimeter long. Its mate seemed to be checking for injuries as it nosed along its side, and when it was done, it let out a deep, guttural growl that resounded all the way down to my gut.  
 
    The sound sent a shiver up my spine, and my palms broke out into a cold sweat, but I forced myself to keep studying them. They had to have a weakness, and I didn’t have a lot of time to find it. These fuckers were fast and all it would take was one microsecond of hesitation and I was done for.  
 
    My eyes tracked how they moved and shifted their weight on their legs to see if they were well balanced. It seemed, like most quadrupeds, their center of gravity was low to the ground and divided evenly amongst the limbs, or at least the four front ones. As the two Malog slowly tried to slink to the right and left in order to circle around and get behind me, I kept one eye on their positions and the other on their back legs.  
 
    The front four legs were lithe, long, and seemed to be double jointed like a spider’s at the elbow so the Malog could crouch belly to the ground when they stalked prey. The back two limbs, in contrast, look almost vestigial. They were shorter and thicker at the thigh, more muscular, but I couldn’t figure out their use. Right now, both Malogs had these back legs pulled up, almost like a bird, and tucked back nearly parallel with their broad, stubby tails.  
 
    I scowled as the Malogs kept trying to slip into my blind spot and continued to pivot on my back leg to keep them in my line of sight, but I knew they were gearing up for their next, most likely coordinated attack.  
 
    As if on cue, the Malog on the left, who was the larger of the two and the one who had attacked me first, darted forward and swiped at me with its foremost right leg. I parried its blow with my spear, and its claws raked down the metallic spear shaft with a high-pitched screech.  
 
    While I was still engaged with what I assumed was the male of the duo, the female used the opportunity to charge me from the side. I saw her coming, but I didn’t have the chance to get out of the way since her mate was still snarling and snapping at my spear.  
 
    As a last defense, I lashed out with the dagger when the female was in striking distance and managed to score a deep gash down her snout. Blue-black blood splashed hot against my face, and I tasted salt and metal again before the Malog slammed her rock hard shoulder into my sternum and sent me flying through the air. 
 
    I landed flat on my back with all the air driven out my lungs. I blearily looked up from where I lay prone in the dirt and for a moment I couldn’t distinguish between the flashing lights of the bioluminescent grass and those caused by my newly acquired concussion. 
 
    “Get up, Colby, get up!” Omni cried in my ear as I hastily scrambled to my feet. My head still spun a little, but I had at least managed to hold on to my weapons.  
 
    I shook my head to right it and then looked around for my opponents.  
 
    The female Malog pawed at her snout a half dozen meters away, a wet, whiny snarl issuing from her throat. Her mate stood beside her, but he only had eyes for me. His eyes were huge round orbs of the darkest black.  
 
    Death beckoned in those eyes.  
 
    “Not… today, asshole,” I panted, ribs sore and possibly broken. I raised my spear to point directly at the male. I thought of Neka’s face and how her ears perked up when she was happy. I thought of the fire in Akela’s amethyst eyes and the curve of her smirking mouth. I was not going to die here. “I’ve got people waiting on me.” 
 
    The female lifted her head and snarled at me. Blood gushed down her snout and into her gaping maw. Fangs the size of my hand gleamed in the faint light of Proxima V, and black blood mixed with saliva dripped from each tip.  
 
    Okay, Colby, note to self: don’t get fucking bit. 
 
    Second note to self: end this as quickly as possible. 
 
    Third note to self: where the hell had the male gone? 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed as I shifted my grip on the spear and extended it out before me. I looked over my shoulders frantically but didn’t see the male that had been there only a second ago. 
 
    The female seemed to sense my frustration. She snapped her jaw shut and then let out a deep, sonorous growl. I felt the bass of it in my chest, and the low-pitched sound echoed out across the plains as she sunk into a stalking crouch, her belly flat against the ground, her four front legs bending out on either side of it like a spider’s would.  
 
    And, as I watched, the female Malog lowered those strange back legs, the thick, corded muscles contracting for just a moment as her claws touched the grass before she used them to propel herself forward faster than I could track. Her huge bulk slid across the flattened grass like a fish cutting through water, and she closed the ten-meter gap between us in the blink of an eye.  
 
    I had a split second to react, and I just went with my instinct. As the Malog aimed to cut me off at the legs, I leapt toward her and jumped as high as I could, my heart in my throat, my hand clenched so tightly around the spear my fingers were numb. I just barely cleared the top of the Malog’s head, and as I came back down, I stabbed at the body below me with the spear.  
 
    Once again, the scales deflected me, but our opposing momentums caused the spearhead to glance off her shoulder and skate down her back. The blade sliced open a meter long gash along her left flank, and the Malog let out an ear-piercing shriek of rage. Another outraged roar echoed somewhere behind me from her mate, and as I hit the ground running, I let myself be carried forward into a sprint.  
 
    My panting and racing heart were overly loud in my ears as I put my head down and ran away from the roaring Malogs like my life depended on it because it kind of really did.  
 
    There was a sudden burst of static in my ear. “Colby, where are you going?!” Omni exclaimed. “You can’t outrun those things. Together, they have ten more legs than you do!” 
 
    “I… know,” I gasped out, but I kept going. I glanced over my shoulder to see the path of crushed grass and flaring lights I left in my wake. The female Malog seemed to have forgone stealth entirely and raced down the trail I had made after me, snarling for my death. The male was still missing. I turned to face forward again and really buckled down. 
 
    The AI was right though. I couldn’t outrun the Malogs. My lungs were already about to burst. I needed a plan.  
 
    Right. Now.  
 
    “Omni,” I panted. “Is my GPS locator online?” 
 
    “Of course, Colby,” the AI instantly responded. “It always--” 
 
    “Great,” I cut him off. “What’s… the proximity range… on the reader?” 
 
    Part of our comms system was a built-in GPS for each crew member, and each crew member had a proximity reader. The reader worked kind of like sonar. Within a certain range, it could tell me if there was a living, bio-organism nearby. The technology had originally been invented so Terra-Nebula scientists could find and catalog new species on recently colonized planets. After the Corporations gained more power and more enemies, the proximity reader was adapted as a preliminary warning system for hostile situations.  
 
    I think this situation was as hostile as it could get.  
 
    “It’s typically about thirty meters,” Omni replied, “but with your distance from the ship and atmospheric interference from the wormholes in this star system, it’s drastically reduced.” 
 
    “What’s… the damn distance, O?” I panted out. “Give me… the numbers.” 
 
    I was really gasping now. My lungs were at the end of their rope. This was it.  
 
    “Five to ten meters, give or take. Colby, what are you planning?” 
 
    I didn’t bother responding to the AI. Instead, I put on one last burst of speed, just to give hopefully give me a few extra seconds, before I wheeled around and planted my feet shoulder width apart, the spear hefted high over my right shoulder. My chest heaved in and out in great gulps of air, and my hand shook slightly from the adrenaline. 
 
    “O, I’m going to need your help,” I wheezed.  
 
    “Whatever you need, Colby,” the AI promised solemnly.  
 
    The injured female still raced down the strip of flattened grass toward me, her snarling face a mask of rage and a promise of a painful, agonizing end if she caught up to me. She was closing the distance rapidly, fifty meters, forty, thirty-five…  
 
    “I need you to tell me when and where the male Malog trips my proximity reader,” I instructed Omni. “He’s most likely arcing around right now to come up behind me. I need you to be as fast and as accurate as you can, O, understand me?” 
 
    “To err is human,” the AI repeated himself from earlier, but he wasn’t teasing me this time. He was reminding me that, for all his idiosyncrasies, Omni was still an AI. Fast and accurate numbers were built into his code.  
 
    “Thanks, buddy,” I said as I took a deep breath. The female was only fifteen meters away now. I could see her gnashing teeth, could feel the reverberations as her feet struck the ground.  
 
    I closed my eyes for just an instant. 
 
    “Listen, if I don’t make it through this, tell Neka and Akela--” 
 
    “Tell them yourself,” Omni cut me off. “And get ready! You will not die here, Colby Tower.” 
 
    The surety in the AI’s voice, even if it was synthetic, gave me the confidence boost I needed.  
 
    I would not die here.  
 
    I took a deep breath, squared my shoulders, and snapped open my eyes.  
 
    The female was five meters in front of me. I could see myself reflected, small and pale, in her flat, black eyes. I could nearly feel the hot stink of her breath.  
 
    I watched as if in slow motion as she bunched her legs underneath herself, opened her jaw as if to swallow me whole, and launched herself into the air. 
 
    The air exploded out of me in a grunt of effort as I hurled my spear with all my might. 
 
    The projectile sang as it cut through the air, a piercing whistle, and between one breath and the next, the spear struck true and impaled the female Malog straight through her gaping maw.  
 
    The Malog gave a half-strangled yelp as she died, and she slammed into the ground barely two meters in front of me. The monster skidded a handful of centimeters and twitched as her brain cells turned to slush around the embedded tip of the spearhead. Finally, she gave one last jerk, one last gout of blood, and then she was still, the spear shoved halfway down her throat. 
 
    I stared wide-eyed and disbelieving at the carcass at my feet.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I gasped. “I… I did it.” 
 
    A crackle of static in my ear pulled me out of my astonishment.  
 
    “You’re not done yet, Colby,” Omni declared, and there was a sense of urgency to his artificial voice. “The male is still out there. He hasn’t appeared on my sensors but--” 
 
    Before he could finish, a ground-shaking roar split the air, and it seemed to come from every direction. It echoed with rage and pain and, seeing as I just murdered one of a mated pair, perhaps heartbreak.  
 
    None of these things boded well for me.  
 
    Heart pounding, I stooped down and tried to tug the hilt of the spear back toward me, but it stuck fast in the Malog’s body. I wrenched once, twice, but it was firmly lodged in the base of her skull or spine.  
 
    “Fuuuuuuck,” I groaned as I abandoned the futile task. I looked down at the dagger in my other hand. The dark gray X’ebril blade was stained an oily blue-black from the Malog’s blood when I had scored her snout. The weapon felt paltry in comparison to the spear and to the male’s fury that permeated the surrounding grasslands, but I had made do with worse.  
 
    I was almost positive my ribs were broken, each breath felt like a knife in my side. My head pounded, both from adrenaline and from my head smacking into the ground when the female tackled me. But all the same, I clenched my fist around the hilt of the dagger and prepared myself for round two.  
 
    “Colby,” Omni intoned in my ear. “I’m receiving flickers of movement on your right-hand side. However, it seems he keeps moving in and out range because I cannot get a fix on him.” 
 
    I looked off to the right. The grass stretched for kilometers in every direction, swaying gently in the breeze, unbroken save for the trampled path of chaos I had carved out to arrive here.  
 
    Nothing signaled that death stalked me from the shadows.  
 
    “What’s the plan, Colby?” Omni asked me.  
 
    I chuckled dryly, tired to the bone. “Survive, O. I just gotta survive.” 
 
    “While that sounds very poetic and noble, I was thinking more along the lines of specifics?” 
 
    I sighed and wiped the blood off the dagger on the hem of my coat, but before I could respond, a soft snarl snaked through the grass toward me from my right-hand side.  
 
    Static hissed in my ear, but before Omni could say a word, I muttered, “I got it, O.”  
 
    As I said that, I slid into a defensive crouch one last time, dagger extended perpendicular to my body, and waited for the last Malog to make his final move.  
 
    I didn’t have to wait long.  
 
    It seemed with the death of his mate, the male was finished with stealth and surprise attacks. He glided out of the grass ten meters away like a specter made of scales and teeth. When he caught sight of me, his jaw slowly opened, saliva dripping from his muzzle down onto his taloned feet. A growling hiss issued from behind his teeth and as it went on and on and on, deep from in his chest, the scales along his shoulders began to rattle, a dry, rustling sound.  
 
    As I watched, the scales started to expand. The tendril-like strands I had noted before straightened out into a framework of spines that connected the broader plates until the whole network flared out around his neck like a halo half a meter wide. And as the mane of scales grew, I was shocked to see lights flickering along the spines. They danced from scale to scale, sparks of blue and green and darkest purple, and I found myself just as mesmerized as Akela had been as her fingers darted in between blades of grass at the refinery.  
 
    It seemed the Malog hoarded the bioluminescent gene for themselves.  
 
    Akela would find this so fascinating.  
 
    I thought of her face again, of Neka’s.  
 
    I would not die here.  
 
    I bared my teeth in return at the Malog and brandished my meager blade. “Come on,” I snarled. “Bring that pretty face over here.” 
 
    Every part of my body had started to ache. The adrenaline was fading. This was it. I had to make this moment count.  
 
    Just like when the female had attacked, when the male finally sprung, it was like it happened in slow motion. I watched the rear vestigial legs lower and the muscles clench along his broad frame. He had learned from his mate’s death. He didn’t launch through the air like she did. Instead, he used his powerful legs to thrust himself forward along the grass.  
 
    I let out a primal scream and charged him in return.  
 
    His cone-shaped head arrowed straight toward me, his teeth looked like white daggers twice as large as the knife in my hand. When he was within reach, he lashed out with his front leg. His talon tore at my side before it caught on the edge of my hip bone. White-hot pain laced up my spine, all-consuming, almost enough to make me black out, but it didn’t matter.  
 
    Because as the Malog slashed at me, I had grabbed a hold of the edge of his mane and used my momentum to swing me up and around him. The scales sliced my palms to ribbons, but I held on until I landed forcefully on his back, the halo of flashing scales a kaleidoscope of color and light all around me. Before he had a chance to buck me off and continue to rip me to shreds, I raised my dagger high above my head and brought it down with all my strength into the now exposed and vulnerable base of his neck.  
 
    The Malog let out a choked gurgle and thrashed from side to side. I gritted my teeth and bore down harder with both hands, forcing the blade in all the way. The Malog’s black blood mixed with my own and made my fingers slide along the hilt of my blade, but I didn’t let go. I kept pushing and pushing and pushing until finally, the beast stopped fighting. He let out one last wet, hacking cough, and lights on every one of his scales flared brightly… before the breath left him in a great whoosh, the lights went out, and he collapsed to the ground, taking me with him.  
 
    My leg twisted under the Malog awkwardly as he fell, and I cried out as his weight nearly crushed my knee. I managed to flop out of the way before he tumbled over completely, but as I smacked into the ground once again, I nearly blacked out.  
 
    I lay there in the grass for a moment and tried to orient myself, tried to take stock.  
 
    I took a deep breath and let it out.  
 
    My ribs screamed in protest, my lungs felt flayed raw, but I was still breathing.  
 
    I was alive. 
 
    I did not die.  
 
    More than that, I’d fucking won. 
 
    I started to laugh, softly at first, but louder and louder until I couldn’t anymore, until I had to grab my side as I gasped with pain, and blood seeped through my fingers.  
 
    Static hissed in my ear. “I don’t see what is humorous about this situation,” Omni said. It sounded almost like he was pouting.  
 
    I grinned up at the lilac sky above me and licked the blood from my teeth, the taste of copper pennies on my tongue.  
 
    “You wouldn’t get it, O,” I rasped. “It’s a human thing.” 
 
    I couldn’t say how long I lay there in the grass. Time was meaningless when there was no concept of light and dark. After an indeterminable amount of time had passed, I managed to push myself into a seated position and scooted about a half a meter away from the Malog’s carcass. I looked down at where my hand pressed to my side and gingerly drew my fingers away.  
 
    The wound wasn’t as bad as I’d thought it would be. My intestines weren’t falling out or anything. In fact, it seemed like my Odrine lined coat had caught the brunt of the Malog’s talon. It had still been sharp enough to pierce the fabric and tear a gash along my side from the top of my ribcage to the ridge of my hip bone, but the injury wasn’t very deep.  
 
    Seemed like Neka’s shopping skills might have saved my life.  
 
    She’d be incredibly pleased to hear that.  
 
    I shrugged off my coat as I sat there, and I tied the arms around me to put pressure on the wound. I hissed as the torn edges of my skin burned bright with pain, but I was able to breathe through it, albeit a little slowly.  
 
    I was even slower getting to my feet. The adrenaline had nearly faded completely now, the pain pulling at my limbs and eyelids. I needed to get back to the city as soon as possible.  
 
    When I was upright, I considered the carcass of the male Malog, but quickly decided against him as my prize. His body might be slightly closer to Ka’le, but he was at least fifteen kilograms heavier. I didn’t think I could physically haul him back.  
 
    “Do you think U’eh would believe me if I just told him I killed the Malog?” I joked to Omni as I limped the few meters over to the female’s carcass. 
 
    “I do not believe so, Colby.” 
 
    “Yeah, I didn’t think so,” I sighed as I winced. Breathing really stung.  
 
    Now that I didn’t have the homicidal male on my ass, I was able to pry the spear out of the female’s gullet. With the spear free, I lumbered over to one of the small, scraggly scrub brushes that dotted the plains. They were barely more than bushes and barely peeked over the tall grass, but their branches were thick enough to make poles for a litter. I painstakingly stripped the two dry branches and when they were ready, I gingerly peeled off my coat and used it to lash the two branches together haphazardly.  
 
    Blood still flowed freely from my side so I knew it was a race against time now.  
 
    It took me a few tries, but I finally managed to roll the female Malog’s body onto my makeshift litter. I don’t know if my coat would hold up the entire trip back to Ka’le, but I didn’t have anything better. When everything was situated as much as it could be, I cast one last glance at the male Malog, felt a twinge at the waste of meat, but grabbed the poles of the litter regardless and began the slow drag and hobble back to the city. 
 
    The journey back was decidedly longer than the initial leaving. I felt like I had been walking for hours already, but Ka’le looked no closer. As I shuffled along, gasping, hoping I didn’t bleed out, a thought occurred to me.  
 
    “Hey, O?” 
 
    “Yes, Colby?” 
 
    “Do the girls know I made it?” I questioned hazily. The grasslands were beginning to sway around me and not from the breeze. I focused on putting one foot in front of the other.  
 
    Static crackled in my ear, and then the AI responded, “I thought you’d like to make a grand entrance, as you always do.” 
 
    “Always looking out for my image, buddy,” I laughed drowsily.  
 
    I looked up and suddenly Ka’le loomed above me, bright and beautiful. I smiled tiredly, and then I heard the drums.  
 
    This time they welcomed me, they beckoned me toward another great fire that burned along the outskirts of the city. I followed like a moth to flame, and when I got close enough to distinguish individual Almort shapes in the crowd, two voices split the air in unison.  
 
    “CT!” Neka and Akela cried. I glanced around the growing shadows for my crew but suddenly, my legs gave out beneath me.  
 
    I fell to my knees, the litter with the dead Malog abandoned behind me somewhere in the dark, and as I slumped forward onto the ground, the last thing I saw were the lights, flickering through the grass, blues and greens and darkest purples.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    I came to slowly, incrementally, like I was swimming through an endless sea of molasses. I felt so heavy that I was weightless, sinking or floating or both at the same time. The dark beckoned below me, warm and safe and vast, but I gradually became aware of a light ahead. It was soft and purple, bright but beautiful, and a voice softly called my name from its depths. I swam toward it, centimeters at a time. It felt both an eternity and an instant before I rose to the surface of consciousness and slowly blinked open my eyes.  
 
    My vision was a mess of silver and purple. It disoriented me until my eyes came into focus, and Akela leaned back a fraction. The mechanic loomed over me and when she met my bleary gaze, I realized her eyes were the same shade of violet that had called to me from the darkness.  
 
    “We have to stop meeting like this,” Akela whispered as she smiled softly down at me. “I mean really, how much beauty sleep do you need?” 
 
    Although her words and smile were teasing, her eyes shone with nothing but relief and something… deeper. My heart fluttered in response.  
 
    “Can you blame me?” I rasped in reply. “It’s not always that I get to wake up to something so beautiful.” 
 
    My tongue felt loose and free in my mouth, uninhibited. Actually, I felt pretty good all over, and that meant I was on some pretty decent drugs. A distant part of me wondered if I should be embarrassed by what I just said to Akela, but the mechanic flushed so prettily, I couldn’t find an ounce of regret in me. 
 
    “How do you feel?” the silver-haired woman asked quietly as she changed the subject.  
 
    “Good,” I responded and then giggled. Yup, giggled. I was so high. “Real good, actually. Do you know what they gave me?” 
 
    Akela shrugged and then sat back a little farther. I craned my neck to follow her and realized I lied in an unfamiliar bed that was low to the floor, set in an unfamiliar room. Akela sat to my left on a pile of cushions, and on my right side sprawled Neka, her head tucked against my uninjured side, and her body stretched out over her own mountain of pillows.  
 
    “Neka was the one to ask about every single thing they gave you,” Akela answered my question in a whisper. “She never left your side, even for a single moment.” 
 
    “You didn’t either,” a small voice yawned from the vicinity of my armpit. Neka sat up and rubbed at her eyes with a closed fist. Her hair was disheveled, and her eyes were droopy with sleep, but she was so lovely my heart ached. The cat-girl gave another yawn and seemed to wake up a little more, because she blinked her eyes, looked down at me, glanced at Akela, did a double-take back to me, and gasped.  
 
    “CT!” she yowled, ear-piercingly loud in the otherwise quiet room. Before I could move a muscle, my assistant collapsed against my chest, her arms attempting to go around my neck as she nuzzled her face against mine and cried.  
 
    “Shhh, there there,” I hushed her. I laboriously lifted one of my arms and stroked her hair soothingly. “I’m okay, Neka. It’s okay.” 
 
    “I thought you were going to die,” she sobbed. “You collapsed and there was blood all over you!” 
 
    “It wasn’t that bad,” I argued weakly. “The Odrine coat took the brunt of it. Heh heh. I remember wanting to tell you how your shopping skills saved my life. Oh! Twice! If you count the Opalks, which I do.”  
 
    Neka pushed up off my chest and glared down at me, but the effect was ruined by her watery eyes and the smile that tugged at the corners of her mouth.  
 
    “This isn’t funny, CT,” she sniffed.  
 
    “I know,” I said sincerely and then reached up with the pad of my thumb to wipe away a tear that clung to her eyelashes. “But there’s nothing to cry about. I’m fine, only barely a scratch on me. I won. At least, I’m assuming I won.” 
 
    I turned to Akela with a frown. “Did I win? Did I pass the trial?” 
 
    The mechanic rolled her eyes but then gave me a soft smile. “Yes, CT, you passed. You slew the Malog and brought it back to the Almort. Those were the conditions of the test, and you completed them. In fact, you actually exceeded them. Omni was able to tell them where the body of the second Malog was, which everyone seemed majorly impressed by.” 
 
    “Even though I only actually brought the one Malog back?” I asked, worried about somehow being penalized.  
 
    “Yup,” chirped Neka. “The Almort saw it like a bonus! Double the meat!” She licked her lips hungrily at that, and I couldn’t help but laugh, even if it stung a little.  
 
    “Remember what U’eh said at the start of the trial?” Akela directed at me. I shook my head because my mind was still too fuzzy to recall anything in clear detail.  
 
    “The whole point of this first test,” the mechanic went on, “besides proving how badass or whatever you are, is to demonstrate that you can provide for the people here. You did that twice over, so I’d say you passed with flying colors.” 
 
    I dropped my head back onto the pillows with a sigh of relief. “Excellent,” I exhaled. “Does that mean I get to sleep for a week now?” I asked as my eyes began to drift shut again.  
 
    The heavy silence that followed, however, caused me to crack open an eye again.  
 
    “What?” I asked my crew, who glanced at each other. “What is it?” 
 
    “Well, you’ve kind of been asleep for two days already,” Neka informed me as her ears flicked back and forth in worry.  
 
    “And the Almort, well U’eh especially,” Akela added, “are anxious for you to continue on to the second trial.”  
 
    I groaned and brought a hand up to rub at my face, which still felt a little numb. “How long do I have?” 
 
    Neka winced and Akela looked apologetic as she responded, “A few hours? Maybe? They wanted to be notified whenever you woke up.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said with another sigh. I took a deep breath and then moved to sit up. My head swam and my side burned, but only slightly. I waved off Neka and Akela when they protested and tried to get me to lie down again.  
 
    “I’m fine, really,” I assured them. “I just need some food and water. I’m not even in that much pain.” 
 
    As I said it, I suddenly became curious about my injuries. I wasn’t very coherent after my Malog ultimate showdown, and now the drugs were muting my body’s natural responses. I looked down at my bare chest to find some sort of green poultice adhered to the left side of my ribcage. A few long pieces of what looked like seaweed stretched across it length and widthwise, like strips of tape holding the poultice to my skin. I reached down tentatively and started to peel back one of the corners. 
 
    “Hey, wait don’t…” Neka started as she leaned over to stop me. I caught her fingers with my other hand and pressed a gentle kiss to their tips.  
 
    “It’s okay, I just want to take a look,” I told her. She pouted but relented.  
 
    The poultice came away from my skin easily enough though it did leave a greenish film behind. Beneath it, there was a gash maybe twenty to thirty centimeters long and maybe a few centimeters deep. It looked like a gnarly wound, except the edges were less frayed than a fresh injury typically was. In fact, when I looked closer, the skin had already begun to stitch itself back together, forming a dark, red scab. I poked around my side a little, but other than a slight sting from the cut and the barest of aches from what I had thought was going to be broken ribs, I felt relatively fine.  
 
    I looked up at Neka with wide eyes. “What is this stuff?” I asked as I gestured to the poultice. “It’s amazing. It looks like it’s even speeding up my healing process.” 
 
    The cat-girl gave an enthusiastic nod of her head. “Slal’ops said it would,” she chirped. “I can’t remember the names of all the things he used, but they have tons of medicinal herbs and stuff. There’s a tribe in the marshlands to the north that are like the doctors of the Almort. They grow and cultivate all the different sorts of medicines, study their effects, and figure out the best way to utilize them.” 
 
    “Yeah, they might not have a med-bay with all the latest gadgets,” Akela added, her eyes bright with fascination, “but I think some of their methods and remedies are actually more advanced than all that stuff. From what I’ve seen, their treatments are a lot less invasive, and since all of their ingredients are natural, there are no harmful chemicals involved.” 
 
    “Technically,” Omni chimed in with a burst of static, “all known elements in the universe create chemicals. Water is a chemical compound with the formula H2O, for example.” The AI spoke from the speaker built into Akela’s suit since I was, for all intents and purposes besides the blanket draped across my lap, naked.  
 
    I rolled my eyes affectionately. “Thanks for the input, O. It’s good to hear your voice now that I’m not fighting for my life.” 
 
    “Likewise, Colby,” the AI responded.  
 
    “All I’m saying,” Akela interjected, “is that the Almort really seem to pride themselves on their medical prowess, and with very good reason.” 
 
    “That is because we consider all life precious.” 
 
    Akela whirled around, and I looked up to find Cy’lass and Slal’ops standing in the doorway. The prince and his advisor approached my bedside and inclined their heads in unison.  
 
    “I am glad to see you are awake, CccT,” Cy’lass hissed. “The Malog dealt you a fearsome wound.” 
 
    Neka glared at me, to which I could only smile apologetically in return.  
 
    “It wasn’t so bad,” I dismissed with a wave of my hand. “I’m just glad I passed the trial.” 
 
    Something flickered across Cy’lass’s face, and it wasn’t bioluminescent lights. It looked almost like relief.  
 
    “Yes,” the prince responded. “We are glad as well.” 
 
    Slal’ops clicked in agreement.  
 
    I wanted to thank them for their help, for all those clues they’d given me that helped me survive, but something about their expressions stopped me. I also remembered Sef’sla’s words to me from the feast now a few days passed, “You must win or lose on your own merit.” 
 
    If those were the rules of the Akornath, Cy’lass, his sister, and his advisor had all stuck their necks out for me. I wished I knew how to repay them.  
 
    “So,” I started when the silence in the room stretched too long, “are you here to escort me to the next arena?” 
 
    I meant it as a joke but alarm appeared in the eyes of the Almort males.  
 
    “What CT means,” Akela added, also seeing the confusion in their eyes, “is when the next trial is set to begin.” 
 
    “Oh,” Cy’lass clicked and then dipped his head. “I misunderstood, forgive me. The second trial actually must be given during the dawning hour, as you will have until sunset to complete it,” the prince informed me. “And since today’s dawn is less than an hour away…” He trailed off. 
 
    Out of the frying pan, into a coma, and back into the fire. Seemed about right. 
 
    I sighed and nodded in consent. “Just let me get dressed,” I told them, and then looked around with a frown. “Actually, where are my clothes?” 
 
    “Couldn’t the trial wait a day?” Akela asked Cy’lass as she ignored my question. “CT only just woke up, he hasn’t even had time to eat.” 
 
    “We shall provide him with food and water on the way to see my father, but I’m sorry,” the prince told the mechanic, and he did seem genuinely regretful. “Once begun, the Akornath must continue. CT was unconscious for two days due to his injuries from the first trial. He was allowed time to heal, but that period has come to an end. He must begin the second trial by dawn, or he fails.” 
 
    “I get it.” I nodded in grim understanding and responded before Akela or Neka could argue further. “I’m ready.” 
 
    Cy’lass inclined his head, and then Slal’ops stepped forward and set a bundle a fabric down beside me. It was an odd combination: an old pair of black pants that had been at the bottom of my dresser on the ship, and an Almort undergarment, and a thin Almort tunic in navy blue. I looked up in confusion at Cy’lass.  
 
    “Was my flight suit badly damaged?” I asked. I had just started to get comfortable in the gray and black colors.  
 
    The prince shook his head, but he wouldn’t meet my gaze. His shiftiness made me hyper-focused. Was this another clue?  
 
    “It is fine,” Cy’lass replied. “However, for this trial, you may not use the assistance of your machine, and he is tied to your suit, correct?” He gestured to Akela. “Your machine healer explained it to us, mostly, that first day on the beach.” 
 
    I winced. Did that count as cheating? No one had said anything before the first trial. I mean, I knew I wasn’t supposed to have outside help, but they let me wear the suit, anyway.  
 
    “He is,” I told him, and out of the corner of my eye I saw Akela shoot me a look. “And I understand.”  
 
    I tied the blanket around my waist like a towel and stood up with my hand outstretched to Cy’lass. “Thank you,” I said to him sincerely, and when he cautiously slid his hand into mine, I grasped it firmly and looked him dead in the eye. “For everything,” I added seriously. I hoped he understood me.  
 
    The prince stood there for a moment, and he blinked his two sets of eyelids. “You are welcome,” he hissed, and by the way he squeezed my hand, I think we understood each other. “We will wait for you in the hall.”  
 
    The two Almort inclined their heads one last time and slipped out the door, leaving my crew and I alone again. I sighed but immediately bent down to pull the new underwear and my old pants up underneath the towel. I hissed as my side smarted, but I was able to do dress myself without anything embarrassing happening.  
 
    As I let the towel drop to the floor, Neka cleared her throat behind me. I glanced over to see both my assistant and mechanic blushing. Akela had her arms crossed in front of her with her elbows cupped in each palm and she kept her eyes averted to the opposite wall. Neka had her hands clasped in front of her and she bounced nervously on the balls of her feet, her ears and tail a twitching mess, but her eyes met mine directly. There was apprehension in her gaze, and I frowned as I turned to face them fully.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked in concern.  
 
    The cat-girl’s eyes darted from me to Akela. The mechanic hunched her shoulders until they almost touched her ears, but she gave a sharp nod of her head as if to answer some unanswered question of Neka’s. My assistant then turned back to me, and I was really starting to get worried when her ears went flat against her head.  
 
    “Um,” she started hesitantly. Her face was bright red now. “We, and um, by we I m-mean A-Akela and I, we wanted… to talk to you about… something.”  
 
    I hadn’t heard the cat-girl stutter like that since we first met, and that was because no one had ever given her a kind word before.  
 
    I glanced at the mechanic, but she still wouldn’t look at me. The blush had spread down her neck and back up to her ears, the tips like crimson cherries.  
 
    “And what’s that?” I asked hesitantly. Were they going to ask me to drop out of the trials again? Why were they so red? 
 
    Neka’s ears drooped, and she kicked at the floor with her shoe. “We had hoped we’d have more time before the second trial,” she pouted at the ground. “To, um… to talk about this properly.” She sighed deeply, and beside her, Akela scrubbed first at the shorn half of her head, her favorite nervous gesture, and then at the bridge of her nose.  
 
    “Okay, you guys are starting to scare me,” I said as I took a step closer to them. “Will you please just tell me what’s wrong?” 
 
    I had a split second irrational terror they were going to inform me that Akela had decided to go home, and that Neka had decided to go with her because they were fed up with me and my reckless antics. I opened my mouth to argue, but Neka beat me to it.  
 
    “We love you,” the cat-girl blurted, and then her eyes went wide like she couldn’t believe she had said that.  
 
    Well, that made two of us.  
 
    I stood there and gaped at her. I wondered if I had heard her wrong, if I had a concussion, if I was actually in a coma and dreaming, but as the moment dragged on, I felt the air saw in and out of my lungs when I took a ragged breath, I felt my heart slam against my ribcage, hard and loud and grounding, and I realized this had to be real.  
 
    “W-wha?” I asked very articulately. Half my brain screamed at me to form sentences and the other half, the half that seemed to control speech and higher motor functions, felt like it was on fire.  
 
    Neka bit her lip and looked to Akela again. The mechanic, this time, actually turned to face me, even if her eyes didn’t rise farther than my chin.  
 
    “Did the Malog mess up your hearing, too?” the silver-haired woman muttered. Her eyes flickered up to mine for just an instant, and in them, I saw fear, anxiety, but also… hope.  
 
    “No, I-I heard her,” I stammered, but then looked between the two women in bewilderment. “I’m just… confused? I mean, of course, I l-love both of you as well. You both mean a lot to me. You’re the best crew and, honestly, friends I could ask for.” I cringed at the way my voice cracked. Very smooth.  
 
    “No, stupid, that’s not what she meant,” Akela sighed. The mechanic took a deep breath and forced herself to meet my eye. Under all the fear and that flicker of hope shone that familiar glint of determination in those amethyst depths.  
 
    “She meant we’re… we’re in love with you, okay?” Akela went on. “The both of us. We thought you were going to die, and we talked about it, and there might have been Opalks juice involved, but we came to the conclusion that we’re both in love with you, and it’s super not the best time for this, but we couldn’t wait until after the next trial, and we just… wanted to let you know.” 
 
    Akela seemed to realize she had been rambling because her mouth clicked shut, and she dropped her eyes to the ground again, her entire face nearly neon pink.  
 
    “And also ask if you maybe felt the same?” Neka added hesitantly. My eyes went back to my assistant, who had hunched in on herself, her innocent, hopeful eyes the largest part about her.  
 
    I honestly think my jaw scraped the floor at this point. I could probably fit a Malog in there whole. Every neuron in my brain misfired at once, and all I could do was look between Neka and Akela and wonder how this could actually be real life.  
 
    I mean, I wasn’t stupid, no matter what Akela said about me. I wasn’t blind either. From the first moment I met both women, I had recognized how beautiful, how heart-stoppingly gorgeous actually, they were. It’s fair to say it was attraction at first sight.  
 
    However, Neka had needed more help than a hook-up when we first met, and I’d never wanted to take advantage of the slight cat-girl like every other man had before me. I let the years go by, our relationship undisturbed, because of this fear.  
 
    Akela, on the other hand, was a new business partner, a crew member, and I didn’t want to be unprofessional.  
 
    But I would be lying if I said I’d never thought about it. If I didn’t relish the contact when Neka pressed herself against me in a hug or when Akela leaned close enough for me to smell the sweet scent of her that was always underlain with a faint whiff of motor oil. They were the first thing I thought of when I woke up in the morning and the last thing I thought of before I fell asleep at night. All I wanted was to make them happy, keep them safe, and see them smile at me, unworried and unrestrained.  
 
    A deep part of me had known I loved them, but pushed the thought away, always worried about the next problem, the next obstacle, and the fear that they could never return my feelings.  
 
    Yet, here they were, doing just that.  
 
    And I was ruining it.  
 
    As I came out of my reverie, I realized I had been silent for too long. The hope was nothing but an ember in the two women’s eyes, and both of them seemed to shrink into themselves, even the strong, resilient, Akela. My heart in my throat, I blurted out the first words I could get lined up on my tongue.  
 
    “Me too.” I burst out, and my voice seemed overly loud in the still and quiet room. The women blinked in unison that ember of hope flaring brightly. “I love you-you both, too.”  
 
    I made eye contact with Neka and took a deep breath. The words came more easily now. “I-I always have, I guess, I just didn’t know if you could ever want that, and I didn’t want to make things awkward.” 
 
    I looked over at Akela. “And I didn’t want to move too fast. I would never want to make you uncomfortable. I would never want to make either of you uncomfortable, but now I don’t know what to do.” I looked at them helplessly, my heart a mess of conflicting emotions. “I don’t think I can choose one of you.”  
 
    Neka smile, tentative but so hopeful my heart cracked from the sheer beauty of it. “You don’t have to pick, CT,” she said. Her eyes flickered down, but this time shyly, almost coyly. “We know you. You have a big heart. Enough to share.” 
 
    “Share?” I echoed dumbly. I glanced back at Akela. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    The mechanic shrugged, but at least she met my eye, even if she was red all the way down to her chest. “We have feelings for you, and you have feelings for us, so we share.” She looked at a loss for words.  
 
    “But won’t, I mean, I don’t want to make anyone jealous or hurt either of your feelings,” I said as I glanced between them.  
 
    Neka took a step forward and gently grabbed my hand. Her dainty fingers squeezed around mine. “It’s okay, CT,” she assured me with a brightening smile. “We talked about it.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Akela added, emboldened by the other female. She also stepped forward and took both mine and Neka’s hand. “We talked and we both care about each other,” she went on as she smiled at the cat-girl. “We don’t think it’s romantic, but there’s a type of love there, different from what we feel for you. I don’t know. The two of you make me feel things I’ve never felt with anyone, ever.” She shrugged again, an embarrassed smile tugging at her mouth, but her eyes bright and hopeful.  
 
    Neka giggled and nodded her head. Then, her expression turned soft and oh so lovely as she looked into my face. “But regardless about what we feel for each other, we’ve discussed it and decided we’d like to both try being with you.” She got shy again, her ears flickered, and her tail came up to brush against my wrist. “If you want.” 
 
    “I-I’d like that,” I mumbled and my eyes dropped to the unrestrained grin that split the cat-girl’s face. “But,” I added quickly, “I just want to make sure that if at any point you feel uncomfortable--” 
 
    “We’ll discuss it,” Neka cut me off, as she nodded her head enthusiastically and moved closer so she pressed along my side. I looked over at Akela, who dipped her chin as she tried to hide her own grin of happiness. I let go of her hand and tilted her face up to mine.  
 
    “We’ll discuss it?” I asked her quietly, just to make sure one last time.  
 
    She met my eyes, her own brighter than the most precious gems in all the universes, and nodded her head. My thumb brushed over the swell of her lower lip, and my eyes locked onto them as they parted with a sigh.  
 
    However, a knock sounded at the door just then, making the three of us start and look up.  
 
    “Dawn is approaching,” Cy’lass hissed through the door. “We must leave now, CccT.” 
 
    I looked back to Neka and Akela, stricken, but the two women just smiled, spared a glance at one another, and leaned in simultaneously. They both pressed their lips to the corners of my mouth, the caresses soft and warm, a promise for more before they pulled away.  
 
    “We’ll talk more after the trial,” Akela said with a gentle smile. Neka’s tail twitched mischievously behind her.  
 
    My heart pounded in my chest, with joy and adrenaline and a hundred other things I couldn’t even name right now.  
 
    But I knew one thing…  
 
    “In that case, I’ll be quick,” I responded with a rakish grin.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Cy’lass wasn’t joking around when he said the second trial had to begin by dawn. The moment Neka, Akela, and I stepped out of the Almort equivalent of a hospital, the prince and his advisor both took me by an elbow and propelled me as quickly as possible toward the tower at the center of the city. I winced and struggled to match their pace, my assistant and mechanic jogging to catch up, but the Cy’lass and Slal’ops were relentless.  
 
    Finally, we rounded a corner, and the city’s central courtyard opened up before us. The tower loomed overhead, lit as always with hues of blue and green, and at its base gathered a crowd of Almort.  
 
    The crowd was nowhere near the size as the ones from the feast or the first trial. There were no drums, no bonfire, no building energy. In fact, the hundred or so people that waited all seemed to be holding their breath, save for a few hissed whispers. I wondered if there just hadn’t been time for word to spread that I had, indeed, woken up from my small, inconvenient coma.  
 
    Those whispers, however, grew louder as we reached the edges of the crowd. Blue eyes turned to blink at us in surprise, but the Almort hastily stepped aside when they saw their prince. Chins dipped reverently in our direction, but Cy’lass didn’t even pause to acknowledge them. He just pulled me faster and faster through the throng of people, until we came out the other side, and I stumbled to a stop.  
 
    As I stood there and panted as the injuries left by the Malog made my vision go spotty. Once I caught my breath, I finally lifted my eyes to find U’eh standing before me, his face unreadable, his eyes dark and fathomless. As the two of us stared at each other, even the whispers at my back seemed to die down until the only noise in the courtyard was the pounding of my heart.  
 
    Cy’lass nudged me forward a bit, and I took a few tentative steps forward that brought me within two meters of Chief U’eh. The chief continued to stare at me for a beat unblinking before he raised his arms, head, and voice to address his people.  
 
    “The starman has completed his first trial,” U’eh began, and his voice echoed across the plaza. He didn’t sound particularly pleased when he said it, and that made a primal spark of pride flare in my chest before it was drowned out by my racing pulse. 
 
    “In slaying the Malog, he has demonstrated strength, skill, and a commitment to provide for our people,” the chief continued, with only the slightest stutter over all those compliments. As I stood before him now, I could tell he hadn’t expected me to survive the first trial. He thought I was weak like the other Corporate brokers who had come before me. He didn’t think he’d have to make this second speech, and it showed in the way he grudgingly spat out his words.  
 
    “In accordance with our laws, the starman must now begin his second trial,” U’eh hissed, and his eyes swung back around to pin me to my spot. There was less ceremony in his voice, more urgency. I couldn’t tell a discernable difference in the light level around us, but maybe dawn had arrived.  
 
    I lifted my chin and met the Almort chief’s stare. I braced myself for the next challenge, even though I was still barely conscious, even though the cold fish Cy’lass made me eat before we ran here sat heavy and hard in my stomach. I told myself that I had survived the first challenge that I had exceeded it in fact when I killed not one but two of the Malog.  
 
    I was Colby fucking Tower, and I could handle whatever the Almort threw at me next.  
 
    “For your second trial, starman Cccolby Tower,” U’eh clicked, “your mind will be tested. You have proved that you possess great physical skill, but now you must also demonstrate your intellect. We are not the brutes the starmen have judged us to be. You must show you understand this and that you can come to understand us in turn. So, Cccolby Tower, answer me this riddle, and you will pass the second trial: What is something you may keep, even after you have given it to another?”  
 
    U’eh paused to let the question sink in before he went on. “You have until dusk, then you must return here and give your answer. In the meantime, go into the city, among the people,” he said with a grand sweep of his arm to Ka’le around us. “Watch them and learn, but there is one rule you must follow, starman.”  
 
    The chief held up one of the six webbed fingers on his right hand, and his eyes bored into mine. “Speak to no one,” he hissed. “Speak not at all. If you are seen breaking this rule, and I assure you, you will be seen, you fail the trial. If you are as sharp as you claim to be, if you are worthy, observation and your own cunning will give you the answer.” 
 
    I blinked and reeled as my brain struggled to process all the information U’eh had just thrown at me. Hell, I had just woken up from a two-day coma less than half an hour ago. A riddle? The second trial was a riddle? That… I was not expecting that. On the one hand, my body nearly sagged with relief. At least I wouldn’t be adding to my injuries today unless things really went wrong. On the other hand, however, warning bells went off in my head.  
 
    U’eh said that this trial was a test of my intelligence, but it was also a measure of my observation and comprehension skills. The answer to the riddle would somehow become apparent the more I observed the Almort, but the problem was I’d been on this planet less than a week, and half that time was spent unconscious, while the other half had been spent fighting dangerous, lethal, alien creatures. I hadn’t had the opportunity to absorb the city properly and the Almort, and now I was expected to do it in less than a day? 
 
    I opened my mouth to ask for a clarification on the deadline, but a sharp glint in U’eh’s eye stopped me. I froze there, jaw agape, breath held tight in my lungs. Shit. The trial had already started it seemed. U’eh’s warning and rule hissed at the back of my brain, “Speak to no one. Speak not at all.” 
 
    I shut my mouth with an audible click, and I didn’t think I imagined the disappointed look on U’eh’s face. I pursed my lips and inclined my head at the chief, to which he responded with a bared flash of teeth.  
 
    “The second trial of the Akornath has begun,” U’eh cried loudly, and lights flared along the scales of his face. From behind me, Cy’lass gave a loud, chittering cry, that Slal’ops and then the rest of the crowd echoed. I felt their voices deep within my chest as I turned to face them.  
 
    The host of Almort was a mass of uplifted faces and flaring bioluminescent lights. However, even in all that chaos, my eyes immediately found Neka and Akela, who stood a few meters away, just a step in front of the undulating crowd. My heart simultaneously warmed and gave a stutter at the sight of them, and I could almost feel the phantom caresses of their mouths against mine.  
 
    Neka gave me a bright smile of encouragement and waved with her ears and her tail perked at attention. Beside her, Akela also shot me a supportive smile, but it quickly bled into a smirk as the mechanic brought up her arm and tapped at her wrist. I remembered my last words to her before we left the hospital after she promised we’d speak after the trial, “In that case, I’ll be quick.”  
 
    The blood instantly turned to fire in my veins at the silver-haired woman’s implication. I grinned devilishly at her and then Neka and felt confidence and surety surge through me.  
 
    In the last month alone, I’d been terminated from the only job I’ve ever had. I’ve bested gangsters, saved a space station, battled monsters on both the land and sea, and walked away victorious from all these situations.  
 
    This riddle would be a piece of cake…  
 
    Or so I had thought.  
 
    Six hours later, I found myself sitting at a table in Ka’le’s large, open-air market, and I was no closer to an answer than I had been when the crowd dispersed around me after U’eh’s declaration. I petulantly spat out another fishbone onto the plate in front of me and tilted my head back with a sigh.  
 
    I had taken the chief’s advice and spent my day strolling about the city. I must have walked every city block. I skirted the edges of Ka’le, where swaths of wildflowers grew, purple and blue and pale, pale white, like dots of starlight in the swaying grasses. I walked passed the residential pods and the school with its ponds for the young. I circled the refinery from all sides and watched the transport trucks import raw X’ebril and export its refined products. I went by the hospital again, and this time I noticed that a strong odor of brackish water surrounded the building, something strong and earthy and wet.  
 
    I had walked multiple kilometers through Ka’le before I finally made my way to the marketplace, my feet sore, my tongue parched, and twin aches that pounded in my head and stomach. I had collapsed at the closest table I’d found and sat there brooding as the Almort went about their lives around me.  
 
    U’eh’s riddle had been circling the drain in my brain all day, but I didn’t have anything to show for it. Nothing in any of my observations of the city or its people had yielded an answer. As I sat at that table, I contemplated everything I had witnessed, all the little details of Ka’le and the Almort that I had filed away.  
 
    I noted that each of the five tribes of the Almort had a specific style: the people of the marshlands wore fabrics of green and dark, mud brown, the Desert tribe wore sandy colored lengths of fabric that wrapped around their heads and the lower halves of their faces, and the tribe from the mountains that were mined for X’ebril wore thick and stiff looking leathers in grays and bleached whites. I also noted that, while I had seen members of each tribe as I walked about the city, most of them were concentrated here, in the marketplace, while U’eh’s tribe, the people of the Plains, were more ubiquitous throughout their capital city.  
 
    In addition to all this, I noticed how the tribes interacted with each other, how they behaved when only one tribe was present. I saw how the Almort traded, ate, and sold their wares. I watched Almort mothers and fathers with their children, who ran and screamed and reveled like any child of any species.  
 
    And in all this observation, not once had an Almort spoken to me.  
 
    I had made it a point not to approach anyone to avoid the temptation of conversation, but I thought I would be tested more. However, aside from some stares and poorly concealed gestures in my direction, it seemed the Almort were content to ignore me and go about their lives as usual.  
 
    So, I sat at my table, and I people watched, while I turned U’eh’s words over and over in my mind until they were polished and smooth, like a stone in a riverbed.  
 
    What is something you may keep, even after you have given it to another? 
 
    After several hours, while I was deep in thought with my head in my arms, definitely not cursing my own hubris, a noise startled me into looking up. An Almort male, a vendor from a nearby stall that I had noticed before, stood in front of me. His arm was still extended from setting down a plate of food on my table. I blinked up at him in confusion, but he only clicked once at me and nodded down at the food. Before I could consider what this meant or what to do that wouldn’t cause me to automatically fail the trial, the Almort male turned on his heel and walked back to his stall. I looked from the food to his retreating back, but my stomach growled fiercely, and I picked up the first piece of fish like a man half-starved.  
 
    That had been about an hour ago, and now I had a neat pile of fish bones heaped on my plate, but still no answer to U’eh’s riddle.  
 
    I sighed again in frustration and berated myself.  
 
    I had let myself go during my years as a broker, physically and mentally it seemed. Sure, I could usually convince a party to sign a contract in under an hour, barring any ritualistically inclined trials, but it typically wasn’t much of a challenge. It was more about saying the right thing at the right time, hitting the right rhetorical notes. I didn’t have to prove my worth. My preceding reputation did that for me.  
 
    However, I couldn’t rely on such formalities here. On Proxima V, and to the Almort, I was just another human, just another starman who looked to be in over his head.  
 
    What is something you may keep, even after you have given it to another? 
 
    Fucking hell. I scrubbed at my face and let my eyes lazily drift over the crowd that moved throughout the market.  
 
    A dozen things could be the answer to this riddle, a hundred even, and I had already cycled through a good number of them. Money, food, happiness, life, death, sleep, etc.  
 
    Okay, some of them worked better than others, but I was grasping at straws at this point. Even if an answer seemed to be likely, nothing had resonated with me in relation to the Almort people. The solution had to be tied to them somehow, otherwise, U’eh wouldn’t have told me to go out and observe them. I just couldn’t seem to make the connection, and I was running out of time.  
 
    I couldn’t exactly tell how close ‘dusk’ was by now, but I knew it had to be soon. My heart rate was quickly ratcheting up in fear, my internal clock ticking away the seconds.  
 
    I thought perhaps Cy’lass or Slal’ops would show up to give me another clue, but I hadn’t seen hide or scale of either male all day. I knew someone must be tailing me, to enforce U’eh’s no speaking rule, but even as I had stared long and hard into the crowds, no one had stood out.  
 
    I didn’t see Neka or Akela either. They must be sequestered to our pod or something to ensure they didn’t attempt to help me, and that was rather unfortunate because I bet the mechanic had answered this riddle hours ago. Her mind was made for puzzles whether they be in the shape of broken down gears or words. My assistant had probably solved it as well because if I knew one thing, it was to never underestimate the tiny cat-girl.  
 
    God, I didn’t even want to know how quickly it took Omni to find the answer. He probably had it before U’eh even finished speaking.  
 
    I rubbed aggressively at my mouth to keep from cursing out loud. I didn’t know if speaking to myself counted as a disqualifying factor, but I didn’t want to chance it, so I had literally kept my mouth shut all day except to shovel fish into it.  
 
    Maybe I should go back to the tower and wait for my time to run out there. At least I wouldn’t have to run across the city that way if and when I figured out the answer.  
 
    I shook my head and scolded myself. When I figured out the answer. Not if, but when.  
 
    I made to push myself out of my chair and stand, but just as I did, I heard something that had my head snapping up, and my eyes scanning the skies. It was a peculiar sound, one that only someone who had been around spaceships would recognize. It was a noise like a popped balloon, except deeper, more bass, and half a second later it was accompanied by a slight tremor that shook the ground and rattled the table I had been sitting at.  
 
    The sound was a sonic boom that was made when something broke through the upper levels of the atmosphere, and as I tilted my head back, I saw it.  
 
    A small, burning dot fell through the sky, like a star rocketing to the planet’s surface. Except this star had a trajectory, had a target, and as it descended closer and closer to Ka’le, I saw that it was painted in the red and blue colors of Terra-Nebula.  
 
    It was a shuttle, a transport from the larger cruiser that hung in orbit above Proxima V, and it could only mean one thing.  
 
    Arden fucking Warrick had decided to make an appearance.  
 
    A moment later, and I was running. I tore across the marketplace as I traced Warrick’s trail of fire, and I did my best to ignore the way my side ached and burned. I opened my mouth to gasp, and then to warn Omni, but cursed when I remembered my lack of communications array. It was okay though. The shuttle would have shown up on the radar system aboard the Lacuna Noctis. Omni knew Warrick was coming, which meant the girls did, and hopefully, they told Cy’lass or Slal’ops.  
 
    I had no idea what Warrick’s game was, I hadn’t seen or heard from him since we landed on the planet, but I knew whatever it was, it couldn’t be good.  
 
    I quickly lost sight of the shuttle as it descended past the skyline of the buildings, but it didn’t matter. I had seen where it was headed, and I doubled my pace.  
 
    The air sawed in and out of my lungs as I ran, but thankfully my stroll through the city had taught me some shortcuts. Less than five minutes later, I burst out into the courtyard that ringed Ka’le’s central tower. Spots danced before my eyes, but I didn’t let that slow me down. I stumbled my way forward toward the crowd that was twice as large as it had been this morning. The Almort didn’t move aside as easily for me as they had for their prince, but I managed to shove myself through with a minimal amount of hissing.  
 
    I reached the front of the crowd just as the small transport shuttle hissed with hydraulics and began to lower its ramp. The shuttle was small, only large enough for one or two people, but it was bright, newly painted, and the best Terra-Nebula had to offer. I guess with my termination, Warrick seemed to have gained himself a promotion.  
 
    I glanced around the gathered Almort faces and found Neka and Akela across the plaza, near the entrance of the tower. Beside them stood Cy’lass and Slal’ops and in front was U’eh, flanked by Sef’sla. The chief and his daughter had fierce scowls upon their faces. The prince, along with his advisor and my crew, merely looked apprehensive.  
 
    I turned my attention back to the shuttle just in time to see Warrick walk down the loading ramp. Dust billowed around him, disturbed by the shuttle’s descent and landing. It was just the sort of dramatic bullshit that Warrick thrived on. I couldn’t help rolling my eyes. Warrick stepped off the ramp, and the moment his feet struck the dirt, he looked around at the gathered crowd with an air of smug triumph, like he was already planning where to erect a statue of himself.  
 
    Bastard.  
 
    Arden Warrick was a broker not that much younger than me, and he had been recruited only a few years after I had been. He was tall, though shorter than I was, with a mop of blonde hair he wore in an aloof mess, and boring brown eyes centered in a bland, uninteresting face. His nose was too long, his teeth were too white, and he was just unpleasant to look at in general. That was my completely and totally unbiased opinion.  
 
    However, the asshole could be cunning, and sly, and ruthless. I knew his track record, and I knew he was about to stir up some shit.  
 
    I took a step forward out of the crowd and an instant later, Warrick’s eyes zeroed in on me from twenty meters away.  
 
    “Well, well, well,” he crowed into the silence, and a smarmy, sharp-edged smile spread across his face. “If it isn’t Colby Tower, formerly the second best broker Terra-Nebula had to offer.” 
 
    I glared at the broker and opened my mouth to correct him… only to snap it back shut. I glanced over to see U’eh staring at me, an intense look in his eye. It seemed like the trial’s rule still applied.  
 
    God damn it.  
 
    I seethed in silence and did my best to convey my oceans of hatred toward Warrick through my eyes. The broker raised an eyebrow at me, confused by my lack of retort, but the bastard always liked listening to himself talk.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Warrick taunted as he tilted his head to the side like a predator did when considering how best to consume its prey. “Cat got your tongue?” 
 
    As he said this, his eyes flickered over to where Neka hovered just behind Chief U’eh. Warrick’s grin only grew as he caught sight of my assistant.  
 
    “Speaking of cats,” he quipped, his eyes going hooded. “There’s my favorite gen-mod. It’s been too long, Neka. You’re as sexy as ever. How’s CT been treating you, sweetie? He still keeping you warm at night?” 
 
    Neka bared her teeth in a snarl, her ears flat against her head, and I recalled the satisfying crunch of Warrick’s jaw when I decked him the last time he came on to the cat-girl. If he kept talking, he was in for an instant replay. I didn’t need to speak to kick this guy’s ass.  
 
    Warrick winked and blew a kiss to my assistant, but turned back to me when Neka just bristled and hissed. “Still feisty that one,” the other broker directed at me with a lopsided grin.  
 
    I crossed my arms and leveled the blonde with a glare. Warrick sighed and held up his hands.  
 
    “And you still lack a sense of humor obviously,” he muttered. “Come now, CT, where’s that razor wit I’ve been missing? Don’t tell me you’ve started grunting and hissing like these savages here.” 
 
    A uniform hiss rose from the Almort around us, and Warrick glanced at them with a wary and bewildered eye.  
 
    “Why do they look like they can understand me?” he mused aloud as he dug his grave even deeper. “Last time, they wouldn’t even meet with us long enough to get the translators working properly.” 
 
    “Perhaps because we had nothing to say to someone who sees us as savages,” Cy’lass hissed as he stepped forward. The prince flared his gills and drew himself up to his full height of nearly two-and-a-half meters. Lights flickered along the scales of his face and reflected off the bared points of his opalescent teeth. The apprehension that had previously been on his face had faded away to nothing now. This was the prince of the Almort, and he was not afraid. He was strong, he was powerful, and most importantly, he was annoyed.  
 
    Warrick actually took a step back in shock as Cy’lass’s words registered and translated. His brown eyes shot to me for an explanation, but I just stared back at him blankly. On the inside, I cheered to see him plant his foot so firmly in his mouth.  
 
    To his credit, the broker composed himself rather quickly. He cleared his throat and turned to face Cy’lass more fully.  
 
    “Apologies,” he simpered as he inclined his head in faux reverence. “I didn’t realize that Mr. Tower here had already fitted you with translators, though faulty as they may seem. I don’t know why he would program them to view the word ‘natives’ as ‘savages.’” 
 
    I snorted and rolled my eyes at his weak attempt of passing the blame to me. Cy’lass saw through it, too, because the prince merely looked blankly down at Warrick, his eyes flat and dark and unreadable.  
 
    “What is it that you want, starman?” Cy’lass demanded. “My father has already refused you and your kind twice. You are not welcome here.”  
 
    “And yet, I find you treating with him,” Warrick countered as he tilted his head at me. “He’s been on your planet nearly a week now. Why is that if we are not welcome?” 
 
    I bared my teeth and wanted to snap that there was no ‘we,’ not in any sense of the word, that I had absolutely nothing in common with this slimy prick, but all I could do was glower at Warrick in silence.  
 
    “My father and CccT have come to their own accord,” Cy’lass hissed as he loomed over Warrick. “It is of no concern to you.” 
 
    Not one to be intimidated, Warrick held up a finger. “Ah see, that’s where you’re wrong,” he said, “because it is my concern. I bet dear old CT didn’t even tell you he’d been terminated from Terra-Nebula and as such no longer has the authority to broker an agreement between you and the Corporation.” 
 
    “He has told us who he is and what he intends,” Cy’lass corrected and took a step forward to crowd into Warrick’s personal space. “We have no need for you or your Corporation.” 
 
    I nearly fist pumped at Cy’lass words. He really wasn’t giving Warrick a centimeter. This seemed to throw the broker off a bit. His lips dipped into a frown, and his eyes darted between Cy’lass and me. “Well, if he told you he no longer works for T-N, then you must realize there’s nothing he can do for you,” he argued. “He has no money, no resources, nothing.” 
 
    Cy’lass glanced at me, and then over his shoulder to U’eh. The chief steadily met his son’s gaze and then jerked his head to motion at Warrick’s shuttle. Cy’lass inclined his head to U’eh and turned back to the broker before us.  
 
    “We have said all there is to say,” the prince said stiffly. “If you need it stated more simply, then here it is: We refuse you, starman, and all you have to offer. We do not wish to negotiate or bargain with you. Leave now, for you are not welcome.” 
 
    Warrick narrowed his eyes at Cy’lass and then looked to me. I gave him a thin-lipped smile and waggled my fingers at him in a taunting goodbye.  
 
    The smug, teasing light went out in Warrick’s eyes. Fury and indignation replaced it. He never did like being told no.  
 
    “Whatever Tower’s offering you,” Warrick said coldly, “I can double it. What do you want? More medicine? Technology? Weapons? You name it, and it’s yours. I can give you better quantity and quality of whatever you like. I promise you, I can do worlds better than Tower.” 
 
    Perhaps the righteous anger that burned through my veins carried more oxygen to my brain or something, but either way, Warrick’s words hit me like a lightning bolt. I actually gasped, and that caused Cy’lass and Warrick to whirl on me in surprise. I ignored both of them, however, and spun to face Chief U’eh.  
 
    The answer, I knew the answer to the riddle.  
 
    It seemed so simple now, so stupidly easy I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of it sooner.  
 
    “Tower, what the hell are you...” 
 
    I walked away before Warrick finished, and my feet carried me to the steps of the tower where U’eh, Sef’sla and my crew still stood. I looked up into U’eh’s face, and he looked down into mine. After a moment, the chief seemed to understand as he blinked his two sets of eyelids.  
 
    “Have you an answer for my riddle?” he asked me solemnly. Somehow, his voice seemed to carry in the now quiet plaza. I could feel everyone’s eyes on us, and I inclined my head in a nod.  
 
    U’eh looked surprised, but he motioned for me to continue.  
 
    “What is something you may keep, even after you have given it to another?” I repeated the riddle, loud enough for it to echo across the courtyard. I looked U’eh in the eye and then pivoted to look at Neka, Akela, and finally Cy’lass and Warrick behind me.  
 
    “Your word,” I declared, voice hoarse from disuse, and I met Warrick gaze for gaze. I sneered at him, my chin raised high in defiance. “And I am a man of my word, Almort, unlike this… this Malog that stands before you!” 
 
    I jabbed a finger at Warrick in accusation, and the broker glared at me in fury. “Like the Malog,” I explained loudly, “this starman looks to stalk and deceive you from the shadows. He aims to catch you unaware and take all that you hold dear before you can even blink!” 
 
    I retracted my extended arm and thumped my fist against my chest. I didn’t have scales or gills to flare, but the muted thud seemed to resonate with the Almort, who stomped their feet in response.  
 
    One of the most important lessons I learned from being a broker is when to say the right thing at the right time. Well, this was my moment.  
 
    “I have agreed to your Akornath,” I exclaimed as I looked around at the gathered host, “and I have proved myself worthy once already! The meat of the Malog has fed you. So has the meat of the Opalks that I slew when I saved your prince and advisor! What has this starman done for you?” I asked as I pointed at Warrick again. “I have dealt with him before. His promises are empty. His word is false. I only ask that you continue to honor our agreement. I only ask that you let me complete the Akornath.” 
 
    My chest heaved in and out as I subsided into silence. My throat felt raw from screaming after not speaking all day. The Almort hissed quietly around me, but they all looked to their chief for guidance on how to respond.  
 
    I turned to face U’eh once again. His face was unreadable, his eyes dark and fathomless, and for a moment I feared that I had gotten it wrong, that I had not answered the riddle correctly. But there was no way. The Almort were a people of honor, of respect. It was embedded in their traditions, it was apparent in how they treated each other and their planet. I had to be correct.  
 
    Fuck, I hoped I was right. 
 
    “You shall have your chance,” U’eh declared suddenly and his voice rang out clear as a bell as he met my eye. “You have passed the second trial, Cccolby Tower. You have demonstrated the depth of your understanding. And tomorrow, if you succeed in the last test, we shall have our agreement.” 
 
    The chief let out an undulating cry that once more his people echoed. I grinned in relief and triumph, and a moment later, Neka and Akela tackled me with dual hugs. However, as they congratulated me, their voices loud and indiscernible in the chaos surrounding us, I looked over their shoulders to see Warrick silently slip back onto his ship. He met my eye before he closed the ramp, and under the elation that swelled like a balloon in my chest, I felt a pinprick of apprehension.  
 
    That look in Warrick’s eye said he wasn’t done. The broker did not like to be told no, he did not like to be refused, and he certainly did not like to be embarrassed. I had orchestrated a situation in which all three had happened. Warrick was plotting his revenge before the loading ramp even closed all the way.  
 
    I knew it, and it seemed U’eh did as well. The chief had a look in his eye, too, and it was another look that I was very familiar with.  
 
    It was the look of a man, or amphibious alien, who would do anything to protect his home and the people he cared for. It was the look of a man preparing to go to war.  
 
    I only hoped I could complete the last trial and get U’eh to sign a contract before it came to that.  
 
    As Warrick started his engine and rose back into the sky, dust billowing around us, I knew my time was running out to save Proxima V and the Almort. 
 
    There was no room for error. There was no time for mistakes.  
 
    If I didn’t stop Warrick and Terra-Nebula right here, right now, we were all screwed.  
 
    Guess it’s a good thing I was the best broker in all the galaxies.  
 
    And now Warrick was going to find out exactly why that was.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    After yesterday’s trial, and Warrick showing his idiotic face, when I opened my eyes this morning I wanted nothing more than to stay in bed. The guest pod’s bedroom was dark and warm around me, and I thought I could happily stay cocooned here forever. 
 
    However, I knew that dawn, or this planet’s equivalent at least, was creeping continuously closer. I could feel it in the minute tensing of my body, in the way my heartbeat had steadily begun to climb as the minutes ticked by. 
 
    It hadn’t arrived yet, though, not just yet, and I was going to get the most out of this moment as I could.  
 
    “What do you think his plan is?” Neka suddenly whispered into the dark. The bed creaked beneath us as she shifted and stretched.  
 
    “If I know Warrick, it’s not anything good,” I replied quietly.  
 
    The cat-girl sighed. “Can’t you just punch him again?” 
 
    I chuckled softly. “I wish,” I muttered.  
 
    Suddenly, another voice cut through the darkness.  
 
    “I second Neka’s idea,” Akela yawned from my left side.  
 
    I winced and turned my head in the mechanic’s direction, even though I could only see the vaguest hint of her shape. “Sorry,” I whispered. “We didn’t mean to wake you.” 
 
    Akela yawned again and smacked her lips. “It’s alright,” she mumbled. “I’m a light sleeper.” 
 
    The bed shifted again, and then I felt the silver-haired woman press lightly up against my left side. She didn’t pillow her head on my chest like Neka did on my right, but just the brush of the mechanic’s arm against mine sent goosebumps racing up my skin.  
 
    Akela got comfortable again, and then I felt the tickle of her hair as she leaned her head against my shoulder. “What were we talkin’ about again?” she mumbled, and her breath puffed warmly against my neck.  
 
    “CT punching Warrick in the face. Again,” Neka happily supplied. The cat-girl nuzzled closer to me, and her ears tickled the underside of my chin.  
 
    “Ah, yes. Let’s talk more about that. Neka, can you describe the first time CT punched that prick? In detail please,” Akela instructed sleepily.  
 
    I rolled my eyes but couldn’t help the grin that stretched across my face in the dark as Neka launched into her story and, as instructed, she didn’t leave out a single detail. 
 
    “Well,” she started dramatically, “we had run-ins with Warrick before. He was always trying to beat CT’s record for brokered planets.” 
 
    “Something he never even came close to doing,” I felt the need to add. 
 
    “Hush,” Neka chided playfully, and her tail came up to lay across my lips. “I’m telling the story.” 
 
    I pretended to nip at her tail but let her continue.  
 
    “Anyway,” the cat-girl went on, “most of the time he showed up, CT was able to shoo him off quickly, so Warrick never really noticed me. But this one time we were at this T-N sponsored party thing--” 
 
    “It was meant to be a marketing meeting,” I cut in as I moved my mouth out from under Neka’s tail, “but since profits were at an all-time high, they just told us to keep on keeping on and then brought out the booze.” 
 
    Even in the dark, I could feel Neka’s glare. I subsided back into the pillows.  
 
    “Sorry,” I whispered. Her tail slapped down on my face this time, and I spat out fur.  
 
    “As I was saying, we were at this party and Warrick cornered us out of nowhere, already drunk,” Neka recounted.  
 
    “Uh-oh,” Akela muttered, “that’s never good.” 
 
    Why does she get to interrupt, I wanted to ask, but Neka had my lips firmly sealed with fur.  
 
    “It wasn’t,” Neka agreed, but already glee was beginning to creep into her voice. “First, he greeted CT, but in a really fake way, like he was being polite, but underneath I could tell he was spitting on us.” 
 
    “Ugh, I know that type,” Akela sympathized.  
 
    “It gets better, or worse for Warrick,” Neka giggled. “After he stumbles out his insults, he turned to me, and he dragged his disgusting little eyes all over me. Then, he tells CT, not even addressing me, that he’d heard CT had gotten a pretty little gen-mod pet, but he had nooooo idea how pretty.” 
 
    Even years later, the words set my blood to a boil. Neka’s tail bristled, too, against my cheek, and I fumbled in the dark to squeeze her hand. She squeezed back and continued.  
 
    “CT told him to shut his mouth,” Neka said proudly, “but the stubborn idiot wouldn’t listen. He then proceeded to ask how much CT would charge for him to borrow me for the night.” 
 
    “No,” Akela gasped, enraged, and I could just picture the fury that burned in her amethyst eyes. “The fucking prick! 
 
    “Yup,” Neka responded. “CT didn’t even say a word, he just pulled back his fist and smashed it into Warrick’s face. Warrick wailed and cried like a baby when the blood spurted from his nose. I don’t think he’d ever had a scrape or bruise in his life before that.” 
 
    I recalled the moment with satisfying clarity. The bastard’s nose had given like wet clay under my fist. I could still feel the crunch of cartilage.  
 
    “Oh god!” Akela burst out laughing. “Serves that asshole right. I would have paid to see that. Please, oh please can we have a round two?” 
 
    As the two women began to hash out plans for my ultimate showdown cage match with Warrick, my eyes fluttered and drifted shut, and I took a deep breath. Then another. My heart beat steady and true in my chest and, for just this moment, I didn’t have to run or fight or think. I could just lay here and be content. More than content even. I was… happy, a foreign concept and a crazy notion given that I was in the middle of a series of deadly trials, and my arch nemesis hung in orbit plotting my demise this very moment.  
 
    However, after I’d passed the second trial yesterday, and after Warrick disappeared back into the stars, I was given a brief reprieve. There was no ceremony or feast to attend. I had managed to go a whole day on this planet without accruing another injury, so I didn’t have to make a pit stop at the hospital. Cy’lass and Slal’ops went straight to meet with U’eh, presumably to discuss the impending threat of Warrick and the other starmen. So, in the end, I was left with a free evening, and I took full advantage of that when I came straight back to our pod and fell into bed.  
 
    I must have dozed off for a few minutes, because the next thing I knew, Neka was shaking me awake and waving a plate of fish in my face. The three of us sat cross-legged on my bed while we ate dinner, and when we were finished, Neka took our plates back to the central living area, and Akela stretched out beside me with a sigh.  
 
    My heart had skipped a beat as my eyes traveled up the smooth and elongated curve of the mechanic’s neck, but a moment later, Neka bounded back into the room and jumped back on the bed, causing all three of us to bounce and laugh.  
 
    Somehow, I ended up flat on my back with Neka on one side and Akela on the other, both facing but not touching me. It seemed like none of us wanted to be alone after the last few days, but we were all a little shy and unsure as to our new dynamic, so I did the only thing I could think of to put the two women at ease.  
 
    I started talking, and talking, and talking.  
 
    I told them everything I had seen during my day trip through Ka’le. I told them about the different tribes I saw, and the wildflowers that skirted the city. I told them about the marketplace and the vendor who had given me food and how many hours I spent churning answers to U’eh’s riddle through my head.  
 
    “It really took you that long to solve it?” Akela teased, her lilac eyes bright and mirthful. I pouted and rolled away from her, which caused the mechanic to laugh and pull me back, insincere apologies falling from her still smiling mouth.  
 
    We had talked well into the perpetual night, and it was easy, light, fun, not awkward at all. We didn’t talk about our confessions outright, but they underscored every conversation and gesture, like when Neka finally dropped her head to my chest with a yawn, or when Akela drowsily reached out and squeezed my hand that lay between us. We all fell asleep like that, physically connected in some way, and I hadn’t slept so good in… well, my whole life honestly.  
 
    Now, morning was here, but I still clung to the vestiges of that contentment, just for a few minutes longer. I breathed in Neka’s sweet scent and worked to memorize the sharp and spicy aroma that was Akela’s signature smell. I felt both of the women breathe against me, and I tried to match my rhythm to theirs. Screw Warrick and Terra-Nebula and even the Akornath. I wanted nothing more than to stay in this moment, with these two women, forever.  
 
    However, the real world doesn’t work like that, no matter how hard I wished it to be. Time marched on, as it always did, and before I knew it, a knocked sounded on the door of our pod.  
 
    We all held our breath for a moment as the echoes of the intrusive noise dissipated like we all thought if we were quiet enough, life would just leave us be.  
 
    After a moment, we heard the front door open. “CccT,” Cy’lass clicked from the living room. “You must awaken. It is time for the final trial.” 
 
    I exhaled harshly and closed my eyes for just an instant. I tried to memorize the feeling that surrounded me, this happiness, this joy, and then I opened my eyes and let the real world in.  
 
    “Time to get up, it seems,” I said gently to Neka as I scratched at the cat-girl’s ears. My assistant pouted and nuzzled into my chest one last time with a sigh.  
 
    “I know,” I whispered in sympathy, and I leaned forward to press a kiss to the top of her head.  
 
    From my other side, Akela rolled away with a groan as she stretched, and I heard her joints give a satisfying crack. “At least this is the last trial,” the mechanic muttered as she sat up. I could just make out the line of her silhouette on the edge of the bed. “I’m looking forward to getting some actual rest tonight.” 
 
    Before she stood up, Akela leaned back over the bed, a darker shadow in the night, and pressed a soft kiss to the curve of my cheek. I followed the caress instinctively, but the mechanic had already pulled away.  
 
    “Come on, sleepy heads,” she teased as she slid to her feet and over to the wall. She tapped out a sequence, and a moment later, dim light suffused the room. The mechanic’s silver hair shone faintly in the low light, and her eyes twinkled like purple stars.  
 
    “Oh no,” Neka mewled from where she had tried to burrow herself into my armpit. “Are you a morning person?” 
 
    I let my eyes widen and I pulled Neka closer to me as I looked at Akela in faux horror. “Dear God. Don’t worry, Neka, I’ll protect you,” I stage-whispered to my assistant.  
 
    Akela rolled her eyes and threw open the bedroom door. “He’s all yours,” she called out to Cy’lass.  
 
    The prince of the Almort filled the doorway, Slal’ops a step behind him. I waved awkwardly from the bed. Neka still pouted beside me, her face mashed into the pillows I had just vacated.  
 
    “Morning,” I said.  
 
    “We must leave soon,” Cy’lass responded. “Please get dressed.” 
 
    I sighed as the prince disappeared back into the living room, and Akela turned to face me, her hands on her hips and an expectant expression on her face.  
 
    “He’s always telling me to get dressed and go,” I muttered petulantly as I referred to the Almort prince. “It’s never ‘Good morning CT, here’s the delicious breakfast we’ve brought you, oh take your time.’” 
 
    “Maybe he’ll say those things once you finish these trials,” Akela prompted. “Come on, you don’t want to keep U’eh waiting, do you?” 
 
    I blanched at the prospect and swung my legs over the side of the bed.  
 
    “Alright, alright.” I sighed. “I’m up. You, too,” I directed at Neka as I gently pulled the cat-girl after me. “I don’t want to suffer alone.” 
 
    Akela rolled her eyes again, but this time, she couldn’t hide her grin.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later and I walked out of the pod, yawning as I trailed after Cy’lass and Slal’ops. The Almort pair hadn’t said much since their arrival, and as I started to wake up more, this began to worry me. I glanced at each male in turn, but they kept a few steps ahead of us, their faces turned away.  
 
    I hoped their palpable concern was in response to Warrick’s impromptu visit yesterday, and not the trial we now headed toward. I couldn’t get a read on them though. It could be Warrick or the trial or both. I just couldn’t be sure.  
 
    Thankfully, at least I was given back my flight suit and coat, although the latter looked a little worse for wear, stained with blood, both mine and the Malog’s, and scuffed from my tussle with the beasts. However, the Odrine laced material had withstood the worst of the damage, and I was able to shrug it on with minimal complaint.  
 
    Since I was given back my clothes, I assumed that whatever the third trial was, Omni’s presence and assistance wasn’t an issue. That both soothed and worried me. What could this last test possibly be? 
 
    Whatever it was, it looked like it was going to be held, or at least began, at the tower again. Cy’lass guided us into the courtyard where yet another crowd had gathered, this one so large it spilled out of the plaza and into the side streets that ran to the rest of the city. The Almort chittered and hissed as we passed, but I was surprised to find more than a few inclined their heads to me as well as Cy’lass. I did my best to reciprocate the respectful gesture, but we moved so fast that my head was on a constant bobble. It must have looked like I was frantically nodding.  
 
    We came out of the crowd and into a cleared and empty square, about ten meters by ten meters. On the other side of this no-man's-land stood U’eh, flanked once more by his daughter. When Sef’sla caught sight of me, she grinned fiercely, her opalescent teeth reflecting the lights that flickered sporadically around her facial scales.  
 
    Lines of drummers stretched out to either side of the chief, and when U’eh raised his arms, they began a low, percussive beat. Nothing like the raging rhythm they had played when I began the Akornath, but somehow it sounded more urgent. My heart began to thump in my chest, and adrenaline already threaded through my veins.  
 
    I followed Cy’lass to the center of the courtyard. Once we were five meters away from U’eh, the prince turned to me and extended his arm. I blinked but took his hand, and Cy’lass clasped my forearm tightly.  
 
    “Remember what you have learned and been told about my people,” the Almort prince hissed, his flat, blue eyes now intense and piercing. “Look deeper, as you did yesterday. Good luck, CcccT.” 
 
    With one last firm squeeze of my hand, Cy’lass withdrew and moved to follow Slal’ops, who now stood behind U’eh. The prince beckoned for Neka and Akela to follow him, but the two women turned to me first.  
 
    “Be careful,” Neka whispered to me, her eyes wide, and her ears flat with anxiety. The cat-girl pushed up on her tiptoes and gently pecked a kiss on my chin.  
 
    “I will,” I promised her with a quiet smile.  
 
    “Try not to do anything stupid,” Akela added, but I could see in her eyes she was worried, too. 
 
    My smile widened into a grin. “Stupid? Me? Never,” I joked.  
 
    Akela smirked but also leaned forward and brushed a kiss against my cheek.  
 
    “Knock ‘em dead,” she whispered with a wink before she and Neka withdrew to stand beside Slal’ops.  
 
    I tore my eyes away from the two women and took a deep breath to fortify myself.  
 
    This was it.  
 
    This was the moment.  
 
    All my struggles, from Proto to T-N, had led me here.  
 
    If I could complete this trial, U’eh would sign my contract.  
 
    If U’eh signed my contract, not only would I have helped to save this planet from Corporate abuse, I would have done the impossible.  
 
    I will have brokered Proxima V, home of the Almort, the Holy Grail of the Icarius System.  
 
    Not bad for a man who got fired from his job less than a month ago.  
 
    But first, I needed to get through the last hurdle of this Akornath. I lifted my eyes to Chief U’eh’s and squared my stance as I braced myself for whatever the Almort had planned for me next.  
 
    As he met my gaze, U’eh stepped forward, and the drums quieted until they were barely louder than my heartbeat. The chief looked around at his people and raised his voice to address them one last time.  
 
    “We have come to the end of this starman’s Akornath,” U’eh declared and gestured to me with an outstretched arm. “He has not only proven himself strong of body and of mind but has also demonstrated his ability to provide for and understand our people. Now, only one trial stands between him and triumph. We shall see if, during his week among us, he has learned the skills necessary to win our favor.” 
 
    The Almort in the courtyard let out a cry in unison and stomped their feet. The drums echoed them. I felt their vibrations reverberate up through my feet, and my heart pounded in a harmonized symphony. I clenched and unclenched my fists, took several deep breaths. I was ready. I could do this.  
 
    However, just as I thought that, I happened to glance behind U’eh’s shoulder to see Cy’lass staring at me intensely. The prince did not cheer with the crowd. He did not flare his gills or scales, and he did not stomp his feet. He stood stock still in a sea of undulating Almort and his eyes bored into me.  
 
    I had played this game long enough now that I knew he was trying to tell me something, but as the drums grew louder, the voices of the crowd rising in turn, I couldn’t focus.  
 
    I tried to think back to the warning he gave me when he shook my hand a few minutes ago. Remember what I had learned? I looked to U’eh. He had also mentioned me learning something in his speech. What did that mean? Was I to repeat a trial? No, that didn’t make any sense. The Almort would never release a beast like the Malog in their city, and it would be rather anticlimactic to make me answer another riddle. So, what then? And what have I learned that’s going to help me here? 
 
    Before I could contemplate the thought further, U’eh held up his arms again, but this time he stepped to the side. For a moment, I thought Cy’lass had moved up to speak, but then I realized the prince still stood beside Slal’ops, Neka, and Akela. My gaze darted back to the Almort male that now stood beside the chief. He was taller than both U’eh and his son, broader through the chest as well. Scars as thick as my fingers scored from his shoulders down to his abdomen. When I caught his eye, his hissed and clicked at me, and raise his spear above his head, which caused the crowd behind me to roar.  
 
    Wait. Why did he have a spear? 
 
    “This is K’lox,” U’eh exclaimed when the Almort had quieted enough for him to be heard. The chief gestured to the male beside him, and K’lox stomped his feet. “He is our strongest hunter. As your final challenge, Cccolby Tower, you must best him in combat. The victor will be decided by the killing blow.” 
 
    This time, Cy’lass did step forward, but only to toss another spear into the dirt at my feet. I stared down at the weapon and then back up at the chief and his son. K’lox hissed at me and motioned for me to pick up my spear.  
 
    My mind scrambled. Best him in combat? What the hell? And did he just say “killing blow?” 
 
    I opened my mouth, but before I could get a single question out, K’lox launched himself forward and brought his spear down to club me in the head. I dove forward, rolled at the last second, and snatched up my spear from the dirt as I landed in a crouch.  
 
    “Whoa, wait!” I exclaimed, but my voice was drowned out as the crowd let out a thunderous cheer. The Almort stomped their feet, the drums crashed, and bioluminescent scales flashed like a kaleidoscope of color all around me.  
 
    “The third trial has begun,” U’eh bellowed, and I spun to face him, but he didn’t even give me a moment to argue before he continued, “and the starman must prove his honor! If he can survive, let us see what he is worth.” 
 
    I gaped at the chief, but I didn’t have time to argue or be confused. The fervor of the crowd grew behind me, and I whirled around to see K’lox pacing a few meters away, his eyes fixed on me like a predator would stalk its prey. I shifted my grip on the spear in my hand and turned to face him fully.  
 
    K’lox flared his gills and slid into a hunting crouch. He moved laterally, his body sinuous and lithe. His eyes reminded me of the Malog, flat and lethal and out for blood.  
 
    As we circled each other, looking for weaknesses, I forced myself to contemplate this new paradigm shift. Think, I told myself, think.  
 
    Cy’lass told me to remember what I had learned about the Almort. U’eh, too, had emphasized my knowledge. So, what have I learned? 
 
    As I racked my brain, K’lox used my moment of distracted contemplation to make his move. The larger Almort charged me and lashed out with his spear, which was nearly a meter and a half long. I dodged the pointed edge of his jab, but K’lox used his momentum to dart behind me. I tried to keep him out of my blind spot, but I wasn’t minding my feet, which he noticed. While he flared his scales to distract me again, K’lox swung his spear at my feet. I managed to jump at the last second, but my toe caught the side of the shaft. I stumbled as I landed and tottered forward a few steps toward the edge of the crowd.  
 
    I looked up to see Neka and Akela’s anxious faces. The blood pulsed too loudly in my ear for me to hear the words they mouthed, but I knew they were shouting me on, encouraging me. Akela’s might have had a few choice words involved, but the fire that burned in her eyes was the same that burned in Neka’s.  
 
    I thought of this morning, how it felt to wake up between them, to feel their ribs expand against mine as they breathed. I thought about their lips and how I wanted to know how they each individually tasted. I wanted more, more of them, more of us, which meant I had to win this trial.  
 
    There was no other choice.  
 
    I whirled back around and bared my teeth at K’lox, who hissed at me in return from five meters away. I waited until the Almort male grew impatient and charged me again and then, at the last second, I spun out of his path, spear held tight against my body. As he barreled passed me, I jabbed at his back, and my spear tip caught the edge of his shoulder. Bright blue blood arched through the air before it dashed against the dirt below our feet, and the Almort around us cried and jeered for more.  
 
    K’lox stumbled slightly as he reached up and around to touch his wound. His hand came away slick, and I watched as blood dripped down his arm and onto the shaft of the spear he clutched in his fist. The two of us panted as we squared off, and then K’lox lifted his spear to point at me, the edge glinting like a dark promise.  
 
    This wasn’t right. None of this was right.  
 
    I looked again to Cy’lass, but U’eh blocked my view of his son, and the chief’s face was as blank and unreadable as stone.  
 
    I had to be missing something, but fuck! What was it? 
 
    I turned back to K’lox, and we began to circle each other again, the Almort male’s blood falling to the dirt like drops of crude oil in the low light of this planet.  
 
    The sight of the blood drew me up short as a thought began to form in the back of my mind.  
 
    The Almort… the Almort were very medically advanced. Neka and Akela had sung praises about their vast resources of medicinal herbs, and the skill it took to cultivate and utilize them. Whatever they used had nearly healed over the wound the Malog gave me, and I’d only been unconscious for two days. They didn’t just stick a patch on me and pump me full of stimulants, like a Corporately paid doctor would. They’d actually healed me.  
 
    K’lox feigned another lunge at me, but the move was only a half-hearted test. He retreated when I dodged and went back to contemplating my stance, my footwork, looking for any opening he could take advantage of.  
 
    However, it seemed like the Almort male had slowed. I glanced down at the dirt and saw more blood scattered there than I anticipated. I didn’t think I had managed to cut him very deeply, the gash was only about fifteen centimeters, and the blow had mostly just skated off him, but maybe I had nicked a blood vessel of some kind. 
 
    K’lox seemed to know he was weakening, too. It showed under the rage on his face. 
 
    I needed to figure out this trial. Now.  
 
    I shifted my grip on my spear and went through what I knew.  
 
    The first two trials had been multi-tiered. They had levels. With the first one, I needed to kill the Malog, which demonstrated my strength, but I also had to bring its body back to the city, metaphorically to illustrate that I could and would provide for its people.  
 
    The riddle of the second trial was obviously meant to test my intelligence, but under that, it had been meant to test my understanding of the Almort, to show that I understood they were a noble and honorable people.  
 
    Honorable…  
 
    I nearly dropped my spear as the realization hit me.  
 
    When he began this trial, U’eh said I had to prove my honor. I needed to prove that I was honorable in return.  
 
    I thought again of the Almort’s medicines, of Slal’ops’s horror when Akela had explained pollution to him. I recalled my time in the marketplace as I watched the people of Ka’le go about their lives. There had obviously been cliques amongst the tribes, but I had sensed no hostility between the different factions. They commingled in harmony. They were a peaceful people, despite their looks, and despite or perhaps because of their harsh and dangerous planet. U’eh had even described K’lox as their best hunter, not their best warrior. 
 
    They were a peaceful people…  
 
    I glanced up as understanding began to crash over me, and this time, Cy’lass was there when I looked for him. As I stared into the prince’s fierce eyes, the clues he had still managed to drop me finally fell into place.  
 
    “Remember what you have learned and been told about my people. Look deeper, as you did yesterday,” is what he had told me.  
 
    Look deeper. Find the hidden meaning.  
 
    And yesterday, before I had even begun the second trial, as if he had known I would make it here, the prince walked into my room as Akela and Neka had lauded their medical practices and had given me the answer to this final test.  
 
    I heard Akela’s voice and Cy’lass response as if they stood right next to me, as if the undulating crowd around us did not exist.  
 
    “All I’m saying,” Akela had said, “is that the Almort really seem to pride themselves on their medical prowess, and with very good reason.” 
 
    And Cy’lass had walked into the room, looked right at me, and replied, “That is because we consider all life precious.” 
 
    We consider all life precious.  
 
    All life precious.  
 
    In front of me, K’lox was gearing up for his next and final blow. He hefted his spear over his uninjured shoulder, like he meant to throw it, but I didn’t give him the chance.  
 
    With a great and mighty yell, I darted forward. There were only a handful of meters between us, not enough for K’lox to throw the spear with any accuracy, especially as I ran headlong toward him. At the last moment, I tossed my own spear back into the dirt and threw my body into a slide aimed at his feet. My own feet connected with his ankles, and as K’lox tottered, I grabbed onto the shaft of his spear and tugged him forward.  
 
    The Almort male grunted as he somersaulted over my prone figure, and since I still held on to his spear, the weapon was wrenched from his grasp. K’lox crashed into the dirt, and before he could regain his footing, I scrambled up to stand over him, and with every ounce of strength in me, I thrust the spear tip down.  
 
    The Almort froze, his gills flaring and both sets of eyelids flickering asmy spear embedded itself in the dirt thirty centimeters away from K’lox’s head. 
 
    Around us, the crowd had fallen silent as he gasped for breath. I snapped my head up to find Cy’lass, Slal’ops, and half a dozen other Almort men had jumped forward at the last moment. Some of them even still had their hands outstretched to stop me.  
 
    I grinned in fierce triumph.  
 
    I was right.  
 
    I looked to U’eh then, to the surprise and the flash of uncertainty that was still visible on his face.  
 
    “You said this trial was a test of my honor,” I called out to the Almort chief. My voice carried across the courtyard. “You asked to see what I’m worth.” 
 
    I stepped back from K’lox and then extended my arm down to the prone male. He hesitated for a moment, but then took my hand and let me help him up.  
 
    I turned back to U’eh and held my chin high as I declared, “I do not know the exact measure of my worth, but I can tell you it’s no more than his.” I gestured to K’lox, and the male dipped his chin to me in respect.  
 
    “I have told you that I am a man of my word,” I continued as I looked around to the gathered Almort. “And here is the proof: I do not seek to harm you. I have lived amongst the dishonorable starmen, and I have seen what their greed and their blatant disregard for life can do. I do not wish to see their blight spread to your planet or your people. I seek only to help you, to provide for you, to learn from you, and to protect you from those who have no honor.” 
 
    The echoes of my speech faded out over the crowd, and hundreds of dark blue eyes blinked back at me as I looked out over their faces. Beside me, K’lox shifted uncertainly on his feet as he clutched at his bleeding shoulder, and now that I knew his show of bloodthirsty rage had been just that, a show, I felt bad about his wound. I leaned over and pulled his opposite arm around my shoulders to support him, which was rather comical since he was nearly a meter taller than me. Still, he seemed to appreciate the gesture.  
 
    Before us, U’eh had come down from the steps that led up to the tower. He walked past Slal’ops and the other Almort males who had tried to stop me. He stepped past Cy’lass, who grinned at me unrestrained now. I know the prince meant the expression to be encouraging, but his needle-sharp teeth made it more disconcerting than anything else.  
 
    U’eh came to a stop two meters in front of us. He looked to K’lox first and clicked, “Well done” to the Almort male. K’lox dipped his head in reverence, but U’eh had already turned to me.  
 
    The Almort chief had never been my biggest fan. From the moment I set foot in his city, he wanted nothing more than to make me leave. He didn’t trust me. As well he shouldn’t, I was a stranger, asking for the keys to his kingdom.  
 
    But now… now there was something else in his eye. It was something almost like… respect.  
 
    “You have surprised me, starman,” he quietly admitted, his tone more than a little grudging. He tilted his head then as if he didn’t know what to make of me.  
 
    “But have I appeased you?” I countered. “Have I proven myself worthy enough for us to enter into an agreement?” 
 
    The crowd held its breath around us. U’eh considered me, his eyes scrutinizing me from head to toe. Then, in a move that shocked me, he held out his arm. 
 
    “You have proven yourself amenable to our ways,” he replied, “and have proven yourself a friend to the Almort. How true of a friend is yet to be seen.” 
 
    I knew he was referring to Warrick, but right now, I couldn’t give less of a shit about that stupid blond prick.  
 
    “Does that mean I won?” I questioned the chief of the Almort, nearly breathless from anticipation.  
 
    U’eh grinned at me then, an expression that was even scarier on his face than it had been on his son’s.  
 
    “The starman Ccccolby Tower has passed the third trial,” the chief bellowed, his voice resounding in my ear. I reached out, almost numbly, and took his offered hand. As he clasped my arm tightly, U’eh cried, “The Akornath is complete!” 
 
    The Almort exploded into cheers around me, and I looked around with disbelief.  
 
    I had done it.  
 
    I won.  
 
    “CT!” 
 
    I looked up as Neka screamed my name, and U’eh stepped aside just in time for my assistant to launch herself down the steps of the tower and into my arms.  
 
    I caught her, breathless and laughing, and because I couldn’t contain the elation that swelled and crested in my chest, I spun us around in circles.  
 
    “You did it!” she squealed in my ear as she hugged me tight around the neck. She pulled back, and from the moment I saw her grinning, joyful face, and her bright yellow eyes full of happy tears, I knew I wouldn’t be able to stop myself. 
 
    So right there, in the middle of a cheering crowd of Almort, on a planet I never dreamed of I’d make it to, I pulled Neka’s face down to mine and kissed her square on the mouth.  
 
    The cat-girl gasped but her lips quickly opened up willingly and enthusiastically under my own. I delved into her sweet mouth, tongue sweeping the roof, before I pulled back with a start as something rough tugged at me. It didn’t hurt, just startled me. I blinked in shock at Neka, before she stuck her own tongue out at me, and I saw the bristles that coated it.  
 
    Cat tongue. 
 
    “Huh,” I said hoarsely. “Didn’t think about that.” 
 
    Now it was the only thing I could think of.  
 
    Neka giggled at my hungry expression, but then someone cleared their throat beside us, and I turned to see Akela looking at me with her arms crossed over her chest, and her eyebrow raised. 
 
    I set Neka down softly, and apprehension rose in me. I was still so unsure of how this all worked between the three of us.  
 
    Akela must have noticed my dilemma, because the mechanic rolled her eyes and said, “Oh don’t give me that look,” before she stepped forward, wound her arms around my neck, and slanted her mouth against mine.  
 
    The silver-haired woman didn’t have a bristled tongue, but damn did she know how to use the one she had. We stood there lip locked for what felt like years before we had to pull back for breath. Akela’s amethyst eyes sparkled like gems centimeters in front of me, and my heart felt so full it could burst.  
 
    Then, there was a crackle of static in my ear and Omni said, “You’ll forgive me if I only wish you congratulations, Colby, unless you’d like one of my drones to follow Neka and Akela’s example.” 
 
    I burst out laughing and tugged both women to my side. Neka purred as she nuzzled into my neck, and even Akela sighed as she wrapped an arm around my waist.  
 
    “Thanks for the offer, buddy,” I told the AI, a stupid grin stretched over my face, “but I think I got all that I need right here.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    I had learned many things during my week on Proxima V.  
 
    But one lesson became abundantly clear as I looked out over the plains and waded through waist-high grass that flared in blues and greens around me.  
 
    The Almort really knew how to throw a party.  
 
    In the fields that surrounded Ka’le, multiple bonfires burned, and it seemed as if every Almort in the city, regardless of the tribe, had turned out for the celebrations. They moved through the fields toward the fires in pairs or groups or clumps of thirty, and their chittering laughter floated on the warm breeze that stirred through the grass.  
 
    I glanced to either side of me and Neka and Akela grinned back. They wore variants of the same outfit which were similar but oh so enticingly different from what they wore to the first feast.  
 
    The swathes of fabric across their chests were the same, bands that came over their shoulders, crossed over their chests, and wrapped around the opposite hip. This time, however, the extra fabric that flowed down from their waists actually formed the bottom of their dresses. No shorts this time. The dresses cascaded down to their thighs, and the back half extended passed their knees all the way to the ground, while in the front their legs were left bare down to their pale and delicate feet. We had all forgone shoes for this occasion, in true Almort style.  
 
    Neka also wore the necklace I had gotten her from the market, the delicate silver chains glinting beautifully atop the ample curve of her cleavage. I vowed to get Akela something similar because I think the color would match her hair bewitchingly.  
 
    However, the best part of their dresses, besides their overall sexiness, was the color. It seemed Cy’lass and Slal’ops had orchestrated a small gift for the two women, because Neka’s dress was dyed the perfect shade of orange to match her hair, and Akela’s was made in the exact same hue of her amethyst eyes.  
 
    The pair had nearly stopped my heart when they walked out of the bedroom after getting dressed. Even Omni had commented on the dip in my vitals, which only caused Neka to giggle and Akela to smirk, but both of them had blushed.  
 
    Now that I got to see them like this, though, bathed in the glow of the fire, under the faint light of this planet’s perpetual starlight, my heart could barely keep up with its own frantic rhythm. They were so gorgeous, my assistant and mechanic, my crew, my women. 
 
    “Are you going to stand there all night gawking at us or are we actually going to make it to the celebrations?” Akela teased me, her head cocked to the side and her mouth tilted upward in a smirk.  
 
    Neka giggled and pressed herself against the outside of my right arm. “I don’t know,” she mused playfully, “I kind of like his slack-jawed look.” 
 
    Her tail came up and tickled at my chin. I shut my mouth with an audible click. Had I been drooling, too? Fuck, these women were going to kill me.  
 
    But what a way to go. 
 
    I shook my head to clear my thoughts of any R-rated fantasies. Not the time, but… maybe later.  
 
    I smiled at Neka and Akela and offered them both an arm. “Miladies,” I intoned with grand ceremony as I bowed to each of them in turn. “May I have the honor of escorting you to this magnificent alien feast?” 
 
    Neka beamed at me and wrapped her arms around my bicep, and her tail brushed coyly up the back of my neck. I shivered and then turned to Akela.  
 
    The silver-haired woman considered me for a moment, and I suddenly recalled when we had been in this same position weeks ago, when I offered to give her a tour of the Lacuna Noctis. The reticent mechanic hadn’t taken my arm then, but this time, she stepped forward with a shy smile and slid her arm into mine.  
 
    Even in the dark, with the flames and dancing shadows, I could see the faint flush that wound up Akela’s neck and blossomed on the apples of her cheeks.  
 
    My heart pounded in my chest, and I wanted nothing more than to kiss the mechanic, and then Neka, and just continue that cycle until we were good and tired as well as satisfied.  
 
    However, the drums beckoned me once again from the fireside, so I followed their siren’s call deeper into the grasses, my women on my arms, and the Almort flooding in around me.  
 
    It took us a while to wind our way to the largest of the bonfires. Along the way, many Almort had called out to me and gave me their congratulations. They called me ‘starman’ and clapped me on the back, or raised a glass in my direction, but for the first time, the word didn’t feel like an insult.  
 
    By the time we reached the largest fire, the smell of smoke and charring meat already had me salivating. From across the flattened grass, Cy’lass spotted me and raised his arm with a loud, chittering cry. The Almort nearest us echoed the call, and before I could blink, cups and plates were being pressed into my hands.  
 
    This feast seemed to be the most informal of all. There were no grand speeches in sight since U’eh had said all he needed to say about my Akornath. I was incredibly grateful.  
 
    Neka unwound herself from me to accept a plate heaped with fish graciously. Her wide eyes dilated with hunger, and she licked her lips repeatedly. Akela looked more interested in her glass and slid half her food onto Neka’s plate.  
 
    “She eats more than the Stuogror,” Cy’lass laughed as he approached us, gesturing to my assistant as he referenced the large beasts of burden we had seen on the way to their city.  
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment,” Neka sniffed before she slurped something with tentacles off her plate.  
 
    “As well you should,” Slal’ops said sagely as he appeared behind his prince. “The Stuogror is a majestic creature.” 
 
    I chuckled as Neka tilted her head from side to side happily, but did not stop eating. That was my cat girl.  
 
    I turned to Cy’lass and smiled at the Almort prince. “Well,” I said as I raised my glass, “here’s to making it through the week.” 
 
    I meant it as a joke, and Cy’lass did smile, but there was a seriousness in his expression. “You did well, CccT,” he told me. “My father is impressed.” 
 
    “I’ve gathered that’s not an easy thing to do,” I replied dryly, and Cy’lass clicked a short laugh.  
 
    “No,” he agreed, “it is not. But you have done it. Congratulations.” 
 
    I could feel the underlying threat of Warrick lurk beneath the surface of our conversation, I knew Cy’lass was thinking of the other broker, too, when he looked into my face, but I shoved the thought of that smug, blond prick away. Tomorrow, I’d worry about Warrick and all of his scheming. Tonight, tonight I was going to celebrate my victory with my women and the new friends that I had made.  
 
    Cy’lass raised his glass to me, and I leaned forward to clink ours together. He blinked at the unfamiliar action, but I only smiled at him.  
 
    “I couldn’t have done it alone,” I said to him vaguely as I tried to convey all my gratitude through my eyes. I might have passed this trials, but Cy’lass had really stuck his neck out for me. I don’t know what would have happened if he hadn’t secretly helped me from the shadows.  
 
    The prince seemed to understand my meaning because he inclined his head and took a pull from his glass as I took a gulp from mine.  
 
    “Is this Opalks?” I coughed as the liquid burned a path down my throat.  
 
    Cy’lass grinned, and the expression was lighter, more mischievous. “Would you really like to know?” he hissed.  
 
    I gave it a thought but ultimately shook my head. “Nah, just tell me where I can get the next round,” I quipped. 
 
    Someone tapped me on my shoulder, and I turned to find Akela grinning at me, two glass bottles of the mysterious Almort booze in her hands.  
 
    “Did you say next round?” she asked with a cocked eyebrow.  
 
    This time, I couldn’t stop myself as I chuckled and tugged her forward. I caught Akela’s laughing mouth with my own, and she tasted of smoked meat, spicy alcohol, and something sweet but sharp that was decidedly her own flavor.  
 
    When I pulled away, the mechanic’s eyes were hooded. I pecked one last kiss against her lips and then tugged one of the bottles from her lax fingers.  
 
    “Come on,” I whispered, “let’s go find a table to eat, drink, and be merry at.” 
 
    Akela narrowed her eyes at me. “Are you already drunk?” she accused.  
 
    “Not yet,” I clarified, and then decided to be serious for a moment, “I’m just… happy. Happy that we made it here, to Proxima V, that I made it through this Akornath, and that I’m here now, with you and Neka.” 
 
    I shrugged and rubbed at the back of my neck with my free hand. I wasn’t very good with this emotion stuff. “I don’t know,” I said, “I’m just happy.” 
 
    Akela smiled up at me, soft and sincere, her lilac eyes deep and fathomless and breathtakingly beautiful. “I’m happy, too,” she admitted quietly as she stepped back into my personal space. “I… didn’t think I could ever possibly be this happy. So, thank you for that.” 
 
    I shook my head and reached out to cup her cheek. “No,” I said to her honestly, “thank you. Meeting you helped me solidify a new purpose in life.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” the mechanic asked huskily, her eyes on my mouth.  
 
    I grinned down at her. “Well, it’s a multi-pronged purpose,” I explained. “The first part is actually drinking a substantial amount of this liquor tonight and then seeing if I can’t figure out how you and Neka strapped yourselves into these outfits,” I said as I swept a critical and hungry eye over her.  
 
    Akela laughed and half-heartedly slapped at my chest.  
 
    I reached up and pressed my hand against hers over my heart. “But seriously,” I went on, “I was lost when we met you on Theron. I told Neka I had a plan, and I did, but I didn’t realize how empty and revenge-filled my motivations were until I actually used my powers for good, so to speak. Helping you save Theron… honestly, Akela, you really saved me.” 
 
    The mechanic blinked up at me, and I don’t think I imagined the wet sheen to her eyes. “Gods, CT,” she sniffled as she looked away to squint into the fire. “Warn a girl, would you?” 
 
    I smiled apologetically and leaned forward to press a kiss against her forehead. “Sorry,” I said quietly, “this is all a little new to me.” 
 
    “Me too,” Akela muttered, “but I’m glad we get to figure it all out together.” 
 
    “Together,” I echoed against her temple, my breath stirring the fine silver hair there.  
 
    “CT!” Neka’s voice cried out over the music and the fire.  
 
    I glanced in the direction of her voice to see her standing beside one of the low tables laden with food. She was bouncing on her feet and pointing enthusiastically at a smoked carcass that was being carved on the table. It looked suspiciously Malog-shaped.  
 
    “We better get over there before she eats that whole thing,” I cautioned with a chuckle. Even from this distance, I could see the cat-girl’s tail lashing back and forth in anticipation.  
 
    Akela grinned and locked her arm with mine again, the bottles in our hands clinking against each other.  
 
    “Lead the way,” she said and, together, we walked over to join our sweet and starving cat girl for a well-deserved night of revelry. 
 
    Tonight we would celebrate. 
 
    Tomorrow I would begin developing the planet and building my empire. 
 
      
 
    End of Book 1 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading Planet Broker. If you enjoyed the book, please leave a quick review here. 
 
      
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
      
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that Planet Broker #2 is out. 
 
    
  
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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