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CHAPTER ONE
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“That’s it?”

The Pierd in front of me just mumbled something in it’s language, which I didn’t speak. It sounded like rocks grinding against other rocks, long sentences made with lots of short words. It, I can never tell the Pierd sexes apart, stood four feet high and two feet wide. Short and stocky. All covered in brown fur with a head like a block. Flat nose, beady eyes.

They were shrewd traders and this one was trying to cheat me.

It held out a credchip good for one thousand creds. Not close to what I was owed for this job.

The cargo itself wasn’t a big deal. Relatively small. It was the delivery location. CU145792 was a large asteroid in the Callic Cluster. This was Deep Space. The outskirts. As far out as you could get and still be in the known galaxy.

My territory.

The place didn’t even have a real name. Part of an asteroid belt that orbited a dead planet called Untun, CU145792 had been hollowed out and mined by the Culkin Union. Not a friendly or welcoming place but it still needed goods to survive. The problem being that it was so far out of the way that the larger shipping concerns didn’t want to waste the fuel needed to get there. That’s where freighters like mine came into the picture.

Trips like this were barely profitable for me. As long as I got paid.

“Give me the full amount or you don’t get your cargo,” I growled at the Pierd.

It’s name was Yunil and it ran one of the local general goods stores. The asteroid was home to miners, miners and more miners. Along with the services and people that supported them. The Culkin Union was a Pierd group, so beings like Yunil were in charge of everything on the rock.

Yunil yelled at me some more. I’m sure it translated to “cheater”, “scammer” and so on. It ended with what was likely “I already have the cargo” and the Pierd gave me what I assumed was a smirk, thinking he had the upper hand.

I leaned in close, giving it the look.

I’m six foot, two hundred. Black hair and beard, with streaks of gray. Brown eyes. Ruggedly handsome, so I’ve been told. Not the most intimidating at first glance, there are many bigger, but I’ve worked hard on ‘the look’ and it gets results.

The Pierd took a step back, even though it weighed as much as I did, things still get intimidated by those bigger leaning over them. Yunil glanced around the lobby to its shop, especially at the transaction window and the office behind the blastproof polycarbonite window. Yunil had wanted to stay back there to conduct our business, the circuitry of the window would have translated it’s words to Tradelan, Terran or some other language I could understand. But it would have been behind the protection of the carbonite. I made it come out here.

I’m not stupid.

“I’ll take back the cargo, sell to your competitor and break some stuff on my way out.”

Most of that was a bluff. I knew it, Yunil knew it. First there was no competition on the rock. Yunil’s shop was it. I could take the cargo back to more populated areas of space, but that would cost me fuel and the job would be a major loss. Second, if I was to break stuff, the Culkin Union would have me arrested or fined. Neither of which was good for me. Yunil looked up at me, studying and thinking. How much was a bluff and how far was I willing to go?

The Pierd made a noise that I assumed was a sigh because it handed over another credchip. Good for another thousand credits and paying me what I was owed. Yunil had figured it wasn’t worth the hassle of calling my bluff.

Which I knew he would have.

Yunil isn’t a bad sort. We’d done business before but times were getting rough on the asteroid and he was trying to save every cred he could. Can’t blame it. Times were tough everywhere.

“Thanks,” I said biting back a sarcastic remark.

Which was hard for me. Sarcasm came naturally.

But no need to annoy one of my regulars.

I needed the work Yunil offered.

With a last huff, Yunil turned its blocky body around and headed for the door. The Pierd’s people had unloaded the cargo from my ship when I had first arrived and it was probably already lost within all the supplies the shop carried. The door slid open into the metal wall and Yunil disappeared.

I turned, pocketing the credchips, and walked out the shop’s lobby. The asteroid was a backwater, no automatic scanning of cargo and deposits like at some of the bigger stations. Still did transfers the old fashioned way. I tended to like that more. Personal. Got to look the being in the face and eyes. If they had eyes.

Like most Pierd establishments, there was an empty lobby with a display board that would list the shop’s wares. You’d order from the board, under the watchful eye of the shop owner behind the window, and one of the employees would bring your order to you. Larger orders would be picked up out back. Efficient with minimal interaction.

Just as the Pierd liked it.

The shop’s door slid quietly shut behind me and I was out on the street.

Being an asteroid, everything was carved out of the interior. So the gray stone surrounded everything. Only about twenty feet high, the cavern was carved like a ring through the stone with shops on both sides. About three miles long in total, it was very busy. The workers and homes were in side caverns, the entrances scattered around the oval. The hanger was another tunnel, midway around the north side of the ring.

The city, for lack of a better word, was called The Oval. Not very imaginative but it did the job.

It was dark and crowded. What little light there was came from the shops and glow lamps hanging from the ceiling. The smell of dozens of aliens of all species mixed in the refreshed air from the circulators mounted in the cavern roof. Beings moved in both directions, pushing against each other, not caring. Most were dirty, miners off their shift. No one looked wealthy. There was an air of resignation everywhere, people given up on life.

Not a fun place.

Not that I blamed them. If I was stuck inside an asteroid that didn’t even rate a true name, I’d be pretty depressed too. I couldn’t wait to get off this rock.

Just needed to find a job first.

*****
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The life of a freighter is not glamorous. Not by any means. Don’t let the books and vids fool you. They like to make it seem better than it is. The daring swashbuckler off on another adventure.

Tired of your mundane life stuck on your backwater world? Become a freighter and see the universe. Visit exotic locations. See all that the galaxy has to offer.

Sounds like the same pitch used to get people to sign up for the Expeditionary Forces.

Sadly, it works. For both.

Sure, some haulers get the good runs. Get to see the inner core worlds. Visit the good places. But those are the ones that sign up with the big interplanetary outfits. The others, the independents, like myself, we get stuck with running small hauls out to worlds and asteroids like this rock.

Nothing glamorous about CU145792.

The void of warpspace gives a solo pilot plenty of time to spend on contemplation. So I have lots of opportunities to reflect on my life and the choices that got me here. It’s not just the time in warpspace either. Sitting in dingy and rathole bars while waiting for a job offer gives that same kind of time.

Dingy and rathole bars like this one.

It didn’t even have a name, just a sign over the door written in Tradelan that said ‘bar’.

The room was large and square. No windows, just the door. The bar counter was along the back wall, lots of stools that could adjust in height to accommodate various sized beings, and built out of solid rock. Nothing fancy, got the job done. Tables filled the rest of the space. No organization, just as many tables as would fit. Some were broken with cracks and even missing pieces. There wasn’t enough chairs for every table, so some beings had to stand along the edges.

I’d taken a chair at a small table in the corner where I could watch the door as well as the vidscreen mounted to the wall. It was behind a sheet of somewhat clear blastproof polycarbonite which made the picture a little fuzzy but still watchable.

Wonder who has the contract for bringing polycarbonite here? They use a lot of it.

The vidscreen was showing some news from the inner core but it was on a station controlled by the Culkin Union so it was filtered but still broadcast in Tradelan, the common language of the galaxy. Filtered a lot. So is every station, everywhere. There are so many Unions, planetary governments, the Planetary Council and others controlling the news that you never get an unbiased report. But if you know how to read between the lines you can get a pretty good idea of the truth.

See all the galaxy has to offer.

Sighing, I took another swig of my ale. Technically it was not ale, not by the earth definition. But it was close to it, one of the closest I’d found. Some drink called gaurt from a planet called Uduy.

I kept one eye on the vid and one on the door, and I waited.

As an independent freighter, I take a job to one place and when I leave that place it means I usually need to leave with a job. That sends me to my next destination. That’s life. One planet, moon or asteroid, hop to another.

The problem with a rock like this one is finding a job when I leave.

The asteroid needs a lot of stuff but not a lot of stuff leaves. Ore, sure, lots of that. But the Union controls that. A guy like me needs to find something else.

CU145792 is so out of the way that it doesn’t even have a jobs board like the Inner Core worlds do. A centralized location where people looking to ship have a place to post what they need and people looking to do the shipping can find them. In some Inner Core worlds, the shipper never even meets the shippee and it’s handled through a third party.

The bartender, who doubled as the server in this place, a big lump of a Kern, had just dropped off my second glass when I saw my contact enter. He looked around the place with an air of disdain. Quickly finding me, he started making his way through the crowd. Tesk Un Lil was a Kry from the planet Kryot in the star system of the same name. One of the Inner Core systems. He’d done something to anger his superiors so had been banished here to the dredges of the galaxy. He represented the Kry on other worlds and rocks in the local area of Deep Space. We ran into each other a lot.

Lil had light brown skin, bright red eyes and perfectly combed and cut black hair. He wore expensive looking clothes. He worked hard to present an image, that of an Inner World businessman. Someone important.

He really wasn’t. He knew it. I knew it. Everyone here knew it.

Stopping at my table he looked down at the empty chair with a sigh. It was a dirty chair and Lil was in his full snob mode.  He sat down, back straight and hands held above the table as if he didn’t want to touch it. He was laying it on pretty thick.

“Arek Lancer,” he said in near perfect Tradelan, not a hint of a Kryan accent. I mean the guy spoke it better than I did and it was my primary language. It was rare that I spoke english nowadays. “How are you?”

“Doing good,” I replied and pointed at my mug, offering him one. He shook his head and I held up one finger for the Kern to see. “You?”

“Business is looking up,” he replied finally settling his hands on the table. He pulled out a cloth first and wiped off a section, looking down at the surface with disgust. He held the cloth away from himself and shook it before disdainfully putting it back in his pocket.

He was lying. Business was not looking up.

Tesk Un Lil wanted back into the Inner Core. Badly. He constantly worked to get there, going after bigger and bigger deals to try to convince his people that he deserved to be in the Core. He was still stuck here, which meant business was just the same as it always was.

That was the big problem with Deep Space. Once you were stuck here, it was very hard to get out.

“You called me so I assume that means you are looking for work?” Lil asked. More of a statement than a question.

“That’s right. Just dropped off a shipment for Yunil. Need a shipment to head back out with.”

Lil leaned back but without actually touching the chair. He tapped his long fingers on the table. The Kern bartender brought my drink and dropped it on the table, spilling some of it. Without a word he took the empty, not even bothering to clean up the spill or apologize. I leaned back, actually touching the chair, and waited for Lil.

The Kry had excellent memories. Their minds were almost like computers. They could process a lot of information quickly and were very good at multitasking. They rarely had to write anything down or input it in a computer. This meant they rarely forgot anything.

Another reason Lil was having such a hard time getting back to the Core.

Right now he was going through all the various deals he had in place, what needed to go where and when. He was also factoring in which ones didn’t accept cargo from Terrans.

Yeah, fancy that, we’re not that well liked out here or anywhere in the galaxy for that matter.

I took a drink and watched the vidscreen well waiting on Lil.

“I have a couple crates that need to go to Dynuit,” he said finally. “No rush.”

Picturing the trip from here to there in my head I worked out the fuel calculations and the time factor.

“How much,” I asked knowing what the minimum would need to be.

“2,500 cred.”

“That’ll work,” I said holding out my hand. Minimum and a little bit extra.

I wanted to laugh as Lil awkwardly reached out and clasped mine. His face was priceless. Kry don’t like to touch or be touched, and Lil was worse than most of them. I made him shake my hand on every job we did. I thought it was funny. I doubt he did.

It’s the little things that make life fun.

*****
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By the time I left the bar it was well past dark. Or would have been if the sun was visible inside this rock. Instead I knew it was late by the type of people that were out. Every planet is the same. Night comes and a different class of being comes with it.

CU145792 was no different. It’s surprising, but even on a rock this small with a tightly controlled workforce, there were still criminal gangs. Maybe not that surprising really.

As I made my way through the street and around the clusters of people, I kept a hand on my gun. I wore a low hanging holster on my right leg. It was strapped to the leg and my belt, a holdover from my old army days. As was the blaster itself. Hand on gun and the general “don’t mess with me” vibe I gave off kept people away from me.

I wouldn’t be able to leave the rock for a couple hours or even load Lil’s cargo until morning, or what counted as morning, so I had some time to kill. Time was relative. Each planet or system had its own day and night cycle. Could play havoc on a traveler as they always had to adapt to local time. Or they did what most of us pilots did, kept their own cycle. In other words, they kept odd hours.

There’s wasn’t much to do on the asteroid but I knew I could find a card game or something along those lines if I wanted to.

But I didn’t.

What I really wanted was to sleep.

Well I really did want to play cards, but money was tight and I didn’t have any to risk.

So sleep it was.

I was near the tunnel that led to the hangers when I heard the commotion behind me.

Turning, hand around the grip of my blaster, a military issued Sig Sauer T1700, I saw people being pushed aside. Something or someone running through them. I could see two tall figures near the back, coming closer, the ones pushing people out of the way by force or just their presence. I couldn’t see anything they could be chasing.

And then I felt something slam into me.

Something small, a foot or more shorter than me and much thinner, hit me. I almost fell but was able to keep my balance. It hadn’t hit hard but had momentum behind it. So short I had missed it when looking at the crowd.

I looked down at what hit me.

“What the hell,” I said.

It was a she.

A young girl.

A Thesan and she looked scared.
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CHAPTER TWO
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I looked down at her and she up at me with big eyes that were on the verge of tears.

She wasn’t just scared, she was terrified, reaching out and holding onto my jacket. She looked over her shoulder at the two tall forms that were continuing to push their way through the gathering crowd, coming closer. People were coming out of shops and buildings to see what the commotion was.

I didn’t need this. I had stuff to do and places to be. It wasn’t my business.

“Dammit,” I said aloud as the girl looked up at me.

Thesan, they’re allies of us earth folks. Terrans is what the other races call us. From Terra, which is what they call earth. Thesans are one of the few allies we truly have out here.

And the girl was alone.

And young.

She was typical for her race and age. I placed her at mid teens, maybe on the low end. She was about five feet tall with gray and black fur. Thesans are covered with a light fur from head to toe, tufts at the wrists and ankles, and hair that goes down their back and connected to their bodies. Their ears are small and pointed and their eyes are bright yellow with green irises. She wore a nondescript set of worker’s coveralls that were too big. Probably meant to hide her form. Thesans tended to stand out. It was the long tail.

They looked like humanoid cats.

This one had a pleading look to her eyes. Like I was her only hope.

From the noise I knew whoever was chasing her had come to a stop in front of me. The crowd was murmuring and all footsteps had stopped around us. I looked up.

And cursed.

A Tiat.

Two of them. The one in front of me and another behind looking at the crowd which was quickly moving away. Staring them down.

I studied the one in front of me.

Tall, light blue skinned, cold purple eyes and white hair. Dressed in a perfectly fitting uniform, no creases, no stains, no blemishes. Rigid. About a foot taller than my six feet and thin. But not spindly. Still looked balanced and tough.

That’s the thing about Tiat. They may not look like much but don’t let it fool you. They’re tough bastards. Bones like steel, muscles and tendons like wire. They don’t look it, but they’re strong. I’m not a xenobiologist, don’t know why, just know that they are.

Tiat were the galaxy’s bullys. I tried to avoid the bastards as much as possible.

They were militaristic, their matriarchal empire spreading out and taking what they wanted. We had fought a war with them that in some places and ways was still ongoing. It’d been five years since I left the Earth Expeditionary Forces and it’d been that long since I’d been face to face with a Tiat.

Punching one is like hitting a wall. Getting punched by one is like getting hit by a hammer.

Been there, done that. 

Not something I wanted to do today or any other day. Something I never wanted to do again in this lifetime.

But it appeared there would be no avoiding it.

The girl still clung to me but I managed to push her behind me, using my body as a shield.

I looked up at the Tiat standing five feet in front of me and tried to keep the second in sight. That one had shifted to my left so he could look around his friend. It helped me keep an eye on him but also helped keep me in his view.

Why were two Tiat chasing a Thesan? I thought there was a non-aggression pact between the two races? Just like the one between Terrans and Tiat. Which is violated on a regular basis. I’m sure the same was true of the Thesan and Tiat one. But how could that involved a young girl?

“Can I help you?” I asked, keeping my voice calm.

“Move human,” the Tiat said. A command, no room for anything but doing what the big guy said. His voice was firm, deep.

It occured to me that I didn’t know the score here. I could be stepping into the middle of something big and bad. The Tiat could have a legitimate reason to be chasing this Thesan. They could and I could also be the richest guy in the galaxy, which I’m not. Not even close.

I hate Tiat. I hate bullies.

I could feel the girl trembling against me.

There really was no choice.

I was probably going to regret this.

“Sorry, what did you say,” I said to the Tiat, watching his eyes.

Always watch the eyes. You can tell when they’re going to move by the eyes.

Sure enough, his eyes twitched and he took a couple steps towards me, reaching out with his arm. Giving the Thesan girl a light push backwards, I stepped forward and into the reach of the Tiat. He was bigger than me, longer reach than me, outweighed me because of his bone density and stronger than I was so he had lots of advantages.

But I had leverage.

I grabbed his reaching arm with mine, hooking mine around his. I pulled him down and twisted my body so my free shoulder was slammed into his chest. It hurt, like hitting a wall, but my shove had put the Tiat off balance. I leaned down, taking the weight of the Tiat on my shoulder. He fell forward, off his feet, and when I had the full weight and it was a lot of weight, I pushed forward. The Tiat fell to the ground. Hard. And I released its arm.

When I had moved the other Tiat had moved. The bastards were quick.

I glanced at him and ran to the girl. Poor thing was frozen in fright, watching it all. Granted it had only been a couple seconds but still. She grabbed for me and I took her hand. I had the urge to grab my blaster but there was no way I was opening up a firefight in the middle of The Oval.

We ran down the lighted hall towards the hanger. The walls were smooth, metal and curved to the ceiling. No exposed rock here. Bands of lights ran along the top, making the hallway the brightest thing in the asteroid. It was wide too, the only way to get cargo from the hanger and into the center of the rock.

People, aliens of all sorts, moved through the hall in both directions. They stopped to watch us run by. I could already hear the Tiat behind us. They moved fast.

I wished the hall was more crowded. We needed to lose them before we could make it to my ship. I didn’t want them getting a look at it or the registration codes painted on the hull.

Not long, the hall emptied out into the large hanger. A wide open space carved out of the rock with metal lining the walls and floor and rough rock ceiling. It was a couple hundred feet long and deep. I could see the far end open to the void of space. Just a magbarrier between us and the vacuum. Black background, white stars and other asteroids floating by.

The hanger was filled with ships of all shapes and sizes. CU145792 was limited in how many ships it could hold. The asteroid was only so big and most of it was used for the mines. The center of the docking bay was open, lines painted on the metal with running lights that would direct ships from the berths into the center where they could pass through the magbarrier and out into space. Because of its size, the traffic was tightly controlled.

Even if we made it to my ship unseen, we weren’t leaving until the scheduled time and that was a couple hours away still. We needed some place to hide now so the Tiat couldn’t follow us to my ship.

I wouldn’t have come this way in the first place but I’d already been heading this way when the girl bumped into me. There are plenty of places to hide back in the Oval, but not in the hanger. I knew the Tiat were right behind us but I took a couple seconds to look around and try to come up with something.

Ships lined the perimeter, the back wall where we were and the sides. Crates and other equipment between the ships. Maybe thirty ships total. Lots of crates. No good places to hide.
Think Arek, think.
I was already regretting doing this until I looked down at the Thesan. She looked up at me with those eyes and they spoke volumes. They said she believed in me. She gripped my hand tighter, but not from fear but reassurance.

Dammit.

I looked around the space, thinking harder.

There. I hoped.

I pulled the Thesan to the right, heading for a group of aliens two ships down. About four of them stood together, watching another two pushing a couple maglifters up a ship’s boarding ramp. Crates were stacked near them, two on each maglift. We were running towards them and it had caught their attention. I could see a couple lowering hands to blasters strapped to their sides.

Different shades of green skin and blue hair, purple eyes and humanoid. The same size as Terrans, they wore neatly tailored and matching uniforms. One of the many trading consortiums. I didn’t know which one, I only knew their species.

Dyers.

I didn’t know much about them as a species or their world, the few that I knew were independents and not that connected to their people. Dyers had a very strict society. Very regimented and controlled. There were reasons for it, or so I had been told. Almost every aspect of their lives was controlled by the ruling government. Independents, like the ones I knew, were rare and considered an anomaly. What I did know is that no Dyer was a friend of the Tiat. The two races hated each other. It was only because the Dyer weren’t as strong as the Tiats that prevented them from going to war. The Tiat knew this and teased the Dyer with that knowledge.

I slowed, holding up my free hand, glancing behind me, trying to convey that I meant them no harm. The Thesan girl looked behind us, fear in her eyes. I knew it was genuine and the Dyers were picking up on it. They glanced at me and the girl, a couple looking behind us. I changed my angle so I would go past them and quickly turned to be behind them. One followed us with his eyes but the others were focused on the entrance to the hanger and the two Tiat that had now entered.

Looking both ways, the Tiat split up.

The Dyer that had been watching us looked to one of the others who was staring at the Tiat. Without looking towards us, he nodded. Another Dyer motioned to me and started walking to their ship. I followed, pulling the Thesan tighter to me. The Dyer adjusted his pace so he was between me and the approaching Tiat. One of the crewers pushing the maglifter stopped and moved so it was now blocking us. He kept the maglifter even with us as we walked up the ramp into the ship.

The hold of the Dyer’s ship was long, the full length of the vessel. It was an underneath hauler, meaning the hold was the bottom half with the rest of the ship’s functions above. This design allowed for a lot of cargo. Inside I saw lots of crates of various sizes organized throughout. The Dyer were mostly known for their efficiency and it showed. Their regimented lifestyles carried over to all aspects of their lives. The ship was clean, well maintained. The maglifter continued on and our Dyer escort led us to a storage closet against the wall.

Still without a word he hit a button and opened the closet door. He motioned us to enter.

It wasn’t that large, barely enough room for me and the girl. It was dark and I wasn’t sure about letting someone else control the door but I was already throwing a lot of faith into this, trusting in the Dyer’s hatred of the Tiat.

The Thesan looked up at me and I smiled at her, trying to be reassuring. Hoping I faked it because I sure didn’t feel it. Taking a breath, I nudged her into the closet. I pulled her closer, arms wrapped around her and felt hers tighten around me as the Dyer closed the door and we were lost in the darkness.

*****
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The girl wouldn’t stop shaking and I couldn’t blame her. I lost track of the time and the air was getting stuffy in the small space. There were no vents to let new air in. We got some from the ship’s ventilation system, but it still wasn’t comfortable. I patted her shoulder, trying to comfort her. 

I had no idea what I was doing. I didn’t have kids, barely knew anyone that did. I had been a soldier, a frontliner, Special Operations, never had time for that kind of thing. My sister, who I had not seen in a long time had a couple. I forgot how many.

Some uncle I was.

What was I doing? I still had no idea what was going on. I didn’t even know the girl’s name. I was running on instinct.

Which had never really run me wrong before.

So we waited in the dark.

We heard footsteps, boots on metal decking, coming our way and I tensed. The girl felt it and she grabbed me tighter. I wanted to loosen up but I needed to be ready for anything. There was no space in the closet to draw my blaster. The footsteps stopped and I heard the sound of buttons being depressed.

The door opened with a soft release of pressure and I breathed deep of the cooler air in the ship’s hold. I looked out, ready to see almost anything and was relieved that it was just the Dyer that had led us here.

“This way,” he said, turning and leading us to the ramp.

I followed cautiously.

I could see the hanger through the still open ramp. No maglifters were moving up, the hold was now filled with the crates I had seen outside. I couldn’t see anyone or anything in the hanger from this angle. Another of the Dyer was standing at the top of the ramp looking out into the open space of the docking bay. He was dressed in the same uniform as the others, but there were some additional bars on his collar. He turned as we approached.

An older Dyer, streaks of darker blue in his hair, he had a scar along his right cheek from jaw to scalp. Old and puckered, a battle wound most likely. He stood military straight, his hands clasped behind his back. He studied me, looking up and down. I still walk like a military man and he could tell. He studied the Thesan girl, who held my left hand with both of her smaller ones.

The moment creeped on. I let it. This was the Dyer’s play. He had helped us.

“I don’t think I want to know what this is about,” he finally said.

“I wish I did,” I answered and the Dyer gave me a weird look.

“The Tiat left the hanger,” he said and I took that as my cue.

“Thank you,” I told him and held out my hand. “Arek Lancer.”

The Dyer shook and smiled.

“Garrin Delt,” he said. “Earth Expeditionary Forces?”

“Captain,” I replied. The Dyer nodded, satisfied. “I owe you one.”

“It was my pleasure. Anything to annoy the Tiat.”

I laughed and led the Thesan down the ramp. Even though the Dyer had said the Tiat were gone, I still looked both ways and kept my head on a swivel as we walked to my ship.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Making our way from the Dyer ship to mine, only six ships down, was painful.

We moved slow, trying not to look out of place. I gave the girl, who still had not talked, my dark green military jacket to help hide her shape. She pulled the collar up to hide her features and hunched a little. I was very aware of the security cameras mounted on the walls. 

This was a Pierd owned asteroid and there was no reason to suspect that they’d work with the Tiat, letting them review the security footage, but better to be careful. The Tiat had gotten a good look at me in The Oval and I really did not want them to figure out which ship was mine. My face was attached to my ship’s identifiers, which would now be in the asteroids system. So I kept my head turned away from the cameras.

I had the urge to run but that would draw attention from the Pierd security forces, who were probably already combing the Oval for me and the girl. They might not have responded to the fight yet. Fights were very common in places like this asteroid so security rarely reacted unless there was a death.

But this was the Tiat I was dealing with and they wanted this girl for some reason. They could put a lot of pressure on the Culkin Union if they really wanted to.

It’s funny how quickly old instincts and training come back.

I can’t remember how long it had been since I’d run an infiltration mission but this was starting to feel like that. Keep moving, don’t draw notice and pay attention to everything. My eyes darted all over the place, checking everyone and everything. I watched all the different beings in the hanger, their movements, which ones looked towards us. I noted when one started walking towards us, studying its hands and movements.  I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding when the alien, a species I didn’t recognize, continued past us.

I really wanted to question the girl but this was not the time or place. That could wait.

The last ship before mine was a giant cruiser that blocked our view. Not good. I lightly touched the girl and slowed her down. If the Tiat had already figured out who I was, they’d be there waiting.

Or I was being overly paranoid.

Deciding to be cautious but not paranoid, I stepped around the cruiser and looked on my home.

Compared to the cruiser behind us, the Nomad’s Wind was nothing, not even half the size of the Dyer’s ship. A Castellan Light Cruiser Model F497, built back on Earth, it wasn’t much to look at. I’d heavily modified it but the lines were unmistakable.  The Castellan’s were not the most original ship designers, all their stuff had the same basic style.

Essentially two levels, cargo and some living on the bottom and the rest of the living plus engineering on the top, the mid part of the ship on all sides but the back had a gray metal “wing” that came off the blue metallic sides and went around to the front. It extended beyond the front of the ship and angled in. The wing ran to the back of the ship but didn’t extend beyond, also angling in towards the hull. Mounted on top of the wing at the back were two large engines. The rear of the ship was straight making the ship look boxy from that view, the cargo doors and ramp on the lower half. The front was different, the top and bottom halves were angled, sloping away from the wing.

Basically a blue wedge with a gray triangle attached to it.

Not the prettiest but it got the job done.

Designed to crew six but could be run by two or three, I’d modified mine so it only needed one crewer. Me.

There were three decent sized crates stacked outside the Wind’s closed ramp.

“Crap,” I said and the girl looked up at me, worried. I gave her shoulder a squeeze to let her know it was nothing to worry about.

I’d forgotten that I’d agreed to deliver some cargo for Tesk Un Lil.

This complicated things.

I led the girl to the side of the ship and keyed my code into the plate. The door slid up into the hull and I gave her a slight nudge to enter. There wasn’t much reluctance, for some reason the girl seemed to trust me.

First time for anything I guess.

I paused as I stepped up into the opening, giving the hanger one last look. Nothing caught my attention. No one paid any attention to us and I couldn’t feel any eyes on us.

Time to get some answers, I thought as the door closed behind me.
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The girl was starving. I led her to the galley which was on the lower level and handed her some food. She tore into it.

“Stay here,” I said and she nodded.

I had to do something about Lil’s cargo. If I took it onboard, I’d have to deliver it. A hauler that didn’t deliver wasn’t one that got jobs again. But if I left it out there and canceled my contract with Lil, I’d have the same issue. Chances of finding work, especially with the Kry, would be difficult. My options were already limited, I couldn’t afford to limit them more.

Moving into my ship’s small cargo hold, I grabbed the maglifter from where it was stowed against the wall and took it to the back. Hitting the controls the ramp lowered. I tensed, watching as more of the hanger was revealed, expecting to see Tiat or Pierd Security Forces standing there just waiting for me. But there was no one there.

Anyone watching would just see a hauler loading cargo but it was an act. I was wired, tense. It had been years since I had been in a situation like this. My life wasn’t much, but it was my life and it was relatively peaceful. I had left war behind and thought I had left this kind of thing as well.

Pushing the maglifter down the ramp, my eyes searched the hanger. Nothing had changed. It had only been a couple minutes but that could be a lifetime to a trained professional.

I paused once the crate was on the maglifter.

What was I doing?

I hadn’t stopped once the girl had bumped into me. Just running on instinct. The Tiat were chasing her, she was a young girl. Was that really all I needed to know?

No. I needed the story.

But would that change anything?

Without thinking I had agreed to help this girl. Why? There was no way I was leaving her alone now. I was taking a huge risk. This could put me on the Tiat’s list and I had worked long and hard to stay off that.

My record from my time in the Earth Expeditionary Forces was under lock and key. If the Tiat knew about some of my black ops missions, I would have been on their radar no matter what. That was part of the reason why I mostly operated out in Deep Space and not the Core where the Tiat’s influence was greater.

I didn’t regret anything I had done. It was war. Was it right? Not all of it.

Look through the history books, us humans really aren’t that much better than the Tiat. Even our recent history, the last thirty to forty years since we got out to space, has not been that good. Humans get space travel and find a galaxy filled with inhabited worlds. What do you think happened?

But I’m human and between us and the Tiat? I’ll take us.

It still didn’t explain why I had instantly chosen to help the girl. I had friends that were Thesan. They had been our first allies when we got into space. I’d fought alongside them. But that wasn’t enough.

What was I doing?

Sighing, knowing there probably wasn’t an answer, I pushed the maglifter up the ramp. The Wind’s hold was empty, so just stored the crate against the wall and maglocked it down. Didn’t take long to finish loading the other two.

The Wind was longer than it was wide, so the hold was shaped that way. Seeing the three crates lined up on one side and the rest of the space with nothing, that just made it seem emptier if that was possible.

I needed more jobs, bigger and better. I was just getting by. Thankfully I didn’t have a crew that I had to worry about paying.

One last look out the hanger and I closed the ramp, setting the security locks. Checking my chrono, I still had an hour before my scheduled launch time.

Hopefully the girl was full because it was question and answer time.
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She was right where I had left her, kind of. 

She was no longer eating, the plates and stuff still on the table, but she was in the galley. The girl was curled up on the one chair in the room.

The galley was a long room on one side of the front half of the lower level, a spiral stair in the corner. Going up the stairs you came to a small hall that led to the bridge and turning down the bunk corridor that ended in engineering. On this level, the hold took up most of the space with the galley and next to it the lounge. Simple and straightforward design. Like I said, the Castellans are not the most original shipbuilders out there. What they are known for is efficiently operating ships that rarely break down and are tough as rock.

I’d had the Nomad’s Wind for almost five years and she had never let me down.

Cabinets and shelves lined one wall of the galley, with the door to the lounge in the middle, the appliances and more shelves on the other. A long table took up the middle of the space with one cushioned chair in the corner, opposite the stair, bolted to the floor. The chairs for the table were attached to sliders on the floor, so they could move but were essentially locked in. There wasn’t too much loose furniture anywhere on the ship. Things tended to slide while the ship was moving.

The Thesan was looking at me, legs pulled up to her chest with arms around them. She was still frightened, but more than that she looked tired. I pulled out one of the chairs at the table, hitting the button under the seat that would unlock the slider. I hit another button and swiveled the chair around. Taking the seat I studied her as she studied me.

“Hi,” I said. It sounded dumb but I didn’t know where else to start.

I never really liked kids. Never had much to do with them. I had been too busy being a soldier to think about kids and once I got out, this life was no place for a kid.

She didn’t reply back, just kept looking at me with those bright eyes.

“My name is Arek. What’s yours?”

Nothing.

It wasn’t a blank stare. She could understand me. She just didn’t want to talk. Or maybe she couldn’t?

I leaned forward in the chair.

“Look, you ran into me and needed help, so I helped. But now I need to know more,” I tried to keep my voice even, calm and soothing. This is something that I had no training for. “I can’t help you unless you talk to me.”

She lowered her legs and held her hands out in front. Her fingers started dancing, moving quickly in patterns and shapes. It wasn’t random. She was forming specific shapes. She was trying to speak.

Sign language. Great.

“Hold on,” I said leaning back. “I don’t know what all that means.”

So she couldn’t talk. That would make this much more difficult.

“We’ll start simple okay?”

The girl nodded.

“We can get into why the Tiat want you later, but for now you want to avoid them?”

A nod.

“Did they take you from your family?”

A nod and a sadness crept into her eyes. She was trying to be strong, to keep it out but it wasn’t happening, it was too painful. I gave her a minute to compose herself.

“Is your family here on the asteroid?”

A shake of the head. No. I had a follow up, asking about the fate of her family, but figured that one could wait.

“Is there anyone here that you could go to? Friends? Other Thesans?”

Another shake.

What to do with her? I sure as hell couldn’t leave her here. Not with the Tiat. Even without the Tiat, I couldn’t leave a young girl alone on a rock like this.

The chrono on my wristcomm beeped. Time to start the preflight as my designated departure was almost here.

I guess I was stuck with her for now.

“You can come with me,” I said. “For now. I have to go to Dynuit to drop off cargo and we’ll figure out what to do with you there. Okay?”

The girl moved quick. She was out of the chair and had her arms wrapped around me pretty damn fast. Quicker then I had thought she would move. I had to remember, she was a young girl, but she was still a Thesan with everything that meant.

I pushed her away and stood up. She was smiling as she sat back down.

“I need to go get the ship ready for the flight. It’s a long trip so we’ll have plenty of time to talk then.”

Her eyes followed me as I moved to the stair. Metal steps, grated, with a tight radius. I looked at the girl looking at me as I walked up then, trying to give her a reassuring smile. She quickly disappeared from view as my head passed the room’s ceiling. I stepped out onto the upper level corridor wondering how I’d manage to communicate with her.

I needed answers.
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“Acknowledged control,” I said into the communications headset I now wore. “Have a good one.”

I clicked off the connection to CU145792 Dock Control and concentrated on flying the Wind. I lifted off the dock floor, using the thrusters mounted underneath. The ship shook a little and I heard the Thesan girl walk into the bridge. I had left the door open so if she came up from the galley she could find me easily. She took a seat in the co-pilots station and looked out the view window at the magbarrier and stars beyond.

I loved looking at the field of stars. Bright white dots on a black background. Each one with so much possibility and mystery. Some I had been to and some that no one had ever been to in the entire history of the galaxy. It’s crazy to think of. The galaxy is huge and it’s just one of an infinite number of galaxies. Only like a tenth of this one had been explored so far. So many inhabited and uninhabited worlds. So much to discover.

So much to be afraid of.

I adjusted the controls and flew the ship into the middle of the hanger, following the lights and lines painted on the metal floor. There really wasn’t much I needed to do, just some fine tuning, as the asteroids guidance system kept the ship on the right path. There was a time when landing in docks like this was all manual, but nowadays every place was automated; even backwater rocks like this one. It was rare to find a dock that wasn’t. Unless you were a fighter jock, flying a starship wasn’t that difficult.

The Wind turned so that we were facing the magbarrier and large opening of the hanger directly. The guidance system pushed the ship forward and the opening grew larger and larger until all we could see was the starfield outside. There was another shudder of the ship as we crossed the barrier, everything getting tinted in blue, and we were floating outside the bay with the thrusters pushing us away from the asteroid.

I hit the controls and the engines that had been in standby came to life. The ship picked up speed as it switched from thrusters to the drive engines. I fought against the limited gravity of the asteroid and took the ship in a loop away from it.

I turned the ship so that the girl could get a good look at the asteroid belt that contained CU145792. Lights dotted the rock as well as the large opening of the hanger. Lights could be seen on other asteroids in the belts, more mines owned by the Culkin Union, but only CU145792 was inhabited. It had probably been stripped of all it’s ore awhile ago and now just served as the living quarters.

Turning the ship again I headed towards the edge of this system on a course that would avoid other asteroids and junk floating in space. I could leave the system on any trajectory and still get to my destination but that might mean more jumps.

Hopping system to system was like plotting a course on a map. You went from point A to point B to get to point C. You could try jumping from A to C, but that could lead you into uncharted ion storms, nebulas or any of the other thousand dangers of the wild space between systems. All jumps started and ended at the edges of the different systems. That led to hours of in-system travel at normal drive speed and not jumpspeed. Slow. But in-system hops were dangerous. Safer to go the long way.

Inner core worlds built large docking stations at the edges of their systems to help cut down on the amount of in-system traffic. A freighter the size of the Wind could go in-system and even planetside, but larger ones had to stop at the stations.

I keyed in the navorders for the hop to Dynuit and once the computer had finished calculating I hit the activation button.

Technically it’s called Outersystem Warping into warpspace using stardrives but everyone calls it starhopping, or just hopping, into wildspace.

The stars that were points of light elongated and disappeared as the Nomad’s Wind shot into the wild space between systems. The view outside the window became nothing but a foggy white with streaks of black. The fog looked like it drifted around the ship as we flew at speeds that blew the mind when you tried to think about them. No one knew what this space between systems was really made of, dark matter was the prevailing theory, but I didn’t care. Looking at this always filled me with peace.

Ships didn’t really need view windows and a lot of the newer models didn’t have them. I’d never own a ship that didn’t. The views well flying were spectacular.

The Thesan girl leaned forward at the station for a better look. She was smiling, eyes wide with wonder. She’d probably never seen this view before. Not many people took the time to really see what space had to offer.

Where the girl was sitting gave me an idea.

The Wind’s control room, cockpit, bridge and whatever other words it was called, had four stations. The pilot’s on the right, co-pilots on the left and down a couple steps were the navigation and weapons stations or what amounted to weapons on this ship. A couple plasma cannons for defense but that station also controlled the shields. The pilot’s station had secondary controls for all those functions. The walls were covered in dials, buttons, displays and read-outs. Lots of flashing lights. Each station was a desk with the controls and a chair. Each desk had a couple monitors and an input keyboard.

Dynuit was three jumps from the asteroid. Each jump was about six hours long. That seemed like a long time but when you measured distance in light years, it was crazy to think of the distance covered in just six hours.

It gave us plenty of time.

I stood up and the girl looked at me. I walked over to her station and pointed at the input keyboard.

“You understand spoken Tradelan but can you write it?” I asked.

The girl looked at the keyboard in thought, finally looking up at me and smiling. She looked down at the keyboard and with her long fingers that ended in short nails, she started typing.

On the screen I saw the word YES.

Now we were getting somewhere.

I shifted so I could look at her and the screen.

“Let’s start easy,” I told her. “What’s your name?”

KAYLIA

“Nice to meet you Kaylia,” I said, speaking it slowly and looking at her to see if I got the pronunciation right.

She smiled. Nailed it the first time.

“How old are you?”

THIRTEEN SEASONS

“Where are you from?”

TURESA

That was one of the Thesan’s colony worlds. Not in their home system, but a neighboring one. Turns out most systems are like Earth's, only one or two habitable planets and a bunch of uninhabitable ones. Because of this, some of the more empire-leaning beings had expanded out into other systems. Thesa had four colony worlds in different systems. Us earthlings had three and counting. The Tiats had seven or eight. I did a quick mental calculation of how many jumps it would be from Dynuit to Turesa. Seven possibly? Nine most likely. It was on the edge of the Inner Core but on the opposite side of the spiral.

“Kaylia,” I said gently and she looked up at me. “It’s time for the hard questions, okay?”

She took a deep breath and nodded.

“Did the Tiat take you from your home?”

YES

“Why?”

She didn’t type, just shrugged. Didn’t know.

“Did they hurt you? Is that why you can’t talk?”

NO. BORN MUTE

“Did they hurt you at all?”

She shook her head no.

GRABBED HARD BUT THAT WAS IT

“How did you get away from the Tiat on the asteroid?”

She typed for a while, the words coming fast.

THEY TOOK ME ON SHIP TO THE ASTEROID AND LED ME THROUGH THE STREET TO A BUILDING. WHILE GETTING INTO THE BUILDING I BIT ONE AND MANAGED TO GET AWAY.

So she had only been on the asteroid for a couple of hours at most. Interesting.

“Are your parents on Turesa?”

She lowered her head, hiding her eyes. I hated asking that question because I was afraid I knew the answer. But I needed to be sure.

After a minute or two Kaylia lifted her head enough to look at the keyboard. She started typing, slower than before.

TIAT KILLED THEM

She sagged back in the chair, looking out the view window at the fog of wildspace. I took a step back, leaning against the pilot station.

Why would the Tiat attack a Thesan family on a Thesan colony world and kidnap a young girl? Thesa and Tiat used to be at war. Twenty years ago. It was what had allied us, the Terrans, with the Thesans. We took their side in the conflict. That war had ended with a stalemate and non-aggression pact between the three. There were minor conflicts and each side, the Thesans and Terrans versus the Tiat, would try to sabotage the others operations. Real cold war kind of stuff. Walk up to the line but don’t do enough to step over or at least not get caught. No one in the galaxy wanted another war.
This though, the killing and kidnapping of citizens, could be what finally crossed the line.
So why? There had to be more to the story.

The girl didn’t look like she wanted to answer anymore questions and I didn’t want to ask anymore. I doubted she’d have the answers I wanted. Like the ‘why’. But there was one more I did need.

“Kaylia,” I said gently leaning forward. She looked over at me, wet lines marking the light fur on her face. She had been silently crying. “Last question.” She nodded. “Is there anyone on Turesa that I can take you to?”

She lifted her head, looking up at the ceiling, thinking. She finally started typing, pausing as she tried to think of the right words. That was the problem with Tradelan. It did great for the basic things but there were concepts that were unique to one race that didn’t translate into something others could understand. This led to lots of misunderstandings as you tried to put the concept into Tradelan and it got misinterpreted by the other side.

Kaylia had stopped typing and I looked at the screen.

MOTHERS LITTERMATE

Litter? Thesans gave birth to litters? That was interesting. I wonder if it was in numbers similar to earth cats or if it just meant twins. Hard to tell and not really relevant.

“What’s her name?”

YOTERRA

“Will you be okay if I leave you with her?”

Kaylia nodded. Not enthusiastic but it would have to do.

Enough questions for now.

I stepped back and waved at the door.

“It’s a long trip to Dynuit. We have three six hour jumps. Let me show you to a room where you can sleep.”

Kaylia stood up, stretching. I wished I had some clothes she could change into and get out of the coveralls. A one-piece suit with a zipper, the Tiat had most likely put her in them. The clothes held her tail down and that had to be getting uncomfortable. I wondered if I had anything that would fit her small frame. Probably not. She was shorter than I was and a lot smaller body wise.

And it wasn’t like I had a wide variety of clothing.

I wore my dark green military issue jacket all the time. Long sleeved shirt underneath, blue in color today, and dark pants with boots. Didn’t have a need for much else.

We walked out of the cockpit and into the hallway. Doors led off, four to each side. Six led to sleeping compartments and the other two to storage rooms that were on either side of the control room.

“This is my room,” I said pointing to the second door on the right side, the first of the bunks.

There wasn’t any markings on the doors. Nothing to indicate that one specifically as mine.

“The rest are empty, you can take your pick.”

Almost immediately, without any thought, she pointed to the one directly across from mine.

I nodded and showed her how to use the keypad, teaching her the code to open it. The door slid open into the metal wall and we entered the room, the lights turning on automatically to show a decent sized room. Along one wall was a bed attached to the wall and a desk. The other wall had two doors, the closet and the private refresher. A comfortable looking couch was against the far wall that faced a viewscreen mounted to the side of the door.

It was identical to the other five rooms.

There was no decoration and the room had a disused look. No one had been in it for five years. The ship’s air rotation units kept it clean of dust but there was still a musty feel to the room.

“It’s not much,” I said as Kaylia walked in and looked around.

She turned around and ran to me, giving me a hug, holding tight.

“Hey, it’s okay,” I said, putting my arms around her awkwardly. “You’re going to be okay.”

She stepped back and raised her hands, moving the fingers in a pattern.

“Does that mean ‘thank you’?” I asked and she nodded, smiling.

The pattern repeated, slower with more emphasis on the finger movements.

I duplicated them. My motions were jerky which probably gave my sign language an accent but Kaylia smiled. I did it a couple more times, getting the movements down.

“How do you say ‘You’re welcome’?”

She showed me. It took a couple times but I got it.

Smiling, she walked over to the bed. 
I walked out of the room, closing the door behind me.
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I waited until I was sure Kaylia was asleep before I started searching the news.

The galaxy is a big place and there is always a lot of news floating around out there. I didn’t keep up as much as I should have. Part of it was by choice. I’d made the decision to isolate myself when I got out of the military, to be a vagabond and just go from place to place. No home, just me and the ship. Being out of the loop meant I didn’t catch anything from earth. The other part was about the galaxy being so big.

Each planet had its own news. Each cluster had its own news. Each system had its own news. And then there was the galaxy wide news. I didn’t know many people that kept up with it all.

Luckily there was the Galactic Feed. This was a galaxy wide application that took all the different news feeds from all over and condensed it into more easily digestible segments. You could modify the Feed to give the news you specifically wanted. The Feed was also a connection to galaxy wide entertainment, shows and music.

The problem was still that it was a lot of information and what I specifically would be looking for wouldn’t be available.

That was because of the other problem with the Galactic Feed and any cross-galaxy communications.

It didn’t exist while in wildspace. Each ship was isolated. There was no way to get a signal through, into or from wildspace.

There were millions of relay satellites all over the galaxy, hundreds in each system, that would give a boost in power to the signal so that it could go from system to system, but it was as a signal that couldn’t be deciphered well in wildspace. So a ship would enter a system and get an infodump of everything.

All of it at least hours, if not days, out of date.

I had the Wind’s systems programmed to get me a dump whenever I was insystem for a couple hours. No point doing it if just insystem to do the next jump.

If the Tiat had taken Kaylia from Turesa to CU145792 that would have been at least 42 hours and up to 54 or more hours ago. She’d only been on the rock for a couple of hours so that helped narrow it down. Like an idiot I hadn’t asked when she had been taken. But in my defense, I was new at this rescuing kidnapped people thing.

I was on that rock long enough to get an infodump so I might get lucky.

Turning on the vidscreen, I entered my password for the Feed and started my search.

Back in my Special Ops days, I worked with a lot of intel operatives. I was the muscle, the direct action gunner, but I was involved in enough behind the scenes planning that I had picked up a couple of things in how to analyze intelligence.

First you started with what you knew to be true.

In this case it wasn’t much. And while I was running through the small amount of facts in my head, it occured to me that Kaylia could be making it all up. She could be lying about her name and everything else.

I paused, leaning back in my chair and thought about it. I didn’t think so. My instincts told me that she was telling the truth. She was a lost and scared girl that for some reason had chosen me to save her.

I almost laughed at that. If my old unit could see me now. I was not a nice person. I didn’t go out of my way to help others. I looked out for me and me alone.

Leaning forward I started typing search commands into the Feed.

What I knew: a young Thesan girl was kidnapped by the Tiat and her parents killed.

Yep, that’s a lot.

I started with the news from Turesa going as far back as a week ago. I started scanning headlines, using the Feed to narrow it down with some keywords. I started with “missing girl” and variations of that.

Nothing.

The Tiat would have wanted to keep this quiet, that’s why they went out of their way to hide on CU145792. But would the Thesans? I changed my search tactics and looked up the missing persons news feeds.

Nothing.

The Thesans hadn’t reported her missing? That was very odd.

Why would both sides be keeping it quiet? Who was she?

Changing the tactics again I started looking for family deaths and for good measure I threw in the name Kaylia had given me. Yoterra.

That found something.

A family had died in a small farming settlement outside the major city on Turesa. Father, mother, two sons and their only daughter. Yoterra wasn’t listed as the mother’s littermate, still wasn’t sure what that meant. Instead she was listed as the regional governor of the planet.

That was a surprise. She was a pretty high ranking Thesan.

The news had a video of her speaking, talking about the tragedy. She was pretty enough for a Thesan. Tall, couple inches shorter than me, couple years older. Coal black fur with gray highlights, wearing what I assumed was the height of Thesan fashion. She looked every bit the part of the regional governor speaking at a tragedy of people she knew personally.

But there was something else about her that caught my attention. The way she stood, her bearing.

Yoterra was military.

Why would the Tiat kill a farming family and kidnap the daughter? Along with faking her death? And why was the only other person I knew involved the regional governor? Who was or had been Thesan military?

I was starting to worry that I had stepped into something very big and very bad.
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I searched the Feed for a while longer, not finding anything else. I even looked for more information on Yoterra but all I could find was standard stuff for a regional governor on a colony world. Nothing about military. Nothing about why she might be of interest to the Tiat. I had gotten to thinking that they had taken Kaylia to use as leverage against Yoterra.

The idea had merit but it just didn’t feel right. Not completely. There might be something there but there was also something else.

Not even midway through the first jump and I had run out of ideas. I didn’t think I was going to find out anything else from the Feed. And I didn’t think Kaylia could or would tell me more. She probably didn’t even know. Wouldn’t be the first time an innocent and unknowing kid had been involved in something adults should have left them out of.

I had one more avenue to explore. I composed a quick message and programmed it to send once we got to the first hop point.

Checking the chrono on my wristcomm I saw it was approaching what would normally be dinner time for most species. I kept an odd schedule so never ate on a regular pattern. Most ships carried two pilots, working alternating shifts, so one would always be up when hit a hop point. Normally those were safe, no problems, but there was always a chance and so a pilot was on duty. It was just me so I couldn’t always do that. I needed to sleep.

The Wind’s navcomputer would automatically recalculate the next hop, accounting for the normal variables of ion storms and orbits, and take us into wildspace. There was nothing for me to do, not really. But I normally was awake and in the cockpit when hitting the hop point. 

That was a ways out and I was getting tired. It had been a weird and stressful day. Probably could use some food.

I left the cockpit and entered the hall. I lightly tapped on Kaylia’s door.

“You up? I was going to make some food.”

No response but I thought I heard some rustling and banging.

Concerned I hit the controls and opened the doors. It was dark, nothing but shadows. I could hear flailing from the bed, a banging as she tossed and turned and hit the metal wall. The lights were turned off by the bedside controls so I hit the manual override. Kaylia was on the bed, the sheets and blanket thrown on the floor and she was thrashing wildly.

It was like she was trapped in a nightmare but worse. She was flailing her arms, like she was attacking something. Tossing back and forth, banging her arms and legs against the wall. I was surprised I hadn’t heard it in the cockpit.

“Kaylia,” I said, quietly at first but repeated it louder.

No response.

I took the couple steps to the bed and stopped. Her fingernails had elongated. They were now claws and they looked sharp. Her face was a mask of rage and pain. Tears flowed down her cheeks, her eyes tightly closed.

This was no normal nightmare and I wasn’t sure what was happening to her but I had to stop it. She looked to be in so much pain.

“Kaylia,” I yelled reaching for her hands.

I managed to grab one and was surprised at how strong she was. For such a small thing, there was strength there. I could barely hold on. The other arm came close and I managed to grab it as well before the claws could connect.

I held her steady and slowly the fit, or whatever it was, stopped but she still shook. Through it all she had made no noise. The shaking stopped.

Her eyes were now open, looking up at me in shock, and more tears fell. She was silently crying.

I sat down on the bed, noticing that her fingernails had shrunken back down to normal size. I gently pulled her up and wrapped the crying girl in a hug. I wasn’t sure what else to do so I let her cry into my shoulder for as long as she needed.
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Kaylia calmed down eventually and we went into the galley to make some food. She sat at the table and watched as I attempted to make a well balanced meal.

I’m a single guy. Well balanced was not normally on the menu. I had plenty of ale, true Earth variety, and junk food but not that much for a growing girl. I’d have to stock up when we got to Dynuit. We’d make do until then.

She was now wearing one of my older jackets. Faded and worn, it was big on her but in a way it fit. She seemed to like it.

“Sorry I don’t have anything that fits you,” I said. “When we get to Dynuit, we can see about getting you some real clothes, okay?”

Kaylia nodded and smiled, no trace of the sadness and misery from before.

The whole episode was weird. It wasn’t just crying from the loss of her parents. I’d seen that kind of grief before. This was something else. Grief and rage, a madness to lash out. It kind of scared me to be honest. 

And the fingernails turning into claws?

Thesan nails were strong and normally longer than other species. They could be sharpened to a point and used as a weapon. It was a remnant from an earlier time in the Thesan’s evolution, when they were more wild and animalistic. Their nails could not grow into claws. Not like I had seen with Kaylia’s.

I was tempted to ask about that but she was so peaceful at the moment.

We finished eating and I cleared the dishes, putting them into the washer. Grabbing a bottle of ale from the cooler, I turned around. Kaylia was looking at me.

“There’s a vidscreen in the lounge,” I said and pointed that way. “Not many vids to watch though and can’t get anything else well we’re in wildspace. I have cards but don’t know any games that a kid should play.”

She gave me an annoyed look and her fingers started flying. I could guess what she was getting at. Took offense to the kid comment.

“Slow down,” I said. “I don’t speak that,” I added and moved my fingers randomly.

Kaylia laughed. It was silent, but her whole face lit up. Her body and face performed the action of the laugh, eyes sparkling, even with no sound.

It made me smile.

“So here’s a thought,” I said when she finally stopped laughing and looked at me again. “Why don’t you teach me that sign language?”

She nodded. Enthusiastically.

I was probably going to regret this. I’m not a good student.
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The time passed quickly. Turns out, I was pretty good at her sign language, parts of it anyways. It was a combination of Tradelan with some Thesan concepts thrown in. I already knew her language, or enough to get by, so that made learning the sign that much easier. There were still some of the Thesan words I missed but I could get the basics of what she was trying to say.

When we weren’t doing that, I taught her the basics of ship control. She learned how to program the navcomputer, work the weapons and the basics of piloting. Kaylia was a quick study, even though she didn’t get a chance to put it to practical use.

This part took longer as she had to ask questions in sign and I had to first interpret what she was getting at then describe it to her. It took a bit to get into a pattern but we got there.

And the hours passed.

Kaylia was smart. Very smart. She picked up on things quickly, grasping concepts that took me months to understand. I was impressed. The kid was also funny and sarcastic.

Surprisingly I was enjoying having her around.

She was in the co-pilots station, watching the controls and watching what I did as we hopped out of wildspace and into the outer edges of the Dynuit system. I had disconnected the co-pilot’s board so she could hit the buttons and move the controls and not do anything to the ship. She followed my movements as I changed over to the sublight drives for in-system movement, reorientated the ship and started us towards the Dynuit Station.

The Nuit were part of the Planetary Council; like the Terrans, Thesans, Tiat, Dyers and most of the other spacefaring species in the galaxy; but they rarely involved themselves in politics. They like staying neutral and keeping to themselves, relatively. They had two planets out of the seven in the system, only their home being habitable and they had never expanded out of this system. I didn’t know the names of the planets and they didn’t allow much non-Nuit traffic onto the planets themselves. Not Deep Space and not Inner Core. They had copied the Inner Core though and built a station at the edge of their system.

“Kaylia,” I said pointing out the view window at the shadowed object that was in front of the nearest planet. It looked small at this distance. “Do you see that?”

She leaned forward in her seat and looked where I pointed. Turning to me excitedly, she signed.

Is that the station?

“Yep,” I answered.

The station grew as we got closer. At sublight speed it took about thirty minutes and Kaylia was staring at it the whole time. I got the feeling she hadn’t done much space traveling and the Tiat had most likely kept her locked up.

It went from a dark shadow to hundreds of bright spots of light that started to define the shape. Dynuit Station was a long cylinder with a much wider disc shape at the top. The length had four giant solar panels attached to it and widened as it connected to the disc. That was two thicker rings with a thinner connecting ring and some structures built on top. Lots of lights could be seen in the rings.  An arm came out of the thinner ring with a relatively smaller structure attached. Ships of different shapes and sizes could be seen coming in and out of that structure, the docking pad. The Nuit Military were housed in the cylinder as well as the buildings on top of the disc. All station operations, housing and shops were in the three rings. The whole station rotated around and orbited the gas planet beneath it.

I put on my headset and keyed the comms.

“Dynuit station this is Nomad’s Wind, Terran registration SE6890, requesting permission to dock.”

I glanced at Kaylia and saw her slump a little in the chair, eyes downcast. She was no longer as excited. I wondered what happened, it was a sudden shift, and was about to ask when station controls came back.

“Nomad’s Wind, you are free to dock at bay 29.”

“Acknowledged control,” I replied and disconnected.

I took the headset off and realized why Kaylia was now sad. There had to be some communication between ship and docking. She was realizing that she could not do that part. It could prevent her from actually flying the Wind, or any ship.

“After we leave Dynuit, remind me to teach you how to automate the ship’s comms to send docking messages,” I said as I brought the ship in closer to the ring.

I didn’t look over but I could see Kaylia smiling again.

I hit a couple of keys and a series of dots and lines appeared on the viewing window. The Wind had connected with the stations docking system and was being guided in towards the berth we had been assigned. I followed the directions on my screen, turning the ship. I kept it at an angle so Kaylia could see all the other ships already docked. There were large freighters, small cruisers, a couple in-system cruisers and even a couple of yachts.

“This is the hard part,” I told her drawing her attention.

The docking bay was an exterior connection, no hanger to fly into and no magbarrier. It was airlock only, meaning the ship had to connect directly to the exterior wall. Once there, the stations own gravity held it in place, but it took a bit of maneuvering to get the connection right.

Bay 29 showed up, between a yacht, of a make and model I didn’t recognize, and a Yourikal Vessels Heavy Freighter. Using the thrusters I slowed the Wind and turned it around so it was facing away from the station. Kaylia stood up, trying to look out the view window to see the station.

“Watch your screen,” I directed and turned on the vidcam at the rear of the ship.

Her monitor at the co-pilots station now showed a view of the Wind’s rear and the rounded exterior of the station’s docking ring, black gasketing around the perimeter. She watched as a door slid open showing a square room and another door beyond. Out of the room a metal rectangle, the same size and shape of the space, extended out with a black rubber gasket around the edge. Magnetic couplers could be seen at the four corners. The circular ring extended as well, a second layer of connection in case the rectangular connecting tube couldn’t get a good seal.

The tricky part was aligning the rear of the ship with the extended gangway, getting the couplers in the right spots so my rear hatch could still open and making sure the gasket fit tightly.

Slowly, with controlled use of the thrusters, I backed the Wind up against the gangway. There was a loud bang and four sharp taps as the couplers engaged with the hull of my ship. Lights flashed green on my control panel and I knew we were lined up correctly.

I turned off most of the power to the Wind and started to get out of the seat.

“Let’s get the cargo unloaded, get paid and do some shopping.”

Kaylia was down the hallway towards the stairs that led to the cargo hold before I was even fully out of the chair.
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We stood in the Wind’s cargo hold looking at the metal doors waiting on the signal from Dynuit Docking Control. Kaylia was impatient, she wanted to go and explore the station. She still wore my oversized coat and I’d given her a hat to hide her hair and ears. With the coat and hat, tail still hidden by the coveralls, she really didn’t look Thesan.

Which was good.

“The Dynuit are a tribal society,” I explained as we waited. “An old custom from their pre-space days was the exchange of gifts. One tribe visiting another would bring a gift and get a gift in return. They still do that today.”

A green light flashed on the display and I hit the button. The doors slid to the side and revealed the gray colored interior of the gangway and two aliens, Nuits. They stood my height with a slight stooped posture. Their legs were short with a long body and very long arms. One was gray, the other more black. Both were bald and wore matching uniforms. Their eyes were dark pits of black, almost hidden in their flat faces. No noses, just two angled slits below the eyes.

The one in back held a rifle of a manufacture I didn’t recognize. His eyes searched the hold of the ship behind me. The other held a datapad and looked more official, some chips of something on it’s uniform probably signifying rank.

“Welcome to Dynuit Station,” the one in front said in heavily accented Tradelan looking at the datapad. “Your cargo has been cleared,” it said and looked up into my hold with a little bit of surprise.

The three crates stood out as the only things in the hold.

“Slow day,” I said.

The Nuit made a gesture that I assumed was a shrug. It was a movement of the shoulders anyways. He could have been giving me their equivalent of the finger for all I knew.

“Your cargo can be unloaded into the secure storage just outside the doors, Bay 29,” he said pointing behind him towards the rest of the docking bay. “We have dockhands available for a small fee.”

“I’m good thanks.”

The Nuit made the same gesture. The one with the weapon studied Kaylia and me. I didn’t like the attention he paid Kaylia but had to admit she looked a little suspicious in the oversized jacket and hat. He looked from her to me. I gave him a look that I hoped was just enough ‘back off, mind your own business’ but not aggressive and threatening enough to cause an issue.

“As you wish,” the lead Nuit said and looked right at me. “Welcome to Dynuit Station.”

“Thank you,” I replied, reaching into my pocket and pulling out a couple credchips that I placed into the Nuit’s open and waiting hand.

He glanced at the chips, nodded, and turned. The other followed with one last glance at Kaylia and me.

“Enjoy your stay.”

The airlock door swished shut behind them.

I turned to go get the maglifter when Kaylia tugged at my sleeve. I looked down at her hands and she moved them through a series of gestures.

You bribed him?

I laughed as I led her to where the maglifter was stored.

“Remember how I said one tribe gave gifts to the other?”

She nodded.

“That was our gift.”

Kaylia thought about it for a minute and then signed something in reply.

What about their gift to us?

“They let us land at their station.”

She thought about it some more. Just another example of how sheltered I was finding her upbringing to be. I didn’t think Kaylia had learned much about the way the world really worked while living on Turesa.

That is not how it should work.

“No kiddo, it’s not,” I agreed. “Now come on. I’ll teach you to use the maglifter.”
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The gangway doors opened to a large space. Pushing the maglifter Kaylia stepped out and stopped, her head turning every which way. I smiled as I stepped up next to her. It was a common sight for me, but could see how it would be amazing for her.

Bright metal with track lighting built in stretched in both directions for a good distance. The docking ring was so big that you could barely make out the curving at the far ends. Doors like the ones we had passed were spaced along the outer edge, each with large writing above them in a variety of languages from Tradelan and Nuit to more obscure but common ones. Different sizes. Some for cargo, sized like ours and bigger for larger freighters, and small personal doors. I saw Pierd, Tiat and even Dyer. The walls curved up, the top half of the ring, the bottom curve hidden by the floor we were on. Lines of light along the metal floor formed and controlled traffic patterns, directing people where to go.

The ring itself was not that wide, about forty feet to the doors to the wall. Across from us was writing that matched that above our door. Our designated storage. Doors faced doors as the airlocks opened onto the travel ring and across from the corresponding storage rooms that took up most of the space inside the docking bay.

There was so much incoming and outgoing shipping happening at this station, and similar, across the galaxy and between so many varied beings with different languages, monetary needs and morals that systems had been developed to handle it. You offloaded into a designated locker and got a code. Once payment had been made, you gave the code to the buyer and both parties inputted acknowledgment to the stations Dock Control.  The shipper could no longer access the storage, only the person taking possession of the cargo. For outgoing it worked the same way just in reverse.

It helped protect both parties and insured one got paid and the other got their product.

There were ways to cheat the system of course and there were still a lot of illegal and back alley deals, but the system helped a lot.

It also sped up the process as the system could be set up to do automatic payments once all the cargo was scanned and put into the storage unit. Since each crate was scantagged, it worked pretty well and the cargo’s recipient didn’t ever need to physically meet with the freight hauler.

A lot different then dealing with asteroids like CU145792 out in Deep Space.

Once all three crates were in storage, I was technically free to leave the station. Normally I would have gone looking for another delivery but this time was different.

I ended up taking the maglifter from Kaylia, she was spending too much time looking around.

Couldn’t blame her.

The ring was crowded.

Beings of all shapes and sizes roamed the hall. It was an orderly chaos. Maglifters moved crates and other containers. Hovercrafts moved people from one end to the other. I stopped to let one pass and had to grab Kaylia by the collar and pull her along.

Unloading the three crates with one maglifter and by myself, well keeping an eye on a young Thesan that was interested in everything, took a bit of time. Really the thing that took the longest was moving the crates across the ring through the crowds, having to stop for hovercrafts and larger maglifts. I should have hired one of the Nuit’s dockhands with their larger maglifts and could have had this done in one trip. I could have found a way to charge Lil.

The last crate was put in the hold and the door was closed and locked. My wristcomm beeped almost immediately to let me know that I had received my pay. There was also a note with another job offer from Tesk Un Lil. I quickly scanned it. Would have been a good little job but it was the opposite direction from where I was going. I hit a couple buttons and declined the offer. I told him I was already booked, that way he would still use me in the future.

“Come on kid,” I said tapping Kaylia on the shoulder. Her eyes had been following a family of Tusgars. “Let’s do some shopping.”
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CHAPTER SIX
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I led her down the ring towards the arm that connected it to the main station. Her eyes still looked everywhere. She was definitely sheltered. Probably here and the Oval on CU145792 were the only other places she had been, and on the asteroid she had been running and scared with no time to sightsee. I didn’t think Turesa was that big and probably didn’t get much traffic but it did get some. Some of these assorted beings shouldn’t have been new to her.

But Kaylia was acting like everything was new.

How sheltered had she been?

We walked with the flow of people heading in towards the station. The path was lined with lights and painted, helping keep the traffic moving. Middle was reserved for small cargo with the edges made for walking. Right moved towards the station, left moved towards the docking bays from the station. Beneath us were the larger tunnels used for transporting bigger cargo. Efficient and easy to understand regardless of what planet you were from or what language you spoke. You walked in on one side and out the other.

Space stations were all built relatively the same. It was an easy to duplicate design, could be retrofitted for most any type of species. And keeping it similar helped the people that went from station to station. Like me. There were differences obviously, like the armed Nuit standing at guard periodically, but they were close enough that someone visiting a new station could easily find their way.

We turned with the traffic into the connecting arm and almost got run over as Kaylia stopped dead in her tracks.

“Sorry,” I muttered to the beings behind us as I pulled her over to the side. Got lots of annoyed glances, I gave some back.

Kaylia was looking up. I smiled, realizing what new wonder had got her attention. This one was worth pausing for. It was a beautiful and cool sight.

The arm was about thirty feet in diameter, the floor was a moving walkway in two directions, but it was the walls that caught her attention. They were clear, made of polycarbonite, and you could see the stars. The station itself loomed over everything but it just added to the breathtaking sight. The large cylinder, millions of lights and windows, with the black of space and the bright spots of the stars behind it. The gas giant to the bottom, asteroids further out and ships moving around.

A sight I’d seen so many times but standing there with Kaylia I was reminded of how amazing it really was.

“Come on kid,” I said and nudged her onto the walkway.

She stood at the edge and looked out at the vastness of space beyond. The walkway moved us along and she just watched space. I smiled. There was a naivete about Kaylia, complete innocence. I knew there was more to her story, but that could wait. For now, she could just enjoy the stars.

We got to the other end quickly and reluctantly Kaylia followed me to the bank of lifts, one last look at the stars. There were over a dozen large ones, all speeding up to the various levels that made up the station. If I remembered right, the Dynuit station had ten levels in total, five above the docking arm and five below. Some of the ones above were living quarters for the stations inhabitants. The rest were mercantile and entertainment.

Many people lived on the stations, some were born and died there; never setting foot on a planet. Weird.

We entered one of the lifts along with over a dozen other beings, the door closing behind us, and I went to hit the button for the seventh floor. That was where the gambling hall and my favorite bars were. I caught myself in time and switched to the fifth floor. The shops.

Had almost forgotten the kid was with me and we weren’t here for fun. We were here to get some clothes for her, some supplies and then leave.

A couple seconds later and we stepped onto a floor I had never been on. I was just as overwhelmed as the kid had been. Shops lined the walls as well as the middle of the floor. Some back to back forming walkways between them So many stores. It was like a miniature city.

There were a ton of beings too. Lots of young ones, kids.  The signs were all bright, there was some kind of music playing and it was loud. So very loud. And annoying.

I was already getting a headache.
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The next level we went to was more my speed. It wasn’t as loud, but it was still packed. At least it had ale.

Level six was the restaurant level. After shopping for some clothes, we came to get some food. Kaylia was still wearing my oversized jacket and the hat. She liked it for some reason and refused to take it off. Which I was fine with. Probably still smart to hide her identity as much as possible. The overalls were gone and she had bought a decent outfit. Pants and boots, brown and black, with a short sleeve shirt. I’d had her buy a couple different outfits. It was a couple days journey to Turesa.

Her tail was swishing back and forth, happy to be free probably.

The food was good and I was able to relax for a bit.

I hadn’t realized how much adrenaline I’d been running on. Even the downtime from the asteroid to here had been pretty hectic. I really hadn’t relaxed since I had met Kaylia. Once we got back on the Wind and heading for Turesa, I’d be amped up again.

I watched the kid eat for a bit wondering when she had gone from being the Thesan girl to being the kid. Taking a drink of the ale I looked around the crowd. I had chosen a restaurant that had an open wall that overlooked the main walking area and a decent view of the lifts. Having Kaylia wasn’t affecting that habit of mine, I always wanted a view of the exits and where I could get the lay of the land.

There was nothing out of the ordinary. Just beings of all kinds going about their business. No one seemed to be paying us any attention. Which was good.

I kept my eye out for Thesans, but didn’t see any.

The thought was to hand Kaylia off with them. She’d probably be better off with her own kind, right? But doing that just didn’t feel right. It felt like passing the buck, ditching the responsibility. She had chosen me, by accident sure, but she was now under my care. It might have started as an accident, but all my actions since was me choosing her.

Finishing up her food, her hands flashed at me.

Can we look around at the other levels?

“Sorry kiddo, we need to head out,” I said standing up and looking around again. Always take another sweep before moving out. When you started to make a move, that’s when the calm around you started to shift as others reacted. Look to see who reacts to your movements. That was a holdover from my old Special Operations days. I’d never lost that habit because some of the jobs I took on were dangerous and I had my share of enemies.

Kaylia stood and nodded, obviously disappointed. Probably realizing that once she was home on Turesa the chances of seeing a place like this again were slim.

We stepped out of the restaurant and into the crowd. I kept one hand on her shoulder to help push her along, she was still wanting to look at everything, and the other laying lightly on my holstered blaster. We moved slowly towards the elevator, my eyes searching everyone in front of us.

I should have been looking behind as well.

We were maybe twenty feet away from the doors when I saw an alien step next to Kaylia and grab her arm. Before I could do anything I felt the tip of a blaster hard against my back. It had happened quickly and smoothly. Professionally.

“Don’t do anything stupid,” a rough and deep voice said quietly. “Follow them,” it added with a nudge of the gun.

The being holding onto Kaylia looked over her shoulder at me. A female Garand, a little shorter than I was. Long silvery white hair, very pretty face with dark purple eyes and blue gray skin with horns a shade different coming from the sides of her head behind her large pointed ears. The horns curled back and down to her neck with the tips turning out.  Four tendrils, two on each side, grew from below the horns and hung over her shoulders, the ends capped in a soft gray metal. She wore nondescript brown shirt and pants, her thick tail hanging down to her knees, banded in the same gray metal. I looked down at her legs, bent backwards at the knee and ending in what looked like a hoof. I looked back up into the pretty face with eyes that were cold, hard and unfriendly. Kaylia looked back at me, scared, and I just nodded trying to project reassurance even though I didn’t feel it.

This was not a good situation.

Chances were good that I could disarm the guy behind me and get out of this. But not with the second person and Kaylia being involved. The crowd didn’t help any either. The being with the blaster in my back might not open fire in the middle of the crowd but could still do some damage.

Best bet was to let this play out for a bit.

“Right,” the one behind me said and nudged me that direction.

The Garand guiding Kaylia pushed her that way. We were heading towards a door, pushing our way through the light crowd. No one paid us much attention, beyond the angry glances at being forced to move. With so many different people and cultures, no one wants to ever get involved.

The unmarked door was set in the wall between the first shops and the lifts, a keypad next to it. Probably to the maintenance corridors and employee areas. The Garand reached out and hit numbers on the keypad, the door sliding silently into the wall. The room beyond was dark and she pulled Kaylia into it.

I paused and looked around quickly. I didn’t like going into a dark room and that they knew the code meant they had most likely been in the room already. They knew the layout, I did not.

“Move,” the Garand behind me said and jammed the blaster hard into the small of my back. I was assuming he was a Garand because they usually operated in mated pairs so it was a safe assumption.

I couldn’t wait to shove that gun down it’s mouth. Male Garands were big bastards, but that wouldn’t stop me.

I stepped into the room a couple of feet and heard the door shut behind me. There were no lights, it was dark and I could barely make out the darker shadows that were the female Garand and Kaylia. The one behind me pushed me forward hard and I stumbled a bit.

The lights came on and I saw we were in a square room, a couple storage closets along the wall, a hanging rack that was currently empty and what looked like lockers on another wall. A door was directly across. The female Garand had turned Kaylia around so she was facing me. The Garand had her arm hanging on Kaylia’s shoulder and under her chin. A clear sign to not do anything.

Kaylia was putting on a brave face. I knew she would be close to breaking. Kidnapped and now being held prisoner like this? She had to be wondering why this was happening to her.

I was getting angry. If they hurt her in any way they were dead.

Turning I saw the male Garand and he was a big one. About six inches taller than I was, but almost twice as wide. Garands are broad shouldered and built. Big and strong. He had the backwards bending knee and hooves like the female, along with the dark purple eyes and bluish gray skin. HIs face was blocky with horns that curled to the side growing from his forehead. Hanging from his chin were four long tendrils with another two hanging down his back coming from behind his pointed ears. I could see the end of his tail behind him, just hanging there. Unlike many other species with tails, for some reason the Garands wasn’t used. It was just there.

He still had the blaster pointed at me. A Duig Model XC. Decent gun. Good range, accurate and had a stun feature.

“Who are you,” I asked. I moved and shifted so I could see the male Garand, and his mate with her arm around Kaylia’s neck as well as the two doors. I took a couple steps back to get some more distance.

“I was going to ask you the same question,” the male Garand replied. “But it doesn’t matter. We’re just interested in her.” He pointed at Kaylia with his free hand, the point of the blaster never wavering from me. “Let us leave with her and you won’t get hurt.”

“Why do you want her,” I asked.

The Garand’s eyes never left mine, neither of them. The female held Kaylia tight but wasn’t watching her.

“There’s a big bounty out on a Thesan girl matching her description. Traveling alone or with a non-Thesan companion.”

Great. Bounty hunters. But they didn’t have my full description. That was good. I was surprised that the Tiat would go to bounty hunters but it really was the only way to spread the net across the galaxy. They probably limited it to a select few hunters. No way this was broadcast to everyone. I’d known a few hunters through the years and while they were all out for the money, some of them had a moral code or just hated the Tiat.

“This isn’t her,” I tried. “You got the wrong girl.”

“Maybe we do, maybe we don’t,” the male said with a shrug of his shoulders. “Only one way to find out.”

Of course these would be the moral less kind of hunters.

“Might as well drop that blaster,” the Garand said looking down at my weapon. “Slowly or the girl gets hurt,” he added.

Keeping my hands out, left one up where they could see it, I lowered my right to grab my weapon. I had to find a way out of this. These two would take Kaylia and turn her over to the Tiat. I couldn’t let that happen. I used a couple fingers to grab the blaster and lift it out by the grip. I was looking at the male Garand, his gun pointed at me and concentrating on my hand and gun, when there was a sudden movement from the female and Kaylia.

The female Garand yelled in pain, sharp and loud.

I looked that way quickly, fingers turning into a firm grasp on my blaster’s grip. Kaylia’s fingernails had grown again, long and sharp like claws. One hand was buried in the Garand’s side and the other in the arm across Kaylia’s neck.

There was an angry hiss and growl that I realized was coming from Kaylia. With her claws buried in the Garand, Kaylia pulled the arm free. Her other hand ripped out of the Garand’s side, prompting another scream of pain. Kaylia turned and somehow her small body had the strength to push the bleeding Garand to the ground. Blue blood dripped from the Garand’s wounds and from Kaylia’s claws.

The male Garand was stunned and so was I. Neither of us moved. I was frozen in the act of drawing my weapon. The Garand frozen half-turned with his weapon turning to point at Kaylia.

She crouched down, fury in her eyes, blood dripping from her claws. She hissed and growled at the Garand and took a step forward.

I pulled my weapon out of the holster and aimed at the Garand but he had recovered faster. His weapon was pointed right at Kaylia now and he pulled the trigger. A bolt of blue-white energy shot out and struck her in the stomach, streaks of energy cascading around her. She fell backwards a couple of feet, falling limply to the ground, hitting hard.

“NO,” I yelled. A sound of pure rage.

I hoped the Garand’s blaster was set to stun. Mine was not.

I pulled my trigger, a greenish bolt of energy shooting from my weapon hitting the Garand in the chest, just below his head and between the tendrils. The alien fell to the ground, smoke rising from the wound.

Keeping my weapon pointed at the female Garand, who was trying to stop the bleeding from her wounds and trying to pull herself across the floor to her dead mate, I ran to Kaylia. She lay in a heap on the ground, her fingernails back to normal but stains of blue blood on the tips.

I saw her chest rising slowly. Stunned.

Breathing a sigh of relief, weapon still pointed towards the Garand, I bent down to pick up Kaylia. Her body was so light, she was so small. How had she managed to throw the much heavier Garand? Where had that rage come from?

She was awkward but there was no way I was using two hands to carry her. The male Garand was dead and while she was wounded, the female might still be dangerous. She didn’t look it, bleeding out of multiple wounds and cradling the head of her mate. I regretted killing the bounty hunter but he had shot Kaylia.

Stun blasts were supposed to be non-lethal, but they could still damage a body. With the wide variety of beings in the galaxy, there was no way to create a stun frequency that treated all the same. It was just impossible. Each manufacturer had their own frequency which complicated things even further. Most humanoids were generally the same size, which was what most stunners were set for, there were still occurrences of permanent damage from being stunned.

I needed to get Kaylia back to the Wind where I could run some tests on her, make sure she was okay.

Opening the door against the far wall, I stepped into a long corridor that ringed the outer shops of this level. I looked back into the room and met the eyes of the female Garand. There was hatred there, pure hatred. The door closed behind me. I leaned Kaylia’s body against the wall and aimed for the control pad. The blast was loud in the silent hall, the metal cover falling apart and sparks erupting from the crackling wires.

Holstering my blaster, I picked up Kaylia and ran down the corridor looking for a way out.
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CHAPTER SEVEN


[image: image]


Why me?

Kahlia signed at me from where she lay on the bed in her room.

“I don’t know kiddo,” I said pulling the blanket up around her. “But I promise you that we’ll find out when we get you home.”

What is happening to me?

She held up one of her hands and looked at the remnants of the blue blood that was around her nails. Once we had gotten back to the ship, and that had taken a while, I had cleaned her up the best I could. She had woken from the stun blast midway to the ship, which was a surprise. That blast should have had her out for hours. So far everything seemed fine, no lasting effects from the blast.

“I don’t know but we’re figure it out,” I replied and it felt weak, inadequate. I brushed a loose strand of hair from her check. “Get some rest. Next stop is Turesa.”

I stood up as she turned on her side and closed her eyes. She’d be asleep in no time. The stress from the short fight and flight as well as still shaking off the effects of the stun blast, would have her out. But it wouldn’t be a restful sleep.

As I walked out of her room, I turned the light off, and headed for the bridge.

We were already in wildspace, our first hop would take three hours. I had laid her in the lounge well I got us out of Dynuit Station. I had carried her through the back corridors and out a door midway around the station. I’d managed to get to the lifts without drawing attention but it was a nerve racking walk. Couldn’t move too fast, had to carry Kaylia in a way that wouldn’t draw the eye, and had to keep my eyes out for the other Garand and any other hunters that might be around. Finally had managed to get to the lift and down to the docking ring. She’d woken up as we were in the lift. Groggy, she hadn’t been scared at waking in the changed surroundings so I had been able to explain what happened.

Once on the ship I had to get Dock Control to give me an immediate departure slot. That took a bit of doing and convincing. Half an hour later, the first hop calculated and we were out of that system. That’s when I finally managed to put Kaylia to bed.

I wanted to go back to the galley and grab an ale but as we flew out of the system I had noticed a message had come in on the Feed well we were on the station and avoiding bounty hunters. Now that Kaylia was resting, I could view it.

Putting the headset on, so the noise wouldn’t carry out of the bridge, I hit the play button.

The vidscreen filled with the head of a man, human. Much older than me, hair all gray with brown eyes. The hair was close cut, a military style, and he wore the uniform of an Earth Expeditionary Forces officer. There were wrinkles around the eyes and he had a face and look that had seen a lot and barely survived it. Colonel Terrence Jessups.

My former commanding officer and one of the few people in the galaxy that I trusted.

“Captain,” the message began and that voice brought back a flood of memories.

Even though I was no longer in the military, Jessups still called me by my rank. Just hearing the voice made me want to snap to attention. Some habits were never lost.

“I looked into that name you sent me. I couldn’t find much and most of what I found was classified far beyond my paygrade. What I did find was that a Thesan named Yoterra was part of their War Applications Division. You know the stories associated with them. That was all I could find. Sorry Captain.” He paused and the look changed, the military commander fading and a man that was like a father to me replaced it. “I don’t know what you got yourself involved with, but the coding on the files I found was pretty high up. That along with what the Thesan War Applicators were up to, you’re getting into some deep waters that you may not be able to swim in. Watch your six.”

The message terminated and I took off the headset, leaning back in my chair.

I really needed that ale now.

*****
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Forty years ago the Earth developed the tech to explore our solar system. We settled on Mars and one of the moons of Jupiter, Europa. We couldn’t escape our solar system yet but our advancements had caught the attention of the Thesans. Thirty years ago they had helped develop our warpthrusters and once we had those, we expanded out into the larger galaxy and the Earth Expeditionary Forces, nicknamed the 2Es, were created. We’re human, so our first impulse was to expand and the Thesans were happy to do that with us.

Turned out that the Thesans were looking for allies to help them expand and protect their territory. Another species, the Tiat, were aggressively taking over more and more systems. The Thesans wanted to strengthen their own forces and expand their influence, while using us as a buffer against the Tiat. They thought they could dominate us, as we were the newbies to space. That was quickly proven wrong.

The alliance didn’t necessarily start out on the right foot, Terrans and Thesans have been strong allies since that day. It’s kind of a mutual aid thing. No one else really likes us. Or the Tiat. But the Tiat are strong enough to stand on their own.

One of the first places beyond our neighboring systems that humans expanded into was a system that the Tiat had designs over as well.

And the Third Galactic War happened. The Tiat versus the Thesan/Terran Alliance. It went on for years and spilled out into other systems. Billions died on all three sides, as well as countless members of other races caught in the crossfire. The Tiat outnumbered our Alliance and the Thesans were starting to get desperate.

That’s where the War Applications Division entered the picture. They were the idea factory. Anything that could help end the war in the Thesans favor. Some of the stuff never saw the light of day, thankfully, but the stuff that did was pretty bad. Not the brightest spot in Thesan history.

I’d run into some remnants of War Applications stuff during my time in service, and that was years after the war ended with the non-aggression treaty signed between the three parties. What I had seen was enough. I couldn’t imagine what they had been up to during the height of the war.

What did a former member of the Division have to do with Kaylia?

Had a feeling that I wasn’t going to like the answer.

*****
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The next stop wasn’t Turesa. We had to stop half way there at a station in the Hui System to refuel. Kaylia stayed in the ship well I was dealing with Hui Station Control to get what we needed. The first day of the trip after Dynuit, she had spent in her room recovering and dealing with the realization that something was happening to her. It was hard as she had no idea what was happening, the changes to her body as well as people hunting her. I tried to comfort her as best I could, but this was beyond my limited abilities.

I did some research and it definetely wasn’t normal Thesan development. At her age, Terran kids started going through puberty. I had hoped this was a Thesan equivalent. Nope. On top of the wildness and other changes associated with it, she also had the Thesan version to still look forward to.

Poor kid.

We spent most of the early time after leaving Dynuit either on the bridge or in the lounge working on my sign language. I did wonder at a couple points why I was bothering with this. I’d be dropping her off soon and then back to my life. It wasn’t a great life, constantly moving and by myself, but it was my life.

I read a lot, it’s a good way to pass the time while flying through wildspace, and Kaylia dug into my collection. I had a couple tablets connected to the ship’s library and she took one as her own, downloaded a couple of books onto it and would disappear for hours into the novel. When we had stopped at Hui Station, I showed her how to get more books from the Feed and she grabbed a couple that fit her interests. From Hui Station on, we were either in the bridge or lounge and there was usually a book being read.

We didn’t talk much and it was fine, a companionable silence.

The trip was only a couple of days and we settled into a routine that surprisingly I found I enjoyed. I was used to being by myself and now I had this kid along. I was okay with that.

But it was only for another couple days then back to normal.

I didn’t question her anymore, there was no need. Everything would be answered soon enough. Kaylia asked me a couple questions about myself; where I came from and so on. I told her. I didn’t hold anything back. I didn’t go out of my way to give all the details but if she asked, I answered truthfully.

She had given herself to my protection and she deserved to know who I was, what kind of person I was.

Why the..

Kaylia started to sign and paused, unable to figure out the right way to say what she wanted. She waved her hands to indicate the ship, reaching over and patting the back wall of the bridge.

“Why is she called Nomad’s Wind?”

She nodded.

I leaned back in my chair, looking around at the control stations with pride.

“Nomad means wanderer. And a nomad’s wind is what pushes the nomad around so they don’t stay in one place for long.”

She thought about it for a bit and nodded, satisfied with the answer. A couple seconds later she was back buried in the book.

I looked around the bridge, thinking back to the day that I had bought the ship. There had been no name picked, I wasn’t even sure what I was looking for. Just a vague idea of what I wanted to do. I’d been in the military for so long and I was ready to just roam. I saw the ship and the name just came to me, fitting what my life was going to be. A nomad, going where the wind took me.

*****
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Turesa came into view.

A small blue green planet, mostly green with some blue, that had a single small moon orbiting it. The system had four planets revolving around the sun and Turesa was the third and only inhabited one. They had no space station, all traffic going to the planet. Out of the way and colonized by the Thesan, there was no native race to the planet, the traffic was relatively light. And since the war, the Thesan heavily patrolled the system.

Our hop put us at the end of the system, just past the fourth planet.

Kaylia was looking out the view window at the planet before us.

Is that Turesa?

“No, I don’t know what it’s called,” I replied to her signing. She hadn’t actually said the planets name but I knew what she meant. She had signed ‘home’. “No one lives on it. See that larger bright spot just beyond?”

I stood up so I could point. She came around and leaned against me so she could use my arm to help find the spot. Her fur tickled the bare skin of my arm.

“That’s Turesa.”

She stayed standing as we flew that way. The fourth planet grew larger as we passed it, filling up most of the view window and then disappearing behind us. I saw the moving points of light before she did. Her eyes widened as she caught the movement and turned towards me.

Shooting stars?

“No, other ships.”

I had known they were coming, they had shown up on the scanners a couple minutes ago.

The streaks, two of them, came closer and details could now be seen. They became gray pyramid like shapes, the point facing us with the lower half of the pyramid larger than the top half. A wing separated the two. Lights dotted the ship, some blinking and some constant. The barrels of two weapons could be seen mounted to the ends of the wings.

They each came along the side of the Wind, taking up position behind me. Kaylia looked both ways as they passed. She recognized the shapes.

Those are Thesan.

“Yeah, patrol ships, should be hailing us,” I started to say when they did.

“Freighter, identify yourself,” the voice said over the comms. 

I had turned the speakers on so Kaylia could hear.

“Nomad’s Wind, Terran registry bound for Choni City.”

During the hops to the system I had asked Kaylia where she was from, which was a small settlement outside the capitol city. I then needed to figure out the best way to get onto the planet. I had no official cargo documentation, no cargo flying in and no order to pick some up, so we needed a reason to be allowed to land.

“Please transmit documentation to land.”

“I have none but I am seeking an audience with Governor Yoterra.”

This was the hard part. They could just choose to ignore me, in which case I wouldn’t be landing. If that happened, we’d leave the system and I’d have to track down a cargo or try to contact the Governor from off system.

Why didn’t I do that in the first place? Too many eyes and ears that way. Bringing a cargo would have taken time and all incoming ships could be watched by the Tiat or whoever else was involved. If I had been them, I would have set up a trap using cargo knowing I would need a way to get on planet. No one would really expect me to just go straight to the top There would be a lot of ears that could and would hear this request but now it’d only be hours compared to days.

And with bounty hunters looking for Kaylia, the quicker she got to the safety provided by Yoterra, the better she’d be.

“Reason for the audience,” the pilots voice came back and the tone was one of annoyance. Could tell the pilot would have rather given me the brush off but someone on the other end had told him to humor me. The oddity of the request would have made someone interested.

And here came the risky part.

“Tell the Governor that I have something she is missing.”

I was making a lot of assumptions. It started with assuming that Yoterra knew Kaylia had survived, that the Tiat had faked her death. That led to there being a cover-up of some kind to keep the news quiet. The Tiat were keeping it quiet and there had been no broadcast by the Thesans, so that was a safe assumption to make. If the Tiat had bounty hunters out looking, another safe assumption was that the Thesans would also.

That all led to me assuming that if I told Yoterra that I had what she was missing then she’d see me.

The minutes dragged as I waited for a response. We were still heading towards the planet and the patrol ships had yet to warn me off, so that was a good sign. Kaylia had sat back down at the co-pilots station and was looking worried. I flashed her a thumbs up and what I hoped was my most reassuring smile.

“Nomad’s Wind, you are cleared to proceed to Choni City,” the pilot finally said and I breathed a sigh of relief. “Proceed to docking pad 13.”

“Acknowledged,” I said. “Pad 13.”

Kaylia smiled, not looking as worried. I kept the reassuring smile on my face. I didn’t want her to know that was probably the easiest part.

The more I thought about, the more the whole situation stunk. My gut told me that Yoterra could be trusted with Kaylia, but I wasn’t ready to relax just yet. Something about all of this still bothered me.

Scanners showed one of the patrol ships veer off, back on it’s route. The other stayed right behind the Wind, where I couldn’t get at him but he could get at me. Nothing I could do about that one, so no need to worry about it.

The course set in, I leaned back in the chair and tried to relax. At these speeds, Turesa was about an hour away. Kaylia watched the planet get bigger and I tried to run through scenarios of what to expect once we got planetside.

I wondered what Kaylia was thinking. She sat in the co-pilot's chair, legs pulled up tight, and looked out the viewwindow not showing any emotion. This was where her parents had died, so she would need to confront that. But she was also going home after being kidnapped, so she had to be happy about that. She was probably also wondering how safe she really would be. No family and not knowing why the Tiat had taken her. Would they try to do it again?

Turesa loomed larger; the blue, green and white of the clouds filling the viewwindow. Less and less of the black of space was shown, replaced with a full view of the planet. The Wind shook a little as it entered the atmosphere.

I glanced down at a screen on my console and saw coordinates and navguidance. I didn’t let them have control of the Wind but I followed the route they outlined. The patrol ship was still behind us and as we broke atmosphere and came in under the clouds, the ship veered off. It flew across our front, letting us get one last look and a last warning that they’d still be around, before returning to its patrol.

We came in over an ocean dotted with small islands with a larger landmass ahead. I could see buildings appearing, a seaside city. Details sharpened into focus. The city was made up of short structures, only ten stories at the most and that was very few of them. Most of the buildings were only five stories with many down to two. Built of brown colored metal with curving architecture. There were a lot of windows, with rounded shapes and decorations. Visible beams were at the edges, extending up past the curved roofs and out past the walls. Small ships could be seen flying around the city in what looked to be orderly chaos. None got that high, never over the tops of the tallest buildings. There were even ships on the water, just floating along.

The route had us turn so we lost our view. Choni City had looked interesting. Not overly large, maybe only a hundred thousand citizens. The water below us was crystal clear, a bright blue. Waves crashed against the shore and the cliffs.

Sunlight glinted off what appeared to be buildings off to the side along the top of the cliffs. We were directed towards them and saw rows of long hanger buildings. The ground was a dark gray with lights embedded in it forming traffic patterns. Even the hangers were curved, half circles. That made them larger than they needed to be but made for interesting shapes. Like the buildings, there were visible beams that extended out past the edges.

The one we were directed to was near the front edge. I could see many ships of different shapes and sizes but most were of Thesan construction, civilian and military. Where their buildings were rounded, their ships were all sharp angles like the patrol ships. I saw none of those there, so they must have been docked somewhere else. I half expected to see some hovering over the hangers but nothing was visible.

I figured there were some space defense cannons somewhere tracking the Wind. I had that itch between my shoulderblades that I used to get when someone pointed a gun at me. Not a comfortable feeling.

Slowing the Wind, I brought it to a hover over the designated landing spot, a ring of lights in front of a hanger. The doors were closed, a clear indication that I was not to park inside the building. Yeah, they definitely had some weapons pointed my way. The thrusters mounted to the underside of the ship held us up and I slowly lowered it, turning in a circle so the nose was pointed the way we had come.

The nice thing about a starship in atmosphere was that it didn’t need a specific direction to fly in order to get off the planet. Get into the air and point it anywhere. But this direction I was facing towards the city and put the Wind’s aft towards the other ships. That was where the strongest shields were.

With a little bumping the Wind settled down on the ground. I shifted the engines to standby and unbuckled from the seat. Kaylia stood up, setting the tablet down on the console.

“Come on kiddo.”

She tried to smile but it faded. She was nervous. I put an arm around her shoulder and pulled her into me, squeezing. We walked out of the bridge and she ran her hand along the smooth metal wall of the bunk hall. I took the spiral stairs first, walking down into the galley. Kaylia was slow, somewhat reluctant.

The hold was empty, it seemed giant and our footsteps on the metal seemed to echo through the space. We got to the aft mounted door and I stopped and turned, pointing Kaylia to the side where she was out of sightline from the door.

“Wait here.”

She looked up at me questioningly. I shrugged. There was no real reason why she couldn’t come out with me. I was probably being paranoid. Or maybe I wasn’t ready to hand her over yet?

Either way she was staying right there for now.

“Wait here and I’ll call for you,” I said and added. “Don’t come out for anyone else okay?”

Kaylia nodded. She was a smart kid, I think she got it.

I checked to make sure my blaster was on stun. A good rule of thumb when dealing with different cultures is to not kill. There have been plenty of misunderstandings that usually can be talked around if you only stun someone. Killing tends to end negotiations and encounters.

Keying in the code, the door slid open and I stepped out onto Turesa.

The air was thick, humid. I hadn’t realized that it was a jungle world. The sun was bright in the sky and I reached a hand up to shield my eyes.

In a small group in front of me were half a dozen Thesans. Two looking official, one of them I recognized as Yoterra and a male that was probably her assistant. The other four were military, dressed in uniforms I recognized from my time in service, and all armed. None looked on alert so that was a good sign.

I took a couple steps forward, hands hanging loosely at my side.

“You are Arek Lancer, Captain of the Nomad’s Wind and former Captain in the Earth Expeditionary Forces,” Yoterra said, a statement. She looked exactly like she had in the news article but the film had not captured her commanding presence. She stood straight, hands clasped behind her back. If she was nervous or excited or anything at all, she didn’t show it.

Attractive but stark. There was no softness to her.

“That’s me,” I said.

“You said you have something that I’m missing,” she prompted. This was not a woman that had a lot of patience. From the tone of voice, I could tell she knew what my message had meant.

I glanced at the others around her.

“You can trust them.”

Nodding I studied her. She was a Planetary Governor, she had power and she had to be somewhat ruthless to get to that position. She had been in the Thesan War Applications Division, which told me another thing about her. Willing to do what needed to be done for her people. I searched harder and there it was. In her eyes. She held her body rigid, controlled, but the eyes. There was hope there. Worry and caring.

“Kaylia,” I called and watched Yoterra’s eyes.

I could hear Kaylia behind me, stepping down out of the Wind. Yoterra’s facade cracked. She smiled, her eyes lighting up. I glanced behind me and saw a similar smile on Kaylia’s face. Kaylia was about level with me when I saw a motion out of the corner of my eye. One of the guards.

“Down,” I yelled and dove at Kaylia.

I grabbed her, twisting so we fell onto my back and heard the sizzle of an energy blast hit the side of the ship. The sparks flew, falling around us, as the bolt dissipated into a fury of energy.

“For A New Thesa,” a voice rang out.

Standing up, pushing Kaylia behind me, I drew my blaster and switched it from stun to kill.

I pointed it at a shocked looking Yoterra. She was looking at me or Kaylia but at one of the guards, who was now surrounded by the others. His weapon was on the ground and he was being forced to his knees. The other official looking Thesan looked like he wanted to run away and hide.

“What the hell was that,” I said angrily weapon pointed at Yoterra.

The guards now saw my weapon and pointed theirs at me.

A stand-off.

I could feel Kaylia behind me. Her body was shaking against mine. The girl was crying silently.

Someone was going to hurt for this.
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I kept my blaster pointed at Yoterra while two others were pointed at me. The guard that had shot at us was down on his knees, the last guard’s blaster at his head.

Yoterra took a couple steps forward, putting herself between me and her guards. She turned from one to the other, hands up.

“Lower your weapons,” she ordered her guards. They hesitated and finally did at a commanding look from her. She turned to me, hands still raised. “Please Captain Lancer, lower your weapon.”

I didn’t.

The guards moved away from Yoterra, so now I was back in their sightlines and she wasn’t. They didn’t raise their weapons but they held them ready. I pushed Kaylia tighter behind me and moved us towards the still open hatch to the Wind.

“Give me one reason why I shouldn’t just board my ship and leave,” I said the point of my weapon never wavering.

There was a long pause, Yoterra studying me as I inched us closer to the hatch. She turned and nodded at the guard with the weapon pointed at the prisoner.

The shot of a blaster was the only sound. Followed by the thud of a body hitting the ground.

Smoke drifted out of the hole in the dead guard’s head, the one that had shot at us was now laying on the ground.

I didn’t lower my weapon but stopped moving us.

“Please,” Yoterra said, almost pleading.

“Who was he,” I asked motioning at the dead body.

With the prisoner dead, the last guard was now able to point his weapon at me. I hated having blasters pointed at me and now there were three of them.

“A fanatic,” Yoterra replied staring down at the body. “I do not know how he got into my personal guard.”

“What kind of fanatic?” I didn’t care how he had gotten into her guard, just that he was there. Was he the only one?

“The kind that believes in a pure Thesan culture,” Yoterra explained. “He and his kind want to erase the sins of our past, not learn and grow from them. They do not like that we expanded beyond our own solar system and they do not like what we did during the war to protect those expansions.”

We had folks like that on Earth. They hated the Earth Expeditionary Force and our ‘expansionist’ ways. They wanted to keep us on earth and not out into the stars, or if we did go out to not take territory. They saw the Third Galactic War as our fault and we should atone for all those lives lost. On one hand they were right, we shouldn’t take territory from others and that was what started the war. But on the other hand, if the 2Es hadn’t fought the war then we’d all be speaking Tiat right now.

I know which side of that argument I fell on.

“That’s great. What does it have to do with Kaylia?”

Her head poked out around my body. I could see streaks of tears down her cheeks. She looked at the dead body and quickly buried her head in my side. She was clutching me tightly. The wind blew the last of the smoke from the wound away.

Yoterra was facing me, but not looking at me, she was looking at Kaylia. Lots of emotions flew across the Governors face. Regret being a big one.

“The Third Galactic War was a terrible one,” she began. “You were in the Terran forces, and while it was before your time, I’m sure you’ve heard the stories. The Tiat were winning and so we started looking into alternative weapons. They outnumbered us and we needed something to even the odds. I oversaw many of those projects.”

She paused, shaking her head and looked off towards the city. Her gaze drifted back to me.

“Tell me Captain, have you ever heard of the Thesan Wilders?”

I thought back through all the war stories I had heard or been told. I’d met lots of vets from those days as well as what was told during my classes in basic training. I was a kid for the later part of it, so there was even some stories I had heard when a kid. There had been some stuff on the Thesans and their tactics. What they had done that was different from how we fought a war.

And there was something about a group called the Wilders.

The way I had heard it from an old sergeant was that there were some Thesan special forces. Scary and lethal. If they got dropped into a fight, it was going to be bloody and the Thesans would win.

“A little,” I told her. “Thesan special forces. Really black ops, wetworks kind of stuff.”

“Yes but not just any special forces.” She paused again, taking a deep breath. The words were being forced out of her, like it was something she had not talked or thought about for a long time. “Like you Terrans, we have evolved through the ages. Early Thesans were more primal, animalistic and savage. We had claws, senses that were sharper. Stronger and faster. We were the apex predators and supreme hunters of the jungles.”

Claws? Early Thesans had claws? I thought about Kaylia’s fingernails and how they seemed to grow into claws. I was afraid of where this was going.

“What if we could somehow get back that savagery but with the intelligence our species had now,” Yoterra continued. “It took years but we made it happen. We were able to genetically alter some members of our species. They retained all the knowledge and abilities they had but gained the traits of our ancestors.”

I glanced down at Kaylia, she was focused on Yoterra, listening to every word.

“We unleashed them on the Tiat,” Yoterra said and there was a touch of pride in her voice. “The Wilders inflicted substantial damage to the Tiat war machine, killing many high ranking officers and government officials. After the war they were retired to live out the rest of their days in peace or so we thought and hoped.”

“The Tiat started killing them off,” I reasoned. 

It wasn’t a hard assumption to make. The Tiat were unforgiving and even though the war was over, there had been rumors of hit squads roaming the galaxy. A couple of old Terran generals had been killed and these hit squads were rumored to have done it. There was no proof and so no one could do anything. Legally in the galactic sense, the Planetary Council washed their hands of it. But that was okay, we had our own hit squads that got our revenge.

Or so I heard. Wasn’t like I was on one of those squads.

I could see the Tiat doing the same to the Thesans.

“We put the last surviving Wilders into hiding,” Yoterra said continuing the story. She was looking at the dead body now. “Not just from the Tiat but some of our own people. They were ashamed of what we had done, what had needed to be done.”

“Kaylia’s parents?”

I felt the kid stiffen as I asked.  Her hands grabbed hold of me tighter. I could feel her trying not to shake.

“They were the last,” Yoterra said and her eyes returned to Kaylia. “Except for their children.”

*****
[image: image]


I had lowered my blaster but kept it in hand, out of the holster. The guards lowered theirs but kept them ready. I concentrated on Yoterra but glanced at the others to make sure there were no sudden moves.

“And Kaylia has the genetic code of these wilders?” I asked though I already knew the answer.

Kaylia let go of me long enough to look at her hand and fingernails. I put my free arm around her shoulder, giving her a reassuring squeeze.

Yoterra saw the two gestures and raised her eyebrows, questioning me. I ignored it.

“We believe so,” came the reply but it was Yoterra’s assistant who answered. “There has been no evidence of it.” He pause and added quietly well looking at Kaylia, “that we know of.”

Silence grew as Yoterra let the information sink in. I glanced down at Kaylia, she looked scared. Very scared. She’d just learned that her parents had been genetically engineered and that changed DNA had been passed down to her. That explained a lot. She was at that age, like Terrans, when the body went through changes. Her’s would be even more severe with this cocktail of crazy DNA inside her.

I sighed. Time for the big question. I squeezed Kaylia tighter.

“Why didn’t the Tiat kill her?”

Again it was the assistant that answered. He was the same height as Yoterra, younger, with brown fur and darker patches. He wore a tailored suit and carried a tablet. He had looked frightened when the shooting had happened but was now composed again.

“We believe they think they can reverse engineer her,” he said in a matter-of-fact tone, like he wasn’t talking about dissecting a kid. I didn’t like him. “So they can find out how the DNA was altered and possibly use that knowledge on themselves.”

The thought of mutant Tiat was pretty damn scary. Terrifying really.

“That’s not going to happen,” I said and held Kaylia tighter. The idea of someone experimenting on her; Thesan, Tiat or Terran; made me very angry.

“No it will not,” Yoterra said, steel in her voice.

Was she concerned with Kaylia or concerned with someone experimenting on Thesans?

I looked down at the body of the Thesan fanatic and then up at Yoterra. She understood what I was getting at.

“I kept her and her family safe and hidden for almost twenty years,” Yoterra began, the steel breaking. “I failed them. I will not fail again.”

I could tell she took it personally. Kaylia’s family had essentially been under Yoterra’s protection and had died. I’d take it personally as well.

“Captain Lancer,” Yoterra said looking directly at me. “Please.”

I holstered my blaster and looked down at Kaylia. She had loosened her grip on me, still holding on with one hand, and had taken a couple steps out from behind me. She was studying Yoterra.

“What’s your history with her,” I asked. “Kaylia said you were her mother’s littermate?”

Yoterra smiled and chuckled. The sound reminded me of a Terran cat’s purr.

“Uhunia was not my littermate in truth,” Yoterra said but looked at Kaylia like family, like an aunt would. “I was responsible for their safety and we became friends over the years, close enough to be littermates. I’ve known Kaylia since she was born.”

I felt Kaylia grab me tighter at the mention of her mother’s name.

“What do you think,” I asked Kaylia looking down at her.

She looked from me to Yoterra and back, slowly nodding. Her hand released me and she took a couple steps forward and then some more. I watched her go and went through a lot of different emotions. This was why I had come to Turesa, to hand her off. But part of me wasn’t sure that I wanted her to go. I’d grown attached to the kid and liked having her onboard the Wind. But this was better. She belonged here and not flying around the galaxy.

Kaylia reached Yoterra and the older woman enveloped her in a hug. That cemented the deal. That was a hug of love. Yoterra really did care for the girl.

With reluctance Yoterra pulled Kaylia out of the hug. She held the girl by the shoulders and smiled.

“It’s good to have you home,” Yoterra said. She turned to the assistant and the guards. “Please take Kaylia inside and summon a medic to check her over.” The Governor was all business again. The assistant walked away, holding an arm around Kaylia to lead her but not touching. One of the guards turned to go with them.

They had gone maybe ten feet when Kaylia turned and ran back. She slammed into me and wrapped her arms around me tightly. I hugged her just as tight. She stepped back and brushed at some tear streaks down her cheeks. I held her shoulders and leaned down to kiss her on the forehead.

“Take care of yourself kiddo.”

You too.

She turned and ran back to join the assistant and guard. They continued walking towards a building further down.

“Thank you,” Yoterra said, turning back to me.

I stared beyond her, watching Kaylia and the other Thesans turn a corner and go behind a hanger. Why were they going that way? The building Yoterra had indicated was further down and completely in my line of sight?

“Please tell me where you found her? We know approximately when the Tiat kidnappers arrived here but have not been able to figure out how they got on planet.”

“She ran into me on CU145792, an asteroid in the Callic Cluster,” I said and paused, taking a step forward. Something was wrong.

“What was..,” Yoterra began and turned to look behind her, hearing the same thing I was now.

Blasters.
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CHAPTER NINE
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I ran. Fast. I reacted quickly, quicker than the Thesan guards. I was past Yoterra before she finished her question. I drew my blaster as I went.

One of the guards finally reacted and kept pace alongside me.

We pounded across the metal surface of the ground, booted feet clanging and thumping. I didn’t hear any more blasters which wasn’t good.

The guard got a couple steps on me. He was in shape. I was not. I don’t do much running nowadays. I thought I had managed to give it up since my military days. The hangar building drew closer. There were other Thesans, along with some assorted other beings, stepping out of the hangar and looking confused. They had heard the blasters. They gave us strange looks as we passed. I could see others running towards us, more guards and officials.

Slowing as he rounded the corner, the Thesan held his weapon ready. He disappeared around the corner of the building, between two hangars where I had seen Kaylia go with Yoterra’s assistant and guard. Blaster in hand I turned the corner and stopped.

There was a body on the ground, dark in the shadows of the walls. I thought the worse but forced myself to calm and examine the scene, my spec ops instincts taking over. The body was too long for Kaylia and as I walked closer I could make out the uniform of the guard. The other guard was already down at the far end of the hangar, looking at another body. That one was out in the sun and I could tell instantly that it was not Kaylia.

I stopped at the first body long enough to examine it. The Thesan had a large blaster burn on it’s back, smoke still rising from the wound and sparks in the clothing. Shot in the back.

At the end of the alley, the other body belonged to a technician. Some tools were scattered on the ground and this one had been shot in the front, laying on his back, the wound still smoking.

Must have surprised the assistant.

I knew it was a leap, but the assistant’s body was not here and the guard had been shot in the back. So much for Yoterra being able to trust her people.

Stepping out into the sun I shielded my eyes with my free hand, the light reflecting brightly off the clear water. The guard was a couple steps off in the direction of the city, studying the ground. He turned when heard my footsteps, weapon raised.

“Relax,” I said and he lowered his weapon. “What do you have?”

He stood up and pointed.

“That way.”

“Lead on,” and I motioned him to go, impatient. I knew he’d be the better tracker and I couldn’t hear any footsteps or noises. The big drawback of Kaylia being mute was she couldn’t scream.

I followed the guard at a jog, making our way through the ankle high green grass. The wind blew in off the sea, making the plains wave. The sun hit the back of the hangars, not reflecting as bad as I thought it would. Some kind of non-reflective paint or material. The assistant had dragged Kaylia and she had been struggling. I could start to see patterns in the grass, wide spots that would have been Kaylia fighting against him.

The Thesan hadn’t looked that big or strong, I wondered how he was managing to pull Kaylia after him. I was also wondering why she wasn’t fighting harder. When the Garand had held her, Kaylia had reacted and turned into that savage Wilder form. Why wasn’t she now?

Then it hit me. The assistant knew about her heritage and what it could mean. He had probably drugged her.

Bastard. When I caught him, I wasn’t going to kill him. Not at first. He was going to get hurt but still be able to answer some questions. He wouldn’t be alive long after that.

We passed by two hangars. They couldn’t be that far ahead of us. There was no way the assistant was moving faster than we were. Yeah, he’d had a bit of a head start but we should be catching up. That’s when I heard the whine of thrusters.

Dammit.

The third hangar had a rear door open and we picked up our pace but it wasn’t fast enough.

A small hovercar flew out of the opening, turning towards the city. It was a couple feet off the ground, pushing the grasses aside. Fairly standard model, open top with a windshield on the front, thrusters on the bottom and a larger engine mounted to the back. I couldn’t see Kaylia but could make out the head of the assistant. He looked panicked.

He should be.

There were two others in the car. Taller, thinner and hooded head to toe. One was driving and the other turned to us. Holding a blaster.

I dove to the side, rolling on the ground, as the bolts hit where I had been standing. The Thesan guard , brave but dumb, knelt down and raised his weapon to his shoulder. He fired off a few quick shots, aiming for the cars rear engine. Without that, it would just hover. It was a good idea, but he missed as the car swerved. The attacker fired a couple more shots and the Thesan grunted as a bolt took him in the shoulder. He toppled over.

I watched as the car sped away, cursing. The wind took the attackers hood off and I caught a glimpse of a pale blue face.

Tiat.
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“You okay,” I asked as I held a hand out to help the Thesan guard up.

He grunted, cursing which came out as a hiss. Grimacing in pain, he clasped my hand and I pulled him up. His left shoulder hung limp, a blaster scar along the edge. He’d been grazed, which was how he was able to stand, but it still hurt.

We heard running, the sounds of people across the grass. More guards fanned out around us, some looking at me and especially the blaster I still had out, but moving on. I heard the sound of hovercars from the other side of the hangars. Sirens, alarms.

“What happened?”

It was Yoterra. She came running up, more guards surrounding her. These ones wore more armored and had bigger and stronger weapons. I could see another hovercar further back behind her, this one with a mounted weapon. The Thesans were out in force.

Too late.

“Your damned assistant,” I said, holstering my blaster. I turned and looked the way the hovercar had gone. “He took her and met up with some Tiat.”

“Tiat here?” she asked, shocked. “Are you sure?”

“I know what those bastards look like. I caught a look at one.”

“Find them,” she yelled at a guard next to her. I could hear him speaking into some comms system. “Follow me,” she ordered and turned, stalking away.

I followed. I don’t know if she had meant me to or not but there was no way I was sitting this one out.

The Thesans were running all over the place, in and out of the hangars. All armed, all in groups. I saw some storming ships, searching. People were gathered outside on the metal between hangars, looking worried, confused and everything else. I followed behind Yoterra as we headed for a building at the far end.

Where the hangars all had the industrial look, even with the Thesan aesthetic, this building looked more like the rest of the city. Square walls, two stories with the second story not as large as the first, with curved supports at the front. There were smaller curves over some of the windows and the entrance door. It lacked some of the beauty I had glimpsed in the city itself, but there was a charm to it. The door slid open to reveal a hallway. The floor was metal, the walls as well but with wood panels spaced evenly. Dark wood, light wood, some designs.

My mind wasn’t really on the building and the decorations.

I stayed a couple steps behind Yoterra, flanked by a couple guards. I kept expecting them to ask for my weapon but they didn’t. Not like I was going to give it to them. I wasn’t trusting anyone in this place, not anymore.

Down the hallway and to another door. I could see through a long window what looked to be a control room. Monitors, stations and lots of people and activity. Yoterra walked in, a couple of the guards stopping and taking up positions on either side. I moved to follow and one of them stepped in my way.

“Move,” I said. No threat, just a command.

The guard didn’t move. I could feel others behind me. None took a step but they were waiting.

“Out of my way,” I told him calmly.

I tensed, shifting slightly.

“Let him in,” Yoterra’s voice came from the control room.

The guard moved out of the way. I walked in. The door closed behind me.

Not large, the room was crowded and dominated by one large monitor on the wall. I watched an overhead shot of two figures running towards a hangar and then a hovercar flying out and turning. I saw some scattered blaster fire, one of the figures diving and another getting shot.  I really didn’t need to see that part, I had lived it.

The hovercar sped past the spaceport, heading towards the city. It turned as it neared the outskirts, following the edge of the buildings and moving across the plain. The screen flickered and now the hovercar was around the other edge of the city, cutting into the buildings. It was now a live feed we were watching, coming from some satellite in orbit. It was an area of single story large buildings, warehouses. There was generous amounts of space between them, all with the Thesan architecture. The hovercar moved in and out of view as it flew deeper into the buildings. It finally disappeared inside a building in the middle of the cluster.

“Keep surveillance on that building,” one of the Thesans said. He was standing at the rear of the room, in a white uniform. Gray and brown fur. “We’ll lock down flight patterns over that part of the city,” he told Yoterra turning to face her.

“Very good,” she said and nodded to one of the guards. “Captain Hunil, you have your target.”

The Thesan, one of the heavier armored guards saluted and motioned to two of the others.

“I’m coming with you,” I told him. It wasn’t a request.

“You do not need to Captain Lancer,” Yoterra replied.

I just looked at her. Different from my ‘don’t mess with me look’, but along the same lines. This one said ‘don’t bother’ mixed with ‘I’m going no matter what’.

“Very well,” she said with a nod. She studied me for a minute, an odd look, before turning back to the screen.

I followed Hunil out the door where two more guards joined us. We ran down the corridor at a jog, outside and towards a nearby hangar. Running inside I saw a tactical hovercar. I’d seen the style before during some battles alongside the Thesans. It was heavily armored, walls and roof with a weapon mounted to the top. It was a tank. Our small group climbed inside and one of the guards took the controls.

“You will follow my commands,” Hunil told me pointing at a seat. He spoke in heavily accented Tradelan.

“Right,” I lied.
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We entered the labyrinth of warehouses from the other side, our hovertank stopping a couple buildings back. I didn’t have the layout of buildings memorized, but I had seen enough to have a general idea of where we needed to go. We filed out of the tank and Hunil put me in the middle of the group.

I noticed that he didn’t offer me any armor or other weaponry.

Whatever, I hated wearing blastarmor anyways. Heavy and bulky.

Moving silently we made our way to the target building, crouching against the wall of one warehouse and looking across the open space at the target. It looked like all the others. Nothing noticeable. I wondered how the Tiat planned to get out of here. I think whatever original plan they had was spoiled by the actions of the assistant but they had to have a ship somewhere but no idea where that could be.

“Where’s the nearest spaceport,” I asked Hunil in a whisper.

He looked over his shoulder at me, annoyed, but then registered what I had asked. He hissed, the equivalent of a Thesan curse, and spoke quickly into his comm unit.

“Some of these warehouses have private docks,” he said angrily. Probably upset he hadn’t thought of that himself.

We both knew the skies above were locked down but we both also knew that really didn’t amount to much. Sometimes you could prevent a ship from taking off but if the person was really adamant about leaving, they would leave. Once a ship was in the air, there was no way of stopping it short of shooting it down.

I didn’t think Yoterra would risk killing Kaylia and the Thesans would want to question the Tiat to discover how they had learned of the kid’s parents and gotten onplanet in the first place.

So they would want to capture the Tiat alive.

Which meant we had to prevent them from launching.

Which meant we had to move now.

If I was the Tiat, I would assume we had tracked the hovercar and were quickly moving in. They’d have their ship prepping to launch and scanning the skies for the patrol ships. It would be risky but they’d want to establish a pattern in the patrols and find the best moment to launch. They’d only get one shot. It would take some time to open the bay doors on the buildings roof and longer to get the ship out and into position to fire the thrusters and get off planet.

It gave us some time, but not much.

“Tighten up the patrol paths,” I told Hunil. “Don’t give them a window.”

He gave me that annoyed look again but relayed my plan. I recognized enough of the whispered Thesan to know that he also took credit for it.

Whatever. I didn’t care. Let him take the credit. He’d take the blame if this went wrong.

Or he’d transfer it to me, the offworlder who had forced himself onto the operation.

If this went wrong, I’d be blaming myself also.

“There is low level jamming,” Hunil said after speaking to the command center. “We can’t scan inside the building.”

So no idea how many there were. And just the six of us. I assumed more Thesans were moving into backup positions but for now we were it.

“What’s the plan,” I asked. Hunil gave me a surprised look. He must have thought I’d butt in with some brilliant idea. Any idea I had would be brilliant but this was his home. “It’s your city,” I told him.

Nodding, Hunil gathered the six of us close and told us the plan.

Simple. I liked it.
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Only six, we split into three teams of two. I was with Hunil.

Glancing up, I could see the shadows and dark shapes of the Thesan patrol crafts moving through the clouds. They were as close to the buildings, and each other, as they dared to go. I would have liked the pattern tighter, even from here I could see gaps that I could fly the Nomad’s Wind through, but it wasn’t my call.

Hunil led us around the side of the warehouse, keeping to the shadows before we’d make the run across the open space. This reminded me of my time in the military. I’d run a lot of ops like this but mostly those were kill missions not rescue. I hadn’t run many rescue missions and usually the enemy didn’t know we were coming.

The Tiat in the warehouse were expecting us. Maybe not right this minute, but they knew the Thesan forces were close. We didn’t have the element of surprise.

Holding a hand up Hunil called a halt. I leaned out a bit to get a look beyond him and didn’t see much. Lots of open ground between us and the target. No windows facing us though, that was a plus. I could hear chatter through Hunil’s comms. Coordination between the teams. He looked back at me, checking to make sure I was ready.

“Waiting on you,” I whispered.

I got that annoyed look again.

A couple seconds later and we were running across about a hundred feet of open space. We both kept low, eyes looking towards the target building. Hunil concentrated on that but I kept my eyes moving as well, trying to see off to the sides. If it had been me, I would have put people outside. All I saw was another one of the Thesan teams, the last on the opposite side of the building. Maybe that meant the Tiat didn’t have people to spare? Wishful thinking.

We pulled up tight to the building and I could feel the cool metal against my hands. Colored brown, it was smooth with no markings. I kept watch as Hunil turned around and faced the wall. He ran his hands over it and took out a device. Holding it in one hand, I heard a faint hum as he ran the device across the wall. He traced an oval about a foot off the ground and six feet high, only a couple wide.

Hunil slid the device into the middle of his oval and hit a button. He stepped back, the device stuck to the wall. Pulling a small controller, he motioned me away from the wall. I didn’t need the encouragement, I’d seen what a breacher could do. I probably didn’t want to mention to him that I had one aboard the Wind. On most planets it was illegal for a civilian to own a breacher, that included Thesan and Terran controlled space.

About ten feet away, directly facing the device and wall, I got down on one knee and raised my blaster at the oval.

As Hunil hit the button on the controller I saw lines of energy spark out from under the device. It crept along the wall, following the path Hunil had traced. The oval was lined by the blue sparking energy. It crackled and snapped. Another push of the button and the lines of energy flared.

Smoke rose from the brown metal as the energy started cutting through the wall. It was bright and I wanted to turn away but I needed to hold steady. It only took seconds before the energy disappeared and the sound of metal hitting ground echoed through the buildings. 

The smoke cleared and I could see inside the building. White metal walls, furniture. An office of some kind. Empty.

“Go,” I said.

Hunil, keeping to the side and out of my firing lane, ran to the edge of the building. He leaned against the wall next to the opening and pivoted around it. He stepped over and through the hole and was in the office. When he moved into my line of fire, I lowered my weapon and quickly moved up to the new opening.

It was an office. It was empty and looked unused.

Already at the door, Hunil impatiently gestured at me to enter. One last look around the yard, at the alleys in between the buildings, and I stepped through the hole.

I could hear activity beyond the door. Blasters firing and shouting. The other Thesan teams had breached. There was noise through Hunil’s comms. Just loud enough for me to hear it, not loud enough to understand any of it. Rapid fire Thesan, too low for me to get any words.

And of course Hunil was not sharing with me.

He was making no move to open the door. No signal for me to cover it. Nothing. I was getting impatient. At some point the Tiat would cut their losses and kill Kaylia.

I hit the door release on the keypad and let it slide open. Hunil shot me an angry glance. So much for following orders. I ignored him and stepped out of the office. We needed to move quickly.
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CHAPTER TEN


[image: image]


The door opened onto a large space, the main warehouse. The walls were curved, metal beams supporting it that were thin at the top and got thicker as they went down to the ground. They were spaced close together on the ends, leaving an open spot in the middle. Smaller beams spanned between them. No windows, but lights hanging up high. Large doors could be seen along the far wall. A couple more small offices were to our right.

The warehouse was mostly empty, some polyplas crates scattered around, except for a light cruiser in the middle. Fast and mobile, it was a Devret UT15. Common ships, they were found everywhere. Not too flashy, they were usually used by merchants and other business people as they were reliable and parts were cheap and easy to get. This one looked old and well used. If I had to fly under the radar, it’s exactly what I would have picked.

A side benefit, the Devret couldn’t carry that many passengers so that limited the number of Tiat we had to deal with.

I could see blaster flashes on the far side. Hear bolts hitting the walls and the ship. Sparks were erupting everywhere.

Cursing I crept out into the warehouse. What were the Thesans thinking?

Holding up behind a crate I took in the scene. The ship’s ramp was lowered and two Tiat were crouched on it firing at the far end of the warehouse. I could see two more behind crates. They had heavy blasters, the weapons loud in the confined space. The return bolts from the Thesans seemed weak in comparison.

Hunil came alongside, crouching behind another crate. I pointed at the two on the boarding ramp. He nodded and took aim. Lifting my blaster, I held it steady with two hands and stood up. I took careful aim and pulled the trigger.

My bolt sailed across the short distance and hit my target, the lower of the two Tiat. He fell and the other one above him had just a second to look down in surprise before he also fell dead.

We ran forward and I crossed in front of Hunil. He ran towards where the other Tiat were, firing from behind cover. I made for the boarding ramp. Smoke rose from the blaster wounds on the dead bodies. I kicked their weapons off the ramp, not taking any chances. I also fired at one of the remaining Tiat, but I was moving fast and missed.

There were only two left. Hunil and his team could handle them, I had more important business.

I paused at the top of the ramp. The hatch opened onto a hall moving left and right and a body was slumped against the wall. It had slid down showing a blaster scorch mark against the metal. A matching one was on the bodies chest, no longer smoking.

The Thesan assistant.

I was kind of upset that I didn’t get to kill him.

Turning right I headed towards the bridge. I had no idea where Kaylia could be but I could at least disable the ship. I’d been inside a couple Devret UT15s before so knew the general layout. The entrance corridor ran left towards engineering and right towards the crew compartments, lounge areas and bridge. The only other entrance was the loading hatch underneath for cargo. I had to hope that the Thesans could cover that. Anyone lowering it would be visible from their positions.

Moving slowly, cautiously, I crept up the corridor. The paneling was old, faded and scratched, even missing in some places. The hall curved, following the line of the hull. It ended just ahead, turning left to go into the compartments and right to the bridge. I strained to hear, anything, something. But it was silent, no idea where Kaylia could be.

Holding myself tight against the outer wall, I turned and tried to see down the intersecting hall that led to the compartments. I could see doors, all closed, but nothing else. I pivoted around the corner and faced the bridge. Set up much like the Wind’s, four stations on two levels, and it was empty.

Keeping one eye on the hall, I stepped over to the pilot’s station and looked it over. Controls on most ships were the same, some small variations, but pretty standard. Some were fancier, others basic, but all in relatively the same locations. Made changing ships easier. So I knew where the power cut off for the Devret was.

I hesitated before flipping the switch. Anyone still on board would know I was here if I did that. There were only two places that the entire power could be turned off, the bridge or engineering. No help for it.

The click was loud in the silence of the ship. The lights shut off, everything going black, and then the emergency lights came on. Strips of small lights along the top and bottom of the halls, just enough light to see and walk by. The ship was now effectively grounded. Power could be restored, but it would take awhile, fifteen or twenty minutes, before there was enough to take off.

I stepped back out to the hall, weapon raised, and looked down it’s length. The strip lights made it dark, increasing the shadows. Six doors, three to a side and the hall ending in a large room.

Clearing all six would take time that I didn’t have and leave me open to someone from other rooms or the lounge at the end. This was why we never did something like this without back-up in my 2E days. One cleared the room, the other covered.

It didn’t take me long to figure out my best move.

I played the odds.

Quickly I moved down the corridor, ignoring the doors, and stepped into the lounge. I moved to the side, so my back wasn’t to the corridor. Better safe than sorry.

The lounge wasn’t large, chairs and tables with a vidscreen against the far wall. Serviceable, nothing fancy. But in front of the vidscreen was a Tiat.

With Kaylia.
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“Let her go.”

The strip lights gave some detail but not much.

Tall, light blue skin and dark colored hair. Not in a standard Tiat uniform, which made sense considering. She was average height for the species, putting her taller than me. Hard face, could be attractive but this one was cold and hard. The commander of this team. To be given this assignment she had to be good. I knew what it took to be a special operations soldier and what it took to get these kinds of assignments.

Tiat were matriarchal. Ruled by the Empress, the officers were always female.

This one had one arm around Kaylia’s neck, the other holding a blaster to her head. I pointed mine at the Tiat’s head, visible over the shorter Kaylia. For me, an easy shot, but the Tiat could still get off a shot and kill Kaylia. I forced myself to wait.

For her part Kaylia was remaining calm. She stood still, straight, with no tears. There was relief in her eyes as she looked at me. Confidence and hope.

“This is none of your concern Terran,” the Tiat said. Her voice had the steely calm, lack of emotion that was common to the race.

“Let. Her. Go.”

“I should have killed her,” The Tiat said. I’d never known one to be talkative, but then I’d never encountered one in this position. She knew her time was up. “The mission was to bring her back alive for study.” I almost pulled the trigger at the way the Tiat said that. No emotion, as if Kaylia was just an object. “But better dead than free.”

Keep her talking I thought as I looked for a way out of this stalemate. I could shoot her, but she’d pull her trigger and shoot Kaylia. She knew it. I knew it. She had nothing to lose, she was dead no matter what.

“Why didn’t you,” I asked. Holding my weapon steady I tried to line up a shot, but the Tiat was moving just enough. Side to side, just a step, bringing Kaylia with her, forcing me to keep adjusting.

“I wanted to see how this played out,” the Tiat replied, still with that matter-of-fact tone, as if nothing mattered anymore, which was true. “But mostly I wanted to see who was causing us all this trouble. She should have been kept on that asteroid. That team failed. Mine was sent here after you took her from us.”

That was a bit of a shock. That meant they had stayed relatively close to Turesa. It was only a couple days ago that I had rescued Kaylia from the asteroid.

“I was surprised to be told that a Terran was involved,” the Tiat continued and I wondered if she was stalling for time. Additional back-up?

Then it dawned on me. She was stalling. But not for her back-up. She was waiting for more Thesans. She intended to die and take Kaylia and as many with her as she could.

Dammit.

That changed everything.

I released my two handed grip on the blaster, holding it with my right hand and pointing it away from the Tiat. In the near darkness I couldn’t see her eyes but figured she was wondering what I was doing. She knew I had to try something. It was my move.

“I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time,” I said, keeping my tone casual. With my left hand, I started moving my fingers. I moved them slowly, carefully. I know I didn’t make the gestures right but hoped it was enough. “Wasn’t my intention to get involved. I just don’t like bullies.”

The Tiat laughed, a cold chuckle.

“The Thesans will pay for what they did to my people,” she said and for the first time there was emotion in her. “This brat will pay the same as did her family.”

That was the wrong thing to say.

I had expected Kaylia to react, I had told her to with my clumsy sign language, but not react like she did. I had thought she’d do the same to the Tiat as she had the Garand. This was different and it came from somewhere deep inside the girl. Some deep and primal instinct.

The fingers grew to claws, a red rage came to her eyes and she growled. It was a mean growl, full of pure hatred. The claws of one hand stabbed down into the Tiat’s chest, cutting deep wounds as they dug. The other hand went up to the Tiat’s face. The angle wasn’t right, the arm swing awkward, which was the only thing that saved the woman’s life.

She screamed as the claws cut lines down her face. Three deep gashes, down the left side of her face, through her eye. The arms slackened around Kaylia, who slipped out of the grasp. The Tiat tried to bring her weapon down, her arm had instinctively shot up pulling it away from Kaylia’s head. Even in her rage she tried to take aim but my shot took her in the shoulder. She dropped the weapon and fell against the wall.

Hissing and growling, Kaylia jumped on the Tiat. Holding the woman down with one hand, a strength born of rage, the other was raised up to kill.

I leaped across the room and grabbed Kaylia by the wrist, stopping the blow. She looked back at me, hissing, her eyes red. I wanted to step back, the girl I knew wasn’t visible in those eyes, but I couldn’t. She fought in my grasp and I had to avoid a swing of the other arm with those claws dripping purple blood.

“Kaylia,” I said calmly, letting her hear my voice.  “It’s me. It’s okay.”

Her normal color returned to her eyes, the red fading. The claws retracted, blood dripping from the ends and Kaylia collapsed against me. She fell into my hug, face deep in my shoulder, and cried.

The Tiat didn’t move, didn’t appear to be conscious. I couldn’t tell if she was alive and really I didn’t care. I heard footsteps and the Thesans ran into the room. I didn’t care.

I just held Kaylia tight.
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It went quickly after that.

They came for the Tiat. The commander was still alive. Barely. They had questions for her. Mostly about how many traitors there were, how they had gotten to the assistant, how they had gotten to the planet. That kind of stuff. It didn’t concern me.

They came for Kaylia. She refused to let me go and I refused to let them take her from me.

We sat on a couch next to each other, she was curled up tight against me and had finally stopped shaking. Kaylia kept looking at her hands, holding them in front of her. They were clean, no traces of blood. But she remembered the blood dripping from her fingers, both times.

I remembered this last time.

It was my fault.

I felt horrible that I had made her go through that. But there had been no other way.

The Thesans had found a detonator on the Tiat, connected to the ship’s engines. It would have caused an overload and ignited the reactor. The ship would have gone up and who knows how far the explosion would have gone.

Yoterra’s assistant had screwed things up. He’d panicked and went to the Tiat instead of them getting another shot at kidnapping Kaylia. Knowing pursuit was on the way, and chances of escape were slim, the commander had decided on suicide. She just wanted to take as many Thesans with her as she could, so she had waited.

I didn’t know what the Thesans were doing with the Tiat commander and I really did not care. She could burn. Torture her. Whatever. Besides the Thesan traitors, she was apparently high ranking enough to be valuable. The Tiat were tough but eventually she’d break. I’d be long gone when that happened.

But what was going to happen to Kaylia?

We were left in a lounge in the main building at the hangar. Thesans medics had looked Kaylia over, no injuries, and left us alone. I sat on the couch, the kid next to me and I looked out the window. I had a view over the landing field and could see the Nomad’s Wind at the far end. Just sitting there waiting for me to board and go somewhere. Anywhere.

No destination. Just me and the stars.

I looked down at Kaylia, staring off at nothing, and brushed a loose strand of hair out of her face. She was a good kid. Didn’t deserve this.

Hearing footsteps I looked up to see Yoterra approaching. She had a tablet in hand and sat down in a chair across from us. She looked tired.

“We think he was working alone,” she said leaning forward, resting her arms on her knees and head in her hands. She gave a loud sigh and sat up straighter. “I hold myself responsible.”

She was but didn’t need to hear it from me. I didn’t say anything.

“But we don’t know,” she continued. “Where there is one traitor, there could be others.” She looked down at Kaylia and smiled, a small and sad smile. “And add in the faction that the guard belonged to, the ones that want to forcible erase our..,” she paused, thinking about how to phrase it and just shrugged. “We didn’t always do the right thing but erasing it is not right either.”

The silence stretched before I spoke.

“How will you protect Kaylia,” I asked, feeling the kid shift. Some of her own people wanted her dead. And for what? Something her parents had done, Yoterra and others had done? The kid was innocent and she was paying for the mistakes of others.

Yoterra stood up and walked over to the window. She stared out over the field, watching the ships and people moving around. Kaylia sat up and watched the older woman. Yoterra turned around, looking sad and tired and defeated.

She walked over, stopping in front of us. Reaching down she ran her fingers through Kaylia’s hair. Yoterra took the seat opposite us again and studied me intently.

“When I left the War Applications Division I destroyed all records of the procedure that made the Wilders,” she said, locking eyes with me. “I wanted them to live the rest of their lives in peace. After what they had done for their people, they deserved it.” She looked down at Kaylia and smiled, a sad smile. “As much as I will try to stop it, it will come out that she is alive. People like my assistant will want to destroy her and others in the Thesan government will want to use her to recreate the experiments.”

She reached out a hand and took Kaylia’s smaller in hers, smiling at the girl.

“I can no longer keep her safe.”

With a sigh Yoterra turned to me. 

“Will you?”

I had begun to expect that question was coming and I already knew how I would respond.

There was only one answer.
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Welcome to Arek Lancer’s first adventure. There’s a lot more where this came from as Arek travels the galaxy. Each volume/episode/book will be novella length, shooting for around 30k words.  Short and fun, that’s the goal.
Arek came about after I read The Midnight Line by Lee Child.  I’m a big Jack Reacher fan and the idea of a character that just wanders and gets into trouble, or makes trouble, or it just finds him is interesting and has so much story potential. So much can happen. Anything can happen.

And so I started thinking of “Jack Reacher in Space”.
That evolved into Arek Lancer, which is a name I’ve been dying to use for years.  And now I have.  I describe Arek as part Jack Reacher, part Han Solo (my second favorite Star Wars character) and part Malcolm Reynolds.  As I continue to write hiim, Arek is becoming more Reacher and Reynolds and less Solo but that’s okay.

There is no grand scheme to Lancer’s story. Like Reacher, he just wanders and has adventures. The old Lancer luck, things just happen to him.
I’m chugging along on the next Lancer story, scheduled for a month after this one hits. That’ll be the schedule going forward, shooting for every other month. 30k of Lancer adventures at least six times a year.

I love the dirtiness and low-techness of the Firefly/Serenity universe and wanted to try to capture that feel of space westerns well at the same time having a wide and varied galaxy to explore. Lancer’s stories take place in some future date. Earth has established colonies in our solar system and now expanded outward, and us earthlings aren’t exactly welcome. The galaxy is not unified, as much as some will pretend that it is.  The Last Child doesn’t include a lot of the world building for the galaxy with some of that happening in the two short stories that are also available, Kinn’s Pirates and Delivery To Orso.

With any Arek Lancer short stories, the intent is to provide greater depth and backstory to the characters as well as the world and not just another (shorter) Arek Lancer adventure. At the same time, I don’t want to force anyone to get them (although both are free).  The world building in them is not required reading, but it does flesh out the galaxy a little more.  But if you enjoyed this one, you’ll enjoy those.

Please join my newsletter,Ossy's News, for all the latest on what I’m doing and when (and where) the new Arek Lancer stories will be coming out.

I’m finding that the novella form works best for me.  Shorter and tighter stories with more impact and less filler. Keeping the every other month schedule will allow me to fit some other series and work into the mix. Sci-Fi and fantasy are not the only sandboxes I want to play in.

I’ve got lots of other things in the works, so you’ll be seeing a lot of me.
I hope that you’ll branch out into other genres with me, but if not, Arek will always be around for you to enjoy.

Thanks for reading,
Troy

As always, you can find me on the web (Ossy Writes), twitter (@troynos), Amazon and Goodreads
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