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            Prologue: Skip
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      The prototype star-speeder had been stolen three times during its short lifespan. First, by Skip Lawson’s father and uncle in order to escape the pirates they’d been ‘working with.’ Next, those same Cross Us If You Dare pirates had recaptured the pair along with the speeder. Finally, Marcus had engineered yet another escape from those pirates, stealing the speeder to get off the destroyer Damasen—and taking three other prisoners with him. Those prisoners had included his daughter, and the male Human and Aniuba who’d been helping her.

      Now the barrel-shaped fuselage with its five radial fins sailed hard and fast away from Masih System’s hyperspace emergence point. Inside its narrow cockpit, Marcus Lawson still wore his pilfered Damasen flight suit—which seemed fitting since he occupied the speeder’s pilot chair. Starg had muscled his way into the navigator’s space beside him, folding down a chair built for Derig navigators so that his Aniubi bulk could fit there. He was kneeling, his furry head turning this way and that as he watched data—and watched Marcus. Skip was forced to stand on the short walk-plate between the pilot/navigator space and the cockpit hatchway. For once thankful for her short stature, she didn’t need to bow her head beneath the upper hull’s curve the way Starg would have. Taller than Skip by a head, the fourth member of the party (former Marine Private Jordan Coffey) chose instead to squat behind Marcus and Starg. This allowed him to stare directly out through the forward window at the starfield while Marcus made course corrections.

      As these three males exchanged a spray of terse and muttered conversation—with chest-worn translator discs interpreting swiftly and accurately between Human English and whatever language Starg spoke—Skip leaned forward to hear them better. Marcus banked the vessel starboard without warning, making it appear as if the local star had slid from right to left across the forward window; Skip jammed one hand against the ceiling panel even though her rational mind insisted she didn’t need to. This ship’s inertial dampeners performed perfectly: watching the starfield shift was like watching a game play out on a big screen. Still, it was hard for a non-spacer to always overcome the expectation she’d be tossed around like she would in an airplane or on a boat.

      The males’ short-lived conversation had been something to do with the local administration.

      She asked them, “What about the locals? The Connies gonna shoot us down?”

      Starg craned his thick neck to lock eyes with her. His tail draped out behind him—Coffey had taken care not to kneel on it—and it twitched with pent-up stress. That tail was quite leonine, she thought, while the sullen expression in his eyes and on his muzzle was so canine, she wanted to gently scratch between his triangular ears. His eyes (one copper-colored, the other a deep sky blue) blinked at her while the translator disc stuck to her coveralls interpreted what he was saying.

      “No Consensus military round here. Just private security, belonging to Kuxi Corporation. Or so says our ‘pilot’ ...”

      “The proof’s right there,” Coffey said, tapping his finger against a helm screen.

      Facing front, Starg grumbled, “How am I supposed to read that? Stinkbait here’s set the bloody displays to your language, and my damn translator is audio only.”

      “It’s an up-to-date astro-political file,” Private Coffey continued, helpfully. “Local info. It reads, ‘Most planetary regions on Masih Kéné planet are leased or owned by Kuxi Corporation. Local star-lanes are monitored by Kuxi proxy agents. Consensus Military Provisional Oversight is in place.’ I ain’t too smart, but I know from experience that last bit means the place ain’t important enough for a naval base or army garrison.”

      Marcus nodded. “The Council’s making Kuxi protect their own assets and access.”

      “And asses,” murmured Coffey.

      Starg grunted at a tone chiming on the helm. “Well, I recognize a hailing signal when I hear one. You gonna say hello, or what?”

      Marcus put a finger to his lips before reaching forward and accepting the hail.

      The words that yammered from the helm speaker were spoken by a Greel, the voice husky, bullish, and baritone. It set off a chorus of translations, primarily in the deadpan tones of the Humans’ discs and lower in the gruff consonants and clipped vowels of Starg’s. “Unidentified-model ship, we represent this star system’s security. You are transmitting no transponder codes nor registration. You had better give us a reason for this and an identity that we’ll believe, or we’re within our legal rights to open fire on you.”

      Starg jabbed a finger at the void outside and mimed the question, Where’s their ship?

      Once again, it was Coffey pointing to a screen, which looked to Skip like a form of radar (though she knew it couldn’t be). Starg leaned toward it, let out a short groan and sank back onto his haunches.

      I guess that means they’re close, Skip thought unhappily.

      Marcus cranked back on something. She felt a low vibration in the decking indicating deceleration. Then Marcus pressed the comms board set in a console between his knees and Starg’s elbow. “Certainly, System Security. I am the millionaire, Thomas A. Quinas. I have an appointment with the Controlling Director. There’s a very good reason we’re in an unregistered Free Space ship. My staff and I were forced to use it to escape from a renegade destroyer where we were held prisoner. The destroyer’s name is Damasen, captained by a Human named Aziz, and it is currently disabled in—”

      Marcus also said the word the but the Greel wouldn’t have heard it. Coffey’s right hand had lashed out and torn Marcus’s from the comms panel, releasing the send button.

      Marcus attempted to twist his hand free from Coffey’s grip and failed. “What are you doing?”

      “Which system’re you gonna say Damasen is? There’s some good people on that ship.”

      “You think I’ll throw them under the bus? My own brother’s still on that ship, for God’s sake!” He tried once more to yank his hand free, but Coffey’s grip was like an iron clamp.

      The Marine leaned in. He grated, “I think you already threw him ‘under the bus’—to get us off Damasen. You better tell that Greel a different location, or I’ll break more than your wrist.” He released him.

      Marcus muttered a couple of curses, then took a deep breath to steady himself.

      Meanwhile the Greel security officer snarled through the comms speaker. “It’s currently disabled in what, where?”

      Marcus hit the send. “Apologies. This isn’t a ship I trained for. Having trouble flying and using comms at the same time. That pirate destroyer was in Tamez-benaabi System. They were swindling the local garrison commander—I think his name was Vladevic.”

      Skip knew the name. Vladevic had been the one speaking onscreen with Aziz while Skip had sat beside her, keeping silent. Which meant Tamez-benaabi was the first place Damasen went looking for Marcus in Consensus Space.

      Her dad was saying, “…and their ship started having computer errors. Gave us the chance to escape, but we were lucky. Came straight here, because I have business here. Which I was on the way to when they imprisoned me.”

      Ignoring that last bit, the Greel replied, “And you escaped in that vessel, right? A zRaati one that looks pretty stinking fast by the readings we’re getting.”

      “Stole the best thing available.”

      “Master Quinas, was it? Why are you here, again? Why aren’t you at some Navy or Council Security Bureau station, reporting your abduction?”

      “We’re here to conclude business, as I said, business commenced with Controlling Director Chu’uflgawn some time back.”

      There followed a long pause on the Greel’s side of the conversation. All four occupants of the star-speeder cockpit exchanged anxious glances. Then came the Greel’s coarse voice: “Master Quinas, prepare to comply with customs and boarding procedures. Starting with this order: you have eight thousand kiloscarma to come to a complete stop. My private patrol are all former Consensus startroopers. Our vessel is currently on a tracking vector. It has a malleable docking tube that will seal over your hull for safe boarding, so there’s no need for spacesuits. But if you would like to don those before we arrive, that is acceptable and understandable. However, if we find you to be armed when we board, you put yourself in peril. I expect to greet you face-to-face within a half hour. Your language is coming through as a registered Human one. No one here speaks it, so ensure you have your translators in working order for our arrival. I expect full cooperation.”

      Spacesuits? They didn’t have spacesuits. Skip’s father had his fighter pilot outfit, stolen to get off Damasen. The rest wore their original Damasen-wear: navy blue coveralls for Skip and Starg (Starg’s with that dorky electrical tape around an improvised tail slit); Coffey in his tactical shirt, pants and boots (and the old-fashioned wristwatch he wore). Captain Aziz’s crew had taken all of Marcus and Harry’s spare clothing from the ship, presumably to search it; thankfully, they hadn’t gotten around to looting its food and toiletries.

      Marcus drew breath to reply to the Greel, but the signal had cut out. He released the send button and sighed in irritation.

      “What did you think would happen?” Coffey laughed. “It’s a Consensus Space system. You didn’t think no one would challenge us?”

      “I didn’t expect boarding.”

      In the navigator’s spot, Starg rolled the shoulder bruised when a bullet had grazed his CECC suit on Damasen. Stretching a forepaw toward Marcus’s boards, he demanded, “Stop the bloody ship, Human. Now.”

      “I’m doing it, I’m doing it.”

      Marcus’s hands skipped across controls before he pushed himself back in his chair and folded his arms. Beyond the canopy, nothing seemed to change. Of course it didn’t, Skip thought, since they hadn’t changed direction, and the pinpricks of light out there were gazillions of kiloscarma away.

      Starg stared forward, also folding his arms. “Skip’s Father, you noticed we’re all dressed in Damasen clothing? And him…” His forepaw flicked toward Coffey. “Full soldiering outfit.”

      “I’m a Marine, not a soldier,” Coffey muttered, glancing down at his heavy cotton utility shirt and trousers.

      “Translation error,” Starg shrugged.

      Coffey rose from his kneeling position, forcing Skip to skittle backwards, then turned side-on in the cramped space to include her as he spoke. “The outfits can be explained as clothes we stole to get off the pirate ship. What will get us caught are breath samples, iris and retina scans, physiognomy records. They won’t have anything identifying Starg, probably. But us Humans were all Consensus citizens at some point. We’re well ’n truly on their databases. And if we get connected with Damasen, a known defector ship…”

      “Oh, crap,” Skip replied.

      “Only half as bad as you think it is,” Marcus said to her over his shoulder. “You and Coffey will come up as your real selves, yes. My brother made sure his and my data were overwritten on all Consensus master files. My data’s been reassigned to my millionaire alter ego.”

      Briefly, Starg’s muzzle turned his way. Marcus was too busy fussing with something on his helm boards to see it, but Skip caught the way the Aniuba’s lip curled from his teeth, the hatred visible. “That’s real nice for you. Were you gonna offer your pup a solution? Him, too.” He flicked that paw at Coffey again.

      Leaning back, Marcus groused, “If you’d let me gather my thoughts, I’ll finish what I’m saying. The great thing is, there’s no Consensus military in Masih System. No Council administration. Kuxi Corp owns, leases, or manages everything. And their private security contractors won’t have access to Council files on us. If we keep suspicions low, they’ll never investigate our identities. You’re all my staff from Free Space.”

      “Yeah, well, let’s goddamn hope you’re right. ’Cause if they connect us with Aziz’s ship, we’re all in prison for the duration.”

      “Duration?” Skip asked. “Of our lives?”

      Coffey nodded.

      “I’m the youngest. Meaning I’ll be in prison the longest!” She leaned around Coffey to toe the back of her dad’s chair. “You better convince them I was taken by Aziz … Better yet—oh, I like this idea—you convince them this Quinas Millionaire Guy bought me from the Greel my father sold me to. Who sold me to Aziz. And … and Starg doesn’t have to be your ‘staff.’ He can be who he is—a member of a legitimate Intervention Group who also got kidnapped by the pirates. Then—” She kicked at his seat again. “—you convince them Coffey was a lawful Consensus Marine who objected to Damasen’s defection, and got thrown in the brig because of it. Hey,” she beamed at Coffey. “I’m pretty good at this mixing-truth-with-lies stuff.

      Then she thought, Well, I should be: I’ve been doing it for months now...plus I’m the offspring of a lifelong conman.

      “Daughter. Relax. They won’t check on you.” Twisting awkwardly in his chair, Marcus said, “We’ll say both you and Starg were kidnapped from an intervention operation somewhere. And you’ve now decided to sign on with an employee who pays better. Me.”

      Skip snorted and looked away.

      “But I can do better when it comes to explaining your uniform, Coffey.” Marcus rubbed a thumb and forefinger together with a sly grin. “We’ll claim you stole it from the pirates. And if they inevitably call bullshit on that, I’ll use money to get you through. Because money, my dear friends, is the great convincer. And as I told you, I have rather a lot of it at my disposal.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The ‘former startroopers’ who boarded via the docking tube conducted themselves like current startroopers. Two pairs (consisting of one Greel and one Aniuba each) came through with pulse rifles raised. The first Greel peeled toward aft and started a circuit-inspection without a word, while the first Aniuba peeled off toward the bow. Like the Greel, the Aniuba said nothing; only a brief flick of her eyes acknowledged the two much shorter Humans pressing themselves against the bulkhead to let her pass. Skip and Marcus kept their hands raised even when she’d gone into the lounge compartment where Starg and Coffey waited. The Greel vanished around the aft turn of the corridor.

      Only then did the next pair step from the tube to the passageway. That Aniuba began opening the hatches leading off the corridor while the new Greel stomped up to the Humans and drew himself to his full height, locking one huge eye onto Skip and the other onto Marcus.

      Skip’s translator interpreted his first words as: “You’re Aquinas?”

      Because she didn’t know which one of them he meant, she pointed across herself at Marcus. Marcus waggled both hands.

      “I’m Supervisor Djenyazo.” The Greel seemed about to say something else when the first Aniuba poked her head out of the lounge and raised two fingers at him. Djenyazo told her, “Send them out here.” He remained silent until Starg and Marcus had joined them. Then: “Just fold your arms over your torsos and keep your paws away from your pockets.”

      He had a handgun rather than a rifle. Something that looked slender and fragile clasped in a Greel’s thick-fingered mitt. Which wouldn’t stop it stunning or killing them, of course.

      Continuing on, the officer said, “We checked. You did have an appointment with Kuxi’s Controlling Director to discuss some business. Did have being the important words there. Your appointment was set for two days ago. The Controlling Director’s no longer interested.”

      Marcus remained unfazed. “Oh, he’ll be plenty interested when he meets me and hears my proposal. And before you ask, no I won’t tell you what the proposal is.”

      Oh, nice one, Dad.

      “Wasn’t asking,” Djenyazo rumbled.

      Oblivious to that, Marcus pressed on. “What you need to understand is: when high level managers say they’re not interested, it’s a lie. A corporate lie.”

      “What are you talking about, Human?”

      “Well, you see, this is the way high level business is done. What I mean is, they’re only pretending not to want to meet so I’ll feel desperate.”

      The Greel’s huge nostrils flared wider as he sucked in air—and possibly tried to taste any deceit on Marcus’s breath. “Seems unlikely. More likely, they simply don’t like people who forget appointments. Even less so when those people are from a Dumb Race.”

      “Humans aren’t Dumb,” Marcus explained patiently. “We haven’t been categorized yet.”

      “You’re dumb, Master Quinas, if you think you can turn up two days late and still get the Director to see you.” He ran one eye across all four passenger outfits. “This star system is a long way from anywhere else. The only visitors we get here are invited. Suppliers. Guests. Staff changeovers. Electrical contractors. Never three humans and an Aniuba dressed in Navy attire, flying a star-speeder that’s not a model on the registry, and bears no registry numbers.”

      “Easily explained.” Marcus stuck a finger in the air, but Djenyazo cut him off with a raised voice.

      “I’ve been doing this kind of work for sixteen years now, first as a startrooper, now for my current employer. Untrustworthy people of any Race become easy to spot after the first year or two. After sixteen years, you people are pretty stinking obvious. But you provide a break in the boredom for teams like mine, as well as the opportunity for practicing our procedures. Perhaps I should thank you for that.”

      Skip stifled a groan at the way this was going. Starg and Coffey both drew breath to speak, but Djenyazo silenced them by pointing a meaty finger their way. Then he focused on the pair who’d headed aft and were now returning from that direction. That Aniuba made a signal that probably meant nothing interesting—then he ducked into the docking tube, leaving the other Greel as support for their boss. With the backup in place, Djenyazo holstered his slender pistol and gave a high-pitched whistle toward the bow. A moment later, the female Aniuba poked her head into the passage again.

      “How is it up there?” he asked her.

      “The helm’s a bloody nightmare. Everything’s in Human.”

      “English,” Marcus muttered. “Everything’s in English.”

      “Keep trying,” Djenyazo told her. “At least try and slave it to ours.”

      “You’re not taking this ship!” Marcus exclaimed.

      “Depends where our interactions lead, doesn’t it? This vessel might be impounded. This vessel might be towed back to the jump point to make sure you leave. This vessel…” He appeared to pause for dramatic effect. “…might be returned to its rightful owners.”

      “If you would just let me explain!”

      “I’ll be interested in your story, certainly. But first…” The supervisor drew a flat device from a chest pocket. “Time for your breath prints. Let’s get some hard and verified data up front to back up whatever story you want to tell.”

      “But you don’t have access to data like that,” Skip blurted.

      Both Greels honked a laugh. The supervisor said, “Who told you that? You think because we’re at the toenail-end of settled space our employer isn’t well-connected?”

      He continued chortling whilst booting up the device. An air-sampler tube popped from the top. Skip turned a ferocious glare on her father (he’d made yet another false promise). Indicating the sampler tube, Djenyazo said, “You’ll have to share. Didn’t bring any spares. Aniuba, do you want to go first?”

      Rather than answer him, Starg turned to Marcus. “Master Quinas. Boss. You said you could fix this. Something about money…”

      Djenyazo lowered the device and threw his fellow officer a look. From a lifetime spent around them, Skip knew Greel body language pretty well. That look said, Interesting development, eh?

      “Boys,” said Marcus, addressing the two Greels in a soothing tone. “And I’m guessing you are both males?”

      An annoyed “Yes” from the Greels.

      “Let me save you time and trouble, boys. And hopefully still provide a break in the boredom. If you were to check our identities, you would verify me as a Consensus citizen named Thomas A. Quinas, as I’ve stated. Thomas A. Quinas is a very rich and important Consensus citizen. Verifying these three people, however, would bring up quite different data.”

      Skip tensed, and felt the other two do the same, wondering suddenly if her dad would toss them under the bus.

      But Marcus said, “They are my staff. My employees. Two had joined me before we were abducted by those pirates. And this gentleman had been pressganged into serving the pirates—enslaved, as it were. But he took pity on us when we were taken, and helped us escape. I have offered him employment with me as a reward for his humanity…I mean, for his decency. He has joined the Aniuba as my protective detail, an honorable job, you’d agree. The young woman is my chef and my administrative assistant.”

      The Greel supervisor said something her translator didn’t catch. By his tone, she figured it meant blah blah blah. He jabbed a thick finger toward Coffey. “You, this time. Who were these pirates? Where were they when you all escaped?”

      Coffey ducked his head respectfully. “Sir, the ship belonged to the Cross Us If You Dare faction. As Mr. Quinas said, we got away in Tamez-benaabi System. I can tell you how if you have time. But the boss really does need to get to that appoint—”

      Djenyazo shut him up with a sharp noise and focused both eyes on Skip. “You this time. This ship. You stole it from the pirates to get away? Why are the helm controls all set to a Human language?”

      “I, uh…” She cleared her throat, shifted her feet, and fired up the part of herself she’d inherited from Marcus. The inventing-shifty-stuff-on-the-spot part. “First up, the pirates were all Humans who spoke English, anyway. But the ship belongs to Mr. Quinas. He was in the process of purchasing it from some Free Space zRaati when the pirates stormed the area.”

      Not in the least bit wrong-footed by her creativity, Marcus smoothly improvised extra details. “They murdered the zRaati. Abducted us. Stole the ship. It’s a prototype, by the way which is why you don’t register it.”

      Djenyazo shifted restlessly. “Well, it’s a fascinating story. I’m sure you’d love to tell it again and again and again. And I’m sure you will—and I’m sure it’ll get better with every telling. Let’s shift to the subject of … ah … Your Aniuba bodyguard said something about money?”

      “Okay! Yes!” Marcus leaned closer, as if dropping his voice would accomplish anything. “I mentioned I’m rich, right? You and your team have personal devices with you? Yes? Linked to your financial accounts? Excellent. How many in your team?”

      “Four. You’ve seen us all.”

      “Why don’t you bring all four personal devices over? Then you stay here—without reporting anything to your supervisor—and make polite small talk with my staff. Meanwhile, I’ll go into the cockpit with your devices and I’ll access one of my accounts. My substantial accounts. I’ll transfer fifteen thousand credits to each of you, I’ll flag it as a gift from a rich relative, and we’ll all happily go our various ways. How does that sound?”

      “Fifteen thousand?”

      “Oh, did I say fifteen? I meant thirty.”

      “A bribe?”

      “A solution. Look. You already said you confirmed our appointment with Controlling Director Chu’uflgawn. That proves I have legitimate business here—”

      “Well, not really,” Djenyazo mumbled.

      “And your team is welcome to go over this vessel with every scanner at your disposal to see if we have anything nefarious.”

      Unless he’d hidden it—which he might have—the only potential weapon Skip knew about was the multitool Coffey had taken on their way off Damasen.

      One of Djenyazo’s eyes rolled back to check on his colleague. The other Greel let out a long sigh through his nostrils while dipping his eyelids. The Greel form of a shrug, Skip knew.

      “One hundred twenty thousand all up? Seems it’d be easier to round that up to one hundred fifty.”

      “I agree,” Marcus said immediately.

      “Solution accepted, Master Quinas.” Djenyazo made a curt gesture to his colleague who hurried back over to their ship. Presumably he was fetching their personal datapads or whatnot. With his eyes tracking separately and studying their clothing afresh, the supervisor said, “I’ll grant free passage to Masih Kéné. No doubt you already saw that the planet is orbiting on the far side of the star currently. That trip would take the transit shuttles attached to my vessel around forty-nine hours. I have a feeling it’ll be shorter for your … whatever this is.”

      “Star-speeder.”

      “Right. Reaching Masih Kéné is one thing. Getting onto it is another. If you add a mere three thousand more credits to my account, I’ll ensure the Onworld Tourism Supervisor grants you solid visas and a planetside berthing permit. But I’m not guaranteeing anyone from Kuxi Corporation will see you. That’s your problem. And I’ll be keeping your weapons.”

      “Don’t have any, sir,” said Marcus. “Escaped abductees, remember?”

      “That’s unfortunate for your two bodyguards. I’m sure they’d like weapons to do their job. But I suppose a man of your wealth could purchase them along the way.” Djenyazo’s eyes continued scrutinizing their clothing. “One thing you can definitely purchase when you land at Masih Spaceport: clothing. There’s actually a small Human store back of the food court.”

      “Thank God for that,” Skip murmured. Her coveralls reeked.

      The Greel grunted as if reading her thoughts and agreeing with them. Abruptly, he lumbered away towards the lounge and cockpit. They had to squash against the bulkhead to let him pass them. “Stay there,” he ordered without explanation.

      Going to inform the woman Aniuba, Skip thought.

      The three Humans clustered closer while Starg began wandering away from them toward the stern.

      Coffey said, “You’re not worried they’ll check up on us, anyway? Send word to the Consensus Security Bureau after that money hits their accounts?”

      “Tattle on us, and I tattle on them. I’ll have the credit transfer records to prove they accepted a bribe. Djenyazo seems smart enough to know that.”

      Breaking his silence, Starg paused and told them, “We’ve had one lucky break, today, you know.”

      “What’s that?” Skip asked him.

      “At least these officers weren’t Derigs. Derigs are impossible to bribe.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1: The Remnant

          

          Day 1

        

      

    

    
      The interrogation room lay deep in the bowels of the mothership Remnant. High Prince Fehlis studied it from the viewing area outside. As prince of his Kehodi refugees and master of this great vessel, he liked to think he knew almost every centiscarm of it. He definitely knew that the interrogation room’s original color palette had been white and a very pale green: white walls, green deck, green ceiling tiles. The white and green were still there, but a spatter and splashes of red, gray and brown had obscured that palette in places. The same muck should have sprayed the long observation window behind which Fehlis stood. But a decade earlier, he’d ordered a frictionless material to replace the glass. So the gore had slipped right off, enabling him and his subordinates to witness every detail of the gruesomeness that had unfolded here.

      Fehlis stood right up against that hardy, transparent panel. He was joined at one shoulder by The Remnant’s captain, Ganang; at the other by his troop commander, Major Tambat. Flanking the door to the corridor were two Troopers: Stormbringer Kalanh (she had once been Major Kalanh but her recent tendency toward making blunders had cost her that rank), plus a young female Cha’Lin, born on Remnant like so many others, and a warrior who’d proven useful recently. And none of them could tear their eyes away from the spectacle inside the interrogation room.

      The individual beyond the window had withdrawn to one corner where she’d folded herself into a tight Yan crouch. The knees and elbows of her long limbs poked in all directions like the defensive spikes of an ancient fortress, or a gunship’s turrets. Her eating mouth remained shut, its jaw muscles working hard. When she swallowed, she rose with an almost beautiful grace and ranged languidly around the enclosed space, licking Greel blood from her elongated fingers, pushing meat scraps around the sickeningly slick floor. And there were plenty of scraps. The Yan’s belly was distended already with her meal, and there remained enough left over for several more meals.

      From what Fehlis knew of the Yan Race—and what he’d learned about this unnamed and former cellmate of his—such feasting would give her a great deal of pleasure: the satisfaction of eating something slaughtered by her own hands (and by her feet…and her two mouths). For one moment, her golden eyes flitted his way, taking him in, taking in the other observers.

      Bloodlust not yet satisfied, then, thought Fehlis.

      From behind him, where one additional observer sagged against the back wall, a low voice spoke. “I’m just glad that Greel wasn’t a relative.”

      Fehlis asked him, “Was it impolite of me to insist you attended this spectacle?”

      “Oh, that was an attempt at humor, my lord. I’m happy to be here. The data was important.” When all three Veh’Na leaders glanced back, Doctor Mankayozo raised his handheld mediscanner, showing it to them. “Being present meant I could confirm the success of the exceptions filter I attached to your pet Yan’s neural inhibitor thingy.”

      “Yes, well,” said Fehlis, stirring himself. “Let’s test that fully, shall we?” Tambat made way for the prince to move toward the locked hatch to the interrogation room. And then Fehlis had a thought and caught Trooper Cha’Lin’s eye. “You know, I didn’t like the way our guest just looked at us. You still have that device you purchased recently?”

      She did, fishing in one pocket before handing him a simple gadget, as small and smooth as a button. On an away mission (before his humiliation at the hands of the Anibua Darrek qa’Kaleel) she’d used the thing with great result. She’d explained it fired a sustained sonic blast at a frequency unique to a part of a Yan brain, incapacitating them.

      Fehlis rolled it around one palm. “No sense in testing the inhibitor’s prohibition on killing Veh’Na without some kind of backup.”

      Doctor Mankayozo lifted his scanner again. “I’m confident the inhibitor’s working perfectly, my lord. I know we can’t have an individual like her running loose around Remnant without absolute assurance that we control who she murders and when.”

      “We?”

      “Er, you, great prince, you control who she murders,” Manka corrected himself.

      “Doctor, perhaps we should test it further by sending you in first?”

      Both Tambat and Ganang perked up on hearing that idea, their spines and shoulders straightening. Despite the expertise he brought to the remaining Kehodi faction, the Greel medic’s constant impudence across decades meant most Veh’Na aboard wouldn’t mind if he was butchered next.

      The Greel’s expression didn’t change. “Happy to, if you like. The exceptions filter was generalized to Greels and Aniubi. I’m currently studying its software so I can modify with my pheromones and physical appearance so the Yan won’t—”

      “Yes, yes. All right. Your competence is only exceeded by your smugness.” Still, Fehlis positioned the anti-Yan gadget in his hand the way he’d seen Cha’Lin do it. And took a deep breath before opening the hatch.

      The breath meant he was the last to be hit by the carnage stench as it rolled out from the room. His subordinates reacted with quiet gasps and fiercely twitching nostril-shells either side of their heads. Fehlis risked a sniff—and decided he’d smelled worse. However, it might be wise to linger here in the doorway: he didn’t want any of that mess on his boots.

      The Yan retreated to her corner, folding into it as before. Nevertheless, Fehlis didn’t let his gaze leave her as he asked, “Captain, how is that intel coming along?”

      In his peripheral vision, he saw Ganang consult his databook. “Comms Tech Krozesh has messaged to say the relevant records and updates are fully downloaded. But encryption remains complex and may yet take hours.”

      “Which is why he should go and meet our other Greel guest.”

      “I’ve ordered him to do so.”

      Fehlis let a new silence descend as he thought about the past thirty hours’ activity. Major Tambat had personally led his Troopers in an assault on the prison transport, rescuing Fehlis, Mankayozo and (on a whim of Fehlis’s) this Yan. That rescue had involved a lengthy naval battle since the transport was guarded by an unprecedented escort fleet of three Freedom Collective frigates and two smaller missile boats. Those ships had been vanquished, but not without visiting their share of cuts and bruises upon Remnant.

      All but one of the escort ships had been completely destroyed; the surviving hulk had yielded a couple dozen prisoners. And those prisoners had proved useful when Fehlis’s people discovered that two were senior bridge crew—both of them Greels. Fehlis craved intel from the best-guarded diplomatic parts of the Free Space communal comm-nets, regions of cyberspace that were heavily protected by changing encryptions and access-codes. The Greels refused to give up those codes. So they’d been brought here. One had been pushed into the room with the Yan; the other watched the beginnings of the Yan disassembling his colleague…and had been deeply affected by the display. Understanding that he would be next if he didn’t submit, the Greel officer started babbling codes and decryption instructions even as Troopers dragged him from the observation area—and shortly before his colleague’s heart had stopped pumping blood from a myriad of wounds.

      “Excellent,” Fehlis said eventually. “Krozesh should have what we need shortly.” By which Fehlis meant the records mentioning the Intervention Group who’d handed him over to the Freedom Collective. The Intervention Group who flew with the DAWN STAR and were commanded by (hells take him) Darrek qa’Kaleel.

      It was Tambat’s turn to offer information. “That Aniuba’s still got our serum, highness. He won’t divest himself of it quickly. Too valuable.”

      Fehlis’s mood darkened and for a moment, he forgot the Yan, turning a shoulder to the interrogation room. “Even if he did, he’s got the bug that drank it, the one it supercharged to kill my Troopers. I want that creature, not just vengeance. If the serum’s gone, there’ll be enough residue within the Toatali to reverse engineer it. Correct?”

      Mankayozo startled as attention latched on to him. “It’s … possible.”

      Not the answer Fehlis would have preferred. But he’d settle for it. “Possible is better than impossible. Stormbringer Kalanh. Fetch us a water cart.” As the demoted Trooper darted into the corridor, Fehlis waved to catch the Yan’s attention. Slowly, her golden eyes tracked toward him. “You’ll be hosed down in a few moments. After which, you’ll be shown back to your room.”

      She mimicked his wave with the long fingers on one hand. “Meaning, I’ll be put back in my cell.”

      “Technically, it’s a storage cupboard. Bigger and more comfortable than any of our brig cells.”

      “Bigger,” she agreed, and left it at that.

      “I’ll have janitorial crew collect these … scraps. Would you prefer we refrigerate them for later, or simply have them tossed in with you.”

      “You’re most kind to give me a choice, my lord.” The term of respect sounded genuine spoken in the Yan’s naturally polite and moderate tone. But Fehlis detected the sarcasm nevertheless. She performed an unhurried inspection of the mess across the floor, and continued: “Refrigeration is my preference, after which I’d prefer half of these leftovers ten hours from now, and the rest another six-to-eight hours later. I take it my services here have been useful to you?”

      “Your meal’s colleague was quite forthcoming when he considered the alternative.”

      “A win-win then.”

      “Indeed.”

      “And you’ll be keeping him alive a while?”

      Fehlis scratched his throat with the gadget as he considered that. “As long as it takes you to grow genuinely hungry again.”

      She dipped her long head and said, “Lovely.”

      “As demonstrated, Yan, the exceptions filter Dr. Mankayozo added to your inhibitor allows you some freedoms now. Once we have no more Greels to feed you, there’s an Aniubi prisoner from the escort ships we’ll test it on.”

      “Even lovelier.”

      “But I can’t have you attacking Mankayozo the moment you step out here.”

      “Or at any time in the future,” the doctor insisted hastily.

      The Yan stroked her distended belly. “I couldn’t kill anyone in this condition unless my life depended on it. Besides, Dr. Mankayozo did me a service by partially releasing me from the inhibitor’s restrictions, so I owe him genuine gratitude. And although you, Prince Fehlis, did cause the death of my sister at BrightStar, you have been considerate and respectful toward me since our meeting. You can be assured of my continued compliance with your goals and needs. After all, my lord, I aim to live long enough to have this thing out of my head so that I may wreak vengeance upon you. In the meantime, I’m enjoying your hospitality along with the chance to slay and consume your enemies.”

      “You take a long time to make a simple point. Very well. My Troopers will supervise you; I have things to attend to. One more thing before I leave: I can’t keep calling you ‘Yan’ and ‘the Yan.’ You must have a name.”

      Heavy lids closed over golden eyes for a moment as she considered this. “When they caught and caged me, they called me Prisoner 16-833.” The eyelids popped up. “833 is as good a name as any.”

      “Very well, 833. I look forward to your continued usefulness to our cause.”

      “As I look forward to one day slicing your head from your shoulders. My lord.”
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          Day 2

        

      

    

    
      Darrek qa’Kaleel stood in DAWN STAR’s upper lounge compartment, facing its transparent hull section. He’d dressed for comfort in gray leggings and boots. A knee-length midnight-blue surcoat covered his torso, with his utility belt clasped around it. Clutching his forepaws behind his back, he extended and retracted his claws one at a time. First those of the right paw, then of the left. Back to the right again. A form of self-soothing he’d learned in childhood from his surrogate father then mentor, Starg. A way to keep strong emotions in check. At this moment in his life, those emotions were leaning toward guilt and fatigue. And, if he was honest, dread.

      Apart from the rhythmic flexing of his claws, the other calming habit he’d developed since purchasing DAWN STAR was staring at the ‘no-space’ beyond this clear section of hull. Out there, the impossible colors and shapes of hyperspace played themselves out like a live performance by a visual artist.

      They’ve been known to drive people insane, he thought. But I find them relaxing. What’s that reveal about me?

      The dread he’d been battling made a brief rally, scratching at his attempts to subdue it. And the cause of that feeling? Well, he and Miira had signed a contract to catch Skip Lawson. But he didn’t think the primary cause of his dread was about capturing the Human pup; more likely it was the prospect that seeing her again would enflame his repressed grief for Starg.

      But what if the old cur’s with her? What if he’s alive?

      Unlikely. If Starg had escaped BrightStar Casino with Skip, then the reports about her would mention him.

      Unless they were separated at the Casino. And he got out separately.

      In which case, he’d have already found his way back to DAWN STAR, even with all their moving around. Or at the very least, he’d get a message to them.

      He—

      Darrek growled low in his throat, angry at his own mind’s mind games. He really didn’t need to go torturing himself with the unknown then dashing any modicum of hope that crept into his thinking.

      A playful voice rolled through the hatchway behind him. “Snarling at yourself, boss? They say that’s the first sign of insanity.”

      Upon turning, he forced a self-deprecating grin. “My former 2IC was pretty damned good at sneaking up on me, too. Seems like you’re born for the role, Miira.”

      The huge trooper accepted that with a good-natured flick of the slightly rounded ears either side of her scalp’s white stripe. But in the soft set of her dark eyes, he detected the sadness she also felt for Starg’s loss. She said, “Clayton’s almost done cooking evening meal. Smells edible. Which it should be with all that experience he’s had with other multi-Race Groups and crews. You get an afternoon nap in, boss?”

      He arched his neck, the movement bringing the mildest wince to his face. The recent tussle with Kú Imá’s henchman had left him stiff-jointed and bruised across ribs, shoulder, knee, back of head. At their last stop, Nofre had purchased him a ‘flush’ that was meant to resolve all that. Before he retired last night, Darrek had self-administered it. It had remedied some of the damage, for sure, and daily hot showers (two today!) had helped loosen him up further.

      He told Miira, “I might be sore, but I’m way too young for daytime naps.”

      She huffed a laugh, then ventured closer to the riot of clashing coronas, blots, and textures beyond the hull. He noticed she didn’t stare at it long. “We have six more hours of traveling through this shit.”

      “Meal and a briefing will fill in an hour.”

      “Some more weapons drills with Clayton and Ingari will fill in more. Naps, too.”

      He grunted.

      “So…breakfast?” She flicked her long tail toward the passageway.

      Darrek poked the tender spot on his head, distracted. “A question, before we do. I know we touched on this a day ago … but are you really still happy to work with me?”

      Miira’s gaze slid off him and onto the hyperspace lightshow. Then back. “Honestly?”

      He lay his ears flat across the top of his skull and cocked his head, communicating lenience, open-mindedness. “Just us here. We can speak candidly.”

      “I’m not going anywhere, boss. But I’m a bit …” She sighed and locked stares with him. “It’s not the fact we lost people: that crap happens. It’s the lying that gnaws at me.”

      He replied, “I don’t blame you. I’d feel pretty let down if my commander kept a secret like that serum from me. But I want you to see something from my perspective. Something else. When we left BrightStar Casino, you remember you told me that Starg must be dead? You were sure of it. I wanted to go back, but you talked me out of it. You might have been wrong: if Skip is alive, there’s a chance Starg’s with her.”

      “Oh.” Her broad shoulders bunched and her head dropped in an Aniubi expression of shame.

      In a hurry to prevent that shame settling in, Darrek told her, “But I don’t hold that against you, Miira. That’s my point. I’m believing the best about you. Besides, we’re all making up life as we go along, one decision at a time. I made a mistake about the serum; I learned from it.”

      She met his eyes again. “And I made a mistake, so I learn too, I guess?”

      “You didn’t make a mistake at BrightStar: you made a call. A sensible one. My history with Starg would have caused me to endanger you all. At that point, we wouldn’t have survived a return to the asteroid and an encounter with Fehlis’s people.”

      “That’s true. So you don’t hold it against me, boss?”

      “Not in the slightest.”

      “And I don’t hold the serum thing against you. I mean, I already don’t. I saw you vented the rest after our talk. That’s not my problem, anyway. When I said ‘the lying,’ I meant me. Lying to my colleagues really shits me.”

      Darrek indicated the colliding patterns outside the hull. “We both need to do what DAWN STAR’s doing.”

      “Move forwards?”

      He nodded. “Move forwards.”

      Her mood turning full circle, she dropped her jaw in a quick smile. “Then let’s move forwards to mealtime, boss. I’m bloody starving.”
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      Darrek swirled the remnants of his dinner broth, taking note of the way the overhead lighting played patterns into the dark, swishing liquid as if mimicking those of hyperspace outside.

      During the first of their two stops after Fortune’s Star, three of his long-term Groupers had departed for shore leave, claiming to need a break from the action (but probably reluctant to chase down a former member of the Group, even if Skip was Human). From the corner of his eye, Darrek observed his remaining team…

      His recently acquired ‘smooth talker’ Clayton sat across a table from the young Aniuba mechanic-apprentice, Ingari. Clayton’s grasp of the Trade language was excellent for a Human. Ingari’s grasp of it was not, her primary language being Aniubic, the Race’s common tongue. Therefore, both Groupers had lapsed into native languages, relying on translator devices as they tried to swap jokes from their respective cultures. Neither was connecting with the other’s humor. But it seemed like they were having a good time trying.

      Klekt the Toatali squatted against the bulkhead beneath the servery window. The ship’s mender wore a toolbelt around his waist and an extra tool holster around one thigh. His improving enthusiasm and stamina for work—combined with the patchy and scabby spread of fresh exoskeleton across the exposed areas of his body—gave Darrek hope he’d be back to something close to normal soon. The mender had picked up a new flower sculpture at Hoban Station to stay occupied in his downtime, another good sign. He appeared to be watching everyone at once with his multi-faceted eyes—although he might also have been lightyears away in his own mind.

      Because Tharnu had gone on leave, DAWN STAR had needed a new pilot. Neither Darrek nor Miira had the skills and knowledge to do more than point the ship at a destination and hit go. On the journey away from Fortune’s Star, Clayton had mentioned he knew people at Hoban’s Rift. Specifically two pilots who’d been part of the previous Intervention Group he’d worked with before it broke up.

      “One’s a Greel,” he’d said, “the other a Derig. The Derig’s actually sharper. Bred for the job. Brilliant under pressure. Gives less backchat.”

      When Clayton had paused for a reaction, Nofre growled, “I hate Derigs.”

      At which, Clayton had shrugged. “You won’t be sailing with us. Anyway, the Greel’s too wide to fit in Tharnu’s chair.”

      And so the Derig had been hired. His name was Pluptorp Boshkee. Thus far, his skills proved solid. And he was possibly the least antsy Derig Darrek had ever seen; he certainly wasn’t chewing on things in his downtime. Pluptorp currently sat on the furthest side of the galley, picking at a deep bowl of roasted seeds and grains.

      Miira’s meal had long vanished down that always-hungry gullet. For the last few minutes, she’d been cleaning her claws with a knife.

      And that was the entirety of Darrek’s Group for this contract. Himself and Miira, Indira and Clayton, Klekt and Pluptorp. Well, six was a ‘triangular number’ (a number where the items or people could be arranged into rows forming an equilateral triangle). Given his species’ fondness for triangular things, he should take it as a good omen. Except that he didn’t believe in those. Then again, on the last few contracts, he hadn’t had a triangular number of Groupers, and those had gone badly. For all he knew, omens and triangles did have something to do with outcomes…

      Darrek raised the bowl to his lips, drained it in one long pull, pushed it across the table, wiped his muzzle with the back of a hand, settled back.

      Six Groupers for another snatch-and-flee mission. At least it’s not a fugitive General. This time, the biggest hindrance we’ll face is Consensus Space bureaucracy.

      He extended two claws and clacked them on the table top, indicating the gathering was now formal. Cutlery and crockery scraped and clattered as Clayton, Ingari and Pluptorp put down their scoopsticks and turned to him politely. Klekt rose from his complex Toatali crouch and took a seat. Miira slid the knife into its sheath.

      “Just a few details to fill in,” Darrek told them. “You know already that Miira secured Consensus clearance to travel in their territory. You know the contract we accepted from the Dewdrop Police is a ‘provisional bounty notice’ to capture Skip Lawson. Miira and Klekt have met Skip before. She is a Human female, not much older than Ingari here and about the same size. She’s not a danger to us—no offence to you, Ingari.”

      “None taken,” the youngster assured him and flexed some claws with a grin. “I have these. She doesn’t.”

      Humans could be dangerous in other ways, but Darrek didn’t say it. “Clayton, if we need you at all, it could be to talk our way through local trouble. More likely it’ll be to trick Skip into a position where Miira and I can subdue her without injury.”

      “If we can find her, that is,” Miira interjected. “Original data we had reported her on a planet called Chiru Ké. The officials back at the Connie outpost we stopped at gave up fresher intel on her—probably to raise the bribe I gave ’em to speed up our travel and business permits. Skip was also seen aboard a pirate destroyer in the Tamez-benaabi system before she turned up at Chiru Ké.”

      Ingari’s eyes widened as her ears perked in youthful fascination. “Pirate ship?”

      Darrek picked up the briefing again. “Indeed. Those Connie snotballs wouldn’t share video or image data of the communications between the destroyer and the Tamez-benaabi garrison commander. But Miira and I have a strong feeling we know the identity of the ship.”

      “How?” Clayton frowned.

      “Pirates were chasing Skip when we first met her. When we rescued her, I should say. If that same crew caught up with her somehow—and she’s aboard their ship—that’s a massive problem for us. But let’s not get bogged down in conjecture. What you need to know is, we’re currently five hours out from Tamez-benaabi where the pirates had a comms exchange with the garrison, pretending to be one of their own ships.”

      “Tamez-whatsit is closer than Chiru Ké?” asked Clayton.

      Darrek nodded. “If Skip left clues about her ultimate destination or the pirates’ agenda, they’re as likely to be there as in a system that’s further away. Also, I’d like to confirm it’s actually her on that ship so we chase the correct trail.”

      “The pirates left the Chiru Ké system anyway, right?” Clayton asked.

      “They apparently knocked out the FTL comms buoy when they arrived there, but the locals got it working a little after they departed.”

      The strips of fur above the Human’s eyes rose and fell. “Cool story, all round.”

      “That’s Human slang?”

      “English slang, yes.”

      “The story gets…cooler?” Miira said. “Nothing we do lately is ever straightforward, and things ain’t changing. The Consensus representatives back at the Chnalla Outpost told us their Council wants Skip as well. Probably think she’s a lead on the pirates.”

      Darrek added, “We’re in their Space, meaning we’ll have to hand her over to them instead of to our original contract holders.”

      Clayton whistled at the news. Ingari looked mildly confused by it. Pluptorp and Klekt maintained blank expressions, since none of this affected them directly.

      Miira must have accurately read the question on Clayton’s face, because he nodded along as she told him, “I managed to smooth-talk the Connies into letting us take a bounty from their Council. I mean, we were already on the job and had insight into Skip and her character. So…” She pulled a minitablet from a thigh pocket and wagged it at them. “We have a sparkling new Consensus Council contract signed and verified.”

      Clayton said, “The Dewdrop Police won’t be happy we’ve switched employers.”

      Darrek repeated, “Fugitive’s in Consensus territory.”

      “Legally, Dewdrop’s got no say in it,” Miira added.

      “But we’ll drop a long way down their favorite people list,” Clayton pressed.

      Darrek accepted the insinuation with a grunt. There was always the chance a miffed employer might come after a Group who botched or backed out of a contract. But such occurrences were rare, since they scared off other Intervention Groups from dealing with that employer in future. And Darrek couldn’t see a backwater like Dewdrop wasting resources on it.

      Displaying her natural savviness, Ingari asked Miira, “Sergeant, how does the Consensus bounty compare to the Dewdrop one?”

      Miira swung her tail. “Nine percent higher.”

      Clayton and Ingari nodded enthusiastically at that news. Even quiet Pluptorp let out a happy chitter.

      Darrek said, “It’s also better for Skip. Whatever they want her for, a Consensus prison term is a whole lot better than a Dewdrop death sentence.”

      “Could she have murdered someone here, too?” Ingari asked.

      The question rankled Miira, as evidenced by the flash of anger in her eyes. But she controlled her body language out of care for the young Aniuba. “We don’t know she killed anyone on Dewdrop. It’s an accusation we haven’t seen any proof for.”

      “Why’d you take the bounty, then?” Ingari asked. She was merely curious but the questions pressed a metaphorical finger into Miira’s wound. The trooper had quickly taken to the young Human, the same way she’d now taken to Ingari.

      Darrek answered for her: “To protect Skip from over-eager Intervention Groups. The Dewdrop bounty said dead or alive. Some Groups think the dead option’s easier all round.”

      “Oh,” said Ingari and withdrew into her thoughts.

      “We’re done here,” Darrek said. “Emergence into Tamez-benaabi System in five hours. Any further briefings will be conducted via intercom.”

      Miira straightened into her sergeant’s posture. “The Human cooked evening meal. The Derig and the young Aniuba are on cleanup.”

      Ingari moaned at the news like many a Smart Race adolescent might. Pluptorp simply slid off his chair and got to it. And Darrek sent a prayer to all his Race’s gods—the ones he’d never believed in—that nothing nasty would await DAWN STAR once it made that emergence into Tamez-benaabi territory.
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      Twenty-eight Human years earlier, some designer had thought it a good idea to bolt a shiny metal plate between the two elevator doors on the destroyer Damasen’s bridge. The plate measured one meter wide and two high, the perfect size and position for crew members awaiting a lift to check their reflections, straighten their uniforms (back when they’d worn them), or finger-comb their hair.

      As Captain Noor Aziz stalked the bridge perimeter, she caught sight of herself in that reflective plate. And moved on quickly with the image seared into her mind. That snapshot of her appearance had only reminded her of all the things that had caused her to be scorned and overlooked during her first three decades of life. Those decades, of course, had been spent in another galaxy, another collision of cultures, a whole other military. And in that military, she’d been devalued for two reasons mainly. Her gender—not an issue among the established cultures of the Sandbox, she’d been relieved to discover. And her petit stature—which in her youth had toughened her, forcing her to fight hard and fight dirty so that she’d be taken seriously. The elfin looks she’d inherited from her mother had included a pointy chin. And in private moments, Noor Aziz told herself this combination of looks and steely determination made her look like a badass dark elf.

      Well, she’d spent the last two decades in this galaxy. Here, her quick wits, tactical abilities, professional skills, and hard nature had helped her rise quickly through the Consensus Navy ranks. From a mere missile-frigate pilot all the way to captaining her own destroyer. A destroyer whose all-Human crew respected her utterly and would lay down their lives for her if called upon.

      Stomping down the ramp from the elevator platform into the portside wedge of the bridge, she let her thoughts cloud. And now I’ve got my loyal crew and beautiful destroyer marooned. Deep in enemy territory. With almost zero way of defending ourselves when the goddamn Connies inevitably send in a warship to investigate.

      For the twentieth time, her restless pacing took her alongside the workstation where she’d dumped Harry Lawson. And (for the twentieth time) Aziz had to resist the urge to crack him across the head.

      Behold the asshole who put us in this situation! she wanted to scream at the double-duty crew crowding other workstations. The scumbucket who outsmarted your badass, tactical genius of a captain!

      Marines had stripped Harry’s stolen flight suit from him two days back. He was once more clad in the orange prisoner jumpsuit he’d worn previously. He also sported a bruised and split cheek where Private Richter had socked him after the others had escaped.

      I should’ve let her do worse than that, Aziz thought. But despite her burning hatred for him, she moved along without striking him, without dragging him from that chair and letting Richter have at him. And she continued stalking around her bridge, passing between the pilot station and the huge viewscreen across the forward bulkhead. The duty pilot manning the helm—James (Damasen’s oldest crewer)—kept his head down as she passed, staying busy, avoiding her attention. Other crew followed suit, only snatching the sneakiest of glances at her as she did her rounds. Without registering the full circuit in her mind, she found herself back on the elevator platform. Avoiding another glance into that reflective metal plate.
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