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Chapter One
Ben Griminski pushed his body back into the shadows, scarcely daring to breathe. The Salvage Scalpers were climbing over the junk heap Ben was hiding in. There had been just enough time to scramble into a burned-out escape capsule before they caught sight of him with his treasure. He couldn’t help but notice the bloodstains inside the rusty wreck he was hiding in. It had been the last resort of some poor soul during the war, only to find it wasn’t enough. Either the passenger died when the pod crashed, or it had been discovered before the occupant could escape. Ben didn’t want to share the former passenger’s fate.
The Scalpers were loud, which was the only thing that had saved Ben. If they had been moving quietly, he would have been caught out in the open. Not that he was doing anything wrong. On Torrent Four, no one owned the scrapyards. The vast fields of ruined tech, crashed and shattered aircraft, broken weapons, and scrap metals stretched for miles. Occasionally an unfortunate salvage hunter came across a bomb or an undiscovered load of explosives. With so much metal, it was almost impossible not to set off the dangerous ordnance. So far, Ben had been lucky. He had found nearly everything he needed without getting hurt or caught by the Scalpers. But he didn’t believe in pushing his luck. The sooner he could find a way off Torrent Four, the better.
The Scalpers thought they owned the place, which worked in his favor. They were only interested in the salvage that came easy to them, rarely digging past the top layer of junk. What they really wanted was to catch a knowledgeable junker, raid their victim’s cache, and put them to work finding more valuables in the expansive scrapyards. Ben would never work for the Scalpers, and he would die before he gave them his ship. He had worked too hard and too long to lose her to the Scalpers, who would only rip her apart and sell the pieces.
Ben watched with a sense of relief as the filthy Scalpers moved away. He didn’t dare show himself, not until he was certain no one would see or hear him. He had a fine piece of triple-insulated shielding, which he’d pulled from the hulk of an old Osprey class transport vessel. Most of her fusion core was melted to slag, but what remained was in perfect shape for Ben’s needs. He had cut it loose with an ancient angle grinder and was making his way back to his own ship when the Scalpers came tromping toward him.
Crawling out from the crashed escape pod that was mostly covered with junk, Ben felt a renewed sense of fear. It was impossible to move through the mounds of metal, carbon fiber, ceramic heat shield panels, and jumbled wires without making noise. He wasn’t a coward, but the thought of losing his ship was more than he could bear. He moved quietly out from hiding and was just getting to his feet when a whistle sounded.
Ben turned and saw a straggler pointing at him. The Scalper was dressed in rags, his hands so dirty they looked like he was wearing dark gloves. The Scalper continued blowing the whistle, and Ben didn’t wait to see the rest of the Scalpers come running. He knew they would follow him, and the only hope he had was speed. If he could be far enough ahead of the thieves, he might be able to hide again.
Running across a field of scrap metal, junk, and old space ships was difficult under any conditions, but Ben didn’t have time to watch where he was going. His boots slid and fumbled across the shifting mounds of metal, which clanked and scraped loudly behind him.
As Ben topped a small hill of junk, he risked a backward glance. Just as he feared, the group of Salvage Scalpers was running to catch up. Fear mixed with desperation pushed Ben forward. He jumped down the small hill and landed on the cracked window of an ancient land vehicle. He could feel the glass giving way beneath him, and he flung his body forward, barely escaping the trap in the mounds of junk on the massive scrapyard.
He scrambled to his feet and kept running. Ben knew the section of scrapyard he was in. His ship, an old Kestrel class vessel, was buried in junk not far away, but he couldn’t risk hiding there. He needed to lure the Scalpers away from his prize, so he turned to the right, racing around an old aviation tower that was leaning precariously over the junk field. He ran so hard, it felt as if his heart would break through his ribcage and leap from his chest. Eventually, he found the cab of an old transport and looked back over his shoulder. The Scalpers were nowhere in sight, so he climbed through the broken window and huddled on the rusted out floorboard.
The seats of the transport were gone, as was most of the old analog dials and gauges. Retro tech was in high demand. The dashboard had been torn away, leaving loose wiring hanging down like the grotesque entrails of a giant robot. Ben pressed himself against the door, lodging his head under the vehicle’s steering column. His breath came in ragged gasps as he tried to calm himself down, and he listened for any sounds of the Scalpers.
It was quiet for a long time, and Ben liked to think that he had simply outrun the thieves. The Scalpers weren’t known to be in great shape, but then neither was Ben. He only ran when he was being chased. Building was his forte, not strength or speed. He was a master at restoring things, and he marveled at the ingenuity of his ancestors.
Torrent Four was a junk world, but it hadn’t always been so. Long ago, before the war, before Ben had been born and abandoned by his parents, Torrent Four was a thriving world full of industry and art. The citizens were proud and stubborn. Even in the face of the Royal Imperium’s overwhelming forces, they had refused to give in to the big government’s demands. And in return, the Imperium Fleet had slagged the entire planet. None of the towering buildings from before the war still stood. Vast junk fields covered most of the landmasses. Clean water was hard to come by. Food was handed down by the Royal Imperium in the form of tasteless protein bricks. And the air was choked with debris and the effects of heavy bombardment.
It made Ben sad to think how far the planet had fallen, but it didn’t hamper his desire to leave. He wasn’t the type to stick around and try to rebuild from the ashes, even though rebuilding was like art to him. His heart was in the stars. Nothing could be better, at least in his mind, than the freedom of his own ship. And the Modulus Echo was his ship. He didn’t own her, simply because she was scrapped decades ago. But he had found her, and spent years restoring her. His sweat equity had, in his mind, given him the rights to her, and he was almost finished with the restoration.
As the sun began to set and the shadows grew long, Ben ventured a glance out the broken window. There was no sign of the Scalpers, but Ben feared they were simply waiting for him to appear. He decided to wait until full dark before coming out of his hiding place. After squirming quietly for a few minutes just to get the blood flowing through his legs and numb backside again, he settled to wait for nightfall.



Chapter 2
Darkness didn’t bother Ben. There was just enough starlight that he could navigate the mounds of rusted metal. Torrent Four’s shattered moon hung like a ghostly reminder of the terrible losses of war. A large chunk of the moon had been blasted away, but the debris was caught in its orbit to form a luminous ring around the disfigured celestial body.
Ben took it all in stride. He was born after the war, his parents disappearing before he was fifteen. With no prospects, Ben had turned to the salvage fields, teaching himself how to build things and learning his craft from the ruined tech that littered the planet. Slowly, over a decade, he had discovered that the old gear spoke to him. There was a logic and order to the way things were made. He could disassemble a device, find what was broken, and put it all back together again. It was almost second nature to Ben, just like the mounds of trash and trails that made up the section of the salvage yard he called home.
Eventually, he came to a ridge of junk, a long mound that ran hundreds of yards in either direction. He climbed to the summit, which was forty feet from the surface of the salvage yard. From there, on a clear day, he could see a mile in every direction. At night, he could only see a short way, but it was enough to ensure he wasn’t being followed and there were no other scrappers nearby.
He made his way down the other side of the ridge and slipped between two old water containers. Both had cracked like dried-out egg shells over time. From between them, Ben saw the hatch of his ship, the Modulus Echo. He had to climb up several feet and then slip down through the crack to get inside, but as soon as his feet hit the deck, a light came on beside him. It was a motion-activated lantern he had picked up and put back together. He walked through the cargo bay and up the stairs to the main level of the ship. Nancy Josslyn sat at a computer terminal. Not a holographic, gesture and voice-activated, bio-computer, but an old-fashioned binary computer with a keyboard. The display was built into the ship’s console station and showed a diagnostic of the ship’s systems.
“Evening, Nance,” Ben said.
“Is it?” Nancy replied. “I’ve been working and lost track of time.”
“Well, that’s good, I suppose.”
“Where have you been?”
“Hiding from Scalpers,” Ben replied. “I finally found the shielding I needed to complete the fusion containment chamber.”
“So we can bring all systems to full power?”
“If we can get the Zexum. Once I finish the fusion reactor, all we have left is to get the hydro-generator up and running.”
“And find a pilot.”
“I’ve got a lead on that.”
Nancy leaned back in her seat and stretched. She wore thick, bulky clothing that hid her diminutive figure. Her hair was tied neatly back in a bun, and she wore no makeup. Nance, as Ben preferred to call her, was a no-nonsense type of person. She lived through her computers and was just as talented at hacking and programming as Ben was at restoring machines.
“Better not wait too long. Running power from the auxiliary batteries isn’t optimal. They could go kaput at any time, you know.”
“So you keep telling me,” Ben said. “Anything else go wrong while I was out?”
“No, I got the solid state drives wiped and debugged the operating system. The system is slow, but fully functional. Navigation, coms, and engineering can all be accessed from here.”
“We’re close,” Ben said excitedly. “I can feel it. Are you hungry?”
“I could eat,” Nance said, turning back to her computer screen.
Ben grinned. His partner was nothing if not predictable. He might have hoped for a more active sidekick, but Nance was fully invested in the project. She was quiet, almost a recluse, but that didn’t bother him. Like Ben, she wanted desperately to escape Torrent Four, but her skills were different from his own. Getting up and preparing a meal for the two of them simply wouldn’t occur to her. There was work to be done at her computer and she would spend every waking hour doing that work, even to the detriment of her own health.
He walked up the stairs to the upper level of the ship, which was open in the center with a food prep station and long banquet table. Above the kitchen and mess area, the hull was made of transparent steel so that the open space on the upper level served as an observation deck. It was surrounded by small cabins, which Ben hoped to refurbish one day, but the crew quarters were a higher priority to him.
He unwrapped the vacuum seal on a protein brick. The protein was manufactured and tasteless, just a lump of moldable food that would stay good for decades if the vacuum seal wasn’t broken. They were the main food source on Torrent Four—cheap, easy to get, transport, prepare, and keep. The difficulty came in obtaining spices or flavor packs. They were much more rare and exponentially more expensive. It was rumored that with the right spices and seasonings, a chef could turn a protein brick into a gourmet meal. To Ben and Nance, it was simply fuel their bodies needed. He had artificial seasoning packs, which didn’t taste like real food, but did give the protein brick flavor. He cut the brick in two, sprinkled it with a powder that claimed to be pizza flavoring, and stuck them in the processing unit.
While the protein warmed, Ben checked their water stores. They had just under ten gallons left of potable water. Once they had enough pure oxygen and hydrogen, they could manufacture drinking water. But the hydro-generator needed a magnetic coupler, which he had yet to find in the vast scrapyard. Once he had it, they would be ready to take the Echo into space. All they would need was a supply of Zexum, which would serve as fuel for the fusion reactor, and Ben had a feeling he knew exactly where to get the rare element. He forced himself not to look ahead. They still needed the hydro-generator working and a competent pilot they could trust. Only then would Ben consider uncovering the ship from the mounds of scrap that hid her in vast salvage yard.
The processor chirped, signaling that their meal was ready. Ben grabbed their clean sporks, filled two steel water bottles, and put all the food on a tray. He carried the meal down to where Nance was working, and they ate without talking. When they finished, there was more work to do, then they could get a few hours of sleep before they made plans to do it all over again the next day.



Chapter 3
“You flying today, Kimbo?”
“I fly every day, Squatter,” Kim Beaudry said.
They were in the canyons in one of the taverns known to cater to kite flyers. Squatter wasn’t a flyer, but he made a living organizing races.
“Mavrik’s back. And looking for revenge,” Squatter said. “I could set up a head-to-head if you’re interested. There should be some heavy action with your history.”
“I’ll race anybody, any time, you know that,” Kim said.
“Good, I was hoping you’d sign on.”
He walked away, and Kim looked back out the large windows. The canyons were beautiful in a way, but all Kim saw were the dangers. Deep, narrow channels that funnel winds that made flying difficult under normal conditions. Racing through the canyons took nerve, skill, and a healthy dose of luck. Kim had the skill, and nothing could keep her from flying, but she knew that sooner or later her luck would run out. One bad crash would be enough to cripple her for life, or worse yet, kill her. Still, she would rather die flying than live a long life but never leave the ground.
The footsteps approaching were unmistakable. Kim felt her skin begin to crawl even before she heard the deep, gravelly voice or smelled Ray Gan’s perpetually sour odor.
“Hello, Kimberly,” the fat tavern owner said. “It’s good to see you.”
“My name is Kim, not Kimberly.”
“Why do you despise being a woman?” Ray Gan asked. “A girl as lovely as you could make a good life for herself.”
She had expected the fat man to make his pitch. He did every time she went into his tavern, and each time she rejected him. It was familiar, but not welcome. Kim wished the dirty, smelly man would go away and leave her alone, but if she wanted to fly in the canyon races, she couldn’t insult him.
“You know, I think you’re good enough to fly for the Imperium Fleet,” he said.
“I know I am,” Kim said, feeling unnerved.
Joining the Fleet Academy was her dream. She wanted nothing more than to leave Torrent Four and spend her life flying fast attack craft for the Imperium Fleet. She wasn’t a patriot, and could care less about politics. All she wanted was to fly.
“I have some contacts,” Ray Gan said. “You know, I might be willing to put your name forward for consideration. Maybe even pay for your entrance exams.”
“Yeah, and what would I have to do for you?” Kim asked.
“Is it too much to ask that you show a little appreciation?”
“You mean be your lover?” Kim whirled around to face the fat tavern owner. He had a huge stomach and fat rolls around his neck. His thin hair was greasy, his teeth were coated in something that Kim didn’t recognize, and his small, piggish eyes ran up and down as he stared at her.
“There is a lot to be gained, Kimberly. I ask for so little in return.”
“No,” Kim said. “I’ll get to the Fleet my own way.”
“Perhaps,” Ray Gan said. “If you don’t end up dead in the canyons first.”
She turned away as tears suddenly flooded her eyes. The futility of her life galled her. She was young, talented, ambitious, and hardworking. But she didn’t have the connections, or the money, to be considered for the flight academy. Even so, she would never give herself to Ray Gan or anyone else for a chance to chase her dreams. If that was the cost, it was too high and Kim refused to pay it.
“Well, if you change your mind, sweetheart. Just come find me,” Ray Gan said as he heaved himself back onto his feet. “My door is always open to you.”
Kim raised her hand to acknowledge the offer but knew she would never accept it. A horn sounded, signaling another race. Behind her the patrons grew rowdy. They were watching the high-resolution hologram displays that showed the views from the race cameras mounted onto each pilot’s kite.
Kim watched through the windows as a second horn blasted away, signaling the start of the race. Five pilots leaped from a platform over the tavern and dropped into the canyon. The kits were large gliders, built from aluminum with silk sails stretched between the frame to catch the wind. The pilots hung beneath the kits, some fifteen to twenty feet below the gliders. Kim watched as the air currents in the canyons propelled the fliers away and out of sight.
Somewhere, Squatter was taking bets on the race, holding markers and wads of credit slips. Kim felt as if she might be sick. The odds were against the pilots. If they didn’t get injured, or wreck their kites, they only made money if they won the race. Sometimes the fliers got desperate, and that often led to bad choices with deadly consequences.



Chapter 4
Ben felt vulnerable out of the scrapyards, but he needed one final part to complete his work on the Kestrel class transport ship. And while he might be able to find it eventually among the scraps of old wrecks, it would be much quicker to trade for the part in the Boneyard.
Like most planets, Torrent Four had a variety of industries. Survival was the highest priority on the junk world, and while some found security in gangs like the Salvage Scalpers, others made a living trading goods. Ben carried three working emergency water filters, each with a rechargeable battery. Any of the devices was worth more than a magnetic coupler, but Ben wasn’t taking any chances.
The Boneyard was a trading post, nothing more than an open area on a cracked and crumbling paved lot. The regulars had built a few booths to protect their goods and keep the weather off them. Others spread their modest hauls out onto blankets or just set them on the ground. Some were selling refurbished gear, but others sold weapons, food seasoning, drugs, and even a few children. Slavery was a fact of life on Torrent Four. Parents often couldn’t feed themselves and their children. It wasn’t unusual to see a poor couple selling their children in hopes of a better life.
Ben didn’t need weapons, and he only used medicinal drugs sparingly. What he needed was gear, and he had a good reputation with the more established traders as someone who could bring them working tech that they, in turn, could sell for a profit. Ben was halfway across the Boneyard, headed for his favorite merchant, an older man named Victor, when a group of Scalpers blocked his path.
“Look who it is,” said one of the gang members. Ben couldn’t tell if the speaker was male or female. They had half their head shaved and wore a thick overcoat.
“Yeah, we know you,” said another, a gruff man with a thick beard. “Seen you around the salvage yard, we have.”
“I’m here to see Victor,” Ben said. “I’m not looking for trouble.”
“There’s always trouble,” said the half-bald Scalper. “And this is our market. You haven’t paid an entry fee.”
“Or a trading fee,” the bearded man added.
Ben held up his hands as his heart beat wildly in his chest. “I don’t have anything but a few trade items.”
“You’ve got gear you stole from our salvage yard,” said the bearded man.
“Word gets around,” said the balding gang member. “You’re the one they call Ben. It’s time you put in some effort for the common good.”
“No,” Ben said. “I keep to myself. Now, please, let me pass.”
“He’s got spirit, I’ll give him that,” the half-bald gang member said.
“But not much in the way of brains,” said the bearded man. “Take him. Let’s see what he’s carrying.”
Ben turned to run, but he only made it a few steps before one of the gang members kicked his leg. It flew back into his other foot and he fell. His body jarred against the pavement, the skin on his hands scuffed painfully.
The gang members were laughing as one put a dirty boot on the back of Ben’s head, pinning his face to the ground. Another pulled at the tail of his jacket and began to search him. The water filters were tucked into the interior pockets of the jacket, and he also carried several tools in the wide cargo pouches of his pants.
“Stop!” Ben shouted angrily. “I didn’t do anything.”
“That’s the problem,” the bearded man snarled. “You ain’t contributing. That’s an oversight we aim to correct.”
Ben was looking up at the bearded man when another man stepped up and hit the gang member hard with the palm of his hand, driving it straight into the face of the unsuspecting gang member who was knocked off his feet. The pressure on Ben’s neck ended abruptly as the person with the half-shaved head charged at the newcomer.
The stranger spun quickly and snapped out a kick that took the balding Scalper off her feet. She landed hard on the ground, and Ben saw that she was female. In her hand was a small blade of some kind. Rolling to his knees Ben saw the stranger dodge away from another gang member who was swinging a metal pipe. A fourth member of the Scalpers caught the stranger from behind and attempted to hold him while the man with a pipe moved in.
Ben grabbed the blade from the half-bald woman and dove toward the man with the pipe. He managed to stab the man in the thigh, then roll away. The man with the pipe screamed and dropped his weapon. Blood flowed down his leg as the man tried to pull the weapon free.
The stranger didn’t seem concerned about the man holding him. He just leaned forward, then threw his head back. The collision of the back of the stranger’s head into the gang member’s nose shattered bone and teeth. His lips split open, and blood gushed from his ruined nose. The stranger bent suddenly at the waist and flung the man over his back. The gang member flew into his companion with the ruined legs and both fell to the ground.
Ben was on his feet finally, and he hurried to the stranger’s side. The Scalpers were all on the ground, and Ben realized that everyone else in the Boneyard was watching. He grabbed the stranger’s arm.
“Let’s get out of here,” Ben said.
They both hurried away from the scene of the fight and took refuge behind a small junk pile on the side of the road. Ben looked at his hands. They were red and raw in places. His hip hurt, as did his neck, but he wasn’t injured.
“You okay?” Ben asked the stranger, who was tall and had broad shoulders.
The stranger nodded, wiping at the blood on the back of his head.
“I’m Ben.”
“Magnum,” the stranger said in a raspy voice.
“Thanks for your help. I don’t know why the Scalpers were after me.”
Magnum shrugged his shoulders. Ben couldn’t tell if the gesture meant that helping him was no big deal, or if his new friend simply didn’t know what the gang of Salvage Scalpers were up to.
Ben moved over to watch the road. It took a while, but eventually the bloodied gang moved away from the Boneyard. They seemed more than happy to just get away, with no intention of looking for Ben or Magnum. Watching them head the opposite direction from where Ben and Magnum were hiding caused the young engineer to breathe a sigh of relief.
“Looks like they’re leaving,” he said as he turned back to Magnum. “Let’s give them a few minutes before going back.”
The big man nodded. He had short hair, stubble on his jaw, and the skin under his eyes was dark as if he hadn’t slept well. His clothes were dirty, which wasn’t unusual, but also in need of mending. Clothes, like everything else on Torrent Four, were hard to come by, and most people cared for them diligently. Magnum had dark grease stains on his hands and around his fingernails.
“You work on things?” Ben asked. “Repairs and such?”
“Weapons,” Magnum said.
He reached into his coat and pulled out a gun. It was obviously pieced together from several weapons, but it was clean. For a moment Ben thought Magnum was going to point it at him, but instead he held it the flat of his hands as if displaying the weapon.
“Wow, you did that?” Ben asked. “You built it?”
Magnum nodded.
“May I hold it?”
Magnum nodded again and Ben picked the gun up. It was heavy, but it felt good as he wrapped his fingers around the handle. He was careful not to point it near Magnum and kept his finger off the trigger. Ben had often thought he should get a gun, but weapons were rare in the salvage yard. And while he felt certain he could tinker with one and get it working, it seemed Magnum was an expert.
Ben handed the gun back to the bigger man.
“It’s a beauty,” he said.
Magnum nodded, and a smile creased his wide face.
“Let’s head back to the Boneyard,” Ben said.
He got slowly to his feet and Magnum stayed with him as they walked back. The market seemed unfazed by the violence and while it seemed a bit odd that Magnum stayed close to Ben, the smaller man didn’t really mind. He felt safer with the big fighter close by.
At Victor’s booth, the merchant smiled at Ben.
“Your friend saved your bacon,” he said with a chuckle.
“Tell me about it,” Ben said. “Victor, this is Magnum. He’s a gunsmith.”
“Hello, Magnum. It’s nice to meet you,” the merchant said. “What are you looking for, Ben?”
“A magnetic coupler.”
“Oh, yes, very nice. I don’t have one, but I hear Augustus does. I suppose you’re trading?”
“Sure,” Ben said.
“What have you got?”
Nick pulled one of the water filters from his coat pocket and handed it to Victor.
“Well, this is really nice,” Victor said. “Does the battery work?”
“It’s not new, but it’s fully charged.”
“I could take it off your hands,” Victor said. “Give you a stack of protein bricks.”
“Maybe,” Ben said. “I’ve got a couple more on me, but I’ve got to make the trade for the coupler.”
“Good luck. You know Augustus is a tightfisted bastard.”
“I’ll do my best.”
Ben started to turn away, but Magnum put a hand on his arm, then pointed at the stack of protein bricks.
“Hungry,” he said.
“Looks like your friend wants to make a deal,” Victor said.
“Show him your gun,” Ben said. “Victor will give you a fair price.”
Magnum shook his head. He reached into his jacket, which was ripped at the shoulders and looked too small on the big man. He pulled out the gun and held it out to Ben, butt first.
“What? I can’t take your gun.”
Magnum nodded, and there was a pleading looking in his eyes.
“I guess we could trade,” Ben said.
Magnum smiled and pointed to the stack of protein bricks.
“You want the food, eh?” Victor said. “Let me see the gun.”
“Wait a second,” Ben said. “Magnum, have you got someplace to go? A family? Friends?”
The big man looked down at the ground. Ben had never considered himself to be a people person, but it seemed clear enough that Magnum was embarrassed.
“Keep your gun,” Ben said, handing it back to him before turning to Victor with the emergency water filter. “We’ll take the protein.”
“You sure?”
Ben glanced at his new friend. “Positive.”



Chapter 5
Ben had heard of people eating raw protein in extreme cases. Magnum wasn’t a big communicator, but it was obvious that he was hungry. The big man ripped open the first protein brick and bit off a chunk of the dense food base.
“Been a while since you’ve had a meal, I guess,” Ben said. “You can keep that protein. I’ve got more, and really, you saved my skin. It’s the least I can do.”
Magnum nodded, his mouth full of the dry, unseasoned protein. They walked over to another booth. The merchant sitting inside was ancient. His eyes were open but didn’t seem to move even as the pair of customers approached. He sat perfectly still. Ben couldn’t tell if he was breathing.
“Augustus,” Ben said tentatively.
“You were almost slagged by those gangbangers,” the old merchant said with a chuckle. “I wouldn’t give half a credit for your chances with the Scalpers.”
“Thanks for your help,” Ben said sarcastically.
“You don’t live as long as I have by sticking your nose into other people’s business.”
“Speaking of business, do you have a magnetic coupler?” Ben asked.
“Who’s your friend? He saved your life, that’s for certain.”
“This is Magnum. Do you have the coupler or do I need to look elsewhere?”
“What do you have for trade?” Augustus asked.
“Emergency water filters.”
“Ultraviolet or heat?”
“Both,” Ben said, trying not to smile.
Negotiation, Ben had learned, was a tricky art to master. He had learned to read the person he was bartering with more than the items being traded. There was no subjective scale of value, only what a person was willing to part with. Augustus needed to feel like he was getting the better end of any deal he was involved with. A fair trade didn’t interest him in the least. Ben knew the water filters were good trade items. Clean water was scarce on Torrent Four, which made travel difficult. The merchants in the Boneyard could always trade a water filter, especially a powered filter with a working battery.
“It’s no good to me without a battery,” Augustus said.
“You probably have more batteries than anyone in the district,” Ben replied.
“That may be, but I have a purpose for every one of them. I’ve got a magnetic coupler. It’s in good shape too. But you’ll need to bring me more than scrap if you want to trade.”
“My filter works,” Ben said.
“Not without a battery.”
“It has a battery,” Ben said, pulling the water filter from his pocket. “Fully charged.”
Augustus’s face twitched slightly. It was the only sign of emotion on the old merchant. Ben suppressed his own smile. He had the older man’s interest, but they were still a long way from having a deal. Augustus obviously wanted the water filter, but he wouldn’t settle for an even trade. He always wanted more.
“So you say,” Augustus said.
“Try it out,” Ben replied. “I’m in no hurry. I’m sure Magnum could use a drink.”
The big man grunted, his mouth still full of the protein he was eating. Augustus took the filter. It was the first movement he had made. He gave the small filter a quick visual inspection, then powered it on to check the battery power. Everything worked and Ben suppressed another smile. He could see the desire in the merchant’s eyes. A powered emergency filter was highly sought after, especially with a battery. Ben still had half a dozen of them back in the Echo, but he was willing to part with the three he had in order to get a working magnetic coupler.
Augustus picked up a rusty looking container from the bench behind where he sat. There was water inside. Ben wasn’t sure how contaminated it was, but it didn’t look clean as the old man poured it into the filter.
“If this takes more than a minute, it’s worthless,” Augustus said.
“My gear always works, Augustus. You know that.”
“There’s a first time for everything,” the old merchant said. “I can get a dozen of these at the big market for my coupler.”
Ben wanted to laugh, but he knew Augustus was prideful. If he insulted the older merchant, it would make reaching a deal more difficult. Augustus was lying, of course, and inflating the value of his merchandise. It was a standard negotiating tactic, but Ben wasn’t about to let him get away with it. The big market was a week’s walk from the Boneyard, near the district headquarters building. August rarely made the trip, preferring to pedal his goods where he had less competition.
“Don’t be daft,” he said. “I know the value of my gear. And this isn’t the big market. My filter for your coupler is a fair deal.”
“Hardly,” Augustus said. “Working couplers are rare tech. You won’t find another in the Boneyard.”
“And you won’t find another buyer here either,” Ben replied. “My guess is you can move the water filter today.”
“Don’t try to tell me my business, boy.”
“Fine,” Ben said. “I’ll find another coupler.”
“Hardly. Victor doesn’t have one. I saw you talking to him. So you know I’m right. These junk dealers wouldn’t know a working coupler from a sanitation converter.”
“So let’s trade,” Ben urged the merchant. 
“One water filter isn’t enough,” Augustus declared. “Now stop wasting my time.”
“You’re insane,” Ben said.
“Maybe, maybe not. But I have the coupler, and if you want it you need more than this.”
He handed the filter back to Ben, who removed the water reservoir and handed it to Magnum. The big man sniffed the water, took a small sip, then chugged the rest.
“I told you it works,” Ben said.
“It isn’t enough,” Augustus insisted.
“Fine, but you’re putting me in a bad situation here,” Ben said, trying to sound desperate and not just frustrated. “I have another, but it’s my personal filter. I can give you the battery from it. That’s an emergency filter with two batteries for your coupler. Anyone knows that’s more than fair.”
“Hardly,” sniffed Augustus. “What would I do with a spare battery?”
“You said earlier that a filter is worthless without one. I’m offering you two.”
“I want both filters,” the merchant insisted.
“That’s insane,” Ben said. “Let me see your coupler. I doubt it even works.”
August reached under the counter, his eyes never leaving Ben’s steady gaze. His hands returned with a simple looking cylinder with electromagnetic coils on either end.
“May I?” Ben asked, holding out his hand.
“Let me see the second filter,” Augustus said.
Ben pulled his last filter from the interior pocket of his coat and set it on the edge of the merchant’s counter. Augustus nodded, and Ben picked up the coupler. It looked to be in good working order, but there was no way to test it. He would have to take it back to the ship, install it in the hydro-generator, and power the system on to see if it could actually combine hydrogen and oxygen into water molecules. He checked the wiring. Each coil was tightly wrapped with hundreds of threads of copper. Nothing looked frayed.
“Okay, I’ll take it,” Ben said.
Augustus had already taken the second filter and looked it over. It was in working order, but the reservoir was dented in a few places, and the battery housing was scuffed.
“This is junk,” the merchant grumbled.
“It works just fine,” Ben replied.
“It’s not up to my standards.”
Ben wanted to laugh. He knew the old merchant didn’t have standards. He would trade away his children if he liked the deal.
“It’s all I have,” Ben said.
“Your friend has protein bricks. Give me three of them and you’ve got a deal.”
Anger boiled up in Ben, but he didn’t reply. Instead, he turned toward Magnum and led the larger man several feet away from the old merchant’s booth. Magnum looked at Ben with uncertainty in his eyes.
“Look, I know you’re hungry. And I really have no right to ask for those protein bricks, but I need them,” Ben said.
Magnum held the bars of simple food out to him. There was no hesitation, and Ben could sense the trust the larger man had in him. A trust that was unearned and in many ways unwise. They didn’t really know each other. The only thing Ben had done for Magnum was trade for food so that the bigger man might eat. And that was only after Magnum had saved Ben’s life.
“I have more protein bricks,” Ben said, taking the three he needed from Magnum. “I’ll repay as soon as we get out of here.”
“Okay,” Magnum said with a crooked smile.
“Okay,” Ben replied. “Thanks.”
He turned back to the booth and set the protein bricks on the counter. “It’s a deal.”



Chapter 6
Kim was in the air and nothing else mattered. Not the fact that she didn’t have a permanent home or a future, or even enough credits to keep her fed until her next race. All that mattered was the air currents keeping her aloft and the winding canyon she was racing through.
Kite racing was difficult and dangerous. The air currents in the slot canyons were strong enough to keep her aloft for miles at a time, but just getting to the finish line before she landed was only half the challenge. Speed was what she needed. Speed meant keeping her kite in the heart of the wind, which often swirled dangerously close to the canyon walls. If she wasn’t careful, the wind that hurled her through the air could slam her into the stone walls of the canyon with bone-shattering force.
She hung twenty feet below her kite in a simple body harness. Lines from her arms and legs controlled the angle of the kite, which in turn pulled her along and created the perfect amount of drag to keep the kite stable. It was the cheapest way to get into the air. Kites were relatively easy to construct. The silk skins could be recycled, patched, mended, and reused. The aluminum frames were easy enough to fabricate if one was willing to spend a little time in the salvage yards. In Kim’s mind, it was the simplest form of piloting, but it got her into the air, which was all she cared about.
Kim lived to fly. Every hour not spent in the air was spent daydreaming about flying various types of craft. Some were simple transports, others were elite military ships. She wanted to fly them all. She wanted to rise to the very threshold of atmospheric flight, then break through into outer space. Someday, she promised herself, she would find a way to get off the ground permanently and show the Royal Imperium that they were fools not to take her into their precious fleet.
Of course, she still dreamed of finding a way to make it into the fleet. If she could get an opportunity to take the entrance exam, she was certain she would be admitted. And once she was in, she would be the best of the best. Nothing would be denied her if only she could find a way in.
Her kite was caught in a thermal updraft, which shot her upward and sent her body flying past the kite. Below her, two other pilots shot ahead in the race. Frustration colored her vision red, but she knew she couldn’t panic. Nor could she force her kite back into order. She had to let momentum run its course. If she wasn’t careful, the kite would slam into her and she would fall to her death. And if she pushed the kite forward too soon, her lines would go slack as she neared the kite, making it impossible to steer. The resulting jolt when she dropped would send her plummeting and cost her even more time in the race.
Time was the most important factor in kite racing. She had almost no time to think and even less time for mistakes. Still, she had to wait, had to give the kite the precious few seconds it needed to right itself before she jumped back into the flow of the race. For a moment, she was weightless as her upward momentum stopped and the kite flipped back in front of her. In that fraction of a second, she could fully imagine herself in an Imperium Fleet fast-attack vessel, drifting through space.
Just as suddenly as the thermal updraft had flipped her upward, she was caught by a sudden gust of wind that sent her flying forward again. She had to tug hard on her left handline to keep from slamming into the canyon wall, and as she slewed around the bend in the canyon, she caught sight of the two flyers who had shot ahead of her. They were close, and close in kite racing was dangerous.
If she got too close to another flyer, they could get tangled in one another’s lines. Each kite caught the wind, which propelled it forward, but the wide silk sails created a void directly behind them. If Kim got too close to the other flyers, they would drop toward the ground or suddenly lose speed and cause a collision. Kim had to decide if she would fly higher or lower than a person in front of her. Going around to the side was difficult and dangerous, since the wind was strongest in certain channels and the canyons often narrowed without warning. Two flyers running side by side would almost certainly crash.
Kim was already higher than the leaders, so she stayed elevated. The winds were strongest near the top of the canyons, but much more dangerous. They could rip a kite to shreds, snap a line, or gust so hard that the kite would spin out of control. The results were the same, a dead pilot. And while her life seemed desperately unfair at times, she didn’t want to die. She wanted to win.
The wind pushed her forward, running one way, then another, with no way to predict what it might do. Kim’s greatest strength lay in her ability to change with the wind. She let it guide her, and it almost never failed to pay off.
The second-place pilot was too conservative to hold his position. Kim shot over him easily enough, but the leader was going for broke. As Kim drifted down into the canyon, she was slightly above the leader, but several hundred feet behind him. The race was nearly over. The canyon was opening up. The towering walls grew farther apart and there was a series of flags in the distance marking the finishing line.
Second place was respectable in a kite race, but it brought no money, no glory, and no satisfaction to Kim. She caught a stronger current and edged closer to the leader, but there wasn’t enough time to overtake him.
Kim started to curse her bad luck. She had been in the lead the entire race until the updraft caught her off guard. But before she voiced her frustrations, a dangerous crosswind pushed her toward the canyon wall. It took all her strength and coordination to pay off the crosswind from her kite’s sail, adjust her momentum, and stay off the wall. Her body swung toward the rocky cliffside as her kite adjusted to the wind and moved back toward the center of the canyon. She was close enough to see the strata in the rock—hard, unyielding, just waiting to shatter her bones and peel the flesh from her body.
The leader wasn’t as lucky as Kim. He tried to adjust his kite, but corrected too late. His body was flung into the wall below her. She saw him crash into the rock. It would have been a glancing blow, perhaps nothing more than a bad abrasion, but the pilot’s body spun, tangling his lines and sending his kite plummeting down toward the canyon floor.
Fortunately, Kim didn’t see the fatal crash. She shot ahead, racing toward the finish line. The third-place flyer was back in second and pushing hard to overtake Kim, but she held onto the lead and won the race. Exhilaration mingled with fear. Kim hated to see a flyer go down, even if it resulted in her winning the race. She felt lucky just to be alive as she glided down. The canyons emptied over a large field that littered with downed ships from the war. It wasn’t as junky as the vast salvage yards where the piles of wreckage were sometimes seventy or eighty feet deep, but it was enough to remind her again that the end for most pilots wasn’t pretty. She circled, descending slowly. There was victory waiting for her on the ground. She would be celebrated by the fortunate gamblers who had bet on her. Free food, drinks, a very narrow cut of the action, but it was nothing compared to the thrill of flying. She tried to let go of the terror of seeing the leader crash, but it lingered, spoiling her victory.
Death, she knew, was waiting for just one mistake, and sooner or later she was bound to make it. When that day came, she hoped it ended fast.



Chapter 7
Ben would have welcomed Magnum back to the Echo even if he didn’t feel obligated to repay him. In the back of his mind, Ben had been thinking that the big man, who obviously had a talent for fighting and was a capable gunsmith, would be an asset to their crew. They still needed a pilot, of course, that was the most pressing need as long as the magnetic coupler he’d traded for actually worked.
Ben knew that getting off the planet was really just the first step to successfully living a life off the grid the way he desired. Smuggling was a respectable trade, if not exactly legal, but certainly a way to keep flying. The Royal Imperium relied upon smugglers, whether they admitted to it or not. Smugglers did more to keep world populations thriving than anything the Fleet did. It was a mutually beneficial arrangement, even if the Imperium officially forbade blockade runners and smuggling of any kind.
They got back to the old Kestrel class space ship just before dark. Magnum followed Ben without question, like a stray puppy. Oddly enough, while Magnum acted as though Ben was taking care of him, it was the bigger man who had kept Ben from being robbed and probably held captive by the Scalpers. They slipped into the ship and Ben powered up the lantern.
“Home sweet home,” Ben said to his new friend.
Magnum looked around the ship in wonder. It wasn’t a new ship. The metal walls were a rusty red that blended into the shadows. Ben led the way forward.
“This is the cargo bay. And the engineering section is down here. But we’re going upstairs. I’ll introduce you to Nance, then we can cook some dinner. How’s that sound?”
“Good,” Magnum said. The word came out more like a grunt than true communication.
Ben climbed the stairs and found Nancy on the bridge, working at her computer station right where he’d left her at dawn.
“Nancy Josslyn, meet Magnum,” Ben said. “He saved me from some Scalpers at the Boneyard.”
Nancy looked up at the big man with a mixture of fear and awe. She was small, and Magnum was large. Neither spoke, but both looked at one another and seemed to communicate without a word. After a minute of silence, Ben nodded.
“Okay, so this is the bridge, obviously,” he said. “The galley is upstairs. Follow me.”
Magnum followed without a word, and before Ben reached the stairs he heard Nance’s fingers tapping away on the old-fashioned keyboard.
“Crew lounge is over there,” Ben continued his tour. “Sick bay is on the opposite side. Most of the medical components aren’t functional yet, but that’s a secondary priority at the moment.”
They made their way to the upper level. Most of the observation windows were covered with junk, but there were a couple of open places. The stars were beginning to shimmer overhead, and Magnum looked up and smiled.
“Not too bad, huh?” Ben said as he cut open a protein brick. “I’ve got auxiliary power working, so we can test the ship’s systems. The computer is old but functioning, thanks to Nance. You like Chinese, I hope. This isn’t great, but it’s a whole lot better than raw protein.”
Ben prepared their meal and poured three tall nugs of water. It had been a long time since he’s splurged on wine or even water flavors. There was a single can of soda stowed in the back of the galley storage bin, but he was saving that for their maiden voyage.
Magnum ate ravenously and drank four mugs of water. Ben was surprised but figured it took more fuel to keep a big man like Magnum at full speed.
“Look, I know we don’t know each other all that well,” Ben said when Magnum had finished eating. “And you may be looking to move on, but if you aren’t, you could stay here. We could use someone like you.”
“Stay here?” Magnum asked.
“Well, hopefully we’re going to get her flying again soon,” Ben said. “I’ve got an idea for a pilot. All we need is to get some Zexum for the fusion drive and we’re in business. You ever think of getting off Torrent Four?”
Magnum shrugged his shoulders.
“Well, I do,” Ben said. “This is the Modulus Echo, she’s a Kestrel class transport vessel. There are six guest cabins up here and four crew cabins on the main level. You could be our security officer. What do you say?”
Magnum looked at Ben for a moment. It was impossible to tell what the big man was thinking, but Ben hoped he was considering the offer. He wasn’t even sure exactly how much Magnum really understood. The big man rarely spoke, but he seemed to understand when Ben told him things.
“I’ll stay,” Magnum said.
“Great,” Ben replied happily. “I’ll show you to your quarters.”
The crew cabins were larger than the guest rooms. Ben had a workbench, a drafting table, and some furniture in his room. Each of the crew had their own tiny bathroom, which utilized recycled water. Ben had been living in his cabin for several years, with Nance right next door in the starboard wing section of the ship’s main level. On the opposite side were two empty rooms, with nothing more than a bed in each. Ben showed Magnum one.
“This can be your room,” Ben said. “The bed may be a bit small for you, but you can decorate it however you want. I know where we can pick up some furniture too. And I’ve got tools. We can build you a space to work on your weapons if you like.”
“My space?”
“That’s right,” Ben said. “We’ll fix it up just the way you want it. The blankets are old, but they’re clean. And you can change the security code if you want.”
“I’ll stay,” Magnum said. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome, Magnum.”
Ben felt a sense of affection for the big man. For years he had been alone, and then for a long time, Nance was the only person Ben felt he could trust. He didn’t think of himself as a good judge of character. In most cases he was reserved, perhaps even a little protective around people. But there was something about Magnus that made Ben feel at ease. And there was even a sense of kinship with the big stranger. Perhaps it was because Magnum had saved his life, or maybe it was something more, Ben didn’t know, but he felt relieved that the big man was staying.
When he left the cabin, Magnus was already making himself at home in the room. Out in the common area that overlooked the bridge on one side and the cargo hold on the other, Nance was waiting for him.
“You gave him a room?” she asked.
“I did more than that,” he said. “I asked him to stay.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, I can’t say why for sure. I mean, he saved my life today.”
“What happened?”
“Scalpers at the Boneyard,” Ben said.
“What set them off?”
“Who knows. They tried to shake me down and Magnum came to my rescue. He took out for of them single-handedly. I mean, I helped but I don’t think I was much help.”
“Do you trust him?”
“I guess I do,” Ben said. “He doesn’t talk much.”
“Nothing wrong with that,” Nance said.
“I figured you’d say that,” Ben teased. “What can I say? He made an impression on me.”
“Just because he kept you safe?”
“Well, there is that. He also showed me a gun he built. It was solid.”
“A gun?”
“Yeah, he’s a gunsmith. I think he planned to trade it for food.”
“Really?”
“Well, he didn’t say that, but he was clearly underfed. He ate a raw protein brick while was I was haggling with Augustus for the magnetic coupler.”
“So you got one?” Nance asked with just a hint of excitement in her voice.
“I did. I was headed down to try it out now.”
“I’ll run diagnostics as soon as you get it online,” Nance said. “And for what it’s worth, I think you did the right thing.”
“You do?” Ben asked.
“Yes. He seems like a good person.”
“You hardly know him. You didn’t even speak to each other.”
“I saw enough to make up my mind,” Nance said. “Most people are binary, good or bad. I’d say he’s good.”
“Well, it’s settled, then. I think he’ll stay. We’ll confirm it in the morning. Give me an hour and I should have the hydro-generator up and running.”
“I’ll be watching.”
Ben couldn’t hide the excitement in his voice. “We’re getting off this rock, Nance. I know it.”
“We’re almost ready.”
“And everything is coming together.”
“All we need is a pilot and some fuel.”
“We’ll get them,” Ben said. “I can feel it in my bones.”



Chapter 8
Nance returned to her computer station. It had become her home. Everything was just the way she wanted it. The old Kestrel class ship ran all systems on the old binary computer systems, which was much easier to manipulate and customize. If a person had time, they could do just about anything on a binary system with enough memory and power. Nance had three view screens built into the console where she sat, but she could control every video display on the bridge, even the big panel liquid crystal view screen that served as windows. She was careful of their power consumption, and she rarely branched out from her station on the bridge.
Ben had found her a decent chair with over a dozen adjustable settings. Her keyboard was split in two and mounted on the arms of her chair. She used a trackball mouse, which was built into the outside of the right armrest so that she could sit back and control her entire world. Everything was customized just for her, including the ship’s internal camera system. With the click of her mouse, she could bring up the various cameras around the ship. Most showed only black screens, since they didn’t use the ship’s lighting system to save on power. Still, she kept an eye on Ben as he made his way down to the engineering section.
She had spent many hours watching him work down on the lower level of the ship. He was like a child on a playground. If not for the need to get replacement parts, she knew he would never leave the ship. In her opinion, he was brave that way. She could never go out and risk her life to find things in the salvage yards or haggle with junk merchants. Growing up, just getting food had been difficult. Since finding Ben and the Echo, she had lacked for nothing, and Ben never asked her to do more than she was willing to do. He brought back food, clothing, clean water, and whatever spare parts she needed to rebuild the ship’s computer system. It had become her refuge, and she didn’t think she would survive long without it.
“It’s a perfect fit,” Ben said when he held the magnetic coupler in place on the hydro-generator. The security camera picked up his voice with ease and even though the speaker system was practically ancient on the old ship, she heard him clearly with almost no distortion.
The hydro-generator was still in pieces, which would make installing the new coupler a breeze. Putting the machine back together again would be more difficult, but Nance knew Ben would love every minute of it. They wouldn’t be able to test the device until they get Zexum gas to power the fusion reactor. Zexum was the perfect fuel for interstellar ships, since it burned hot and stable. Once ignited, it burned the opposite of fire, consuming carbon dioxide and emitting pure oxygen. That oxygen could be pumped through the ship’s heating system, giving them breathable air, or fed into the hydro-generator where it would be combined with hydrogen to make water. The fusion engine would power the ship and recharge the auxiliary batteries, and the thought of having full power on the Echo made Nance just a little giddy.
“It’s in,” Ben said triumphantly. “Oh man, I am so pumped to get this ship airborne.”
Nance watched him on the security feed as he pumped his hand in the air. She looked at another monitor that showed the ship’s systems. The fusion containment was green. Nance had run a computer simulation and Ben’s repairs had proven effective. Of course it was just a simulation. The computer detected no leak in the vacuum pressure of the chamber and no weaknesses in the triple-insulated walls. Ben had taken his time welding the chamber back together and it was good enough for the computer, but only an actual test of the reactor would show if it would hold together. For all they knew, once the chamber was pumped full of Zexum gas and a fusion reaction began, it might explode and kill them all.
The navigation system was online and needed to be updated, but they would have to be careful about that. New information was coming into the Royal Imperium Navigation Network all the time, but it was closely monitored. Once they logged into the network to update their system, they would be detected. The Imperium claimed to share the network freely, but everyone knew they monitored it closely. It wouldn’t take long before Fleet Security would come poking around once they began updating the Echo’s outdated navigation system. They would be much safer doing that from the air, or better still, orbit.
Life-support systems were functional, but offline. They weren’t needed as long as the ship was stuck on Torrent Four. Artificial gravity was also turned off. Using it in atmo was possible but a large power drain, and while they needed it to work, it wouldn’t be catastrophic if it didn’t. Like everything else, Nance had run multiple simulations and diagnostic checks on the artificial gravity system and it was green across the board. The ship’s engines were all in working order. Ben had checked and rechecked each of them. It was nothing short of a miracle to find a ship with its original engines intact. When the Echo had gone down, she took damage to the main drive and each of the hybrid engines on her wings, but Ben had been able to repair them using spare parts from the salvage yard.
That left the water plant, which was down due to the lack of a working hydro-generator. Still, with only a little power, the ship’s water treatment system worked perfectly. Nance relished the ability to take a lukewarm bath twice a week. They still brought in potable water since they didn’t have the hydro-generator, but if it worked, the ship would be in excellent shape to set out on an interstellar voyage.
Nance was tired and ready for bed, but first she logged onto the planetary network and ran one last security check. Most of Torrent Four was a lawless junk sprawl, but news was still collected from the few remaining cities and everything was run through the planetary network, which had been rebuilt after the war. Nance had written an algorithm to check every news outlet for anything that might affect them. The system ran for ten minutes, then pinged to alert her that it was done. The Fleet presence in the Torrent system was unchanged, she saw, and Fleet Security was cracking down on kite racing in the canyons, but that didn’t bother Nance. For the moment they were safe enough, and she could sleep.
After shutting down her station, Nance went to her quarters. She had a personal computer station in her room that could operate outside of the ship’s systems. There was no real need for it, but being a computer geek was in her blood and she couldn’t stop herself from having multiple backups and emergency gear. Her bed was layered with blankets. Nance was extremely thin and struggled to stay warm, but the blankets were really about security. She felt safer under a load of heavy blankets.
Along one wall of her room was a series of lockers with emergency gear, from a hard-vacuum space suit to oxygen canisters and extra food rations. Ben knew she had them and didn’t seem to mind. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust him. The truth was she trusted Ben Griminski more than anyone she had ever known, but she needed the emergency supplies just to feel safe. It was more about the way having them made her feel than what they could actually do for her if things went bad on the ship.
She pulled off her coat and the thick sweatshirt before crawling into bed. She slept in tights and a baggy undershirt that had once belonged to her grandfather. A picture of the old computer programmer had adhered to the bulkhead beside her bunk. She looked at his kind, old face before turning off her lantern. It helped her to think of him. Her father had died shortly after the war, killed in what the Imperium liked to call Rebel Roundup. There had been no charges filed, no chance to prove his innocence. Her father had been executed simply for being in the wrong place at the wrong time.
Nance knew it was a gift to have lost him at such a young age that she never knew him. Her mother had summarily turned Nance over to her father, then gone about being as active in the anti-Imperium movement as she could possibly be. Nance’s grandfather had said it was ironic that his daughter had become a terrorist because the Royal Imperium had killed her husband for being a terrorist when he was anything but. Nance had memories of her mother, but not many, and eventually she just stopped coming around. Nance always suspected that her grandfather knew more than he told her, but it really wasn’t surprising to have lost both parents. Fortunately, she had her grandfather, who loved her fiercely, taught her all about computers, and sacrificed everything for her until he died. That was the saddest chapter of Nance’s young life, but the grief had eventually transformed into memories of happiness. When she looked at his picture, it filled her with a sense of belonging, safety, and peace. She fell asleep quickly and rested well, knowing he was watching over her each night.



Chapter 9
The next morning, Ben came out of his quarters and found Nance at her computer station on the bridge. Magnum was there too, sitting quietly at the security officer’s station. Since Nance had integrated the ships computer systems, including the security cameras, the other stations around the bridge were practically untouched. Magnum had found the pump-action deck rifle that was pinned under the security officer’s console and was in the middle of breaking the weapon down.
“He knows his stuff,” Nance said as Ben approached.
“Did you tell him about the gun?”
“Nope. He got up about an hour ago and came on the bridge. I told him he could sit anywhere and he went straight to the security station.”
“How long did it take him to find the gun?”
“About five minutes,” Nance said.
“You worried?” Ben asked quietly.
“Not really,” Nance said. “He’s quiet, and I get a safe vibe from him.”
“Okay, well, I need to find us a pilot. It may take a few days.”
“Are you going to the canyons?”
“Yeah,” Ben said. “Is that a problem.”
“Might be,” Nance replied. “Fleet Security is cracking down according to news reports.”
“Well, I’m not going to be flying anything. Maybe we’ll get lucky and they won’t hassle me just for the fun of it.”
“Make sure Magnum keeps his pistol hidden.”
“Yeah, that’s good advice. Thanks,” Ben said as he gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze. “Will you be okay here by yourself?”
“Why wouldn’t I be?”
“No reason, but I didn’t want to assume. You can come with us if you want.”
“Thanks,” she said, suddenly nervous, “but I’ve got systems to debug still.”
“Well, there’s enough food and water. Don’t forget to eat.”
She nodded and went back to work. Her fingers flew over the old-fashioned mechanical keys with a satisfying rattle that he learned to appreciate. He knew that despite the years of hard work that he had put into rebuilding the ship, it would all be for naught without her work on the computer systems. Ben could use a computer, even rebuild them, but he didn’t know anything about programming.
“Magnum, can we talk for a minute?” Ben asked as he walked toward the big man. He tried to guess how old Magnum was. His face had a hard edge to it that could easily turn savage, Ben thought. It was the mark of a hard life, he supposed. But despite the big man’s deadly efficiency in a fight, it seemed there was no malice in him. In fact, Ben felt a kinship with the stranger.
Magnum set the deck gun on the flat, transparent top of the security station. The rifle was almost reassembled, and the ammunition—Ben had only been able to collect three rounds for the ancient gun—were set aside. He looked at Ben expectantly.
“I didn’t get a chance to ask you where you’ve been staying,” Ben said.
Magnum didn’t respond, and after a moment Ben realized the big man wasn’t going to. He hadn’t actually asked a question, so he tried again.
“What I mean to say is, do you have a home?”
Magnum shook his head.
“Any family?” Ben asked.
Again, the big man shook his head.
“I’m sorry,” Ben said. “My folks are gone. Just up and left when I was a teenager and never came back. Nance too. We don’t have anyone but each other. I was hoping maybe you might join us.”
Magnum nodded.
“Well, wait a second,” Ben said. “I have plans to get off this planet. The ship is ready, I just need a pilot and some Zexum. I don’t want to assume you want to take a risk like that.”
Magnum looked at him, and Ben could see that the big man was thinking. Then he nodded again.
“You’re in. Even if it means breaking some laws to do it?”
Magnum nodded.
“We’ll be an unregistered ship,” Ben said. “If we get caught by the Fleet, we could serve hard time.”
Magnum nodded.
“Okay then, welcome aboard. I’ve got to go to the canyons to find a pilot. Want to come along?”
Magnum stood up, nodding.
“Good, I’ll get some food and we’ll head out.”
Ben hurried upstairs. He felt a sense of pressure building up. He had gotten lucky to find everything he needed for the ship so far, and he feared that luck might run out. He wanted to get to the canyons and get back, but there was no quick way to get across the salvage fields. If they ran into trouble, it could take a week just to reach the canyon district, and then he still needed to convince a pilot to come all the way back to where the Echo was hidden. It was a tall order, and even after that they would need to get their hands on Zexum gas. It wouldn’t be easy, but nothing was. And if he managed it and got the ship off the ground, it might well be a miracle. Still, he had nothing else to strive for, and no desire to give up. Maybe he could live for a long time on the ship if he left it buried in the rubble, but deep in his heart he knew he had to get off Torrent Four. His destiny was in the stars and he couldn’t deny it.
After packing two emergency water filters and half a dozen protein bricks into a small bag, Ben returned to the bridge. Magnum was waiting by the stairs and Nance turned to wave goodbye. Ben saw that the reassembled and loaded deck rifle had been propped next to Nance at her computer station.
“Good luck,” she said.
“Stay safe,” he told her.
She patted the rifle and pointed at Magnum, who quickly looked away. Ben saw the big man’s cheeks flushed a little. He had obviously left the rifle with Nance as a gesture of kindness. She gave Ben a thumbs up before returning her attention to her computer screens.
“Let’s go,” Ben said.
Magnum took the bag of supplies and flipped it over his broad shoulder. The big man’s coat hung open for a moment and Ben saw the butt of an old-fashioned pistol. He knew that if they were going to be successful off-world, he would have to start carrying protection of his own. In the past, he had relied on his wits and knowledge of the salvage yard to avoid trouble. He was like a mouse in a hay barn with half a dozen escape routes at any given time. But he wouldn’t always be in the salvage yards. His run-in with the Scalpers at the Boneyard had proven that. It was the closest he’d come to getting hurt, or worse yet, enslaved than he’d come in a long, long time.
Once they were out of the ship, he looked over at his companion. Magnum hadn’t said a word, but he looked happy.
“Can I ask you a question?” Ben said.
Magnum nodded.
“How many guns do you have?”
Magnum didn’t hesitate to answer. He held up four fingers.
“All on you right now?” Ben asked.
Magnum nodded.
“What about when we got into that tussle with the Scalpers yesterday?”
Another nod.
“Do they work?”
“What good is a gun that doesn’t shoot?”
Ben felt equal parts surprise and embarrassment. He was surprised to hear the big man speak and embarrassed at having asked a dumb question.
“So, why didn’t you use them on the Scalpers?” Ben asked.
“Waste of bullets,” Magnum said with a smile.
“Do you have ammo for all your guns?”
He nodded, and Ben let the conversation lapse. Magnum was different, but not dumb. He had skills of his own that were different from what Ben and Nance could do. Perhaps he was conning them. It was possible, Ben thought to himself, but there was something so genuine about Magnum that it was hard to believe he had a deceitful side.
“Maybe you can teach me,” Ben said.
Magnum smiled and nodded. It was, in Ben’s opinion, a good sign.



Chapter 10
It took two days to reach the canyons. It was late on the third day when they found Kim Beaudry. She was gearing up for a race. The taverns were busy and a section roped off for pilots and their kites was being watched by bouncers.
“There she is,” Ben said, knowing that there was no way Magnum would get past the bouncers.
“Look, I’m going over. I think you should stay here,” Ben said.
“Why?” Magnum asked without a trace of resentment. He sounded genuinely curious.
“Because there is a lot of betting on these races,” Ben explained. “The tavern owners make a lot of money on gamblers and they don’t want anyone influencing the outcome of the races.”
“Okay,” he said.
“You’ll stay here? Right here?”
“Yes,” Magnum stated.
“Great. Okay, I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
Ben left the big man and headed toward the rope that blocked off the pilots. A bouncer stepped into his path and held up his hand.
“Sorry, no one but fliers beyond this point,” the man said, clearly not sorry at all.
“I need to speak to Kim Beaudry,” Ben said.
“You’ll have to wait.”
“He’s okay,” Kim said coming up behind the bouncer. “I’ll vouch for him.”
“He stays on this side of the rope,” the bouncer threatened.
“No problem,” Ben said.
“It’s been a while,” Kim said as she moved near the rope where Ben was waiting. “Who’s your big friend?”
“That’s Magnum,” Ben said. “I guess you saw us?”
“That dude is hard to miss,” she said. “Looks like he could take on half the bouncers and come out on top.”
“He saved me from some Scalpers recently,” Ben said. “How are you?”
“Can’t complain,” Kim replied. “I’m flying.”
“Speaking of, I have a proposition for you.”
“You’re kidding, right? Come on, Ben. That old wreck of yours will never fly.”
“It will. I have her all put together. I just need some Zexum and a pilot.”
“You can’t trade junk for Zexum. How do you plan on getting that?”
“I’ve got a lead,” Ben said. “Will you at least come see the Echo?”
“Look at this place. There are more fliers than ever before. I can’t leave. I’ll lose my spot in the races. It’s hard enough to get on the board as it is.”
“Come on, Kim. You want this. You want to fly a real ship.”
“That wreck you have hardly counts.”
“It’s been a long time since you’ve seen her. I’ve made some improvements.”
“Sorry, Griminski, I’m not your girl. Good luck, though. I hope you find someone willing to risk their neck in that old hulk of yours.”
She turned and started away.
“Kim, wait! Please!” Ben said loudly.
She kept walking and the bouncer came back. He eyed Ben suspiciously. Kim returned to her kite frame, which was on the ground. She wouldn’t snap her silk sail onto it until right before the race, but she checked every fitting. Ben watched her for a moment. She was tall and thin, with wiry muscles on her arms. Her flight suit was snug, perhaps even a few sizes too small. He noticed that the sleeves had been cut off, and the pants cuffs were split and patched. The whole outfit was patchwork, like most clothes on Torrent Four, and the suit even had some old bloodstains that couldn’t be removed. Still, there was something fierce about Kim, something rugged and strong that Ben was drawn to.
“Time to move along,” the bouncer said. “And don’t come back.”
Ben went back to where Magnum was waiting. He searched his pockets. Normally he didn’t trade in traditional money. It was better to barter in the salvage yards; credits were too easy to steal and too hard to use with people outside the cities. Still, over the years he had collected a few credits and held onto them for emergencies. On the other side of the tavern, a transport was carrying spectators to the finish line.
“Come on,” Ben said to Magnum. “We’ll meet Kim at the end of her race.”
He had just enough credits to pay the fare for the two of them. Magnum seemed thrilled by the ride. It was an open-air repulsor transport. Basically, a cargo sled that had a few seats mounted on it. Still, it was faster than walking, and the trail down to the bottom of the canyons was steep.
The ride lasted twenty minutes, and Ben knew it would take them half a day to walk out. When they got to the finishing area, the canyons opened up into what looked like a starship graveyard. There were hundreds of old ships that had crashed on a fast, rocky plain. They were rusted and stripped, but Ben wished he could spend a week exploring the old wrecks.
There were merchants selling drinks from pushcarts, and a large spectator section. Ben and Magnum joined the throng of people. There were screens with live video from the flyers and a race display that showed who was racing in each heat. Kim hadn’t started yet, but her race was next.
Magnum watched the crowd more than the screens, and even when the racers appeared in the long, straight final section of the canyon, he paid more attention to the spectators. Ben saw a glimmer in the big man’s eyes. He wasn’t sure if it was excitement or amusement.
All around them people were shouting or crying. Some screamed in rage as their favorite pilot failed to win. Most were drunk. Ben was amazed at just how many people had money to waste betting on races and guzzling watered-down ale at a kite race.
When Kim lined up with four other pilots for her race, a camera showed them on one of the screens. Ben felt his body tense. He hated the thought of someone he cared about being so careless. It wasn’t that Kim wasn’t good enough to fly in the kite races, but Ben felt protective of her. He didn’t want to see her get hurt. The crowd was calling out their favorite pilots, and bookies were taking bets from the spectators. When the buzzer sounded, the pilots ran toward the edge of the canyon and jumped off. To Ben, it felt like someone had yanked his heart from his chest and tossed it over the edge of that high canyon wall with the racers.



Chapter 11
Falling was a sweet sensation that never lasted long enough. Kim had to force herself to focus on the race. The first few seconds were critical to establishing her place among the racers. Her kite caught the wind, and she pulled the front down so that a gust of wind shot her forward.
Only one other racer took full advantage of their launch off the canyon wall. It was a rival, a pilot with some skill and a penchant for danger. His name was Culley, and he wanted to win at any cost. Kim had hoped to put some distance between herself and Culley, but they were neck and neck, with barely enough room to navigate the narrow slot canyon.
She was slightly lower than Culley, and when he angled down she was forced to pull back, letting him take the lead. It wouldn’t do any good to maintain her position if he dropped down and kicked a hole in her kite sail. She let a bit of air bleed out of her kite, and Culley sped ahead of her, the other three racers closed in behind her.
Kim angled up, moving to where the canyon was wider and the winds were more forceful. She could feel her kite racing forward, the lines that held her twenty feet below the billowing sail pulled taut as she swung back from the kite. It was easy to see the canyon below her, but harder to look ahead. She forced her head up, battling the wind and the pull of gravity as she swung through the canyon.
Below her, a racer caught a current that took her low. She shot past Kim, but lost too much altitude. The current waned and she was forced to land. Kim had made similar mistakes early on in her racing career. It wasn’t enough to stay alive in the kite races, you had to stay aloft long enough to finish the race. Landing wasn’t an automatic disqualification, but the canyons ran for miles and there was little hope of a flyer on the canyon floor catching enough wind to get liftoff. And even if one did manage to get back into the air, they were usually hopelessly behind with no chance of catching the leaders.
The canyon curved sharply ahead, and it took all of Kim’s strength to steer her kite toward the inside wall. Below her, another flyer didn’t give himself room to swing out during the turn. The kite was safely in the middle of the canyon, but as it narrowed through the turn, he swung out on his harness and crashed hard into the solid rock cliff face. Fortunately, the current carried Kim ahead and she wasn’t forced to watch the pilot’s kite get ripped to shreds as he fell to his death.
Flying took skill and knowledge, but it also required nerves of steel. A thousand things could go wrong. Panic was the ultimate enemy. Kim was constantly forced to adapt and improvise as she raced her kite. And flying a real ship wasn’t much different. There were always unexpected conditions waiting to catch her by surprise. Flying was about successfully dealing with whatever outside forces came into play. That thought was in her mind when Culley suddenly changed directions, angling up hard. Kim almost didn’t see the flock of birds in time. They were flying up and out of the canyon, and as she got closer, she saw that they weren’t birds at all, but bats. There were caves in the canyons and bats were known to come charging out just before sundown. It was one of the reasons she hated races late in the day.
The squeaking, chirping bats rose up like the blast from a shotgun. Kim barely managed to sling her body to the side of the canyon to avoid the bats. Her kite wasn’t as fortunate. Two of the little beasts shot straight through her kite sail. The silk ripped easily, and she felt her momentum slow. Behind her, the bats filled the canyon and she didn’t have to see the third racer go down to know that only she and Culley were left in the race. She only hoped the pilot behind her had the sense to land rather than try to fly through the horde of bats.
Flying with a ripped sail wasn’t impossible, but she had to be careful. She couldn’t risk the stronger air currents higher up that would rip her silk sail to ribbons. Instead, she angled her kite down, to the midpoint of the canyon. She was still about a hundred feet off the ground, but moving more slowly. The shadows were deep inside the canyon, making it harder to see. She couldn’t focus on the race or what her opponent was doing above her. Safety was her main concern. She might go hungry for a few days if she lost the race, but if she crashed, she could be out of commission for weeks. An injury would be hard to overcome, but losing her kite would end her career.
She couldn’t help but think about Ben as she navigated the twists and turns of the canyon. Why had he shown up suddenly, she wondered. He was the most gifted builder she had ever known. He had fabricated her first kite, although he loathed the races. They had known each other as children, before Torrent Four had slaughtered their families and forced them both to live on the edges of society with their dreams just out of reach. They had reconnected as young adults just long enough for sparks between them to fly. Ben had begged her to stay with him, but she needed freedom. She needed to fly.
Shaking her head to cast the painful memories away, she did her best to refocus on the race. She was losing altitude and considered taking her kite down for a safe landing when she caught sight of Cully in the distance. His kite had taken a hit. The portside frame was dented in, the sail billowing as he struggled to keep himself aloft.
In a split second, Kim changed course, angling upward, despite the stress it put on her own sail. She rose up slowly until she heard the distinct sound of silk ripping. Without a clear conscious thought, she leveled the kite. She was gaining on Cully, who was continuing to lose altitude. They flew past the marker that indicated the final mile of the race. In her mind she made several calculations. She was gaining on Cully; there was enough distance to overtake him before he reached the finish line. Her only fear was that she wouldn’t be able to get above him. She had to get close, hold back, then get above him. From there she would be clear of danger, but if she were to get caught beneath him, there was no telling what he might do.
In the air, it was odd and felt incredibly dangerous to get close to another person, craft, or object. A collision in midair was almost always fatal. She let herself get close enough to Culley that she could see the patches on his flight suit, then she angled up. Her kite responded. She was rising, he was descending, under the right circumstances she would pass above him and win the race. But the conditions suddenly changed. A strong wind current buoyed Culley, stalling his descent. At the same time, the current put too much stress on Kim’s sail and it ripped several more feet. She no longer had the lift or speed to rise above Culley. With no other options, she turned, gliding beside him. They were neck and neck as the finish line came into view.
Fortunately, the canyon was wide enough for the two of them to fly side by side without the risk of crashing. But Culley wasn’t content to simply win. He began to angle closer to Kim, who in turn moved closer to the canyon wall.
“What are you doing?” Kim shouted.
“Winning!” Culley shouted back.
The wall was getting close and Kim had no choice. She dropped down. The move gave her just enough speed to get ahead of Culley, but the vindictive flyer wasn’t giving up. Kim looked up. The rip in the sail was on her left side and reached almost from one side of the frame to the other. She felt fortunate that it was still strong enough to keep her aloft.
The sounds of the crowd cheering her on reached her. Kim didn’t race for the acclaim, but occasionally it felt good to realize that people she didn’t even know were pulling for her to win. The fact that they really only cared about the bets they had placed was not lost on her, so she didn’t let herself depend on their praise. But occasionally, when things came together, and she pulled victory from the jaws of defeat, she let herself bask in their praise just a little.
Without warning, everything changed. Culley, who had been above and behind her, followed her down. He couldn’t overtake her, so he brought the front of his kite down onto the rear of hers instead. The frames smashed together, Kim’s sail ripped completely in two, and the kite suddenly angled up, slowing her momentum significantly. Cully swung forward on his harness lines, tangling in her own. They were caught together, hopelessly ensnared, and going down.



Chapter 12
Ben watched in horror as Kim and the other pilot crashed together. They were only fifty feet above the canyon floor, and somehow they used their ruined kites to slow their fall, but nobody would deny that it was a crash landing.
The pilots were only a few hundred feet from the finish line, and the spectators waited silently to see if anyone would emerge from the wreckage. Ben wanted to run out and help his friend, but before he could fight his way through the crowd, Kim appeared. She was limping, but she was free of her kite. Ben watched in awe, with the crowd screaming behind him. He felt Magnum move up beside him as the other pilot, Ben didn’t know the man’s name, came crawling from the wreckage of their kites.
He had no chance of catching Kim, who was moving resolutely toward the finish line. Ben looked at the kites. The silk sails were ripped to ribbons, and the aluminum frames were bent. Ben knew their integrity was compromised. If Kim attempted to simply straighten the frame back out, it would probably snap under the pressure of flying.
“She won,” Magnum said, joining the crowd in applause as Kim limped across the finish line.
Ben could tell from the look on her face that his friend wanted to hurt someone. The horn sounded to mark the end of the race, and the crowd surged out from the stands. Most were heading toward transports that would carry them to the taverns for a night of drinking and debauchery. He moved toward Kim with several other spectators who wanted to congratulate her. Ben knew that the crowds rarely had the opportunity to speak to the pilots. And most weren’t there as fans, but simply to engage in a gambling obsession.
To his horror, several of the excited spectators grabbed Kim in a familiar manner for pictures. She looked at Ben with a pleading in her eyes that he recognized.
“Come on,” Ben said to Magnum. “We have to get her out of there.”
Magnum moved suddenly with a purpose. He pushed past people effortlessly and took hold of Kim’s arm in a protective manner.
“Clear out!” Ben shouted. “She’s through. Give her space!”
The rabid fans, most of whom had won significantly because Kim had finished the race on foot, hurried away. Night was falling, and the canyon was getting dark. The stars were just beginning to appear as Ben reached Kim’s side.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
“Fine,” Kim responded gruffly. “Thanks to your friend.”
“This is Magnum,” Ben introduced him again. “How’s your leg?”
“Just bruised.”
“You didn’t twist your ankle or sprain your knee?” Ben asked.
“No, I’ll be fine,” she insisted as she looked back toward her kite. “Damn it.”
“Let’s go see what we can salvage,” Ben said.
They walked slowly back into the dark canyon. Normally, Ben didn’t like to be out at night. The Scalpers and other outlaws always seemed bolder in the darkness, but he wasn’t completely unprepared. He carried a small portable charging device that also had a flashlight. He turned it on as they approached the wreckage.
“I’ll untie the lines,” Kim said. “Why don’t you check the frame.”
“Sure,” Ben said.
Magnum stood with the light, holding it high to let it shine down on the ruined flying kites. It didn’t take Ben long to realize both frames were ruined. Kim’s was broken completely in two on the back and bent in several places along the front. Only one piece was undamaged, and he didn’t have the tools to cut it free.
“Looks like a total loss,” Ben said.
“It can be fixed,” Kim said. “Everything can be fixed.”
“Not this aluminum tubing,” Ben insisted. “Once it bends like this, it won’t ever be strong again.”
“You’re just saying that because you don’t want me to fly.”
“No, I’m not,” Ben said, even though he didn’t want her to fly in the dangerous kite races. “In fact, if you come back with me, I’ll build you a new one.”
“No,” Kim said.
“Don’t be stubborn,” Ben told her.
“I’m not being stubborn,” she insisted. “I can use my winnings to buy another frame.”
“From whom? You’ll end up in debt and dead Kim. You know I’m right.”
“Why are you always right, Ben? I can make my own decisions. I have options here.”
Ben began to remove the silk sail from the kite frame using a pair of wire snips to cut through the plastic ties that wrapped around the frame and through grommets on the silk sail.
“Fine. That’s fine,” Ben said. “I didn’t mean to tell you what to do.”
Kim suddenly buried her face in her hands and cried silently. Ben didn’t know what was upsetting her, but he felt terrible. One look at Magnum showed that the big man was just as distressed.
“I’m sorry,” he said moving closer to Kim. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”
“I’m fine,” she said, wiping away tears. “God, I’m such a baby. I just can’t believe that my kite’s a wreck. I could kill that Culley. He’s a lousy pilot.”
“We’ll take care of Culley once we’re done with you,” said a voice from the darkness.
Ben turned around. He hadn’t heard the men approaching in the darkness, but he recognized the type easily enough.
“Who the hell are you?” Kim snarled, getting to her feet.
The men were like shadows at the edge of the light until Magnum turned the small flashlight toward them. There were four men in heavy, sweat-stained coats. They looked dirty and smelled of beer.
“You cost us,” a man with a thick mustache said. He wore a hat down low, close to eyes, and his nose was crooked.
“No one made you bet on the races,” Ben said.
“You’re a fool if you bet on Culley anyway,” Kim added spitefully.
“You’ve got a mouth on you, that much is certain,” said a man with a rag tied over his head.
“Yeah,” said the man with the mustache, “she’s cocky.”
“I think I just backed that up,” Kim snapped.
“We aren’t looking for trouble,” Ben said, putting his hand on Kim’s arm. He wanted her to be quiet.
“You can either pay us what we lost or we’ll take it any way we can,” said the man with the mustache.
“You’re insane,” Kim said. “If the owners find out you even threatened me like this, you’ll be banned from the races.”
The four men laughed.
“Look around,” said the man with the rag on his head. “Who’s gonna see us out here?”
“Especially in the dark,” the man with the mustache said.
Ben saw the man pull a gun from his jacket. In the light from the little portable power pack that Magnum held, Ben saw that it was pieced together, a frag gun, made from various parts of old discarded weapons. The man pointed it at Magnum before Ben could react. He realized that he intended to shoot Magnum, and perhaps all three of them.
A gunshot rang out loud, the report echoed off the canyon walls. Fear erupted inside Ben at the thought of his new friend getting hurt or killed, but it was the man with the mustache that fell to the ground.
The man with the rag on his head reached into his own coat, but Ben stepped forward and kicked the man hard between the legs as another shot boomed from behind him. A second assailant dropped to the ground as the man with the rag head fell to his knees, groaning. The fourth man raised his hands.
“I’m leavin’” the man said in a gravelly voice.
Before anyone could respond, the man turned and ran off into the darkness.
“Holy shit,” Kim said looking down at the two dead men.
Ben felt suddenly weak and trembled. The blood of the dead men looked black in the darkness, but there were large, bloody wounds in their bodies. Just looking at them made Ben feel like he was going to be sick.
“We should get out of here,” Ben said as he snatched up the rest of the ripped kite sail.
“Yeah, that’s a good idea,” Kim said.
Ben glanced back at Magnum, who was still pointing his gun at the man with the rag on his head. The man was holding his groin, hunched over, but not moving. Magnum stepped toward him and slammed the butt of his weapon into the side of the man’s head. He fell over, unconscious.
“What just happened?” Kim asked.
“Magnum saved our lives,” Ben said.
“He killed two people,” she said.
“They had guns,” Ben said, picking up the frag gun the mustached man had dropped.
“I can’t believe it,” Kim said. “I’ve heard stories, but I can’t believe it’s true.”
“That people get killed out here for no reason?” Ben asked, picking up an old gas-powered flechette pistol. It was small, but deadly just the same. The second dead man was still holding it. Ben stomach had flipped as he pulled the weapon from the dead man’s hand.
“I’ve never raced this late in the day,” Kim said, her voice shaking a little. “There were always transports to carry us back up to the taverns.”
“Well, we’re on our own tonight,” Ben said.
Magnum pulled a pair of brass knuckles from inside the unconscious man’s coat. A little more searching revealed a single shot hand cannon. It was a smooth bore weapons that could be loaded with practically anything.
“We should get out of here,” Ben continued. “Come with us, Kim.”
“You’ve got me between a rock and hard place,” she said, some of her normal bite returning to her voice.
“No promises,” he continued. “Just come take a look at the ship. You might be surprised. And either way, if you aren’t interested, I’ll build you a new kite frame. I know where I can get some solid aluminum.
“I can’t be gone long,” Kim said as they started away from the scene in the darkness.
“Why? What could it hurt?” Ben said. “The tavern owners will still let you race when you come back.”
“Look, I’m building a reputation here,” she argued. “It isn’t just about racing. If the spectators forget about me, they won’t bet on me. If they don’t bet, the tavern owners won’t let me race, and when they do, my cut will be reduced. It’s the only way I have to make a living.”
“It’s not the only way,” Ben said. “Trust me. If you want to come back, I’ll make sure you have whatever you need.”
“Fine,” Kim said, sounding defeated.
Ben knew she was secretly relieved. He still felt shaky at how close they’d come to being killed. He could see the mustached man’s face in his mind. And the image of the bloody wound in his chest from Magnum’s gun kept rising to the surface and making him feel weak.
They left the canyon without noticing Culley, who was propped against a boulder nearby. He watched the entire scene without saying a word. And even though his kite was wrecked, he suddenly knew exactly how he would get back in the game. Kim Beaudry had gotten the best of him today, he’d wrenched his back in the fall, and getting out of the canyon would be difficult. But there were bodies on the race course, and Fleet Security was sure to come snooping around. When they did, he knew exactly what he would tell them. And there might even be a few interested parties among the owners too. He chuckled softly, wincing in pain, but feeling lucky at the same time.



Chapter 13
They walked all night, moving slowly and stopping frequently to rest. Kim’s bruised leg was painful, but she felt that the exercise was helping to keep it from getting too stiff. Magnum didn’t say a word all night, and Ben led the way. It took half the night to climb back out of the canyon, but by dawn, they were several hours from the taverns and Ben felt the violence of the attack was far behind them.
“What’s the plan?” Kim asked as they watched the sunrise.
Magnum was heating a block of protein seasoned with a bit of spice. They sliced it thinly and heated it over a tiny fire Ben had kindled. It left the food tough, but it was better than nothing.
“We keep moving through the day,” Ben said. I want to cover as much ground as we can.”
“How about we sleep a few hours?” Kim said, taking a bite of the tough protein.
“It’s better to travel by day,” Ben said. “The Scalpers are pretty active at night.”
“Wow, you really know how to prepare a fine meal,” Kim said to Magnum. “I’ve softer shoe leather.”
“It’s not his fault,” Ben said. “We packed light. I didn’t see the need to bring a food processing unit.”
“I had actual food after a race once,” Kim said. “Not meat, but vegetables. Long green beans, yellow squash, onions, and potatoes. It was the best meal I’d ever eaten. Much softer than protein bricks.”
“Maybe if we can get off this rock it won’t have to be the only time you get real food,” Ben said.
“They serve real food at the Fleet Academy.”
“And I hear they’re sending out invitations this week,” Ben said with mock excitement.
“You don’t think I’m good enough to get in?”
“Of course you’re good enough,” Ben said. “But we both know that without a sponsor and the credits for the entrance exam, you don’t have a chance.”
“Maybe if I turn you and your little crew in to Fleet Security, they’ll give me a shot at joining the academy.”
“You know, if I thought that would actually work, I wouldn’t blame you for doing it. But we both know the Royal Imperium doesn’t care about us. They don’t care about what’s fair, or who suffers, as long as they get their taxes and tariffs. They’ll enslave the entire galaxy if they get the chance.”
“You think you can stop them?”
“No, of course not,” Ben said. “I’m not a rebel or a terrorist.”
“Then what are you?”
Ben didn’t answer. The truth was, he wasn’t sure how to answer the question. He longed for freedom. To have his own ship and travel between the stars, visit new planets, see the wonders of the galaxy. The Royal Imperium made that dream almost impossible. Travel between systems was strictly regulated, and planets were relegated to what they could provide for the empire rather than the homes of trillions of individuals. He hated the Imperium, but he wasn’t a fighter. And while he longed to be outside their control, he didn’t expect that he could make a difference in the war against their tyrannical rule.
“I just want to get off Torrent Four,” Ben said at last.
“Who doesn’t?” Kim replied. “But where are you going to go?”
“Everywhere,” he said with a smile. “I want to break orbit and keep moving. Don’t you see? That’s what a starship is, the ultimate freedom.”
“Perhaps, but even starships have limitations,” Kim said. “They need fuel. They break down. Space may be romantic, but it certainly isn’t safe.”
“Fixing things is what I do,” Ben said.
“One day you’re going to come across something you can’t fix, Ben. What will you do then?”
Once again, he was at a loss for words. Kim was the only person he knew who could so easily punch holes in his logic.
“We should get moving. We still have a long way to go,” Ben said.
They walked in silence for most of the day. Ben wondered what he would do if Kim didn’t join them. Perhaps he could learn to fly the ship himself. Nance could find a tutorial program somewhere. Of course he wouldn’t be a natural. If it were simply a case of getting airborne and breaking orbit, he was sure he could do it. Perhaps even the autopilot could do it, he supposed. But the issue was, they were operating outside the law. As soon as they took off, the orbital satellites would mark their location. They would immediately be in a race against Fleet Security. They needed someone to whom flying was second nature. Someone who could outfly the security forces, run the blockade, and get to hyperspace without being caught.
When night fell, they were well within Ben’s usual stomping grounds. He found the shell of an old land transport. It smelled inside of rotten vinyl and rusting metal, but there was room to stretch out and they felt safe. Rain fell that night, and some even leaked into the transport, but they were too tired to care. Ben gave Kim his coat. She had tried to resist, but he insisted, and when Magnum started to take off his big coat for her, she took Ben’s, climbed under a row of seats, and fell asleep.
It was impossible to tell what time it was when the Scalpers came aboard the bus. They were loud, wet, and smelled horrible. Their voices woke Ben immediately. He was asleep under the seats across from Kim, while Magnum was stretched out the frame of seats that had been removed in the back of the old transport.
The Scalpers had solar lights that did little more than glow, but they gave the outlaws enough light to see by. One dropped onto the seat right above Ben’s head. In the glow of their lights, he could see Kim pushing back against the wall of the bus, trying to make herself as small as possible. Ben felt guilty. He had taken her away from the canyons only to fall into even more danger from Salvage Scalpers.
He slowly raised a finger to his lips, gesturing for Kim to stay quiet. Not that she needed to be reminded. He was using the empty pack that they had carried food rations in as a pillow. Beside it was his emergency water filter and the frag gun he had taken from the man at the canyon race. It was loaded, he had made certain of that. The clip held six bullets, old-fashioned lead slugs in brass casings. The slide had to be worked manually, pulled back to insert the bullet into the chamber, and pushed forward to make it ready to fire. Magnum had taken the gun apart and put it back together while they walked down the road. He was as much of a genius with firearms as Ben was with most machines. Still, the weapon wasn’t ready to fire. He would have to work the slide which would make noise. And the last thing he wanted was for the Scalpers to discover them there in the bus.
The outlaws talked for a while, but it didn’t take long before they were snoring. Ben tried to look back, to see what Magnum was doing. He had trouble seeing in the darkness and around the legs of the transport’s seats as well as that of the outlaws. From what he could tell, the big man wasn’t even awake.
It might have been possible to sneak out while the outlaws slept. Ben didn’t believe they had left someone awake to keep watch. Still, it was risky, and in the end he decided to simply stay where he was and hope no one noticed him.
At some point he fell asleep and when he heard movement, sunlight filled the old transport. The outlaws were half-asleep, but two were awake. He heard them talking. They didn’t try to keep their voices down as they complained about their hunger. Ben was trying to get a look at his friends, when one of the outlaws spotted Magnum.
“Look at that big bastard,” someone said.
“Is he alive?” asked a second voice.
“He’s breathing,” said the first.
“So he’s just sleeping?”
“Wake up the others. It’s time to have some fun.”
Ben looked over at Kim. She was awake and looking at him, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. Ben saw the single-shot hand cannon clutched in her other hand. He took out his own pistol and slowly pulled back the slide. It clicked, but the sound was lost amid the thump of the outlaws’ boots.
“Wake up!” screamed one of the outlaws.
Ben heard Magnum grunt. He didn’t know if the outlaws were abusing the big man, perhaps kicking him, but he knew they didn’t have much time. He needed to act while they still had the element of surprise.
Ben slid to the edge of the seats he had been laying under. He could see six Scalpers standing at the rear of the bus. Magnum’s feet were just visible and it was clear he was still laying down. Ben swallowed a lump of fear that had formed in his throat as he raised his pistol. For all he knew, it might explode in his hand. It was also entirely possible that the gun might do nothing at all. The barrel was clear and the hammer worked. Other than that, he simply had no idea, but he couldn’t wait.
“Now?” Kim mouthed as she pointed her hand cannon at the group.
He nodded. Her pistol fired with a deafening roar. It knocked her hand backward, and there was a snap as her forearm hit the seat support. Ben didn’t see her wince in pain because his eyes were locked on the outlaws. The hand cannon was a short-range weapon. It blasted the contents of its barrel on a wide pattern. One outlaw’s head was blown to bits, and several others took shrapnel. Two of the Scalpers fell, one dead, one wounded. Two more doubled over in pain. The one who was closest to Magnum turned and saw Ben, just as he pulled the trigger. The frag gun popped, the recoil sounding almost benign compared to the hand cannon’s. The bullet hit the man in the forehead, and he dropped dead instantly.
Ben immediately worked the slide on his pistol to be able to fire another shot as the only unwounded outlaw tried to rush toward him. Ben saw a knife in the man’s hand. Fear stabbed through him like a bolt of lightning. Magnum grabbed the outlaw’s foot, and the man fell. Kim screamed and Ben shouted with fear, but the outlaw rolled to his side with the knife he had drawn sticking out of his chest. Blood bubbled from his mouth and tears filled the man’s eyes, then he spasmed and died.
When one of the wounded Scalpers rose up, holding his head where his ear hung like a raw piece of poorly butchered meat, Ben shot him high in the chest. The bullet punched through a thick plastic ornament the outlaw wore around his neck. He was knocked backward by the shot.
Only one of the outlaws remained able to fight. He was on his feet as Ben pulled the slide on the frag pistol again, preparing another shot. The Scalper knew he was in danger and dove out the transport’s window. Magnum was on his feet before Ben, tracking the outlaw with his own pistol, but he didn’t shoot. He just made sure the man wasn’t a threat. He then turned to Ben, who was helping Kim out from under the bus.
“This is insane,” she snarled.
“Let’s go,” Ben said, feeling sick again. “I want to get off this transport.”
They hurried out of the empty wreck. Ben got his bearings quickly, while Magnum kept looking for more danger. The sound of gunshots would have carried far across the salvage yard. Most people would stay away, but Ben knew the crazies would be drawn to the sound of slaughter. They would find the bodies and pick them clean. Clothing, weapons, tools, anything the Scalpers had on them would be taken. He wanted to be long gone before then.
“I’ve never killed anyone before,” Kim said angrily.
“Me neither,” Ben said. “But it had to happen sooner or later.”
“That’s a grim view,” she replied.
“What choice did we have?”
They hurried across the salvage yard, scrambling over heaping piles of junk, hurrying along trails and across vast stretches where junk was piled at least several feet on top of the ground. Eventually, they found the ridge where the Modulus Echo was hidden. Ben slowed down, stopping on top of the big ridge and carefully looking in every direction. He saw no one and felt a slight sense of relief. He was tired, frightened, and more than a little desperate to get back to the ship where he felt safe. It was his home. As he slid down the ridge, he breathed a sigh of relief. The empty water tanks were unmoved, and when he slipped between them, the ship’s open hatch awaited.
“Welcome back,” he said over his shoulder to Kim.
“Tell me I won’t have to kill anyone inside,” she said.
“Other than me?”
“I’ll make an exception for you,” she said, smiling for the first time that day.



Chapter 14
“You really believe this ship is fit to leave the atmosphere?” Kim scoffed. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
They were sitting around the table on the upper deck. The last rays of the day’s sunlight could be seen in the partially uncovered observation windows above them. They had taken their time resting from their journey. Kim had taken a shower, put on clean clothes that Ben had come up with for her, and taken a tour of the ship.
“She’s ready,” Ben insisted.
“How can you know that?” Kim asked. “You can’t even power up the main drive.”
“We’ve run simulations,” Nance said.
“No offense, Nancy, but just because your computer tells you it will work doesn’t mean it will. I mean, come on. There are some things that you can’t run a diagnostic on. The airframe, for instance. I mean, you don’t even know what the outside of this ship looks like. It’s been covered with junk longer than you’ve been alive.”
“The ship has an inner and an outer hull,” Ben said. “Both had integrity sensors built in. The computer checks those sensors. She’s ready, I guarantee it.”
“You really believe it will fly?” Kim said. “Why do you have all the spare heat shield tiles, then?”
“It will need some repairs,” Ben said. “Like you said, we won’t know to what extent until we uncover her, but we can reattach the heat shielding wherever it’s needed once we’re in orbit. It’ll be easier that way.”
“You’ve lost your mind,” Kim says. “Let’s just suppose that she flies and that the fusion reactor doesn’t blow the entire vessel to ions in the process. If you manage to reach orbit, which isn’t a given, you’ll be pursued by the Royal Imperium. There won’t be time to make repairs.”
“That’s why we need you. To run the blockade,” Ben insisted.
“You don’t get it,” Kim continued. “They won’t just look the other way. This planet is a no-fly zone.”
“Smugglers make it through the blockade all the time,” Nance said.
“Sure, that’s what the Confederacy wants you to think, but we can’t know that for sure,” Kim said. “It might all be propaganda to keep us fighting the Imperium.”
“Look,” Ben said. “We’re taking this ship to orbit. I’ve got a lead on how we can get some Zexum. All we need is a pilot.”
“And how long are you talking?” Kim asked.
“We get off-world and we keep flying,” Ben said. “I don’t ever want to come back to this junk planet.”
“No, pinhead,” Kim said. “How long will it take you to get the gas?”
“A few days, I suspect,” Ben said. “I’m going to meet my contact tomorrow.”
“Fine,” Kim said. “I’ll stick around for a few days. If you can get the gas and this ship doesn’t melt down when you fire that fusion reactor up, I’ll fly her. But don’t expect me to help with whatever crazy plan you have to get the Zexum. I’m strictly a pilot.”
“Fine, that will work,” Ben said. “Magnum and I will get the gas. You’ll see. We’re getting off this rock and we are never coming back.”
“Famous last words,” Kim said. “Now, what’s for dinner?”
Kim ate more than her share of the two protein bricks Ben had prepared. She settled into the last of the crew quarters quickly afterward. Magnum had set up a workbench in his own room and was cleaning the guns they had taken from the gamblers in the canyon. Nance was back at her computer station on the bridge, and Ben joined her.
His preferred space, the engineer’s work station on the bridge, was not as customized as Nance’s but he set it up just the way he wanted it. The display screen showed the ship’s variety of systems. They were all in the green.
“She could be right, you know,” Nance said without looking up at him. “We might have missed something.”
“Anything is possible,” Ben said. “But we haven’t rushed anything, and we’ve done as much as we can without full power.”
“You’re certain there are no cracks in the fusion chamber?”
“I ran multiple tests,” Ben said. “So have you. It’s as solid as we can make it.”
“So you’re going to the Big Market tomorrow?”
“Yes. I’ll find Liam. He has contacts with the smuggler’s guild.”
“You really think they’ll just give us the gas we need?”
“I don’t see why they wouldn’t,” Ben said. “We’re offering them a ship that’s ready to go. All they have to do is share a bit of their gas.”
“You know they’ll want something in return.”
“Yeah, I do know that, but what choice do we have? We can’t just purchase some Zexum, even if we had the credits.”
“I know, but it seems like a big risk,” Nance said. “You were almost killed just getting to the canyons and back.”
“This place is getting out of hand,” Ben said. “I wouldn’t be surprised to see the Fleet Security do a sweep. It’s just another reason why it’s important to get us out of here while we still can.”
“As long as you’re sure,” Nance said.
“The only thing I’m sure of is that we can’t go anywhere without Zexum. If Liam can’t point us in the right direction, we’ll have to come up with something else, and I really don’t know what it might be. From where I’m sitting, we’ve got one shot at this. It has to work.



Chapter 15
“You don’t talk much,” Kim said. She had decided to tag along to the Big Market which was just outside of Longdale, one of the few cities that had been spared during the war.
“Don’t bother him,” Ben said.
They were tired after a restless night. Ben had been plagued with nightmares. He couldn’t close his eyes without seeing the gruesome images from the gunfight on the old transport. Rationally, he knew they had done the only thing possible. If they hadn’t fallen asleep under the seats they would have been robbed, beaten, perhaps even killed. And if they hadn’t intervened when they did, Magnum might have been seriously hurt or killed. Still, he felt a sense of real terror whenever he thought of how quickly the Scalpers’ lives had been snatched away.
He didn’t blame himself or Kim or Magnum. They hadn’t forced the outlaws to turn to crime, or even to assault Magnum, who had been doing nothing more than getting out of the weather for the night. But still he felt a sense of terror, as if death was stalking him now. He’d felt queasy in the night. And even though he was tired, he couldn’t wait for the sun to rise.
From the looks of his companions, Kim hadn’t slept well either. Magnum, on the other hand, seemed unfazed by the violence. And if the Scalpers had hurt him, it didn’t show. Kim limped along, still favoring her bruised leg, but Magnum had to force himself to slow down to keep from running off ahead of the others.
“I’m just saying he doesn’t talk much,” Kim said.
“He’s the strong, silent type,” Ben said, adjusting the pack he was carrying that he had filled with trade goods.
“If we’re going on an adventure together, I thought it might be nice to know who everyone is,” Kim said. “Ben and I go back, but I don’t know you.”
“What do you want to know?” Magnum said, speaking for the first time that morning.
“What’s your story?” Kim asked.
“No story,” he replied.
“Come on. You know how to fix guns. Where’d you learn to do that?”
“My uncle taught me.”
“Where’s he now?”
“Dead.”
“You don’t have to answer her questions,” Ben said.
“I’m not the enemy here,” Kim said. “I’m just being friendly.”
“If he wanted to talk about stuff, don’t you think he would?”
“I don’t know,” Kim said.
“It’s okay,” Magnum said. “My father joined the Fleet, so we left him. My uncle taught me to fight. We were arrested in a raid. I got out, they didn’t.”
“Were they killed?” Kim asked.
Magnum shrugged his shoulders.
“How could you leave without finding out?”
“I doubt he had much choice,” Ben said. “Besides, the Fleet doesn’t answer questions. How was he supposed to find out?”
“He could have tried,” Kim said. “It was his mother and his uncle.”
“I did what they taught me,” Magnum said.
“Which was what? Cut and run at the first sign of danger?”
“Come on, Kim. He saved our lives in the canyons. He saved me from the Scalpers. He’s no coward.”
“How do we know he won’t run at the first sign of trouble?” Kim demanded. “Or turn us in to save himself if we get in a jam?”
“That’s absurd,” Ben replied. “He’s one of us and I trust him.”
“Well, I’m not one of you, and I don’t trust anyone. We don’t know what he was taught.”
“To survive,” Magnum said. “I was fourteen.”
“And the Security Force just turned you loose on the street?” Kim asked.
Magnum nodded.
“Every day, I hate them a little more,” Ben said.
“You thinking about joining the movement?” Kim asked him.
“I’m not interested in furthering anyone’s agenda but my own,” Ben said. “You know that.”
“Oh, I don’t know. People change.”
“Have you changed?”
“I’m here, aren’t I?”
“You didn’t have much choice.”
“No, I didn’t. And as soon as we get back to your ship, I want you working on a new kite frame,” Kim demanded. “That was the deal, remember?”
“I remember. I also remember you before you got so jaded and cynical.”
“It’s called reality. This world is a shitty place, and the sooner you accept that the better off you’ll be.”
“All the more reason to get off this world,” Ben said. “I would think you of all people would be excited about that prospect.”
“Look, I know there are worlds where people live without fear,” Kim said. “Places where the water is clean, and the world isn’t covered with junk.”
“My point exactly?” Ben asked.
“But my point is, if we take off on your old bird, we’ll officially be outlaws. We’ll be living outside the Imperium for all intents and purposes, always on the run. We’ll never be able to settle on some pristine planet and live happily ever after.”
“We’ll be free,” Ben insisted.
“Not really. Freedom is a myth. We’ll just be trading one set of circumstances for another.”
“They can’t get much worse than this,” he said, waving his arm at the salvage yard they were walking through.
“All I’m saying is, we’ll be giving up the chance to have normal lives on a better world.”
“They don’t let just anyone onto the worlds you’re talking about.”
“No, they don’t. But if I could get into the Fleet, I could earn a spot,” Kim said. “That’s what you’re asking me to give up.”
“A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush,” Magnum said.
He didn’t look at either of them. His eyes roamed the salvage for any signs of danger, but he was listening to their conversation. It was the first time Ben had heard the big man speak without first being asked a direct question.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Kim asked.
“It means,” Ben interjected, “that you have no way of knowing if you’ll ever get into the Fleet Academy. Or that you’d do as well as you think if you somehow found a way in.”
“Hey! I’m a damn good pilot. I can fly anything, anywhere.”
“I’m not talking about your skills, Kim. I know you’re a great flyer. But do you really think the Fleet isn’t just as political as everything else? You don’t have the support that other people have. The family connections, the business relationships, the money, that’s what you’d need to excel in the Royal Imperium.”
“Who’s jaded now?” Kim said.
“All we’re trying to say is, you have a chance to escape this horrid place once and for all,” Ben said. “And the reality of that is better than the hope of something else that may never come to pass.”
They reached the Boneyard by midmorning and traded some of Ben’s refurbished goods for a seat on a transport headed to Longdale. The trip was uneventful. They reached the outskirts of the city just before dark, and Ben hurried into the market. Most of the vendors and merchants were packing up their goods. The Big Market was a trading post much like the Boneyard. Inside the city, credits were used for commerce, and outsiders needing to do business had to first convert their goods into money at the Big Market.
Ben had several small gadgets, which he traded for less than thirty credits, but it was enough for what he hoped to do. While he bartered with one of the more reputable vendors, Kim followed Magnum to a weapons dealer. The big man laid out four pistols, including the ones that had been taken from the gamblers who attacked them in the canyon.
“Hey, what are you up to?” Kim asked him in a quiet voice.
“Trading,” Magnum said while the vendor checked the weapons.
“You have any more ammo for these?” the merchant asked.
Magnum shook his head.
“What are you looking to get?”
Magnum held up five fingers. Kim started to object. She didn’t know a lot about guns, but she knew they were worth more than five credits.
“I can’t do five,” the merchant said. “I’ll do two and a half.”
Kim shut her mouth when she realized that weren’t talking about just five credits. There was no such thing as a half credit, and while she didn’t fully trust Magnum, she respected him enough to let him do his own trading.
“Four,” Magnum said.
“That’s too rich for my blood,” the vendor said. “I could maybe do two hundred credits and another hundred in trade.”
Magnum pointed at a rifle that was on a rack behind the vendor. The man smiled.
“You know your weapons,” he said. “But that’s not the kind of thing you want to go walking through the city with. The Security Force will pick you up just for having a weapon like that.”
“What is it?” Kim asked.
“That’s a Vox One, over-under repeating rifle,” the vendor explained. “The top barrel is a projectile weapon, semiauto. The bottom is a laser. These were all the rage after the war. Crowd busters. But with power being at a premium and ammo hard to come by, they went out of style.”
“May I?” Magnum asked.
The vendor turned and handed over the rifle. Kim was beginning to understand how four handguns could be more valuable than an assault rifle. Even if they could keep it concealed, they would be hard pressed to find ammunition for it.
“I could do the rifle at one fifty,” the vendor said.
“One seventy-five,” Magnum said, working the action on the upper barrel.
The rifle was only two feet long, without a buttstock. It had a pistol grip handle and a carbon fiber barrel shroud. The magazine loaded from the side, and rechargeable high-capacity batteries went into the pistol grip.
“Deal,” the vendor said. He quickly removed the pistols from the table and began counting out paper credit slips.
Magnum pulled an old cargo strap. He fed it through the trigger guard to make a loop, which he placed over his shoulder, but under his long coat. The rifle hung between his body and his arm, well hidden. Kim had to admit she was impressed. Magnum was a big man, but nothing about his appearance roused suspicion. In fact, he had a jovial face that seemed happy, almost carefree.
When they met back up with Ben, Kim was further surprised when Magnum handed Ben the credits he’d gotten.
“What’s this?” Ben asked surprised.
“He traded those pistols we took,” Kim said.
“This is almost two hundred credits,” Ben said.
“Maybe we should go into the arms trade,” Kim said. “That’s more money than I make in a month of canyon racing.”
“It’s more than I’ve ever had at one time,” Ben said. “I can’t take this.”
“Supplies,” Magnum said. “We need stuff.”
“Okay, I can see that. But here, I’ll only take a hundred. The rest is yours.”
“So what now?” Kim asked.
“Well, the first priority is to find Liam.”
“Who is this Liam?”
“He’s a merchant.”
“Well, where is he?” Kim asked.
“He’s already gone for the day,” Ben said. “But I know where to find him. He likes to spend his evenings in a pub called the Lazy Fly.”
“Sounds like my kind of place,” Kim said with a smirk.
“Come on, it isn’t far,” Ben said. “We’ll go into the city.”



Chapter 16
Longdale was built in layers. The top layer was filled with glittering high-rise buildings. Only the wealthiest citizens in good standing with the Royal Imperium were allowed there. Each of the three entrances was heavily guarded by the Imperium’s Security Force.
The second level, often called the Quad, was neatly divided into four sections. Two were tenements for the service workers that spent their days cooking, cleaning, and manning the many retail establishments on the upper level. One section was Torrent’s highly touted Technology Institute. For a price, students could learn to work in the vast battle cruisers of the Royal Imperium Fleet. The fourth section was a small entertainment district for the residents of the Quad.
Below them were two levels of industrial manufacturers, large corporations that drew an army of workers from the ground-level slums and around the city itself. But the most interesting level of Longdale, at least to Ben’s way of thinking, was the Underground.
Deep in the bowels of the earth below the city lay its necessary monsters, water treatment, power plants, air quality filters, thermal power converters, and garbage disposal. It was dark, dank, smelly. And between the large machines built to supply the city’s every need, were unlicensed taverns, black market vendors, flesh peddlers, and vice dealers.
The Lazy Fly was one of the more prominent underground establishments. More than just a booth or a gathering place, it was an actual building with a wooden bar, tables and chairs, even a small dance floor. Music pumped from ancient speakers hidden in the ceiling, and the smell of the on-site unlicensed brewery almost concealed the odor of the Unground and the people gathered there.
Ben led the way through the narrow streets of the ground level and to a stairwell behind a maintenance shed. The Security Force knew all about the Underground, but they rarely did more than make the occasional sweep. As long as the riffraff stayed underground, the security forces were content to let them kill each other. Death was always a possibility in the dark corners under the city, from violence to poisons that found their way into the foods and drinks served there. Drug overdoses were common, as was murder. The bodies were incinerated, the crimes rarely reported and almost never investigated. Going under the city meant taking the chance that you might never see the light of day again.
The Lazy Fly wasn’t far from the stairwell Ben had taken, and once inside the bar, they ordered drinks and retreated to a corner.
“Okay,” Kim said. “Where’s your guy?”
“He’ll be here. Just relax,” Ben said.
“Well, that’s not going to happen. This place makes the canyon taverns look like a resort on Avalon Five.”
“It may be rough, but the ale is pretty good. Give it a try,” Ben prompted.
“I don’t care,” Kim said. “I don’t think this glass has ever been washed.”
“The alcohol kills the germs,” Magnum said.
“I’ll take your word for it,” she said, pushing the glass away.
There he is,” Ben said. “I told you he’d be here.”
“So, go get the gas,” Kim said. “The quicker we get out of here, the better. I never thought I’d miss the junk fields.”
“I left word for him at the bar,” Ben said. “He’ll come to us when he’s ready.”
“You mean we’re just going to sit here?” Kim asked.
“And drink,” Magnum said, clinking his mug with hers.
Nearly an hour passed before the man named Liam approached their table. He had sat across the room, watching them for a long time. Making sure he wasn’t walking into a trap. Kim had complained the entire time and would have left if she hadn’t been afraid of getting lost in the dark corridors of the Underground.
Liam brought over a pitcher of ale. He sat it on their table, then took the fourth and only empty seat. He said nothing as he refilled their glasses. Magnum had swapped his empty mug for Kim’s, while Ben just sipped the potent liquor.
“This one is on me,” Liam said.
“That’s very generous of you,” Ben said.
“I take care of my friends,” the mysterious stranger said. “I hear you’ve been waiting for me, Ben. Who are your friends?”
“This is Kim Beaudry and Magnum Wallace,” Ben said. “They’re friends.”
“If you say so, mate.”
“I do,” Ben said. “I got the ship finished, just like I said I would.”
“She’s up and running, eh?” Liam asked.
“She will be once we have some fuel,” Kim interjected. “Know where we can get some?”
“In fact, I do,” Liam said with a smile. “The Royal Imperium sells it, you know. Of course, you have to be a licensed, approved owner of a registered ship to get it from them.”
Ben leaned in close to Liam and spoke in a quiet voice that was barely audible over the din of the bar.
“What about the Confederacy? Wouldn’t they be willing to get us started?”
“Oh, how would I know?” Liam asked.
Kim made a face, and Magnum was watching the other patrons. He hardly seemed to be following the conversation at all, but Ben knew better.
“Come on, Liam. We both know you move goods from off-world.”
“I’m a businessman, nothing more,” Liam stated. “I certainly have no political agendas.”
“We’re not Imperium spies,” Ben said.
“I wish,” Kim said just loud enough to be heard by the others who gave her a distasteful look. “Sorry.”
“Look, the Echo is in good working order. I just need some Zexum to get her off-world and running. I guarantee we can get past the blockade. Kim is the best flyer on Torrent Four.”
“That’s not saying much, is it?” Liam chuckled, earning himself a scowl from Kim. “But let’s say for a moment that you’re right. Let’s say your ship is whole and capable of interstellar flight. It takes more than fuel and a good pilot to run the blockade and be of use to the embargoed worlds.”
“What are you saying?” Ben asked.
“I’m saying that a crew would have to be resourceful to run the blockades and make contact with Confederate shot callers. Getting off Torrent Four is the easy part.”
“So you won’t help us?” Kim said.
“Well, I didn’t say that, now did I?” Liam replied. “But you might find my help a little thin, if you take my meaning.”
“I still don’t understand,” Ben said. “We’d be willing to work for the Confederacy in exchange for the gas. Say, two runs, that’s fair.”
“You’ve got the right idea,” Liam said. “But if I know the chaps running the rebellion—and I’m not saying I do, mind you—they won’t trust you until you prove yourself.”
“How can we do that without the gas?” Ben said, his voice rising in frustration.
Kim put her hand on his arm. “Liam is saying that we have to steal the gas to prove we’re up to their standards.”
Ben looked at Liam. “What?”
The merchant was older, at least in his fifties, with gray stubble on his sagging cheeks. There were thick bags under his eyes, and even though he was thin, he had a round, protruding belly. He didn’t respond to Ben’s question, but just looked at the younger man.
“How can you help us, then?” Kim asked.
“I know of another place with Zexum. Not a lot, mind you, but enough to get a Kestrel class vessel into orbit,” Liam said.
“You want us to steal it?” Ben asked.
“I’ve no doubt you would find a way to buy it, or barter for it if the Imperium wasn’t so tightfisted with it,” Liam explained. “But there are times when a crew has to find a way to make things happen. If you could get a supply of gas on your own, it would go a long way with the people I may or may not know.”
“Who?” Ben said. “I couldn’t steal it from another ship. That would strand them here and they would get the Security Force on high alert.”
“I agree, that would be nothing but bad karma. No, I have the perfect target in mind,” Liam said. “But I have no part in this business. I can’t help in any way. And if you get caught and mention my name, I’ll deny it.”
“We would never rat you out,” Ben said.
“Just tell us what you have in mind,” Kim said.
“The Technical Institute has Zexum,” Liam said calmly, gazing down into the pitcher of ale, which was nearly empty. “The Royal Imperium sells small containers of it for their classes and experiments and so on.”
“The TTI? Kim said with a snort of derision. “You’re out of your mind.”
“That’s on the Quad, Liam,” Ben said. “We can’t even get up there. We don’t have clearance.”
“I know a young lady with skill at crafting passes,” Liam said. “It isn’t cheap and you’ll have to have credits to pay her with. She doesn’t barter, but it would get you up to the fourth level without a second look.”
“There will be security forces up there,” Kim said.
“True,” Liam agreed. “But they’re lazy. They don’t expect common folk can even get access to the Quad. As long as you’re careful, you shouldn’t have a problem getting what you need. One canister would be enough gas to power your ship into orbit. From there, you could connect with a Confederate vessel willing to trade work for Zexum. At least, that’s the rumor I’ve heard.”
“If we get the gas,” Ben asked, “would you set the rest up?”
“I’d be willing to pass along a message,” he replied. “For a small fee, of course.”
“Of course,” Kim said. “We wouldn’t want to put you out.”
“We’ll do it,” Ben said. “Introduce us to your friend.”
“You’re sure?” Liam asked.
Ben looked at Kim, who didn’t look happy but nodded slightly.
“Yeah,” he said. “I’m sure.”



Chapter 17
Liam led the trio out of the Underground and into a maze of squalid tenement housing that reminded Ben of his childhood. He and Kim had lived on the same floor of one of the slum apartments under the city. It had been a long time ago, and Ben didn’t remember much about it. His parents had both gotten sick and moved out of Longdale when he was thirteen. It had been the best time of his life, moving from place to place, searching for treasure among the salvage yards, learning to barter and avoid the Salvage Scalpers. Eventually, his parents had moved on without him. At the time, he must have thought they would return. He was only sixteen at the time, and couldn’t remember being sad. Perhaps it was because he felt that he was old enough to survive on his own. He was already adept at finding and refurbishing tech in the junkyards around the city.
Being in the slums under the towering city brought back a lot of memories, and very few were happy. His parents had fought a lot. The conditions were squalid, the neighbors untrustworthy, and the buildings were filled with gangs.
Liam moved among the loitering, empty-eyed residents without fear. Eventually, they came to a door and he knocked. Ben heard bolts and locks being turned. After a moment, the door opened just a little.
“Customers,” Liam said, stepping back.
Kim looked at Ben, who stepped forward.
“We need passes to the Quad,” he said.
“How many?”
“How much are they?”
“Fifty credits each,” she replied.
“That seems steep,” Ben replied, expecting to barter.
The woman on the other side just closed the door. Liam chuckled from behind the group.
“She doesn’t negotiate,” he said. “Her name is Florence. She hasn’t left the apartment in decades, but she can get you in the Quad.”
“Knock again,” Kim said. “Try being nice.”
“Fine,” Ben said.
He wanted to appear fully in control, but he felt desperation rising up inside him. He didn’t want to steal the gas, but he knew they couldn’t get off Torrent Four without it. Liam’s argument made sense. If he were in charge of the Confederacy, he might want newcomers to prove themselves. By stealing the gas, they would show that they had the skill to pull off a heist, plus it would incriminate them and thus rule out the possibility that they were undercover Security Force operatives.
He knocked on the door, and it opened again. Florence had a plain-looking face. He hair was brown with some gray showing through. Tiny wrinkles had begun to form on her upper lip.
“You have money?” she asked.
“Yes,” Ben said.
“Show me,” she insisted.
He pulled out the paper credits the gun vendor had given to Magnum.
“We need two passes,” he said. “One for me, one for her.”
“Just a moment,” Florence said, shutting the door.
“Why me?” Kim asked.
“Magnum stands out a little,” Ben said. “No offense.”
The big man shook his head.
“Besides, he can get the supplies we need,” Ben continued. “I doubt you’d want to go back to the Underground alone.”
“And you’d be right,” Kim said.
The door opened and Florence held out two small containers with cotton swabs inside.
“I need DNA samples,” she said. “Give me the money, and come back in an hour.”
Ben took the vials and gave one to Kim. They both rubbed the cotton swabs inside their mouths, then put the swabs into the vials. Ben handed his over with the money.
“At least an hour,” she said sharply, before closing the door.
“Well, how about another drink?” Liam said. “It’s your turn to buy.”
They went out and found a street vendor. The man was selling gluten buns and a coffee made of burned roots. Ben had never tasted real coffee and didn’t really like the imitations he’d come across. The vendor also had distilled spirits, which he sold without a license. Liam got just enough coffee to flavor the pungent alcohol. Magnum had a gluten bun. They sat on a power transformer that also served as a bench, waiting for the hour to pass.
“I don’t suppose you can tell us much about the university,” Ben said.
“I never attended,” Liam said. “Self-taught, mostly.”
“But you’re sure they have the gas?” Kim said quietly.
“Yes,” he replied. “And the best part is, even if they realize it’s missing, they won’t bother with the security forces. The Royal Imperium grants them a license and they buy what they need. They won’t want anyone knowing they lost some. It would bring in too many nosy security personnel.”
“I hope you’re right,” Ben said.
“Of course I am,” Liam said. “Why would I steer you wrong? Just make your way to the labs and look for the warning labels. They mark the containers so no one can miss them. That gas is dangerous under the wrong conditions, you know.”
“Should we wait until morning?” Kim asked.
“Not unless you want to get caught,” Liam replied. “Just go in, pretend you’re part of the janitorial service that cleans the place. They pay dozens of people to go in every night.”
“Won’t they realize we aren’t part of the regular crew?” Ben asked.
“First of all, try not to be seen,” Liam said. “And if you are, act natural, like you’re supposed to be there. You follow me?”
Ben and Kim nodded.
“Don’t overthink things. Maybe, and I mean maybe, if someone sees you they might wonder who you are. But no one wants to get the Security Force involved. If they ask, just tell them you’re new. Get in, get out, and be on your way.”
“Simple,” Kim said sarcastically.
“If you don’t want to do it, I understand, but Florence doesn’t give refunds,” Liam said. “And I’m sticking my neck out here. I don’t appreciate being led on.”
“We’re going to do it,” Ben said. “If this is the only way off this junk heap, I’ll do it. Magnum, while we’re gone, see if you can find some protein bricks. We could be off-world for a while.”
“And some seasoning,” Kim said. “Something better than what Ben has been using, if possible.”
Magnum chuckled, but reached into his coat. He pulled out the small flechette pistol and gave it to Ben.
“Just in case,” he said.
Ben nodded. “Thanks. We’ll meet you back here in a few hours.”
“I know some people,” Liam said. “I’ll help your man get what he needs.”
“Thanks,” Ben said.
“Where’s the closest lift?” Kim asked.
“The lifts are all in the center of the city. Just follow the roads. There are plenty of signs once you get close. Just remember, act like you belong and no one will question you. The Institute is in the northwest corner of the Quad. Good luck.”
Ben turned to Magnum. “If we’re not back by dawn, go back to the ship. Take care of Nance. If we can, we’ll meet you there.”
The big man nodded.
“You ready?” Kim asked.
“As ready as I’ll ever be,” Ben said. He extended a hand to Liam. “Thanks for your help.”
“Not a problem, not a problem. Good luck.”
They left the merchant and Magnum on the bench. Ben was nervous, but he felt better once they started moving. Getting back to Florence’s apartment wasn’t simple. The corridors all looked the same. They had to remember the graffiti, which was the only real signage in the slums.
When they knocked on the door, they heard the series of locks turning again. Ben looked nervously up and down the hall. They were alone, and he was thankful for that. It was getting close to midnight, and while there were still people out, they hadn’t seen anyone in the apartment building.
“Here you go, two passes,” Florence said, handing them out. “Make sure you memorize the names on them. They’re common enough that it would take a security officer a while to ensure that you aren’t on their database.”
“Thanks,” Ben said.
The door closed and they heard Florence re-engaging the locks.
“She’s a real chatty Cathy,” Kim said.
Ben looked at the passes. One was for Peter Smith, the other for Amy Jones. He handed the small plastic card over to Kim.
“It’s nice to meet you, Amy,” he said.
“Who would have thought such nice young people would be up to no good?” Kim teased.
“Tell me you aren’t having fun,” Ben challenged her.
“Oh, it’s fun alright. Right up until we get caught.”
“Let’s get it over with,” he said. “If we hurry, we might be off this rock by this time tomorrow.”
“You’re delusional,” Kim said.



Chapter 18
The walk to the central lifts didn’t take long. The city was built to be commuter friendly. And vehicles were unnecessary. The lifts were the only public transportation. They approached the booth that led to the lift. A guard was seated inside, working on something they couldn’t see. He didn’t even look up as they swiped their passes. The light on the scanner turned green and beeped pleasantly.
They moved past the security booth to the lift and stepped inside. Another patron was waiting. The man wore stained coveralls and carried a lunch pail. He looked bored. Ben stepped to the controls and scanned his pass, then pressed the button for the Quad. Once more, it turned green.
He wondered briefly if they couldn’t have just ridden up with someone else who had a pass and gotten into the Quad that way, but he quickly realized it wouldn’t have worked. They wouldn’t have made it past the security booth without their passes. It had been expensive, at least in Ben’s mind, but then he didn’t deal with money very often.
The lift moved up slowly, stopping on the second level to let the man in coveralls off. When the doors opened, Ben looked at Kim. He could tell she was tense, and he was uncomfortable too. He didn’t like being trapped high above the ground. If things went wrong, they couldn’t run.
When the lift came to a stop again, Ben took a deep breath. It wasn’t the first time he had been in danger. There had been many times when he found himself in difficult circumstances. Living in the salvage yards was not safe, anyone could be dangerous, and he preferred to avoid the danger whenever possible. Stepping off the elevator felt like he was rushing headlong into danger, and it was extremely uncomfortable.
The Quad was different from the other levels. Ben saw the greenery not far away. Large manicured shrubbery in ornate pots lined the walkways. Ben was used to seeing weed, sagebrush on the hills of the canyons, and the occasional gnarly tree, but nothing looking as lush and vibrant as the ornamental shrubs.
There were guards just outside the lift, but no boxy booth. The guards seemed much more alert as well.
“Passes, please,” said one of the guards.
Ben held out his pass. The guard took it and began looking at it closely.
“Name?”
“Peter Jones,” Ben said, trying to sound bored.
“Occupation?”
“Janitorial services.”
The guard scanned the pass. His device beeped, and Ben saw a green light on the small screen. The guard handed the pass back to Ben and took Kim’s. He repeated the procedure, then waved them on. The guards were bored, and for them the encounter was mundane, but it left Ben short of breath, his heart racing.
“I thought you were going to pass out back there,” Kim said with a snicker.
“I forgot you like to razz me when you’re nervous.”
“I’m not nervous.”
“Sure,” Ben said. “You’re a real cool customer.”
“This is nothing compared to flying in the canyon races.”
They didn’t have to go far to reach the Technical Institute campus. It was dark, but the pathways were lit with small lights and each building was named. The signs on the buildings were lit to reveal not just the purpose of the building, but the names of the donors who had provided the funds to build it.
“Convenient signage,” Kim said.
“I’m not complaining,” Ben said.
They passed the Goldman Auditorium, the Elle and Nicholas Mercer Student Center, and the Orville Adams Administration Building, before seeing the Pavel Rocman Laboratory. They went to the glass doors and went inside.
Ben had never seen such a clean, modern facility. The floors were brilliant white, the walls a soft beige with dark lettering like signposts to guide people to the various places inside.
“Can you believe this?” Kim said.
“Not really,” Ben said. “I didn’t know such places even existed.”
He put his hand on the wall. It was so different from the slums far below. So clean and light, so open and airy. Even with another level above the Quad, it seemed to be a huge, expansive place, a virtual wonderland compared to the endless salvage yards that surrounded the city.
“Let’s stay focused,” Kim said. “The sooner we’re out of here, the better.”
“It doesn’t seem right, does it?”
“What doesn’t seem right?”
“Hey!” The call came from a short man who was fatter than any person Ben had ever seen. The man came wobbling toward them. “Who are you?”
“Peter Jones and Amy Smith,” Ben said.
He saw Kim stiffen and realized his mistake almost as soon as the words came out of his mouth. The man was walking at a fast wobble toward them.
“We were just hired,” Kim said.
“Well, it’s about damn time,” the man said. “I’m Eugene, building supervisor. Come on, I’ll show you where the supplies are kept. This whole place needs a good scrub. It’s getting dingy.”
Ben thought the man was insane. He had eaten off of plates that weren’t as clean as the gleaming white floors. They followed Eugene, who huffed and puffed his way to a door that said MAINTENANCE. He pulled it open and turned sideways to shimmy inside.
“We’ve got everything you’ll need,” Eugene said. “What was your name again, dear?”
“Amy,” Kim said quickly.
“Yes, Amy, take the trash bin around and empty the wastebaskets. The professors get testy when they see trash building up in their beloved labs. When you finish that, get started on the windows.”
“Yes, sir,” Kim said.
“And you’re Pete, right?”
Ben nodded.
“You start on the floors. We’ve got less than six hours left and you’ve got three floors to mop. So don’t dawdle. Both of you, keep hand radios on your person all the time. If I need you, I don’t want to have to go looking.”
He pointed to a set of personal communicators in a charging rack. Ben took two out and handed one to Kim. She nodded.
“I’ll get started,” she said.
“If you have questions, don’t hesitate to ask,” Eugene said. “I’ll be cleaning the faculty lounge.”
The big man shimmied back out of the maintenance closet. Kim leaned close and whispered in Ben’s ear.
“We should split up. If you find the gas, radio me for help with a spill. I’ll do the same.”
Ben nodded and couldn’t keep a grin from forming on his face. Kim pushed a large barrel-shaped garbage bin on castors out of the room. Ben was anxious to follow her, but he had to fill his mop bucket with water and detergent first. Once he had it full, he set out with high hopes that they could find the gas and get out of the city, before anyone found out what they had been up to.



Chapter 19
Magnum followed Liam back into the Underground. The older man knew the dark maze well, and moved along at a rapid pace. Magnum still had the rifle under his arm. He was excited about the weapon, but he wouldn’t get to do much with it until they were back on the ship. Once there, he would be able to disassemble the rifle and actually see what he had traded for.
He still couldn’t believe his luck. When he’d seen the Scalpers assaulting Ben he had jumped into the fray simply because he hated to see anyone get bullied. The Scalpers were the worst sort of criminal—aimless, cruel, just looking for someone to torment or take advantage of. The real surprise had been Ben himself. The smaller man had been in a horrible spot, and yet he had looked after Magnum.
Initially, all Magnum wanted from Ben was a free meal. He had never intended to trade his pistol for food, that would have been insane, but if he made a stranger think that he was that desperate, he was more likely to get the help he was hoping for. Not that Magnum really needed help, he was perfectly capable of fending for himself, but before he knew it, he was in an actual, working starship and treated like an equal. In all his years roaming the wastelands of Torrent Four, he’d never been in a place that felt like a home. Yet his quarters on the old Kestrel class ship had quickly grown on him.
When Ben asked him to join the fledgling crew, it was a simple decision to make. The smaller man was a gifted engineer, and Magnum’s skills would be a welcome addition to their crew. He had no idea if the ship would ever fly, but it didn’t matter. Suddenly he had a home, and a family. They were the things he had been searching for his whole life, even though he didn’t know it.
Even after only a couple of weeks, Magnum had strong feelings for Ben and Nance. Kim wasn’t so bad either, if a person didn’t let her smart mouth bother them. She was pushy, and a little cocky, but she was a pilot after all. And she had stepped up when it mattered most. Getting attacked in the old transport had been vicious. One moment he was sound asleep, the next some punk had kicked him hard in the stomach. Magnum had been just about to pull his pistol, even though the chances of getting a shot off were slim. Even if he had managed to shoot one or two of the Scalpers, the others would have killed him.
It was surprising to Magnum that Ben and Kim hadn’t used the distraction to sneak away. The Scalpers were all focused on him, and it would have been the perfect time to run for safety. Instead, Kim and Ben had risked their lives to save him. He knew at that moment, with the smell of blood and gun powder in the air, that he had found his people.
Liam led him to what looked to be a storage room. It was the size of a small warehouse and close to the water treatment plant, which smelled horrible. Inside, an old man was sitting at a table, reading on a portable device. There were crates stacked neatly on the far side of the room.
“Magnum, this is Horace. He’s in charge of things around here.”
The old man got to his feet. Magnum wasn’t sure what to do. He always felt out of place around people.
“He’s big,” Horace said.
“He’s part of a new crew,” Liam explained. “They need supplies. How much protein can you spare?”
“I’ve got a crate I could part with. Spices too. I suppose he’s got money?”
“Yes,” Magnum said.
“Fifty credits and the food’s yours. Spices too. As long as it’s going up.”
“It is,” Liam said.
Magnum paid the old man fifty credits and was rewarded with a case of protein bricks and a sack of individual spice packets. The crate had wheels and a handle. Magnum pulled it behind him.
“What else do you need?” Liam asked. “If your friends get the gas, you may not be back on solid ground for a while.”
“Ammo,” Magnum said.
“Now that’s interesting. Are we talking bullets?”
“Reloading supplies,” Magnum said.
“Interesting. I think I know a guy.”
They wound their way through the Underground. Occasionally, they saw other people. Almost all eyed the crate with envy, even though there was no way to know what was inside. But most looked at Magnum and decided it wasn’t worth finding out. A few made comments, but Liam kept moving. When one man stepped into their path, Magnum drew the rifle from under his coat before Liam could speak. The man raised both hands and slowly backed away.
Liam glanced at Magnum, chuckled, and kept going.
Eventually, they came to a dark corner between machines. It was essentially a dead end, but Magnum could see there were barrels and crates. It was dark and hard to see clearly, but as they approached, a man with one leg came out, leaning on a crutch made from scrap metal.
“Liam, I’ll be damned,” the man said. “What brings you down here?”
“Looking for a few things,” Liam said. “Thought you might have what we’re looking for.”
“Maybe, maybe. Who’s your friend?”
“This is Magnum Wallace. He’s with a new outfit.”
“Vetted?”
“In the process now,” Liam said. “He’s looking for reload supplies.”
“Ammo?”
“Yes, sir,” Liam said. “You got anything lying around?”
“I’ve got an old ammo press. Some brass casings too. He’s welcome to them if he wants. I can’t help with powder or priming caps.”
“We’ll keep looking,” Liam said.
The one-legged man rummaged through an assortment of junk. It wasn’t until he came close enough to Magnum to hand the big man the supplies that it became obvious the man was blind. He handed over the press and a canvas sack full of spent brass.
“The Security Force is careless,” the blind man said. “One man’s trash is another man’s treasure.”
“Thank you,” Magnum said.
“Anything for the cause. Hell, I wouldn’t know what to do with it anyway.”
“How much?” Magnum asked.
“Oh, you can have it. If I could have traded it, I would have done so long ago. There are some things I keep for occasions just like this. The Imperium took my eyes and my leg, then cast me off like garbage. So I take from their garbage and use it to make their lives as difficult as possible.”
Magnum didn’t know what to say. Fortunately, Liam stepped forward, embraced the blind man, and told them they had more to do. Magnum said thank you again, and the blind man waved. Once they were several turns away from the blind man’s grotto among the huge machines, Liam spoke up.
“Sal was with the Fleet,” Liam said quietly. “Worked with the Security Force until he got hurt by a terrorist bomb. Lost his leg and both eyes. The Imperium dumped him down in the slums and assigned him to waste disposal. Once he got his bearings, he moved to the Underground. He goes through their garbage like your friend searches the salvage yard.
“He can’t see,” Magnum said.
“Not with his eyes. But his hands are just as sensitive as eyes, and he doesn’t need light. The Underground is perfect for him now. He can’t fight back in the traditional way, but he’s always anxious to help the cause.”
Magnum knew Liam was more involved in the rebellion than he let on with Ben. Why he was revealing so much to Magnum was a mystery, but then Magnum knew better than to question things when luck was leaning his way. He kept his mouth shut and followed the merchant.
They went back up to the main level of the city, then out to a booth that was closed and locked. Liam pulled out keys and opened all the locks. Inside, the booth was stuffed with goods of all kinds.
“I’ve got gun powder in here,” Liam said. “That won’t help with the laser, but if we can find some priming caps, you can make some bullets for your guns.”
“Thank you,” Magnum said.
“Ah, here we go,” Liam said, pulling out a canister. “Gun powder. I can’t remember when I got this, or from whom. But it’s yours for twenty credits.”
Magnum handed him the paper money. He was down to just five credits, but he had almost everything he needed to make ammunition for his guns. It was exciting to think of getting it all back to the Echo and setting up a reloading station in his cabin. He hadn’t had a place he could keep equipment in since he was a child, and the thought made him almost giddy.
“Sorry I couldn’t help with the priming caps,” Liam said.
Magnum just nodded.
“We better get back to meet your friends. I’ve got a good feeling about this venture. I think it will pay off in spades. Yes, I do.”
Magnum followed the merchant, thinking much the same thing.



Chapter 20
Kim was moving quickly, going from room to room. In each lab, she did a quick search for any sign of Zexum gas, and even occasionally emptied a trash bin. She came across files marked SECRET, but they were of no interest to her. She discovered a room slightly larger than the maintenance closet, where the walls were covered with old-fashioned photographs of a lush and beautiful planet. There were notes taped to pictures with district names, and she deduced the pictures were of Torrent Four before the war. It was heartbreaking, and she felt she could have spent hours in the room, but she forced herself to leave.
The only thing that mattered was the Zexum gas. If they didn’t find it, they might never get off the junk world Torrent Four had become. And although she was loath to admit it, the truth was she had not just come around to the idea of leaving on Ben’s ship, she was actually dreaming of it. To fly a real spaceship, and not just a cargo bird or a transport, but a ship that could fly between systems and transition from hard vacuum to atmospheric flight. It was thrilling. And to have the opportunity to show the Imperium Fleet just what she could do would be incredibly satisfying. They had their chance, she thought. They had many chances to do the right thing, but her efforts had all been rebuffed. So she would fly for the Confederacy of Free Planets. Not that any of the planets were actually free, or that she was signing up to join the rebellion, but she believed deep in her heart that the enemy of her enemy was her friend.
If the Confederacy could get them gas and keep them flying, she would be more than happy to run the blockade for them. And all they needed was a little bit of the rare gas that fueled starships. And somewhere in the building was a supply of it. The very idea made her tremble with excitement. She was determined to find it, no matter what.
The crackle of the com-link frightened her. Since leaving Ben in the maintenance closet, she hadn’t seen another person. To hear one suddenly speak made her heart skip a beat.
“Jones, Smith, you two doing okay?” Supervisor Eugene asked.
Kim pulled the com-link off the side of the trash bin and pressed the mic button with her thumb.
“Doing fine,” she said.
“A-O-K, boss,” Ben said.
Kim wanted to kick him. He sounded like an idiot. She had nearly punched him when he mixed up their last names. If the supervisor had asked to see their passes, they would have been sunk, but they had survived that folly and she hoped Ben wouldn’t ruin things before they completed the mission.
“Alright, good to know,” Eugene said. “I’m going on a break. Be back in fifteen.”
“Roger that,” Ben said over the com-link.
Kim shook her head. She was headed into another lab. The door swung open easily, but she found herself facing a wall of hanging plastic just inside the lab. The plastic hung in narrow slabs. Leaving the trash bin just inside the lab, Kim pushed her way through a curtain of plastic. The air was much cooler inside. There was a large device in the middle of the room that looked like an escape pod. There were cables running to the booth, and a window showed the interior. Kim glanced inside, and to her surprise, she saw what looked like a small gas canister. It was labeled Zexum gas, and there were warnings printed around it. The gas was flammable. The contents were under pressure. The canister was private property and belonged to the TTI.
Kim had no way of knowing if the canister was full or empty. Nor did she know how to get it out. But, she thought to herself, where there was one canister of Zexum gas there might be another. She went back out to the trash bin and picked up the com-link.
“Pete, I’ve got a spill on the third floor,” she said.
“I’m on my way,” he replied immediately.
Kim stepped outside and looked at the door. It was room three hundred and twenty-seven. She relayed the information to Ben then stood by the door to wait. She wanted to go back into the lab to search for another gas canister, but she was afraid Ben wouldn’t be able to find her.
It took him two minutes to join her, and she felt every second drag by. But seeing him, his face flushed with excitement, made her own heart race. They were so tantalizingly close, and she wanted to succeed so bad. To fly away from Torrent Four and never go back would be a dream come true, no matter what they found in the vast reaches of outer space. And she couldn’t deny that seeing Ben so happy made her happy too. There was something infectious about his enthusiasm and complete trust in an idea. He had worked tirelessly to make his dream come true and she admired that. The fact that he was handsome in his own way didn’t hurt either. They had been close once, and she knew it wouldn’t take much of a nudge for the sparks between them to fly again. She would have to be careful, she thought. The mission had to come before anything else.
“What’d you find?” Ben asked. He was slightly out of breath.
“Come and see,” she told him.
They went into the lab, pushing into the curtain of plastic. Ben went straight to the pod and looked inside.
“It’s a fusion reactor,” he said.
“Any chance there’s still gas in the canister?” Kim asked.
“I don’t see any degradation of the unit, not even scorch marks. It looks brand new.”
“Is there an answer to the question in that mumbo jumbo?”
“Sorry. It doesn’t look like the unit has been fired up. I’d say there’s an excellent chance there’s still gas in the canister.”
“Can you get it out?”
“Yeah, but it might take a while.”
“So get started,” Kim said. “I’ll search the lab. Maybe there’s another canister somewhere in here.”
She looked and looked but couldn’t find any more of the Zexum gas. Ben had the window off the pod but still had several components to disassemble before he could get the canister out.
“Pete, Amy, where are you two?” Eugene’s voice crackled over the com-link.
“I’ll stall him,” Kim said. “Keep working.”
She hurried out of the curtained area and snatched up her own com-link.
“I’m almost finished with the trash sweep,” Kim said. “I think Pete is still working on the spill.”
“Well, get moving, will ya?” Eugene snapped. “You’ve got a lot of windows to clean.”
“Yes, sir,” she replied.
When she stuck her head back into the lab, Ben waved her over.
“I need a hand,” he said.
She had to reach into the pod and hold up a metal bar that was used to hold the canister in place. They were very close to each other, their shoulders rubbing as Ben detached the hose from the canister.
“Almost got it,” he said, grunting a little as he pulled the hose away.
“What now?” Kim asked.
“The canister screws into place. I just have to get a hand on it.”
He was turning the canister, but it was fit snuggly into place and getting a grip was proving difficult. Minutes passed, Kim’s shoulders and back burned from reaching into the pod at such an odd angle. Finally, the canister popped free and Ben pulled it out.
“You got it!” Kim said.
“Yes!” Ben exclaimed.
“Come on, we can hide it in my trash can,” she said excitedly.
They were stepping back through the plastic when Eugene opened the lab door.
“What the hell are you two doing in here?”
Kim felt a heaviness crash onto her shoulders. Disappointment was so bitter she thought she might be sick, but at the same time, something inside of her refused to accept defeat. She jumped forward and hit Eugene. He tried to dodge the blow, but she managed to hit his ear, her bony knuckles smashing into the side of his head.
“Ouch!” Eugene cried out.
But he was far from out of the fight. He swung a thick arm in a vicious backhand that landed on the side of Kim’s jaw. Her head was snapped back and her vision narrowed, as if she was looking through a long pipe. Her knees buckled and she fell hard on her side. A hot, puffy feeling sprang up around her left eye.
She saw Ben moving in slow motion. He dropped the canister into her trash can and then threw himself into Eugene. He put all his strength and weight into a shoulder dive that landed perfectly on the fat man’s chest. Eugene stumbled back but stayed on his feet. Ben, on the other hand, bounced off the fat supervisor and fell to the ground.
Kim was coming back to herself and started to get up. Ben was faster, but Eugene was already charging back in toward him. Ben threw a punch that landed, but hardly seemed to faze the older man, who tackled Ben to the ground. Kim knew that Ben didn’t stand a chance with the much heavier Eugene on top of him. She looked for a weapon and found a wooden toilet plunger attached to the side of her trash can on wheels. She plucked it off and swung the makeshift club hard. It came down on the back of the fat man’s head, which in turn drove down straight into Ben’s nose. Blood shot from both nostrils as Eugene rolled to the side. His eyes showed only white as his eyelids fluttered.
“Let’s go,” Kim said, pulling Ben to his feet.
He swayed as he swiped at the blood.
“You okay?” Kim asked.
“I will be,” he said.
She grabbed his arm and pulled him from the room. Kim was pushing the trash bin, and Ben was holding on just to steady his trembling legs. He had his hand clamped over his nose and was struggling to breathe through his mouth. Kim’s eye was swelling, but she could still see. They went back down to the janitorial closet, and Nick turned the hose on, washing the blood from his face.
“Is it broken?” Kim asked.
“I don’t think so,” Ben said.
“We better hurry. When he wakes up, he’ll call it in,” Kim said. “If we aren’t past security before then, they’ll stop us for sure.”
“Wish we had a different way down.”
“Me too. I’d kill to have my kite right now.”
There were old tattered coveralls hanging in the closet. Ben pulled it on and zipped it up to hide the blood on his clothes. It was just baggy enough that they had room to hide the Zexum canister inside. They wrapped the short cylinder in cleaning rags and stuffed them inside the coveralls.
“How do I look?” Ben said.
“Fat, bloody, and never better,” Kim said.
“I’m not sure how I feel about that.”
“Let’s just go.”
They hurried from the lab building and tried to walk casually across the campus. They feared that alarms would go off at any moment and security officers would come racing in to detain them. But nothing happened.
When they reached the central lift, the guards ignored them. Apparently, leaving the Quad level was not worth their time. They said nothing, kept their heads down, and breathed a sigh of relief that their injuries were hidden in the darkness.
On the elevator, Ben leaned against the wall. Kim’s face hurt, her eye was swollen to little more than a slit, but Ben was in worse shape. His nose was clogged with dried blood, and he seemed to be having trouble breathing.
“What’s going on?” Kim asked as the elevator descended.
“I guess maybe I cracked a rib,” Ben said. “It hurts when I breathe very deeply.”
“He was a big guy,” Kim said. “Strong too.”
“From now on, I’ll leave the fighting to Magnum.”
“That would have been a sight,” Kim said. “Magnum fighting the short, fat Eugene.”
“He might have just drawn his gun and blown the man away.”
“You had a pistol,” Kim said, not sure how she felt even whispering that fact.
“It crossed my mind to use it, but I just couldn’t,” Ben said. “Not after the other night. I didn’t want to kill him.”
“I’m glad you didn’t,” Kim said, relieved that he hadn’t used the weapon to hurt the supervisor. “He was just doing his job.”
“Can you believe how big he was? He must eat all the time.”
“I’ve seen tavern owners that fat,” Kim said.
She wanted to tell him how they leered at her, and propositioned her, but those were her indignities to bear. Ben had enough to deal with at that moment. When the lift stopped, Kim couldn’t help but fear what was waiting for them on the other side. But the doors slid open and there was nothing but darkness.
“No lights,” Ben said. “No pretty shrubbery.”
“Just be glad there are no security officers,” Kim said, taking his arm and leading him away.
It took ten minutes to reach the rendezvous where Magnum and Liam were waiting. When the couple approached, Liam smirked.
“Looks like you ran into trouble,” he said.
“Nothing we couldn’t handle,” Ben said.
“And did you find what you were looking for?”
“Right here,” Ben said, tapping the stomach of his coveralls.
“Very good. Well, I suggest you get out of the city,” Liam said, standing up. “I’ve done all I can for you tonight. If you can get your bird off the ground, wait for friends at these coordinates.”
He handed Kim a plastic card, which she immediately stashed into her pocket.
“Your friends will be there?” Kim asked.
“If they are willing to help, that’s where they’ll meet you,” Liam said. “Keep an eye out for the Fleet. They’ll certainly be watching for you.”
“Thanks, Liam,” Ben said.
“Forget it,” the merchant said. “Forget I had any part in this night. I certainly will.”
He shook Ben’s hand, then turned and hurried off.
“How do we get out of here?” Kim asked.
“This way,” Ben said, leading the way.
They got out of the city proper with no problems. The sky was just beginning to show some color as they made their way past the big market. Vendors were stirring, but few had opened their booths. On the road that led through the salvage fields and away from Longdale, more traders were coming in. Ben, Magnum, and Kim were the only ones leaving the city.
“Looks like you got a lot done,” Ben said to Magnum, who nodded.
“What is that?” Kim asked, pointing at a strange device on the back of the crate the big man was pulling.
“Looks like a tabletop ammo loader,” Ben said.
Magnum nodded.
“Great find,” he added. “Is that a full crate of protein bricks?”
“Yes,” Magnum said.
“Outstanding,” Ben said. “This trip just keeps getting better.”
“Sure, now all we have to do is get back to the ship with the canister,” Kim said. “Get all the junk off her, and hope nothing explodes on takeoff.”



Chapter 21
Fatigue, pain, and worry plagued Ben as they stumbled along. He had planned to catch a transport back to the Boneyard, but as the day stretched on, it seemed that one wouldn’t be going their way. Their progress was slow, a fact which gnawed at Ben. If they weren’t careful, the Security Force might catch them. At any moment he expected to hear the roar of Fleet vehicles rushing toward them from the city.
“Liam must have been right,” Kim said as they stumbled along around midday.
“About what?” Ben asked.
“About the Institute not reporting the loss of Zexum gas,” she said.
“I’m surprised they don’t have us on camera,” Ben said.
“That lab is a secretive place,” Kim said. “They wouldn’t want their work being recorded.”
“True, I suppose,” Ben said.
“Plus, they wouldn’t want word getting out that a salvage hunter got through their vaunted security, into the university, and disassembled an experimental fusion reactor.”
“You make it sound so grand,” Ben said.
“Well, it wasn’t kite flying, but it was pretty exciting.”
Ben looked at Kim. Her left cheekbone was dark blue, her eye was swollen nearly shut, yet she was smiling. And when he looked at Magnum, the big man seemed unfazed by having worked through the night. He pulled the crate loaded with supplies and didn’t complain. When Ben’s hand touched the bundle of rags around the canister, he felt a thrill. They had all they needed to get off Torrent Four. The mission to get the gas had been a success. And once they were in orbit, they could rendezvous with other smugglers willing to share more of the precious gas that would keep them flying. All that remained was to survive the trip back to the Echo.
“I’m beat,” Kim said. “I need to take a break.”
“Me too,” Ben said.
The ruins of an old building weren’t far from the road. It was little more than some metal framing and warped sheet metal walls, but they cast some shade. Ben led the trio over to it, and they sat down with their backs to the old building.
“If we have to walk, how long will it take us to get back?” Kim asked.
“Three days,” Ben said. “If we can pick up the pace a little.”
“You’re a slave driver,” she complained.
“Food?” Magnum offered them.
“Nope,” Kim said. “It hurts to chew.”
“Me neither,” Ben said. “I don’t think my stomach could take it.”
They sipped water and let what little energy they had returned. After half an hour, they decided to start moving again. They got to their feet and were making their way back to the trail that marked the road. In a world of salvage junk, there was an abundance of trash that seemed to fill every space. The road was nothing but a dirt path through the trash.
“Is that what I think it is?” Kim asked, looking back the way they had come.
“It’s either a transport or a security cruiser,” Ben said. “At this point, I don’t really care which.”
“Will it stop for us?” Kim asked.
“It will if we have money,” Ben said.
“Five credits,” Magnum said.
“I have some too,” Ben replied, digging into his pocket.
The transport stopped when they waved it down. For two credits, the driver of the empty transport offered to take them to the Boneyard.
“Two credits each,” the driver corrected himself, “and another credit for the cargo.”
They paid the man and gratefully climbed onboard.
“Looks like you lot have been through the wringer,” the man said.
“Salvage Scalpers,” Ben said.
“Enough said,” the driver replied. “Those animals have no conscience. They’re psychopaths.”
The transport was a cargo lift, with a few seats attached to the flatbed. An awning blocked the sun, but the entire vehicle was open to the elements. The cool breeze of their movement was refreshing to Ben. Kim sat beside him and used his shoulder as a pillow. They glided along, making much better time than the three of them had made walking.
At some point, Ben drifted off to sleep. It was nearly dark when Magnum gently roused him. Ben looked around and recognized the clearing known as the Boneyard. He was only a couple of hours’ walk from the ship. And even in the dark, he was certain he could find his way.
“Oh, we’re here,” Ben said.
“What?” Kim said sleepily.
“We’re here. We’re at the Boneyard, Kim. Time to go.”
“This sucks,” Kim said, getting to her feet as the transport stopped. “My face feels horrible.”
“Can you see out of that eye?” Ben asked.
“No. It’s swollen completely shut now. And it hurts.”
“I’m sorry,” Ben said.
“You look like a raccoon,” Kim said with a giggle.
“That fat guy had a hard head,” Ben said. “I thought he was going to kill me.”
They got off the transport, which quickly continued on its way. They stood alone in the clearing where the merchants traded junk each day, and Ben felt a thrill.
“What now?” Kim asked.
“Now we go home,” Ben said. “It’s this way.”
The moon was never full. But on some nights it glowed brightly, along with the ring of debris around it. The stars were bright too. It seemed to Ben that the universe itself wanted him to succeed. His nap on the transport had refreshed him. His face hurt, but the swelling was going down inside his nose. It didn’t feel as tight as before. His mouth was painfully dry, even though he sipped water from his emergency filter. Still, the excitement of getting safely back to the ship, and of testing the Zexum canister, drove him on.
“What if it’s empty?” Kim said.
“It’s not empty,” Ben said.
“Can you tell?” she asked. “I mean, just by holding it. Does it slosh around in there or something?”
“Zexum doesn’t turn to liquid,” Ben said. “It’s compressed gas.”
“So you can’t tell for sure.”
“There wasn’t a gauge on the nozzle,” Ben said.
“Well, what if that canister was nothing more than a holding spot, sort of like plastic fruit used for decoration?”
“It’s not,” Ben said.
“It could be,” Kim said. “You got the reactor taken apart pretty easily. It might be where they teach students how to build and repair them.”
“Then why the safety conditions in that lab?” Ben argued. “No, they were testing something in there.”
“I hope you’re right,” Kim said. “If we get back, and the whole trip was for naught, I’m going to be angry. And I’m going to take my anger out on you.”
“Go figure,” Ben said.
Magnum chuckled.
“It’s not funny,” Ben told him. “She’s being serious.”
They made good time through the salvage yard, despite the darkness. Ben feared running into Scalpers, but luck seemed to be on their side. Tension ran high when they were finally in view. Ben couldn’t breathe easy until they were on the Echo. He let the others through first. When he slipped inside the cargo bay, Kim already had the lantern lit. Ben turned and began closing the hatch using the manual lever.
“Here,” Kim said, pushing him aside. “We can do that. Get your precious gas to engineering and find out if we have enough to get off this rock.”
Ben wanted to argue, but he was too excited. He hurried past the stairs that led up to the main level and circled around to the engineering department. It was a long, rectangular room with big machines from the main engine to the artificial gravity generator.
His first stop was at the auxiliary batteries. They showed a total charge of just under half. He reached for the controls, and for the first time ever, turned all the lights in the engineering bay on to full.
Bright light filled the expansive department. He could see all of his beloved machines clearly, as bright as if they had suddenly been exposed to the full sunlight of midday.
He took the canister out of the coveralls and unwrapped it. Then looking up at one of the cameras, he held the prize up.
“This is it,” he said. “I’ve got a gauge somewhere. Give me a minute.”
There was no response. He knew Nance was watching, and probably Kim and Magnum too. Ben was a stickler for order in his department. Everything had a place. He hurried over to a built-in tool cabinet. A short search turned up a manual gauge that could be attached to the canister. It was a round gauge with a needle. He had taken it from an ancient helium tank long ago. The gauge screwed onto the canister, and with a deep breath, he pulled the safety pin. The pressure of the gas in the canister gave a reading. Tears filled his eyes as he looked up at the security camera to share the news.



Chapter 22
“It’s full,” Ben said. “There’s more than enough to start the fusion reaction.”
“Not until we run a final systems check,” Nance said.
“And maybe a full night’s sleep,” Kim added.
“Roger that,” Ben said.
“What’s with the radio lingo, Ben?” Kim asked. She had a cold pack held against her face and was sitting in the pilot’s seat directly in front of the large view screens.
“I’m just a little excited, that’s all,” Ben said.
He had rushed up onto the bridge after securing the canister of Zexum gas in the housing below the fusion reactor.
Kim swiveled around in her seat. The others were slightly elevated at their stations, which formed a semicircle around the cockpit. She had to admit the Kestrel class vessel was well designed. Built for a single pilot, she could control the vessel from her reclining seat, manipulate the artificial gravity, transition between hard vacuum and atmospheric flight, all without ever getting up.
There were a few empty stations. They didn’t have a communications officer or a navigator, but Nance could effectively run all the systems from her computer station. It made for a tidy ship in Kim’s opinion.
“Just don’t get ahead of yourself,” Kim said. “We’re all anxious to break orbit, but this is an old ship.”
“She’s ready,” Ben said.
He looked tired. There was still traces of dried blood on his face, and since pulling off the coveralls, everyone could see the blood stains on his shirt.
“We’re safe for the night,” Nance said. “And the computer will run diagnostics through the night. Why don’t we all get some rest? I’m sure you three could use it.”
“She’s right,” Kim said. “Tomorrow morning will be soon enough to test your contraption.”
“It’s going to work,” Ben said, grinning happily. “You’ll see.”
The look on his face was so full of hope that Kim couldn’t help but smile. Her desire to get off Torrent Four, and actually pilot a real ship, was growing stronger all the time. Despite the dark circles around Ben’s eyes, she thought he looked handsome. It scared her more than she wanted to admit to let her feelings for Ben grow. There had been a time when they were younger when she could have loved him. But their lives had moved in different directions, and she couldn’t help but believe it would probably happen again. She was flattered that he had come looking for her when his ship was ready to fly, but she also knew he had no other connections. The only pilot he knew was the same woman who had turned away from his dream to pursue her own passions almost a decade earlier, and yet fate had brought them back together.
No, she thought, not fate. She was a strong believer in free will. There were no cosmic forces controlling her life. And while she appreciated what Ben was doing, she didn’t know if she could be happy living on the Echo permanently. It was a fine ship, and he had done an excellent job putting her back together. Even her quarters were in good shape. The long, narrow room was clean and well organized. Kim appreciated having her own space. Most of her life had been spent sharing space with others, and a great many nights she had camped under her kite in the slot canyons. Knowing they were secure in the Echo was more luxury than she was used to. Having her own private quarters seemed incredibly lavish.
There was even a small bathroom in the back of her berth, with an actual shower. Ben had found mirrors that weren’t cracked somewhere in the vast salvage yards or among the hulking wrecks of space cruisers that had crash-landed on Torrent during the war. She got to her feet, ran a hand over the back of her chair, and let herself feel a sense of pride and ownership in the old Kestrel class vessel.
It could all end in a moment, she knew that. The whole thing might go up in a ball of fire when Ben started the fusion reactor. Or engine trouble could send them crashing down on their maiden voyage. Nothing in life was safe. Security was an illusion. The best she could do was to ensure that everything under her control was ready, including contingencies. With that thought in mind, she stopped beside Ben’s engineering station.
“We need space suits,” she said.
“What?”
“In case we lose atmo,” she said.
“That’s not going to happen,” he replied confidently.
“Hoping for the best isn’t my strong suit. I’m not saying you have to get it right now, or even before we leave, but we all need to have a suit. Just in case of emergencies.”
“Yeah, okay,” Ben said. “I’ll look into that.”
She smiled at him. The swelling around her eye was going down. The cold pack helped. And part of her hoped he could see that she was proud of what he had accomplished.
“You want some help cleaning up?”
“No,” Ben said. “I’ve got this. Try to get some sleep.”
“That won’t be a problem,” Kim said, stifling a yawn. “See you in the morning?”
“Sure,” Ben said. “Good night.”
She walked to her quarters feeling as if she had done something wrong. After going inside and closing the door, she sat on her bed. It was clean. The mattress was covered with a sheet, and there was a blanket and an old quilt to cover up with, but she didn’t pull back the bedclothes. Instead, she reviewed her actions in her mind.
Had she said something wrong? She didn’t think so. Perhaps she hadn’t shown enough enthusiasm. Perhaps her skepticism over the fusion reactor had hurt his feelings. He hadn’t acted as if he were hurt. So why, she wondered, did she feel as if she had done something wrong?
In the bathroom, she looked at her eye. It was red, but it had opened enough that she could test her vision. No permanent damage, she thought, but her face was painful to touch. She pulled off her clothes and crawled beneath the covers. Her room was nice, but it lacked any personality. She hadn’t had the time or the inclination to decorate. The truth was, she hadn’t expected to stay as long as she had. If the ship really was flight worthy, she would decorate. At least a little. A comfortable chair might be nice. Perhaps she would have the opportunity to pick up a few knickknacks on their travels. Hopefully, more clothes.
She turned off the light and lay in darkness. The ship was quiet. An intruder would have to break into the ship’s hull, which would be nearly impossible without major machinery. And even if someone could get into the ship, her cabin was locked. She was as safe as she’d probably ever been, but she felt a tremor of fear. Ben felt too far away. And maybe her fear wasn’t for her life but for a different kind of loss. Maybe she had begun to think that her dreams could come true. Was it really possible that they could leave Torrent Four behind? Perhaps even possible that she could love someone?
Her entire body tensed at the very thought of love. If she had learned anything in her life, it was that love was dangerous. Love made people do stupid things, and she refused to let herself even contemplate something as dangerous as love.
She rolled onto her right side and closed her eyes. The key was staying in the moment, she thought to herself. Enjoy the soft bed. Enjoy the relative safety of her life at that moment. Let the hope of flying fill her with joy. Tomorrow would be a new day, and she would face it when it came. Sleep was sweeping her away and she let herself go. There was no worry in sleep, no pain. Just blissful oblivion, which was more than enough for her at that moment. Her last thought, before she drifted off to sleep, was happiness that she would be present in the morning when hopefully Ben’s dream came true. With that wonderful thought, she fell asleep.



Chapter 23
On the bridge, Nance watched Ben go off to bed. She knew him well, knew he was hurting. She even noticed the tension in his posture. There was excitement in the air, but also fear. They had done everything possible to get the Echo ready to fly. But there were some things that couldn’t be tested outside of fueling the old ship up and taking off.
Kim was right about one thing: If they had made a mistake, the entire ship could be destroyed by the fusion reaction. She didn’t know how she would handle that. The Echo was more than the hope of a better life for her. It was her home, her whole world. When she went outside in the morning, it would be the first time she had set foot outside the old ship in months. If she lost it, she had no idea what she would do, or where she might find the strength to move on.
That thought was more frightening to her than anything. Death held less dread than losing the Echo. She turned her head to where Magnum sat quietly. He looked tired too, but happy. And there was something reassuring about his steady, quiet presence. She had missed it over the last few days and when he had gone with Ben to the canyon races.
“I’m glad you’re back,” Nancy said quietly.
He smiled and nodded, but didn’t speak. Still, his eyes looked at her. Not just at her features, or even her body, but at her. She felt like he saw her. He saw past the bulky clothes and the guarded expression on her face. He was unfazed by her fears and limitations.
Suddenly he got to his feet, and she feared he was going off to bed. But instead he moved closer to her, slipping into the small chair at the communication console right next to her. The fear that he would leave morphed into fear of what he might do. But he didn’t do anything. As she sat staring at her computer monitor, oblivious to the slowly compiling data on the screen, he just sat quietly.
Finally, she found the courage to speak. “You don’t talk much.”
“Not really,” he said, his voice soft.
“Why is that?”
“I guess I just got used to being alone,” he replied.
She looked at him. A feeling of sadness made her throat tight. She didn’t mind being alone, but she never doubted that Ben would be back sooner or later. He was her best friend, and a comfort. He had taken her in, given her space and the tools she needed to make her life worthwhile. He sometimes got caught out in the salvage fields, but he always came back sooner or later. The thought of Magnum being all alone made her feel frightened and sad for him.
“Do you like to be alone?” Nance asked.
“Sometimes. It’s hard to trust people.”
“I understand that feeling. That’s probably why I spend so much time with computers. They don’t leave.”
“Someone was foolish enough to leave you?”
She smiled, but it was a sad smile. Talking about her past always made her feel lonely and just a little desperate, so she changed the subject.
“Are you excited about tomorrow?”
He nodded.
“Ben said you really came through at the Big Market,” she said. “Without your help, they wouldn’t have been able to get the gas we need.”
He shrugged his shoulders. “I guess.”
“You traded weapons for credits and got enough food for a month. I’d say you did more than your share.”
It was his turn to look away. She wasn’t sure, but she thought he looked embarrassed. Making other people feel at ease was not in her skill set.
“I didn’t mean to embarrass you,” she said.
“It’s nothing.
“Not to me, it isn’t,” Nance said. “I like having you here. It makes me feel like there’s nothing we can’t handle.”
“I’m glad,” he said. “Are you busy?”
“What? Me? Right now? Well, no. I’m just waiting for the computer to finish running its battery of tests on the ship.”
He stood up and took the single step that separated them. Her entire body trembled as he reached for her hand. In all her life, she had never felt so divided. One part of her wanted him to scoop her up and carry her away. He was so strong, so capable, just being near him made her feel safe. Yet, the other part of her wanted to run away. She couldn’t stand the thought of being hurt. It would be much better to simply remove the possibility. Feelings weren’t binary; they shifted and changed without cause or reason. The last thing she wanted was to be ruled by her restless, unreliable emotions.
When his hand touched hers, she had to force herself not to flinch. He took her hand and pulled her to her feet. She didn’t resist. He was taller than she was. Her head only came to the middle of his chest. He pulled her toward him and wrapped his long, thick arms around her. They didn’t speak, there was no need. She stood cocooned in his strong embrace, feeling the warmth of his body and listening to the steady rhythm of his heart beating in his broad chest.



Chapter 24
Ben didn’t sleep much that night. He was excited about firing up the fusion reactor. The possibility that it wouldn’t work didn’t even factor into his mind. Other things might not work, but the fusion reactor was perfect. He was sure of that.
Still, it wasn’t his excitement that kept him awake. Nor was it the pain in his face. He was feeling better, especially after irrigating his nasal passages and finally being able to breathe normally again. His side hurt more than his face, but the injured rib wasn’t too terrible, more of a dull ache that flared up if he inhaled too sharply. What kept him awake were the mental images of the Salvage Scalpers he’d helped kill in the abandoned transport. No matter how hard he tried, when he closed his eyes, he saw their bodies flying apart. He saw them falling lifeless to the floor of the transport, blood spilling out of gruesome wounds he had inflicted.
In reality, he hadn’t inflicted all the wounds. The worst had come from Kim’s shot using the hand cannon. But, in Ben’s mind, the carnage was all the same. People had died and it was his fault. No, he reminded himself. They were the aggressors. No one had made them act that way. He certainly wasn’t to blame, but he felt a sense of terror and frightful responsibility no matter how he rationalized the violence.
When morning finally came, he was the first person up. He went to the upper level and ground a protein brick using a pestle and mortar. Once the protein was ground down into a powder, he mixed it with synthetic chocolate powder and water to make a sweet drink. There was enough for the others to have a full glass after Ben drank his fill. He sat looking up at the sky through the observation windows, waiting for the others to rise. Soon, he would be able to do what he had dreamed of for over a decade. The Modulus Echo would come to life again. Not in a barely discernible way using the solar panels to charge her auxiliary batteries, but with a real fusion reaction that would not only power every system but also recharge her batteries and allow the old ship to fly once again.
“Good morning,” Nance said, coming up the stairs.
“And to you. How’d you sleep?”
“Fine,” Nancy said. “You don’t look so great, though.”
“It’s just residual bruising. I’m fine.”
“The bruising makes you look like you didn’t sleep?”
“Something like that,” Ben said, hoping she wouldn’t press him.
Soon, the others were up and everyone had breakfast. They gathered whatever supplies they felt they couldn’t part with if disaster ensued from the fusion reactor and retreated a safe distance from the ship. Once they were out, Ben slowly entered the engineering bay. It was his favorite place. The floors didn’t gleam white, and the walls were a dingy rust color, but he loved it just the same.
At the reactor, he stopped for a moment and looked at his work. He had replaced many of the components, repacked the insulation, and wielded the thick shielding into place. He had even changed the interior geometry so that the cube-shaped reaction chamber had become a polyhedron. The new shape would use less gas to sustain fusion, while focusing the resulting heat to more efficiently power the ship.
“It’s time,” Ben said, bending low to check the small canister of Zexum gas. The housing was made for two full-size tanks, but the small canister would work for their purposes.
He turned the release valve that opened the line leading from the canister to the fusion reactor, then turned the small knob to release the gas. He heard some movement, then all was quiet.
Ben stood up and looked at the gauges. The reaction chamber was slowly filling with gas. The device would stop once enough gas was in the space to sustain fusion, and more gas would be added as needed. They weren’t planning to fly the ship immediately, so the fusion would only take a small portion of the Zexum and create power for the ship’s systems, many of which hadn’t been turned on in a long, long time.
Once the chamber was filled with gas, Ben turned off the safety and pressed the button that would shoot a spark into the gas-filled chamber. If he was wrong about the reaction chamber, if he had failed in even the tiniest calculation, or left even a microscopic crack in the housing, the gas would explode. He would be killed instantly and never know of his failure, but he had no fear of failure. Confidence in his engineering skills wasn’t misplaced. He pressed the ignition switch and was shocked by the bloom of light from the reaction chamber. He had to look away, and for a split second his heart raced with fear.
But it wasn’t an explosion that he heard as he opened his eyes, but the gentle hum of system after system coming online. When he looked back into the fusion reactor, he could see a fist-sized ball of blue fire. He checked the readings. The ship’s power readings were rising steadily, while the heat readings in the various layers of the insulated reaction chamber held steady.
“It’s working,” he said happily.
The lights in the engineering bay came on. He moved over to the life support and saw that the big heating unit was ready to dial up, with oxygen off gassing from the fusion of the Zexum already rising in the life-support mechanism. He threw a switch that changed the output from the life support to the hydro-generator. It would take a while before water could be generated.
Next up was the artificial gravity system, which was at full power and seemed to be in perfect working order. He dialed the gravity back to half of Torrent Four’s normal gravity, and he suddenly felt as light as a feather. He jumped and had to cover his head to keep from bashing it against the tall ceiling of the engineering bay.
Everything was working and the Ben felt giddy. He wanted to power up the main engine, but they would have to remove a lot of excess salvage material. Still, he was thrilled as he shut down the artificial gravity and jogged through the cargo bay. He scrambled out of the back of the ship and waved to his friends from between the plastic water tanks. They were too far away to be heard, but he could tell they seemed genuinely happy.
“It works?” Kim asked.
“Like a charm,” Ben said. “Everything is online and in the green.”
“We have full power?” Nance asked.
“Yes, one hundred percent power to all systems,” Ben said as they walked across the cargo bay toward the stairs that led up to the main deck. “I’ve got the oxygen going to the hydro-generator now. We should have water soon.”
“So what’s the plan?” Kim asked.
“The plan is to get her uncovered,” Ben said. “That won’t be an easy task, but once that’s done, we can take off.”
“Better to do it at night,” Kim said. “The Imperium Fleet will have trouble tracking us at night.”
“Well, that gives us a full day to get her uncovered and ready to go,” Ben said.
He handed out small collar-mounted com-links. They were short range, but perfect for use in and around the ship. After clipping theirs on, Ben led Kim and Magnum out to begin uncovering the ship, while Nance stayed inside and monitored all systems.
“We’ve got water,” the computer geek announced, her voice sounding small and mechanical through the com-link. “Nearly a gallon already.”
“Wow,” Ben said as he helped Magnum move the second water tank away from the rear hatch. “That’s fast.”
“And auxiliary batteries are at seventy-five percent power,” Nance added.
“What are the readings on the fusion reactor?” Kim asked.
“Everything is green,” Nance said. “The temperature sensors in the reaction shielding are hovering around twenty percent of their recommended range.”
“I told you it would work,” Ben said.
“You can’t fault me for checking. And don’t forget, we haven’t even powered on the main drive engine yet.”
“That’s because we don’t want the Fleet to take notice,” Ben said. “It was your idea, remember?”
“Yes, of course, but I’m just saying we haven’t really put any stress on the ship yet.”
“The drive won’t stress the fusion reactor,” Ben said. “The power is there and ready to be used. At full velocity, it won’t tax the fusion reactor more than it is now.”
“So you say,” Kim replied.
“Yes, it’s the way the ship was made.”
“So going full power won’t tax the ship at all?” Kim said skeptically.
“That’s not what I said,” Ben corrected her. “The stress will be on the engine itself, but not the fusion reactor. It’s perfectly safe.”
“It better be,” Kim said.
“Why are you so fussy?”
“I’ve got a bad feeling, that’s all.”
“A bad feeling?” Ben asked.
“Yeah, that’s right. This is all coming together a little too easily. It makes me nervous.”
“You mean a decade of work, risking our lives to get everything and everyone together, and nearly getting killed to obtain the Zexum gas, is what you call easy?
“I’m just saying, a setback or two would be within the realm of possibility.”
“I don’t do shoddy work,” Ben grumbled.
He wasn’t really mad. He couldn’t be angry with his beloved ship at full power and ready to fly. This was the day he had always dreamed of. His only regret was their need to wait. Uncovering her was not an easy task, and he agreed with Kim that taking off at night was a smart thing to do, but he was so anxious. He wanted to say goodbye to Torrent Four. The junk world had been his home all his life, but he knew he was meant for greater things. The galaxy was waiting for him. New worlds, cosmic beauty on a scale he couldn’t imagine, adventure, riches, freedom, it all beckoned to him and he couldn’t get the ship ready fast enough.



Chapter 25
Magnum was lifting a heavy piece of metal as a bead of sweat ran into his eye. He didn’t mind the hard work, and he is by far the strongest of the little crew working to uncover the starship. Still, he’d spent his entire life hiding. Even when he was out and about, he wore a long coat to hide the many weapons he carried. To be uncovering what was essentially the most valuable object in the entire salvage field seemed wrong to him.
The rear hatch had been completely uncovered and the big ramp was fully open for the first time in years. Ben worked tirelessly, his strength sustained by his excitement. Kim was more selective about what she moved, but Magnum couldn’t blame her for that. She chose the lighter items, and he in turn chose the heavier ones.
Just inside the cargo bay, Magnum had stashed the assault rifle. He had spent most of the night setting up the reloading station in his quarters. A small table was secured to one wall, and his equipment was stashed in bins. He had separated the brass casings and was pleased to find he had nearly fifty of the large-caliber bullet casings, which he had been given in Longdale. He was still in awe that anyone would simply give away such treasures, but most people had no idea what to do with the spent brass. If Magnum could get the right priming caps, he could reload the bullets, even customizing them to his own desires. Fifty rounds wasn’t a lot for the assault rifle, nearly two full magazines, but it was a significant find.
The laser rifle had come with a depleted power pack, which, thanks to the fusion reactor on the Echo, Magnum now had plenty of power to recharge. He had plugged the battery pack into an outlet during the night, hoping that the reactor would work. In a few hours, the battery would be at full power, and the laser section of the assault rifle would be ready for action. In the meantime, Magnum had a handful of rounds that he had collected from various places. They were loaded in the rifle’s upper barrel, just in case they ran into trouble. Magnum also had a long-barrel revolver. It was an ancient weapon, but the metal wasn’t degraded and he had replaced the revolving cylinder himself. It was his go-to weapon. The simple design was thousands of years old and didn’t run the risk of jamming like more modern weapons. It only held six rounds, and unfortunately Magnum only had four left, but unlike in other weapons, he didn’t run the risk of losing the brass. The revolver held the spent casings in place, and with a few more items, he would soon be able to reload them.
“Magnum, can you help me with his old satellite?” Ben asked.
They were uncovering the right wing of the ship. As Magnum moved closer, he caught a glimpse of his cabin through the window.
“Yeah, that’s your cabin,” Ben said. “And Kim’s.”
“No peeping toms,” the pilot said.
“Well, you aren’t in there right now,” Ben replied.
Magnum liked the banter between the engineer and the pilot. They were constantly engaged in a war of words, and Magnum envied their wit. He had trouble moving his thoughts from his mind to his mouth. It wasn’t that he couldn’t talk, he was just so used to staying quiet and keeping his thoughts to himself. He wanted to feel as confident as Ben and Kim, to be able to share his feelings with Nance, but he simply couldn’t. Perhaps, the longer he was with the small group of people whom he felt he could actually trust, he might become more vocal.
“A few more hours and we’ll be done,” Ben said.
“You’re planning a vertical takeoff?” Kim asked.
“Yeah, that’s possible, right?”
“Should be,” Kim said. “As long as the engines have full rotation.”
“They do,” Ben said.
“You think they do,” Kim corrected him. “You’ve never had them uncovered, right?”
“Well, no,” Ben said. “But we’ve run tests.”
“You and your tests,” Kim said, shaking her head.
Magnum chuckled, then stood up, stretching his back. Situational awareness was something his uncle had taught him. Always keep your head on a swivel, he would say. Always expect trouble, then you’ll never be caught off guard. Magnum wasn’t expecting trouble, but scanning his surroundings was second nature. He saw the lone figure in the distance almost immediately.
“Ben,” Magnum said.
“The big man speaks,” Kim joked.
“What is it?” Ben asked.
Magnum pointed at the lone figure.
“Damn, I should have known,” Ben said.
“Who is it?” Kim said, shading her eyes from the sun.
“Scalpers,” Ben replied. “Odds are, they know about us.”
“What will they do?” Kim asked.
“Try to steal the ship,” Ben said, grabbing a piece of metal that had broken off some unfortunate vessel long ago. He tossed it off the wing of the Kestrel class ship. “We need to hurry.”
“Magnum, are you armed?” Kim said.
He nodded.
“You don’t happen to have any extra weapons by any chance?”
“Yes,” Magnum said.
“Well, now’s the time to break them out,” Ben said. “I’ve still got the flechette pistol.”
Magnum held up a finger, as if to say hold on a second, then hurried down to the open rear hatch.
“Everything okay out there?” Nance said over the com-link as Magnum snatched up the assault rifle and hurried toward the staircase that led up to the main level of the ship.
“Scalpers,” Ben said. “Magnum spotted one.”
“Should we close the hatch?” Nance asked.
“Not with us out here,” Kim said.
“I just mean as a precaution,” Nance said. “Maybe three-quarters of the way.”
“It couldn’t hurt,” Ben said. “We need to get the ship ready to fly as soon as possible.”
“I’ll start on the other wing’s engine,” Kim said.
“What happens if we have to take off covered with junk?” Nance asked.
“Supposing we can lift off with the additional weight... holy cow, why didn’t I think of that sooner!”
“What? Where are you going?” Kim shouted at him.
“Just hang onto something,” Ben said. “I’ve got an idea.”
Magnum had two other handguns. One was a high-velocity, low-caliber pistol that shot small beads. It was intended to be a nonlethal weapon, although repeated shots or one in the wrong spot could potentially cause serious damage. It was worthless against armor, but incredibly painful without it. It might not keep them safe, but it would hold off an attack in a pinch.
The other weapon was an auto pistol. It fired the same caliber rounds as the revolver, but could fire in semi or full auto mode. It was a thick, heavy pistol, and not Magnum’s favorite, but it was in good working order and he had five rounds in the clip.
He popped out the two empty shells from his revolver and replaced them with bullets from the heavy pistol. It was down to three shots, but his revolver had all six. Next he grabbed the battery pack for the assault rifle. To his delight, it showed over three-quarters of charge. He slipped it into the grip of the rifle and set the toggle to the lowest setting. The laser shots would be tiny and not as powerful as they could be, but he would have more shots, and as long as the Scalpers weren’t wearing body armor, they would be wounded or killed by the highly focused beams.
He hurried from his room to the bridge where Nance was at her station. She had returned the deck sweeper rifle to the security station. It had three rounds, but he wouldn’t feel ready until he knew she had it close by. He pulled it from under his console and took it back to her.
“I don’t think I need this,” she said.
“I’ll feel better knowing you have it,” he said.
She looked at him and put her hand on his arm.
“Be careful,” she said.
He was nodding when Kim spoke up from the exterior of the ship.
“Here they come,” she said, her voice on the verge of being frantic. “Whatever you’re going to do, Ben. Do it now!”



Chapter 26
Ben was in the engineering bay, staring at the artificial gravity generator. It was made to create a sense of gravity on a moving starship and could be adjusted to increase or decrease gravity according to the preferences of the crew. Ben knew it operated by creating a bubble of gravity that started in the engineering section and stretched out in every direction. Because the Echo wasn’t a sphere, the artificial gravity would extend beyond the ship.
“Everyone, grab hold of something,” Ben warned his friends over the com-link. “Something attached to the ship.”
“What are you talking about?” Kim said.
Ben didn’t wait. He pressed the button to engage the artificial gravity and dialed it down to zero. Instantly he felt his stomach flip, and he started floating off the deck.
“What the hell did you do?” Kim asked.
“Get inside,” Ben told her. “It’s time to fire up the main engine.”
“You turned off the gravity!” Kim said angrily. “How am I supposed to do anything?”
“You love to fly,” Ben said as he propelled himself out of the engineering bay and across the cargo hold. “Figure it out.”
Magnum came gliding down from the main level with a huge grin on his face. He held out a heavy-looking pistol to Ben.
“Only three shots,” he said.
Ben took the gun and stuffed it into the waistband of his pants.
“Thanks,” he said, as Kim came scrambling into the ship.
“Have you lost your mind?” the stern-faced pilot demanded.
“No,” Ben said. “Magnum is going to hold the Scalpers off while I get the rest of the junk off the hull.”
“By yourself?” Kim said.
“It shouldn’t be hard with no gravity,” Ben said. “And if we have to take off, we won’t be weighed down.”
“Fine, whatever,” Kim said. “I think you’re out of your mind.”
“Trust me,” Ben said. “Let’s go, Magnum.”
They had to climb hand over hand along the hull, but all the junk that had covered the ship was floating free. One light push sent junk spinning away from the hull. The only difficulty lay in keeping his own body under control. Ben had to hold on at all times.
They climbed up to the top of the ship and saw fourteen Scalpers five hundred yards out, watching as the Echo floated the junk clear of her hull.
“Can you hit them from here with that thing?” Ben asked, pointing to the rifle on Magnum’s back.
He nodded. “But no clear shot.”
“Yeah, I was afraid of that,” Ben replied. “Can you get down out of the gravity bubble? I don’t think your weapons will fire right without some gravity.”
Magnum nodded, and when drifting down toward the open rear hatch. The Scalpers were on the move again. Ben’s stomach was tight. He didn’t know whether there was enough time to get back inside if they were forced to take off. Still, Ben would rather be left behind than see his beloved ship fall into the hands of the Scalpers.
“Does this ship have weapons?” Kim asked, her voice carrying clearly over the com-link.
“That’s a negative,” Ben said. “They were damaged in the crash, and I had no way to repair them.”
“Let’s put that on the list of new priorities,” Kim said. “Re-pair-wea-pons.”
“I’ve got radar up,” Nance said. “And hull cameras two, six, and eleven are operational.”
Ben couldn’t see the feed from the cameras. He had known they would most likely need to be repaired. He had spare components in the cargo bay, ready to work on them once they were safely in orbit. He turned and looked over his shoulder. The Scalpers were spreading out as Magnum moved through the antigravity bubble.
“The good news is the junk is forming a great shield around us,” Kim said. “Those Scalpers will have to get close to do damage.”
“Magnum is in position,” Ben said.
“Position for what?” Nance asked.
“Is he going to shoot them?” Kim asked.
It was a terrible question. Normally, Ben would order the big man to fire several warning shots, but ammo was precious on Torrent Four. They couldn’t waste it.
“Magnum, can you shoot to wound?”
The answer was a resounding shot, the report echoing off the mounds of trash. Ben couldn’t quite see what happened, but one of the Scalpers went down.
The response was fast. A barrage of shots came crashing in toward the ship. Most pelted off the floating debris, sending junk spinning and twirling. Others ricocheted off the junk closer to Magnum. Ben felt his heart in his throat. The last thing he wanted was for Magnum to get hurt. He should have gone down himself, he thought. If anyone was going to take a risk, it should have been him.
But then Magnum fired back. Ben pushed more junk away from the ship, sending it gliding toward the edge of the gravity bubble, where it tumbled down the ridge of junk the ship had been hidden in. He didn’t hear the big man’s gun fire, but he heard the cries of distress from the Scalpers. Three went to the ground before the others took cover.
“What’s going on out there?” Kim asked. “All our cameras are pointed in the wrong direction.
“Magnum’s kicking ass,” Ben said. “I’ve got the second wing engine clear. You can power up the main drive.”
“Watch yourself, you two,” Nance said.
Another Scalper shouted in distress, and Ben saw sparks fly from a pile of scrap metal. He realized the big man was firing lasers at the group of outlaws. Ben didn’t even know they had a laser weapon, much less something powerful enough to fire it. The shots came out in a quick, effective barrage.
Suddenly the ship began to shake. A loud, high-pitched whine cut through the air. Ben was tempted to fall down and hug the hull of the ship, but he kept pushing the floating piles of debris away from the ship as he moved back toward the rear hatch.
“Engines are at twenty-five percent,” Kim said over the com-link.
“Systems are holding steady,” Nance added.
Ben reached the edge of the hatch. He was still on top of the ship and slipped down behind the big metal door, until only his head and arms were above the opening.
“Magnum, time to go,” Ben said over the com-link. “I’ll cover you.”
Ben had the big automatic pistol, but it only had three rounds and he wasn’t sure the bullets would fire successfully without gravity. The flechette pistol, on the other hand, propelled the metal darts using compressed air. And without gravity to slow them down, the flechettes would fly unimpeded.
Magnum fired several more shots, the laser made a strange twanging sound, then the big man was running. The Scalpers were hesitant to come out from cover. Their number had been cut in half by Magnum’s precision firing, and while they certainly wanted the ship, they didn’t want to die trying to take control of it.
When Magnum hit the artificial gravity bubble, he drifted up, struggling to keep moving toward the ship. He was vulnerable, and Ben felt fear grab hold of him in an icy bear hug. Two of the Scalpers darted out from behind their cover and began firing wildly. Ben couldn’t tell what they were shooting, but they were guns of some type, and the reports sounded like soft popping. The bullets pinged around the ship, some hitting the ground, others impacting the floating debris, and a couple even finding the ship itself. One popped against the hatch hard enough for Ben to feel the vibration from the impact.
“Oh no you didn’t,” Ben shouted, as he shot back.
The flechette pistol was light and made a dry, spitting sound when he pulled the trigger. The razor-sharp finger-length darts flew straight. Two hit the closest Scalper, ripping through his arm and neck. Blood sprayed from a severed artery. Another dart raked through the second outlaw’s outstretched arm. He dropped his weapon and fell to his knees, howling in pain.
Ben had just enough time to lunge out of the cargo bay door, grab Magnum’s big, callused hand, and drag him back inside. A globule of blood floated past him, and Ben realized that his big friend was wounded, but there was no time to see about him. They were in the ship and Ben hit the autoclose button that sealed the back hatch.
“We’re in,” Ben shouted.
“Perfect timing,” Kim said, her voice tight with concentration. “Strap in. Nance, prepare to cut the artificial gravity.”
“Say the word, Kim,” Nance replied.
Ben pulled Magnum toward the emergency harnesses on the side wall of the cargo bay. He strapped his friend in, seeing a bloody wound on the big man’s upper shoulder. Then Ben fastened his own safety strap. The engines were screaming loud, and Ben hoped that Kim could hear his reply over the com-link.
“We’re set,” he said.
“All right,” Kim replied. “Let’s see what this baby can do!”



Chapter 27
Kim was in the big pilot’s chair, her thin body strapped down tight. The ship was flown using a primary joystick, analog controls, a hand-controlled throttle, and two separate foot pedals. She pushed both pedals forward, which tilted the right and left wing engines from the standard horizontal position, straight down. A large rolling ball on the left armrest rotated the main drive.
As soon as the engines were at fifty percent power, Kim flipped off the safety switches that governed the engines to keep the ship from moving spontaneously. And when Ben radioed in, she shoved the throttle forward. The vessel was shaking hard, breaking loose from the planet’s gravity as the large vessel lifted up into the air.
“Any way to know what the Scalpers are doing?” Kim asked.
“Sorry,” Nance said. “All the working cameras are forward facing.”
“Oh well,” Kim said. “They should know better than to approach a ship that’s taking off.”
Her feet worked the wing engines back to horizontal as the ship rose steadily into the air, rotating the nose upward as she went.
“Kill the art grav,” Kim ordered.
“There was a sudden, nearly overwhelming pressure as gravity pushed Kim back hard into the pilot’s chair. And several hard crashing sounds were heard, followed by the screech of metal grinding against metal.
“What’s happening?” Ben shouted over the com-link.
“We have liftoff,” Kim said. “And we’re free of the junk pile.”
“All systems are green,” Nance said. “Although we took some damage on the outer hull. Looks like some of the heat shield tiles were ripped off.”
“Do we have a breach?” Ben asked, the fear in his voice undeniable.
“No,” Nance said. “The hull is intact. We’re okay.
“Good,” Kim said as the radar began to wail.
“Security forces coming fast from the north,” Nance announced.
“That would be ground skimmers,” Kim said. “We should be able to get enough altitude that they won’t be able to follow us.”
“Is it safe to move to the bridge?” Ben asked.
“Like you could,” Kim laughed. “No way, Benny. Just stay put. Let the girls show you how to get things done.”
“We’re being hailed,” Nance said.
“Put it through,” Kim said, still working the controls. “We’re at five hundred feet and climbing.”
“Do you have to go straight up?” Ben complained.
“No cargo bay driving,” Kim said happily.
Strange voices crackled over the ship’s speakers suddenly. Unlicensed vessel, this is Fleet Security out of Longdale City. You are ordered to return to the ground immediately.
“I don’t think so,” Kim said.
“They can hear you,” Nance said.
“Why? I said put them through, not open a dialogue.”
Unlicensed vessel, I repeat, this is Fleet Security. Turn back now or we will be forced to use lethal force.
“Range?” Kim demanded.
“They’re ten miles out,” Nance said.
“That’s too far for lasers,” Ben said. “They’d have to get within a thousand meters for their laser to be useful.
“Do they carry missiles?” Magnum asked, his voice strained.
“God, I hope not,” Kim said.
“You can bet they’re notifying fleet control,” Nance said. “They’ll be tracking us.”
“Only one way to lose them,” Kim said as she pushed her joystick forward. “Hang on, people!”
The wide Kestrel class ship shifted around quickly, diving. The rest of them were speechless as Kim pushed their speed forward and the ship shot south less than a hundred feet from the ground.
“You’re nuts,” Ben complained.
“This baby can move!” Kim shouted exuberantly.
Unlicensed vessel... repeat...
The warning was lost in static. Kim’s display showed the Echo racing over the salvage yards at over four hundred miles an hour. The ship had been heavy and sluggish at first, but her engines were warming up and the ship seemed lighter and more agile with each passing moment.
“We’ve outpaced the security ships,” Nance said. “They’re out of communication range.”
“We still need to get into orbit,” Kim said.
“What’s the reading on the fusion reactor?” Ben asked.
“The reactor is holding steady,” Nance said calmly. “Heat gauges are all below fifty percent of maximum, but we’ve burned through ten percent of our Zexum supply.”
“We didn’t have much to start with,” Kim said.
“We have to conserve as much as possible,” Ben said.
“Tell me something I don’t know,” Kim said.
“Head east,” Nancy suggested. “At this speed, we’ll make dark in an hour.”
“That’s too long,” Ben said. “I say we make orbit now.”
“We don’t know if the Fleet is on to us,” Kim said.
“Better to deal with them in space,” Ben said. “We’ll burn less fuel.”
“Gravity is such a bitch,” Kim grumbled.
“We don’t have weapons,” Nance reminded them. “If the Fleet locks onto us, all we can do is run.”
“It’s a chance we have to take,” Ben said.
“All right,” Kim said. “Nance, stay glued to that radar. I’m going up.”
The ship tilted again, rising upward. She would have liked to have kicked on the artificial gravity so that Ben and Magnum could safely move up from the cargo bay, but she knew conserving their fuel was the top priority. Ben was right; once they reached space, flying the ship would be much more efficient. Most interstellar craft didn’t have atmospheric abilities simply because the demands in gravity on fuel supplies was too great. The Kestrel class ship was a rare breed.
Kim watched the altitude numbers racing by. They were ten miles up, shooting through the clouds, the entire ship humming with a sweet, powerful, symphony of uninhibited flight. The roar of the engines seemed far away, yet the ship responded to Kim’s slightest touch on the joystick.
“Approaching fifty miles altitude,” Nance said. “All systems green.”
“Anything on the radar?”
“Nothing,” Nance replied. “It looks like we’re in the clear.”
“We just need a little luck,” Kim said, who was starting to feel light in her seat. “We’ll break gravity any second now, Ben. You want to fire up the art grav system?”
“No,” he replied. “What’s the ETA on the rendezvous point?”
“It’s seventy-five miles up directly over the southern pole of the planet,” Kim said. “I’d say a couple of hours.”
“Fine,” he replied. “If you need us, Magnum and I will be in the sick bay.”
The statement hung over Kim like a dark cloud. She didn’t know who was hurt, or what had happened, and she couldn’t see about it. She couldn’t help. Her job was to fly the ship. The autopilot had yet to be tested, and the Fleet could be on to them, which would require expert flying. The thrill of finally breaking orbit and leaving Torrent Four behind was tainted by fear, but she knew that no matter what happened to them, she would never go back. She was where she wanted to be, and she would die before she let anyone ground her again.



Chapter 28
The break from gravity was sudden and seemed right. The vibrations and noises from passing through the planet’s atmosphere stopped. Ben felt weightless and the ship was suddenly quiet.
He turned to Magnum, who was hunched over, his big coat stained red with blood. Ben pressed the release buttons on Magnum’s safety harness, then did the same with his own. They immediately began to float up and away from the emergency seats they had strapped into.
“Who’s hurt?” Nance asked.
“Magnum took a bullet,” Ben said as he took hold of the big man and kicked off the floor. They flew up through the cargo hold toward the railing on the main level just behind the bridge.
“How bad?” Nance asked, a strain to her voice.
“It’s nothing,” Magnum said through clenched teeth.
“He’ll live,” Ben said. “How’s the ship?”
“Fusion reactor is fine,” Nance said. “I just engaged life support and already the temperatures around the reaction chamber are dropping.”
“Radar’s clear,” Kim said. “I guess there aren’t any Fleet vessels in low orbit.”
“So we’re safe for now,” Ben said. “But I won’t celebrate until we have a surplus of Zexum.”
They drifted over the railing and onto the main deck. Ben had to shift around and push off the ceiling.
“We’re up here,” Ben said. “Engage artificial gravity on my command.”
“Standing by,” Nance said.
Ben had to wait until they were just a few inches from the deck.
“Now,” he said.
Suddenly, gravity returned to the ship and the two men nearly fell. It took all of Ben’s strength to hold his friend up until they got settled on their feet. The sick bay was to the side of the bridge. It was nothing more than a room with old medical equipment and secure bins for medical supplies. Ben hadn’t bothered with it, other than to stash a few things in there. He had some iodine and a few clean bandages. An exam table took up the center of the room.
“Let’s get that coat off,” Ben said.
Magnum shrugged off the heavy coat from his right side easily, but pain kept him from doing anything to the left. Ben carefully peeled it back. The big man had taken a bullet through the muscle just above his collar bone. Ben circled around him and breathed a sigh of relief. The bullet had gone straight through. He cut away the big man’s shirt, which was plastered to his body with blood.
“It looks worse than it is,” Ben said. “I don’t think there’s any major damage.”
“Hurts,” Magnum said.
“I’ll bet it does. I don’t have any pain killers either. I’m sorry.”
Magnum nodded. Ben pulled out the half-empty bottle of iodine and decided it would be better if Magnum lay back on the table. He poured a bit of the iodine on a rag and stuck it under the wound. Magnum groaned.
“This is going to hurt,” Ben said. “Try not to lash out at me, or move too much.”
Magnum’s jaw muscles clenched. Ben gave the big man a moment, then poured the iodine into the wound. Every muscle in Magnum’s body clenched in response to the pain. Blood and iodine pumped out of the wound for a moment, then things settled. Ben poured in a little more. Magnum was breathing heavy through his nose, his eyes closed.
“There, that’s done it,” Ben said. “I’ll stitch you up, and you should be alright in a week or two.”
Magnum nodded again. It took an hour for Ben to stitch the big man’s wound and bandage him up. And cleaning up afterward was not easy, but by the time he was through, Magnum was asleep on the exam table and Kim was reporting that they were approaching the rendezvous.
Ben left the sick bay and went to the bridge. The ship’s external camera was displayed on the big panels, which made them look like a window. Torrent Four was a dingy brown to one side, with streaks of white ice caps and dirty white clouds. On the other side, space stretched out and Ben saw more stars than he had ever seen in his life.
“Would you look at that,” he said as he came to stand beside Nance.
“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Kim said from the pilot’s seat.
“Unbelievable,” Ben said. “Look at all the stars.”
“Look at the derelict ships,” Nance said.
The Confederate agents, if that was really who they were, Ben couldn’t be certain, had selected the perfect place for a rendezvous. The Echo was moving toward the planet’s southern pole, where dozens, maybe hundreds, of wrecked and abandoned ships floated in decaying orbits.
“I suppose at one time there were ships like this all around Torrent Four,” Ben said. “Their orbits slowly decaying until they broke apart in the atmosphere.”
“And rained down trash on the planet below,” Kim said. “Filling the world with junk.”
“We should be able to shut off our running lights and cover the observation areas so that no sign of life shows on the ship,” Nance said. “We could hide here among the abandoned ships for a long time.”
“Any of those old hulks could be our contact,” Kim said.
“Let’s get settled in,” Ben said. “We’re off Torrent Four, but there’s still plenty of work to be done.”
Kim brought the Echo down into the low orbit along with the wrecked ships that floated there. Nance ran a battery of tests on every system in the ship, while Ben helped Magnum move to his quarters.
“I have a feeling there are a lot of supplies left on those old ships,” Ben said. “I’ve got to go EVA to repair the heat shield anyway. I think the payoff might be worth the reward.”
Magnum didn’t say anything, but Ben could see the conflict in his eyes. The big man was in a lot of pain, but he didn’t want Ben going off without him.
“You need to rest,” Ben said. “If you aren’t careful, you’ll tear your stitches and start bleeding again.”
Ben helped Magnum down onto the narrow bunk.
“Your room looks good,” Ben said, turning and walking over to the workbench Magnum had set up. The canister of gun powder and bag of spent brass had floated off the table and ended up on the floor. He picked them up and set them down next to the reloader, which was attached to the workbench.
“I might even find some bins to keep your supplies in,” he continued. “Once we get resupplied with Zexum, we’ll keep the artificial gravity running so you won’t have to clean things up every time we break atmo.”
When he turned around, Magnum was propped on his good arm. Ben waited for the big man to speak.
“Get the rifle,” he said, his voice pitched a bit higher from the pain in his shoulder. “Charge the power pack.”
“It has a laser,” Ben said, remembering the fight on Torrent Four. “I had no idea.”
Magnum nodded.
“I’ll be careful. You rest.”
The big man slid back, resting on his back. Tension seemed to drain from his face and he closed his eyes.
The next few hours were busy. Ben found the assault rifle and got the battery pack charging. He also checked his hard-vacuum suit. The ship seemed to be functioning perfectly. The life-support system was mixing oxygen with air warmed from the fusion reaction before pumping it through the ship. They had water and food, with just half of the small canister of Zexum gas left to keep the ship powered.
“Auxiliary batteries are fully charged,” Nance said.
“How long will the fuel we have left last us?” Ben asked.
“We aren’t using the main drives or exterior lights,” Nance said. “We could keep this up for a week before running out of fuel.”
“Good, that should give us plenty of time,” Ben said.
“Time for what?” Nance asked.
“To make some repairs and hopefully make contact with Liam’s people.”
“And what happens if they don’t show up?” Nance asked. “Have you considered that?”
She was angry, but he didn’t know why. They had done what they set out to do. Torrent Four was behind them, as long as they could get more fuel.
“Of course I have,” Ben said.
“Well?”
“Well what? Without fuel, we’re dead. It’s as simple as that.”
“We should have had a contingency plan before we uncovered the ship,” she argued.
“Maybe, but I don’t know what it would have been. We barely got away with the tiny canister of Zexum gas as it was.”
“So here we are, without any hope, and Magnum is seriously hurt.”
“We do have hope, and Magnum’s wound isn’t serious.”
“It isn’t serious yet, but if an infection sets in, we have no way to get him the help he needs.”
“I’ve been thinking about that,” Ben said. “I’m guessing there are medical supplies on some of the ships around here.”
“Are you kidding me? We’re not the first people to come here, you know. Anything of value will have been taken long ago.”
“Maybe, but finding things we can use is my specialty,” Ben said with a smile. “If worse comes to worst, we can use the power in the batteries to get back down to the planet.”
“We’ll lose the ship down there,” Nance stated.
“That’s a possibility. I’m not a fool. We’re in a tight spot here. But I’m going to do everything in my power to make sure it doesn’t come to that.”
“And you’ll do what it takes to make sure Magnum is okay?”
“He has saved our lives multiple times,” Ben said. “There’s no way we don’t do everything in our power to save him.”
“Okay,” Nance said. “Things just haven’t worked out the way I imagined.”
“What? Did you imagine that we could fly off scot-free and live happily ever after?”
“Something like that,” she confessed.
“Yeah, I sort of did too. But we’re here, away from Torrent Four.”
“I never thought I would miss it, but I’m worried.”
“We always found what we needed on the ground,” Ben said. “I’ll find what we need up here too.”
They ran tests on the hard-vacuum suit until they were certain it was safe. Kim watched without saying much. The tension seemed to be rising with every minute they waited. None of them could get their dwindling supply of Zexum off their minds.
“How much fuel would it take to jump to another system?” Kim finally asked.
“Too much,” Nance said.
“We could do it,” Ben said. “But we’d probably be on auxiliary power by the time we dropped out of hyperspace.”
“And that’s supposing we could get to a system that wasn’t under the Royal Imperium’s control,” Nance added. “We still haven’t updated the nav system.”
“The bigger problem is we don’t have anything to trade,” Ben said.
“Isn’t that what the cabins upstairs are for? We can charge passengers a fee, buy fuel, keep flying.”
“Sure,” Ben said. “If we were a registered ship with a license to transport passengers.”
“So what is the plan?” Kim asked, sounding angry. “I’m not going back to Torrent Four.”
“No, we aren’t,” Ben said, giving Nance a knowing look. “Look, we’re operating outside the government’s control. That means we need contacts who operate off the grid. Every planet has a black market. Every planet has needs that can only be met by people brave enough to bend a few rules. We just need a little help. That’s where the Confederacy comes in.”
“You know they aren’t going to just give us the gas for free,” Kim said.
“I don’t know that,” Ben insisted. “Magnum said they gave him that reloader and spent brass for free.”
“There’s a difference, Ben, and you know it,” Kim said.
“If they come,” Nance said, “they’ll have plans for us. That’s no surprise. The real question is, can we stay alive long enough to learn what we need to know to make it on our own?”
“This thing is ready,” Ben said, stepping into the space suit.
“You know, it’s not as glamorous as I thought,” Kim said.
“Just give it time,” Ben said. “We won’t be stuck here on half power for long. Soon we’ll have Zexum to burn and plenty of adventure for everyone.”
“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Nance said.
“Hey, Ben, don’t die out there,” Kim said.
He gave them a thumbs up, then snapped the seals on his helmet. The gauge on his wrist showed a single hour of oxygen. He would have to work fast.



Chapter 29
Ben felt the pressure even before he stepped into the air lock. The old Kestrel class ship was built to land on the worlds it visited and only had one small air lock. Ben guessed it was for crew members to go out and make repairs, which was exactly what he was doing.
The first priority was to replace the hull-mounted cameras. They needed to be able to see in every direction, as well as visually inspect the outer hull in case of an emergency. Ben had a hip pack with nearly a dozen spare cameras he had salvaged over the years. His tools were tucked into special pouches on the space suit.
“Alright, I’m ready,” he said over the com-link. “Evacuating atmo.”
“Roger that,” Nance said, she was back at her console, overseeing everything she could with her computer systems, including his suit’s oxygen levels.
Ben reached out and hit the button that pumped the air out of the air lock. It was a small chamber, the size of a small escape pod. A red light came on, and Ben watched it until it changed to green.
“Vacuum achieved,” he said. “Opening outer doors.”
He pushed another button, and the outer door slid open. Torrent Four was bright beneath him, and above him were dozens of ships floating peacefully in the silence of space.
“Dialing back artificial gravity,” Nance announced. “Standby.”
Ben waited and suddenly his stomach seemed to flip inside him. The artificial gravity sphere had been compacted, so that it covered the center of the ship only. The ship and even space seemed to shift around him. There was no sense of movement, but everything was moving. Ben pulled himself out of the air lock and hooked his tether onto a safety cleat.
“I’m outside and locked onto the hull,” Ben said.
“How’s the view out there?” Kim asked.
“I’m staying focused on the ship,” Ben said. He felt as if he might go floating away and be lost forever, even though he knew he was tethered to the Echo. Light from the sun reflected off the planet, and Ben saw his precious ship, free of the junk that had hidden it, for the first time. He couldn’t help but marvel at the beauty of the spacecraft. It was long and lean, slightly bulbous in the center, but still a great design. Kestrels were birds of prey, small falcons that could hover in the air. They weren’t native to Torrent Four, and Ben had never seen one, but he knew the Kestrel class ships were so named because of their size and the ability to rise straight up into the air. The big Imperium ships weren’t as nimble as the Echo, nor as versatile.
Still, as wonderful as the ship was, without fuel she was no different than the other wrecks floating around him. The pressure returned twice as strong. The need to get fuel and get moving seemed to bear down on him, even though it was completely out of his hands. His crew was depending on him, which only put more pressure on Ben.
He came to the first camera. It was smashed and most of the components were missing. He used a power screwdriver to unbolt the small device and sent it spinning away from the ship. The replacement camera plugged right in, and Nance acknowledged that it worked.
“Looking good,” Nance said, before Ben screwed the camera housing into place.
“One down,” he said.
“Nine more to go,” Kim said. “Don’t waste oxygen talking.”
He frowned, but he knew she was right. Once he ran out of air, he would have go back inside while pure oxygen from the fusion reactor was pumped back into the tank. It would take hours to fill and he wouldn’t be able to continue working until it did.
Replacing the cameras was simple enough, and Ben managed to get them all up and working despite one of the replacements being defective and before running out of oxygen. Over the next two days, they fell into a routine.
Ben could only work outside of the ship for an hour at a time. Refilling the oxygen tank took three hours. When he wasn’t napping between EVA, he visited with Magnum or went over data with Nance. Replacing the heat shielding was much more difficult than fixing the camera. Each piece of the shield had to be mounted, which was difficult enough, but also tested.
It took three days before Ben felt confident enough to head over to the abandoned ships that floated around the southern pole of Torrent Four.
“What exactly are you looking for?” Kim asked.
“Anything of value to us,” Nick said. “Medical supplies, tools, spare parts.”
“How about gas?” Kim said. “We’re down to a quarter tank here. I’m starting to get antsy.”
“I doubt I’ll find anything like that,” Ben said.
“Well if you do, go ahead and bring it right on over, would ya?”
“Sure thing,” he said with a chuckle.
“Don’t forget, the drive shaft secondary cam is weak,” Nance said, referring to the diagnostic they had run on the main drive system. “And we need more insulation to cover the electronics grid.”
“I’ve got it,” Ben said. “I won’t forget.”
“Yeah, well, do us a favor and stay in com range,” Kim said.
“Thirty minutes out,” Nance said. “Then you come back, no matter what you find or what you’re doing.”
Ben gave them a thumbs up and headed out again. If anything, the pressure was worse. They had been at the rendezvous for three days and nights, yet there was no sign of their contact. Twice, Fleet vessels had flown past and Ben was certain they had run a scan of the abandoned ships. Fortunately, the Echo blended in and wasn’t detected or they would have been in serious trouble. But with their gas reserve dwindling, Ben knew their time was running out.
He passed through the air lock like every other time, only he didn’t tether to the ship. Instead, he kicked off the hull and sailed through space toward a large ship with a gaping hole in the side. He couldn’t help wonder what type of weapon had blasted through the thick armor plating of the starship’s hull. He waited until he was inside before turning on the lights mounted to his helmet.
“I’m in,” he said over the com-link.
“In...sane?” Kim teased.
“How’s it look?” Nance asked.
“Like you’d expect,” he replied. “Lots of floating wreckage.”
It took longer than Ben liked to make his way through the ship. Most of it was completely ruined. The engineering bay was simply gone, blasted out of existence. The bridge and recreation areas were damaged. He found some old entertainment programs that he thought the Echo’s binary computer system might be able to read. In the ship’s sick bay, he hit the jackpot. The medications were all decades past their use-by date, but there were bandages, slings, and splits that were salvageable. He also found replacement LED bulbs, some tools, and a roll of insulation. When his time ran out, he had a large bag full of goodies to bring back.
Over the next two days, Ben made as many trips to the old ships as possible. Sometimes he was forced to come back to the Echo with nothing to show for his efforts. Other times, he found invaluable items. The most popular were old entertainment programs on small disks. The Echo’s computer read them, and they spent hours watching dramas and action programs from long ago, before the Royal Imperium had brought all the nearby systems under their control.
Ben found replacement parts that could be used in the Kestrel class ship. Clothing was also a popular find, as well as bedding and decor. They replaced everything in the crew lounge that was beside the bridge on the opposite side from the sick bay. As the tension mounted and their fuel levels dwindled, the Echo became more and more like home.
With nothing else to focus on, Ben continued to go out on scavenging trips. He was about to step into the air lock when Nance stopped him.
“Ben, wait,” she said over the com-link. “We have contact on radar.”
“Is it another Imperium flyby?” Kim asked.
“No,” Nance said. “It’s a ship, has to be, but it isn’t transmitting an identification code. Not that we can pick up anyway. We need a new radar program.”
“Should we transmit our code?” Kim asked.
“Wait, I’m coming up,” Ben said.
There was no time to take off the space suit. The best he could do was to pull off the helmet and bound up the stairs in their diminished gravity.
Kim and Magnum were looking over Nance’s shoulder at the screens in her workstation. Magnum had been back on his feet for a couple of days, but he kept his wounded arm in a sling that Ben had found on one of the derelict space vessels.
“Do we have a visual?” Ben asked.
“It’s still pretty far out,” Nance said. “But I’ll try to bring it up.”
“Put it on the big screen,” Ben said, walking down to stand beside the pilot seat at the front of the bridge.
“It’s a ship,” Kim said.
“It might just be another floater,” Nance said. “Maybe on a longer orbit.”
“Or it could be the ship we’ve been waiting for,” Ben said. “I think we should transmit our identification code.”
“If it’s an Imperium ship, will be spotted, perhaps even attacked,” Nance cautioned.
“We’ve got maybe one full day of Zexum gas left,” Ben said. “If that isn’t our contact, we’re screwed either way.”
“I don’t like that,” Kim said. “I don’t like being forced to do anything.”
“We aren’t being forced,” Ben said. “We’re taking advantage of an opportunity. The only opportunity we’ve had so far.”
“Transmitting,” Nance said. “Cross your fingers.”
Ben didn’t cross his fingers, but he said a silent prayer that the approaching ship was their contact. If they had to make an emergency landing back on Torrent Four, he could only hope they had enough power to get clear of the frigid polar area.
“We’re being hailed,” Nance said, the relief evident in her voice as she sat back in her seat.
Ben noticed that Magnum put a hand on her shoulder in a familiar way, and he wondered why he hadn’t noticed it before. There was even a slight pang of jealousy. He didn’t have romantic feelings for Nancy, but she had been his closest companion for many years. It seemed as if he was being replaced in that regard, and he wasn’t sure how he felt about it.
Ben sat at his station and Nance put the incoming transmission on the speakers so that everyone could hear it.
Modulus Echo, this is Confederate cruiser Dixie Storm. Do you read us? Over.
Ben hit the transmit button on his console. “Dixie Storm, this is Modulus Echo. We read you loud and clear. Over.”
Outstanding, Modulus Echo. Hold your position. We are inbound and will link up with your ship momentarily. Stand by.
“Affirmative, Dixie Storm,” Ben said over the ship’s radio. “Modulus Echo is standing by.”
“They’re coming aboard,” Kim said.
“Guns,” Magnum said.
“He’s right. We’ll hope for the best, plan for the worst,” Ben agreed. “Help me out of this space suit. I’ll meet the boarding party, you three spread out on the balcony. Don’t show your weapons, but keep them close.”
“Is it really possible that after all we’ve been through, they would just try to steal the ship?” Kim said.
“Anything is possible,” Ben said.
“Safety is an illusion,” Nance said.
Ben gave the assault rifle to Kim. Magnum returned from his room with his revolver stuffed into his belt with the handle facing his good arm.
“Nance, increase our gravity to normal levels,” Ben said. “And stand by the controls. If they’re hostile, shut it down.”
“What about you?”
“If they’re here to take the ship, just forget about me and take them out,” Ben said.
“Good luck,” Kim told him.
“Just don’t shoot me by accident,” Ben said.



Chapter 30
The Confederate ship came alongside the Echo and extended a docking tube. Ben watched as a single man in mismatched clothing came into the air lock with two large tanks clearly marked: Zexum. Ben felt a wave of relief, but he forced himself not to drop his guard. They would bring gas over even if they planned to take over the ship.
When the air lock cycled, the door slid open, and the man stepped out. He had on patched pant and a quilted coat that was made from scraps of fabric. Around the coat he wore a thick leather belt with a sleek-looking laser pistol in a holster on his right side and a large knife in a sheath on the other. His boots were tall and came up to his knees, and he wore a cap with a strange emblem on the front to keep his wild, unkempt hair out of his face.
“You got a dolly?” the man asked Ben.
“No, sorry.”
“Well, great. I guess we’ll have to manhandle these. I hope your engineering bay is close. These tanks are full and heavy as hell.”
“It’s not far. Let me help you clear the way for the rest of your party,” Ben said.
“I’m it,” the stranger said. “Call me Holt. I’ll be your liaison to the Confederacy.”
“Our what?” Ben asked, trying to sound casual so that his surprise didn’t show through.
“Look, you’ve got a ship and we need ships. No surprise there, but we aren’t just giving away Zexum for nothing. Two full tanks equal four runs. You follow me? You want to fly off to Neverland after that, be my guest, but as long as you’re burning our gas, you’ll run Confederate ops.”
“Okay,” Ben said, not sure what else to say.
“Once we get this gas squared away, I’ll take a tour of your ship, and we’ll figure out what you’re best suited to do for the cause,” Holt continued. “You have a crew?”
“Ben pointed up at the railing on the main deck. Magnum and Kim were in sight, Nance wasn’t.
“That’s Magnum, our security officer,” Ben said.
“He won’t be much help with a bum arm,” Holt declared.
“And that’s Kim Beaudry, our pilot.”
“Howdy,” Holt said.
“We can dial back the artificial gravity, if that would help move the tanks,” Ben said.
“Good idea,” Holt replied.
Ben used the com-link to notify Nance. Soon they all felt light and strong. The Zexum tanks were still heavy, but manageable. Ben showed Holt where the fusion reactor was. They uncoupled the small handheld canister of Zexum gas.
“You made it up here on that little thing?” Holt said with surprise.
“We got off-world pretty easily,” Ben said. “Fleet Security just had a couple of ground runners in the area. As soon as we got here, we shut down all unnecessary systems.”
“Sometimes things just work out,” Holt said. “There’s trouble in the Palay system. I guess it has our friends in the Imperium pretty busy these days.”
They connected the first Zexum tank and stored the second in a maintenance closet with a reinforced door. Then Ben gave Holt a quick tour of the engineering bay.
“You did all this work yourself?” Holt asked.
“Yes,” Ben said.
The Confederate man looked skeptical.
“Well, it don’t matter how you got her. She’ll fly and that’s all that matters.”
They went upstairs, and Ben introduced Holt to the others. He shook hands and looked around the bridge.
“Crew quarters in both wings,” Ben explained. “Crew lounge on this side. Sick bay on the other.”
“And upstairs?” Holt asked.
“Guest quarters, the galley, and the observation deck.”
“Fine,” he said, pulling at his heavy coat. “It’s warm in here.”
“Life support keeps us at seventy degrees,” Nance said. “Perhaps you would be more comfortable without such a heavy coat.”
“Space is cold,” he replied. “You get used to it. How many spare cabins do you have?”
“Six,” Ben said. “Five not counting yours.”
He ignored the look from Kim. Explanations would have to come later, he thought.
“Better show me,” Holt said.
Ben led the way, but Kim followed the two men to the upper deck. He inspected the galley, their food supply, and the guest cabins, which had been outfitted with blankets, pillows, and furniture from the wrecked vessels around them.
“Seems a bit posh,” Holt said skeptically. “I haven’t seen a ship this well put together since I left the Fleet.”
“We did a lot of work while we were waiting on you,” Kim said.
Ben recognized the antagonistic tone in her voice, but if Holt did, he ignored it.
“Here’s how things stand,” Holt said. “All Confederate operations go through me. You’ve got a lot to prove before we let down our guard.”
“Who says we’re looking to join the Confederacy?” Kim asked.
“That’s the word we got,” Holt shot back. “You needed gas and came knocking on our door.”
“We’re grateful to have it,” Ben said. “There’s no problem on our end. We’ll put in the work.”
“Like I said,” Holt continued, “the jobs come through me. I’ll make the final call about what we’re doing.”
“It’s our ship,” Kim said. “Our necks on the line.”
“How you carry out the missions is your business,” Holt said. “Just don’t expect to have a face-to-face with Confederacy leaders. That’s not how things work.”
“We’re not with the Fleet,” Ben said. “We’re just looking for honest work off the radar so to speak.”
“Not a lot of honest work in space,” Holt said. “That don’t mean it ain’t justified.”
“So what now?” Kim asked.
“I’ll give the go-ahead and the Dixie Storm will shove off. It’s best if we give them some time before we depart. No need to give away the fact that we meet up here when the Confederacy has business in the Torrent system.”
“Fine,” Ben said. “I’ll get you set up on the bridge.”
They went back down to the main deck and Holt donned a headset, while Ben huddled up with Nance, Kim, and Magnum.
“He’s coming with us?” Nance asked.
“That’s part of the deal,” Ben said. “Did you get a reading on the Zexum?”
“Yes,” Nance said. “We’ve got enough for a month of space travel, including hyperspace jumps.”
“Sweet,” Kim said.
“And there’s another tank in storage,” Ben said. “I’ll check it, but it was heavy. It’s full of something.”
“So how long are we stuck with this guy?” Kim said.
“He said we owe the Confederacy four runs. Two per tank of Zexum gas,” Ben explained.
“That doesn’t seem so bad,” Nance said.
“Depending on what he expects us to do,” Kim added.
“For now, we’ll cooperate. We’ve got room and plenty of food,” Ben said. “Let’s play nice and learn as much as we can.”
“Just to clarify, we aren’t joining the Confederacy, are we?” Kim asked.
“No,” Ben said. “We’re independent contractors.”
Magnum nodded approvingly.
Holt finished his private conversation and approached the group.
“There’s a load of transparent steel alloy that just got nabbed from the Royal Imperium’s depot near Capital City,” Holt said with pride. “Our first run will be to pick it up planetside, and run the blockade.”
“Where to?” Ben asked.
“Bannyan Seven. And we need to be in the dirt in three hours.”
“You want us to go back to Torrent Four?” Kim asked.
“This ship is a hybrid, right? You can go atmo, so that’s the biggest need. Get the alloy, make the run, and you’re a quarter of the way done repaying your debt.”
“Okay, but we have to plan this out,” Ben said. “We aren’t going in blind.”
“So,” Holt said, “what do you want to know?”



Chapter 31
“This feels a little insane,” Kim said, not caring who heard her.
Holt had taken a seat at the comms console and seemed oblivious to her criticism.
“We have good cloud cover,” Ben said. “It’s possible that the Fleet doesn’t even know we’re here.”
“Just because we are cloaked visually doesn’t mean that won’t pick us up on radar,” Kim insisted. “Tell me your people have that load of steel alloy ready to load up as soon as we kiss dirt.”
“They’ll be there,” Holt said, as if he didn’t have a care in the world.
He’s testing us, Kim thought. She hated the arrogant Confederate already. The very idea of going back into atmosphere was vexing enough, but doing it to pick a load of stolen metals was outrageous. It made sense that the only resource left on Torrent Four was the abundance of recyclable metals, but Kim wasn’t a fan of making the Royal Imperium look bad. She feared that someone would recognize and mark the ship, making their task of finding work and staying off the Imperium’s radar even more difficult.
“The southern reaches are a barren wasteland,” Ben said. “No one will be looking there.”
“Or maybe we’ll stand out like a flower in the salvage fields,” Kim said.
“Ground temperature should only be a few degrees below freezing,” Nance stated.
“We all have our jobs,” Ben added. “We get in, move the cargo, and get out.”
“It’s all fun and games until the lasers start raining down from the sky,” Kim said.
The weather wasn’t bad, just a very low, very thick cloud ceiling. They would drop out of the clouds just a thousand feet above the deck.
“Any sign of our contact?” Kim asked.
“No movement,” Nance said. “They must already be there.”
“Or be incredibly late,” Kim said. “Once we’re on the ground, we’re sitting ducks.”
“They’ll be there,” Holt said so casually he sounded bored.
“Passing twenty-five hundred feet,” Kim said. “Slowing to direct descent speed. You can move to the cargo bay, Ben. And take your new friend, he gets on my nerves.”
Ben, Magnum, and Holt left the bridge without a word. Ben and Holt would help move the cargo, while Magnum would be on overwatch from the back of the ship. His wound was far from healed, but he could fire the laser rifle one handed if need be.
“Get ready with those exterior cameras,” Kim said. “We’ll be passing through the cloud cover any second.”
“Wide angles fore and aft on the main screen now,” Nance said.
“How’s the reactor?” Kim asked.
She had the ship moving downward slowly, fighting gravity as the ship seemed to hover in the sky. The engines were roaring, but the ship seemed light and agile.
“All systems in the green,” Nance said.
“Dropping below a thousand feet,” Kim said.
“I see something,” Nance added, their voice carried to the cargo bay via their com-links. “It might be a vessel.”
“It might be,” Kim said. “How can you make out anything on the ground? It’s so white, I’d swear we were still in the clouds.”
“There,” Nance said. “Come around on heading 2-2-7. We’re about a mile off course.”
“That’s not surprising,” Holt remarked.
“I’m right on the coordinates you gave us,” Kim snarled. “Coming around on heading 2-2-7.”
“I see orange smoke,” Nance said. “That’s our contact.”
“Whose idea was it to pop smoke? The Security Force will see us a mile away,” Kim said.
She brought the ship in quickly and set it down gently on the frozen ground. They were on the southern reaches, only a thousand miles from the south pole itself. The ground was frozen, and snow was blowing on the wind. It wasn’t quite whiteout conditions, but Kim felt that conditions were worsening. Taking off with ten tons of stolen steel alloy in a storm would be difficult.
“Opening the rear hatch,” Ben said.
“Radar shows no other ships in the quadrant,” Nance said.
Kim kept the ship’s engines running, but dialed up the cargo bay’s surveillance camera feed to keep an eye on what was happening. Even from the bridge, she could hear the sputtering of refurbished engines. A few seconds later, an old-fashioned ATV rolled up the Echo’s ramp. It was pushing a sled filled with sheets of glassy metal.
“One down,” Ben said. “Nine to go.”
“Better make sure it’s secure,” Kim said.
“I’m on it,” Ben said. “How’s the radar looking?” 
“The board is clear,” Nance said.
The ATV reversed and went after another load. Kim changed the feed from the cargo bay camera to the ship’s exterior camera. She flipped through them until she saw Holt. He was standing close to a man with a thick beard and goggles over his eyes. The two were talking in the shelter the Echo provided from the wind.
Moving the cargo took almost twenty minutes. They had eight pallets loaded and secured as the ninth rolled up the ramp to the cargo bay.
“I have bogeys,” Nance announced. “They’re twenty miles out and moving south.”
“How fast?” Ben asked.
“They’re searching for us,” Nance said. “I’m picking up Fleet Security transponders.”
“Keep loading!” Holt said.
“Nine pallets is better than none,” Kim warned.
“We have time,” Holt insisted.
“They haven’t spotted us yet,” Nance said.
“Shut down the engines,” Holt suggested. “Maybe we can hide in the storm.”
“Screw that!” Kim snarled. “As soon as your cargo is onboard, we are gone. With or without you.”
“Here comes the last load,” Ben said.
Kim switched her monitor feed back to the cargo bay. Ben and Magnum were leaning out the rear hatch, straining to see through the snow.
“Bogeys are changing course,” Nance said. “They spotted us.”
“Move that cargo, Ben!”
The ATV rolled up fast and slammed the final pallet into the others. Magnum was standing by the hatch and hit the close button as soon as the ATV rolled off. He hurried over to help Ben secure the final load with magnetic clamps. Kim wanted to curse when she saw Holt slip inside the Echo just before the rear hatch closed.
“Ben?”
“Go, go!” he shouted.
Kim had just put her hand on the throttle when an explosion rocked the ship.
“The Security Force fired on us,” Nance said.
Kim didn’t respond with words, instead she pushed the throttle straight to the stops. The Kestrel class ship shot up like a rocket and barely avoided a missile that would have blown her to bits. The rocket hit the ground at an angle and skipped almost a hundred feet before detonating.
“These guys mean business,” Kim said. “I hope you’re hanging onto something.”
“Why can’t I get their missiles on radar?” Nance said. “They’re coming up fast, Kim.”
With a jerk of the throttle, the Echo slowed its ascent. Kim tilted the pedals to rotate the wing engines, then pushed the joystick forward. The ship raced ahead, with Kim giving her more and more power. She lifted her right foot and pressed down with her left flipping the ship on her side to make a wicked fast turn.
A blur shot past the ship and was barely picked up by the exterior cameras. Nance gave a frightened yelp, but Kim was already diving down under the twin attack craft. They were sleek, triangular vessels made for air-to-air combat.
“We need guns on this bird!” Kim shouted.
She pulled back on the joystick and leveled the Echo, producing a fast climb. She pushed the throttle as far as it would go until the entire ship was rattling from the strain. The engines were roaring as they shot up into the clouds.
“Tell me they don’t have radar on those missiles,” Kim said.
“They can’t,” Nance said. “Otherwise, I would have picked them up on radar.”
“If they’re firing by sight, we should be safe,” Kim said.
“They’re trying to catch up,” Nance said. “Both ships are lining up behind us.”
Kim guessed that the Fleet Security pilots were using radar to fire blind, hoping to get lucky. She had no choice but to level off and change directions. The instrument panel on the old ship was built into her console, but she couldn’t see anything from the exterior cameras anyway. She watched her direction changing every few seconds. Sometimes she even dipped down, before racing back up. The g-forces were difficult to contend with, but she feared getting hit by the Security Force missiles if she didn’t keep up evasive tactics.
The altimeter showed her at one hundred and forty thousand feet and climbing. She knew the Security Force vessels couldn’t chase her into the stratosphere, but she worried there were spacecraft in orbit just waiting to blast her into a ball of fire.
“They’re turning back,” Nance said. “They’re breaking off.”
“Good,” Kim said. “How’s it going back there?”
“We’re alive,” Ben said. “But Holt threw up.”
“He’s cleaning it up,” Kim said. “I’m leveling off. Get up here. We might have trouble in orbit.”
“What makes you say that?” Ben asked, his voice carrying over the sounds of three pairs of boots banging on the metal stairs.
“Call it a hunch, but if we get caught up there, we’ll need to make a jump into hyperspace as soon as possible.”
“I’ll start calculating a trajectory,” Nance said. “Where’s the Bannyan system?”
“Belay that,” Holt said. “You can’t jump straight toward the destination.”
Ben was the first to reach the bridge. He jumped into the seat at his station and strapped in. Holt stopped beside Nance.
“I’ll set our course,” he said, moving over to the navigation console.
“Do it fast,” Kim warned. “Once we pop our heads out of the atmosphere, the Fleet will be right on top of us.”
“Where are you headed? South?” Holt demanded to know.
“That’s right,” Kim said. “Those derelict spacecraft will be the only cover we’ll get.”
“You’re more likely to crash right into one of them,” he snarled. “And you don’t even know if there are Fleet vessels in the system.”
“There’s always Fleet vessels in the system,” Kim snarled.
“You’ll get us all killed,” Holt shot back. “Are you out of your mind?”
“She’s the pilot,” Ben said calmly. “She knows what she’s doing. Trust her.”
“I trust her about as far as I can throw her,” Holt sneered.
“Watch and learn, Johnny Reb,” Kim said with a note of triumph in her voice. “Watch and learn.”



Chapter 32
Ben held onto his console as the Echo shook. It made him feel as though she might break apart. There were times when he only thought of the ship as his home. It had been in his life longer than anything, or any person and it was tempting to believe that always would be. But as Kim pushed the old Kestrel class starship hard through Torrent Four’s choppy upper atmosphere, he was acutely aware of just how old she was.
“Hold on,” Ben said quietly. “We’ve got this.”
He was talking to the ship, but Kim replied.
“Thanks, Ben,” she said quietly, her voice softened by intense concentration.
“I’m picking up multiple objects,” Nance said.
“Can you tell the derelicts from the Fleet?”
“Not yet,” Nance said. “Plotting a course through the debris field.”
“You can do that?” Kim asked.
“Affirmative,” Nance said, never looking up from her console.
Ben looked at the readouts on his own screens. The fusion reactor was a tick warmer than the last time he’d looked, but still well within the safety parameters. The life support, artificial gravity, and water plant were all in the green, just as he expected. With a tap of a button, he brought up the Echo’s engines on his screen. The two wing engines were at optimal efficiency and functioning perfectly. The main drive was another story. Despite having replaced her insulation and wind cooling system, the engine was on the border of overheating. One of the engine’s cams had suffered metal fatigue and wasn’t keeping pace, causing the main engine to function at only seventy percent of capacity.
Ben typed in some commands into his console. It would have been faster to use touch screens, or better still, voice commands, but the Echo’s tech was old school. Normally, Ben didn’t mind; he thought it gave the old Kestrel class ship character, but he was starting to see that it might cost them their lives.
He typed in an order that caused the insulation thick shielding that was designed to keep the cold of outer space from reaching the engine, to stay open for just a few more seconds. It would be the quickest way to reverse the engine’s excessive heat output. He just hoped it didn’t warp or crack any of her components.
“Almost there,” Kim said.
The ship gave one last shudder, then everything was quiet. The forward facing exterior cameras on the big displays showed dozens of decaying ships directly ahead, and beyond them was only darkness. The stars seemed incredibly far away, tiny pinpoints of light that offered no shelter or warmth.
“This is insanity,” Holt said angrily.
“No,” Kim replied. “This is the fun part!”
The artificial gravity made it seem as if the world was calm and they weren’t moving at all. On the forward screens, which showed the exterior cameras, the ship was in constant movement. Kim made the old spaceship spin and dart through the wreckage in orbit around the planet’s southern pole like a dancer.
“We have ships approaching,” Nance said.
“That will be the Fleet,” Holt said.
“One Imperium frigate,” Nance said. “And several smaller ships.”
“They won’t dare enter the debris field,” Kim said.
“And we can’t make a jump to hyperspace from here either,” Holt growled. “I told you this was a mistake.”
“Nance, can you plot a jump into hyperspace?” Ben asked.
“Working on it,” Nance said. “The ship’s computer is crunching the numbers now.”
“This old hulk is dead in the water,” Holt snarled.
“Not by a long shot,” Kim snapped in reply.
“What are they waiting for?” Magnum finally spoke up from where he was strapped into the security console’s small chair.
Ben made a mental note to replace the small seat with something more appropriate and comfortable for the big man. Of course, they would have to live long enough first.
“What do you mean?” Nance said.
“He means,” Holt said in a patronizing tone, “they may not risk flying through the old ships, but they would have no qualms about blasting them to atoms just to get a shot at us.”
“They want us alive,” Ben said.
“Just to get the load of steel alloy?” Kim asked.
“Don’t be daft,” Holt said savagely. “They want hostages they can interrogate. They want to crush the Confederacy.”
“But we don’t know anything about the Confederacy,” Nance said.
“Thank your lucky stars the Fleet doesn’t know that,” Holt said. “It’s the only thing keeping you alive.”
“Will we have time to make the jump?” Ben said. “Once we’re clear of the debris field?
“It’s going to be close,” Nance said.
“How are those calculations coming?” Kim said.
“Almost done,” Nance said.
“Does this old hunk of junk not have armaments?” Holt asked.
“We’re not fighters,” Ben said. “We didn’t join your rebellion.”
“You think the Fleet cares about that?” Holt snarled. “You should have never left the ground without weapons. We’re sitting ducks up here.”
“The best offense is a good defense,” Kim said. “I’m certain I heard that somewhere.”
“We can’t even use the escape pod in this minefield,” Holt said bitterly.
“The jump is programmed,” Nance said. “I’ve lit the launch point on your plot.”
“I see it,” Kim said.
“What about those Fleet ships?” Ben asked.
“It’s impossible to tell,” Nance said.
As if in reply, a blaze of light came shooting out of the Fleet frigate. The lasers vaporized a dozen ships spinning in front of the Modulus Echo.
“That was a warning shot,” Holt said. “We have to surrender.”
“The hell we do,” Kim said as she slammed the throttle to the stops.
The space in front of the Echo had been cleared by the blast and Kim sent the ship roaring ahead. Ben could see several attack craft lining up and moving toward them. The big Imperium ship was slowly moving closer, but Kim had the advantage. They raced forward.
“I’m getting a big energy buildup from the capital ship,” Nance said. “They’re hailing us.”
“Don’t respond,” Ben said.
“We’re doomed,” Holt said, his head drooping in defeat.
“Yes!” Kim shouted.
Ben saw her hit the hyperspace jump button and then everything changed. The debris field and Fleet ships suddenly vanished, replaced by a cloudy, glowing swirl that flashed on the forward displays.
“We made it,” Nance said, sounding relieved.
“Never doubted it for a second,” Kim said, spinning her pilot’s seat around to face the others.
“You’re reckless,” Holt said. “Do you know what the Fleet does to Confederate prisoners?”
“Don’t know, don’t care,” Kim said.
“You should care,” Holt thundered away, as if in some sort of religious fervor. “They don’t just lock you up, they torture you for information. And they’re exceedingly good at it. You don’t know pain until every nerve ending is set ablaze by their interrogation devices. You can’t escape, you can’t adapt to the pain, and you can’t die. You’ll tell them everything you know, and then they’ll use you to learn how to make their torture machines even more painful.”
“It doesn’t matter now,” Kim said. “We got away.”
“Speaking of that,” Ben said, shaking off the horror of what Holt had just described. “Where are we going?”
“Nowhere,” Nance said.
“What?” Kim asked.
“What she means is you can’t just jump straight toward the system,” Holt said. “Don’t you know anything? What kind of pilot are you?”
“The kind that just saved us all from being blown to bits,” Ben said. “You heard what happened to the other ship back there. The Security Force would have killed us too if not for Kim’s skill as a pilot.”
“Yeah, what was with that?” Kim said. “I’ve never heard of the Security Force using missiles.”
“Neither have I,” Holt said. “It must be a new measure.”
“How perfect for us,” Kim said. “What else aren’t you telling us?”
“I’ve been as upfront with you as possible,” Holt said. “Like you said, you’re not true Confederates. This isn’t your fight.”
“Explain hyperspace, then,” Nance said. “Why can’t we jump straight to our destination?”
“Because the Fleet can pinpoint your flight path,” Holt said. “The physics are complex, but essentially we travel in a straight line. There’s no deviating from it in hyperspace, which is why the Fleet keeps updated records of clear flight paths. We go around them, but it’s dangerous. So it’s better to make several short jumps to keep the Fleet from following us to our destination.”
“So they can mark the direction we jump,” Kim said. “And look to see what’s in our path, then follow us to that system.”
“Exactly,” Holt said. “So we’re jumping to empty space. It’s not in any system or near any of the Confederacy’s hidden bases or space stations.”
“And the Fleet would never think to look there,” Ben said.
“No, they have no way to know where exactly we are. There’s so much empty space it would take decades to canvas it all.”
“So we’ll be safe there?” Nance said.
“Yes, we can formulate the next two jumps to reach the Bannyan system and deliver the load of steel alloy.”
Ben sat back at his station, letting his heart slow down from the near panic he’d felt trying to get away from Torrent Four.
“We did it,” Kim said, looking at him. “We’re out of the Torrent system.”
“It’s hard to believe,” Nance said.
“The galaxy is our playground now,” Ben said.
Kim got to her feet, stretched, and declared that she was hungry. Magnum and Holt followed her up to the observation deck to prepare a meal in the galley. Nance preferred to stay at her station, and Ben had reasons of his own for staying on the bridge.
“Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” Nance asked.
“We won’t be able to jump again until it’s replaced,” Ben said.
“At least everything else is working,” Nance said.
“And we have plenty of fuel for the reactor. How long until we’re out of hyperspace?”
“It wasn’t a long jump,” she replied. “Half an hour, maybe.”
“Okay, I’m going to take a shower,” Ben said. “Alert me if anything goes wrong.”
“Will do,” Nance said. “Congratulations on getting this ship spaceworthy and getting us out of the Torrent system.”
“It was a group effort,” Ben said.
“I doubt anyone else could have pulled us all together and done the work you did,” Nance said. “Being in space has its own risks, but I’m glad I’m here.”
“I’m glad you’re here too,” Ben said, feeling a swell of affection for his friend. “We’re one step closer to our goal.”
“Freedom,” Nance said. “All we have to do is survive to enjoy it.”
Ben chuckled. “I couldn’t have said it better myself.”



Chapter 33
The ship dropped out of hyperspace with hardly a shudder, but alarms sounded on the engineering control panel. Ben, freshly showered and feeling centered, was back at his place on the bridge. He had been expecting the warnings. The failing cam on the ship’s main drive hadn’t locked up completely. If it snapped, it might cause real damage, and although Ben had replacement parts onboard, he didn’t have the resources to rebuild the ship’s primary engine.
“Shutting the main drive down,” Ben said.
“What’s going on?” Holt said, storming back onto the bridge.
“I’ve got to replace the number two cam in the main drive,” Ben said.
“We’ve broken down?” the Confederate rebel asked.
“No,” Ben said. “But we’ve had our eye on that part for a while now. It needs to be replaced before we try to make another hyperspace jump.”
“And I want to run a comprehensive diagnostic check on the entire ship,” Nance said. “We’ll need at least twenty-four hours.”
“Outstanding,” Kim said. She was leaning against the wall that separated the bridge from the sick bay. “I could use a nap.”
“I’m no mechanic,” Holt said.
“No worries,” Ben said. “I work alone.”
Despite Ben’s boast, Magnum followed him down to the engineering bay. The big man still had one arm in a sling, but he was offering to help and Ben didn’t mind the company. The main drive was accessed through grates in the floor. After finding and removing the right one, Ben spent two hours carefully removing the various components that were between the grate and the camshaft.
“What do you think of our guest?” Ben finally said as he began removing the bolts that held the camshaft in place.
Magnum grunted but didn’t speak.
“He’s an acquired taste, I suppose,” Ben said. “Can you hand me that power ratchet? Thanks.”
“What’s next?” Magnum finally said.
“Next we’ll rig up a lift and pull this piece of junk out so we can replace it,” Ben said. “I should have seen the rust on it, but it has been years since I refurbished this part of the ship’s engine.”
“I mean, what do we do with the cargo?” Magnum asked.
“I suppose we’ll deliver it somewhere. I’m guessing there’s a habitable planet in the Bannyan system. I knew getting off Torrent Four would have risks, but I didn’t expect things to be so dangerous. Okay, this is ready.”
He got to his feet and went to the bulkhead where the lift controls were kept. The entire engineering bay had an overhead lift system. It was essentially a movable winch that could lift the heavier components that needed to be replaced. Ben started maneuvering the winch over toward the open grate.
“We barely touched the Zexum in the tank we got from Holt,” Ben went on. “I’m guessing we’ll have burned through a quarter of that tank’s supply by the time we complete the first job for the Confederacy. Hopefully, that means we’ll have the whole second tank to keep us flying until we can get more.”
Ben walked back to the grate and began strapping the cables from the lift around the cam. It would need to be lifted straight up and out. Ben had two replacement cams, but both would need to be adjusted to fit, which might take a few hours. Once he had that all done, Ben thought he might be able to relax enough to sleep. As long as Nance’s diagnostic didn’t find anything else that needed his attention.
“The key,” Ben went on talking to Magnum, who was patiently waiting and watching nearby, “is to avoid trouble. I don’t like going in blind like we did on Torrent Four. I want more control over the next operation. No matter what Holt says, we do it our way, or we don’t do it.”
“Good,” Magnum said, the word a little more than a grunt.
Over the next few hours, Ben replaced the cam and got the components reinstalled. Magnum helped him get the grate back in place, then watched the big display on the engineering main controls as Ben brought the main drive back online.
“Looks good,” Ben said. “We’ll do a full diagnostic just to be sure.”
He punched in the commands for a system check, then started to head upstairs when he remembered something.
“You go ahead,” Ben said. “I need to check one more thing.”
Magnum turned and looked at the smaller man, but Ben waved him on. It was strange to think that without Magnum, they wouldn’t have made it off Torrent Four. Not only had the big man saved Ben’s life multiple times, he had held off the Scalpers, who would have taken the ship before they ever got off the ground. That thought made Ben shudder. His entire life he had feared and hated the Salvage Scalpers. To think they could no longer harm him or steal from him or intimidate him was staggering. He was off Torrent Four and would never return. The lives of the junk diggers seemed small and inconsequential to him from space. The salvage yards had been his whole world, and the stars seemed out of reach. All that had changed, almost before he realized it. The junk fields were gone, almost as if they had never existed. He would never see them again. To Ben, they were memories, and his future seemed bright.
He walked back over to the maintenance closet where some of the larger tools were kept. There was a reinforced cabinet where the second tank of Zexum had been stored. Ben turned on the light in the small room, opened the cabinet, and screwed a small device to the top of the tank outlet. The device had a simplistic digital readout on the amount of gas inside the tank: 98%. The display wasn’t large or sophisticated enough to spell out what was inside. Instead, it gave a chemical formula that corresponded with the gas’s elemental number: CH4.
Ben had no idea what CH4 was, only that it wasn’t Zexum. He removed his instrument, checked to make sure it was working correctly, and began to reconnect it with the tank when he noticed a tiny seal around the top. It would have gone unnoticed if Ben’s intuition hadn’t warned him that something was wrong. He pulled out a headset with a high-powered light and magnifying glasses that were made to work with tiny electric fibers. It took Ben a few moments to make out exactly what he was seeing, but it came to him like a bolt of lightning out of thin air. It was an explosive release seal, the kind used for removing excess fuel tanks on orbital craft. It was tiny and clearly not meant to be destructive. Ben thought that might be standard issue on large gas tanks to get the nozzle off, but that made no sense. The nozzles were welded into place to keep the highly pressurized gas from popping them loose in the first place. The only reason for an explosive seal was to empty the tank rapidly, which made no sense to Ben.
He left the storage closet and returned to his workstation in the engineering bay. He punched in the chemical formula CH4, and the name of the gas came up on his display screen: METHANE. Ben could only think of one reason for having a tank of methane, which was highly explosive when mixed with oxygen. Unlike on planets where the atmosphere was a mixture of gases, the air in the Echo was almost pure oxygen. The second tank wasn’t more Zexum, it was a bomb.
Ben slumped into a chair, trying to figure out why Holt had loaded a bomb onto the ship. It made no sense. Methane couldn’t be used in the fusion reactor. And the explosive seal could pop and release enough gas to detonate inside the ship, perhaps even blow a huge hole in the hull. Was it possible that Holt didn’t know what it was? Somehow, Ben didn’t think so. The Confederate was smart, almost cocky about what he claimed to know, and he had brought the two tanks onto the ship by himself. But why, Ben wondered. Was it to sabotage the Echo because Ben didn’t want to join their cause? Or did he think they were going to double-cross him and turn him over to the Royal Imperium?
In the end, it didn’t matter, Ben decided. The only thing that mattered at that moment was to get the dangerous gas off the ship. The lift wouldn’t go into the cargo hold, and Ben didn’t think he could manhandle the heavy tank around the pallets of steel by himself. Instead, he went to the artificial gravity generator and dialed the gravity down manually, setting the controls so that Nance couldn’t override his changes from her station on the bridge.
He knew he had to hurry. Holt was probably still awake, and if the Confederate felt the change in gravity, he would probably guess what Ben was up to. One jump carried Ben back to the storage closet. He opened the reinforced cabinet and quickly unstrapped the tank. It was almost as tall as he was, and wide. Still, with the gravity dialed back, Ben tilted the tank toward him and heaved it up onto his shoulder. It still felt heavy and Ben could feel his spine compacting under the weight, but he could hold it up and that was all that mattered.
Ben carefully backed out of the storage closet and then hurried from the engineering bay. He was halfway across the cargo bay when Magnum called out to him.
“Ben?”
He turned and found Magnum halfway down the metal staircase that led to the cargo bay. Even more importantly, Holt appeared at the railing above.
“Don’t let him stop me!” Ben shouted, turning and continuing toward the air lock, which was located near the rear hatch of the cargo bay.
The reduced gravity made the impossible, possible. The main deck of the ship was twenty feet above the floor of the cargo bay. Normally, jumping from the overlook would be folly, but with the gravity dialed down to just ten percent of its normal force, Holt sprang into action. He vaulted over the railing and dropped to the deck easily.
With the heavy weight of the methane tank on his shoulder, Ben couldn’t move quickly. He was sweating from the effort and ignoring the pain in his shoulder as he took one careful step at a time. Holt came bounding after him and would have overtaken Ben if not for Magnum. The big man also sprang into action. He didn’t know what was going on, but of the two men, he knew who he trusted.
Holt’s attention was on Ben, and he didn’t see Magnum coming after him. They were halfway across the cargo bay when Magnum reached out with his good arm and snagged Holt’s quilted coat by the collar. He jerked the Confederate back, and Holt’s feet flew out from under him. He would have fallen hard if not for the weak gravity. Instead, Holt twisted to the side, breaking free from Magnum’s grip. He sprang to his feet as Magnum reached for him again, but Holt was ready. He slipped to the side and lashed out at the big man, hitting him hard between the shoulder and neck, right where Magnum’s wound was located.
Magnum grunted and dropped to his knees. Holt turned and bent low, meaning to lunge toward Ben, who was nearing the air lock. But Magnum wasn’t out of the fight yet. He flung himself into the Confederate. It was a reckless move, and the stitches that hadn’t torn from Holt’s blow ripped through his flesh as the two men crashed to the ground.
Ben heard the commotion but didn’t dare look back. He was almost to the air lock and couldn’t waste a second. The air lock had a lever, and Ben glanced back as he pulled it. Holt and Magnum were on the floor. The big man was doing all he could to stop the Confederate, who at that very moment kicked Magnum hard in the face. The rebel’s heavy boot smashed the big man’s nose and ripped open a gash in his face. Ben felt a sense of rage inside him, but he had a task to complete. The air lock door was open, and Ben careful set the tank inside.
“Stop, you fool!” Holt shouted.
Ben ignored him and shoved the lever back into place. The air lock door slid shut just as Holt was jumping for Ben. There was just enough time, and Ben hit the release that cycled the air lock. There was a swoosh of air, then the outer door opened. Holt grabbed Ben by his shirt and flung him away. But it was too late, the tank had been sucked from the room and was spinning away from the ship.
Ben toppled to the floor, just as Kim appeared at the railing. She shouted for Ben to look out as Holt turned toward him with a look of furious rage on his face. He dove for Ben, who was fumbling with his pocket. The Confederate crashed into Ben, knocking the wind out of the young engineer’s lungs. Holt raised himself up while still pinning Ben to the floor. He pulled back one arm and was about to drive a fist hard into Ben’s face, but the younger man was slightly faster. He pulled a socket wrench from his pocket and bashed Holt across the side of his head. The Confederate went down and Ben scrambled free.
“What’s going on?” Nance said, her voice booming over the ship’s speakers.
Magnum was on his feet but looked shaky. Ben felt a thrill of victory but also a stab of anger as he looked down at Holt. The man had been ready to kill them all, that much was clear. In fact, Ben thought to himself, it was a miracle that he hadn’t blown the cap on the methane gas in their narrow escape from the Fleet in the Torrent system. Ben pointed the wrench at Holt, who was bleeding from a gash on the side of his head.
“He was planning to kill us,” Ben said. “Help me tie him up.”



Chapter 34
Kim had hurried down to the cargo bay, retrieved plastic wiring tie downs, which Ben used to secure Holt, then helped Magnum back to the sick bay. Ben carried the unconscious Confederate up the stairs and into the infirmary, thanks in no small part to the reduced gravity, and slung him into a chair. They saw to Magnum first, using bio-glue to close his wound back up. His clothes were once more coated in blood. Kim rebandaged the wound and helped the big man get comfortable. His nose was broken and the gash in his cheek would scar, but he would live. Once his wounds were cleaned and the bleeding stopped, they turned to Holt, who was still unconscious.
Ben had to shave the thick hair around the wound just to be able to see it. They irrigated the gash and sealed it with bio-glue, although Ben hated to use it on the man.
“Alright,” Kim said, washing the blood from her hands. “You want to tell us what is going on?”
“We should wait until Nance is here,” Ben said.
“I’m listening,” Nance said over the speaker system from her place on the bridge.
“Alright,” Ben said. “I finished the repairs and remembered I needed to check the other tank of Zexum. We were told we had two tanks of gas, but I wanted to be certain, and I’m glad I did.”
“It wasn’t Zexum in the second tank?” Kim asked.
“No, it was full of methane,” Ben said.
“What? Why would they bring methane onboard?” Kim asked.
“Methane mixed with oxygen is highly explosive,” Nance said in a calm voice.
“That’s right,” Ben said. “And the tank had a blast ring around the nozzle. I’m not sure how it would have been triggered, but it was made to blow off the nozzle and vent the gas rapidly.”
“So it was a bomb,” Kim said as Holt began to come around.
“Exactly,” Ben said. “Holt brought a bomb onto our ship.”
“Why?” Nance asked.
“We’ll have to ask him,” Ben said.
“Hey!” Kim shouted in his face. “Why’d you bring a bomb on our ship?”
“What?” Holt asked, sounding confused.
“The tank of methane, you bastard,” Kim snarled, grabbing the collar of his coat and shaking him. “We know all about it.”
“I don’t know...” his voice trailed off.
Kim slapped him hard and his eyes opened. The fury in them was impossible to miss.
“Hurts, huh?” Kim said with a grin.
“What the hell are you doing?” Holt said in a savage tone.
“We’re going to find out what you’re up to,” Ben said. “Why’d you bring methane onto our ship?”
“I didn’t bring methane. That was Zexum, you fool,” Holt said.
“No, it was methane, I checked it,” Ben said.
“We alter the readings so that if we’re caught with it, we won’t be breaking the law,” Holt insisted.
“The tank said Zexum,” Kim said. “It was printed right on the side.”
Ben felt a stab of fear. Was it possible that Holt was telling the truth, Ben wondered. Had he thrown an entire tank of Zexum out the air lock for no reason?
“Plausible deniability,” Holt said. “If we get caught, we say we thought it was methane, but the tests show it’s something else. Being stupid isn’t a crime. Having Zexum without a license is.”
“So, it was just a scam,” Kim said.
Ben’s fears were building. What had he done?”
“Then why,” Kim went on, “did it have an explosive ring around the nozzle?”
“What?” Holt said.
There was just the slightest hesitation in his reply. It could have just been that his throat was irritated or that his mouth was dry, but Ben’s self-doubt disappeared.
“There was a ring around the nozzle,” Ben said. “And explosive used to vent the gas. No one in their right mind would put such a device around a ring of Zexum.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Holt said angrily. “But no one would put an explosive ring around the nozzle of a tank containing methane either. You’ve all lost your minds.”
“No,” Ben said. “I found it, and I was right. You brought that tank onboard just in case you decided you couldn’t trust us.”
“Why would I do that?” Holt said. “If you die, I die.”
“Better than being captured by the Royal Imperium,” Kim said. “You said so yourself.”
“And you’re no coward,” Ben said. “But you would do anything to protect the Confederacy, wouldn’t you?”
“Of course I would, that’s no crime. But I didn’t bring a tank of methane on this ship.”
“So when we search your cabin,” Kim said. “We won’t find a detonator?” 
“It’s probably in his coat,” Ben said.
“Hey, you can’t do that,” Holt snarled as Ben started searching the man’s pockets.
“It’s really a genius plan,” Kim said. “You sneak down to the escape pod. Blow the nozzle on the gas, which gives you just enough time to get away before the explosion rips a gaping hole in the hull and kills everyone onboard.”
“You’re out of your mind,” Holt replied. He was so angry he was practically shouting.
“Oh yeah?” Ben said. “So what made you hurtle the railing and charge after me like that?”
“That gas is worth thousands of credits, you fool,” Holt snarled.
“Well, you seemed crazy desperate to stop Ben when you could have used your words,” Kim replied, as if speaking to a preschooler. “Just look at what you did to Magnum. You’re lucky, actually. If he hadn’t been wounded he probably would have snapped your neck and saved us all a lot of trouble. Ben could have thrown you out the air lock with your tank of methane.”
“You’re all insane,” Hold said.
Ben had collected several items. Two small knives, a few coins, an old-fashioned key, and what looked like a remote. It was small, with just a single button on it.
“Looks like a remote detonator to me,” Ben said.
“That’s an electric starter for my glider back home,” Holt said.
“Too bad we can’t test it and see,” Kim said.
“We can,” Nancy said. “Join me on the bridge.”
Ben had Holt’s hands bound tightly behind his back. They forced him onto his feet and marched him to the bridge. On the main display screens was a magnified view of the Zexum tank slowly spinning through space.
“Try the detonator,” Nancy said. “We’re probably still in range.”
“Won’t it explode?” Kim asked. “How far away is it?”
“It won’t ignite,” Nance said. “Methane is combustible with oxygen. It won’t do anything in space, but we should be able to see the nozzle shoot off.
Ben had another tremor of doubt. He told himself that if nothing happened it still didn’t prove that he had been wrong. The tank could be out of range.
“Let me do it,” Kim said, reaching for the device.
Ben let her take it and watched the screen, barely breathing.
“Three, two, one,” Kim counted down. “Blastoff!”
She pressed the button and nothing happened, for a second. But then the nozzle shot off, like the cork out of a bottle of champagne.
“Would you look at that,” Kim said, bending low beside Holt’s blood-encrusted ear. “It worked.”
Ben felt a sense of relief. Partly because he had been right about Holt and the gas, but also because the dangerous gas was safely off the Echo.
“What should we do with him?” Nance asked.
“The air lock gets my vote,” Kim said. “Send him out with the rest of the garbage.”
“We can’t do that,” Ben said. “He’s our only connection to the Confederate forces.”
“So what?” Kim said. “They’re all a bunch of lying, double-crossing traitors. What do we need them for? We have fuel, and we have cargo to trade.”
“But we don’t have a way to get more gas or any connections to move the steel alloy. And if we get caught with it by the Royal Imperium, we’re dead. We need them, as distasteful as that is.”
Kim was angry. She didn’t like Ben’s reasoning, and neither did he, but she knew it was true. They were operating outside the law, completely off the radar of the Royal Imperium’s tightly controlled government. If there were places that weren’t completely under the Imperium’s fist, the Confederates already had their hooks in it. Being a completely neutral party wasn’t an option, not until they had a few connections of their own.
“So what, then?” Kim asked. “We take him back to his people and show them we’re not fools?”
“Something like that,” Ben said.
“I don’t trust him,” Nancy said.
“Me neither,” Magnum added.
“We don’t have to trust him,” Ben said. “We’ll keep him secured so he doesn’t have a chance to betray us again.”
“I didn’t betray anyone,” Holt said, sounding a little less angry. “The tank is standard procedure. I have to have a way to ensure that you aren’t Imperium spies.”
“And doing your dirty work doesn’t prove that?” Kim asked.
“Not completely, no,” Holt said. “In fact, I’m beginning to wonder about you four with your fancy old ship and the way you just manage to stay one step ahead of the Fleet.”
“That’s because we’re good,” Kim said.
“Or the Security Force missed on purpose,” Holt said. “The Fleet did clear the way for the ship to make hyperspace.”
“We’re not with the Fleet,” Ben said. “We just salvaged enough goods to get this ship flying again. We even got most of the furniture and equipment onboard by taking what we could from the ruined ships around Torrent.”
“So you say,” Holt said. “That doesn’t make me trust you.”
“At least we didn’t try to kill you,” Kim said. “And we could have.”
“I heard,” Holt said. “You need me. Is that because you need an in with the Confederacy?”
“We aren’t traitors,” Ben said. “We’re just looking to make a life out here.”
“Fine, but how am I supposed to trust that? You’re no different than me.”
“We’re way different,” Kim said.
“Let’s hold him on the bridge,” Ben said. “That way someone can always keep an eye on him.”
“Works for me,” Kim said. “I’ll take first watch. The rest of you can get some sleep.”
“I wouldn’t argue with that,” Ben said.
“Come on,” Nance said to Magnum. “I’ll help you to bed.”
Kim winked at Ben, who watched the pair head off the bridge together.
“Find out what you can about the Bannyan system?” Ben told her. “We aren’t going in without a plan this time.”
“Good idea,” Kim said playfully. “Can I torture him for information?”
“No, we still need his people to like us,” Ben said.
“Then you should let me go,” Holt said. “I can’t do anything without the methane tank.”
“I wish I could believe that,” Ben said.
“Lock me into my cabin, then,” he requested.
“No,” Ben said. “We won’t abuse you, but we aren’t letting you roam around either. Keep him secured, Kim. And don’t let him out of your sight.”
“Yes, sir, Captain,” she said in a mocking tone. “Tell me something I don’t know.”
“Did you know about Magnum and Nance?”
“Of course,” she said. “I’m not blind.”
“And not short on confidence either,” Ben replied.
“No good pilot is,” she said, flashing him a smile.
“You did an excellent job getting us off Torrent Four. That was the best flying I’ve ever seen.”
“Ah shucks,” she said dropping into a seat at the nav station. “That was nothing. Just you wait and see.”
“Good night, Kim,” he said.
“Sweet dreams... Captain.”



Chapter 35
“The Bannyan system,” Kim said, stifling a yawn, “is a gas giant playground. Bannyan Seven is the prize winner, though.”
“Why’s that?” Ben asked.
“Because it has pockets of Zexum that occasionally rise to the upper atmosphere,” Kim said. “It’s not regular enough to warrant an imperial presence.”
“But enough for the rebellion to harvest gas for the blockade runners,” Ben said.
“The Royal Imperium doesn’t have a space station?” Nance asked.
“They have an outpost,” Kim explained.
“What about the Confederates?” Ben asked.
“If the traitorous bastard can be trusted with his information, then there is a hidden base on the dark side of the planet. Bannyan Seven has over twenty moons, so it is possible they could hiding there.”
“And sending mining ships down into the atmosphere whenever a Zexum gas pocket rises,” Nance said nodding. “Makes sense.”
“So there’s no blockade to run?” Ben asked.
“They have one solar-powered observation station,” Holt said from the corner where Kim stuck him. His arms and legs were fastened to the chair with wire ties, and the chair was reclined so that he had no leverage. To speak to the group he had to hold his head up. “It’s near the third planet’s orbital ring. Bannyan Three is a barren rock, with no atmosphere. They have a few fighter craft, just small two-man spaceships with no hyperspace capabilities. It’s the kind of post competent people avoid.”
“But they have ships in the system,” Ben said. “How do we get in without being seen?”
“Normally, we can use the information from the updated Navigation Network,” Kim said. “They keep track of the position of the planets. Our goal is to come out of hyperspace behind Bannyan Seven so we won’t be seen.”
“But we don’t have access to the Nav Network,” Nance said.
“So we’ll have to go in blind,” Kim said. “We drop out of hyperspace and cut all systems. We’ll be far enough out to simply be a blip on their screens if anything.”
“That would show us the position of the planets,” Ben said. “But what happens if we’re on the far side of Bannyan Seven’s orbital plane from the planet? We’ll be seen for sure?”
“Maybe,” Kim said. “But how close do you think the bozos on the Imperium station will be watching for incoming ships? And besides, if we aren’t close to the planet, we’ll have to jump out of the system again. Their ships won’t have time to reach us. You know, it might even be better if they do. They’ll send craft the wrong way trying to find us, but we’ll be long gone.”
“Unless they put two and two together,” Ben said. “They can calculate our position relative to the planets in the system and deduce that we’re looking for Bannyan Seven.”
“I think you’re giving the Fleet way too much credit,” Kim said.
“For once, I agree,” Holt said, his face red as he raised it up again. “They don’t take the rebellion seriously, which is why we’re able to keep moving between planets.”
“Okay,” Ben said. “What happens when we get there?”
“We rendezvous with the Confederate station,” Kim said. “Drop off their alloy, trade in their spy, and get out of the system again.”
“That doesn’t sound so bad,” Nance said.
“It was the first mission,” Holt said. “We gave you an easy one.”
“Sometimes I just want to punch him in the throat,” Kim said with a smile.
“How are the systems looking?” Ben asked.
“Green across the board,” Nance said. “The main drive is in great shape with the new camshaft. The computer even finished the diagnostics faster than I expected.”
“We shook out the cobwebs,” Kim said. “This bird you refurbished has some surprisingly admirable qualities.”
“So we’re ready to make the next jump?” Ben asked.
“I’m compiling the jump coordinates now,” Nance said. “We’ll be ready in a few minutes.”
“Fine,” Ben said. “Let’s get this over with.”
“Can someone at least stand my chair upright?” Holt asked.
“No,” Ben and Kim said at the same time.
The second jump was simple. They were in hyperspace for two hours and twenty-two minutes. When they came out, Ben suggested they log onto the Nav Network, but they were too far from any system to make contact.
“It’s too dangerous anyway,” Nance explained. “The navigation system on this ship is so outdated that it will need a complete download. The initial update would take days, and the Imperium would send security forces to investigate.”
“So how are we going to get it?” Ben asked in a quiet voice. “Our independence is at stake here. If we don’t have that information, we can’t make a life out here.”
“I am aware,” Nance said. “What we need is a bootleg copy of the information. One as recent as possible.”
“How does that help us?” Ben asked.
“Look, the Nav Network is like a glass of water,” Nance explained. “It contains information on a thousand systems. Not just the planets, but placement of space stations, trade routes, even Fleet positions. You wouldn’t want to come out of hyperspace right into a Fleet exercise.”
“The Royal Imperium puts their plans on the Network?”
“No, not everything,” Nance continued. “And never specifics, but they block off certain routes and systems depending on what they’re doing.”
“So what about the bootleg copy?”
“Okay, so the information is too much for a complete replacement every time a ship is setting out to make a journey. It would slow everything down, you see? So, all the updates do is replace missing data. This way, it only takes a few seconds to get the update once you have the basic information. It’s like getting a refill from your glass after every drink.”
“So it stays full,” Ben said, nodding his head.
“It stays full with the latest information and doesn’t take long to download. Once we get a bootleg copy uploaded into our computer, all we’ll need to do is update. We can get the latest information, then make the jump to hyperspace before the Imperium forces can do anything about it.”
“But it’s a risk every time,” Ben said. “I mean, if the Fleet has forces nearby that we don’t know about...”
Nance shrugged her shoulders. “It’s not perfect.”
“So some ships slip through the blockades, and some don’t,” Ben went on. “There’s no room for error.”
“If we’re smart, the odds are in our favor,” Nance said.
“And when the odds are against us?” Ben said.
“That’s why we have Kim, right?”
Ben nodded. “So why does it take so much time for our computer to plot the hyperspace jumps?”
“Partly because our computer is old. It’s binary. The new computing systems are exponentially faster because they work differently.”
“So we’ll always be slower?”
“That’s right.”
“Then we need to do things differently,” Ben said. “Can we compute the next jump while we’re in hyperspace?”
“Theoretically,” Nance said, thinking about the question. “Normally, the computer uses the current position as the starting point of the equation.”
“But you can change that, right?”
“I can, but if something happens, we could get in a real jam. For instance, if we came out of hyperspace and discovered a frigate blocking our path, we couldn’t use the new jump coordinates.”
“Why not?” Ben asked.
“Because moving through hyperspace isn’t like conventional travel. Being off by a few meters at the start point can move you hundreds of miles off the landing spot. You could come out of hyperspace straight into a planet, or in the middle of a star.”
“That would be bad,” Ben said.
Nance nodded. “But we’re talking about ships moving through space, often at high speeds. If we run into trouble around the starting point, we could potentially be off by dozens of miles. There’s no telling where we would end up.”
“So if that happens, the trouble at the starting point I mean, then we have to recalculate?”
“Yes,” Nance said. “Only the system has to reset. Remember, this is a binary system and hyperspace equations are incredibly complex. Before we can set the coordinates, the system has to delete huge sections of its memory.”
“It would take longer, I get it,” Ben said. “I guess there’s no chance of a backup.”
“Not with our computers,” Nance said. “Only the navigation computer is large enough.”
“What if we got a new computer?”
“It would wreck everything I’ve done over the past several years,” Nance said.
“But wouldn’t it be faster?”
“In theory, yes, but have to understand, Ben, the computer for this ship was built especially to handle all her systems. It’s really a series of computers, all talking to each other, all working together to make sure the ship functions at the highest level.”
“So we would have to replace them all?”
“Yes, and rework each one. Essentially teaching them all a new language. Current computers aren’t formatted to speak the language of an old ship like this.”
“So where does that leave us?” Ben asked.
“Well, we still have options,” Nance said. “Like where and when we update the nav computer.”
“And maybe we drop in and out of systems a little farther out than other ships?”
“Exactly. We need to think about what we’re doing at every stage.”
“I can do that,” Ben said. “We take our time. We make smart choices. And we don’t push our luck if we can help it.”
“If we can help it,” Nance said. “It looks like we’re ready for the next jump.”
“Alright,” Ben said. “I’ll tell Kim.”



Chapter 36
“Twenty seconds,” Nance said calmly.
Ben appreciated her cool demeanor. He knew she was completely out of sorts away from her computer system, but while she was safe at her console, nothing seemed to bother her.
They were coming out of hyperspace, and they all had jobs to do. Kim would pilot the ship, of course, but she would only be using the Echo’s exhaust thrusters. The ship’s engines would be shut down immediately upon coming out of hyperspace. Ben would shut down the main drive and both wing engines. Nance would kill the Echo’s running lights. If the Imperium forces were scanning the system, the Echo would only show up as a heat signature, and that was highly unlikely. Scanning in all directions would be nearly impossible, but they had to be ready just in case.
“Three, two, one,” Nance counted down.
Ben hit the emergency kill switch to shut down the main engines. The lights on the bridge changed to red, all of the Echo’s systems, save for life support and her computer systems, went offline. The fusion reactor continued to burn, but the energy was stored in the reactor’s core rather than dispersed through the ship, all in the hopes of hiding the Echo in the vastness of space.
The forward-facing exterior cameras showed the view from the ship on the large, vertical display screens, but there was nothing but darkness.
“Wow,” Kim said.
“We’re in the shadow of Bannyan Seven,” Nance announced.
“Things are finally going our way,” Ben said. “Nance, can you pull up a plot of the system?”
“Bringing navigational systems online now,” Nance said to answer Ben’s question.
Kim was scrolling through the ship’s exterior camera feeds as Ben engaged the fusion reactor and directed the power to the various systems on the ship. The rear-facing cameras showed stars in the distance, while the cameras on the portside showed a sliver of light reflecting off the atmosphere of the gas giant.
“Looks like we’re close,” Kim said. “We’ll be exposed soon if we don’t move.”
“Do it,” Ben said. “I want us in the shadow of the planet at all times.”
“Look at all those moons,” Kim said as she used the exhaust thrusters to turn the ship.
“I guess Holt wasn’t lying,” Ben said.
The Confederate moaned from the chair that was still reclined, so that his head fell backward.
“There’s a first for everything,” Kim said.
“Bringing up the plot,” Nance said.
“Kim, you’ll have full engines in a few more seconds,” Ben added.
On the display screens, a diagram of the Bannyan system was seen. Their position, along with all the moons of Bannyan Seven, was at the center.
“Let’s keep moving with the planet,” Ben said.
“Do you want to move further into the shadow?” Kim asked.
“No, let’s just stay where we are,” Ben said.
“Should we send out a hailing signal?” Nance asked.
“No,” Ben said again. “The Fleet might have ears. Our systems coming online should be enough to get the Confederacy’s attention. I have to assume they stay on high alert.”
“Whiskey...” Holt said weakly.
“What’s he saying?” Ben asked.
“He wants a drink,” Kim said. “He must be out of his mind.”
“The passcode,” Holt muttered. “It’s whiskey, bravo, niner, niner.”
“You do know, if you’re lying to us, Magnum will blow your head off,” Ben said to Holt.
Magnum pumped the cocking mechanism on the short-barreled deck sweeper that was hidden under the security officer’s console. It made a convincing cha-chunk sound.
“Not...lying,” Holt mumbled.
“Magnum, sit him up and keep him close to your station,” Ben ordered.
“I don’t like waiting,” Kim said.
“We don’t have a choice,” Ben replied.
“I have an unlisted moon,” Nance said as a light appeared on the plot. “It’s in a close, stationary orbit.”
“That has to be the Confederate base,” Kim said.
“Seems big,” Ben said.
The object, whatever it was, was small for a moon but huge for a space station. Ben zoomed one of the exterior cameras in that direction, but the object was hidden in the darkness. No light showed on or around it.
“I can’t even see it,” Ben said.
“It’s a masquerade,” Holt said. “The exterior blocks light and it’s made to look like a moon.”
“I have a close beam transmission,” Nance said. “Putting it on speakers.”
Unidentified vessel, you are in restricted space. Please respond.
“You sure about that passcode?” Ben asked Holt.
Magnum pressed the barrel of the deck sweeper against the back of the prisoner’s neck. He winced in pain.
“Positive,” he said.
Ben took a deep breath, then keyed the communication mic on his console. “This is the Modulus Echo out of the Torrent system. Our passcode is whiskey, bravo, niner, niner.”
There was a moment of silence, and Ben felt the hair on the back of his neck stand up. He had just announced who they were and where they were from. If the hail he’d responded to came from the Royal Imperium Fleet, they were doomed. A missile could be launched against them at any second.
“Should we begin calculations for a jump into hyperspace?” Nance said, still as calm as before they entered the Bannyan system.
“Why aren’t they responding?” Kim said.
“Something doesn’t feel right,” Ben agreed. “Start the jump calculations.”
Before Nance could acknowledge the order, another transmission came in.
Modulus Echo, proceed on heading two, two, seven, and prepare for docking procedures.
“It could be a trap,” Kim said.
“That’s a risk we have to take,” Ben said. “We’re here to make contact with the Confederacy. We’ll dock, but I want everyone armed. We stay together and stay alert. If things go south, we get back to the ship and get out of the system as fast as possible.”
“That’s not much of a plan,” Kim grumbled.
Ben ignored her as he toggled the coms system again.
“This is the Modulus Echo,” he said. “Proceeding on heading two, two, seven.”
Kim sent them moving toward the dark void where the moon-sized space station was supposed to be. Ben had Holt’s laser pistol. It was lightweight and sleek, with no hard corners. He stuffed it barrel first into the back of his waistband and made sure the flechette pistol was secure in his pocket.
“Whoa!” Kim said. “They’ve got us with a tractor beam.”
“We’re being guided toward the base,” Nance said.
“I’m putting all systems on standby,” Ben said.
“This is all...standard procedure,” Holt said. His neck was cramping, and he couldn’t turn his head from side to side. “They have a hanger big enough for a dozen ships this size.”
“So they’ll take us in,” Ben said. “What will they do from there?”
“That depends on what you do with me,” Holt said.
“What if we shoot you in the back, just to give you a taste of your own medicine?” Kim asked.
“I was doing my job,” Hold argued.
“You had the means to kill us all and destroy our ship,” Ben said. “We’re not going to pretend it was nothing.”
“It was a safety precaution,” Holt argued. “I never had plans to use it.”
“We should have known about it,” Nance said.
“She’s right,” Ben agreed.
“Would that have made you trust me more?” Holt replied. “I don’t think so.”
“Knowing you kept it from us doesn’t build confidence,” Kim said.
“We’ll hand you back over to your friends,” Ben said. “Along with the cargo we hauled here for them. If that doesn’t prove our intentions, we’ll move on and call it even.”
Suddenly, light appeared in front of the ship. Nance removed the plot, which had taken up the lower half of the display screens, and Ben could see what appeared to be an opening in the darkness ahead.
“Welcome to hell,” Kim joked, although no one laughed.
“The red light doesn’t ruin your night vision,” Holt said. “And doesn’t stand out from a distance.”
“Can we break the tractor beam?” Ben asked.
“Most likely,” Nance said. “Tractor beam technology isn’t strong enough to hold a ship that’s trying to escape.”
“That we know of,” Kim said.
“At full power, we could easily break free,” Nance said.
“That’s good to know,” Ben said.
“Relax,” Holt said. “Despite your ill-treatment, I’ll vouch for you.”
“Somehow, that doesn’t make me feel better,” Kim said.
They fell silent as the hanger bay came into view. Ben saw five ships inside. Three were mining vessels that looked almost like spiny sea creatures he’d seen in videos. The other two were cargo haulers. They looked fat, stubby, and slow. Both had dark paint, which Ben guessed would make them hard to spot in space.
Modulus Echo, this is Richmond Station. Please shut down your engines and artificial gravity in sixty seconds.
Ben powered down their engines and waited for the countdown to kill the artificial gravity. As soon as he hit the button, there was a sensation of lightheadedness. They passed into Richmond Station’s artificial gravity well at almost the same moment.
“That was weird,” Kim said.
The ship was brought slowly into the red light of the hanger bay. As soon as the ship was inside, the outer doors closed. No one on the bridge of the Echo moved. Nance had camera feeds on every side of the ship projected onto the four corners of the main display. The light suddenly shifted from red to normal light, causing everyone to blink.
Three men, all armed with laser pistols that hung low on their hips, approached the ship. Ben got up and hurried down to the cargo bay. He glanced back at the railing where Magnum stood just behind Holt as he pulled the lever to open the rear hatch. Ben couldn’t see the gun Magnum held to the Confederate’s back, but he was certain it was there.
Turning back to the ramp, it lowered to reveal the three men. One stepped forward. He had a well-trimmed beard and wavy hair.
“I’m Silas Humphrey,” the man said, catching sight of Holt on the balcony that overlooked the cargo bay. “And you are?”
“Ben Griminski. We have a load of transparent steel alloy for you.”
“Holt?”
“They’re paranoid but harmless,” Holt called from the balcony.
“May I come aboard?” Silas asked.
“Sure,” Ben said.
The wavy-haired man came up the ramp and looked at the load of steel alloy with an appraising eye.
“Any problems on your voyage?” Silas asked.
“Nothing we couldn’t handle,” Ben said.
“Is my man a prisoner?”
“Holt was held after we found the methane bomb he brought aboard our ship.”
“Still up to your old tricks, eh, Holt?” Silas called out.
“Better safe than sorry,” Holt called down.
“He’d know all about paranoia,” Silas said to Ben. “Of course it pays to be careful. Let him go and I’ll give you a tour of Richmond Station.”
“Magnum,” Ben called out. “You can let him go.”
“Thank you,” Silas said.
“We never meant any offense, but we had to be sure.”
“I get it. This galaxy is a dangerous place. But it seems like we can help each other. And I wouldn’t want anything to spoil that.”
“Nor would I,” Ben said. He tapped the com-link on his collar. “We’ve been offered a tour of the station. Who’s with me?”
“I’m game,” Kim said.
“Me,” Magnum said.
“I’ll stay here,” Nance said. “Just in case help is needed offloading the cargo.”
“We’ll stay in contact,” Ben said as Kim appeared on the balcony and followed Magnum down.
“You have a small crew,” Silas said.
“Just enough to run the ship,” Ben replied.
“That is best, in my experience. She is a good-looking vessel. I haven’t seen a Kestrel class ship in a long time.”
“Once we’ve seen the station, I’ll give you a tour.”
“I would like that,” Silas said.
Ben drew the laser pistol from the back of his pants and handed it to Holt, who was shuffling along, still in pain from his neck.
“No hard feelings,” Ben said.
“You have a lot to learn,” Holt said. “I hope you live long enough to realize how much you don’t know.”
He took the pistol, returned it to the holster, and shuffled off the ship.
“Shall we?” Silas asked, waving toward the station.
Ben nodded as Kim and Magnum joined him. They followed Silas onto the Confederate space station, while the other two men used power dollies to unload the Echo’s stolen cargo.
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“The Confederation of Free Planets depends on three things,” Silas said, leading them through the hanger. “Committed activists, Zexum gas, and blockade runners. Not everyone involved in the Confederacy shares our ideals, but it is safe to say that we all have a common enemy.”
“The Royal Imperium,” Kim said.
“Exactly. The so-called rulers of this arm of the galaxy are nothing more than despots who use the citizens under their control to increase the wealth of the royal family. After that, a corrupt regime fights over what is left like a pack of wild dogs. But it’s the people on a thousand worlds that suffer.”
“And you’re going to change that?” Kim asked.
“As much as any one man can,” Silas replied. “I can do my part.”
“We aren’t really interested in joining your war,” Ben said.
“That is understandable,” Silas replied, opening a door to a long hallway. “Tell me about yourselves.”
“We’re all from Torrent Four, including the Echo. I’ve spent a decade rebuilding her. And now we’re looking for honest work off the grid.”
“Under the radar,” Silas said. “I understand that. And you need what a blockade runner needs—Zexum gas. That’s what we’re doing here. I suppose Holt told you about Bannyan Seven.”
“A little,” Ben said.
“It’s not a major producer, but we aren’t looking to supply a fleet. Just a small group of dedicated fliers, like yourself. We trade Zexum for supplies. And, because it’s in our best interest, we offer other things.”
He opened a door to a massive space. It was more than a room; it was the central hub that the entire station was built on. And there were supplies of all kinds: clothes, weapons, tools, food, tech, survival supplies, and hard-vacuum gear.
“This is the core of Richmond Station,” Silas said. “This is where we trade for what we need and keep our suppliers happy.”
“What is all this?” Kim said. “It looks like the royal treasury.”
“It’s more of a swap meet,” Silas said. “Some things that are brought to the station are for the Confederacy. For instance, the steel alloy you delivered will be used here in the station. Sometimes it’s shipped out. We have other bases, of course. If you choose to work with us, then you’ll discover them in time. But sometimes, independent contractors like yourselves bring us loads of goods they are looking to trade. We do business that keeps the blockade runners flying, which in turn keeps the Confederacy operating. It’s to our mutual benefit.”
“This is really something,” Ben said.
“Well, we don’t have real meat,” Silas said, wandering down the long central aisle, “but we have a thriving hydroponics farm here on the station. Can I interest you in a meal?”
“We wouldn’t say no to real food,” Ben said.
“Very good,” Silas said. “Right this way.”
He led them into a small cafe and ordered plates for the four of them. They were served salads with mixed greens, cucumbers, tomatoes, carrots, and nuts. Ben ate his food with a sense of wonder and curiosity about each thing on his plate. They washed it all down with a foamy cider that was bright and crisp. Ben saw Magnum sneaking part of his meal into a pocket of his big coat and knew he would give it to Nance when they returned to the ship.
“So,” Silas said as they finished eating. “What did Holt promise you?”
“Promise us?”
“What did he say was the cost of the Zexum he delivered to you?” Silas explained.
“Oh, well, he said the gas was in exchange for two runs past the blockades,” Ben said. “He said four at first, two for each tank, but since the other tank was full of methane, I’m assuming we won’t be charged for that.”
“No, you won’t,” Silas said. “In fact, if you so choose, you can leave us and be done. Keep the rest of the gas as our gift to you. Or, if you are willing to make more runs, I can ensure that you have more Zexum. In fact, if you’re willing to make three more runs for us, I’ll give you a full tank of Zexum and a thousand trade credits for your crew.”
“Trade credits?” Kim asked.
“It’s how we do business,” Silas said. “Direct trading is difficult. Most runners don’t want to trade one cargo load for another. So we give credits. You can use them however you see fit. Buy clothing, supplies, weapons, more food. Anything you see in the central corridor is for sale.”
“Three more runs?” Ben asked. “What type of runs?”
“That will depend on your ship and what you’re comfortable with. Does your ship have guest cabins?”
“Yes,” Ben said. “We have six.”
“Excellent. As you can guess, most blockade runners only have cargo space. Your ship is ideal in that you can carry cargo and passengers, not to mention her atmospheric capabilities. She is a hybrid, correct?”
“Yes,” Kim said. “The Echo can do it all.”
“So, we can help each other. I might not be so generous with everyone, but your ship makes you an invaluable partner. I’ll raise my offer. How’s two thousand trade credits, and I’ll top off your Zexum tank.”
Ben looked at Kim, who had a bewildered look on her face. Magnum nodded encouragingly. The decision was his to make, and the truth was they had no other options. Silas had offered to let them leave, but they had nowhere to go. Still, he seemed anxious for their help and Ben needed one more thing.
“Alright, but we need something else.”
“Name it,” Silas said. “I’m here to help.”
“We need a bootleg copy of the Navigation Network,” Ben said. “Get us one, and you have a deal. Three more runs, another tank of Zexum gas, and two thousand trade credits.”
“You drive a hard bargain,” Silas said. “But you are in luck. I know a man who has nav copies and for a price can even produce ship transponder codes.”
Silas stuck out his hand and Ben shook it. Just like that, their fate was sealed.
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They divided the trade credits evenly, four hundred each, with Ben taking Nance’s share to spend for her. She preferred to stay on the ship, even after sampling the produce that Magnum had brought to her. The last four hundred was given to Kim to buy produce for the ship.
After Silas delivered the Zexum tank and the bootleg navigation files, Ben joined Magnum and Kim at the trade market.
“They have things here I’ve never heard of,” Kim said. “Do you know what an evening gown is?”
“No,” Ben said.
“Apparently, on some worlds, people have fancy clothes to wear to special events. I tried one on. It was completely ridiculous, of course. You couldn’t run or fight in it, but it was beautiful.”
“Wish I’d seen you in it,” Ben said.
“There may have been pictures taken,” she teased. “Be nice to me, Benny, and maybe I’ll let you take a peek.”
Their first priority was the weapons booth. Projectile firearms were fine under the right conditions, but in space, laser weapons were needed. For two hundred trade credits, they all got laser pistols with quick draw holsters. Ben even bought a small one for Nance that she could wear under her arm so that it would be accessible even from her computer console.
Magnum found a vendor with the percussion caps he needed to make ammunition for their projectile weapons. The other half of their money was spent on frivolous purchases. Ben could have spent all day and every credit they had on new tools. In the end he settled for a small component fabricator that could make new parts for their ship from raw materials.
Kim bought a few things for her quarters, including an old-fashioned log book and a set of dip pens to write with. Magnum bought a punching bag and several boxes of hard candy. For Nance, Ben purchased a back support for her chair and several computer hardware add-ons to increase the speed of her machines. Ben didn’t understand everything about computers, but he knew they occasionally needed repairs or replacements. The binary hardware was cheap and he returned to the ship with a large crate of supplies.
Once their shopping spree was finished, Silas called for Ben to join him in a meeting with some of the Confederacy officials. They gathered in a small room with a single long table. There were three men and two women present when Silas led Ben into the room.
“Good,” Silas said. “You’re all here. Allow me to introduce Ben Griminski, captain of the Modulus Echo.”
The strangers all welcomed Ben. They looked eager and hopeful, which for some reason made Ben worry.
“This is Tolliver, Lesley, Paula, Gregory, and Ali,” Silas said, introducing each one. “They will be your passengers on your next run.”
“We are we going?” Ben asked.
“Have you heard of the Mersa system?” Tolliver asked.
Ben shook his head.
“It’s a long run from here,” Tolliver went on. “It’s one of the old worlds. The Royal Imperium keeps a palace there.”
“The old worlds are off-limits,” Ben said. “Closed systems.”
“True, but nothing is truly closed,” Silas said. “The spaceports have been shut down and all immigration halted.”
“But we’re not immigrants,” Lesley said. “Mersa is our home world.”
“Mersa Prime,” Paula added.
“They came here on Confederate business, and we’ve been unable to get them back home,” Silas said. “That’s where you come in. You’ll also take a cargo of propaganda materials. Get them home, and you might even be able to pick up a load from there.”
“The Genovisi Shipyards aren’t far,” Ali said. “It might be possible to send a load there and update the weapons on your ship.”
“The Echo doesn’t have weapons,” Ben said.
The looks from the five potential passengers became suddenly grave.
“You won’t need weapons,” Silas said. “This isn’t a military operation. It’s a stealth run, perfect for a Kestrel class vessel. The Mersa system is closed and under Royal Imperium control, but it’s not a contested world. Their presence there will be light.”
“The issue is the planet,” Ben said. “They’ll pick us up as soon as we enter the atmosphere and report us.”
“By then it will be too late to stop you from taking us home,” Gregory said. He was an older man with gentle gray eyes that were surrounded by deep wrinkles.
“That’s true, but we can’t hide on your planet,” Ben said. “We’ve run from the Fleet before. It’s not something I’m anxious to try again.”
“You’ll have time,” Tolliver said. “The key is knowing the satellite rotations and the operators’ schedule. I used to work in the government offices, you see. I’m certain I can slip us in without drawing attention.”
“What do we do after the drop?” Ben asked.
“The Confederate forces on that world may have specific requests. If that’s the case, your second run can be carried out according to their needs. If not, come back here. I can always use a good ship and crew.”
“Alright,” Ben said, turning to the group of refugees. “When will you be ready to leave?”
“We’ll be at your ship in an hour,” Tolliver said.
“Fine, we’ll be ready to go,” Ben said, nodding to the group.
The refugees filed out. Silas waited until they were gone before speaking again.
“I’ll have access codes for you,” Silas said. “Including Genovisi. The space station there primarily operates as a legal repair and refurbish shipyard. But the operators are sympathetic to our cause. They keep weapons hidden in their vast warehouses that can be added to your ship. The Kestrel class vessels have room on their wings for missile racks.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” Ben said.
“Good. I think this will be an excellent run for you. Tolliver’s group has been waiting a long time to go back home.”
“Why’d they leave in the first place?”
“They were elected as representatives to approach the Confederacy for help. Not everyone on Mersa Prime wants the system to remain closed.”
“The Royal Imperium like to hoard resources,” Ben said.
“They do, indeed. Mersa Prime has a secondary world they were terraforming for decades, but the Imperium wants to keep the new world just for the royal family. It’s criminal.”
“I’ll get them home,” Ben said, extending his hand.
“I’m sure you will. Until we meet again, my friend, thank you for your help.”
“And yours,” Ben said.
The walk back to the ship didn’t take long, and after informing the others of their new passengers and cargo, Ben went up to inspect the guest quarters. Everything was in place. The rooms were simple, with a bed, convertible toilet/vanity, a small desk with an input terminal, and an old AV entertainment console. Holt had occupied one of the cabins, which still needed to be cleaned, but the other five were ready.
When Ben came back down, his passengers were waiting. He welcomed them onto the ship and took them up to the bridge to introduce them to the crew. From there, he led the way to the upper deck where they would each have a private cabin.
“This is nice,” Paula said. “You don’t see many ships like this one anymore.”
“It could use a autolift,” Gregory said. “All those stairs are hard on my old knees.”
“You can store food in the galley if you brought any,” Ben said. “There’s plenty of water. We’ll be heading out soon.”
“Thank you again,” Tolliver said. “You have no idea what it’s like to be so far from home.”
“I hope you never have to know,” Lesley said.
“The Echo is my home,” Ben said. “I don’t think I could stand to part with her.”
“Then don’t,” Gregory said. “Whatever you do, hang on to your ship, young man.”
Ben hurried back down to the bridge, and Nance looked up from her station.
“They just finished loading the cargo,” she said. “It’s all in crates and boxes.”
“Outstanding,” Ben said. “Let’s signal the station that we’re ready to leave.”
“Goodbye real food,” Kim said. “So long, beautiful ridiculous clothes.”
“I’m so glad you’re not sentimental,” Ben said.
“Kiss my—”
“We’ve been cleared to leave,” Nance interrupted.
Magnum was chuckling, and Ben noticed that everyone seemed happy. The ship was in good shape. They had more than enough Zexum gas. Everyone enjoyed being on Richmond Station, and it seemed as if their dreams were coming true. They hadn’t planned to work exclusively for the Confederacy, and Holt’s deceptive behavior had nearly spoiled it for them, but they were beginning to see the upside.
“Nance, I assume you’ve begun research on the Mersa system?”
“Yes, and the bootleg navigation program will be installed soon.”
“Kim, once they get us out of the station, plot a course through the moons but keep us in the planet’s shadow.”
“What do I look like, a moron?” she replied.
“You don’t want me to answer that,” Ben replied, sitting back in his seat.
The Modulus Echo didn’t have a captain’s chair and they weren’t a military crew, but Ben was beginning to feel at home on the ship and with his friends in a way he never had before. There was a sense of satisfaction, a fulfillment that came from being free that he hadn’t expected. And he was determined to enjoy every minute of it. Not even Kim’s razor-sharp tongue could deprive him of it.
“We’re on the move,” Nance said. “Tractor beam is propelling us out.”
“Stand by for artificial gravity,” Ben said.
“And don’t forget to fire up the engines,” Kim said. “We won’t get far on thrusters alone.”
“I’m on it, I’m—”
He didn’t get to finish his sentence. Bright bolts of sizzling laser energy flashed past the Echo and slammed into Richmond Station. More light erupted behind them, and suddenly they were in zero gravity.
“Engaging artificial gravity,” Ben said, slamming his hand onto the button on his console. “Main drive engines are coming online.”
“They better come on fast,” Kim warned.
“I have multiple ships,” Nance said.
Ben flipped on the intercom and shouted into the mic.
“Richmond Station is under attack. I repeat, Richmond Station is under attack. We are headed out of the system at speed, and I suggest you stay in your rooms and strap in.”
“Here we go!” Kim shouted, throttling forward.
“Nance,” Ben said.
“I’m already on it,” she replied. “Calculating a jump point.”
They raced forward, swerving to avoid another barrage of laser fire. Ben suddenly wished they had missiles or lasers and could fire back. He brought up the rear cameras on his station and saw explosions across the surface of the space station. More laser blasts ripped into the moon-shaped facade.
“They’re ripping her apart,” Magnum said.
“How the hell did they find that station now?” Kim demanded.
It was the question on all their minds. Had the Echo led the Fleet to the space station? Ben felt like he was suddenly going to be sick. He couldn’t say for certain, but he had a terrible feeling they had done something wrong, and hundreds of innocent lives would have to pay the price.
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“That’s a capital ship,” Kim said, slamming the joystick forward so that the Echo shot down below the large vessel.
“Maybe they won’t bother with us,” Ben said.
“Enemy fighters,” Nance said, as calmly as ever, “scrambling on heading four, zero, six.”
“How many?” Ben asked.
“Impossible to tell,” Nance said. “There’s a lot and they’re moving fast.”
“Oh hell no,” Kim said.
“Can we reach the jump point?” Ben asked.
“Not before they catch us,” Nance said.
“Oh ye of little faith,” Kim said. “The problem with Imperium fast-attack ships is that they can’t maneuver. They’re all about outrunning their victims in open space.”
“Isn’t that what we’re trying to do?” Ben said.
“We can’t outrun them,” Kim said. “So we have to outmaneuver them.”
“We have three moons converging on our flight path,” Nance announced.
“Exactly-my-point!” Kim said, jerking back on the joystick and pressing her heels down on both foot pedals. The ship shot up just as a blast of lasers flashed beneath her.
Ben grabbed onto his console and whispered a silent prayer. He couldn’t watch the exterior camera feeds. Kim had the ship flipping and diving, curving in wide arcs, and suddenly sliding back in the opposite direction.
Rarely in his entire life had Ben felt so helpless. There were times he had spent all day and night curled in the wreckage of an old ship in the junkyards of Torrent Four, praying that the Scalpers wouldn’t find him, hardly daring to move a muscle. Yet even in the worst of times, he had been in control. He had held back sneezes, let his body cramp from lack of movement, or slithered silently through rusty metal in order to escape detection. But there was nothing he could personally do to help Kim fly the ship. He was little more than a passenger, and the Imperium ships were determined to run them down.
“They aren’t playing around,” Kim said.
“We have six enemy vessels in pursuit,” Nance said.
“Don’t tell me about those. I know they’re out there,” Kim said. “Keep an eye out for the ones I can’t see.”
She dodged again, and this time it was an enemy ship that flashed by. Ben realized the Imperium fighters were much faster than the Echo, and it was only Kim’s lightning fast reflexes on the controls that were keeping them alive.
“Almost there,” she said called out with a sound Ben thought was exuberance in her voice.
He looked down at his console and noticed that if he brought up the fusion reactor, he could add power to certain systems. There was only so much power being generated by the Zexum gas, but there was no reason why the ship needed an even distribution of it. He dialed back the power to the water plant and life-support systems, then increased the power to the engines.
“Holy shit!” Kim shouted. “I don’t know what you’re doing, Ben, but keep it up.”
The ship slipped around a moon, dipping into its gravity well until they were skimming the rocky surface only a few hundred feet above the deck. The enemy fighters were forced to pull away to keep from crashing into the moon. They circled wide to re-engage.
“We are flying now!” Kim said. “This is amazing.”
She swung around the edge of the moon, then slipped away, letting the moon’s gravity sling them forward. The Imperium ships were gaining but not as fast, and Kim sent the Echo spinning toward another moon. Ben closed his eyes and waited. Kim shouted in excitement as laser blasts shot past them and raked chunks of rock from a nearby moon. Kim saw the debris and dove toward it. One of the Imperium fighters followed, but when Kim corkscrewed around the flying rock, the other ship flew straight into it.
The exterior cameras were shut down from the bright flash of light when the Imperium fighter exploded. Ben felt the gravity of their situation more than ever. That flash of light could have been the Echo. When the exterior cameras came back online, Ben looked to the rear. There were still five ships chasing them, but they were well back, hardly in range with their laser cannons. What caught Ben’s eye was Richmond Station. The bigger ships, two of them, continued to hammer the Confederate outpost. And Ben saw a flash, not an explosion, but a concentrated blast from behind the facade.
“What just happened to the Richmond?” Ben asked.
“I don’t know,” Nance said. “They must have destroyed it. I’m only getting a fraction of the mass the station had before.”
“That’s because she ejected,” Tolliver said.
Ben turned and saw the older man. He was standing by the stairs, holding on tight to the railing. Tolliver wasn’t old, but he was older than anyone else on the ship, with gray in his hair and dark blue veins showing through the skin on the back of his hands.
“What?” Ben asked.
“The station has a safety,” Tolliver continued. “It ejects from the cover, you know, the part that looks like a moon. It’s basically a big shield.”
“Ejects?” Nance asked.
“Sort of like a pilot’s seat. It can detach and shoot away,” Tolliver said. “The station is too valuable to be left to chance. It’s basically one big ship. She’ll disappear in Bannyan Seven’s atmosphere and stay there until the Imperium ships leave. Then it’s back to work as usual.”
“Look out!” Kim shouted, but it wasn’t a warning for the Echo’s passengers. It was a declaration as two of the Imperium fighters crashed into one another trying to follow her between a pair of rotating moons. They spun out of control and then exploded one after the other.
“That’s three down,” Kim said.
“Almost to the jump point,” Kim said. “Thirty seconds.”
“Wish I could stick around and finish the job,” Kim said.
“Your pilot’s sure of herself,” Tolliver said, hurrying over to the empty console beside Ben and quickly strapping in. “I hate feeling helpless.”
“Tell me about it,” Ben said. “There isn’t much we can do. The ship is in her hands.”
“At least they’re capable hands.”
“Ten seconds,” Nance said.
Flashes of laser light shot past them. Some from below, some from above.
“They’re trying to trap me,” Kim said. “But they’ve never been kite racing in the canyons, have they?”
The Echo twirled like a dancer on her tiptoes. Then suddenly Kim hit the hyperdrive button, her engines flared, and she was gone.
Golden light poured in via the external cameras, and for a moment, Ben didn’t breathe. He wasn’t sure whether they had made their jump or they were all dead. He looked at his hands, then looked up at Kim, who had released the safety lock on her pilot’s seat and rotated around to face him.
“I have never, in my whole life, had that much fun,” she declared. “That was amazing!”
“You were amazing,” Ben said.
“You flew like an angel,” Tolliver said.
“An avenging angel,” Nancy added.
“Oh, I like that. I’m the avenging angel,” she said, and they all laughed.
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Because of the distance to the Mersa system, and to be safe after their close call with the Imperium Fleet, they made four jumps on their way to deliver their passengers. The entire trip took four days, and Ben spent a great amount of that time with Tolliver, who confided in him about the Confederacy.
There was a lot to learn. The rebellion was really a loose conglomeration of several small rebellions. There was no central leadership, but a sharing of resources and a general aim to bring down the Royal Imperium.
“Your best bet,” Tolliver said, “is to make as many contacts as possible. That way, you can connect when you need to, based on where you are and what is happening with your ship.”
“You sound like you know what you’re talking about,” Ben said. “Like maybe you used to be involved in this life once upon a time.”
“No, I missed my chance,” Tolliver said. “When the Imperium declared Mersa and old world system, there were a few friends who took to the skies. I decided to stay home, but I’ve always wondered what might have been. Of course, I didn’t have access to a ship like this one.”
“She’s old, but the bones are good,” Ben said.
“They don’t make ships like this anymore. It’s a miracle you found her and had the know-how to put her right again,” Tolliver said.
“Now I just have to keep her in one piece,” he said. “If the Imperium doesn’t blow us to bits, Kim is liable to fly us apart.”
“She’s a real treasure. I don’t think I’ve ever seen such intuitive flying. How did she avoid getting drafted by the Fleet?”
“She tried to get into the Imperium Academy, but on Torrent Four you have to have a sponsor and the application fee is exorbitant.”
“That’s the problem with the Royal Imperium. They’re racists. They don’t believe that good people can come from small worlds, on the outskirts of what they think are the important planets. That’s why the rebellion will succeed one day. The Imperium underestimates them.”
When Ben wasn’t with Tolliver, he was with Kim. Their flirting had turned serious. Ben had been on the cusp of loving her before, when they were young, before his obsession with rebuilding the Echo had come between them. He was starting to fall for her again. It wasn’t just her looks or the way she teased him that made his blood run hot, but also the way she faced every challenge head on with unrelenting confidence. They laughed and joked with the passengers, who were generous to the young crew. They shared their own supplies of fresh produce and taught them new ways to prepare the protein bricks.
Gregory spent hours with Magnum. Both men had a fondness for firearms, and with the new percussion caps Magnum had discovered on Richmond Station, they soon had a generous supply of ammunition laid up.
Lesley and Paul told Kim stories of grand balls where ladies wore beautiful evening gowns and danced the night away. Both had personal stories, some funny, some romantic, and they captivated the entire ship, even Nance, with their tales.
When the ship finally came out of hyperspace on the fourth day, they were just outside the heliosphere of the Mersa system. Ben and Tolliver studied the plot that Nance projected.
“They have a space station in Mersa Prime’s orbital plane,” Tolliver said. “With midsize ships that make cruises out past the first big gas giant.”
“So jumping into the system unseen isn’t likely,” Ben said.
“It’s a risk,” Tolliver said. “It would take weeks to reach our world if you started out that far.”
“You have a better idea?” Ben asked.
“I think it’s possible that if we come in close to Mersa Prime and stay on the opposite side of the space station, we could go unnoticed.”
“As long as none of the cruisers see us,” Ben said.
“True, but I don’t think they will. See, they expect anyone coming into the system to do so from far outside. They think they’ve got us buttoned up tight. And they rely on the planet’s system of satellites to warn them of anything breaking atmosphere. Plus, the real advantage we have is that your entire ship can slip into the atmosphere where the Imperium Fleet can’t reach you.”
“There aren’t security forces on the ground?” Ben asked.
“No, our people would never allow it,” Tolliver said, sounding surprised.
“So if we can get in, where are we taking you?”
“My group has a hanger where you can set down without being seen,” Tolliver explained. “It’s privately owned. Once we’re there, we can find out what’s been happening in our absence and decide how we can help with your next mission.”
“I appreciate the help,” Ben said.
“If I were ten years younger, I would stow away and go with you,” Tolliver said. “There are so many places I would love to see. But that isn’t my destiny.”
“Do you believe in fate?”
“I believe that our choices present opportunities, and the older we get, the fewer of those options come along. I know I could fly away with you, but I’m needed on Mersa. Few people have the knowledge of our planetary security that I do.”
“So you’re obligated,” Ben said.
“In a way, yes. My morality dictates that I help when I can.”
“You could help us?”
“The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few,” Tolliver said with a smile. Besides, your crew is full and more members would only be a hardship. You want to keep this crew light and lean. Stay in the air as much as possible. Relish the freedom and avoid trouble as much as possible.”
“Speaking of trouble, when should we move in?” Ben asked.
“There is a shift change at 0200 ship’s time. That would be the perfect opportunity. We can use the cloud cover to avoid being seen. I’ll get on the computer and plot the course down from orbit.”
“And if we are seen?” Ben said. “Will we know it before it’s too late?” 
“I have sources,” Tolliver said. “If the Echo is spotted entering the atmosphere, they’ll know it. And I have a few tricks up my sleeve to get your crew out of the system safely. We won’t let you down. We’re too close to being home free for that.”
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“Everything is ready,” Nance said. “The jump is set.”
“How much time do we have?” Ben asked.
“The shift change is coming up,” Tolliver said from the communications console where he was strapped in.
“Alright, Kim, take us in,” Ben said.
“Roger that,” Kim replied.
She hit the button that launched them into hyperspace. The trip from the outer edge of the solar system to the edge of orbit on Mersa Prime took one long second. The transition into and out of hyperspace somehow seemed to stretch time. Ben didn’t understand it, but he could sense it, like bubble gum expanding into a bubble just before it bursts.
The Echo popped out of hyperspace close to the planet, but clear of the orbital zones of the many satellites encircling the planet. They should have had time to assess their position and the activity around the planet. Being seen by an Imperium patrol was always a possibility. But alarms sounded immediately, and the ship was rocked by an impact with something that shouldn’t have been there.
“Collision alert,” Nance said loudly.
“What the hell?” Kim shouted.
“What is it?” Ben said, already checking the hull for a breach on his console.
“Drones!” Kim said angrily. “Hundreds of them. We came out of hyperspace right the middle of a swarm.”
She was busy flying, trying to avoid the automated ships. Ben glanced up in time to see several of the drones up close via the ship’s exterior cameras. They were small and spherical. They were short-range craft, which meant an Imperium ship was probably nearby. The Echo’s artificial gravity was the only thing that kept the crew from being slung all around the bridge.
“This is insanity,” Kim said as she corkscrewed her way through the swarm.
“What are they doing here?” Tolliver demanded angrily. “They shouldn’t be in orbit.”
“They’re not orbiting,” Nance said. “Kim, may I bring up a plot on the main display?”
“Be my guest,” Kim said. “I’m almost through the little buggers.”
Ben’s quick review of the hull showed no breach. The small object that had hit them was, however, stuck between two of the Echo’s heat shield tiles. He would have to go out, remove the object, and replace the tile that had shattered when the drone impacted the hull.
“They have anticollision programming,” Nance said.
“Oh, now you tell me,” Kim snapped.
The display changed to a mock-up of Mersa Prime’s upper atmosphere. And as they watched, a group of drones streamed down through the ring of satellites and into the atmosphere.
“It seems we aren’t the only ones aware of the flaw in the government’s observation of atmospheric entry,” Nance said.
“They’re going down to the planet?” Tolliver asked.
“I don’t think so,” Nance said. “The drones only appear to have general thrusting abilities. Their range and flight capabilities are extremely limited.”
“What does she mean?” Tolliver asked.
“That the drones can fly in hard vacuum and in atmosphere,” Ben said.
“But why are they there at all?” the older man asked again.
“That’s what we’re going to find out,” Ben said.
“We’re through,” Kim announced. “I had to take us out a ways, but we’re clear of the swarm.”
“Good, keep us on this side of the planet,” Ben said. “I don’t want to take any chances that the Imperium forces might catch sight of us. In fact, Nance, go ahead and plot a jump out of the system. We can’t afford to take any chances.”
“Aren’t we going to the planet?” Kim said. “I can fly around the drone swarm.”
“No,” Ben said. “Not yet. That collision shattered one of the heat shield tiles. I’ll have to replace it.”
“The drone is still there,” Nance said.
“Still where?” Tolliver said.
“It’s stuck on the ship,” Ben said. “We’ll have to wait until the next shift change to get you home, but I can get the drone inside.”
“We can inspect it?” Tolliver asked. “Find out what the Imperium is doing?”
“I hope so,” Ben said, getting out of his seat. “I’ll be on the com-link. If you see any sign of trouble, let me know. Kim, if they come after us...”
“Don’t worry,” the cocky pilot replied. “I won’t wait for you.”
“What does that mean?” Nance said.
“If you have to jump,” Ben said. “Don’t wait for me.”
“That’s absurd,” Nance said.
“No, it isn’t,” Ben argued. “The ship is what is important. I shouldn’t be long, but we don’t take chances. Not while we’re this close to Imperium forces.”
Ben went down to the engineering bay and suited up for his space walk. He slung a magnetic belt of tools around his waist and checked the air supply. The small tank was full, which gave him an hour to get the repairs done. When he walked out of the engineering bay, he found Magnum waiting near the air lock. The big man had his own space suit on, although where he had gotten it was a mystery to Ben. They had a spare space suit, but it wasn’t large enough for Magnum.
“What are you doing?”
“Helping.”
Magnum held his round, transparent helmet under one arm, and it was the first time Ben had seen him in over a week without the sling to support his arm.
“No,” Ben said. “You’re injured.”
“I’m fine,” Magnum said, moving his arm around.
“This isn’t a two-man job,” Ben insisted.
“You make the repair,” Magnum explained. “I’ll bring in the drone.”
Ben had to admit it would take less time if he didn’t have to go out to the drone, remove it, bring it back inside the ship, then go back out to make the repair. But he still felt a little guilty letting Magnum help.
“You ever go EVA?” Ben asked.
Magnum shook his head.
“It’s trickier than it looks,” Ben said. “Hold onto the ship at all times. Three points of contact. You’ll be tethered, but don’t rely on it.”
Magnum nodded.
“Alright, how much air do you have?”
“One hour,” Magnum said.
“Good, that’s good. Where’d you get the suit?”
“Richmond Station,” the big man said. “Gregory helped me repair it.”
“Are you sure it’s ready for hard vacuum?”
“Nance ran a diagnostic,” Magnum said, as if that was all the proof he needed.
Ben could only hope the suit would hold up to the rigors of hard vacuum. One tiny flaw would be fatal, and Ben worried that the suit might leak oxygen or that Magnum might freeze if the heating system didn’t work. But there was no time to test it.
“Alright,” Ben said. “Let’s go.”
They put their helmets on and checked their seals, oxygen levels, and com-links. Everything was ready.
“We’ll have to go out the air lock one at a time,” Ben said. “I’ll go first. Be sure you tether up before the outer door opens.”
Magnum gave him a thumbs up. It was fortunate they hadn’t impacted more drones, Ben thought. If one had hit the air lock door, they would be trapped inside. He made a mental note to get more space suits. They needed enough for the crew and if they were going to continue to take passengers, enough for each one of them as well.
Once he was outside, Ben crawled along the exterior of the ship. He had seen people climb the nearly vertical cliffs in the canyons on Torrent Four with no safety equipment. It had seemed like sheer stupidity to him, although he couldn’t help but admire the climbers’ courage and strength. Scrambling across the Echo’s hull in zero gravity wasn’t the same, although the danger seemed just as real. The idea of falling was really a misnomer, but he still thought of it as falling. If something happened and he lost his hold on the ship, he would go tumbling into space. His suit wasn’t equipped with thrusters of any kind, and he would have no way of stopping his fall. The tether was his lifeline, but the thought of trusting his life to a cargo strap connected to the old ship wasn’t reassuring to him. Instead, he climbed as if his life depended on his ability to hang onto the old vessel.
The impact had been far out, on the right wing. Ben had to climb up and over the wing, which took over ten minutes. He realized that without Magnum’s help, he probably couldn’t get everything done before running out of air. If it took ten minutes to climb out with nothing, it would probably take much longer to climb back with the drone. The automated device was the size of a large ball. Ben could just barely wrap his arms three-quarters of the device’s circumference. He had to pop two more heat shield tiles loose to remove the drone.
Magnum reached him just as Ben got the device free. It was dented and crumpled on one side. The power supply was destroyed, which Ben decided was a good thing. Whatever its purpose, the drone wouldn’t try to carry it out once they got it into the ship.
“This is strange,” Magnum said when he reached Ben.
“The drone?”
“No, being out here. There’s gravity.”
“We generate a bubble of artificial gravity that encompasses the ship,” Ben said. “It’s old school, but it gets the job done.”
“So if I fall?” Magnum asked.
“You would drop out of the bubble and go drifting off forever,” Ben said. “Don’t do that.”
Magnum nodded. They rigged a quick sling for the drone and hung it around Magnum’s good shoulder.
“No need to hurry,” Ben said. “Take your time. Safety first.”
Magnum nodded again, and Ben gave his forearm a squeeze. The big man was capable, so Ben turned his attention back to the shattered tile. He removed the broken pieces and quickly fastened another tile into place. The difficulty was getting his tools under the tile to secure it. Each one popped up several inches for repair work, but without the specialized tools used by the builders, the tiles took effort and ingenuity to replace.
Once it was fastened in place, Ben pressed it down into the locked position and gave the hull a visual inspection. A fracture in their heat shield would make entering a planet with atmosphere deadly. The friction on a ship’s hull raised the temperature hundreds of degrees, and only the specialized shielding kept the craft from burning up.
“All done,” Ben said over the com-link. “Nance, you want to run a diagnostic?”
“Already started,” Nance said.
“Any sign of trouble?”
“No,” Kim said. “If the Fleet is out here somewhere, we haven’t seen them.”
“Good,” Ben said. “I’m coming back inside.”
Satisfied that his work was complete, Ben secured his tools and made his way back to the air lock. By the time he got inside, he was down to a quarter of a tank of oxygen. Magnum was waiting inside, along with Tolliver and Gregory. They already had the drone halfway disassembled. Tolliver was looking at a transparent glass vial.
“What is it?” Ben asked once he pulled his helmet off.
“That’s the magic question,” Tolliver said. “Some kind of chemical agent, I would guess.”
“I have a chemical analyzer in the engineering bay,” Ben said. “It’s slow but it works.”
“Good,” Tolliver said. “I want to know what those bastards are up to.”
“It’s not good,” Gregory said as he continued to pull parts off the drone. “That thing had an explosive charge on it.”
“The vial?” Ben asked.
“The entire drone,” Gregory said. “My guess is they deliver their payload and then self-destruct in the upper atmosphere. The parts would burn up long before hitting the surface where they might be found and studied.”
“Isn’t the government watching the skies?” Ben asked.
“For aircraft like yours,” Tolliver said. “Not for small drones.”
“They wouldn’t be seen until they exploded,” Gregory said. “And then there’s nothing left but spare parts. I’ll bet none are the size of your fist.”
“But surely that many burning fragments would catch someone’s attention,” Ben argued.
“You’re assuming they stay together once they enter the atmosphere, and detonate at the same time,” Tolliver said. “If they spread out and do their jobs separately, no one would ever notice.”
Ben had a sinking feeling. There were rumors about the Royal Imperium. Some people said they supported genocide, others that they abducted people for profane, unethical experimentation. There was no doubt the government interfered with planets, sometimes placing them under strict police states, and others, like Mersa Prime, were cut off from the galaxy at large. Their propaganda efforts spun the news so that the Imperium always seemed wise and benevolent, but everyone feared the worst. And it seemed, Ben thought as he led Tolliver to the engineering bay, for good reason.



Chapter 42
“It’s Cadence,” Lesley said, after looking at the chemical compound formula, which was three lines long on Ben’s data tablet.
“What’s Cadence?” Ben asked.
“A drug used to dampen the natural tendencies of violent criminals,” she explained. “It was developed to make felons more compliant.”
“So what would the Imperium be doing with it on Mersa Prime?” Ben asked.
“It’s possible that they are lacing the clouds with it,” Ali said. “The practice has been used in terraforming for centuries. All kinds of chemicals can be delivered into the atmosphere for weather control. To make it rain more or make storms less intense.”
“So they spray it into our atmosphere and what happens to it?” Tolliver asked.
“It would bind with the rain,” Ali said, “to taint the water supply or even get absorbed into the skin of anyone caught out in it.”
“To make us more compliant,” Gregory said. “Less willing to resist their control.”
Ben felt a sense of revulsion flood through him. To think that anyone had the right to chemically alter how people felt and acted was abominable. Ben hated the Royal Imperium and hadn’t thought the vile government could get any worse, but suddenly he realized how wrong he was. They weren’t just greedy and cruel, they were sick. It made him question his own motivations. Was it fair to just focus on himself when the Imperium was so twisted and inhumane? Should he be doing more? He would have to give that more thought, but he wouldn’t have time until they were safely out of the system.
“That makes all this effort a waste of time,” Paula said. “No one will join the resistance if they’re being doused with illegal drugs.”
“Should we stay with the Confederates?” Gregory asked. “Perhaps going back home is futile.”
“No,” Tolliver said. “We may not be able to raise an army yet, but we can’t give up.”
“How do we fight chemical agents being sprayed into the air?” Lesley asked.
“By making sure people know about it,” Tolliver said. “We all have contacts in government. Even if there’s a conspiracy to cover it up, we can get the word out to people about what the Imperium is doing.”
“Will they even care?” Gregory asked. “I mean, won’t this drug just make everyone numb and apathetic?”
“Perhaps,” Tolliver said. “But we have to try. They’re poisoning our world. I, for one, won’t stand by and let them get away with it.”
The group of refugees quickly agreed with Tolliver, and Ben couldn’t help but admire their determination. They were willing to fight for something they believed in. Was he? What if he really could make a difference, even a small one? Could he live with himself if he sat on the sidelines and did nothing?
“How much time until the next shift change?” Ben asked.
“Six hours,” Tolliver said.
“Good, I’ll let the others know.”
“We can never repay your crew enough,” Lesley said. “You’ve done much more than just ferry us home.”
“That goes both ways,” Ben said. “We should try to get some rest and then get ready for the flight down.”
He left the observation deck and made his way downstairs to where his crew waited on the bridge. Ben told them what they discovered in the drone.
“It gets easier to hate the Imperium every day,” Kim said.
“But we’re still going down there?” Nance said. “Will we be infected too?”
“Not unless we drink the water,” Ben said. “We have a closed life-support system here on the ship. And our own water. I think we’ll be safe enough.”
“How long until we go down again?” Kim said.
“Six hours,” Ben replied.
“Then I’m getting a nap. The ship is on autopilot. Wake me up if something changes.”
“Good idea,” Ben said. “You should all get some rest. I’ll man the bridge.”
“You sure?” Magnum asked.
“Yeah, I got this. No worries.”
They all left their stations and went to their quarters, while Ben brought up the radar on his console. The main display showed the feed from four different cameras so that Ben could see all around the ship with just a glance. Other than the planet, the area around the ship was empty. The radar was kept to a short range so that it wouldn’t ping the Imperium space station. All Ben needed was to keep an eye on the immediate area.
It wasn’t long before Tolliver made his way down from the upper deck. He looked tired.
“You should grab a few hours of sleep,” Ben said. “There’s nothing else to do down here.”
“When you reach my age, sleep doesn’t come easily,” Tolliver said. “It’s hard to shut down my mind.”
“I’m sorry,” Ben said.
Tolliver waved the apology away. “Forget it. Enjoy being young, my friend. Enjoy your freedom. Most people never even get a taste of it.”
He sat down and looked at the camera display that showed the bright, colorful world of Mersa Prime. He pointed at it.
“Look at all those people,” he said. “Four billion after the last migration was approved. Probably more than that now. How many of them honestly believe the Royal Imperium isn’t controlling their thoughts? It’s a shame, all those poor fools with no idea of what’s happening. And as long as the Imperium gets away with it, they’ll never know. The drug will keep them content to never ask the tough questions.”
“I thought ignorance was bliss,” Ben said.
“Ignorance is fine,” Tolliver said. “But it should be a choice. And I wouldn’t call it bliss. I’d say that what they don’t know, they don’t perceive, but it doesn’t mean it isn’t hurting them. For years I dismissed the rumors that the Royal Imperium wanted our planet for themselves. Our environmental initiatives were enacted before we caused too much damage in our scramble to learn and grow. The result is clean air, lots of space, and a vast, diverse ecology that is the envy of the galaxy.”
“Sounds pretty wonderful,” Ben said. “I grew up on a world covered with junk.”
Tolliver looked at Ben with a frown. “I was oblivious to the Imperium’s machinations, yet it hasn’t saved our world or made it a better place. Perhaps Torrent Four was terrible for you, but it drove you forward. You aren’t even thirty years old yet, and you’ve rebuilt an interstellar starship and traveled across the galaxy.”
“I see your point,” Ben said.
“I’m an old man,” Tolliver declared. “We don’t really make points as much as we ramble on about regrets we can do nothing about.”
“You regret your life?” Ben asked.
“I regret that I was ignorant,” the older man replied. “I regret that my apathy left room for evil to take root and flourish. Now we must deal with the fruit of that evil. Perhaps if we had done something sooner, we might have made a difference.”
Ben wasn’t sure he agreed, but he didn’t wholly disagree either. The Royal Imperium was powerful, and most of the worlds in its control didn’t think it was possible to resist their power. The Confederacy was growing, but eventually it would require war to overthrow the Imperium, a great, terrible war. Trillions would die, entire worlds would be ruined just like Torrent Four, perhaps even worse. He had once believed that it was better to carve out the best life possible without challenging the Imperium, but the drones had shattered that illusion. How could anyone trust a government willing to use illicit drugs to control the worlds they held under their control? Were not the taxes and harsh laws enough? Were not the constantly changing regulations and intrusive oversight too burdensome? Ben couldn’t answer those questions, and he didn’t know what was next for his crew. All he knew for certain was that they had to keep flying.
The hours passed quickly, and soon the time to make their descent through the vast network of satellites and into the planet’s atmosphere approached. One by one, the rest of Ben’s crew returned to the bridge. Tolliver went up and joined his friends on the observation deck. Ben waited until the next group of drones began to make their way toward the planet.
“The drones are moving,” Nance said.
“It’s go time,” Kim said.
“Follow them in,” Ben said. “Tolliver has already set the planetary trajectory. It should come up once we move out of orbit and into the planet’s atmosphere.”
“Roger that,” Kim said. “I’m going in.”
The bridge fell silent as the Echo slowly made her way around the swarm of drones. They passed no less than six satellites as they crossed through the lower orbital plane.
“Passing one hundred thousand feet,” Nance said. “All systems looking good.”
“The drones are dispersing,” Kim spoke up. “Just like Tolliver predicted.”
“Stay clear of them,” Ben urged her. “There’s no telling when they’ll self-destruct.”
The spaceship glided through the atmosphere, descending slowly to avoid building up too much heat. They were over one of the planet’s oceans, which was dark blue beneath them and through the clouds.
“Wow,” Kim said. “Would you look at that.”
“I’ve never seen such brilliant color,” Nance agreed.
They dropped out the clouds and crossed the horizon line, moving from daylight to dark in a matter of seconds. It wasn’t long after that the continent appeared in the distance. At first all they could see were lights, millions of lights glittering along the shoreline. As they got closer, more features appeared. There were mountains behind the coastline—dark, strong land features rising up toward the sky, which showed stars between the clouds. There were lights on the mountaintops, but few lights between the coast and the towering peaks in the distance.
“Passing forty thousand feet,” Nance said.
“I wish we could see it in the daytime,” Kim said.
“Me too,” Ben said. “Perhaps one day we can come back.”
“If we live long enough,” Kim said.
The ship moved down through the darkness toward a small cluster of buildings surrounded by miles of forest. One of the buildings was a large hangar with a retractable roof.
As they approached, Ben punched in a code that Tolliver had given him. The Echo sent a tight beam transmission directly to the cluster of buildings. Soon the roof was opening up and bright lights revealed the open space below.
“Ten thousand feet,” Nance said.
They were running without radar or exterior lights, moving slowly to keep the engines from revving too loudly. The Echo came down over the open hanger and hovered there for a moment, ensuring that they were lined up correctly.
“Is it big enough?” Ben asked.
“Plenty big,” Kim said. “I just want to be sure they know we’re coming down.”
The Kestrel class ship descended straight down into the hanger and settled onto the polished concrete floor. Ben shut down her engines and the artificial gravity. It was the first time any of the small crew had ever been on a world other than Torrent Four.
“Another first,” Ben said.
“It’s a little strange,” Kim said. “We’re actually on Mersa Prime.”
“Let’s get this cargo unloaded and get back in the air,” Ben said as a wave of nerves overcame his excitement. I want to be off-world before the sun comes up.”
Kim went up to inform their passengers that they were home. Ben and Magnum went to the cargo bay and opened the big rear hatch. There were people waiting outside. Ben noticed that none had weapons visible, which he found slightly disconcerting. They were the rebels after all, he thought. Surely if anyone should be armed, they should.
“We’re home,” Tolliver said, leading the way down the metal staircase toward the cargo bay. “Welcome to Mersa Prime.”
Ben waved the people outside the ship forward and began directing the unloading of the ship. They had carried eight pallets filled with crates of anti-Imperium literature, printed on paper, data disks, holo-cards, and thumb drives.
The newcomers hugged the refugees. There were even a few tears as Ben’s passengers were welcomed home. It was a moving display. So few people had ever cared for Ben that the thought of being in a community of people that cared for one another sounded amazing. He had been sad for Tolliver, thinking of how much the older man had given up, but he quickly realized that there was more to his life than Ben knew. Much more, he realized, that Tolliver would have been forced to give up had he followed his dream of piloting a starship away from his home world.
Before long, even Nance was off the ship. Ben and his small crew made their way to a set of double doors that looked out toward a dark forest. They could smell the flora. There was something rich and fragrant about the air that was completely different from the oxygen produced by the fusion reactor on the Echo. And Ben couldn’t help but think of Torrent Four. He hadn’t known how filthy and malodorous his home world was until that moment.
“It’s beautiful,” Nance said as she leaned against Magnum’s powerful body.
“Even in the dark,” Kim said.
Ben longed to reach out and pull the feisty pilot toward him, but he didn’t know if she felt the same way. She had been friendlier of late, but that didn’t mean she had romantic feelings for him.
“I have a surprise for you,” Tolliver said with a big grin on his face.
“For us?” Ben asked, turning toward the older man.
“That’s right. It just so happens that we have a load of potatoes we can give to you for getting us home safely,” Tolliver said. “We’re all so grateful.”
“Potatoes?” Ben said. “Real ones?”
“Absolutely. You can keep some, trade the rest,” Tolliver said. “Take them to the Genovisi Shipyards. The folks up there don’t get real food very often. You could trade for just about anything.”
“I don’t know what to say,” Ben replied.
“You don’t have to say a thing,” Tolliver said, as the other passengers approached. “We owe you a debt of gratitude. This won’t come close to paying it.”
“You did more than take us home,” Lesley said. “If not for you, we might all fall under the Imperium’s mind control tactics.”
“We have an obligation now,” Gregory added, “to get the word out.”
“Suddenly our old lives have new meaning,” Paula said. “Who could ask for more than that?”
They gave hugs and Ben had tears in his eyes as the last of the potatoes were loaded into the ship on pallets filled with open crates of large, brown potatoes. The cargo gave the ship an earthy smell that Ben found wonderful.
“It will be dawn in an hour,” Tolliver said as they small crew met with their former passengers one last time just outside the hanger.
“We better say goodbye, then,” Ben said.
“You have a beautiful planet,” Kim said.
“And thanks to you all, we have a chance to win it back,” Lesley said, just before a flash of laser light hit her shoulder and killed her instantly.
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Horror, fear, panic, all hit at the same time. Ben was close to the door of the hanger. When Lesley fell from the first shot, he turned away and saw another blast hit the metal building. The laser made the metal sizzle and melt. He was inside before he knew what he was doing, and felt Kim grab onto him from behind.
No, he thought to himself. He couldn’t just run away. Turning back, Ben saw Magnum run by him. The big man was carrying Nance, shielding her with his massive body. Just outside the door, Tolliver was bent over Lesley, grabbing her arms to pull her inside. Ali fell next, and Paul was hit with a glancing shot that made her scream in pain and fall to the ground. Gregory grabbed her other arm and pulled her inside.
“Get inside! Take cover!” Gregory was yelling.
Ben drew his laser pistol. It was fully charged and ready, but he had never fired it. Alone in his cabin, he had stared at the gun for a long time. It felt heavy in his hand, reminding him just how deadly it was. The sleek design fit his grip perfectly. The metal was dull gray and with glowing sights to make aiming easier. Ben didn’t bother to aim, he just pointed the gun out the door and pulled the trigger.
The laser pistol didn’t kick or make a loud report when fired. The trigger clicked as a tiny bolt of sizzling super focused light shot out. He pulled the trigger several times then turned away from the open doorway as more flashes from the dark forest appeared.
“Are you okay?” Kim asked.
Ben was shaking all over, but he wasn’t hurt. He nodded in reply, and suddenly Kim was close enough that he felt her breath on his face.
“Don’t be a hero,” she said.
The kiss was short and fast, but it made every inch of Ben’s body tingle with excitement. When she pulled back, there were tears in her eyes.
“Get to the ship,” he told her. “Go, go, go.”
She didn’t hesitate. He watched her run toward the open ramp just as Magnum came charging out with the assault rifle.
“You’ve got to go!” Tolliver shouted from across the doorway.
“We can help,” Ben said.
“No, we’ve got this,” the older man said, drawing a pistol from under his jacket.
He fired several shots just as Magnum reached the doorway. Ben glanced outside and saw dozens of Imperium security officers rushing toward the building.
“We have to get the doors closed!” Ben shouted.
Magnum stepped past Ben, and Gregory stepped past Tolliver. The older man had Magnum’s automatic pistol in one hand, and laser pistol in the other. Magnum opened fire, alternating shots from the top and bottom barrels. The top fired large-caliber bullets, the bottom sizzling laser bolts. The sound was deafening. Gregory was shooting both of the handguns as well. The barrage of bullets and laser blasts made the approaching Imperium forces falter.
“Shut them!” Magnum shouted as the rifle ran dry of ammunition.
The hanger doors were held open with simple wooden wedges. Ben kicked the wedge free and swung his door closed. He felt the impact of a laser beam that heated the metal until it glowed at the impact point, but he managed to swing it closed.
Tolliver did the same on the other side, just as the Echo’s engines screamed to life. Tolliver grabbed Ben’s arm and pulled him toward the ship.
“Go! Tell the galaxy what the Imperium is doing here.”
“What about you?” Ben said. “Come with us.”
“This is my fight,” Tolliver said with a grin. “I’ll show those bastards what we’re made of.”
“You’re sure?”
“I am. But thanks for the offer. It’s been one hell of a ride.”
Ben gave his friend one last, brief embrace, then ran for the ship. The doors burst open just as he ran up the loading ramp. Ben swung around the edge of the hatch and looked back. Imperium forces were struggling to get inside, but Gregory and Magnum were blasting away at the open door.
Ben couldn’t hear the older man as Gregory snarled something in Magnum’s ear. Magnum jerked the magazine from the rifle as he turned and ran for the ship.
“Kim?” Ben said.
“Almost ready,” she replied over the com-link.
Magnum pounded up the ramp, and Ben hit the button to close it. Grenades were tossed into the hanger. Ben saw one land just inside the door and roll toward Gregory. The old man jumped back just as Magnum pulled Ben away from the hatch, which was only partway closed.
The explosions shook the ship. Ben turned and looked out the open hatch. Gregory’s legs were gone, and his face was covered in blood. His hands shook as he pushed himself off the floor of the hanger and turned back toward the smoking doorway. An Imperium soldier ran in, and Gregory shot him with a laser pistol. Magnum pressed the button to close the hatch, and Ben ran for the stairs leading up to the bridge.
“We’re in,” Ben cried over the com-link. “The hatch is closed. You’re good to go.”
“Perfect timing,” Kim said just as Ben reached the main deck.
The ship shot upward like a rocket, and Ben was pressed to the ground by the gravity. He lay there, and the cold metal felt good against his flushed face, even though it was difficult to breathe. Then the pressure disappeared as Kim rotated the wing engines and let the Modulus Echo drift upward slowly. Ben was on his knees, crawling toward the bridge as the ship raced ahead and two security vehicles rumbled out of the trees below them.
“Two bogeys,” Nance announced.
“Catch us if you can,” Kim dared the Imperium ships.
She pushed the throttle forward and drove the ship toward the ocean, angling low. They dove downward, rocketing out to sea, getting so close to the water that it flew up in a fan behind them. Ben caught sight of the water tail as he pulled himself into his seat at the engineering console. He strapped his safety belt in place and tapped the com-link at his collar.
“Magnum?”
“Secure,” the big man reported.
“Kim, get us out of here.”
“What the hell do you think I’m trying to do?” she snapped.
The ship shot upward, climbing high, the gravity pushing them back in their seats. Ben used all his strength to reach the artificial gravity controls. As soon as he pressed the button, the pressure pushing them back ceased.
“It’s about time you did your job,” Kim joked.
“Just fly,” Ben fired back.
“Those security ships are still on our tail,” Nance said. “Two thousand feet and closing.”
“How high can they go?” Kim asked.
Ben couldn’t see the horizon any longer and knew Kim had the ship flying straight up.
“Missile lock!” Nance announced.
What Kim did next defied Ben’s ability to believe what the old ship was capable of. In one swift motion, she pulled back on the throttle, letting the ship’s upward momentum carry it onward, while pressing her heels down on both pedals and rotating the main drive engine one hundred and eighty degrees. Then she slammed the throttle to the stops again and shot downward, flying the ship backward.
Ben saw the missile race toward them, but Kim threw the ship into a corkscrew that spun the ship around the projectile. It shot past them, turned in a loop, and shot back down. It was much faster than any of the ships, but the Echo had momentum in her favor. She raced past the security ships, which were only just reacting to the change of direction. They tried to turn, but one clipped the other, sending it spinning away, out of control. The second security ship was still angling back toward the Echo when the missile caught it. The ship exploded with a boom that sounded like thunder and illuminated the predawn sky over the ocean.
“How ya like me now?” Kim crowed, leveling the ship and reversing her direction before climbing toward orbit again. “That’s how we get it done where I come from.”
“Passing eighty-five thousand feet,” Nance announced.
“We’ll be in orbit soon,” Ben said. “Be ready for anything.”
“You know it,” Kim said.
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They broke through the upper atmosphere and were immediately beset by the drones.
“Incoming,” Nance said, a nervous strain in her voice for the first time. “Oh my God, they’re everywhere.”
“Get me a jump point!” Kim demanded.
“Use the satellites,” Ben said. “Slingshot around the planet.”
Kim was concentrating too hard to answer. They were just below the orbital plane of the satellites and there were hundreds of drones descending on their position. Kim turned hard to her right, skimming along the edge of Mersa Prime’s atmosphere. In the rear-facing camera, she saw several ball-shaped drones bounce off the atmosphere and take up the pursuit.
With a flex of her calves, she pressed one pedal forward and the other back, then pulled the joystick to her left, away from the planet. A huge weather satellite loomed up in their path.
“Look out!” Ben shouted.
Kim ignored him. From her seat, she could feel the entire ship, from its wing engines to the wide rear hatch. She let the ship drift a little, then turned back to the right, spinning around the satellite.
The drones angled to follow but couldn’t maneuver like the Echo. Instead, they smashed into the satellite. Kim thought she saw at least eight impacts before a flash of white light caused the camera to wink off.
“Drones impacting the satellite,” Nance said, her voice under control again and sounding as calm as ever. “She’s breaking up.”
“Looks like the others can’t keep up,” Ben said.
Kim saw the drones falling farther behind. She started to relax a little, but then she felt the danger of letting her guard down. The Imperium forces could have sent dozens of ships against them on the surface, but they didn’t. They could have simply bombed the hanger, but instead they gave the ship just enough space to get away. It was as if...
She gave the joystick a savage yank, sending the Echo on a wide turn, the engines at full burn trying desperately to reverse her momentum. From the horizon of the planet came hundreds more of the drones, flying in a tight formation. Kim tried to turn into space, but there were several satellites in their way, and the planet’s gravity was pulling them down, making the Echo feel slow and sluggish.
“What are you doing?” Ben asked.
“Contact,” Nance said. “Too many to count.”
“More drones,” Kim said, through clenched teeth. “It was a trap.”
An explosion showed the Imperium’s resolve. They let the swarm of drones smash into anything that got in their way, including the planet’s satellites.
“How can they do that?” Ben asked. “They’re destroying the planet’s satellite network.
“They obviously don’t care,” Nance said. “As long as they get us.”
“Not if I can help it,” Kim said, turning the ship around once more so that they were moving back toward the swarm of drones.
“Are you out of your mind?” Ben shouted.
Once more Kim ignored him. She had an idea, and if she could time it just right, they could get lucky and escape the Imperium’s trap. If not, then it didn’t really matter what they did. They were outnumbered a thousand to one, and that was just the drones. Kim was sure there were fighters waiting for them too.
“Nance, get us a jump point,” Ben snapped.
“On this heading?” Nance asked.
“Yes,” Kim said. “I got this.”
They were headed straight for a large surveillance satellite. The Echo was charging from one side, the drones from the other. Kim wished she had weapons on the ship. A few missiles or torpedoes would have made a world of difference, although she knew that sometimes pilots put too much stock in what their ship’s weapons could do and let their piloting skills slack. Kim took pride in what she could do in the air or in hard vacuum. No one had taught her to fly, it was just a natural instinct for her, an intuitive skill that she trusted completely. It had never let her down, and so even though every rational thought she had screamed for her to turn and run away from the swarm, she kept moving straight for it. Slowing down slightly, biding her time, waiting for just the right moment... The drones hit the surveillance satellite en masse. Dozens impacted against the large craft all at once. The satellite erupted in a ball of fire, sending a shock wave through the swarm.
Kim slammed the throttle forward, sending the Echo straight toward the ball of fire. She couldn’t help but hold her breath as the ship, her ship, sped through the fiery debris. The drones had been blasted apart, the shock wave opening a hole in their ranks for only a moment before the survivors moved closer together to form a complete phalanx that would block their path. But Kim was already through the gap and shooting away. She had used their heavy-handed tactics against them. Perhaps it was a gamble, but it paid off.
“Calculating a hyperspace jump,” Nance said, and Kim heard the smile in her voice.
“Kim,” Ben said. “I... I don’t know what to say.”
“Tell me tomorrow,” Kim said. “I don’t think we’re finished with his fight yet.”
As if she were a prophet, four Imperium fighters came racing around the edge of the planet.
“Contacts,” Nance said.
“I see them,” Kim replied.
She angled up, trying to keep some of the satellites between their ship and the approaching fighters.
“They’re separating,” Nance said.
“What about that jump point?” Ben asked.
“Still calculating,” Nance said. “We need more time.”
“We may not have it,” Kim said.
A flash of high-energy lasers vaporized the satellite, and Kim corkscrewed around the debris. More lasers lanced across their flank, and if Kim hadn’t rotated the ship, her portside wing would have been destroyed.
They shot past the Echo and began the slow work of turning their ships. Kim kept pushing them forward, using the planet’s gravity to increase their speed.
“Ben, can you do your little trick with engines again?” Kim asked.
“I completely forgot,” he said, his hands suddenly flying over his console’s control panel.
She shouldn’t have felt the sudden surge of power in the ship’s main drive engine, but she swore she could. Their speed was continuing to increase, the fast-attack fighters were out of sight behind them, but she knew they would catch up soon.
“There’s the Fleet station,” Nance said, pointing at the display screen.
“And more fighters,” Kim said. “Coming in fast.”
“How can she pick them up before the radar?” Ben asked.
Nance had no answer, and neither did Kim. She felt the danger, like a pilot’s sixth sense. There was a trio of fighters streaking toward them in a tight formation. And although she couldn’t see them, she felt the ships coming up from behind.
“I have to break off,” Kim said.
“I’ll calculate the jump point,” Nance said.
“No, leave it. I’ll just have to get as close as I can.”
“Is that safe?” Ben asked.
“Safer than staying here,” Kim said.
She waited a few more seconds, knowing she was in range of the fighters’ laser cannons. Still, if she turned too soon, they could follow her, and perhaps even target the Echo. A spark of light showed on the lead fighter. It might have been the sun reflecting off the fast-attack vessel, or some tiny bit of space debris being incinerated as it contacted the ship’s shield. But Kim didn’t wait to find out.
She pushed her heels down, rotated the ball control of the main drive, and pulled her joystick back. The ship was suddenly released from the planet’s gravity, like a wad of paper being propelled by a rubber band, the Echo jumped away from the planet. Laser fire erupted from the fighters, lancing through empty space. The trio of enemy ships separated, doing their best to angle out toward her, but Kim kept moving away from the planet, and consequently away from their jump point.
“We’re too far out,” Nance said. “I have to recalculate.”
“No!” Kim insisted. “Trust me. I can make it back. I just have to get past these stupid fighters.”
It took several long seconds, but the Imperium ships shot past the Modulus Echo. They were once more out of danger, but Kim knew it was a temporary reprieve. She pressed her toes forward, rotating the wing engines again, and twisted the ball, before pushing the joystick forward to turn the ship back toward the planet, back toward danger.
“You can’t get back,” Nance said. “We’ll be off the jump point by miles.”
“We don’t have a choice,” Kim said.
“Contact,” Nance said, a note of frustration in voice. “Four ships, bearing one, eight, seven.”
“Told you,” Kim said.
“What’s that mean?” Ben said.
“It means we take our chances in hyperspace,” Kim said. “In three, two, one.”
She hit the button to engage the main drive. A capital ship came sliding into view from the edge of the planet. And then there was nothing but the mottled glow of hyperspace. They had survived the flight from Mersa Prime, but would they survive the jump through hyperspace? The die was cast, Kim thought. All they could do was wait and see.



Chapter 45
Magnum didn’t like being strapped to the metal bench beside the rear hatch during the wild escape from Mersa Prime, but he knew there was nothing he could do on the bridge. His presence would not keep them from dying, but he did long to see Nancy one more time.
He was thinking of her when he saw movement out of the corner of his eye. A dark flash between the rows of potato crates that filled the cargo hold. Something, or someone, was in the ship, he was certain he hadn’t imagined it. But he didn’t release the safety harness. The artificial gravity generator made it seem as if the ship wasn’t moving, but Magnum knew that if it failed, even for a second, he could be thrown into a bulkhead with deadly force.
He checked his rifle. The assault weapon’s upper barrel fired old-fashioned projectiles and was completely out of ammunition. The lower barrel fired deadly laser blasts, but the power supply was low. He set the rifle aside and drew his revolver. The old pistol was still his favorite. There was something primal about the weapon. It had six rounds, more than enough to deal with whatever was on the ship.
“We’re in hyperspace,” Ben said over the com-link. “You okay down there, Magnum?”
“Fine,” he replied through tight lips that hardly moved.
“How are the potatoes?” Kim asked.
Magnum pressed the safety release on his harness and stood up. He could see over the pallets of produce, which only rose up to his abdomen. The cargo bay appeared empty. He moved slowly between the rows. They had nine pallets of potatoes, three rows of three, each clamped to the deck, the wooden crates stacked together and held down with cargo straps.
The earthy scent of the potatoes was strangely enticing. It didn’t make him hungry, but it did make the Echo feel oddly more homey. Magnum’s time on the ship had felt like a luxurious retreat, far away from the danger and monotony of his life on Torrent Four. And he’d grown to feel very protective of his shipmates, which made switching off the com-link without replying to Kim’s question feel wrong. Still, he didn’t need the com-link squawking as he stalked whatever was onboard the ship.
His entire life, Magnum had felt the presence of danger. It was one of the reasons he had trusted Ben. The uncanny engineer had no sense of guile or malice about him. He was like a laser beam, focused on his goal of getting the Echo flying. Kim was more reckless, cynical, and guarded, but nothing about her seemed threatening. And Nance, Magnum thought of her as his even though they hadn’t really talked about their relationship. That was fine with Magnum; he didn’t feel the need to label it, or even define it. All he cared about was being close to her. Nance had a way of looking at him that made him feel vulnerable and yet he longed for it. To be seen for what and who he was, without judgment, without the need to control or exploit him was incredibly rare. It made him long to be close to her, to protect her at all costs. And whatever was in the ship was obviously a threat that needed to be dealt with before it could hurt the woman he loved or his new friends.
Magnum moved past the potatoes and into the engineering bay. Once more he saw the flash of movement, just a dark shadow out of the corner of his eye. It had slipped around the water plant and moved toward the recreation area. Magnum hurried after the fleeting shadow, slowing before poking his head through the narrow door that led to the recreation space.
The room was dark. Magnum bent low, keeping his pistol held ready, and reached up the wall with his free hand to turn on the lights. The sudden brightness forced him to blink several times. There was a squeak as the heavy punching bag rotated a little, but no sign of the stowaway. Magnum moved past the entertainment console and hurried around the gaming table to get a better angle on the exercise space. Everything seemed to be in place, and there was nowhere for a person to hide, but the heavy bag was swinging slightly. Someone had certainly bumped it. With the artificial gravity engaged, the bag wouldn’t move even if the ship flipped upside down.
He hurried through the room toward the wider door on the far side. Stepping carefully over the yoga mats and angling around the zero-gravity workout machine that utilized rubber bands and bendable rods to create resistance even when gravity couldn’t be established. The door leading back into the engineering bay was larger, made specifically for moving big objects like the exercise equipment through.
He stepped toward the door, just as the ship dropped out of hyperspace. He felt the stretch of time, like he was forced into slow motion for just a split second that somehow felt much longer. He was considering turning on his com-link and warning the others that someone was on the ship with them, when gravity suddenly disappeared. Without trying, Magnum rose up into the air. He tried to catch hold of the door but needed both hands. Grabbing the top of the doorjamb with one hand only caused his lower body to begin rotating upward. Forced to holster his pistol, Magnum finally got his body under control. There was no need to alert the others. They had to be aware of what was happening with the failure of the artificial gravity.
It took longer than Magnum wanted to get his feet back on the ground and his body secured, but he immediately drew his weapon and stepped through the door.
“Don’t move or you’re dead.”



Chapter 46
“Oh!” Ben shouted as they came out of hyperspace. The bridge was suddenly flooded with light, and Ben was forced to close his eyes and turn away from the displays. He felt the cameras shut off as alarms began to sound.
“Sorry, my bad,” Kim said calmly. Ben knew things were dire if Kim wasn’t her usual, salty self.
“Heat warnings across the board,” Nance said quickly.
Ben checked the fusion reactor, which was still in the green. The ship’s internal systems seemed unaffected by coming out of hyperspace so close to a star.
“I’ve got this,” Kim said.
Ben saw the main drive’s temperature beginning to rise, and everything was making sense. Kim had missed the jump point. Fortunately, they had come out of hyperspace near the star and not in the middle of it. He knew they were still in danger, though. Stars not only were hot but also generated incredibly strong gravitational fields.
“Can we escape?” Ben asked, fearing the answer.
“For sure,” Kim said.
“Heat shield is at eighty percent,” Nance said. “We lost most of the exterior cameras.”
“I said I was sorry!” Kim snapped.
“It’s okay,” Ben interjected. “We can replace cameras. Just get us moving away from that star.”
“Already on it,” Kim replied.
“We should be okay,” Nance said. “The main drive is creating enough thrust to break free of the star’s gravity.”
“See, I told you,” Kim said, and then the gravity suddenly disappeared. “What happened? I didn’t do that.”
“I’m checking on it,” Ben said, thankful that his straps were holding him in place. His hands raced over the controls of his console. The gravity had been shut off. He tried to dial it back up, but the art grav genny wasn’t responding.
“It’s been cut off at the source,” Ben said.
“Isn’t Magnum still down there?” Kim asked.
“He didn’t do this,” Nance said, with just the slightest trace of a tremor in her voice.
“I’ll find out,” Ben said, releasing his safety straps and pushing off from the console.
“Watch your six, Ben,” Kim called out after him.
The bridge was nothing more than a raised platform that was open in the rear to the common area that led to the railing overlooking the cargo bay. Ben checked his laser pistol, which still showed nearly fifty-percent of the battery life remaining.
He grabbed the railing and spun in a slow arc that sent him gliding down to the cargo bay. He landed on his feet and took hold of one of the crates of potatoes to steady himself. The move knocked the lid free from another crate. It, along with ten pounds of potatoes, drifted upward in the lack of gravity.
Ben had no time or concern for the produce. It was money to him and his crew, but that meant nothing if they were dead. He pushed himself toward the engineering bay just in time to see Magnum come through the door from the recreation area. The last thing Ben wanted was to hurt Magnum. Nothing seemed to be making sense. Magnum had saved their lives so many times. His courage on Mersa Prime was the stuff of legends, and yet someone had manually shut off the artificial gravity.
That alone might have been explained away, but Magnum had stopped responding to their coms. Perhaps the big man had snapped. Perhaps he was struggling from something Ben was unaware of. They didn’t really know much about him. Everything he had told them about himself and his past could have been lies. In fact, he might even be working for the Royal Imperium. Perhaps he was a spy, Ben thought. It would certainly explain how the Fleet had found them in the Bannyan system. And how the Security Force had found them on Mersa Prime.
Ben tried to think if he could remember seeing Magnum actually kill any of the security officers attacking the hanger. He had certainly fired plenty of ammo, but was it all a show?
“Don’t move or you’re dead,” Ben said.
Magnum looked at him, at the laser pistol Ben held. There was a look of crushing pain in the big man’s eyes, but he didn’t speak. Instead he swung around the hydro-generator. Ben tried to force himself to shoot, but he couldn’t do it. Magnum was his friend, at least that was how Ben felt. Didn’t he owe his friend a chance to explain?
Without gravity, moving was slow and had to be done with care. Ben took hold of a bundle of cables and made to follow Magnum. He swung himself around a large machine and saw a stranger on the far end of the engineering bay. He had one of the grates above the main drive in his hands, and one foot wedged in the opening. Ben was certain he’d never seen the man before, and his mouth went dry at the realization that Magnum was hunting the man too. Ben had nearly killed his friend for no reason, and his hands began to shake.
With a suddenly lunge the stranger flung the grating at Magnum. Everything happened so fast, Ben hardly comprehended it all. Magnum contorted his body, flipping in midair as the stranger drew a laser pistol. The grating struck Magnum’s legs, knocking him toward the floor. The stranger fired into the main drive opening, and suddenly the engineering bay was filled with a high-pitched keening sound.
Ben and Magnum fired simultaneously. The sizzling laser bolt from Ben’s gun hit the stranger in the chest, while Magnum’s bullet hit the man just below his left cheekbone and blew the top of the stranger’s head to bits.
“What’s going on down there?” Kim demanded over the com-link. “We’re losing power.”
“Saboteur,” Ben answered while flinging himself at the opening. “He’s down. I’m working on the main drive.”
“Well, do it fast,” Kim said. “I’m already losing headway. We’ll never break free from the star’s gravitational pull without the main engines.”
“Roger that,” Ben said, catching hold of the artificial gravity generator. “I’m at the art grav genny, hold on.”
He turned the gravity to half of its normal power and felt a sudden pressure pulling him down. His feet had been inches off the floor, and he had no trouble staying upright. Magnum was a different story. He landed hard on his back, and the heavy metal grating that covered the main drive dropped onto his foot. The big man grunted in pain, then dragged his foot free.
The dead body of the saboteur dropped with a sickening plop onto the deck. Ben ignored it all. The loud keening sound was getting louder every second. He bent over the opening and saw that the laser had melted the shielding over the engine cooling system. One of the pipes had been compromised and the compressed nitrogen used to cool the engine was leaking into the ship’s atmosphere.
Fear filled Ben. The ship’s engines automatically reduced power as a safety precaution when any of the main drive’s components were compromised. With one glance Ben knew that not only were they losing power, but also the engine could overheat if he wasn’t careful. His first instinct was to begin repairs, but the danger of suffocation was too high. The liquid nitrogen converting to gas by the sudden relief of pressure would create an oxygen-deficient environment. Before Ben could do anything else, he had to take safety precautions.
He raced to the storage room and flung the door open. His space suit hung in its normal spot. He grabbed it and pulled it on, kicking himself for not refilling his oxygen tank. With one quick motion, he settled the transparent helmet over his head and sealed the clasps. There was only ten minutes’ worth of oxygen in the suit, but Ben guessed if he couldn’t make the repairs quicker than that, they would be pulled so close to the star that they would all burn up anyway.
“Is Magnum okay?” Nance asked.
“I think so,” Ben replied, as he ran back out to the control center in the middle of the engineering bay.
“Why the hell is he sabotaging the ship?” Kim asked.
“He wasn’t,” Ben said, checking the oxygen level. He knew they could breathe atmosphere with a certain amount of nitrogen, but if left unchecked, the nitrogen would crowd out the oxygen completely, suffocating everyone onboard.
He punched on the life support’s oxygen, diverting the O2 from the hydro-generator and pumping as much as he could into the ship.
“There was a saboteur stowed away on the ship,” Ben said. “Magnum was trying to stop him.”
“I knew it,” Nance said, the relief in her voice evident.
“I hope he killed the sneaky bastard,” Kim said.
“He did,” Ben said, checking the heat levels of the main drive. They were already at seventy percent and rising.
“Ben, do you see the heat readings on the main drive?” Nance said.
“Looking at them now,” Ben said. “I can fix it.”
“Do it fast,” Kim barked. “We’ve almost lost all forward momentum.”
He dashed back to the opening. Magnum had crawled over to the saboteur, but looked groggy.
“Get out of here,” Ben warned him. “The main drive is venting nitrogen.”
“My head feels funny.”
“You’re not getting enough oxygen!” Ben said. “Go on, get out of here now.”
“You need help,” Magnum said.
“You won’t be any help if you’re dead,” Ben warned, looking at his big friend, who nodded.
“Thanks for not shooting me,” he said in a weak voice, before getting to his feet and hobbling away.
Ben looked at the melted insulation. It was ruined and there was nothing he could do about it. He pulled the foamy insulation away from the compromised pipe. If they survived, he could cut clean edges in the insulation and replace it. But first he needed to patch the melted pipe.
In his tool kit that was wrapped around the space suit, Ben had temporary foam sealant. It was in a can and would expand as he sprayed it to seal a breach in the hull, but he couldn’t use it. The foam might fill the pipe and clog the coolant line, which would make the engine overheat and possibly melt down.
Instead, he pulled a flat piece of copper and pressed it down over the pipe. The nitrogen was extremely cold and the copper sheet was almost instantly covered with frost. Without his space suit, Ben’s hand would have frozen, but he was able to hold the metal against the small hole and used his fingers to wrap the metal around the pipe.
It wasn’t strong enough to seal the rupture, but it was a start. Ben needed something to heat the metal, to weld it to the pipe without opening up another hole that would vent even more of the nitrogen. There was a welding torch in the storage room, but Ben didn’t have time to go and get it.
“We’re being pulled back,” Nance announced over the com-link.
“I can’t break free,” Kim said.
“Nance,” Ben said, flopping onto his back and pulling violently at the safety cover that sealed the zipper in the front of the space suit. “Start calculating a jump point.”
“I think getting free of this star’s gravity is the bigger priority,” Kim snapped.
“Odds are, the Imperium Fleet knows where we are,” Ben said. “We have to get out of here, and I mean fast.”
“Okay, Ben,” Nance said.
With his space suit open down the front, Ben wrestled one arm free. He reached inside the thick suit and drew out his laser pistol, dialing it down to half power before turning back to the opening. It felt like he was in a freezer, but he couldn’t worry about that yet. He wrapped his insulated hand around the one holding the pistol, using it as a shield to block the cold still venting from the pipe.
Ben had no idea whether the laser would work or cause further damage. But there was no time. They were slowly being pulled back, closer to the star. Closer to death. He pulled the trigger, the pistol clicked, and the laser hit the copper on one side of the opening. To Ben’s delight, the metal wrinkled down, the heat causing the copper to fuse to the pipe. He quickly fired again, aiming at the other side. The metal shrank down, and the howling sound of venting air stopped.
Ben dropped the pistol and snatched up the foaming sealant. He felt confident using it to ensure the pipe had no leaks since any openings would be tiny, perhaps even only small enough for a few atoms to pass through at a time. He sprayed the pipe down, watching the foam expand for a moment, then got to his feet. He hurried over to the controls and saw to his delight that the main drive was coming back to full power.
“Hey, that’s it,” Kim said.
“I’m cutting gravity and water,” Ben said. “Rerouting power to the main drive.”
“Hot damn!” Kim said. “We’re in business.”
“Where are we going?” Nance asked.
“Anywhere but here,” Ben said.
He rerouted the power, and suddenly everything around him began to float. After grabbing his laser pistol, he moved the grating back to where it blocked and snapped it in place.
“What the hell is that?” Kim said, a note of terror in her voice.
“Is it the Fleet?” Ben asked. “Are they here already?”
“That’s a potato,” Magnum said. “I’ll get it.”
“Since when do we let potatoes just fly around the ship?” Kim asked.
“A few got loose,” Ben said, feeling relieved that they weren’t under attack. “Sorry.”
“It nearly gave me a heart attack,” Kim said. “They better taste good, because they look a lot like tur—”
“Contact!” Nance said, cutting Kim off. “Imperium capital vessel—the Vengeance.”
“How close?” Ben said pulling himself away from the engineering bay and back up toward the bridge.
“They’re staying out a long way,” Nance said. “But this is the Dorian system. None of the planets are fit for life, and no resources are being mined here. It’s empty, not even an Imperium outpost.”
“So they’re here for us,” Magnum said, as Ben came floating up over the railing to the main deck.
“Why not engage?” Ben asked. “Why are they staying so far out?”
“There’s no need to engage us,” Kim said. “We’re trapped.”
“What do you mean?” Ben asked.
“I mean, we can’t escape the star’s gravity yet. Not to make a hyperspace jump anyway.”
“We have to reach this area,” Nance said, bringing up a plot on the display screen. It showed the star, with a few tiny planets. The Vengeance was listed near a green line that was the minimum distance from the star that the ship could break free of gravity well and jump into hyperspace.
“How do they know that?” Ben asked.
“Because this is a recognizable ship,” Kim said. “The Kestrel class vessels have a well-known maximum power output. It’s a simple calculation.”
“And they think we’re disabled,” Magnum said.
“So if we don’t get sucked back into the star, then we get destroyed by their fighters,” Ben said. “Because we can’t jump to hyperspace?”
“That’s right, genius,” Kim said.
“Magnum, get rid of that saboteur’s body,” Ben ordered. “He must have some kind of tracking device on him.”
The big man responded without saying a word, unfastening his safety harness and kicking off from his station.
“Nance, if we could get more power, what’s the closest jump point?” Ben asked.
“I can calculate from anywhere, but how are we going to get more power?
“We shut everything down, even the life support,” Ben said.
“But we wouldn’t be able to turn it back on until we’re out of hyperspace,” Nance said.
“So calculate a short jump, but well away from this system,” Ben said.
“We’ll have to shut down everything, even the computers except for navigation,” Nance said.
“So do it,” Ben said.
“Should I slow down?” Kim asked.
“No, keep going,” Ben said. “They think they’ve got us trapped.”
“We’ll be blind, Ben,” Nance said. “We lost the exterior cameras. Without radar, we won’t know if they launch fighters.”
“It’s a risk we have to take,” Ben said. “Magnum?”
“He’s in the air lock,” the big man replied over the com-link.
“Eject that piece of filth, then strap in. We’re cutting the lights.”
“K,” was all Magnum said.
“Jump point is ready,” Nance said. “I’m counting down on the nav system.”
“Rerouting power,” Ben said.
“Holy crap, this is going to be close,” Kim said.
“Don’t speed up,” Ben warned her. “We can’t let the Imperium know we have more power.”
“Roger that,” Kim said.
Ben hit the last button and everything shut down except the engines and the navigation computer.
“Fifty-eight seconds,” Nance said.
“Maintaining speed,” Kim said. “You know, one shot from that thing and we’re all dead.”
“If it happens, we’ll never know it,” Ben said. “Besides, I think they want to take us alive. That’s why they got a man on our ship to disable us.”
“They don’t know we’re worthless to them,” Kim said with a chuckle.”
“Thirty seconds,” Nance announced.
“If they’re scanning us with their long-range sensors, won’t they be able to tell we’re nearly shut down?” Kim asked.
“I suppose,” Ben said. “Hopefully they think we’re trying to hide.”
“And if they’re not idiots?” Kim said.
“Then they’ll send ships to disable us,” Ben said. “I hope.”
“Fifteen seconds,” Nance said.
“Either way,” Kim said. “It’s been a hell of a ride.”
“I’ll second that,” Ben said.
“Ten seconds,” Nance said.
“And I like to think we made a mark,” Ben added. “We may not have defeated the Royal Imperium, but we did our part.”
“Who would have thought it?” Kim said. “A bunch of nobodies from a backwater planet like Torrent Four made the mighty Imperium sit up and take notice.”
“Five seconds,” Nance said, her usual calm replaced with a slight strain.
“Come on, come on,” Ben whispered.
“Three,” Nance said.
“We got this,” Kim said.
“Two,” Nance chanted.
“Please,” Ben prayed.
“One, go!”
Kim engaged the main drive and there was a terrible moment of fear when nothing seemed to happen and they were completely exposed. The moment stretched like cruel torture from time itself, and then everything settled back to normal.
Ben breathed a sigh of relief, leaning forward onto his console. Nance was making small sounds, and in the darkness, Ben wasn’t sure if he was laughing or crying.
“Is it just me,” Kim said, “or is it getting cold in here?”



Epilogue
The hyperspace jump lasted ten minutes. The residual heat was fading, although Ben was still warm in his insulated space suit. The Modulus Echo came out of hyperspace between systems, and far from any Imperium vessels.
Ben restored power to all the ship’s systems, cranking the heat on life support, and setting the artificial gravity back to normal. Nance immediately began to calculate their next jump to another spot in the vast empty reaches of space.
“Well, that was a trip,” Kim said. “Where are we off to now?”
“Assuming the Imperium Fleet has no way to track us,” Ben said, “we’ll make for the Genovisi Shipyards. We need repairs, and we can trade the potatoes.”
“After we gather them all up,” Kim said.
“I’m going to cook one,” Nance said, getting up from her seat.
“You are?” Ben asked.
“Yes, the jump point is set,” she explained. “I’m running diagnostics on all systems. It doesn’t need me to just stare at them.”
“Wonders will never cease,” Kim said.
“Where’s Magnum?” Ben asked.
“Cleaning up in the engineering bay,” Nance said. “I think he’s earned a good meal.”
“I couldn’t agree more,” Ben said.
He and Kim stood by the engineering console on the bridge and watched Nance make her way up to the galley.
“We’re still alive,” Kim said, turning to Ben. “What kind of repairs do we need in the Genovisi Shipyards?”
“I’ll repair the cooling system,” Ben said. “But I won’t argue if we get an opportunity to add some weapons to the ship.”
“I thought we weren’t fighters?” Kim said.
“We’re not. We’re survivors,” Ben replied. “But if we learned anything on these first two operations, it’s that we don’t know whom to trust.”
“Not the Royal Imperium,” Kim said with an edge to her voice. “I can’t wrap my mind around the fact that they’re using chemical weapons on Mersa Prime.”
“Me neither,” Ben said. “But at least we survived, and we’ll let everyone we meet know about it.”
“You think anyone will believe us?”
“The Confederates will,” Ben said. “And we have at least one more run to make for them. I’ll feel better knowing whatever trouble they get us into, we’ll be able to fight back.”
“I guess we’d be cooked without Magnum,” Kim said.
“That’s true,” Ben said.
“I feel kind of bad that I thought he turned on us.”
“How do you think I feel? I almost killed him.”
“You said you don’t know whom to trust,” she stepped close to him. “Does that include me?”
“No,” Ben said. “I trust you. And I’m so glad you’re here.”
“Me too,” she said. “I can’t believe I was almost part of the Royal Imperium’s fleet.”
“I was thinking of another reason” Ben said with a lopsided grin.
“Is that right?”
He nodded.
“I’m pretty happy about that too,” she whispered as she leaned close and kissed him softly on the lips. The moment was sweet, and they lingered close together, their bodies pressing together, their arms wrapping around one another before Kim pulled back to speak again. “You were right about this old ship.”
“She’s really something,” Ben said.
“Should I be jealous?” Kim asked.
“Maybe,” Ben chuckled. “It is everything I’ve dreamed of.”
“Freedom, adventure, and even some real food,” Kim said. “I could get used that.”
“I’m glad,” Ben said. “Because this is your home. And I never want you to leave.”
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With human colonies on 45 worlds and space stations in over a hundred different systems, serving with the elite Force Recon branch of the Extra Solar Defense Force is the most prestigious career anyone could hope for. Warfare is almost exclusively the domain of remotely operated drones, but when things go wrong, in space or on a colony world, the Off World Recon gets the call and they always come prepared. 
 
Dean is a young man with plenty of prospects ahead of him, but when he gets selected for the most coveted job in the world, he jumps at the chance. Little does he know the rigors of training to become an elite Force Recon specialist or the dangers waiting for him in off-world tours of duty that sometimes last for years on end, but it’s always been his dream to charge into the unknown with a band of brothers, facing any threat to humanity’s expansion across the galaxy and etching his name into the annals of history. The only question is does he have what it takes to stand between the threats of the galaxy and the rest of the human race?



Spartan Company
An Orion Porter Novel
 
One bad decision can change your life... forever.
 
Orion Porter is in trouble. He’s about to be shuffled into a judicial system that few ever escape. His options in life have suddenly been reduced to just two choices: take his chances with a public defender, fighting criminal charges he’s not likely to win — or join the Space Marines. Both choices are filled with danger, but only one will get him out of the system designed to keep him down.
 
Apex Venandi is a goldilocks world with vibrant indigenous life. The isolated planet is home to five intelligent species, whose culture revolves around tribal warfare. Restricted from human intervention, the world was little more than a footnote in the Galactic Space Fleet’s expansion across the galaxy until a rare and important resource is discovered there. For the first time, humanity will encounter another species whose proclivity for violence is greater than their own. 
 
Follow Orion as he makes his way through Space Marine Basic Training and is thrown to the wolves in the vaunted Recon Challenge. Spartan Company is a sci-fi military adventure set in a creative vision of the future.



Dragon Team Seven
The first book of the DT7 Trilogy
 
Join the PMC! Elysium Awaits!
Enjoy real food—no soy protein substitutes!
Get paid a living wage with no taxes or deductions!
Have the adventure of a lifetime with proper military training and the best equipment in the galaxy!
Join today, and in just five short years, you’ll receive free transport to Elysium: the paradise world for warriors and patriots!
 
When the Proxy entered the solar system, they ushered in a new era of peace, prosperity, and health that altered humanity forever. A century later—with the average human living three times longer than before First Contact—the Earth became overcrowded, and mankind found itself completely dependent on the technologically advanced aliens known as the Proxy
Now, three hundred years after First Contact, the Earth is so overpopulated that governments have taken control of everything. The wealthy have all they can dream of, but for most people, life has become a grueling marathon of constant work for lifetimes that stretch over two centuries in length. When Nick Nichols and his friends—fresh out of high school—strike out into the work force, they quickly find the twelve-hour shifts, six days per week of hard labor unbearable. When their first paychecks reveal a mere pittance for their toil, the friends know that something must change.
The Proxy Military Corps (PMC) is the only way to escape the crowded conditions on Earth. Every Space Marine who agrees to fight for the Proxy and completes their five-year enlistment period is given free transport to Elysium, a Goldilocks planet perfect for human colonization. But all reports of Elysium come solely from the aliens, who alone hold the key to interstellar travel. The Proxy jealously guard their technology—so without the aliens’ help, mankind is trapped in the solar system. While the only hope for a better life is by joining the PMC, enlistment carries its own hazards and uncertainties; no one who joins the PMC ever returns to Earth. Most people believe the promises of the PMC are all lies used to lure the gullible to their deaths. Elysium, they say, is just a fantasy—and fighting for the Proxy is seen as a betrayal of the human race. But for those brave enough to face the perils of the galaxy beyond our solar system, the PMC might just be their best chance for having a life worth living.
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