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His chest tightened, and Craze’s hand twitched, the thick pads of his burly fingers knocking against his muscular thigh. Either the new weapon would work and the war would with the Quassers would never happen, or it would fail, and Craze would die along with the Backworlds.

The Backworlds had to survive. He had become the most hated man in the galaxy for negotiating a pact with one enemy to defeat a more despicable one. All to give his people a chance. His sacrifice had to mean something.

The tenuous alliance with the Foreworlds had produced a plasma-based EMP, a weapon calculated to hobble the minds of their common enemy, a race of aliens with no conscience—living, sentient ships known to Backworlders as the Quassers. If the Quassers’ telepathic abilities were overcome, their insidious mind control would end. If so, their defeat would become a thousandfold easier. Then Craze could return to his normal life—a nobody barkeep eking out a living on the edge of the known galaxy instead of envoy to a questionable ally.

One cloud-like Quasser ship lurked outside the view panels of the well-armed cruiser. The lonesome Quasser had broken off from its pack gathered beyond the star systems of human expansion and had been picked up by tracking. The alliance of Backworlds and Foreworlds reacted quickly to take advantage. Too quick? Craze wouldn’t put it past the Quassers to have devised some sick trap. Everything the aliens did smacked of a twisted, murderous psychology, a race priding itself on immense cruelty and no mercy.

Every precaution had been taken. The weapon had been placed on a separate vessel surrounded by warships. The fleet had been surrounded by a minefield. A second barrier of mines protected the spacecraft on which Craze and other diplomats observed the effectiveness of the plasma-based EMP. A defense against the enemy had been activated to its most powerful setting—a device which dampened the Quassers’ mind control. A secondary fleet waited in a neighboring star system. Force fields were up. Scanners had been set to full sensitivity.

Yet Craze didn’t feel safe. He stared at the Quasser with an intensity that should send it into the next universe. His efforts only produced a headache.

Made up of spheres, the orbs of the enemy vessel moved in a constant, hazy blur, almost a figment of the imagination. Craze wished the Quasser was his imagination—the sentient ship was a nightmare. The Quassers hurled death and misery on everyone who encountered them, doing horrible, unthinkable things. The alien ship couldn’t live, nor the other eight hundred forty-seven like it.

On the navigation console beside Craze on the command deck, the clock ticked down. In fifteen seconds, fate would be decided. He had sacrificed everything for this one moment of “maybe.” The “maybe” had to be a victory.

The air grew thick. The acrid scent of fear wafted around the deck, planting itself in Craze’s wide nose. Silence pounded against his sensitive ear holes, despite being surrounded by twenty-six people.

On one side of Craze stood Ambassador Sanjy Strom, the Foreworld liaison, the person with whom he had brokered the filaments of the fragile new alliance. At six feet and two inches tall, she came close to matching Craze’s height. Her long, flat face held onto a stoic expression, and her steel-blue gaze didn’t waver from the Quasser, daring the alien to defy her. Yet her fingers flexed over and over.

The twitch over her brow hinted at secrets. Craze studied her, as worried about the Foreworlders as the Quassers. He couldn’t imagine how the new weapon could be modified to be used against the Backworlds, but he didn’t have the Foreworlds’ capacity for cruelty. Time and again, he attempted to think like them, and time and again, he failed. Whatever the Foreworlders planned, it wouldn’t happen today.

One of Craze’s closest friends stood on his other side, Dactyl. Two of Dactyl’s elite unit were with him: Tria and Midge Marlin. They had been summoned as another precaution. The three of them could resist the Quassers’ mind control. For an extra layer of safety, the rest of Dactyl’s crew had been shut away in isolation chambers. If everything went wrong, they would take over.

Sweat beaded on Dactyl’s broad forehead, and his long, brown hair had matted where he kept swiping. Like everyone else, a heavy knot pinched his brow.

“Do you sense anythin’ from it?” Craze whispered.

Dactyl shook his anvil-like head. He had once been enslaved by a Quasser and had a telepathic connection with the evil things. “Nothing, which is worrisome. It should be thinking something. There’s no way it doesn’t know we is here.”

Craze had expected bad news, but hoped for his luck to turn. The universe had been dishing shit at him since his pa threw him out of the house. Six years ago. Seemed longer. Craze would have bet two lifetimes had passed since then. He rubbed at the stiffening muscles of his clenched jaw, failing at putting his faith in the firepower around him.

Out the view panels, enormous warships peppered the black ether of space. Their hulls blended with the nothingness, adding their vigilant witness to the most momentous event, the first shot of a new war. Smaller vessels hung farther back, ready to zip away and give warning to the secondary fleet.

Craze slid his hand into his pants pocket and clutched onto a round, metal badge. The badge was dented and pitted, badly used. Orange letters on a faded blue background read Carry On. He checked the status of the mind-control blocking device one more time.

The lieutenant manning the command console licked his lips every half second, eager to strike. His complexion was the same shade of brown as Craze’s, but he couldn’t be older than twelve. The Foreworlders insisted young people had faster responses, and speed was crucial in war.

“We need every possible benefit,” Ambassador Strom had said. No matter how many drams of his finest malt Craze had poured down her throat, she wouldn’t change her position on the matter.

His stores of handcrafted malt neared empty, but that wasn’t why Craze had given in. He had traded for critical research the Foreworlds had amassed on the physiology of folks immune to the Quassers’ mind control. Yet the idea of children serving on the frontlines would never be okay. When he and the Foreworlders had nothing left to squabble about, he would bring it up again.

The lone Quasser closed in on a dim moon at the edge of Backworlds’ territory—the unsavory moon of Wism. Cutthroats, traitors, and dastards populated the dark moon, which was always in the shadow of its planet. The murky planet Wism orbited had a sad ring, as if the globe had expelled its last breath in a wimpy effort at generating interest.

It had been six years since Craze had visited Wism, and on that sad moon four newly made friends had become his family. One of those four was Dactyl. Craze took a step closer to his friend and couldn’t help but think warmly of Wism despite not wanting to set foot on it. No one sane wanted to dock at Wism.

The alien moved slowly, sometimes stopping and shifting direction, but never in a way to indicate acknowledgement of the allied ships nearby.

“It’s not behaving as it ought.” Ambassador Strom wore a jumpsuit the color of shadows. Her attempt to be unnoticed would do her little good. If the Quasser attacked, there would be nowhere to hide. Everyone would be jettisoned out into the nothing to die among the uninspiring rocks of the Wism system until some future race found their bodies and the awful Quassers. Then the cycle of war and death would begin anew.

“No, it’s not, but we took every precaution.” Craze said it mostly to reassure himself. What he hadn’t thought of worried him most.

Five other Backworlders clumped beside Dactyl and his squad mates. Two were in the diplomatic corps with Craze. The other three were important BAA, Backworlds Assembled Authorities, officials. Around Strom were twelve important Foreworlders—battle tacticians, engineers, admirals, and specialists in bio extinction. Craze edged away from those folks. They were the ones who had created plagues and other dastardly weapons to annihilate Backworlders. The alliance gave him no comfort as far as they were concerned.

The countdown reached three. Craze held his breath, his hopes cresting. The hopes rolled in his mouth in a dry heap.

Two… one… The massive cannon mounted on the neighboring ship sent the plasma-based EMP toward the Quasser, encapsulating it, stopping it. The Quasser froze in orbit around Wism and lost altitude. The orbs of its odd hull ceased to gyrate. Not one flicker.

“Dead?” Craze gripped his thigh, and his living hair coiled into tight curls, pinching his scalp, slanting his dark eyes. “Did it work?” His whisper cracked in a dry croak.

“There are no readings either way, Envoy Craze.” The boy lieutenant had quit licking his lips, a smile hovering at their corners.

Craze blinked, and a warm shiver drummed in his chest. His fist balled, and he shook it at the window. “Take that you sons of shits—”

The spheres of the Quasser pulsed. Spots glowed in its orbs. The bright spots left the Quasser and zoomed at the Foreworld and Backworld ships. The sparks flashed in glaring brilliance, roaring the Quasser’s commands—mind control on radioactive steroids.

The alien invaded Craze’s thoughts, his heartbeat, the breath in his lungs. The boy lieutenant set the ship’s self-destruct. Craze laughed.

A Foreworld diplomat ripped wires out from the science station and wrapped them around Craze’s neck. He didn’t fight, and his tongue formed the most awful words. “I want you to kill me.”
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“Frickin’ ‘n shit.” Dactyl lunged for the command console and threw the switch to disable the self-destruct. He knocked the boy lieutenant to the floor with a solid punch. “Midge, see to it Craze doesn’t die.”

For a Foreworlder, she was all right. She never minded orders, following them loyally, always putting the crew ahead of the Foreworlds. She had proved her dedication in each encounter with Quasser.

Dactyl and his team had chased one who had tried to destroy the alliance before it began and had been able to tag it with a tracker to learn of its habits. When Dactyl’s team continued to be unaffected by its twisted charms, it had left Backworlds territory. Now Dactyl understood why it had come back—to test more powerful mental abilities. It couldn’t be allowed to live.

“I’ll take care of Craze, Dact.” Midge Marlin elbowed the Foreworlder in the nose, knocking him out. He thudded to the floor, hitting with such a force he bounced. Craze went down with him. Midge pulled a knife from her sleeve—she wore the uniform of the Backworlds—and sliced through the wires strangling Craze. He didn’t stir. “What did I do?” She checked Craze’s pulse. “He seems to be asleep.”

“Verkinns hibernate when they don’t have enough air,” Dactyl said. “He’ll be okay.”

Dactyl wasn’t sure about the other ambassadors. Foreworlders battled Foreworlders and Backworlders. Everyone hated each other, ripping clothes, ripping flesh. A ship in the near distance exploded, taking two others with it.

Dactyl stepped between the Foreworld Admiral and a BAA protocol officer, pushing the badly wounded Backworlder away, wishing he had defied Craze’s orders and brought a stunner.

“Tria, check on the Quasser defense. The mind-control minimizer doesn’t seem to be working,” he said. The device had been installed on every ship and in the armor of every soldier. The defensive shielding had effectively severed the Quassers’ mind control. Until now.

Part cybernetic, part human, and a twin to the women Dactyl had lost, Tria wrestled with two BAA commanders. Her violet eyes brightened with the effort, the light reflecting softly on her chrome cheeks.

Dactyl hadn’t yet determined why she wasn’t affected by the Quassers’ mind control. When he had worked up the nerve to ask two months ago, her best guess had been an acquired immunity from having been stuck with one under a glacier for several centuries.

She couldn’t recall how she had become stranded in the ice and offered to let Dactyl deactivate her to examine her corrupted memories. He had let his Rainly be reset for a chance at winning the war. She had insisted and he could never say no, yet he had lost her, their years together erased from her soul as if they had never happened. He wouldn’t let her twin risk the same sort of death by poking around in her cybernetic synapses.

What Tria recalled of her time with the Quasser was that the ice had prevented a full connection, but enough of one for her to invade Quasser’s mind and learn to mirror it. Her theory had been proven at each Quasser encounter. Every time she connected with a Quasser, it had believed her thoughts to be its own.

Tria huffed, hogtying the two BAA officers who wanted to die. “Maybe the device requires maintenance or new coding.” She went to check.

“There’s something very different about this Quasser,” Midge Marlin said. “For the first time, I can feel its pull.” Dark and lithe with big eyes, Midge was usually immune to Quasser because of a head injury she had sustained.

Something similar had happened to Dactyl when he had served in the Minions of Dusk. On a particularly brutal mission, he had been viciously wounded and his connection with Quasser had forever changed, a blessing and a curse. The blessing was escaping the demented alien. The curse was recalling every heinous act he had done for Quasser in grave detail.

His nerves quivered—a million bad memories crawling over his skin. Being under the influence of a Quasser was worse than death. Dactyl hadn’t just killed, he had slaughtered and maimed and done so with glee. Nothing had been more important than pleasing Quasser—a sickness worse than any plague unleashed by the Foreworlds.

The boy lieutenant rolled across the floor in stops and spurts, then grappled with the underside of a seat. He pulled out a laser gun, jumped to his feet, and shot laser bullets at anyone in his sight. The victims jerked; holes seared into their chests, the wounds weeping crimson, staining the composite flooring of the command deck. The sickening sweet odor of death coated everything.

Craze came out of hibernation, lumbering to his feet. The boy lieutenant aimed the laser pistol at Craze.

“Frick ‘n to bits, no!” Dactyl tackled the boy.

A race of Backworlder called a Quatten, Dactyl was only four-feet tall, but much wider and denser than most folks, especially a child. Quattens were designed to live on planets of great gravity, and Dactyl had immense strength he had to hold in check. Not the wisest decision. He was fighting Quasser, not the boy.

He had been prepared for the eerie burst of strength, but the boy still pushed him off, flailing arms and legs in a furor, denting the navigation console with a wicked punch. Forced to unleash his might, Dactyl snapped the youngster’s arms. Another tick for him as dastard of the universe.

“Sorry, kid.” Dactyl frowned.

The boy didn’t quiet. He thrashed and yelped. His foot reached for the weapon. Before he touched it, Protocol Officer Bemmy of the BAA grabbed for the laser pistol. Her fingers shook and tears soaked her cheeks, but she pointed the muzzle at the remaining bigwigs. Craze marched to the front of the line, holding his arms out wide, asking for it.

“Bemmy, put down the gun. Yous want to. I can see it in yous face.” Reaching out, Dactyl approached her slowly.

Midge dove for Bemmy, bested her, and secured her to the navigation console. Before Midge finished, another ambassador leaped for the weapon. Dactyl tripped him and kicked the pistol across the deck.

The battle wouldn’t end until everyone was dead, tied up, or Quasser was sent away. The alien had the mental strength of five, and Dactyl doubted he could convince it to go. He winced and softly chanted, Go away. Go away.

Craze bent oddly, and his body jerked. He lurched toward the laser pistol. Dactyl scurried after him. Burly and tall, Craze was a hefty size and his dark, living hair lashed out, drawing blood from Dactyl’s cheek. Dactyl slapped him and grabbed him by the collar. Craze threw Dactyl down and pinned him to the floor, punching Dactyl in the head again and again.

Tria ran over, her violet eyes brimming with tears. “Stop hurting him. Stop.”

If Dactyl squinted just right, she could be his Rainly. His heart stung worse than his head. Craze shrugged her off, toppling her over the navigation console.

Finding a well of strength, Dactyl socked Craze one good in the jaw. “The device, Tria. Did yous fix it?” He deflected a blow aimed at his chin and elbowed Craze in the chest. “Hurry.”

“There’s nothing wrong with the device.” Her chrome cheeks flushed pink. She grabbed one of Craze’s arms, struggling to pull it behind his back.

“What do yous mean?”

Dactyl held his hands up to lessen the impacts. Craze’s hair whipped across Dactyl’s fingers. Dactyl sucked in his lower lip to keep from yelping.

“The device is working perfectly, but the Quasser isn’t affected. It must have new weaponry. Like we do.”

“That’s why it lured us out here.” Dactyl grunted as Craze bounced on his chest.

“I’m going for a stunner.” Tria raced off the bridge.

“There’s only one way out of this.” Midge wrestled with three Foreworlders pulling chords and wires out of the control consoles. “Use your gift against the Quasser, or we lose.”

“The alien is too strong. It didn’t hear my suggestion over its roar of commands.” Dactyl groped for Craze’s nose and pinched his wide nostrils together. The lack of oxygen did the trick, and the big lug went into hibernation.

Craze’s tongue lolled out from the side of his mouth, and the worried lines creasing his wide, cheeks eased, returning some of the youth he had lost in the past year.

Tria returned and shot a stunner at the bigwigs still fighting. Her cheeks were stained with tears. “The crew on the other decks fare worse than here on the command deck. We have to stop this.”

Wires hung out of holes in the walls. Sparks sputtered from severed conduits. The lights on the command deck blinked, and the cruiser pitched toward the dark moon. Out the window, a BAA warship drifted into a mine.

Sighing heavily, Dactyl ran his hands over his face. He had to try again and try harder. The attempt to sway Quasser might kill him, but he had to do what he could to buy the Backworlds more time and to buy his Rainly more time. She was essential to defeating the Quassers and bridging a lasting peace with the Fo’wo’s.

Inhaling a long, slow breath, he opened his mind to the alien and peeked through his fingers at the dim moon outside the cruiser. Among Wism’s disreputable denizens, Dactyl had found love. More importantly, he had found forgiveness in Rainly’s arms. He couldn’t allow the world on which he had found so much to suffer a terrible end.

Quasser’s increased power was evident. Its power snaked around the command deck, thick and cunning. A burning cold brushed against Dactyl’s fingertips. Rising unsteadily to his feet, he scratched at his temple. His tongue and lips became sticky. “The Quassers die or I do. This war has no other end.”

Tria’s chrome fingers gripped his and the long plastic-like threads of her white hair spilled over her shoulders, the curled ends skirting her hips. “You don’t stand alone. We’re a team. None of us will ever face death alone.”

She was so much like his Rainly. Dactyl stared into her eyes, pretending she was. “So those we love may live another day.” His fingers entwined with hers, and she marched with him to the front of the command deck.

Midge joined them, picking up Dactyl’s other hand. Her dark hair with reddish tints had been pulled back into a bun. A few strands had come loose during her tussles. “I probably don’t add anything to your connection with Quasser, but I’ll lend you my strength. We stand together. A team.”

The elite unit had come together as a true team within a week. They had followed the Quasser to an occupied Foreworld. Midge had ignored conflicting orders from her superiors to get the job done, saving her world, and saving her crew.

“Appreciated.” Dactyl gently pressed her fingers.

If he didn’t succeed, the Quassers would sail in from wherever they hid and decimate every population, massacring them in horrid ways, ways more horrid than the Foreworlders had ever done. And the Fo’wo’s were dastards. Their plagues had killed Dactyl’s father. Their war had taken his mother. Their decimation of the Backworlds had brought forth Quasser. The Foreworlds would end too, but Dactyl wasn’t concerned about them.

He shut his eyes tightly and let the warmth of the two gals beside him settle over his nerves. Tria’s thoughts hummed like a spring day. Midge’s thoughts remained closed off, but he could sense her support and her persistent strength.

The Quasser’s mind screamed, pounding like super gravity, yanking at Dactyl’s resistance. Dactyl gasped. This was suicide.

I’m here, Tria said.

She sounded like Rainly. He concentrated on the joyous years he and his gal had shared. He could see Rainly’s beaming face and the pleasant evenings they had spent with friends and bowls of thin rootbagger stew. They had been hungry and broke, but his life would never be so good again. Her love surrounded him and was more potent than the entire swarm of Quassers. He opened his mind further to the onslaught of the alien’s telepathy. Quasser hit like twelve large moons. Falling to his knees, Dactyl growled. “Yous do not control me.”

Beside him, Midge whispered, “You do not control me.”

Tria’s mind sang, You do not control me.

The Quasser wasn’t daunted. Destroy the ships. Destroy the humans. There was a lilt to its thoughts, a smugness.

Fly to the sun. Warm youself in the sun. Every thought ignited body-quaking pain. Dactyl no longer felt the cruiser under his feet or the stale air. He felt only agony until the friendly presence of Tria. He continued to chant, Fly to the sun.

The Quasser shrieked louder. Searing twinges pulled taut inside Dactyl’s head like flaming strings. He tasted iron on his tongue.
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Pulse thumping, thoughts whirling, Midge Marlin tore off a sleeve of her uniform and dabbed at the blood oozing from Dactyl’s nose. “You can’t die.” She meant to whisper, but her words burst out, rattling her nerves. Dactyl could be the only hope against the Quassers. He was the only effective offensive so far. “A Backshit,” she said mainly to herself. Why had she joined his team? What did she think she’d gain?

“Survival,” she exhaled in a low whisper. The Backshits held the answer on how to save her people. Once the Quassers were dead. Dactyl was pivotal in making sure the Quassers never haunted the galaxy again.

His value in the war was one thing, but he had also become a friend. His fearlessness and unswerving loyalty to those he cared about had earned Midge’s respect. She didn’t understand the love he waved around. No self-respecting Foreworlder would, but it lent him strength. Midge aimed to find love if she could. Dactyl had told of the various kinds. The kind among tight-knit friends had an appeal. Anything that strengthened her was something she wanted.

Dactyl convulsed on the floor. Midge didn’t let go of him, squeezing his hand as tightly as she could. “Hang on,” she said. “You must keep Quasser on the hook. You must save what remains of humanity. Or everything that ever was, everything we ever were, will amount to nothing.”

Two of the diplomats stirred on the floor. They crawled toward each other, growling, then stopped, blinking dumbly at one another. Whatever Dactyl thought to the alien had made it hesitate. In war, hesitation was enough.

“Tria, stay with Dactyl. Keep him well. I’m going to lure the alien away from here.”

The Cytran’s violet eyes dimmed. “Where are you going, Midge Marlin?” For some reason, Tria always called Midge by her full name.

“To our usual ride.”

“The Olvis?”

The Olvis Deluxe was the spacecraft on which their elite squad bandied about the galaxy. For the first few months after their unit had formed, they had chased a Quasser out of Backworlds’ territory. They had hunted it, boarded it, tagged it with a tracker, and continued to draw breath. Dactyl had said few humans could make such a claim.

Midge felt more a badass among this small squadron than she had commanding a regiment on a Foreworld battle cruiser. She had never stared down an enemy and dared death to such a degree. Rushes of adrenaline had accompanied her throughout her days, but never had she been more alive than when part of the Olvis’s crew. With only two years left to her lifespan, taking risks were part of who she was.

With any luck, the rest of her elite team remained unharmed inside their isolation chambers. Unlike herself, Dactyl, and Tria, the other three members of the team weren’t immune to the enemy mind control.

Midge nodded at Tria. “Too bad we don’t have enough isolation chambers for every Foreworlder and Backworlder.”

“We can’t fight from the chambers,” Tria said. “Only hide. We can’t win by hiding.”

Midge would look into fixing that flaw. “There’s you, me, and Dactyl to fight.” Dactyl spasmed and gurgled on the floor. Okay, maybe not Dactyl. “There’s you and me.”

“So, you go to the Olvis and then?”

“Fly off and get the Quasser to chase me. When it’s away from here, our people and ships will rally. They’ll quit trying to kill each other. It’s our only hope of getting out of this without a total massacre.”

“To where will you take the Quasser? When you run out of power, it’ll destroy you, our vessel, and everyone on board. You don’t know the Backworlds well enough to outmaneuver the Quasser.”

“You don’t know them any better.”

“I know to keep it chasing the Olvis you need Dactyl and myself to connect with it. We are a team, Midge Marlin. You keep forgetting.”

“No, I don’t forget. I weigh the odds and go with the best.”

“You’re not weighing correctly. You risk us. You risk him. He is crucial to the outcome of this war.”

“I know, which is why I’m counting on you to take care of him. May I have your stunner?”

Tria handed her stunner to Midge and kneeled over Dactyl. She brushed away the hair from his blood-stained face.

Midge checked the stunner’s settings, making sure they weren’t too high. She didn’t want to hurt comrades more than necessary. “It’s not an ideal plan, I admit, but it’s the only chance we have. A slim shot at success is better than none.” She pinged a message about her plan to Envoy Craze and Ambassador Strom. They would receive it once recovered from Quasser’s mind control. “Can you manage Dactyl? Get him to the Olvis?”

“Affirmative.” Tria’s cybernetics groaned as she dragged Dactyl off the command deck.

Midge trotted ahead. The corridors were lined with rectangular lights embedded in the walls. The floor, ceiling, walls, and control panels were the same shade of shadow. There were no windows for light to leak out of, and it was maddening not to see what the Quasser was doing. A soft chant of, “Kill me, kill me,” drifted over the hum of the power and ventilation systems. The alien had infected the entire crew.

The cruiser pitched. It shook as if held together with tape—bad tape with no stick. Midge’s plan had to succeed within six minutes.

“Get the Olvis ready,” Tria said. “I’ll get Dactyl there.” Sprinting down the hallway, she retrieved a trolley loaded with linens. She knocked them off, ran back, and rolled Dactyl onto the broad bed. The trolley buckled under his weight, but held.

Confident Tria would get the job done, Midge darted ahead, sliding down a tube, punching at the controls to let her fall faster. Someone somewhere tinkered with the lifts, because the speed kept shifting from fast to slow. Midge let go of the handle, trusting in the air blasting upward to keep her from falling too fast, and tumbled down two more decks. Grabbing onto another handhold, she swung herself onto the flight deck; a level filled with bays and smaller ships.

The Olvis Deluxe was parked with a squadron of Foreworld scurs—smaller fighter vessels. They sat at opposite ends of the bay, as if the ships hated each other as much as the folks of the shaky alliance. The Olvis’s horseshoe-shaped silver hull gleamed, the lights chasing away every dim recess.

In the middle of the Olvis was a transparent sphere with a garden inside—an agro bay. Captain Dialhi had paid a sweet price for such a luxury, planning to live her life in space running a traveling restaurant. She would be better off trading the agro bay for weaponry, at least for the duration of the war.

The Olvis Deluxe wasn’t a large ship, but quite comfortable for their squad of six—two Backworlders, three Foreworlders, and Tria, who was both a Backworlder and a Foreworler and neither. Like most spacecraft, the interior consisted of a gun-metal toned composite, light and durable. The other alcoves—labs, crew quarters, a galley, an armory, and a gym—ringed the central agro bay. The U-shaped bridge sat at the front and up one level. Its transparent walls gave the pilot an unfettered view of space and most of the hull.

The isolation chambers were in the corridor. The one closest to the bridge contained Captain Dialhi. The minimal lighting inside the chamber illuminated her blue hair and aqua skin. Her round gray eyes creased at the corners when Midge came to stand before her. Midge signed she was going to fly the Olvis.

A type of Backworlder that shed three gallons of water a day, Dialhi swiped at the drops forming on her round chin. Her face was a series of perfect circles, and her eyelids fluttered downward. Seconds later, she met Midge’s gaze and nodded. This was a new level of trust. Dialhi would have never considered letting a Foreworlder operate her Olvis before.

The rumble of wheels announced Tria and Dactyl’s arrival.

“Close up the hatch.” Midge sprang onto the bridge and into the pilot’s chair. The Olvis was still connected to the cruiser, but Midge could speak Foreworld to the ship. She tapped the icons to break into the codes, telling the bay doors to open. She flew the Olvis out and raced it toward the Lepper—the interstellar system that allowed spacecraft to travel faster than light speed.

Midge tapped in her request for a jump to the Lepper Chiefs and veered toward the ensuing starburst of blue. At the last second, she steered below the Lepper as if trying to shake the Quasser. The alien wouldn’t pursue her if it knew she wanted it to. Probably. It was how she’d react in this situation.

Midge opened the Olvis’s ship-wide communications system. “Tria, you and Dactyl get that dastard to follow us.”

A dull ache pulsed along Midge’s jaw and roared to a throb in her temple. She didn’t have to look to know the Quasser had taken the bait. The only place she could think of going was where she and her former Foreworld crew had once awakened another Quasser, one that had destroyed an entire world and her shipmates.

No matter the destination, for now, there was just one move. “Tria, if you know how to fly this thing, get up here and show me how to make it go faster.”
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The pounding in Craze’s head had a familiar twinge. It was the ache he awoke to when coming out of hibernation. Low oxygen shut his body down until conditions improved. He rubbed his forehead and sat up.

Folks sprawled across the command deck—motionless or moaning. The unmistakable stench of freshly spilled blood and charred flesh met Craze’s flaring nostrils. He rolled the nearest body, the Foreworld admiral. A hole gaped in his chest. The edges of the wound and the clothing around it were burned—laser bullets from a Foreworld weapon. Thank the galaxy and the twelve next door the wound hadn’t been caused by a Backworld weapon. If the admiral had been shot by a Backworld weapon, Craze would be embroiled in official envoy shit until the end of time. At least circumstances around the alliance felt that way. If he breathed wrong, the alliance would end. If the Foreworlds farted, the alliance would end.

He didn’t need his sensitive hearing to pick up baleful wails swamping the command deck. A deaf person could hear those. He crawled toward the sobs and found the boy lieutenant, tears and snot coating his young face. His arms were bent at gruesome angles.

“We’ll get you fixed up, kid. Relax.” Craze flinched at the bones poking out of the boy’s bloodied sleeves.

Yeah, Craze would be screaming too. From under the nearest seat, he unlatched the med kit and jabbed the boy in the leg with a potent pain killer. He was about to call for a medic when his arm pinged. His sleeve was a tab—a communications and data device. He hit the flashing icon. A recorded message from Midge Marlin played on his forearm.

“We did our best to lock down essential personnel. We lured the Quasser away and will meet you at Pardeep Station.” Her dark eyes blinked confidently.

His fingers flicked over the tab, opening another window, connecting him with the cruiser’s communications system. “Medical to the command deck. Immediately.”

No answer came. He hit the icon twelve more times, and each attempt was met without a response. Crap and a bucket of rotten rootbaggers. He picked up the med kit and crawled to the next body. Protocol Officer Bemmy.

She had thick purple hair and pale green skin, the same race of Backworlder as the gal who had recently dumped Craze—darling, sweet Tabbish.

His heart smarted as if the breakup with Tabbish had happened yesterday instead of a year ago. She had soaked into his well-being deeper than he had been aware. A former slave of Quasser’s, Tabbish had wallowed in an emotional pit, and Craze had known the moment she healed, she would go. And she had. She had a realization the day the treaty with the Foreworlds became official. Once in a while she sent a message she was all right, but she never answered Craze’s replies.

He sighed and checked Bemmy’s pulse. Her eyelids twitched, and her gaze met his.

“Good, you is alive,” Craze said.

“Is anyone else?” Her voice cracked.

Craze pulled out a water pouch from his pocket. He popped two beads in his mouth and handed the pouch to Bemmy. “Ambassador Strom. Commander Hunninger. The Foreworld admiral wasn’t so lucky.”

A tear leaked from Bemmy’s eye. “I wanted to die. I begged to die.”

“Me too.” The illicit wish thrummed in his mind as if he still wanted to be torn to pieces. He shook his head and helped her sit up. “We all did. It’s what the Quasser wanted.”

“We have to hunt the aliens down ‘n kill them. We can’t wait.”

Bemmy had been at Craze’s side since attempting to bring the Foreworlds into an alliance. Soft spoken and reasonable, she had never advocated violence.

“We’ll discuss what to do once the witness accounts is filed.” And once the lingering effects of the Quasser wore off. Craze couldn’t trust himself or anyone else until then.

A body stirred ten yards away. Ambassador Strom pushed herself to partially sit. Craze helped Bemmy up and the two of them joined Strom.

The Foreworld ambassador slumped against a console used for planning attacks. “We need a new strategy before another minute goes by.” Her words creaked. “We’re dead if we wait for the enemy to attack.”

Craze passed her the water pouch, wishing he could roll out a cask of malt instead. What little of his prized stash remained, he would save for a worse day. Or a better one. Perhaps when this tragedy ended, he would get a few hours and the supplies to brew more. “I agree. I just want to make sure the thoughts we express belong to us ‘n not to Quasser.”

She frowned at the listless bodies. “Where is it now? Where is the Quasser?” Her sleeve pinged, and she watched Midge Marlin’s message. “She doesn’t say where she’s leading it.”

“She’ll report when out of danger.” His wishful remark meant nothing. Luring the Quasser away wouldn’t end well. How could it? Midge carried out a plan more wackadoodle than the hope the new weapon would defeat the Quassers without a full-blown war. The Backworlds remained on the brink of losing everything.

“Can you get a crew together to fly this thing?” he said to Strom. “We need to get to Pardeep Station. Medical care is our first priority. We have to save as many witnesses of this battle as we can. Someone might have figured out what we did wrong.”

“There are medical facilities aboard this cruiser.”

“I pinged your medics five minutes ago, ‘n they have yet to answer.”

Her cheeks paled. “Are they dead?”

“Either that or badly injured. We need to send someone down to check on them ‘n the rest of the personnel.”

“Where’s the boy lieutenant?”

“Broken arms ‘n unconscious from painkillers.”

“How about your BAA Commander Hunninger? She’s good under pressure and should get us back underway.”

Craze wasn’t sure he heard the Foreworld Ambassador right. Strom rarely praised Backworlders. “I hope she’s still breathin’.” Craze crawled over to Hunninger and pressed his fingers to the pulse point on her neck.

Hunninger moaned and batted Craze’s hand away. “We need to send for the secondary fleet.” She was a broad gal—had to have Quatten lineage in her genes. Her hair, the color of gun metal, had tumbled loose from her missing cap. Thin and curly, it did nothing to compliment her face, which had a lack of expression, as always. Nothing ruffled her.

After a few swallows of water beads, she barked at Craze, “Is you waiting for the end of the universe? Summon the secondary fleet.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Craze tapped the instructions into his tab, which pinged a moment later with a reply. He held his sleeve out for Hunninger. “They require your authorization, Commander.”

She pressed her fingerprint to the communique so hard Craze was sure she left a welt. The new bruise was nothing compared to the ones on his throat. “It’ll be twelve hours before they get here. We is on our own until then. Let’s get to work.”

Hunninger checked on the consoles and jury-rigged the main console back together. Craze, Strom, and Bemmy sorted through the people on the command deck, separating dead from wounded and gravely wounded from not so bad. Hunninger tried out a Foreworld navigator as pilot. The blood didn’t stop gushing from the gal’s nose, and she couldn’t stay conscious.

“You’ll have to do it, Strom,” Hunninger said.

“I don’t fly.”

“It’s not hard. Craze ‘n Bemmy will assist.” She snapped her fingers and pointed at the empty chairs. Most of the stuffing had been pulled out of Craze’s seat, but he didn’t complain.

He and Strom bumbled docking with the nearest war ship and managed on the seventh try. They met with the survivors and triaged the wounded. Hunninger formed a team to repair damage on both vessels. Another team, the one Craze was on, assessed the fleet by pinging folks’ tabs.

No face on screen had escaped injury. Two ships had self-destructed. On six others, although the ships remained intact, not a soul had survived. Casualties were high for such a brief encounter with one Quasser. One. There were over eight hundred to defeat.

Craze couldn’t imagine victory. The only hope for humankind might be whatever alien allies his friend Talos found beyond the edge of the Backworlds. But no one had heard from him. So, it was a slim hope. A very slim one. The dented Carry On badge in Craze’s pocket belonged to Talos, given in friendship to keep Craze safe while forging an alliance with the Foreworlds.

As if he had eaten a black hole, Craze’s stomach lurched. He hadn’t given up a life he cherished to watch everyone die. That couldn’t be the outcome of becoming envoy to the soul-sucking Foreworlds. The Backworlds needed another plan. He needed another plan.

First, he needed to clear his head. If he were on Pardeep Station, he would wipe down his bar until it gleamed and reorganize the shelves. Pretending was the best he could do, visualizing bottles of booze. Clear to amber. Amber to red. Red to purple to blue. The pang in his gut eased, and he went to assist Strom in docking with the next ship.

Ten hours later, the secondary fleet arrived. Triage went faster and enough teams were put together to fly every surviving spacecraft through the Lepper to Pardeep Station. Craze was happy to give up his seat and return to observing. Strom stood at his side. She stared stoically ahead, but her chin periodically quivered. Craze put a hand on her shoulder.

She gripped his fingers. “I’ll be okay.”

On the lip of the starway, there was a momentary pause. Craze held his breath, waiting for the burst of speed about to come.

He was going home. As much as he yearned to defeat the Quassers, he longed to be a simple barkeep again, a man with the light burdens of a humble life. It would be days before the cruiser reached Pardeep Station, yet he stared eagerly ahead, hungry for a glimpse. Had his friends forgiven him, or would they shoot him dead?
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Talos stared out at the thousandth ice storm. Today would be the day. His friends would return and take him off this world long deserted by its people. Every day for a year he had said the exact same thing, hoped the exact same hope.

He grabbed for the badge he usually wore on his lapel, but it was no longer there. He had given it to Craze when leaving to forge the alliance with the Foreworlds. Not long after, Talos had left to forge an alliance with aliens; aliens he couldn’t find without a ship.

“Carry on,” Talos whispered. His eyes shut, and he wished his friends well. The universe couldn’t be so bleak. Not if he had anything to say about it.

He had made it through three hundred and seventy-two days, he would make it through another day, another month, another year. The Seuks had storage closets of seeds, and, thankfully, the plants grew to harvest quickly. Some tasted horrible, but they had kept Talos alive. His favorites tasted of a blend of cucumber and green bean. He had set up the greenhouse in the observation tower where there was plenty of sunlight.

When done tending to his garden, there was still plenty to do. He would learn more about the Seuks, more about their technology, more about things no human had ever encountered. He could tinker in the transport bay and continue to build a spacecraft to get him to the next star system. If he ever succeeded, he did not know what he would find. The next star system could be worse than here, the planet he dubbed Orb of the Seuks.

On a transparent pedestal near a bin of new shoots, Talos set an orange crystal cup and placed a rod of blue crystal inside it. A life-size image of an alien, a Seuk, appeared. It had been Talos’s only companion since his best friend, Lepsi, had deserted him. A hologram was better than no one.

Clasping its hands, the Seuk bowed its blocky head. “Hogna let szolgalokay?” How may I serve? It spoke in an accent that growled and barked. The Seuk’s neck was divided into three, supporting the smallish, leathery head resembling a raptor without a beak or feathers. The Seuk had tired brown eyes and a huge, blunt nose that wasn’t really a nose but two long slits for nostrils. In one of the necks, Talos had discovered a possible mouth, but didn’t know what the other two necks were for.

“It’s you and me, Konivtar.” Konivtar wasn’t really the alien’s name. Talos surmised konivtar meant library. “Not much longer, though. My friends will come. They is the best of the Backworlds. You’ll see.” He rocked onto the balls of his feet, smiling at the not-entirely-solid Seuk. “What about your friends? Tell me more about them.” Wetting his lips, he exhaled gruffly and said, “Mond baratokay.”

The hologram of the Seuk brightened. “Quis.” He went to the north end of the observation deck and pointed. “Quis.”

Whether quis meant the next city, the one beyond it, or something else wasn’t knowable until Talos found the right place. Sixteen urban orbs, giant city-sized balls—half white metal and half transparent shields—were evenly spaced around the equator.

From the information he had been able to access, Talos knew the Seuks didn’t originate from this world. They had migrated here as a last defense against the Quassers. The city had proved to be an adequate fortress, but the Seuks had left without a clue as to where or why.

For the hundredth millionth time, Talos brought up star charts of neighboring solar systems on a transparent panel. Two alien races the Seuks had considered friends occupied systems within four light years—the Henschell and the Nolae. Only Talos had no ship, and he didn’t dare send a message. Opening communications would bring every Quasser to the Orb of the Seuks. He didn’t need that headache on top of his others.

His mission to find allies for the Backworlds was a miserable failure. He growled at the ice outside and punched a chair. For all he knew, everyone he cared about was dead, and the Quassers had taken over.
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