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War was coming. In the guise of a murderous, genocidal cloud—a living ship, an alien with no soul and less mercy would devour the worlds. Craze examined every millimeter of space out the rear of the ship. Black streaked by at a frightening speed, punctuated by squiggles of light that put an ache in his jaw. Was the light the enemy or a star? He checked each line of brightness against a star chart.

“Is it safe?” Captain Talos yelled from the command console, guiding the spacecraft through a starway created from unlicensed technology provided by a Backworlder who didn’t want to be known.

“I don’t see anythin’ outside of normal.” Craze swiveled around in his chair, the dark curls of his living hair coiling tighter. “What’s on your sensors?”

“Nothing. Which doesn’t mean nothing.” From a race of Backworlders called the aviarmen, Talos excelled at navigating and sensing where the ship headed. Did his innate skill know of the danger, or was it simple paranoia?

Paranoia couldn’t be discounted. Craze had seen firsthand the despicable things the alien cloud had done to Backworlders—experiments that would scare the sting out of a sting beast, using Backworlders like mugs of ale to be consumed with little thought, manipulating thoughts until the victim willingly followed the alien. One single alien, a living ship, had destroyed more people and worlds than Craze could count.

Another friend sat beside him and checked out sectors of the cosmos, scowling at the voids of space, daring the alien to come forth. If Dactyl’s hate didn’t summon the murderous genocidal Quasser, nothing could. “I don’t see anything either.” Dactyl’s brown eyes narrowed to slits, and his mustache twitched.

“I’m taking us out of the starway then. Brace for the Edge, mates.” Captain Talos took the unsanctioned engine offline, and the Olvis Deluxe skidded out of the starway, hurtling toward the moon, Ronu.

Little vouched for the tiny moon except for a brilliant gleam that made Craze’s eyes water. Covered in eons of ice, a blaze burning with cold, the moon shone like a second sun. A mere bit of rock spinning about a grander orb with grander sister moons, Ronu held no visible distinction, yet it held great prominence by marking the border of the Backworlds, the Edge.

In the distance, blue burst like a newborn star, the Lepper, the official starway. A week’s travel from Ronu, the Lepper either spit out an arriving ship or took in a departing one. From this far away, Craze couldn’t tell which. A wake gleamed like diamonds and stretched from the icy moon out toward the Lepper. Ice. Large chunks of it.

Captain Talos swerved the ship to avoid a collision, jerking everyone steeply to the left. “Buckle in. There’s a lot of debris.” He checked the database. “Not normal for these parts.”

Craze hiked up the legs of his tan coveralls and leaned forward. What did not normal mean? In answer, his tab—a data and communications device the size and thickness of a card—chirped in a storm of transmissions. Chime after chime after chime of messages gushed into his inbox. And not only his, his shipmates’ tabs did the same. Why so many? Craze always had a healthy amount of messages because of business, but he had never been this popular.

His hair rose, waving restlessly. He had to pet it to get it to settle down. The pings kept coming. He pulled the device from the pocket of his coveralls and watched the counter reach three hundred then continue climbing.

Those messages signaled home. Craze and his cohorts had been out of touch with the Backworlds for five months. He craved familiar places and threats, those he understood instead of those steeped in unfathomable realities he couldn’t distill. A pang twinged in his chest from being so close to the dusty Backworld most dear to him, Pardeep Station. His enmity for dust had mulled into unabashed adoration while out among horror and death.

He missed his tavern, friends, and acquaintances, which didn’t surprise him; those things mattered. What did stun him was pining for the howls and scrapes of a roaring dust storm and the way the fine dirt crept into every crevice of everything he owned, including his flesh. The known. The mundane. He wanted the known and the mundane back, every irritating iota of it.

Waiting for his tab to stop pinging before scrolling through the news, Craze left his station for the command console and leaned on the back of Talos’s chair. The aviarman’s tab rang nonstop from the pocket of his long beige coat.

“Why is we gettin’ so many pings? Want me to get your messages?” Craze asked.

“Nah, leave it. I’ll scan through them after we land. We’ve been out of touch a while.”

The contacts came in too rapidly for Craze to determine if they came from one source or many. What had happened while he was gone? He didn’t regret venturing offworld. The journey had returned a friend, someone well-loved who had been missing. Craze smiled every time he went to the med bay to check on Lepsi and saw him breathing, healing. Lepsi hadn’t spoken. He stared at the ceiling without a sign he recognized anyone. He wasn’t right, not right at all. Neither were the nineteen others Craze had rescued from an alien nightmare.

He would prefer skipping Ronu to go straight to the Lepper and straight home to Pardeep Station, however, he and his friends had made a promise in exchange for the unsanctioned technology that had moved them at Lepper speeds without the Lepper. To fulfill the vow, they had to pause on Ronu to wait for the captain who would lead them to the Backworlder who didn’t like to be found. Craze didn’t want to break his word to someone who had so much to offer. Mostly, he wouldn’t mind a rest on Ronu. He would welcome different hums, different people, different walls, and solid ground. He preferred life planetside to life on a ship.

What distractions could he expect? Craze magnified the view of the moon on the console. The abnormal chunks of ice surrounding Ronu gave the moon a clunky sparkly ring, and a fresh crater in its icy surface near the docking facility marred its shine.

“Looks like the debris isn’t so weird,” Craze said. “That’s a meteor impact.”

“It could be.” Talos studied the damage to the moon. “I hope the residents is okay on Ronu.”

“Me too,” said Captain Dialhi. The ship, an Olvis Deluxe, belonged to her. Her fingers hit colored blips on the console, and an image of the docking facilitator’s office came on screen. She gave her captain license and vessel identification. “Everything all right down there?”

The channel remained silent and the screen devoid of humans. Dialhi tried again. “Do you need assistance? May we dock?”

A gal with thready hair appeared, pale and shivering. “My sensors read twenty-five life signs on your vessel, Captain.”

“Correct. Twenty is Backworlders we found stranded beyond the Edge. The rest is crew ready to help however you need.”

The gal sat quietly, her gaze fixed on the floor. “What kind of help?”

“We’ve ideas ‘n strong backs to do whatever you require. What do you need?” Dialhi’s gray eyes didn’t blink, giving the thready gal her undivided attention.

Trembling like dust in a storm, the gal took a deep breath. “Docking berth three.” She slapped off the link, and the screen went dark.

“Not as friendly as usual,” Dialhi said. “That meteor strike must have really rattled them.”

“I don’t think it was a meteor, love.” Talos ran a slender hand through his short, blue hair. “The ice debris trails out a long way, as if the meteor had burst out of Ronu ‘n traveled to the Lepper. As far as I know, meteors don’t make travel plans.”

“Well, that makes no sense.” She dabbed dribbles from her cheeks. The towel she wore around her neck seemed capable of absorbing a waterfall.

Talos patted her wrist, his gaze never leaving the charts and gages. “The Ronuans will tell us what happened when we land.”

“Why’d they pick such an icy moon to settle? Others offer more promise.” Tall and burly, Craze gave Talos a good bump when shifting his position, pointing out a rounder moon with a few straggly clouds. “Like that one.”

Talos stretched his lanky seven-foot frame and kicked at Craze’s boot. “That one oozes arsenic gas from its mantle through its volcanoes. It’s toxic.”

“Oh.” Space travel had never been Craze’s thing, and he obviously still didn’t have the hang of it. Leading the rescue of the folks kidnapped by the alien and saving two friends from certain doom had given him more confidence and more respect. He had come to know more than brewing malts and tending bar, and he understood more than the need for riches and prosperity. He flexed his shoulders, and his living hair shook loose its curls.

In payback for the kick, he tousled Talos’s hair, rubbing harder and harder until the captain winced. “I don’t want to stay here long. No more than a week. Understood?”

Talos pushed Craze off and straightened in his seat. “Go sit down. What? Is you seven years old?”

“I just want to go home.” Craze returned to his usual chair but didn’t sit. He grew tired of sitting and talking. Except for the occasional threat of death, space offered little other amusement.

The bridge of the Olvis Deluxe curved in a transparent horseshoe atop a U-shaped silver hull. The clear-walled bridge allowed a view in every direction but under the ship. Two command consoles were placed at the front and the crew stations in rows behind. Captains Talos and Dialhi shared command and a lot more.

Dialhi had blue hair to match Talos’s, only hers fell to her shoulders and had a slight curl. Where he was lanky, her features had a roundness. Spheres made up her nose, cheeks, chin, and head. From a race of Backworlders called Sprinklers, she shed three gallons of water every day, a boon on a world like Pardeep Station, otherwise her dripping plunged into the realm of nuisance.

The Olvis veered and descended toward a platform spread out like a flattened artichoke at the top of a slim tower. No other structure graced the moon, which was so much like home Craze yearned to be setting down on Pardeep for the three-thousandth time.

The pinging on his tab stopped at four thousand thirty-nine messages. He scrolled through them, isolating those received from Rainly. The last contacts came in at a rate of two hundred thirty-seven a day, then they had stopped. Every ping had ceased at that point except for one from Meelo.

Pressing his thick lips together, Craze tapped on his tab to play Rainly’s last message. A miniature version of her appeared on half of the device. News scrolled across the other half. Her pink eyes lasered out from two weeks in the past to strike him in the heart.

Of a rare race of Backworlder, a Cytran, she had chrome skin and cybernetic limbs. From his dealings with her, he had ascertained the rest of her to be wholly human. Maybe more than human. She felt things so deeply.

Sorrow edged her chrome cheeks and moistened her pink eyes. She swiped at them. “I’m sorry I have to break my promise to you that I’d stay until you returned, but this is urgent. I have to leave Pardeep Station. I hope someday you forgive me. Please. Please don’t forget me.”

Craze had counted on her to look after his business and Pardeep’s well-being. He had reason to worry. An ambitious hire-on of his had delusions of becoming the next planetlord since landing on Pardeep Station. Each syllable of Rainly’s message slammed into Craze’s mood with a thunk. His hair coiled tightly, and he breathed heavily through his nose. He hit Meelo’s message icon. Maybe she had better news.

Tiny as a midday shadow, her weak-colored eyes and perky nose peeked above the high collar of her black wool coat. Her straw-hued hair stuck up with as little care as always, and she waved a small chapped hand. “R-rainly left. Her ‘n her twin took Talos’s ship ‘n went off without a goodbye. She mentioned being called ‘n said if she didn’t go she’d be shut down. She didn’t say by whom, but she headed toward the Line.”

The Line separated the Backworlds from the Foreworlds, the enemy who wanted to exterminate every Backworlder drawing breath. No one knew why. The Fo’wo’s had created the Backworlders, then regretted it. Why would Rainly go there? Craze yanked up the leg of his coveralls and shifted his weight.

Meelo blinked rapidly. “Y-your hire-on, Nahv, took advantage of the power vacuum. He’s taken over Pardeep Station ‘n called in reinforcements. I don’t know who they is, only that they took control of the Lepper ‘n the tower. Find a way back. Okay? We need you. You can ping me once to this code.” The combination of symbols and numbers scrolled across the side of Craze’s tab. “I’ve bunkered with some others under my ranch who want Pardeep’s new management gone in the worst way. The smartest thing to send would be how to get into the armory.”

She jumped, glancing over her shoulder. Her soft voice dropped to a desperate whisper. “I-I gotta go.”

Craze’s cheeks went as cold as the voids between the stars, and he shook his tab. Meelo’s message echoed in his head and spun out spindly fingers that clasped onto his throat. Five years ago, his father had said, “Time for you to go.” A prodder held to his ass, Craze had been sent off with a wave and little else. How could it happen again?

He stared at his shipmates, and his voice came from far away, as if lost in another dimension, one where his father had changed all the rules. “We can’t go home.”
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Craze yawned, not from boredom but because his nerves jumped around like a carbonated beverage, swirling his thoughts, stealing his breath and a steady heartbeat. Once he had proudly claimed to be from a Backworlder race known as the Verkinns, but not anymore. His life on the Edge of the Backworlds had begun because his father booted him off the Verkinn homeworld five years ago. Three shirts, a few chips, and a ticket to Elstwhere, Craze had been left to flounder on his own. On the transport to Elstwhere, he had met Talos and Lepsi, and he shared the struggle of finding a new home with them. Now they had lost what they had worked and bled for. Craze never should have left.

From the ashen color of Dactyl’s brown cheeks, Craze knew his friend had gleaned the same bad news from Rainly’s messages. Worse than no home, he had lost his love.

Craze’s chest squeezed until he hiccupped, and he patted Dactyl’s forearm. “What did she tell you?” Maybe she had told Dactyl something they could use to fix this mess.

“Sh-she left. She just left. Some asswipe in a white cloak kept calling to her. It drove her bwatshit until she left.” Brown described Dactyl more than any other word. His hair, skin, eyes, and clothes all favored the color. A Quatten, he stood barely four feet high and as wide as three stocky men. He leaned over and dropped his voice, mouthing the words. “She says the scheming black soul told her she’s a Fo’wo.”

Prickles raised across Craze’s spine. “A Fo’wo?” he mouthed back.

Dactyl nodded.

Shit.

Craze put a finger to his lips. If wackadoodle Pauder found out, he’d hunt her down and erase her from existence. Later, Craze would play back every one of Rainly’s messages and see what else he could learn. Granted, many things about her remained cloaked in mystery, but no way could he believe she was the enemy. “No way.”

Dark and old, planetlord of Pardeep Station, and veteran of the Fo’wo War, Pauder inched closer to Craze and Dactyl. “No way what?”

Dammitall. The old coot couldn’t know about Rainly. Craze held his breath, hoping his angst didn’t smell. The old man had an uncanny sense when it came to anything Fo’wo.

“I was just thinkin’ no way can anyone keep us off Pardeep Station,” Craze said. “You is the planetlord.”

From his fatigues tinted for an icy world, Pauder pulled out his tab and scrolled through his messages with a gnarled finger, which could claw flesh to shreds. Each of his digits ended in a talon. Craze had seen him slice through metal with those things.

“I’m still listed as planetlord on InfoCy.” Pauder’s voice trailed off with a harrumph. “With the Backworlds Assembled Authorities as well.”

Craze shook his fist at the distant stars, laughing. “Aha. Whoever is there can’t keep us out.”

“Depends on how wily ‘n determined our adversary is.” The old man hitched his shoulder, fingering bullets as large as sausages inserted into his bandoliers. “If Pardeep isn’t available to us via Lepper travel, our usurper has some powerful ‘n influential allies. Either way, I can’t let him have a nice ending ta all this. Ya get what ya sow in this universe.”

Pimples puckered across Craze’s neck. The outcome of this battle wouldn’t leave him untouched, but neither had the things he’d experienced beyond the Edge. The alien, its experiments, and its butchery had left its indelible impression and maybe had hardened him enough to take out Backworlders who meant something to him. What meaning did they have, though, if they’d boot him from his home? His eyes narrowed. “What kind of thugs control the Lepper? How do we know if they have their mitts on our world?”

“We won’t know the details until we go home ‘n do a bit of reconnaissance.”

Dialhi landed the ship and pivoted in her chair. “Captain Kaesare could help us. She knows how to travel the star route without the Lepper chiefs’ authorization.” She wiped welling drops from her chin with the towel draped over her shoulders.

Kaesare again. That mercenary captain intended to plague Craze well into death, taunting him, irking him, waiting for her chance to pounce and take what he had for herself. She had quite the talent for vexation the way she kept cropping up in his life. Every time he believed his days were rid of her, she came roaring right back.

“I think we can make a better ally than her,” he said.

“She’s our link to the Huon, ‘n he may have tech to hand us a quick victory.” Dialhi drew in her lips and rubbed at the back of her neck. “Whatever your feelings about Kaesare, she’s a better neighbor than those who betrayed us on Pardeep Station.”

Stupid point. Jeez. Scowling, Craze checked his accounts to buoy his sinking mood. The chips he had earned remained accessible, but the last deposit had been two weeks ago. Not a thin chip since. “The ass is takin’ what’s mine.” He growled. “What about you, Pauder?”

The old man tapped on his tab, frowning. “No rents in two weeks. I’ve got two bazookas ‘n a month’s worth of ammo with Nahv’s name on them. If he’s made allies, which is likely, we can’t just go in shooting without decent intel.” His finger etched a trail into the surface of his tab, which produced a wailing screech. “We must still have friends on our moon.”

“Meelo reported she’s holed up with some folks. She wants to know how to get into your arsenal.”

Massaging his bold chin, Pauder considered that news for a moment. “She’s a snitcher, a spy for the Fo’wo’s.”

“Was.” Defending her sat wrong on Craze’s tongue as the remnant of a habit. It had to be. His trust of Meelo hadn’t completely repaired. He couldn’t forget how she secretly fed his life and the lives of his friends to the Fo’wo’s. He couldn’t love a woman who would stoop to what she had done. Yet, he didn’t believe she’d do it again. “She’s all we’ve got.”

“Wrong!” The old man threw his tab against the floor. The composite had some give to it, so the device didn’t break. It bounced. “You said she’s holed up with others. One of those others will do nicely. There’s no room for gooey sentiment this time, son. Get yar head ‘n heart in the right place or we lose everything that’s ours. Ya want ta lose?”

“As the Lepper is blue, no. You know I don’t. But I will say, those others is trustin’ her.” Craze crossed his arms and lifted his chin. “We best not forget that.”

Built for a world with greater gravity and having the strength to match, Dactyl gripped onto the wrists of both Pauder and Craze. He squeezed until Craze’s joints groaned.

“We must get Rainly first.” His gaze steely and jaw squared, the Quatten stomped an anvil-like foot. “She has no idea what she’s doing. Yous know she doesn’t.”

Craze did know, and the conflicting concerns had his head spinning. One worry spun faster, screaming at him louder. “I love her like family, like a better sister than I have, but what’s the point of bringin’ her back to nowhere? Pardeep Station comes first. We must wrest it out of the theivin’ hands of the double-crossin’, no good, scuzzbucket, flea on a leecher’s ass who doesn’t deserve it.”

Howling through his teeth, Dactyl shoved Craze onto the floor. “I have no home without her.”

Rising to his feet, Craze stood chest to nose with the Quatten. “What about our friends ‘n neighbors? They didn’t ask for Nahv, ‘n whoever he has supportin’ his coup, to send their lives into the gutter. They need our help. We need them. ‘N you owe me for savin’ your sorry ass from the freaky alien.”

“Owe? We owe each other nothing, bartender.” Dactyl’s voice grew eerily soft, and he shook his finger with each syllable. “We stand here because of each other ‘n in spite of each other. Pardeep will still be there a year from now. Rainly might not. She needs me, ‘n I won’t let her down.”

“She chose to go.” The words burned in Craze’s throat and echoed within the Olvis. How could she? How could she have broken her promise and taken off to some secret place? The truth jabbed him harder than earlier, and he gasped, rubbing at his throat, grabbing for some shred of sense about what she had done. He croaked, “Besides, we don’t have a solid lead on her.”

Raking his fingers through his long brown waves, Dactyl glared at Ronu’s empty spaceport. “It won’t stop me. I’ll find my own ride.” His stride shook Dialhi’s spacecraft, and he headed off the bridge.

They should be standing together, not splitting apart. Craze glowered at the captains and Pauder. “As much as I love Rains, I can’t let Pardeep go without a fight. We can catch up with her ‘n Dact later.”

“Glad ya have that much straight.” Pauder gripped onto his favorite bronze war medal. He wore five hanging from his neck on tattered ribbons, two silver and three bronze. “We is all lost without home.”

His throat tightening, Craze couldn’t swallow or speak. He had to huff to get enough air into his lungs. “We can’t lose it. We can’t.” Pardeep Station would not become his past. Setting his jaw until his cheeks ached, he stared into the faces of his friends. “So what do we do?”

“We call Captain Kaesare ‘n get her ta take us ta see the Huon. In the meantime, we gather what information we can.” Pauder rose onto his feet and fixed his fatigues with a tug and a snap.

The old man’s plan sounded suspiciously the same as before Pardeep’s troubles became known. Everything had changed, the plan should change.

Craze shook his head. “What about Meelo ‘n our friends stuck on Pardeep Station? Doing all that first seems a long time to make them wait for our help,” he said.

“They’ll have ta hold on.”

Could they?
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Meelo’s tab remained dark and silent, not one word from Craze. Ten days had passed since she sent him a message. She stood alone in the middle of her fields, squinting at the dusty making its way from the docking facility.

When no reply had come from Craze and the others off world, Meelo and a small band of loyal Pardeepans hiding with her decided to return to their normal routines.

“W-we can’t win if we don’t know what’s going on,” Meelo had said.

Eina had nodded. Melancholy creeped into her dark somber eyes and gaunt cheeks, returning her to the mood she had worn when first arriving on Pardeep Station. Sage and wheat-tinted hair quivered with her every twitch like a meadow in a breeze. “Where do we say we’ve been, ma dee?”

Huddled around a candle in a cavern below Meelo’s crop of rootbaggers, they had hatched up a story about camping in the mountains to the south.

Mos, Eina’s just as gangly brother, said, “From the type of ships coming in, I’d say Nahv has help in this takeover. Mercenaries is the types of folks who will want proof of our story. We better have it ‘n in a convincing manner. Give me a head start, ‘n I’ll go south to create a campsite. Can we wait that long?”

Meelo brushed the short greasy hair that falling over her eyes out of her way with a small mangled hand. The weather made her fingers permanently chapped and red. Her life before Pardeep had left the scars. “W-we’ve been out of contact nine days. How much longer do you need?”

“I took a two-week break,” Nellese said. The brain booster embedded into her scalp flickered with sparks calling attention to the swirls, petals, and loops raised like bone from her skin. Peach and silver-colored her in subtle hues, delicate and pretty like the sound of her voice. “So I still have reason to be away from the docking facility. I can go with you, Mos. The signs of our trip will seem more authentic with two of us.”

Pardeep’s future depended on Meelo making the right decisions. In her calculation, letting them go south would serve her and the others better than not, so she had agreed. After giving Mos and Nellese a three-day lead, Meelo sent the others home and returned to her normal life on a very altered Pardeep Station. Once, the only threats came from the moon itself—thin air, a lack of water, cold, and dust storms. Mercenaries had never bothered her at the farm, and until they showed up twenty months ago, the Fo’wo’s hadn’t either.

From her fields, Meelo had seen many red egg-shaped ships come in with strange markings—painted over insignias of the Eptus. Three triangles arranged in a triangle had a red X over each one, and a ragged red circle went around half of the old mark. What did the modifications mean? Bothers. A sense of foreboding lodged in her gut, taking root in her bowels.

“I-it’ll be okay. It’s okay,” she chanted, readying the soil for a new crop of greens. The cloud of dust moved nearer. Shivering, she swung her hoe into the dirt and plowed under the plant remnants from the previous harvest, hacking them into bits, pretending the roots and dried-up stalks were the Fo’wo’s who had killed everyone she knew.

Her thoughts skittered and her sister lay in the ditch, reaching out an arm that no longer had a hand, begging for rescue, imploring for time to go backwards, for everything to return to what it had once been. Thousands of times Meelo had seen her little sister in the dust, but not once had time reversed. All these years and the memories didn’t fade.

The man she had pledged to marry had made Meelo promise to live. “We isn’t going to make it, lifelove.” Grime coated Tasser’s bright pink skin. His weak blue eyes, the same shade as Meelo’s, sparkled with unshed tears.

They sat in a ditch surrounded by dead family and friends, a truth so blunt it made Meelo mute and numb. One of her tails rubbed at an itch on her cheek, sparing her hands which had been reduced to bloody bits of flesh from fighting and burrowing into the rock. She couldn’t scream anymore and couldn’t cry.

“Th-then let’s die.” She clasped his hand and pulled her last grenade out from her tattered dress.

Gently, he took the explosive from her battered fingers and kissed their ragged tips. His gaze held hers with such tenderness. “Oh, I understand this must be done, lifelove. The Afterlife must hold more joy than this. However, I can’t let you die. Promise me you won’t. Promise me you’ll do whatever it takes to survive. Because if somebody doesn’t, no one will ever know about any of us, ‘n that’s a bigger tragedy.”

Was it?

“Promise me. I will hold our love in eternity. You must keep it alive in this universe.”

She could never refuse him when he begged. “I-I promise.”

“Tell me five more times with conviction.”

She did, her voice getting louder with each oath, her heart steeling to what would come next—he would leave her. Facing an abandonment worse than death, she threatened to break into a billion pieces, yet for him and the others, she would carry on. She would let them share with her the life they had been denied. Every day, she would think of them and greet them in her heart. Every night, she would wrap herself in the memory of Tasser, recalling how she had once been so well loved. The memories would have to see her through. From stories, she knew the brief time she had shared with Tasser was more than a lot of Backworlders ever had. “There’s no one but you,” she had whispered. “To you I will always be true.”

Then Tasser leaped out of their hidey-hole and added her grenade to the others strapped under his clothes. He sprinted straight at the Fo’wo ship. With every stride, he took fire and became a candle burning blue from the fizzers. His pace didn’t falter, and he made it inside. When the boom shook the ground under her feet, Meelo sat motionless for a long time. She hid among the dead, crawling among them, buried among them. She cut squares from their clothing, collecting remembrances.

Later, when apprehended by the Fo’wo’s, she added the fabric scraps as pockets to the wool coat Tasser had once gifted to her. Wearing it, she found the strength to do as the Fo’wo’s asked so she would survive. She carried on for all the ghosts around her. They came with her to Pardeep Station. She had hoped over time the dust and cold would numb her completely. It didn’t. The pain dredged up anew every morning and settled into her dreams every night, made worse by her betrayal, her spying for the Fo’wo’s. However, if becoming a snitcher meant no one else would die, she would agree to do it again.

The opportunity was coming. Nahv rumbled over the rills of dust.

Maybe she’d convince him she hadn’t taken sides against him and he’d go away. She could hope and hacked at the old greens, pulverizing them into the loam it had taken her years to cultivate. She lost herself in the work and the knots in her back eased until the distinct whine of a frizzer imposed on her solitude.

She ran a chapped, mangled hand over her brow and glanced over her shoulder. Nahv stood there with a posse of what had once been female Eptus. Their skin had been bleached—half of them as colorless as starlight, the other a startling red. The Eptus had hacked off their snouts to their sharp canine teeth, their faces gaping holes of fangs with eyes and big triangular ears. Their tongues hung out, and they aimed frizzers—the taboo Fo’wo weapon self-respecting Backworlders refused to use. Setting one of the dastardly guns paralyzed the target in pain, setting two blistered the skin with blue flames, and setting three began a slow excruciating death as the victim’s bones calcified. Meelo’s sister had died from setting three.

Bringing her hand up to shade her eyes from the glare of the sun and the extra brilliance reflecting off Azta—the planet Pardeep orbited—Meelo blinked at Nahv and his strange entourage. “A-afternoon.” In the flowered corduroy pocket of her long wool coat, she clutched onto a grenade.
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The doctoring bed beeped softly, keeping time with Lepsi’s heartbeats and breaths. He lay as frail as solar sails shredded in a turbulent cosmic current. Was he beyond recovery?

Talos clutched Lepsi’s tab in his hands, his forearms resting on his legs, his posture molding him to the shape of the chair. “I found your tab, mate. For you, I’m going to send a picture of my ass to your brother. Ready?”

Talos peeled away the back of his trousers and aimed the device at his exposed skin. “Kiss it, Federoy,” he half shouted and half sang. Chuckling, he met his best friend’s vacant gaze. “Did you like that?”

Not a flicker changed Lepsi’s blank expression. Talos frowned. “You is safe now, surrounded by friends. Craze is here ‘n Dactyl ‘n Pauder, ‘n a new friend you haven’t met yet, but you’ll like her. Her name’s Dialhi. This is her ship. It’s the one you left clues on. Took us a while to find it, otherwise I would’ve rescued you a lot sooner.”

Scouring Lepsi for any sign, Talos squeezed his fingers white. The awkward quiet stretched into an hour. Lepsi’s mouth didn’t quiver, the color in his cheeks didn’t improve, he didn’t glance at Talos. He stared up at the ceiling barely blinking. Talos craned his head back, studying the composite of the ceiling no different than the dark-gray walls and floor. The ceiling wasn’t interesting.

“We is stopping on Ronu for a bit. It’s a Backworld. The first along the Edge, or last. Depends on which way you is going, I guess.” Talos ran a hand through his short blue hair, chortling. “Either way, I got you home. I know you have been through worse than bad, but I’ll see to you. I always will.” He straightened the lapels of his long beige coat and gripped the badge pinned to the right one. Carry On it said in orange letters on a blue background.

“Tell me what to do. Tell me how to make you better. Please.” Talos gripped the button harder, driving the pin into his hand. The sting couldn’t come close to the agony Lepsi had experienced. Battered, tattered, wasting away, his arm rotting to gangrene, his reason taking flight through the nearest wormhole, Talos’s best friend had definitely suffered. The other nineteen souls Craze had rescued didn’t fare any better.

“We haven’t saved you.” Talos propped his chin in his hand, resting his elbow on his knee, hoping the answers would materialize from the soft chirps blipping in a rhythm from the doctoring bed, from Lepsi’s periodic groans, from the way Lepsi’s breathing sometimes hitched and threatened to stop, from anything.

Dactyl’s distinctive heavy tread clomped past the infirmary toward the hatch. Talos glanced at the hallway. There went the answers. “The lawman knows. He was once like you, mate.” And Dactyl had lived, had figured out how to thrive, had fallen in love, and had found a way to embrace life. “He can’t leave. You need him.”

Talos rose and chased after the reformed genocidal Quatten. Lepsi’s best chance lay with Dactyl. Before Talos made it ten steps, however, he bumped into a reason to delay running after Dactyl. Judging by the lack of other ships docked at Ronu, Dactyl wouldn’t be going anywhere, and only a miracle could bring Lepsi around in quick order.

Dialhi leaned against the wall in the corridor. “How is he?”

“The same.”

She pulled at Talos like the stars, potent and enchanting. Exploring her nuances would take as long as visiting every Backworld. The idea of that comforted the aches lodged in Talos’s heart.

He picked up her hand, which felt like rain, something he had missed since leaving his homeworld of Doka. “He improves physically ‘n is out of danger. Mentally ‘n emotionally, though…” Sighing was all he could manage.

Her fingers squeezed his. “The other folks Craze rescued is no different. They just stare at nothing like we isn’t here.” She swung his arm and graced him with a shiny smile. “We’ll figure this out. We’ll get everyone well.”

He touched his lips to her cheer, intending to absorb it for himself, wanting to forget everything that skewed wrong in the galaxy. At least for a few minutes. Mouths engaged and locked, he led her out of the ship. Walking down the ramp was as ingrained as breathing, so he didn’t need to see to find his way onto Ronu’s docks. Dialhi tasted like rain, sweet and cool. He would never get his fill. She twisted around and filled his arms. He laughed, drawing her in against him tight. Maybe they should have stayed on the Olvis.

“Hands where we can see ‘em or you ez all dead.” A gravelly voice barreled over the docks like a frozen engine.

Talos’s lips froze. His gaze swiveled in the direction of the threat. Craze and Dactyl had revolvers to their heads. Five more pointed at Talos and Dialhi.
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The gun digging into Craze’s head was bad enough. The burly hand squeezing his throat made his introduction to Ronu worse.

Curses to the Lepper and the universe. How could he have been so stupid? He had forgotten what Pardeep Station had been like before the boom came, the days when he greeted an incoming ship with a gun strapped to his hip.

“What’ll it cost to get out of this?” he asked. He hated spending funds, especially since he didn’t know when he could expect more, most likely not until Nahv went out an airlock.

The grip around Craze’s throat tightened. The Backworlder smelled like rancid oil, and Craze’s stomach threatened to pitch. He groaned, pushing at the foul limb.

The unforgiving revolver ground harder into his temple, and the Ronuan said, “You got an awful lot of folks on your ship.”

Craze didn’t need to hear the words. The obvious translation was, ‘speak up or you die.’

“We… rescued… them,” he said. Between the poor quality of the air and the choke hold, he found it tough to answer. His vision swam, and his thoughts tumbled.

“No one is here to harm you,” Talos said, hands up toward the stars.

“No one travels these parts with so many except for scum. Murderous scum with horrible intentions.” The dude twitched, yanking Craze off his feet. “Only pirates, mercenaries, Jixes, ‘n thugs. Fo’wo’s too.”

The strangling hold didn’t slacken. Craze struggled to get his feet under him and strained to pull the hefty arm away from his neck.

“Yous have a lot of those sorts of incidences?” Dactyl’s face darkened to a strange shade of purple. He stood beside Craze, swaying, straining against the powerful hands holding him.

Those hands belonged to another Quatten, one wider than Dactyl. “Shuddyup.”

Craze blinked pointedly at his friend. Yeah, shut up. Fortunately, Dactyl listened. Then Craze listened to himself. He quit fighting so hard. He would wait for the right opportunity. One would come. He had beaten that damned Quasser alien, he wouldn’t lose in some typical stupid Backworlder situation.

“The… Fo’wo’s… been… by?” He wished he could cough. He wished he could move.

The mention of Fo’wo’s summoned Pauder as assuredly as a tavern attracted drunks. The old man leaped out from the Olvis, brandishing his bazooka, pointing it without a quiver at Ronu’s thugs. “Fo’wo’s. Where is they? Those shits will never breathe another molecule. Give them up.”

Craze’s choker appreciated the sentiment. The arm around his neck eased. Not enough for Craze to twist out of its grasp, but enough to indicate he wouldn’t die in the next three minutes.

The dude didn’t sound as if he spoke very often. “The Fo’wo’s left after digging in the ice ‘n leaving behind a wake of death ‘n damage.”

Why would the Fo’wo’s do dig in Ronu’s ice? Those dastards had left Pardeep Station twenty months ago and hadn’t been spotted since. Not until now, behaving as their usual bwat ass selves. Craze’s scalp grew numb, and his hair jostled. “Wh-why?”

“What was they looking for?” Squinting at the Ronuans, Pauder adjusted the bazooka on his shoulder. “Did they find it?”

“We didn’t hang around ‘em. It ez best not to.” The dude shrugged, strangling Craze.

One thing became clear, Craze had to convince his strangler he didn’t have anything to do with the Fo’wo’s. “We… have… folks… cause… we… chasin’… them.”

“The Fo’wo’s? You ez chasing the Fo’wo’s?”

If it kept him alive, “Yes.”

The dude finally let go. Craze wheeled about, staggering back toward the Olvis Deluxe. He rubbed at his neck, and his chest heaved. He fixated on what lay outside the dock’s environmental shield. Ice. Ice on top of ice. It trickled into his veins. The material of his shirt, which regulated his body temperature, couldn’t compete with a vista like that. Craze shrugged at the chill oozing under his skin. “When was they here?”

“Two days ago.” The dude wore a fuzzy jumpsuit. He had a lot of bulk, almost as much as a healthy Verkinn. Familiar dark waves fell over his forehead, which shielded his skin from the cold, skin with a purplish tint. Big green eyes. A Jix.

How did a Jix get off Photwit? A mercenary band of Backworlders, the Jixes had been marooned on a world inhabited by parasitic vines ten months ago, thanks to the efforts of Captain Talos. The Jix leader should have called every one of her minions to her side. Had the Jix leader broken free of the vines? Had all of the Jixes?

The ice outside didn’t put the shiver in his veins. Craze gripped Talos’s wrist and pulled him closer to the Olvis. “They is a Jix. How’d the frick did is a Jix here?”

Talos, an aviarman like Lepsi, had lured the Jix leader to Photwit, had seduced her, and abandoned her. Talos licked at his thin lips, his gaze darting in every direction before settling on Craze. “I don’t know. The Jixes should all be on Photwit. This one must be a renegade. Look at us. It happens.”

“Could mean big trouble.”

“I know, mate.”

“I’ve never seen a Jix so damn big, either.”

“Ditto.”

A shot rang out, and the bullet grazed past Craze’s ear hole. The bullet howled and hissed, singeing his temple and a few of his curls. His sensitive hair plastered itself to his head and coiled into a tight bun. The intensity of the pain brought tears to his eyes. He spun on his heels. The Jix aimed straight, his hand as steady as a dead bwat.

“Quit conspiring.” Those words sounded an awful lot like wackitude.

The words roared and bit. Craze shut his ear holes and stepped away from Talos. “We is not your enemy. We is after your enemy. That makes us friends.” Hardly. Especially if the Jix had any loyalty whatsoever to the Jix leader. Craze had to know. “How’s Ingarsse?”

At Craze’s side, Talos flinched. Ingarsse had threatened to make him into a floor mat before one iota of business took place between them. Talos had recounted the story on several occasions over a drink in Craze’s Tavern in a shaky voice. Neither of them wanted Ingarsse to break free of the prison in which they had put them. If they did, it would be another war on top of the three brewing—the murderous genocidal alien, the Fo’wo’s, and the mutineers on Pardeep Station. None of which they could win without a home base.

Talos struggled to swallow. On his other side, Dialhi balked and sent out a shower of droplets, which froze in midair. He dared to put an arm around her and draw her into his side.

The giant Jix’s finger squeezed. The bullet flew. Straight at Craze. He ducked, pulling Talos down with him, who yanked Dialhi on top of both of them.

“Shuddyup.”

Rolling out from underneath his friends, Craze held his hands up and glanced at Pauder. The old man pulled his stunner and shot every Ronuan in sight, all seven of them. Reholstering the weapon, he tossed tie ups at Craze, Talos, Dialhi, and Dactyl. “Let’s truss them up before they wake.”

The old man didn’t think right. That move could have killed Craze and everyone else. Craze balled his fists. “You should have given a signal, you shit,” he said to the old man. “One of us could’ve gotten shot.”

“Nah. Only one of their guns was loaded.”

Bracing his hands on his hips, Craze sucked in a long breath. “How in all the galaxy ‘n the twelve next door could you have known that?”

“One, I can smell it. Two, I could tell by the way some of them held their weapons. Decorations with no bite.”

Wackitude couldn’t be condoned. Was it possible Pauder knew, though? Craze thought about how the thugs had held their weapons. All but the Jix had shaky aim. Nerves could be why as much as an empty gun. He inhaled through his wide nostrils. He smelled fear and panic, but the emotions could be from him and his friends as much as the Ronuans. No way could Pauder have discerned they had no bullets from those subtle cues. Shaking the loony out of his head, Craze grabbed the big Jix by the sleeve and dragged him toward the docking facility. “You talk like a bwat. Next time, get us in with you before you act like a drunken Water-breather.”

Pauder rolled his eyes and snapped his sharp fingers at Dialhi. “How many life signs did you read?”

“Seven.” She shivered, turning a shade of blue to rival her hair. She pulled her tresses away from her face and used the towel around her neck to dry any droplets.

Snagging the towel from her neck, Pauder swiped at two drops she had missed, then returned the towel to her shoulder. He bent and snatched two unconscious Ronuans by their collars and tugged them deeper into their facility.

Not to be outdone, Craze grabbed another thug and beat the old coot to the entry of the residential facility. Craze panted, slapping at the doorframe. Luckily, the door didn’t require a password to get in, and he passed right through into the brightly lit lobby. The lobby showcased three sad businesses—one of which was a seedy saloon—the dock facilitator’s office, and a city full of empty rooms.

The cold penetrated through the blasting heaters because of the 360 degree view of ice on ice, and so many different variations of it. However, the manufactured heat rose to a level to keep Craze’s proclivity for hibernation at bay. Verkinns didn’t thrive in thin air or cold, and his body shut down in either condition, doubly so in both. His coveralls pumped hard, squeezing his chest, doing their bit to keep him awake.

Overhead lamps flooded the facility with light, and a railing rimmed the mezzanine, which allowed a view down the center of the building to the other floors. All six of them. The original planetlord hadn’t expected Ronu to have many citizens. Ever.

The saloon sat across from the docks. Of course. If he had settled here, he would have chosen that location. Craze dragged the huge Jix and the other Ronuan inside and deposited them in a corner. Craze’s friends piled up the other thugs with the Jix. A Quatten. A Quatten mix. Four varieties of humans Craze had never set eyes on before.

He swung himself behind the counter and pawed through the shelf of booze. One shelf. Five bottles. “Pathetic.” He selected a home-distilled vodka gleaming under the lights and poured shots for his friends. “Did you ping Kaesare?” he asked Dialhi.

She downed her shot and winced, extra droplets springing to her eyes. “Yes.”
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