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        The Collective is comprised of six terraformed planets in nearby solar systems within the Milky Way galaxy. The Collective is controlled by the dual leadership of Alluvia and Myr. Only those born on Alluvia and Myr are given legal status as citizens, while all others are considered colonists and receive fewer privileges. The Collective views colonists as means to achieve gain, and their pressure is driving the colonies—the fringe—to desperate actions.

      

        

      
        MYR is a silver-rich, water-rich citizen world with idyllic islands. Myr was the first settled planet in the Collective. Myrads have argyria and take great pride in their blue-hued skin.

      

        

      
        ALLUVIA is a water-covered citizen world and home to First City, the Collective’s largest city. Alluvia was the second settled planet in the Collective, and has the highest gravity of all Collective worlds. Alluvia has thick cloud cover and frequent storms.

      

        

      
        DARIOS is the most naturally habitable world and provides much of the Collective’s food supply. As such, it’s heavily regulated by the Collective. Its fringe station is Sol Base, which had been hit by the blight. Since then, the CUF has maintained a chokehold on Sol Base.

      

        

      
        PLAYA is the furthest world from Alluvia and Myr. It has low gravity and freezing temperatures. Its fringe station is Ice Port, which was destroyed by the CUF. The Collective believes Playa to no longer be of value, now that its fringe station was destroyed. Unknown to the CUF, the torrent headquarters is here, located at Tulan Base, which has its own space dock.

      

        

      
        SPATE is a desert-like world and has the largest fringe station, Devil Town, known for its massive indoor garden. Without a stationmaster, it is seen as neutral territory.

      

        

      
        TERRA is a battle-scarred world, where much of the Fringe Liberation Campaign now takes place. Its fringe station is Rebus Station. Terra, the planet nearest to Alluvia and Myr, stands between the citizen worlds and Darios, making it a key planet in the Campaign. The torrent headquarters on Terra are located within Seda Faulk’s secret retreat and space dock.

      

        

      
        SPACE COAST is an asteroid belt outside Collective control and home to smugglers, pirates, and other outlaws. Its fringe station is Nova Colony. The CUF initiated a blockade when the Fringe Liberation Campaign began.
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      After the successful colonization of Mars and Europa, it took us fewer than five generations to reach beyond our solar system and discover a planet hospitable to human life. That world was Myr, and the single ship of three hundred and eleven colonists flourished as they created Earthlike ecosystems on the untouched world.

      After that, it took less than a generation to reach Myr’s water-covered neighbor, Alluvia. Colonization was nearly as swift on the temperate world, but friction between the two planets was even swifter. Within decades, Myrads stated that Alluvia was their colony, while Alluvians countered that both planets were Earth’s colonies and thus, should follow Earth’s interstellar directive—that all colonies were ordained to govern themselves.

      The friction grew worse over the next two hundred years until the inevitable happened. The first interplanetary war erupted, a war so horrible that history came to refer to it simply as the War. After decades of carnage, Alluvia and Myr had pushed themselves to the brink of annihilation. To save themselves, the pair sacrificed their rivalry and created the Collective, an alliance that established the people of both worlds as citizens and equals in all ways.

      Under the new order, each world governed itself, while their Collective oversaw such things as interplanetary trade, security, and exploration. Alluvians led interstellar commerce activities while Myrads commanded the newly-established joint navy—the Collective Unified Forces, or, CUF—created to protect the citizens of both worlds.

      Hostilities faded as the Collective thrived.

      Over the next few centuries, four additional planets were terraformed and colonized by the Collective. First came Terra, a black desert planet abundant with rilon—a durable yet lightweight metal. Second came Darios, the warmest of the planets, with lush fields and rich soil. Third came Spate, a bleak world with harsh storms and even harsher microorganisms. The most recent was Playa, a massive ice world in the farthest reaches of the Collective. These four colonies, far from the comforts of Myr and Alluvia, came to be known bluntly as the fringe.

      Each colony had a single fringe station—a trading post with space docks—that made interplanetary travel and commerce affordable. The fringe’s resources brought untold wealth and capabilities to Myrads and Alluvians, but the colonists reaped few benefits. Instead, the fringe was heavily regulated and taxed. To make matters worse, Myr and Alluvia, having long since forgotten that they had each started as simple colonies themselves, refused to grant citizenship to colonists across the fringe.

      A new divide formed, and history seemed doomed to repeat itself.

      When exports coming from fringe stations reached optimum levels for Myr and Alluvia’s elite classes, the Collective began to lay additional laws upon the fringe. Of all these new laws, the one colonists hated most was mandatory service to the Collective for any able-bodied colonist upon reaching adulthood. The colonists had become little more than slaves to the Collective’s ruling class.

      Exhausted, hungry, and angry, the colonists stood up to their oppressors. Torrents—rebel colonists—across the fringe banded together and closed off fringe stations in demands for equality. Strikes and protests led to bloodshed.

      The Uprising had begun.

      Instead of listening to colonists’ demands, Myr and Alluvia sent in the CUF’s great warships and armies. Torrent rebels were slaughtered alongside hapless innocents. The Uprising was quelled, and the few remaining torrents faded back into the fringe.

      That was twenty years ago.

      Today, colonists labor under the watchful eye of the all-powerful CUF.

      Unknown to the fringe, ancient tensions have sprung back to life. Alluvia’s economy has now surpassed Myr’s, and the Collective Parliament has staggered to a standstill under bipartisan leadership. The CUF has become fractured and segregated, with many warships operating with either all-Alluvian or all-Myrad crews.

      Myrads crave control, and Alluvians have acquired a taste for power. As the two worlds face one another again, they fail to take into account one important factor, one that could bring the entire Collective crashing down…

      The torrent spirit is very much alive, and has been waiting for the right time to strike.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
1 THE PACKAGE


        

      

    

    
      “Guys, just a friendly reminder that we have only seventeen minutes until the star swarm obliterates us.” Throttle’s words came through all too loud and clear in Aramis Reyne’s and Jeyde Sixx’s spacesuit headsets.

      “Working on it,” Reyne shot back as they continued to cut through the damn-near-indestructible rilon hull of Myrad hauler M4029LW, which was proving to be thicker than they’d estimated, throwing off their timetable.

      “I think we should go with Plan B. Tell Genics Corp that we couldn’t get to the ship in time, and let’s clear out of here,” their pilot countered.

      “Not your call.” Using a quick burst from his suit’s propulsion system, Reyne moved to the side, giving the other man room to secure a pry bar that resembled a spindly, long-legged spider. Sixx hit a button on his suit, and the tip of each pry bar leg thrust into the four-square-foot outline they’d burnt through the outer hull.

      “Usually I enjoy a bit of excitement,” Sixx said before hitting another button on his suit. The bar’s legs slammed deep, and both the pry bar and the square section of the hauler’s outer hull shot out into space. “But I’ll be damned if star swarms don’t scare the hell out of me.”

      Reyne gave him a wry look. “Worse than that woman you hooked up with on Sol Base?” he asked as he pressed through the hole and into the cargo bay of the dead hauler.

      “Double-jointed Sally? Now, she was scary. The things she could do with⁠—”

      “Hey, you guys are still transmitting. And, we’re down to sixteen minutes until bingo.”

      “We’re inside.” Reyne watched his arm display as he scanned the large, round room with rows of crates fastened onto every open wall space. His scanner was weak and wouldn’t register the package unless he was within a dozen feet of it. As he completed a sweep of the cargo bay, his scanner flashed red.

      He grimaced. “Package isn’t in the cargo bay. Must be deeper in the ship.”

      “Hey, Reyne. Check this out. Those viggin’ Myrads get all the best hauls.”

      He turned to see Sixx shining his light on crates strapped against the far wall. The words Genics Corp Biome Kits were emblazoned on each crate.

      “These guys were hauling enough kits to jump-start a new colony. You know how many credits we could get for these?” Sixx asked.

      Reyne frowned. “Why were they hauling so many kits? I haven’t heard of any new colonies being started.”

      Sixx shrugged. “It’s not like they’ll be able to salvage this hauler once the swarm hits it. What do you say, boss? Knowing that we’re taking from Myrads feels just as good as seeing the credits we’ll get for these kits.”

      Reyne held up a single finger. “One crate. You get it back to the Gryphon, and I’ll grab the package.” Reyne could see Sixx’s wide grin through his helmet, so he tacked on, “We don’t have time to mess around, got it?”

      “Got it, boss.”

      Reyne turned, grabbed a railing, and thrust himself through the gravity-free bay toward the interior door. “Throttle, tell Boden to prepare for incoming cargo.”

      “Already done. Fifteen minutes, gentlemen. Take your time.” Her sarcasm made him chuckle though he quickly sobered. Anxious to be done with this job and back on his own ship, he hit the door with more momentum than planned, and the impact rattled his joints.

      He wrapped a leg around the railing for leverage, reached for the manual gear below the panel, and cranked open the door. He grunted with each crank, frustrated that ten years earlier he could’ve done the same thing without so much as a bump in his heart rate.

      With the last crank, the door swung outward, and a large object was sucked past Reyne and into the cargo bay. The object, which turned out to be a frozen crewmember, bounced off Sixx’s back.

      “Holy shit!” Sixx scrambled out of the way before shoving the body away. “How about a little warning next time?”

      Reyne watched the body rebound off a wall and slow to float listlessly around the bay. He furrowed his brow after he noticed the dark stain on the body’s chest. “He didn’t die from exposure.”

      “Huh?”

      “This man was shot. He didn’t die from exposure.”

      “Maybe someone spaced out and killed the rest of the crew?” Throttle asked.

      “Maybe,” Reyne said before pushing into the now fully-depressurized hallway. The ship had suffered a cat fail—a catastrophic failure. They happened from time to time on fringe junkers, but they were unheard of on modern, high-tech Myrad haulers.

      As he floated down the hallway as quickly as he safely could in zero-g, he reported in. “You were right about the systems, Throttle. No life support of any kind. Even the emergency backup failed.”

      “Why do you ever doubt me?” she replied. “And you’re down to fourteen minutes.”

      “I’ll be there. Just be ready.” He pressed through the hallway. Something had clearly happened beyond a standard cat fail. That fact became more and more clear as he passed the crew quarters, counting five more crewmembers, each staring out into nothingness with frozen, glassy eyes. More importantly, each bore a dark gunshot stain on his torso or head.

      Mercy kills, or something else?

      Throttle’s earlier comment made the most sense. Someone on the crew must’ve spaced out, killed the crew, and busted the ship. Space psychoses sometimes happened to crewmembers who spent too many years in the scalar void. It wasn’t uncommon to hear of ships where one or more crewmembers went into full-out psychotic rage.

      “May you find peace in the eversea,” he said softly.

      “Thirteen minutes. Please tell me you’ve found that viggin’ box and are on your way back.”

      “Working on it.” He stopped at the captain’s quarters and peered inside to find the room empty. He held his scanner up. Still nothing. “Shit.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I thought the package would be in the captain’s safe.” Reyne looked around. “I’m running out of places to search.” He pushed off the wall and flew toward the open entrance to the bridge, his mind racing, along with his heart rate.

      In the case of a breach or electrical malfunction, even in a cat fail, all doors were set to close automatically, sealing off non-critical areas to buy time for the crew to hail for assistance. Standard protocol on all ships. An open door meant someone had to manually override the system. That the bridge door stood wide open was an ominous sign.

      He had no doubt now the cat fail had been intentional. If someone hadn’t spaced out, someone had definitely done something to the ship and crew.

      “I’m dropping off the cargo now,” Sixx reported. “Then, I’ll head back over for one more crate.”

      “Negative,” Reyne said. “There’s not enough time.”

      He was already holding his ship and crew too damn close to a swarm, but they desperately needed the money. The Collective kept lowering its run rates while increasing taxes, making it near impossible to break even, let alone make a profit.

      And so he pushed himself to keep going, adrenaline surging through his muscles.

      “Twelve minutes,” Throttle said. “Don’t make me come and get you.”

      “Don’t even think about it,” he snapped back.

      When Reyne reached the bridge, he found the remaining two crewmembers. The pilot was still strapped in at his seat. He sported a sizable hole in his head, and the ship had frozen his corpse in a slumped position. Where the pilot’s death would have been instantaneous, the captain was likely the last of the crew to succumb to her injuries. Her body lingered near the ceiling, with a single shot to her abdomen. She would’ve died from freezing hypoxia long before internal bleeding took her.

      His scanner beeped green. Good news. He’d found the package. Only one small problem. The gray box with a Genics Corp logo on it was lodged smack dab in the middle of the fractured view panel, with nothing but the blackness of space on the other side. The panel looked like it could shatter under any pressure, leaving nowhere for Reyne to place his feet for leverage.

      He blew out a breath of frustration. “I’ve acquired the package.”

      “About viggin’ time,” Throttle said. “Grab it and hurry the hell back here.”

      “Trust me. That’s the plan.”

      “Oh, and you have eleven minutes until bingo.”

      Reyne focused on how to get the package free from the view panel. It didn’t make sense for something so important not to be secured in an encrypted safe. Yet, there was the small crate, stuck halfway out of the view panel, space sucking at it with her cold breath. Multiple shots dotted the pane around the box, and cracks webbed across the panel. Instead of smashing through, the package had crashed into the panel in such a way that it had somewhat sealed the breach, keeping the pane from fully shattering back when the ship still had pressure.

      “Ten minutes. Reyne, we’re getting nervous over here.”

      The pieces of what had happened on this ship started to fall into place, but Reyne shook them off, not having the commodity of time to dwell on the crew’s story. He pushed off and bumped against the view panel. New cracks formed. Fearful that it would float into space, he grasped for the package, his thick gloves sliding right off the securely wedged box.

      A twinkle in the distance caught Reyne’s eye. Through the pane, he watched more and more glimmers appear as starlight reflected off the millions of space debris entangled in the asteroid’s gravitational pull. Star swarms were basically space tsunamis on an orbital schedule. No one saw swarms up close like this. No one was that stupid.

      The Gryphon was about to become slivers in this swarm if it didn’t get out ahead of it.

      “Throttle,” he began. “You’d better be ready for jump speed by the time the counter hits zero.”

      “I’m ready to go now. You keep lollygagging, and I might decide to leave you behind, old man.”

      “I knew I could count on you,” he said drily, tugging at the box. His fingers slipped, but he kept pulling.

      “That’s an interesting place to put a valuable thingamajig.”

      Reyne glanced over his shoulder to see Sixx fly onto the bridge and grab an instrument panel to slow his speed, nearly dropping the armful of biome kits he held.

      “Nine minutes. Are you on your way back?”

      Reyne motioned to Sixx. “Get your sticky fingers over here. This thing’s wedged tight in here. I need leverage. I can’t operate my jets and hold onto it at the same time.”

      Sixx gave a longing look at the biome kits in his arms before letting out a drawn-out sigh. He released his prizes, flew over, and wrapped his hands around the package. “Ready,” he said with the biome kits floating around them. “Did I mention how much I dislike star swarms? Watching one coming right at me isn’t exactly reassuring.”

      Twinkling reflections from the swarm’s debris spread across much of the view panel’s width now.

      “Then, we’d better grab this and get out of here,” Reyne said.

      Wrapping an arm around Sixx, Reyne used his free hand to control his propulsion system. As soon as the package moved, cracks filled the panel before it shattered, creating an opening from the bridge into space. Shards of panel floated around biome kits. Sixx scrambled and grabbed for a kit.

      “Leave ’em,” Reyne ordered.

      “Just one,” he said as he tucked a biome kit atop the package and began to strap them to his suit. “Consider it my bonus for saving the day.”

      “Three minutes. Did you hear me, guys? Three minutes.”

      Reyne shot Sixx a harried glance before responding. “What happened to four through eight?”

      “I may have forgotten to take into account the star swarm’s leading buffer impact on our acceleration. Don’t mess around, guys. I’m not joking on this. Get back here now.”

      Reyne’s mind rushed through options. He grabbed onto Sixx. “We’ll go faster using our propulsion tanks together.” He pulled out a carabiner and hooked their suits together. “You hold the package. I’ll run both our jets.”

      “Faster is good.”

      They kicked off from the bridge and flew through the shattered pane and out into space. Clear plastic pieces from the view panel scraped against their helmets.

      With Sixx clutching their payday and Reyne holding onto him, Reyne shot alternating full bursts from their suits to propel forward. Unfortunately, even with both at max output, their civilian-grade pressure suits were designed for slow, safe travel through space. As they moved through the blackness between the dead ship and the Gryphon, the star swarm closed the distance in a terrifyingly deadly sort of way—like a huge, sparkling chimera coming to swallow them.

      “Two minutes. I’m running through the pre-jump protocols now.”

      “We’re on our way,” Reyne said, trying not to sound like his heart wasn’t pounding out of his chest. He wished their suits to go faster, but wishing didn’t seem to help.

      Every second was too slow as the distance between them and the star swarm disappeared faster than the distance between them and the Gryphon, which floated like a rilon angel waiting for them.

      “Sixty seconds.”

      “Can’t these things go any viggin’ faster?” Sixx complained.

      Reyne racked his brain for ideas, but nothing would get them back to the ship in time. As they moved through space, his muscles shook with adrenaline and fear.

      “We’re at bingo.”

      The Gryphon’s Flux Whisper engine roared to life. A second later, the airlock door began to close.
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      Even with both suits blasting at full propulsion, Reyne figured they needed at least ten seconds more to reach the Gryphon. He continually hit their thrust buttons, only to have the suits chime negative responses at his attempts.

      “Ah, shit.” He grimaced before giving the order he dreaded. “Get out of here, Throttle. You’ve got to leave us.”

      “Don’t you dare leave us, Throttle,” Sixx countered.

      “Like hell I’m leaving you idiots.”

      Through the window on the other side of the airlock, Reyne noticed the ship’s mechanic. Boden had stopped the door once it reached halfway down, and was now motioning wildly with his hands. Unfortunately, Reyne couldn’t speak to him through his comm link, since the channel at that chamber had fried months ago and he didn’t have the credits to fix it.

      “I can’t make out what he’s—oh.” A retention cable shot out from the chamber and straight toward them. Reyne had only an instant to comprehend Boden’s intent and prepare for the incoming object. “Hold on.”

      Reyne collided with—more so than caught—the heavy tow hook. The impact knocked the air from his lungs, and sharp pain stabbed where the hook had hit his chest. His suit blasted an alarm. Their forward movement instantly reversed. A single carabiner held the two men’s suits together, and Sixx was yanked along like a raggedy doll. The cable jerked to a stop, and it felt like Reyne’s arms were snapped from their sockets as their now-backward propulsion was halted.

      The cable began to retract, the metal line sliding through Reyne’s hands, and he scrambled to get a grip. He wrapped his hand around the hook just as the cable picked up speed. A lot of speed.

      Reyne tried to find his breath as they were dragged to the ship. “Tell me you still have the package.”

      “I have it, plus a nasty case of whiplash.”

      “Good. Keep hanging on because we’re coming in hard and fast.”

      It took them only a couple seconds to close the remaining distance. They flew into the airlock and slammed into the door on the far side of the small pressurization chamber.

      The outer door clanged shut behind them, and with a low hum, the ship’s EM field cycled up the gravity in the room. The men dropped to the floor with grunts.

      Reyne pulled himself to his knees, seeing stars through the pain. “Hell,” he ground out.

      Sixx sat up. “That wasn’t so⁠—”

      The Gryphon shot into jump speed with no warm-up. Reyne and Sixx were lifted off the ground for a tiny instant before smashing against the back wall.

      Reyne couldn’t breathe for several long seconds before he realized Sixx was lying on top of him. He managed to unhook their suits and roll the other man off.

      The red light by the door switched to green. He twisted off his helmet and sucked in cool, fresh air. “You…were saying?”

      Sixx came up on his elbows and tossed his helmet. “Now, that was a wild ride. Shit. That hurt.”

      Reyne dragged himself into a sitting position and leaned against the wall. “What are you complaining about? You used me to cushion your fall.”

      “Yeah? Try having a biome kit smash through your helmet.”

      Reyne looked to see Sixx gingerly touching his bloody, broken nose. Dark circles were already forming under his eyes. “You good?”

      Sixx touched his forefinger and thumb tips together to form an O, for Okay.

      Reyne continued. “How’s the package?”

      Sixx set aside his biome kit and rolled over the metal box. “A few scratches, but still sealed.”

      “Let’s hope the contents are secure and that they survived a scalar freeze, or else we won’t be seeing a paycheck. It’d be a whole lot easier if I knew what was in there.”

      “As long as they pay us, I don’t care,” Sixx said.

      “Agreed.”

      Reyne winced, tentatively rubbing his tender chest. “Hell, it feels like I’ve bruised or broken half the bones in my body.”

      “Only half?” Sixx asked as he climbed to his feet and helped Reyne up. “We pulled out pretty good, then.”

      They kicked out of their suits and hooked them up to charging stations.

      Sixx bent over and picked up the single biome kit. “This baby’s all mine. I’ve already got a nice piece of property on Spate picked out for it.”

      “You about got yourself killed for it.” Reyne shot his friend a hard look. “I ordered you to stay put on the Gryphon.”

      “What? And let you have all the fun?”

      “There are several women who would be very sad if you died in a swarm.”

      Sixx smirked. “How right you are.”

      The inner door to the pressurization chamber opened, and Boden stepped inside. The sandy-haired Alluvian took a quick look at each of them and gave a reassuring nod. “I was beginning to think you two weren’t going to give up your front row seats to the star swarm.”

      “Nah. That show’s overrated,” Sixx replied.

      Reyne nodded to the mechanic. “Quick thinking with the cable. You saved our asses back there.”

      “Throttle would kill me if I left her father out there to die,” Boden said.

      “Hey,” Sixx chimed in. “Don’t I count, too?”

      Something clanged against the outer hull, quickly followed by another something that sounded like it tore a hole through the ship.

      Boden spun on his heels and sprinted away.

      Reyne pointed at the box in Sixx’s arms. “Get that package secure.” Then, he took off at a run, or at least as fast as a battered, arthritic man could move.

      “Status,” he called out as soon as he reached the bridge.

      Throttle didn’t look up from her instrument panel. “We were too late going to jump speed. We’re getting dinged up by the leading edges of the swarm, but the jump shields are holding. We’ll get through it in time.” She paused. “I hope.”

      “You hope?”

      She didn’t reply.

      He turned his attention to the view panel. A cacophony of tiny collisions sparked against the jump shield and chewed at his raw nerves. Glimpses of debris lit up space like tiny stars. Many chunks were smaller than an inch in diameter, but each was capable of piercing a view panel without jump shields as easily as a knife tip through a sheet of paper.

      A larger metallic shard skidded off the jump shield, and he instinctively ducked. “How close are we to the leading edge?”

      “Close. I’m trying to get us a little closer.”

      He spun around “You’re what?”

      “We’re too close to outrun the asteroid’s gravitational pull, so I’m skimming across the leading edge like I would with a planet’s orbit. If we hit it at just the right angle, we should skip right off the buffer, instead of getting sucked into the swarm. At least, that’s my guess.”

      Turbulence sent Reyne collapsing into his seat, and he buckled in.

      Throttle, even with her wheelchair locked in, held onto the instrument panel with one hand while punching in commands with her other. “Just a few more seconds.” Her voice trailed off in a small shriek when something that looked eerily like a chunk of Myrad hauler M4029LW collided with the bow, and the ship pitched.

      Then, as quickly as the star swarm began, the space outside became blissfully silent.

      “Damage report?” he asked.

      The petite blonde blew out a breath, leaning over her panel. “It will take some time to run diagnostics, but the engine isn’t running at full capacity, and I’m showing a thirty-four percent vulnerability in our jump shield.”

      He grimaced. “That’s not going to be a cheap bill.” He pulled up the quadrant map. “If we maintain jump, we can be to Ice Port in seventy-four hours, still well before our deadline.”

      She shook her head. “If we lose any more of the jump shield, we’ll have to drop to sub speed.”

      Reyne tapped the comm on his panel. “Boden, you there?”

      “Yep.”

      “We need to boost the jump shield. Divert any extra power you can find.”

      “That’s a big viggin’ negative. We have a five-foot-long chunk of rilon sticking through our stern right now. Damn thing skittered right across our jump shield to nail us in the ass.”

      Reyne winced. “Shit.”

      “We’re bleeding out. I need us to shut down as soon as possible to plug the leak in the stern, or else we’ll never make it home.”

      Reyne watched his pilot before he replied, to make sure she was listening. “Throttle will drop us out of jump speed as soon as we’re a safe distance from the swarm.”

      “Give me ten minutes,” she chimed in.

      “Can you work on the hull with the solar sails out?” Reyne asked.

      A pause. “I’ll make it work.”

      “Good.” He released the comm, unbuckled his belt, and pushed from his seat with a groan.

      “One more thing,” Throttle said. She abruptly unlocked her wheelchair and spun around to give Reyne a hard look. She wagged a finger at him. “Don’t you ever order me to leave you behind again. That was an asshole move.”

      He stiffened. “The safety of the crew always comes first.”

      “Oh, so you and Sixx aren’t part of the crew now?”

      He pursed his lips. “We knew the risk when we went out there. You should’ve⁠—”

      She held up her hand to stop him. “You can be such an idiot sometimes.” She blew out a breath. “For a moment, I thought you weren’t coming back.”

      He strode over to her and squeezed her shoulder, using the physical contact to convey things he never had a knack at saying right.

      After a lengthy moment, emotion softened her features, and she placed her hand over his. “I couldn’t imagine being on the Gryphon without you.”

      “I know,” he said softly, before adding on a bit louder, “You might not be my daughter by birth, but you’ll always be my daughter in all the ways that matter. As long as there’s the barest hint of a chance, I’ll make it back. That’s one promise I can make.”

      She eyed him. “I’ll settle for that. For now.”

      He patted her back and stepped away, pausing at the doorway. “By the way, where in the galaxy did you ever pick up a term like ‘lollygagging’?”

      She shrugged. “Probably from you, old man.”

      He grinned and left the bridge.

      The hallway’s soft neutral lights brightened to signal the dawn of the thirty-hour standard day. His bunk was the nearest room to the bridge. He pressed the manual switch to open the door—the retinal scans had long since stopped working—and stumbled inside.

      Not bothering to kick off his boots, he collapsed onto his bed and closed his eyes. The constant hum of the Gryphon’s systems soothed his frayed nerves, and he felt himself relax. Here, he was home. The only place in the Collective he ever truly felt safe.

      He inhaled deeply and winced at the pain in his chest, a familiar ache of broken or badly bruised ribs. Grudgingly, he pushed off from his bunk and shuffled down to the medical bay. There, he found Sixx lying on the single table and illuminated by overhead bioscanner’s amethyst light.

      Doc glanced up. “I should’ve known that you’d manage to get yourself injured, too.” Sixx raised his head, and Doc swatted him. “Lie still.”

      “You know, I’ve been thinking about that hauler,” Sixx began while lying on his back. “It didn’t have the psychotic feel of a spaced out crew.”

      “What’s a psychotic feel?” Reyne asked.

      “No blood on the walls, things busted and thrown around, you know, that kind of psychotic feel,” Sixx answered.

      Reyne leaned against the wall. “What do you think happened?”

      “My guess?” Sixx asked. “I think the ship suffered a cat fail. The captain drifted her crew with mercy shots before turning her pistol on herself.”

      Reyne thought back to the two pistols he’d seen floating on the bridge. He shook his head. “No.”

      “No?” Sixx asked.

      “The captain had a gut shot. Not a pleasant way to die. And, I don’t think there was anything merciful with what went down with the crew. I’d lay my bets that the captain initiated the cat fail. She was planning to get the crew off her ship while she stayed behind under the pretense that she’d call for help and stay with their cargo.”

      The bioscanner turned off, and Sixx sat up while Doc analyzed the results.

      “So,” Sixx began. “The captain wanted the ship and a shitload of biome kits for herself. It’d make for a nice golden parachute.”

      Reyne cocked his head. “It would. And, I bet the pilot got a whiff of the captain’s plans and confronted her. There was an exchange of gunfire, leaving the pilot dead and the captain with a bad injury. The captain, figuring the gig was up, took out each of the remaining crew one by one so no one would ever know she tried to pull off a heist.”

      “That’s a hell of a tale, but it makes sense,” Sixx said.

      Reyne sighed. “That’s the thing. The pieces don’t all fit together yet. There’s more to the story, and I’ll be damned if it’s not related to that package.”

      “With all the gunshots in the view panel,” Sixx said. “It looked like she was trying hard to get rid of the package. It’s like she didn’t want anyone to have it, not that she needed to bother, with the star swarm headed her way.”

      Reyne snapped his fingers, and he pushed off the wall. “What are the odds a brand new Myrad hauler would suffer a cat fail in the path of a star swarm?”

      Sixx shrugged. “Pretty damn low.”

      “More like impossible,” Doc chimed in. “Star swarms are rare. There is only one documented case of a ship running into a swarm, and that ship was in jump speed at the time.”

      “Exactly,” Reyne said. “The captain intentionally planned a cat fail at that exact location. No one would want to stay on a ship that was in the path of a star swarm. Once the crew was off the ship, she was going to drop the package and cut out of there with her ship and cargo all to herself. The star swarm would’ve obliterated any evidence that package ever existed.”

      “A perfect plan until someone got in her way,” Sixx said.

      Reyne nodded. “Which then forced her to improvise and take out the crew. By the time she drifted them, she was too weak to drop the package and run. When she realized she wasn’t going to make it, she tried to decompress the ship to have space suck the package out for her. My guess is she lost consciousness before she could blow out the view panel.”

      “Good for us she didn’t succeed,” Sixx said. “Or, else that contract would turn into a zero paycheck.”

      Reyne thought hard for a long moment. Then he pinged the bridge on the comm. “Throttle.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I want you to plot out the fastest course for Ice Port. I want that damn Genics Corp package off this ship yesterday.”

      “Consider it done.”

      Reyne turned to find Sixx and Doc watching him.

      “What’s your gut telling you?” Sixx asked.

      “My gut is telling me that we never should’ve taken this contract,” he answered.

      “You’ve always had a good instinct,” Doc said. “There’s a reason the CUF assigned you as a chaser.”

      “You think we should drop the package and run?” Sixx asked.

      “I think we should’ve left the blasted thing back on the Myrad hauler and let the star swarm have it,” Reyne answered. “Except that we need the credits too damn much. Its paycheck is more than the ten months’ pay we earn as runners.”

      “Well, I’m sure the credits will help soothe your conscience.” Sixx blew out a breath. “This whole mess is giving me a headache. How about some painkillers, Doc?”

      “You’re lucky you have only a headache,” she answered before she read from the tablet she held. “You’ve broken your nose. Again. Fortunately, you have no broken bones and no signs of internal injuries. However, you have torn ligaments in your knee and have a hairline fracture in your left wrist. I’ll wrap your wrist, and I’ll put you on a three-day cycle of injections for your knee.”

      The blonde medic grabbed a syringe off the table and pressed it against his swollen knee.

      He sucked in air. “Damn, that hurts.”

      “That should teach you not to treat your body like a battering ram.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Sixx said. “What I need are some painkillers, Doc.”

      She swapped the syringe for a small bottle, and placed a single pill into Sixx’s palm.

      He stared at her, incredulous. “Only one? Seriously, Doc. That won’t even take the edge off. I need at least three.”

      She gave a tut. “You’re in your prime. You’ll be at one hundred percent in no time.”

      Reyne smirked as he watched the pair hold a battle of the wills, knowing full well Sixx didn’t stand a chance. After lasting longer than Reyne expected, the man relented and swallowed the single pill without any water. He climbed to his feet, towering a foot over her. “You’re brutal, Doc.”

      He limped away from the table. As he passed Reyne, he said softly, “She’s in a mood today. Good luck.”

      “I heard that,” she called out.

      With a sly grin, Sixx scurried away to leave Reyne alone with Doc.

      She patted the table. “Your turn, Captain.”

      He winced as he pulled himself onto the slab.

      “Where do you feel pain?” she asked.

      “Everywhere.”

      Her gaze narrowed.

      So he added, “My chest hurts the most.”

      With no further acknowledgement, she helped him lie back before moving to her control panel.

      The overhead scanner lit the small room with its ambient glow. Beginning at his head, the bioscanner’s silent line of light progressed slowly toward his feet.

      When the light finally shut off, Doc read the results on her tablet. “You got off easier than Sixx. Your chest hurts because you have three bruised ribs. You also have some tearing in your shoulder. A single injection and some sleep should have you recharged in no time.”

      She pursed her lips. “You need to be careful. You’re twice Sixx’s age. Your body isn’t going to snap back after every new abuse you subject it to.”

      “Trust me,” he said, sitting up. “It reminds me every minute of every day.”

      Her voice softened. “How’s the arthritis?”

      He didn’t respond.

      She motioned to the man-sized booth in the corner. “You’ve got to start spending more time in the gravity chamber. Too many years in ships’ point-seven gravity factor has added decades to your bones and joints.”

      His upper lip curled into a snarl at the booth, finding it difficult to breathe as his mind painted an all-too-real picture of the cramped space inside.

      Doc cocked her head. “I know it isn’t easy, but it’s important.”

      “I’ll log an hour in it tomorrow.”

      Her brows rose. “Promise?”

      “No.”

      She sighed. “Have you tried watching a movie in there to take your mind off your claustrophobia?”

      “Doesn’t help. Nothing relaxes me in there.”

      She placed a hand on his chest and pressed him back down on the table. “I know something that can help relax you,” she said in a sultry voice.

      “Later,” he said, brushing her off. “I need rack time. Go find Sixx.”

      Her lips thinned. “I thought I lost both of you today. I couldn’t bear it.”

      Reyne’s gaze softened, and he allowed her to press him back onto the table. They’d never had a romantic relationship, but they’d been friends for over two decades. Besides, everyone needed companionship on long space runs.

      She straddled him, her pale skin against his dark skin. He knew he had no more chance of swaying Doc when it came to her sexual needs than Sixx had earlier in asking for painkillers.

      Some time later, Reyne finally pushed off from the table. Doc began tidying up the med bay.

      “Where’s my pill?” he asked.

      “Your injuries don’t warrant a painkiller,” she replied as a matter of fact.

      “Come on, I’m the captain. Doesn’t that warrant any special privileges?”

      “All the more reason not to have drugs clouding your mind.”

      “Oh, but it’s okay for Sixx?”

      Doc shot him a wry look. “Do you really think Sixx’s decision-making abilities could get any worse?”

      “Good point.”

      She shooed him away. “Now, off with you. I’m starving and need some breakfast.”

      Doc didn’t have to tell Reyne twice. He headed straight back to his bunk, collapsing onto the mattress. He felt himself swirl into sleep.

      Then his viggin’ comm chimed.

      He muttered out a long string of cusswords before answering. “What now?”

      “Hello, grumpy,” Throttle replied. “You should take a nap.”

      “Brilliant idea,” he gritted out.

      “Except it’ll have to come later. Kason’s pinging you.”

      He groaned. “I’ll be right there.”

      He dragged himself up and made a detour through the commons to grab some food and drink. When he reached the bridge, he tossed Throttle a food bar and drink bag, and she caught both.

      “How’s Boden coming along with repairs?” he asked as he tore into his own food.

      “He needs a couple more hours. Then we’ll be good to go as long as we keep running on solar sails. I’ve plugged in our scalar plan to Ice Port. We should arrive in eighty-seven hours.” She yawned. “Oh, and Kason’s on channel Four.”

      “Eighty-seven hours is cutting it close.”

      “We’ll make it.”

      He sat down and took a long drink before opening the comm channel. Unable to get a live video feed this deep in the fringe, Kason’s picture showed on the screen. Clean-cut and generally well-behaved, he was one of the few guys in the Collective that Reyne would trust to date Throttle.

      “Tell me you’ve got the package,” Kason said without any sort of salutation.

      “I’ve got the package. I’ll reach Ice Port on day one-twenty-six around time—” he looked to Throttle.

      She flashed her fingers in a quick succession of movements.

      “—twenty-six-forty-five common time,” he finished. “If we can drop it off at the stationhouse, all the better. That package puts us behind schedule on our mail delivery.”

      Audio relays were delayed by a couple seconds per every ten light years or so. Kason’s response came faster than Reyne expected, meaning the Alluvian was in the fringe rather than back on his home world. “Genics Corp gave specific instructions. You are to hand deliver the package to Vym Patel. They won’t transmit the credits until you verify she’s personally signed for it.”

      Reyne frowned. Vym was Ice Port’s stationmaster. The old woman’s vocal opinions against Collective companies were no secret. “Genics Corp must be paying her a hefty sum to get her involved.”

      After a delay, Kason’s answer came. “No idea. Anyway, I need to sign off. I’ll be at Ice Port by the time you get there. Report in when you land.”

      Reyne closed the channel, put his feet up, and looked out the view panel. He could see nothing but infinite space before them. The cosmic solitude was a stark difference from the star swarm they’d escaped barely two hours earlier.

      This particular solar system had hundreds of large asteroids in orbit. Generations of using space as a dumping ground for satellites, stations, and other waste had led a few of the larger asteroids to suck up space junk into their destructive mass. As an asteroid accumulated junk, its path widened, shooting through anything unfortunate enough to be caught in it. The four largest swarms had even been given names. The particular one they’d escaped was called Hugo. By now, anything left of hauler M4029LW would be a part of Hugo’s gravitational pull, flying forever in an orbital path.

      A loud beep broke his concentration. “What now?”

      “That’s strange,” Throttle said. “We’re being hailed, but I didn’t pick up anyone on radar.”

      Reyne’s feet dropped to the floor with a thud, and his hands flew over his console. “Stealth.”

      “They sent a message.” Her voice bore a nervous tinge.

      “Speakers,” he commanded.

      “Hauler Playa-Seven-Five-Five-One-Bravo, this is the Collective Unified Forces warship Arcadia. You have been flagged for a standard dock check. You are hereby ordered to dock onto the Arcadia at port number Two. You have five minutes to comply. If you show any signs of noncompliance, you will be fired upon. Respond within sixty seconds of your confirmation of receipt. Convey ship logs and crew list with response.”

      “Shit,” Reyne said. After taking a deep breath, he hit the transmit switch. “Arcadia, this is Playa-Seven-Five-Five-One-Bravo. Received instructions and will comply. We’ve been doing some maintenance and are running slow. It may take us a bit longer to dock.”

      “Hauler Playa-One-Bravo, you have five minutes to comply.”

      Reyne glanced at Throttle. “You can always count on the CUF to be consistent,” he said.

      “Yeah, consistently be assholes,” she muttered.

      “Language,” he added absentmindedly before broadcasting an alert to the crew. “Red alert, guys. We’ve been invited to tea with our CUF friends. Check your bunks. Make sure you hide anything less than perfectly legal, because we’re about to be boarded.”
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      Collective Unified Forces ships stopped and searched fringe haulers all the time—sometimes out of boredom, sometimes after being tipped off that a particular hauler carried contraband, most of the time just to make life harder for colonists.

      Throttle’s brows furrowed. “Why do you think they used stealth on us?”

      Reyne shook his head. “Don’t know, but I bet we’re about to find out.”

      It was unheard of for CUF ships to burn the extra juice needed for stealth, instead using the advanced tech only when they needed to make sure their prey wouldn’t see them coming and run. In Reyne’s twenty years as a runner, he’d been dock checked every few months by a CUF patrol, but he’d always been careful. With a past like his, he had to be. He played by their rules, and every single time he’d left with his cargo intact, often with a frivolous citation or two as a memento.

      In all that time, he’d never been tracked by a warship, let alone a warship in stealth mode.

      Whatever the reason for this stop, Reyne knew it didn’t bode well for him and his crew. His sore body was quickly forgotten while he watched in trepidation as Throttle brought the Gryphon alongside the massive, gray warship. He stared at the ship’s name—ARCADIA—emblazoned on its hull as the Gryphon glided to its docking bay.

      “I see they’ve rolled out the welcome mat,” Throttle said, and he then noticed the opened doors a couple hundred meters down from their current position. The number 2 was painted in iridescent white near the opening.

      “Slowing to point three. Setting thruster for sixty-degree turn,” Throttle voiced her maneuvers aloud, a habit she picked up at the age of eight. She effortlessly negotiated the docking procedures, and claw-like rilon mooring bars clamped onto the Gryphon with a metallic clang.

      Reyne took a deep breath, suddenly feeling trapped, much like that Myrad hauler had been just before being destroyed by the star swarm.

      “Well, I guess we’re in their hands now,” she said. “At least they were gentler grabbing onto us this time. We still have a shimmy in the gear after the last dock check.”

      “It’s on the fix list.”

      A pressurized tube shot out from the dock wall and fastened over their port. The comm panel beeped.

      “Hauler Playa-One-Bravo, we read green on docking sequence. Power down your ship immediately. The entire crew must proceed through the tube for decontamination and interviews. No weapons or hostility of any kind will be tolerated.”

      Throttle unlocked her seat and wheeled back. “I suppose we shouldn’t keep our gracious hosts waiting,” she said with her usual dash of sarcasm.

      “No, I suppose we shouldn’t,” he echoed.

      He followed her down the narrow hallway. The rest of the crew stood waiting for them at the small port door. When Reyne approached, Sixx cranked open the door. He then took a step back and waved in an exaggerated motion. “After you, boss.”

      Reyne chortled and entered the tube that was no more than four feet in diameter. He walked in a crouch through the tunnel, his bruised ribs crying out against the constrictive stance.

      “Viggin’ CUF,” Boden grumbled as he crammed his muscular body into the tunnel.

      “Careful. If they hear you, you’ll be issued a citation,” Reyne warned over his shoulder.

      Throttle followed Boden into the confined docking tube that was too round and too narrow for her to ride her wheelchair. The sounds of her legs dragging behind her echoed through the confined space.

      Reyne reached the other end and dropped down into the decontamination chamber. Boden landed heavily on his feet, turned around, and caught Throttle. Doc followed, with Sixx covering the rear.

      As soon as Sixx was clear of the tube, a door snapped shut, sealing them in the small chamber.

      “Decontamination commencing.”

      Mist shot out from the walls, encapsulating them in a damp spray. Reyne didn’t mind this part, but he hated what came next. After several seconds of the spray soaking their skin, the wind shot out, nearly knocking him down. The wind—what was commonly called the rinse cycle—burned his eyes and etched his skin raw.

      All CUF ships and space docks had decontamination chambers to prevent the spread of disease, and Reyne was convinced they cranked up the rinse cycle on anyone from the fringe just to be assholes.

      When the fog cleared and Reyne could see again, he turned to his crew to see them all red-skinned and with tears streaming down their faces. “You all good?” he gritted out.

      He received nods and rough affirmations.

      Boden jostled Throttle, and she smacked his chest. “Damn it, you big lug. I’m not a viggin’ doll.”

      “My eye itches,” he replied, sounding hopeless.

      She grumbled something Reyne couldn’t make out.

      Sixx grinned. “Oh, quit your moaning, Throttle. You know you like it.”

      She flipped him off before sulking in Boden’s arms.

      The entire wall shot up into the ceiling with a whoosh, and Reyne found himself face to face with a dozen armed dromadiers. Each soldier held a photon gun and had stun sticks strapped to his legs. They wore blue chimesuits, a nickname earned for the sounds that emitted from the copious number of alarms and warnings built into the smart suits.

      “Form a line, facing us,” a dromadier ordered, consistent with the same protocols they’d experienced during every CUF dock check before. Without hesitation, Reyne and his crew did as they were instructed.

      An officer emerged, followed by an assistant carrying a DNA scanner.

      The pair stopped in front of Reyne. The officer’s skin had the bluish tint that all citizens who’d spent a lifetime on the silver-rich planet of Myr had. “I’m First Officer Laciam of the Arcadia, serving under Commandant Heid, and you’ve been stopped for a standard dock check.”

      Reyne’s brows rose, not believing for an instant that there was anything “standard” about this dock check. Instead of saying what he really thought about the officer and their current situation, he said, “I’m Aramis Reyne, and this is my crew. We’re happy to be of service.”

      The officer’s eyes narrowed as though he’d bit into something sour. “I know who you are, torrent. Now, bare your left forearms for identification. Do not make any sudden moves, or you will be arrested.”

      Laciam’s assistant—a pale, scrawny fellow who didn’t look a day over seventeen—pressed a dark rectangular instrument against Reyne’s forearm. Reyne winced at the quick prick as the instrument drew a sample of his blood. The young man looked at the screen and announced, “Identity confirmed. Aramis Reyne, Playa colonist.”

      Laciam didn’t acknowledge the results as he’d become engrossed with Throttle. He cocked his head as though he was looking at a three-eyed dog. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “My legs don’t work,” she answered simply.

      Laciam frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      “I’m paralyzed,” she said with a deadpan expression. “My legs don’t work.” She’d spoken her last statement slowly as though speaking to a child.

      He took an obvious step back as if she were contagious. “I’ve heard about such things, but have never seen one in real life. You know, if you were a citizen, your faults would’ve been repaired.”

      Reyne chimed in. “Too bad colonists don’t have those kinds of luxuries.”

      Laciam ignored him, still staring at Throttle. “You wouldn’t be bad looking—for a colonist, that is—if you weren’t broken.”

      She clenched her fists, but said nothing.

      Reyne bit back the urge to rip out the officer’s throat. “I’m sure you’re busy, officer. What can we do to help you process us so we can get out of your hair?”

      Laciam snapped around to face him. “You don’t speak until spoken to, got it? One more unsolicited word from you, you get to spend a week in the brig. You want that?”

      “Not especially,” Reyne answered drily.

      The CUF officer glared at Reyne for an endless moment before finally breaking eye contact and nodding to his assistant to resume the task at hand.

      Boden had to jostle Throttle again to reveal his forearm to the assistant.

      “Confirmed. Tren Boden. Alluvian non-citizen,” the assistant read from his monitor before moving onto Throttle. “Confirmed. Halit Herley. Terra colonist.”

      Then came Doc. “Confirmed. Aila Chapei. Terra colonist.”

      Finally, Sixx held out his arm. “Confirmed. Jeyde Sixx. Spate colonist.”

      Laciam scrutinized Reyne and his crew. “It’s your lucky day. It seems you match up with your crew list.” Laciam motioned, and the dromadiers closed in around Reyne and his crew as though they’d try to make a run for it. Even if they wanted to—and Reyne certainly did—it wasn’t as though any of them could escape while deep in the bowels of a CUF warship.

      “Follow me to your holding rooms for interviews,” Laciam ordered, and took off ahead without waiting for a response.

      “We know the routine,” Reyne said under his breath.

      Laciam led them down a large hallway until they reached a line of doors along one wall. He punched keys on his wrist comm, and several doors opened.

      “One per room. Get moving,” the officer commanded.

      Reyne’s crew split into their cells. The dromadiers were none too patient as Boden carried Throttle into a room and set her down. They yanked him back and shoved him into a cell next to hers. “Lay off,” Boden snapped. “I’m going, I’m going.”

      After his crew was in their individual cells, Reyne entered the last open room. Even though he had no control over what the CUF did to his people, he still felt responsible for them and would damn well do everything in his power to see that they were treated as well as colonists could expect to be treated.

      His tiny room was made of bright white walls saturated in a near-blinding light. Inside sat a bench, the only furnishing. Spotlessly clean and exactly like every other CUF holding cell he’d ever been in. With nowhere to go, he took a seat, covered his eyes, and tried to catch some sleep.

      No such luck.

      The sound of powered movement alerted Reyne. Scowling, he opened his eyes and squinted against the dark shape emerging through the brightness. As his eyes adjusted, he noticed that a table and a cushioned bench had come out from the wall. He didn’t need to look around to know that there was also an automatic gun leveled at him from the ceiling.

      “Good day, Captain Reyne,” a female voice said as the newcomer’s features sharpened in the light. “I am Commandant Heid. Welcome to the Arcadia. I hope my first officer was not overzealous in processing you and your crew.”

      Reyne pushed to his feet to meet the senior officer at eye level. “In all my years as a runner, this is the first time a commandant has come down to talk to me. Adding that to the fact you burned juice on stealth, I’m guessing this is no ordinary dock check.”

      “Perhaps. Or, perhaps I’m simply bored.” She smiled. “But I’m not the first commandant you’ve spoken to, am I?”

      He didn’t answer.

      Heid took a seat across the table from him. “Today is a standard dock check, more or less.”

      “If it’s a standard check, then we should be wrapped up in no time. As you should be able to read in my records, I’m a legit runner, and I hold my crew to the same high standards.”

      She chuckled. “’High standards’ is not a term I’d apply to your crew.”

      Reyne realized just how young the officer was—in her mid-thirties or so—which meant she’d earned her rank from money—or was very, very good at her job. As he watched her, he supposed she could’ve also gotten promotions the old-fashioned way—from sleeping with the right officers. She had the curves of a fit woman, a model’s face, and eyes twinkling with keen intelligence. He doubted anyone ever told her no.

      He watched her, but she was busy scrolling through whatever information she was perusing on her wrist comm. Her dark hair was pulled into a tight bun, and he suspected she never let it down — figuratively speaking, that was.

      “When it comes to your crew, I think ‘miscreants’ may be a better term, don’t you think?” she continued, without looking up.

      He didn’t answer.

      “One of your crewmembers has seventy-eight open misdemeanors filed against him.”

      “Ah, but the CUF doesn’t deal with misdemeanors,” he countered, trying not to grin. Sixx must’ve scored another one in between their most recent runs.

      “Another one has been in and out of rehab three times for sweet soy addiction.”

      “Boden’s clean now. That’s ancient history.”

      “Last rehab was only eleven months ago.” She glowered. “Sweet soy is a terrible plague on Alluvia. I saw it everywhere, growing up. I’m from First City, on the other side of town from where Tren would’ve grown up in the tenured district. Life isn’t easy for tenured. Nearly all of them are addicts by the age of ten. He never stood a chance, really. I can’t imagine how much he must hate every citizen he sees.” She paused. “Though, I imagine your other two crewmembers hold even more hatred in their hearts against my people. Tell me, Captain Reyne. Do you still hate citizens as zealously as you did in the Uprising?”

      He shook his head. “I never hated citizens. I was just against the unfair treatment of colonists.”

      “Ah, but the two lines can become blurred. I imagine many of your torrents in the Uprising couldn’t differentiate between the two.” She paused. “Speaking of the Uprising, I was too young to participate, but I read about how you inspired rebellion. You were never afraid take the lead in battles. It was almost as though you weren’t afraid to die.”

      He shrugged. “None of us get out of life alive.”

      “No, I suppose not. However, while you had a reputation for taking dangerous risks, I also saw that you were never foolish. I studied your style. You led with your head and not your heart. I consider us kindred spirits in that.”

      He guffawed. “A citizen comparing herself to a colonist? Now, I’ve heard it all.”

      Her lips curled upward. “We’re more alike than you think. You know what else I think?”

      “What’s that?”

      “I think you’re still a torrent. Just like your entire crew are still torrents.”

      “You’re chasing ghosts. There are no torrents left,” he said simply. “They all died at Broken Mountain.”

      “Ah, yes. Broken Mountain.” She gave him a sympathetic look.

      He fought to hold himself back from strangling her.

      “The entire Collective equates the name Aramis Reyne with Traitor,” she said. “What impresses me is how you’ve managed to stay alive this long. You didn’t change your identity. You still fly the Gryphon. You’re basically spitting in the eye of the torrent spirit. How, in twenty years, did you not end up with a photon blast to the brain?”

      Reyne forced himself to breathe slowly in and out. “Just lucky, I guess.”

      She cocked her head. “Lucky is one thing you most definitely are not.” She leaned forward. “Will you tell me the story?”

      His jaw tightened. “I’m guessing you’ve heard it already.”

      “I’ve read your records, but they lack the flavor of what really happened. They speak of how a torrent marshal and a medic were at a farm, helping an injured little girl, when they were attacked. The marshal held off the dromadiers so that the medic could escape with her patient. The marshal was badly injured, but instead of killing him, the dromadiers brought the marshal to a nearby CUF base. It was at that base, while he was shackled to a gurney, that a commandant placed a radio in the marshal’s room so he could listen to the attack on Broken Mountain as it happened.

      “But, rather than breaking the marshal’s spirit as intended, it sent him into a berserker rage. Somehow, he managed to break free from his bonds and take the officer hostage. The marshal would’ve gotten free, too, except an adjutant showed up with two dromadiers, each one holding a gun to the head of the medic and little girl. They threatened tit for tat, so to speak. The commandant’s life in exchange for the two females. The marshal hadn’t realized that the pair had also been captured, and he surrendered rather than escape and live with their deaths on his conscience. The marshal was held on that base until after the torrents within Broken Mountain surrendered.”

      She held up a finger. “Surprisingly, rather than send him to the Citadel for prison or execution, the officer granted the marshal’s freedom. The Gryphon was disarmed, and all three fringe prisoners were released without further delay.”

      Reyne’s heart pounded as he relived in his head the weeks he spent at the CUF base. “Nice story, but I don’t see where you’re going with this.”

      She frowned. “The records have too many gaps, especially between the time of your attempted escape and your eventual freedom.”

      He leaned forward. “Is this why you stopped my ship? To fill in some gaps for your war story?”

      The side of her lip curled upward. “No. I have other business, but I’ve always found your story fascinating. Will you tell me why the officer expunged your record?”

      “Why don’t you ask him yourself?”

      She tapped a finger on the table. “I have two theories. My first theory is that when you found that small, broken girl, surrounded by death, she tugged at the last shreds of humanity you had left. Unable to let her die, you betrayed the torrents to save her life.” She cocked her head. “Or, you were a scapegoat. You remained true to the torrent cause, despite all risks to yourself and to the two females. Whether it was by calculation or by generosity, the officer released you. His actions set you up to take the fall, especially when all the other torrent marshals were sent to the Citadel or escaped to the edges of the fringe.”

      Reyne stared at her, teeth and fists clenched. “You don’t know me.”

      She shrugged. “You’re right. I don’t know you, but I bet one of my theories is close to being right.”

      He pushed off from his bench. “Are we done here?”

      “No, we’re not finished. Sit down.”

      He didn’t move. After an interminable silence, he relented and sat down.

      “Now that we’ve had a chance to talk, I think I know which theory is correct.”

      “And which one might that be?”

      Her wrist comm chimed, and she glanced down. She sighed deeply. “Our time together is growing short, and so we must talk about your cargo.”

      “Your men will find nothing,” he said coldly. “I’ve never smuggled contraband.”

      “It’s not illegal cargo I’m interested in,” she replied. “Tell me about the Genics Corp contract.”

      His eyes narrowed as she confirmed his suspicions regarding the reason they’d been stopped. “There’s nothing to tell. Standard salvage contract. A hauler ended up stranded in the path of a star swarm. We were sent in to retrieve a high-priority package. I have all the paperwork.”

      “I’ve read the paperwork. You didn’t find it suspicious that a modern hauler would have a level one catastrophic failure—one where not a single crewmember could reach an escape pod in time—exactly in the path of a star swarm only a few hours away?”

      “You tell me. I’m a runner, not a detective.”

      “Ah, but you were a chaser when a conscript in the CUF, were you not? You were paid to solve mysteries and hunt down criminals.” She tilted her head. “What did you find on the hauler? What was the state of the crew?”

      “Standard cat fail. All crew dead from exposure. Nothing out of the ordinary.”

      “Really?” Heid watched Reyne for an uncomfortably long moment, and he began to suspect that she knew more than she was letting on. “How convenient for you that we’ll never know, now that the ship has been destroyed by a star swarm.”

      Her comm chimed again, and she read the message. “I have what I need. My apologies for detaining you and your crew, and my apologies for having to seize the package you salvaged from the hauler.”

      Reyne’s hands hit the table. “Why? That was a legal contract. You can’t do that.”

      She ignored his question. “My men also removed twenty units of biome kits, as you did not have proper paperwork for those.”

      “We found them on the hauler,” he gritted out. “Code Eighty-Four-Bravo-Twenty-Six. It’s fully legal to salvage supplies from ships facing imminent destruction if the owners cannot retrieve them in time. Paperwork is not required as long as the goods are logged in to the system, which I did. I’m a licensed runner. You can’t take legal cargo without a warrant.”

      “I’m a commandant in the Collective Unified Forces. I will do anything I please to preserve the Collective’s well-being.”

      “Including stealing from colonists?” he snapped back.

      “I’m not stealing. I’m reappropriating those biome kits to where they can be better served.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Sure you are. And the package?”

      She stood and headed to the door. “I believe we’re done for today, Captain. Thank you for the conversation.”

      “Wait.” He jumped to his feet. “What’s in the package?”

      She stood in the doorway as though thinking. “You ever wonder about the decision you made while imprisoned on Terra? That you made the wrong decision?”

      The abrupt subject change made him take a second or two for her question to process in his head. “Never.”

      Heid gave a small nod and an almost-smile. “Don’t be glum. You should be thanking me. After all, I just saved Ice Port.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
4 UNFINISHED BUSINESS
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      Commandant Gabriela Heid stood before the monitor in her quarters and watched the Gryphon detach from the docking bay. The wheelchair-bound Terran’s skills were impressive, especially considering the colonist’s disability and lack of professional training. Heid was half-tempted to offer the pilot a job on the Arcadia. Heid could see to the repair of the colonist’s spine, but she wasn’t convinced that would be enough to sway the pilot to join the Arcadia’s crew without conscripting the Terran into service. Still, she made a note to have Sebin add the pilot to her personal watch list.

      Heid turned her attention back to the package resting on her table. Knowledge of its contents made her nauseous. When she’d first heard of its existence from sources far too reliable to be wrong, she knew it needed to be destroyed. Yet, despite the actions she and her counterparts had taken to ensure its demise on the Myrad hauler, it continued its path to destroy everything Heid worked for.

      She reached for the small tablet and entered her credentials. Once the machine ran through its series of encryption protocols, she fired off a message.

      

      
        
        Mason ~

        The cake is ready for delivery.

        ~ Baker

      

      

      

      Within minutes, she received an encrypted response.

      

      
        
        Baker ~

        Driver will pick up the cake from you and deliver it to the party. Ensure he has it ten hours before the event.

        ~ Mason

      

      

      

      She committed the message to memory and then deleted it. As she slid the tablet into her pocket, her door chimed, and her adjutant’s image appeared on the monitor.

      “Enter,” she commanded.

      The tall, well-built Alluvian strode into her quarters. “All biome kits retrieved from the fringe runner have been secured in cold storage, sir.”

      Heid nodded. “Let’s pray the kits can be used for new settlements rather than to rebuild existing ones.”

      Sebin glanced at the wall panel.

      She motioned to the same panel. “I already have the dampener on. The room is secure. You may speak freely.”

      “Any references to the package have been removed from the ship logs, Baker.” He intentionally called her by the code name no one else on the Arcadia knew—a code name that would spell their deaths if it became known to the wrong person.

      She sighed in relief. “Excellent work, Sebin. Today, we saved the life of Seamstress as well as the lives of thirty thousand Playans.”

      “Have you received instructions on what we are to do with the package?”

      “I have. We’ll be heading home to Alluvia. I imagine the crew is in need of some R&R.”

      His brows rose. “Alluvia? Isn’t that too dangerous? What if the package breaks open?”

      She shook her head. “It’ll never touch Alluvia’s surface. As soon as we reach orbit, Driver will relieve you of the package and see to the remainder of its journey back to its creator.”

      A smile crept up his face, but Heid didn’t smile. Instead, she added, “We can only hope that our luck holds and that we’re able to prevent the delivery of other packages.”

      He frowned. “Why would there be more? I thought Mason said this was an attack aimed at Vym Patel for her slander against the Collective.”

      She shook her head. “I believe that was merely an excuse for Myr’s elite to finally initiate their efforts to take over the fringe. With the colonies under Myr’s control, Alluvia wouldn’t stand a chance.”

      Sebin thought for a moment before nodding. “Now is the perfect time for them to make their move. Anyone would be blind to not see the separatist attitudes spreading like floodwater across Myr.”

      She held up a finger. “And Alluvia.” She sighed. “I’m afraid the time is here where people will be forced to choose sides. Those for Myr, those for Alluvia and the Collective, or those for entirely something else.”

      “The fringe will never support Alluvia in order to preserve the Collective. And, Alluvia will certainly never align with the fringe to bring about a new Collective.”

      Her jaw tightened. “Then, Myr will win.” She took a deep breath. “But, let’s leave that discussion for another time. Right now, we need to focus on the immediate mission of searching for other packages.”

      “Mason will find out if there are more,” Sebin offered hopefully. “He has to.”

      “Let’s hope he does so in time.” She paused. “I’ll secure the package in my personal safe along with further instructions. You know the access code. Retrieve the package the moment we reach Alluvian orbit. I’ll count on you to handle it from there.”

      “I’ll see it done.” His gaze softened. “Is there anything you need?”

      “No. Get some rest. You’ll need it. I worry the CUF will be busier after United Day. And, as will you.”

      He frowned. “How so?”

      She smiled warmly. “Mason said your training is near completion.”

      His lips parted before curling upward into a smile. Then, he stood taller and clicked his boots together. “For the free.”

      She clicked her boots in response. “For the Founders.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
5 INFINITE PROBLEMS


        

      

    

    
      Even after Boden worked miracles in patching the hull, the Gryphon docked at Ice Port on Playa three hours after their delivery deadline. No matter how fast Reyne hustled from the docks, he knew he was in for a penalty. He hadn’t even stepped through Kason’s door before his usually stoic handler jumped to his feet.

      “You’re late. In all the years we’ve worked together, you’ve never missed a deadline. Not once. Please tell me it’s not what I think it is.”

      “Well,” Reyne drawled. “If you’re thinking I no longer have the package, then yeah, it’s exactly what you’re thinking.”

      Kason fell back into his seat and dropped his head into his hands. After a string of curses, he leaned back and sighed. “What happened?”

      “Our friends in the CUF are what happened,” Reyne said before taking a seat across from Kason. “What I’ve been trying to figure out is how they even knew about the package. The contract was privately negotiated through Genics Corp, wasn’t it?”

      “Yeah. Nobody knew about the contract except for us. Genics put out feelers for anyone who had a hauler in that sector, and I signed us up. You sure the CUF stopped you for the package? After all, they had no reason to care about a private package, let alone have it show up on their radar.”

      “Oh, they cared all right. They cared enough to divert a warship to intercept it.”

      Kason’s jaw loosened as he stared at Reyne.

      Reyne’s lips thinned. “Tell me what was in that crate, Kason.”

      The Alluvian shrugged. “I have no idea. It was no-questions-asked contract. A simple grab-and-go.” After a moment, he sighed. “But I guess it’s out of our hands now. The CUF never returns anything they take. I’ll tell Genics Corp that you weren’t able to reach the hauler before the star swarm hit. Better they think their property was destroyed than sitting in a CUF cargo hold. Best-case scenario, we don’t get paid. Worst-case scenario, they blacklist us.”

      Reyne winked. “I’m sure you can sweet-talk Genics Corp into giving us another shot. After all, you’re a citizen.”

      His handler chortled. “I’m an Alluvian citizen. Genics Corp is a Myrad corporation. In case you haven’t gotten the memo, Myrads think Alluvians are beneath them.”

      “They think everyone’s beneath them. At least you have your citizenship. Colonists rank lower than the mud on their boots.”

      Kason smirked. “A proper Myrad would never have mud on their boots. They’d ride the backs of tenured across anything not paved with silver.”

      Reyne chuckled. “Good point.” He pushed to his feet. “Now, back to business. Tell me you got an after-hours pass for me. I need to get my regular cargo dropped off before a penalty kicks in.”

      Kason held up a hand. “Sorry, mate. You’ll have to unload in the morning.”

      “But that’ll put me at a thirty percent penalty. I’ll be taking a loss.”

      “I know. I tried everything I could to get you in tonight, but Vym called me personally. She said in no uncertain terms that the stationhouse would not reopen for—and I quote— ‘some ne’er-do-well who thinks the rules don’t apply to him’.”

      Reyne gave a crooked grin. “Sounds like she missed me.”

      “I was paraphrasing.” Kason’s gaze narrowed. “You’re not thinking about talking to her tonight to get her to change her mind, are you? She’ll put your nuts into a vise just for knocking on her door at this hour.”

      “I’ve got a broken ship and not nearly enough credits to fix it. Vym is the only one who can waive the penalty fee, and—if she’s in a really good mood—loan me some credits.”

      “You are an idiot, Aramis Reyne.”

      “Desperate,” Reyne corrected, holding up a finger. “That’s an entirely different thing than being an idiot.”

      “Sounds awfully close in my book. Go right ahead. It’s your gonads. Enjoy the torture.”

      “Ah, Kason. You always say the sweetest things.”

      The man waved him away. “Now, shoo. I’ve got contracts to line up before I head back home for United Day. Tell Boden if he wants me to bring anything back from Alluvia, he needs to stop by before morning.”

      “Will do.”

      Reyne left Kason’s office and took the long way back to the Gryphon to delay sharing the bad news. The bitterly cold wind seeped through the seams between his goggles and hood. Everything else was covered by his puffy, thick anorak, its length covering his entire body, all the way down over his hefty boots.

      Playa was the Collective’s ice world, far from the temperate planets of Myr and Alluvia. Without the right gear, a man could face hypothermia in fewer than five minutes standing outside in its freezing temperatures.

      His goggles iced up, and he walked alongside a wall to not lose his way. What little sunlight Playa days brought was long gone. His headlamp pierced bare inches of the icy slivers tearing through the wind. A blur of tall green anorak plowed into him, and he found himself slammed against the wall.

      “Watch where you’re going, fella,” Reyne said as he pushed himself off the wall.

      The eight-foot-tall stretch put his hands on his hips, indignant. “Wat you talk ‘bout? Ain’t no man.”

      “Oh. Sorry, ma’am. I couldn’t tell through your coat.”

      She shoved past him. “Outto my way, viggin’ out-worlda.”

      “Hey, I’m no off-worlder,” he snapped back. “I’m a Playan, like you.”

      She ignored him and ran off.

      “Viggin’ rude stretches,” he muttered as he watched the rail-thin woman run into the wind. Playa’s gravity was so low that colonists who couldn’t afford gravity suits mutated over the generations. Folks called them stretches because they grew so tall and thin. After a couple decades in Playa’s low-g without gravity suits, those colonists could never travel to another planet without their lungs collapsing and their hearts giving out under the pressure. They’d become fated to never leave their home world. Reyne imagined stretches would reach ten feet tall within a few more generations.

      Even though Playa was one of the few Collective worlds to contain breathable air before terraforming, it had been more expensive and took more time to prepare the ice world to sustain life. After nearly two hundred years, there were still only three cities, the smallest population of any of the Collective planets.

      Most citizens found no pleasure in making the long trip to the cold, dark planet. Kason was one of a few citizens to have ever stepped foot on Playa. A wanderer at heart, he spread his time equally across all the Collective worlds.

      The CUF was also an exception. A CUF ship docked at Ice Port every month for one very important resource—conscripts. By law, the CUF could enlist any able-bodied colonist into five-year service. Stretches were excluded from service, and fringe doctors could be paid to mark a person down as unfit for service. But Reyne wasn’t a stretch, and had no money. He’d left Playa a week after his eighteenth birthday to serve a government he’d never seen or benefitted from.

      Collective law required only five years of service, but colonists who performed well rarely received their dismissal papers in fewer than twenty years without having connections or money. He had served eleven years on a CUF warship as a chaser before he’d earned enough money on the side to expedite his dismissal papers.

      That was a lifetime ago.

      A lifetime he’d rather forget.

      When the space docks came into view, Reyne blew out a frosty sigh of relief. He flashed his pass-card to enter the massive building, and jogged down the ramp to where the Gryphon waited. She was smaller than most haulers. Scratches and dents marred her rilon hull, and he noticed the new, six-foot-long dented slice she’d acquired from the star swarm. Still, she looked good considering the rough life she’d had. He found an uptick in his mood as he walked up the steps to her port.

      Inside, he found everyone in the commons. Doc was reading a book to the crew—with Throttle in her wheelchair, Sixx on the floor with his eyes closed and hugging the biome kit he’d managed to hide from the CUF, and Boden leaning against the wall. When Reyne entered, Doc stopped reading.

      Sixx sat up. The bruising under his eyes accentuated his Asian heritage. “Are we getting paid tonight?”

      “Still working on it.” Reyne nodded to the mechanic. “Gear up, Boden. You’re with me.”

      “Where are we going?” Boden asked.

      “We’re off to pay Vym a little visit.”

      He grimaced. “I hate going there. She always touches me.”

      “Maybe she won’t this time.”

      “I’ll go,” Sixx volunteered.

      “Hell, no,” Reyne retorted. “She said she’d shoot you if you came within eyesight of her.”

      “What’d Sixx do now?” Throttle asked.

      Reyne tossed a sideways glance. “He slept with Vym’s niece.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Smooth move, Sixx.”

      Sixx leaned back down and waved a hand in the air. “What was I to do? She threw herself at me. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings.”

      “She was eighteen.”

      “She knew plenty for an eighteen-year-old.” Sixx pouted and blew out a breath. “It’s not like I have anywhere else to go. I had an appointment scheduled for later tonight, but unless you get me my paycheck, I’m going to have to cancel on Naughty Naomi. Too bad, too, because she is a very naughty lady.”

      “Ew,” Throttle said.

      “You, you, and you, behave.” Reyne pointed to each crewmember staying behind. “Boden and I will be back in no time. We’ll unload the cargo then.” He turned to Boden. “Let’s go.”

      None of them were happy about sitting in the docks with a ship full of cargo and empty pockets. With equal parts hope and doubt, Reyne and Boden headed to Vym’s. Ice Port’s stationmaster had shown a fondness for the Alluvian mechanic the moment she’d met him. If anyone could help sway the old woman’s mind, it’d be Boden.

      For negotiations involving any other woman, Reyne would bring Sixx. He had a body built for fantasies, a smile to melt hearts, and renowned sexual prowess to make even the most resilient woman weak in the knees. Women flocked to the thief like mice to philoseed. But not Vym. Most definitely not Vym. He could only hope that seeing Boden would improve her mood tonight.

      The stationhouse, which was located within the fringe station’s center, was only a couple hundred meters from the docks. Even then, the winds had doubled in intensity during the minutes Reyne had spent on the Gryphon. The winds would continue to pick up speed throughout the night. Anyone caught outside during the four “dead hours,” as the Playans called them, would be blown into the frozen abyss. Reyne and Boden had nearly three hours before that time.

      When the men reached the stationmaster’s office, Reyne chipped ice from the comm on the door and spoke loudly into the panel. “Aramis Reyne here to see Stationmaster Patel.”

      They waited outside for several freezing seconds before the door opened and one of Vym’s overly muscular lackeys motioned them inside. “No weapons,” he mumbled in a baritone voice.

      “We’re clean,” Reyne said, though between him and Boden, they had two photon guns and several knives. It was an unspoken rule on any fringe world. A colonist without weapons was either stupid or dead, with one usually following the other. Vym would be disappointed in Reyne if he showed up unarmed. After all, the woman had practically raised him after his mother was caught outside in the dead hours. His father had been killed while in conscripted service two months before that. Reyne had been only eight at the time.

      The lackey—one of Vym’s regulars—led them down a stark hallway to Vym’s office and living quarters. Unlike her fellow stationmasters on the other fringe worlds, Vym showed no interest in luxuries or formalities. She looked hard, spoke hard, and was an even harder negotiator.

      Reyne and Boden entered to find Vym honing one of her many knives, a sharp contrast to her thin, grandmotherly looks.

      “Hello, Vym,” Reyne said.

      Her response was the rough sound of her blade against the whetstone.

      Reyne glanced over at Boden, who shrugged.

      She spoke after a lengthy moment. “Kason said you had a package for me.”

      “His statement was a bit premature,” Reyne replied, “as said package is no longer in my possession.”

      “And just where might said package be now?”

      “On a CUF warship.”

      “On exactly which CUF warship?”

      Reyne frowned in surprise at why she would care. CUF was CUF in his mind. “On board the Arcadia, the last I knew. It’s captained by Commandant⁠—”

      “Gabriela Heid,” she finished. “Yes, I’m aware of the Arcadia and her crew. I keep myself apprised of all the Collective’s senior dromadiers.”

      Vym Patel didn’t speak like a Playan. She spoke like a citizen, even though she was born on Playa. She looked like she drank tea in dainty cups, but Reyne knew she could drink any man under the table when it came to whiskey. No one knew her history, but it was obvious she’d served a length of time off world. Reyne had often wondered under which CUF division she’d served, and in what capacity. To become a stationmaster took a long reach with the Collective’s powers that be, a reach longer than any fringe money could buy. Vym had clearly made an impression somewhere along the way.

      “I find it bothersome,” she continued. “That I have no knowledge of whatever gift someone sent me. Tell me more.”

      “I don’t have much to tell. Kason got the contract from Genics Corp. There was a Myrad hauler cat fail in the path of a star swarm, and they needed someone to grab a package and deliver it straight to you.”

      “A single package? None of its other cargo?”

      He shook his head. “Just the one.”

      She began sharpening a different blade. “What was in this package?”

      He shrugged. “I have no idea. Kason doesn’t seem to know, either.”

      “What did it look like?”

      He held out his hands. “About this big.” When she didn’t look up, he continued. “A small metal box, each side no more than a half-meter.”

      “Intriguing,” she said. “But we both know you didn’t come here to talk about my secret admirer.”

      “It’s about the delivery penalty,” he began. “We docked this evening. We’re ready to unload now. Waive the penalty fee and let us unload tonight.”

      She looked up. “You know I can’t do that. If I did that for you, every runner would ask for the same leniency. Before you know it, the runners’ union will demand no fees. Every runner will get lazy, and Ice Port won’t get its deliveries on time. When deliveries are late, people starve. You unload in the morning, and you get a thirty percent penalty.”

      Reyne swallowed. “With that penalty, I don’t break-even. I need to pay my crew.”

      “You also need to pay your rent and docking fees. You’re two months late on both. One more week, and I’m renting your place out to someone else.”

      “Vym, come on.”

      “I hear you also need to repair your ship.” She walked around her desk and headed straight toward Boden. Reyne’s tall mechanic visibly tensed.

      She ran her hands over Boden’s biceps before letting them settle on his hips. Reyne winced at Boden’s obvious discomfort.

      She smiled. “Tell me, Tren. Who’s your favorite stationmaster?”

      “You are, Lady Patel,” he replied glumly.

      She slapped his butt and smiled. “I always love how you address me as though I were a citizen.”

      She took a step back, and her smile faded. “But I’m not a citizen and never will be. We’re colonists. A simple label that makes us less worthy than a privileged few because of the land on which we were born.”

      She returned to her desk and took a seat. “Tren, what repairs are needed?”

      Boden began counting on his fingers. “The stern has a breach. One of the nav engines is shot. The gear for the solar sails is sticking. The air converter overheated because I had to run it at max all the way back. Those are the critical issues, for starters. I have a long list on non-critical repairs needed.”

      “Those are costly repairs, and any single one of them grounds you.” She looked at Reyne. “I’ve seen your bank accounts. After all, I am your banker. You’re not going anywhere anytime soon.”

      Reyne clenched his jaw shut to not snap back a retort.

      She resumed sharpening her blades. “I’m feeling generous. I’ll fix your ship, Reyne. Not only that, but I’ll also have it ready for you in three days.”

      Reyne’s eyes narrowed. “Whatever your deal is, I doubt I can afford it.”

      She smirked. “We both know that you can’t afford to not accept my deal, regardless of what it is. I’m not even asking you to do anything illegal. In fact, I’m giving you and your crew the chance to help the fringe in a way you’ve always wanted.”

      He cocked his head. “What’s the deal?”

      “I want you to speak with someone.”

      He laughed aloud. “You’ll fix the Gryphon in exchange for me to talk to someone? That’s all?”

      She gave a thin smile and nodded. “That’s all.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Who?”

      “An old friend of yours.”

      “Who?”

      Her smile grew wide. “Critch.”

      All expression leeched from his face. “No.”

      “Consider it an opportunity to reconnect with an old friend.”

      He shook his head. “No way, Vym. We both know I’m a dead man the second I walk through his door.”

      She shook her head. “He and I have an understanding. Besides, you are kindred spirits. You’ve both always been after the same thing. You remember what that is, don’t you?”

      Reyne swallowed. “I remember, but that was a long time ago.”

      “Not so long ago, and things haven’t changed.”

      “I know things have changed enough for Critch to want me dead. I guaran-damn-tee he’s not changing his mind anytime soon.”

      She smiled. “Trust me.” Then she shrugged. “Or, don’t trust me. But if you want your ship repaired, you’ll take the deal.”

      Reyne looked at Boden, who was watching him with an inquisitive expression. Without Vym, he couldn’t get a loan on Playa. If he couldn’t get the Gryphon repaired, they couldn’t make deliveries. Even after working for the infamous Aramis Reyne, Boden, Sixx, and Doc could find new jobs, but Throttle didn’t stand a chance. No one would hire her with her disability.

      He gave Vym a hard look. “If I don’t make it back, I need your word that my crew will be taken care of.”

      “Always,” she said without hesitation.

      “Then, you’ve got yourself a deal.” Reyne turned abruptly and strode from Vym’s office, with Boden’s heavy bootsteps behind him. He suspected the game Vym was playing. There could be only one reason she’d want him to reconnect with Critch.

      After twenty years, he’d given up hope for the Uprising. He’d thought everyone else had given up on the Uprising.

      He was wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
6 DANGEROUS DISCOVERIES


        

      

    

    
      Three days later, the Gryphon broke free from Playa’s atmosphere and cruised into the smooth blackness of space, where Reyne could usually find some semblance of peace. Only, this time, their current run weighed heavily on his mind.

      “I can’t believe we’re going to the Space Coast,” Throttle said, not even trying to hide the excitement in her voice. “I’ve never been in a real asteroid belt before. Is it as dangerous as they say?”

      He reined himself in from his thoughts. “Worse, and it’s not because of the asteroids. The rocks move slowly. They’re easy to miss. The danger with asteroid belts is what they hide. Once you enter the Coast, you have to keep one eye on the lookout for asteroids, and the other on the lookout for pirates.”

      She rubbed her hands together. “I can handle that.”

      Reyne smiled. “I know you can, but rest up. I want you at the top of your game when we enter the Coast. There’s a reason even the CUF won’t go near there.”

      “The ship’s running better than ever,” she said. “Flight plan shows we’ll reach Nova Colony in twenty-six hours.”

      “Good,” he said, unbuckling from his seat and crossing the bridge. “I want to get this deal over with. Keep running diagnostics. Vym didn’t repair the Gryphon out of the goodness of her heart. She’s got something up her sleeve.”

      He headed down the hallway to the commons to find Boden, Doc, and Sixx snacking from a bowl of raisins.

      “Taking a break already?” Reyne asked.

      “We’ve searched the ship,” Sixx said. “We didn’t find anything.”

      Reyne rubbed his neck. “There’s no way Vym fixed the ship without leaving her grubby prints somewhere on it. Keep searching.”

      “We were thorough,” Doc said. “We’ve scoured the cargo bay and went through every cabinet. If she’s smuggling something, we’re not going to find it without taking the ship apart piece by piece.”

      Reyne grabbed a handful of raisins from the bowl. “Then, you need to start taking it apart piece by piece.”

      Her jaw dropped. “You can’t possibly want us to open every panel.”

      “That’s exactly what I want. I need to know what she’s having us smuggle for her before we get to Nova Colony.”

      The crew in the room let out a collective groan.

      “Sure thing, boss. We’ll get started on finding that needle in a haystack…right after break, of course.” Sixx popped a raisin in his mouth. “So, fill us in. Who’s this mysterious contact Vym is having you meet at Nova Colony?”

      “Some man by the name of Critch,” Boden offered, before digging out a handful of raisins.

      Reyne glared at his mechanic, but it was already too late. By the look of Doc’s blanched face, she remembered that name all too well.

      “We’re going to Nova Colony to see Critch?” she asked softly.

      “No, we’re going to Nova Colony, where I’m going to see Critch. You’re all staying on the ship,” Reyne replied.

      “That’s a suicide mission,” she countered.

      “Maybe. Maybe not.” Reyne chewed on his raisins.

      “Who’s Critch?” Sixx asked.

      “He’s a pirate,” Doc said, narrowing her eyes in a sideways glance directed at Reyne. “A very dangerous pirate.”

      “Psh,” Sixx said. “Pirates are overrated.”

      “He captains the Honorless,” she added.

      “Oh.” Sixx’s eyes widened, and he turned to Reyne. “Doc’s right. It’s a suicide mission. Why aren’t we running the other way?”

      Finding his stomach suddenly without appetite, Reyne threw his remaining raisins back into the bowl. As he strode from the commons, he heard Doc begin a tale he had no desire to hear again.

      “Critch is more than a pirate,” Doc continued. “You know the story that Reyne was one of the two torrent marshals at the Siege of Terra during the Uprising. You’ve also heard how Reyne disappeared just before the Battle of Broken Mountain, leaving behind an inexperienced marshal half his age?”

      “Of course,” Sixx said. “Everyone’s heard that story, but anyone who’s ever met Reyne wouldn’t believe it for a minute.”

      “Well, Critch was that other marshal.”

      Reyne picked up his pace back to the bridge so that he could no longer hear the crew’s conversation.

      “Hey,” Throttle said. “I was just going to ping you.”

      Relieved for the distraction, he headed over to her. “What’d you find?”

      “I don’t know yet, but Vym has definitely put something on the ship. I’ve been running the numbers against our power usage. We’re running heavier.”

      He frowned. “How much heavier?”

      “It’s significant. If I’m reading this right, we’re carrying a few hundred extra kilograms.”

      “Show me.”

      Her fingers flew over the instrument panel until the list of weight-and-balance calculations were brought to the forefront. He ran his finger down each line item until he came to the variance.

      “Four hundred and twenty-nine kilos. It can’t be.” A shiver climbed his spine, and he found himself lightheaded. He grabbed ahold of the panel’s edge.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      He took a deep breath. “The Gryphon used to weigh a bit more in her early days. Four hundred and twenty-nine extra kilos, to be exact.”

      He had to see the truth for himself. He hustled to his seat and ran through the menus.

      “Reyne?”

      He watched as a series of green lights came to life. Lines of text began to scroll.

      “Reyne, seriously. What the hell’s going on?”

      Without looking up, he pointed in her direction. “Language.”

      She let out an exasperated sigh, but he read the text repeatedly before he believed it wasn’t some error.

      “That can’t be right.”

      Reyne jerked around to find that Throttle had rolled up next to him and was reading the screen.

      She pointed to the text. “Tell me that can’t be right.”

      He read the seven lines one more time.

      Phase Cannon: Operational and Armed.

      Photon Gun One: Operational and Armed.

      Photon Gun Two: Operational and Armed.

      Photon Gun Three: Operational and Armed.

      Photon Gun Four: Operational and Armed.

      Photon Gun Five: Operational and Armed.

      Photon Gun Six: Operational and Armed.

      “Why would Vym arm the Gryphon?” she asked.

      He took a deep breath. “My guess? Vym never gave up hope on the Uprising, and she’s pulling us into her torrent army, whether we volunteer or not.”

      After a moment, Throttle’s lips curled upward. “It’s about viggin’ time.”
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      Reyne woke the following morning with a hard reminder that with whiskey came hangovers. He still had all the memories he’d attempted to drown, except now he had a hell of a pounding headache to go along with them.

      He gently lifted the arm draped across his chest and climbed out of bed. Doc mumbled something incoherent before rolling onto her other side. He didn’t need to dress since he hadn’t bothered to undress the night before. He buckled his pants and stumbled from his quarters and to the commons. There, he went straight for a juice bag and chugged the entire contents.

      “Rough night?”

      Reyne turned to find Sixx eating breakfast, realizing the other man had been sitting there the entire time. Reyne tossed the empty bag and grabbed a second juice bag before pulling out a chair and plopping down.

      “Throttle told me about our upgrades.” Sixx whistled. “That’s some serious armament. Any theories?”

      “Working on it.”

      “Hopefully, we don’t run into a CUF cruiser. They’ll be in for one hell of a surprise when they scan us. We’ll spend the rest of our about-to-become incredibly short lives munching on vigs and cockroaches in the Citadel.”

      Reyne shook his head slowly, wincing at the movement. “The Gryphon might be a hauler now, but she’s got the heart of a gunship. Her hull’s been reinforced with rilon, with a couple extra layers covering the gun bays. No ramp scan would pick them up, and Vym knows this.”

      “Well, aren’t we lucky?”

      Reyne grunted. “Now, if the CUF did a manual search of the gun bays⁠—”

      “We’d be screwed,” Sixx finished for him.

      “Yeah, we’d be screwed.”

      With a sigh, he pushed to his feet. Now that he could string together semi-rational thoughts through the sledge hammer pounding a staccato rhythm in his brain, he headed toward the bridge. It was empty—Throttle would still be in bed after they spent most of the night hailing Ice Port. To no surprise, Vym hadn’t responded to any of his pings.

      The old woman wasn’t dumb. She had to have known they would discover the armaments. Why hadn’t she said something back on Ice Port? More importantly, what the hell was she planning?

      He had a sinking feeling he’d been set up to deliver a gunship to a torrent crew of Vym’s choosing at Nova Colony, and Critch would be there to clean up loose ends—namely, Reyne and his crew. If that were the case, Vym would quickly learn that Reyne wouldn’t give up his ship without a fight. He’d have no problem using his new phase cannon to protect his ship and his crew.

      A bell chimed, and Reyne checked the notification. He pinged Throttle’s comm. “You’d better get up here if you want to fly through an asteroid belt.”

      After a delay, she grumbled, “Coming.”

      Moments later, Throttle wheeled onto the bridge—her eyes still half-closed—and locked in at her panel.

      He watched her. “You sure you’re up to this?”

      She yawned and stretched. “Oh, yeah. Definitely.” She pulled her mussed-up hair into a ponytail before turning her focus to the instruments. She cracked her knuckles. And, just like that, she was all business. “All right. Switching to manual controls. Maintaining speed until we hit the edge of the Coast. Then we’ll drop down to half-speed to avoid any big, ugly rocks.”

      “And pirates,” Reyne added, but she didn’t acknowledge him, already deep into her own world.

      He grabbed the comm and announced to the ship, “We’re coming up on the Space Coast in ten minutes. Lock down anything that can be locked down, and strap in. Get ready for a bumpy ride.”

      In an asteroid belt, the larger asteroids were easy to avoid. It was the much smaller meteoroids—called mosquitoes—that wreaked havoc on hulls. Throttle’s jagged flight plan appeared on Reyne’s screen, and he began running scans for bogeys along the grid.

      “I’m pulling in the solar sails now and switching on the Flux engine,” she announced.

      A moment later, Reyne felt the ship slow down.

      “I’m starting the run-up sequence for the jump shields,” she continued.

      When Throttle was a little girl and first took the controls of the Gryphon, Reyne had made her talk through every single thing she needed to do to pilot the ship. It was a habit that helped her learn faster, and a habit she’d never given up. Thankfully, she no longer voiced each and every keystroke as she used to be so keen on doing.

      “Jump shields are active at one hundred percent,” she said before adding, “Bring on the rocks.”

      The Space Coast filled the view screen, a majestic expanse that was both awe striking and ominous. Reyne found it surreal—a three-dimensional black beach of rocks, some large enough to hold the entire CUF fleet, others small pebbles. The belt moved slowly. One would have to watch the asteroids for some time to discern any hint of movement. However, the devils would sneak up on a pilot if he weren’t paying attention.

      The Space Coast was a dangerous beauty.

      It’d been too long since he’d been out there. When he returned from CUF service, he practically lived on the Coast. He honed his skills on the Coast, constantly pushing himself to fly faster and turn harder as he made the annual Coastal Run. He never won, but he always placed in the top ten, and—more importantly—he always survived.

      Seeing the Coast made Reyne regret that he’d been too protective of Throttle. She would love flying the Coastal Run, and, unlike him, she’d win.

      An alarm beeped, warning them they’d broken the Space Coast barrier. Autopilot would no longer be available, because the Coastal grid was constantly changing, not that Throttle would ever dream of using autopilot out here.

      “Looks like I’m just in time.”

      Reyne turned around to see Sixx take a seat and strap in. “Damn, the Coast sure is a sight. It’s been too long.”

      “Yeah.” Reyne’s nostalgia disappeared when the Gryphon veered a hard left. With his attention back on the view panel, he watched as Throttle maneuvered around a cluster of mid-sized rocks, making sharp turns…on purpose.

      His eyes widened as a brown rock became a bull’s-eye on the view panel. “Throttle, I assume you see the ship-killer at our twelve o’clock.”

      “Relax, I’ve got it,” she said, before banking right and narrowly missing the boulder.

      “Cutting it a little close, are we?” Sixx asked.

      Throttle grinned.

      The rocks became fewer and larger, and Reyne relaxed in his seat and began to zoom in on the larger asteroids.

      “Hm,” Throttle said.

      Reyne looked up. “What’s wrong?”

      “This is nothing compared to outrunning a star swarm,” she replied.

      “Think of it this way,” Sixx began. “The life expectancy of a pilot in a swarm is roughly eight point two seconds. Then, compare that to the Coast where people choose to live out nice, semi-long lives. So yeah, the two are nothing alike.”

      Her shoulders slumped. “I know, but I didn’t expect flying the Coast to be so boring.”

      “Boring is good when it comes to flying,” Reyne said. “It’s the high-adrenaline moments when a pilot has to worry.”

      She straightened. “Ooh, I have an idea. Can we try out the phase cannon on a few rocks?”

      “I think firing the phase cannon is a great idea,” Sixx added.

      “No,” Reyne answered.

      “How about the photon guns?” she asked.

      “I think firing the photon guns is a great idea,” Sixx tacked on.

      “No.” Reyne pointed at Sixx. “And you’re not helping.”

      “Old guy’s a real party pooper,” Sixx grumbled.

      “I’m not old,” Reyne defended.

      Throttle chortled. “You’re old. You even walk like an old guy.”

      “It’s called arthritis. You’d better be careful. Young space jockeys can get it, too.”

      Sixx joined in. “Keep telling yourself that, old guy.”

      As Sixx and Throttle continued bantering at Reyne’s expense, he focused on his panel. His eyes narrowed on a large rock in their path. He zoomed in as far as the camera would go, to where the image became pixelated. The rock was dark, nearly pure black, with specks of brown pockmarking its surface. At its edge, something the color of dark gray peeked out.

      The color of rilon.

      “Throttle, you might get that excitement you were looking for,” he said.

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “We have a tail,” he announced. “But I can’t get an ID.”

      “Where?” Sixx’s seat buckle clinked as the man hustled to peer over Reyne’s shoulder.

      “I’m marking the rock in quadrant one-seven-four,” Reyne said.

      “Firing the phase cannon is sounding better every minute,” Sixx said.

      He glanced back at the other man. “Let’s hope it doesn’t have to come to that.” He returned to his console. “The bogey hasn’t moved, and sensors show no sign of their engines firing up.”

      “Maybe they haven’t seen us,” Throttle offered.

      Sixx chuckled. “You’re one hell of an optimist.”

      “Shut off all nav lights,” Reyne commanded. “On the off chance your optimism turns out to be reality, we don’t need to be lit up like a Spaten whore.”

      He then clenched the comm in his hand and broadcast his next words to the entire crew. “Heads up, everyone. Seems we have a player waiting on the sidelines who might try to jump into the game.”

      He turned to Throttle. “We’ve got a Flux Whisper. Chances are, they don’t have anything near that caliber. Problem is, we don’t know the Coast like the back of our hands, and I’d lay bets that they do. If they try to take us, do you want to outrun them? It’s your call.”

      “Hell yes,” she replied far too quickly.

      “Okay, then. It’s your party. We’ll cover you.” He nodded to Sixx. “You take the forward guns. I’ll take the aft.”

      “Aye, aye, boss.” Sixx buckled back into his seat.

      “You won’t need the guns,” Throttle said with confidence.

      “Let’s hope that’s the case,” Reyne cautioned as he opened the weapons console. “Give them a wide berth, Throttle. Make it clear we know they’re out there.”

      “Wilco,” she said.

      Tension built up within Reyne’s shoulders as they closed the distance. He didn’t take his eyes off the bogey. “We might get lucky. The scans haven’t picked up any signs of it powering up yet.”

      Throttle angled the Gryphon to place a mid-sized rock between the two ships.

      He held his breath as they passed the bogey. “Still no change.”

      As soon as they were beyond the ship, its engine flared to life and it shot out from its cover.

      “He’s out and on our ass,” Reyne called out. “Looks like we’ve got ourselves some pirates. Find us some distance, Throttle.”

      The Gryphon’s engine set the entire ship in a tooth-rattling, humming vibration. The next instant, Reyne found himself pressed against the back of his seat. He opened the gun bays and started sighting in each of the aft photon guns.

      Throttle took the ship in aggressive twists and sharp turns, nearly skimming rocks. As expected, the pirate ship didn’t have the speed of the Gryphon, and the distance grew between them. Reyne lost visual with the bogey when Throttle banked around a large rock.

      “I think we lost them,” she said.

      Just then, a larger ship popped out from a cavern within the rock directly in front of them and shot out an EMP net.

      “Shit!” Throttle yanked the ship at a hard angle to avoid hitting the net.

      “It’s a tag team,” Reyne started. “Sixx!”

      “Got ‘em.” Sixx fired off several bursts.

      The first ship somehow managed to catch up and was tailing them again. Without taking time for automated targeting, Reyne manually fired at it, narrowly missing.

      “I clipped mine,” Sixx exclaimed. “Big bird’s heading off. Doesn’t look like he wants to play with us.”

      Reyne watched his target slow and peel away. “Other bogey is bugging out.”

      He scanned the quadrants, finding nothing but the two departing ships. “Everything looks clear, but keep your eyes peeled.”

      After closing the gun bays, Reyne turned to Throttle. “Was that exciting enough for you?”

      She tried not to smile, but then broke into a wide grin. “That was crazy. But seriously, who would live out here if they had to fly past that every time?”

      Reyne looked at the Coast before them. “Pirates don’t attack their own. I’m guessing this pair was the welcome party, and I wouldn’t be surprised if they were out here waiting for us. My guess is they wanted to strip us of our ship and weapons before bringing us into Nova Colony. I should warn you. I’m not the most popular guy out here.”

      “They’re idiots then,” she said simply.

      His console chimed, and he let out a deep breath. He broadcast his words to the entire crew so that Doc and Boden would also hear. “We’re coming up on Nova Colony. Prepare for landing.”

      Throttle contacted the port control and initiated the approach and landing sequence, switching from the powerful Flux engine to the two small navigational engines. Reyne watched as they approached the asteroid known as Nova Colony. From space, it looked like any other gargantuan asteroid. No lights or manmade architecture dotted its surface, as asteroids tended to be pelted regularly by rock showers.

      Sometime in Nova Colony’s distant history the asteroid had an abundance of frozen water that hollowed out a maze of underground caverns. Those now-empty caverns made perfect shelters, making Nova Colony the only official settlement on the Space Coast—and the only colony outside Collective control.

      Life on Nova Colony wasn’t easy. Inhabited by pirates, convicts, and anyone else who desired to live outside the Collective’s reach, its residents weren’t exactly friendly to newcomers. Nova Colony had its own police force, but they were as likely to kill you as to help you.

      As Throttle lowered the Gryphon into the wide cavern leading to the landing docks, apprehension tightened Reyne’s already tense shoulders. There were ten thousand reasons why he avoided coming here, and he began to have more doubts about taking Vym’s deal.

      The ship settled into a landing slot. Magnetized mooring cables shot out and attached to the Gryphon to secure it in place. Throttle powered down the engines, and Reyne jumped from his seat, anxious to put the whole mess behind him.

      “That was an interesting ride,” Doc said as she and Boden hustled onto the bridge.

      “Listen up,” Reyne said. “No one leaves the ship. And that includes you, Sixx.”

      “Like hell. I’m not letting you go into that viper’s nest alone,” Sixx said. “Besides, they have the best beer in the system.”

      Reyne’s hard expression quelled any more dissent. “I need you all here to guard the ship. This asteroid is the worst place in the system for shipjackings. And we just gave away the Gryphon’s secret, which makes her a hot commodity. Trust no one, and don’t let anyone except me on board, especially anyone who looks official. If I’m not back in three hours, you leave. Got it?”

      Throttle let out a hmph. “We’re not leaving you.”

      “You won’t be. If I’m not back, I’m already dead.”

      She sobered.

      “That’s why I need to come with you,” Sixx said with no hint of humor this time.

      Reyne shook his head. “If they want to kill me, it’s not going to make a lick of difference if I’m alone or if I have an army with me. Anyone at my side will be just as dead.”

      “Maybe, but I’ll sure as hell take out a few before I go.”

      “I know you would, but I need you here, with Throttle and the rest of the crew.” Reyne attempted a smile. “Hey Throttle, it’s not so bad. If I don’t make it back, the Gryphon’s yours.”

      She sneered. “Oh. If that’s the case, enjoy yourself out there.”

      He gave a weak smile. “Okay then. See you by…” He checked the panel.

      “Thirteen-twenty,” she said before he could speak.

      “Thirteen-twenty,” he repeated, then rushed from the bridge so he didn’t have to see the worry in her eyes.

      He headed straight for the airlock and hustled into his suit. Just as he was about to open the outer door, he heard Throttle’s voice in his speakers.

      “Hey, Reyne.”

      “Yeah?”

      Throttle’s tone was dead serious. “Promise me you’re coming back.”

      He flipped off his speakers without responding.

      On her tenth birthday, he’d had no gift for her. Instead, he’d promised her that he would never, ever lie to her. He’d kept his word, which meant he couldn’t make her this new promise. He swallowed, opened the airlock, pushed himself out of the safety of the ship, and grabbed one of the many zip lines strung across the docks.

      He pulled himself down the line until he reached a motorized handle, which then zoomed him into the deepest interior of the dock, just outside Nova Colony’s airlock. He hit a switch on the wall. A second later, a light turned green and the door opened. He entered, immediately feeling the stronger gravity that was bolstered by EM fields, much like what the Gryphon used. A moment after the door behind him closed, a screen flashed the words Pressurization Complete. Welcome to Nova Colony. Obey all Coastal laws or forfeit your life.

      Reyne tugged off his helmet and crossed through the internal door. The caverns inside smelled of human sweat and sounded like bustling activity. There was no atmosphere on Nova Colony, requiring the caverns to be tightly sealed and the air constantly recycled. It didn’t smell pleasant, but there were far worse smells in the universe.

      Everyone stared at Reyne, and he fought the urge to reach for his photon gun. Taking a deep breath, he began walking. It took him several long steps before he found his stride in the stronger gravity. Several more steps and he reached his destination. A neon sign that read UNEVEN BAR flashed above its door. The sign was askew, fitting for its namesake. The bar was the first commercial establishment in Nova Colony, having been built even before the EM fields were in place. Everyone who’d ever passed through the Space Coast ended up at this bar at some point or another.

      Reyne entered the bar to find it hadn’t changed much. It was still dark and dirty, and reeked of alcohol and sex. The tables were filled, as they were every hour of every day. The only things that had changed were that the bar was completely silent and everyone was watching him.

      He could cut the tension with the blade he had strapped on his boot. He found it surprising he was still alive, considering how many faces he recognized—and knowing that every single one of them wanted him dead.

      Yet he was still alive. Hell, maybe his luck was changing.

      A man who’d been sitting at the bar turned and stood to face Reyne.

      Like the bar, the man had changed startlingly little. He still had scars covering his face, still had the same brown hair, though the streaks of gray were new.

      “Hello, Critch,” Reyne said.

      A smile tugged at the corners of Critch’s mouth.

      Reyne’s eyes widened. He spun around, but was too late. Blinding pain erupted in the back of his head. He fell as blackness claimed him.
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      Reyne came awake with his head throbbing twice as hard as it had that morning. He gingerly touched the back of his head. “Son of a bitch.”

      “I’m surprised you showed up.”

      Reyne cracked open his eyes to find two Critches standing in front of him. As Reyne’s vision came into focus, the shape solidified into a single man. He hadn’t seen the pirate in twenty years, but he’d seen his picture on the news plenty—each time, the bounty higher than the time before.

      “And miss the chance to see your ugly mug again?” Reyne responded. “I never would’ve taken you for a nostalgic man, but the Uneven Bar? Choosing the place we first met makes me feel all warm and tingly inside.”

      Critch grunted. “I didn’t want to make it too hard for you to find me, especially considering you don’t come out this way often.”

      “Knowing that damn near everyone on the Coast wants me dead tends to put a damper on my travel plans.” Reyne looked the room over. They were alone, but he didn’t miss noticing that the familiar weight of his guns and knives was absent.

      “Not true,” Critch said. “Everyone on the Coast wants you dead.”

      “I see you still have that silver tongue of yours.”

      “And I see you’re still damn lucky to have that head of yours.”

      “’Luck’ is not the word that comes to mind with the pounding headache I have right now. Oh, and thanks for the welcome committee out on the Coast. That was real nice of you.”

      “You’re still alive, aren’t you?” Critch smirked, a crooked tug of his lips that in no way reflected humor. When he scowled, you didn’t have much to worry about. When he smiled, you were screwed.

      Reyne motioned to the pirate. “Tell me, buddy. You invite me all the way out here just to catch up on old times?”

      “You’re the last man I want to converse with.”

      “Setting the bar a little high considering your chosen profession, aren’t you?”

      “I may be a pirate, but I’ve never been a traitor.”

      “That makes two of us.” Reyne gritted his teeth. “I’d tell you I had nothing to do with what happened at Broken Mountain, but I’m guessing you wouldn’t care.”

      Critch leveled a hard gaze at Reyne. “Damn straight.”

      This Critch had colder eyes than the young man Reyne remembered, but his face had otherwise remained unchanged. He still had the familiar scars crisscrossing his cheeks. Reyne had been there when the pirate had gotten those scars. They’d been searching for survivors after a particularly bloody battle during the Uprising, and an unexploded grenade went off. Critch had still been a fresh recruit under Reyne’s command then, not yet twenty years old, headstrong, and full of passion.

      Reyne gingerly touched the bump on his head. “I think I liked you better back when you were Drake Fender.”

      “Well, not all of us marshals were able to have our torrent records cleared, like you. When there’s a death sentence tied to your name, you’re better off starting over.”

      “From what I hear, you’ve earned several more death sentences with the new name.”

      He shrugged.

      “Speaking of death sentences,” Reyne said, holding out his hands. “I’m still breathing, which means you need me alive, at least for now. Why don’t you tell me what the hell I’m doing here?”

      The pirate gave Reyne his back as he walked over to a table and poured himself a glass from a glass decanter that looked like it was worth more credits than what most colonists made in a year, including Reyne.

      “For the record, Vym wanted to bring you in,” Critch began. “Not me.”

      “I promised Vym I’d come out here and meet you. I did that. You don’t want me here, so how about I make it easy for you.” Reyne pushed to his feet and started heading toward the door. “See you around. Though, hopefully not in this lifetime.”

      He heard a glass set onto a table, and prepared for an attack.

      Instead of attacking Reyne from behind, Critch said simply, “The Uprising isn’t over.”

      Reyne turned slowly around to face the other man. “The Uprising ended twenty years ago.”

      Critch shook his head. “The battles that took place there may be over, but the spirit of the Uprising, the need for an Uprising, is stronger than ever.”

      Reyne’s brows rose. “You’re thinking about starting a full-out Uprising again? Then you’ll get yourself killed along with every fool who follows you. The CUF is stronger than they were when we ran the first Uprising. Myr and Alluvia will squash any rebellion⁠—”

      “You’re wrong. Relations between Myr and Alluvia have fallen apart during Myr’s recession. Myrads are jealous of Alluvians because they’re thriving. The two are butting heads, and the fringe is stuck in the middle.”

      Reyne brushed the air. “Nothing’s changed. They’ve always used us—first, to satisfy their greed for our resources, then, for our labor. As every year passes, they take away more and more of our rights. There’s a reason the Uprising happened, but there’s also a reason no one’s instigated one since. We don’t have the resources to fight them.”

      “This time is different. We don’t have a choice. They’re moving from oversight to outright ownership. Vym believes Myr is making a move to seize control of all the fringe stations.”

      The runner chortled. “That’s impossible. The CUF would never let that happen.”

      “The CUF is splitting apart from the inside. Most warships and military units are now either all-Alluvian or all-Myrad. We’re on the road to another war between Alluvia and Myr. Only, this time around, there are colonies in the mix. Imagine what would happen if Myr managed to gain control of all the fringe stations.”

      “They’d have control over all space ports in the fringe,” Reyne said.

      “Meaning…”

      “Meaning they would own anything going to or coming from a fringe planet,” Reyne finished.

      Critch nodded. “If they take control of our space docks, the colonists are out of this fight before we even have a chance to throw a punch.”

      “Myr may be powerful, but you’re talking about fringe stations. These are large cities. Myr would have a rebellion on their hands at the first station they made a play for.”

      “Not if all the colonists there are already dead.”

      Reyne sobered. “They’d never go that far.”

      “You underestimate the situation. If Myr and Alluvia start a war, we all know where the battlefields will be.”

      After a pause, Reyne spoke. “On the colonies.”

      Critch nodded.

      Reyne eyed Critch a long moment before he frowned. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because Vym wants you to join the cause.”

      “What?” He almost choked on the word.

      “That was my first reaction, too,” Critch said drily. “Somehow, you’ve conned her into trusting you. That don’t mean shit to me, but she made a valid argument. Out of every runner in the fringe, you are the only captain who could go anywhere, anytime, without suspicion. You can run all four fringe stations and the Coast, and the CUF would never bat an eye. All my crews are on watch lists, but no one would ever suspect the traitor of Terra to have any involvement in a new Uprising.”

      “How reassuring,” Reyne said with a hefty hint of sarcasm in his voice.

      “It’s not my job to hand out hugs.”

      “Tell me, exactly what is your job? Because Vym could’ve told me everything you just did. What am I doing here?”

      Critch took a drink. “We’re laying the groundwork for the new Uprising right here, from Nova Colony. Right now, I need runners to transport recruiters from the Coast to the colonies.”

      “The Gryphon’s not designed to be a passenger ship. Besides, I have contracts on the books that I can’t just drop.”

      “Not anymore. Vym is having your handler reassign any contracts you have on the books and set up new contracts as we speak.”

      Reyne’s jaw loosened. “It’s taken me years to build those relationships.” The upgrades Vym made to the Gryphon were beginning to make sense, and he wasn’t the least bit happy about her scheming. He shot Critch a hard look. “Without contracts, how am I going to feed my crew?”

      “Vym will cover your crew’s expenses under the guise of the new contracts. Everything will look legit in case the CUF gets curious.”

      Reyne paced the room as he thought through his options. “Vym sent me here to talk with you in case I said no, so she wouldn’t have to deal with me.”

      Critch shook his head. “Contrary to popular belief, pirates don’t kill everyone they meet, though I’d consider an exception in your case.”

      Reyne growled. “Watch yourself, pirate.”

      “I have crews and employees all over the fringe. If I wanted you dead, you don’t think I could’ve had your throat slit in your sleep any damn time I felt like it?”

      “You could try.”

      “You’re here because we need a fast runner, and we need a captain who can get into places without questions. We’ve got recruiters ready to ship out. I need to know if you and your crew are in or out. You just need to know that as soon as any of them choose to make the first run with you, they’re all torrents. There’s no going back.”

      Reyne clenched his fists. “You don’t even think about laying a finger on my crew.”

      “Then, make a choice. They’re safe right now. No harm will come to them. If you’d like to keep any of them out of this arrangement, now’s the time. Because once they’re in, they’re in.” Critch held up a finger. “All the colonies are at risk if this Uprising fails. I warn you, if I get even a hint of you doing anything stupid, like running out to tell the CUF about our plans, none of your crew is safe. Not even your adopted daughter.”

      Reyne breathed in and exhaled slowly. “I wonder what a direct phase cannon blast would do to Nova Colony.”

      Critch narrowed his eyes.

      “Because that’s exactly what will happen if you threaten me or my crew again.”

      “You’d kill every person in this place? Women, children, and families?”

      Reyne chuckled drily. “I’m the traitor of Terra, remember?”

      Critch’s lips thinned.

      “Or,” Reyne drawled out. “We can save plenty of headache on both sides and quit screwing around and work together through trust rather than threats. I owe Vym, and truth be told, I don’t hate you. I’ll work with you, but not under duress. Do we have a deal?”

      Critch gave a slow, tight nod.

      “So, when is this first run?” Reyne asked.

      After a long moment of silence, the pirate tossed him a comm. “Soon. I’ll call you once they get packed and ready. Until then, you and your crew can enjoy everything Nova Colony has to offer. My treat. One more thing.” Critch opened a locked drawer in his desk and counted out several chains. He walked over and dropped them into Reyne’s open hand.

      Reyne held one up to examine the black chain with a single lump of rilon shaped like a raindrop hanging from the end. “What’s this?”

      “Every torrent gets one to identify those loyal to the cause. It’s your access pass into any torrent base or safe house. There’s one for each of your crew, should they decide to join up.” He wagged a finger. “But don’t invite them in unless you know they’ll join. We can’t afford rumors of an Uprising raising the CUF’s suspicion.”

      Reyne slid one over his head and pocketed the other chains. Made of rilon, it was nearly weightless, and long, making it easy to conceal. Strangely, it felt like both a shield and a noose at the same time.

      He strolled over to the table and poured himself a glass. Critch scowled, but said nothing. He held it up in Critch’s direction. “Here’s to the Uprising. Again.”
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        Heid

      

      

      Gabriela and Sebin spent a picture-perfect day strolling around their hometown of First City, concluding with a dinner cruise on the Great Sea. Everything had worked out exactly as she’d planned. She wanted Sebin to remember every detail of his life-changing day.

      She knew they looked like a couple to passersby. However, as long as she was Sebin’s commanding officer, it was a line she didn’t dare cross. She had worked tirelessly her entire life to make Commandant. She’d never risk it for something as selfish as love.

      She guided him off the busy sidewalk and into the dark alley.

      Sebin threw a furtive glance over his shoulder at the commotion of the city they were leaving behind. “Where are we going?”

      Her smile grew wider. “You’ll see soon enough.”

      They had to walk around a dumpster before the door came into view.

      Very few Alluvians knew of the pub with no name at the end of the alley. Even fewer knew the role it played in shaping the Collective—both past and future. Heid hadn’t yet joined the CUF when her father brought her here for the first time, a girl of barely fifteen years. Up until that moment, her father had overseen her training to become a Founder, like his father had done before him. She remembered every vivid detail of the alley and the pub, just as Sebin was taking it all in now.

      She led Sebin into the dingy establishment. The pub smelled of fermented sea reeds and long-since outlawed cigars. Any proper citizen would turn around at the door and leave, which made the pub all the safer for the Founders’ activities. Inside, the tables and barstools sat empty like lonely customers to the jukebox as it crooned a soulful song. The only person in the bar was the barkeep, who glanced up from washing glasses. The man, a Founder known simply as Bartender, gave the smallest nod to Heid, and she returned the gesture with the slightest smile.

      “This way.” She motioned Sebin to follow her past the bar and down a dark hallway, where she continued past the bathrooms until they reached the end. On the wall hung an oil painting. It was classic Alluvian artwork, portraying a schooner caught on a wave in a torrential storm.

      Giving the painting little notice, she slid her hand behind the frame and felt the wall until she brushed the fingerprint scanner hidden within it. The technology was ancient, but foolproof. When the lock clicked, she stepped back and let go of the painting.

      She pressed her hands against the wall and pushed. The wall moved inward, revealing a staircase leading down into darkness. She glanced back at Sebin to see his eyes wide and jaw lax. She reached over and squeezed his hand. “Don’t worry. We’re nearly there.”

      He didn’t let go for a long moment. When he did, he took a tentative first step through the wall space, and she followed. She pushed the wall back into its original arrangement, not moving until the locks clicked back into place.

      Dim lights came on with each step, illuminating their way. There were one-hundred-forty-five steps. She’d counted them once. They were so far below the water table that they were deep into the planet’s bedrock. A battle could be waged down here and no sensors on the surface would pick up any hint of a sound or vibration.

      The original Founders had built this facility for secrecy and seclusion not long after First City was colonized and Myr made it clear they owned the new settlement. The leader of the Alluvian settlement, Jacob Mason, believed that more colonies would be formed in the future, and rejected the idea of a Myrad empire. At a time when Alluvia was still in its infancy, the visionary pulled together a group of powerful, like-minded individuals to help shape a “collective” of worlds. Mason’s group eventually came to be called the Founders.

      It took the organization eighty-seven years to instigate the War that would gain Alluvia’s independence and form the Collective. Unfortunately, many Founders were killed during the War, and not enough survived to maintain full control of the government. They were outnumbered in the new Parliament, which quickly created a joint military force—the Collective Unified Forces.

      By that time, the first Mason had long since died from old age. The new Mason knew the threat the Founders posed to an inexperienced government structure. Sure enough, the CUF’s first directive was to hunt down and arrest all Founders, citing them as dangerous dissenters to the Collective. Many died, but Mason had gone to great lengths to ensure the Founders weren’t completely lost.

      The Founders had become the stuff of legends.

      Where they had taken public stands before, their success now depended on the Collective believing they didn’t exist. Shadow games became their new modus operandi.

      As more and more colonies were established, the Founders grew to include a select few members from these new worlds. Despite the group’s actions to bring about the Uprising, the group failed in achieving the Collective the original Mason had envisioned hundreds of years earlier.

      Heid still believed in the vision of the first Mason, but she knew not all Founders followed that path. Still, she’d never stop working to see that vision made a reality…with or without the Founders at her side.

      Sebin and Heid reached the final stair step to find a trio of Founders waiting for them.

      The man in the center spoke. “Sebin Reinhardt, I am Mason. We are the Three who oversee the Founders. We have been looking forward to your initiation. Since I represent the Alluvian Founders, I’ve been especially looking forward to meeting you and adding you to my branch.”

      Sebin froze and glanced back at Heid. He mouthed your father?

      She nodded tightly.

      He grinned, snapped around, and shook the man’s hand. “It’s an honor, sir, truly.”

      Mason then looked at Heid. “It’s been far too long, Baker.” His words were hard and cold.

      Heid forced a smile. “Yes, it has,” she replied just as coldly.

      Mason turned his attention back to Sebin. “Sebin Reinhardt, you have been in training for seven years. You have progressed from neophyte to acolyte. Now, it is time for you to become a Founder. Are you ready?”

      Sebin straightened. “I am ready.”

      Mason regarded Heid. “Baker, do you vouch for this candidate?”

      She stepped behind Sebin. “I do.”

      “Remove your shirt, candidate.” Mason commanded.

      Sebin obeyed without question and Heid took his shirt.

      Mason motioned to the two with him, and the three formed a semicircle around Sebin.

      Heid took a hold of Sebin’s wrist and lifted his arm.

      Mason began. “Sebin Reinhardt, you have been deemed worthy. Once you are marked as a member, your legal name will never exist on the tongues of Founders. To the worlds, you remain Sebin Reinhardt, but to the Founders, you will be only known as Painter.”

      Mason held up a small metal device. “I, Mason of Alluvia, hereby induct you, Sebin Reinhardt, into the Order of the Collective Founders as Painter. Your role will be to bring to life the Founders’ plans, using the six worlds of the Collective as your canvas. Do you accept this role?”

      “I accept,” Sebin replied quickly.

      “Then I anoint you Painter.” With that, Mason pressed the metal device against the upper inner part of Sebin’s bicep, and the skin sizzled. Sebin winced, but didn’t pull from Heid’s grasp.

      Mason stepped back and handed the branding iron to the woman to his right. She stepped forward. “I, Mariner of Myr, anoint you Painter.” She pressed the iron near the spot Mason had branded seconds earlier.

      Sebin’s skin sizzled again, and this time he let out a hiss before clamping his mouth shut. Heid grabbed his forearm with her other hand to support him—and to make sure he didn’t pull away.

      Mariner handed the iron to the man to Mason’s left, who then stepped up to Sebin. “I, Aeronaut of the colonies, anoint you Painter.” He branded Sebin a third time.

      Aeronaut stepped back, and Mason spoke. “Painter, what are you?”

      Sebin held his head high, and he began to chant.

      
        
        
        I am a raindrop in a storm.

        I am a bubble in a waterfall.

        I am a tear in the eversea.

        I am water.

        I am a Founder.

      

      

      

      Everyone chanted the second verse together.

      
        
        
        We are the storm.

        We are the waterfall.

        We are the eversea.

        We are the Founders.

        We are the free.

      

      

      

      Mason clicked his boots together. “For the free.”

      Everyone clicked their boots in response. “For the Founders.”

      Heid touched Sebin’s shoulder and spoke softly. “Welcome, Painter.”

      He embraced her and spun them around. He grinned widely before releasing her to examine his brands. Three runes stood bright white on reddened skin. Each mark represented an equal branch of the Founders—towers for Alluvia, waves for Myr, and wings for the colonies.

      Heid warned him. “No one except a Founder can ever lay their eyes on those brands, do you understand? No men in the showers, no woman you sleep with, no one.”

      He gave her a sly grin. “No problem.”

      Mason said, “To all the worlds, we must not exist, or else we’ll fail.”

      Heid found herself filled with pride as she watched Sebin in his accomplishment. She tugged his hand. “Now, let’s go upstairs and celebrate.”
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      “What do you mean, ‘we’re not leaving the Coast’?” Throttle asked. “Two hours ago, you couldn’t wait to leave.”

      “Change of plans. We’ve got to talk,” Reyne said and plopped down on a seat in the commons. He looked around. “Where’s Sixx?”

      Throttle fidgeted. “He…”

      “He stepped out to see someone,” Doc said. “He said he’d be back before thirteen-twenty.”

      Reyne muttered a string of curses.

      Boden, who lounged in his chair across the table from Reyne, nodded to the doorway. “Speak of the devil.”

      Reyne turned to see Sixx walk in. Reyne kicked out of his chair and pointed. “You can’t keep it in your pants long enough to look after the crew?”

      Sixx scowled. “Boden had things covered. I had to see someone.” He paused. “It won’t happen again.”

      “Damn it, Sixx. If something had happened, it’d be on you.”

      Sixx held up his hands in defeat. “I know, I know. I’m sorry. I made a mistake.”

      Reyne froze, shocked at Sixx’s words. “Whoa. Hold on. You never apologize.”

      Sixx grabbed a drink. Everyone watched as he took a long swig in silence. When he finally spoke, his words were barely above a whisper. “I heard a rumor that Qelle was here.”

      Reyne’s jaw dropped. “Your wife?”

      Boden frowned. “I thought she was dead.”

      “She is,” Reyne said. “She was on a CUF hauler when it went off-grid. Neither that ship nor any of its crew has ever been recovered.” He turned back to his friend. “Sixx, she’s gone.”
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