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Prologue
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They all stood at attention. Most of them had survived the grueling course. The commander had arranged them in a different order from the one they knew over the past two SUN months. The scuttlebutt said they had been put in the order in which they would receive awards.

He didn’t care about the awards. He already had his. The human female from Caleta stood proudly on his left side. Keeping the grin from his face proved to be harder than expected. Still, he managed. 

The female who encouraged him to join the Mercenary Union, his nictican, sent congratulations, but as captain of the Castner, she couldn’t get away. They were on a mission she couldn’t tell him about, far from SUN space. 

When Bet asked what a nictican meant, he’d had a tough time explaining the relationship to Bet. They finally decided it came close to being what humans referred to as an aunt.

Bet’s relative had acknowledged she would be at the graduation. Her success, top of the class, filled him with warmth. Arthan remembered the first time he spotted her bright red curls, a few SUN seconds before they were shorn. One virtue of being head and shoulders above some of the other recruits, he could see everything ahead of him.

Without being too pushy and getting a reputation for a being who thought he could bully other life forms, Arthan eased his way to her side. His maneuvers landed them in the same squad. One goal achieved.

Vicillians weren’t known as orators, and he understood his propensity to be taciturn. Bet wasn’t exactly voluble, either. They gravitated together. Arthan, in all his monochromatic grayness, and Bet, who sparkled like a bright star.

Her cousin Erra rushed over to them as soon as they were dismissed. She chattered away, leaving them to smile and nod. The surprise came when the Messerian and his mate wandered over. He became aware the female human was the male’s mate when someone accidentally jostled the arm he had protectively around his female. The crest that peaked from the Messerian’s hair and the accompanying growl gave it away.

Arthan filed that in his memory bank. Be courteous to the female and make no fast moves in her direction.

The pointed question asking what they planned to do after graduation, along with a second, what did they know of mercenary ships, piqued his curiosity. The Messerian wasn’t merely making polite conversation.

The invitation to join them for dinner in one of the best and most expensive restaurants around had him a bit on edge. They had a brief window of time before meeting the Messerian for dinner so he planned to conduct a bit of research before then.

When Erra squealed and suggested a quick shopping trip for ‘something for Bet to wear’, he sent them off with a smile.

A short time later, he sat in the barracks with his tablet. Never in his life had he wanted to contact Nictican Innaca more. Being unable to put him, for the first time in his life, without counsel. It seemed he’d been tossed from the nest.

More than anything, he wanted to stay with Bet, serve where she did. He feared Maden Vaallaant was about to offer Bet a place on the Long Sword. Nothing much surfaced on his tablet about the mercenary ship, and he wondered at the lack of information. What he did find was good, close to exemplary. It stood to reason the captain would want the top cadet of the entire class.

But time moved on. He must get ready to meet everyone at the restaurant. A hurried message from Bet asked if he would get a small bag from her things and bring it along. The females were dressing in the small shop where they’d finally found what they wanted. He and Bet had exchanged passcodes after the first week. On the way out, he got what she needed.

His people knew how colorless they were. When not conducting business or working, they usually dressed in bright colors. The calf-length tunic he wore in scarlet trimmed with a band of gold embroidery was the best one he owned. A gold cloak trimmed in red completed his ensemble.

Walking to the Red Dwarf would give him time to think. If it came to a choice between them for a berth on the Long Sword, Bet should have it. He would defer to her. The manner in which Vaallaant came to the defense of his mate pointed to a form who would defend the females on his ship. Bet would be safe on the Long Sword.

The females caught sight of him striding toward them, and Erra smiled. Bet’s eyes went wide before a broad smile lifted her lips. Far too often females showed interest in Vicillians for one reason—his race understood finance. One rarely found Vicillians of either gender in the military or serving on mercenary ships. Bet liked him for him, not for his financial abilities. She’d made it clear.

“Ready?” he asked as he smiled at the females. Similar to the uniform she’d worn for the last few weeks in cut, in color and style, the garment played up her pale skin and the bright red of the stubble on her head. Covered with something much like scales, the underlying fabric appeared to be a shade of green that matched that of her eyes. The scales changed hue when she moved. Arthan could watch her for hours.

Her cheeks, dusted with what she referred to as freckles, went a deep pink when he smiled down at her.

“We are. Erra thinks the captain is looking for another deckhand. Do you think it’s possible?”

“I agree. I did a little research on Captain Maden Vaallaant.”

She chuckled. “You would.” Bet waved a hand at Erra. “I wanted to, but this female didn’t give me a chance.”

“You want to make a good impression, don’t you?” Erra asked.

“She already made the best impression possible by getting the top of her class award. You can’t do better than to skim the best before anyone else has a chance.”

Bet looked away from him.

“That’s true,” her cousin agreed. “I suppose we’d better get in there. It wouldn’t do to set the wrong tone by being late.”

“May I escort the two prettiest females around in?” He stepped between them.

Inside the vestibule and reception area, those who either didn’t have a reservation nor the cachet to snag a table waited. From what Arthan had read of the Messerian, he suspected the male had both the funds and the prestige to have already arranged things to his liking.

“How may we help you?” A Yadaxian male inclined his head as he inquired.

“We are to join Captain Maden Vaallaant of the Long Sword.” Arthan spoke for the three of them.

The Yadaxian’s gaze lingered on both females for a moment longer than Arthan cared for. Still, he understood why. Both females looked lovely. Before they all went their separate ways this evening, he wanted an image of the two humans.

He would return to the barracks. Bet and Erra had taken a room for the night in one of the grander places. They were to meet Vaallaant on the Long Sword for breakfast and a tour of the ship. He suspected the Messerian wanted to see how well Bet would fit with the crew.

Arthan fervently hoped to be on the same ship with Bet. What Vaallaant would offer remained to be seen. A berth for Bet, surely. As for him... Arthan would have offered any sacrifices to any god, alien or not, for a chance to be with her. By the end of the evening, he would have an answer. 
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Bet curled up on the bed and pulled a fluffy pillow under her head. “This feels so fucking good after that flat thing they called a pillow in the barracks.”

Erra laughed. “If Maden offers you a berth on the Long Sword, you’ll need to provide your own pillow if you want something soft. I don’t think he’ll make you buy all your bedding the way Silver Eirson did with me. Surprised the seven hells out of me when she told me I needed to supply my own.”

“That’s asking a bit much.”

“No, not for Commander Eirson. The woman can be brutal. She’s eased up a little since becoming the shaman’s mate. She provided implants, but if I wanted a tattooed-on exo-suit, the price of that came out of my money. But she did give me a low-interest loan, which I promptly paid back.”

“A tattooed-on exo-suit? I think I heard something about that. What can you tell me?”

“You should see the Commander’s. It couldn’t get any more killer than hers. She’s got a garden tattooed on her body.” Erra lifted the bottle of Caleta wine she’d brought along to celebrate Bet’s graduation. “More?”

“Yes, no use not drinking the entire thing. I kind of wish Arthan could have joined us.”

“Before we get on the subject of that hunk of a Vicillian, let me tell you if I had the time, I’d go see about getting a new exo done with tats. They don’t need near as many images as before and I hear there’s a new kind of ink they can match to skin tone. If your skin gets darker then it can show faintly. I’m willing to try that. Mom won’t complain as much about that as she would something like the Commander has.”

“I’ve thought about it.” Bet brought the bottle to her lips and took a mouthful. “Shit, woman. You brought a good one. Must have cost a bit to get it shipped all the way to Nizad.”

“You thought about what? Getting the full tattoo?” Erra reached for the bottle. 

Bet licked her lips and leaned back on the mound of pillows. “I wouldn’t mind getting a couple of tats. My aunt isn’t near as uptight about that stuff as your mother.” 

“That’s for sure. Mom is uptight about everything.” Erra sealed the bottle and leaned over to put it on the floor. “Losing Dad in the fucking catastrophe did something to her head. She hasn’t been the same since.”

“I don’t know how they manage, your mom and my aunt. They damn near lost everything. If it hadn’t been for the Life Foundation... You remember the cat?”

Erra nodded. “I do. I think her helping Mom might have been the only thing that kept her sane through those days. That’s when I first thought about joining the Mercenary Union. They came to our aid just like the Life Foundation did. If they hadn’t...”

“A bunch of Caletans would have died. That damn near wiped all sentient life off the planet. Yeah, that’s when my fascination with space and aliens started. Within the space of half a year, I saw more alien life forms than I had the entire eighteen years prior to the incident.” 

“Uh-huh. And now our vineyards are producing again and we’re making cheese like mad. All those aliens got a taste of our cheese and wine, and we can’t satisfy the demand. Tinto is always looking for hands for the harvest. He won’t use the robots. Says they can’t monitor things the way he likes.”

With a laugh, Bet turned on her back. “He always was an overachiever.”

“Which brings me to the overachiever in this bed with me. What’s with you and the big Vicillian?”

“Arthan? By all the seven serpents in the damn pit, I’m not sure I could have made it through the physical part if he hadn’t wanted to partner up with me. He’s snake fast, strong as they come, and can think on his feet.”

“And he cleans up pretty good. It did surprise me to see him in that red tunic thing.”

Bet rolled over and put her chin in her hands. “Arthan told me once his people know how lacking in color they are, being gray, hair and all. He said they love bright colors for that reason. But when out in the field, they can damn near disappear. I’ve watched him do it.”

“But what in the seven hells brought him to get involved with the Union? Everyone knows they have a head for finance like a snake can find prey. I’d guess his family could have set him up in a business somewhere.”

“Probably. We talked about it once. He wanted to do something else with his life other than getting buried under a pile of money.”

With a belly laugh, Erra rolled over on her back. “I wouldn’t mind getting buried under a bunch of money cards, SUNs or Royals. He can give me his any time.”

“Aren’t you getting enough off the Poignard? I heard Commander Eirson isn’t taking as many contract as she used to, what with being a mom.”

Erra sighed. “True enough. What with taking the time off to have the twins, then nursing them, she’s been on Nizad more than she’s been on the ship. But Mannel is competent. He took us out about six times during those months and we did well. They were short, quick contracts. I haven’t dipped into savings, yet. And Silver is getting antsy to be off. If I had to guess, I’d say whatever we get in the way of business will need to be short term.” She turned on her side. “I’m good with it. Mannel, he’s our second-in-command, says Silver is thinking about bringing her brother on board as soon as he’s ready. I hope he goes through basic.”

With a mock shudder, she grinned. “I don’t want an untrained Fjellskoglander on board. That might make me go scouting for another berth. Truth is, I don’t want to leave the Poignard unless Mannel does too.”

“Oh, tell me more. Is there something going on between you and the second? Something Mom doesn’t know about?” Bet waved a finger at her cousin.

“We’ve been kinda dancing around it. When Silver was on board, we kept it toned down. But with her on the planet all the time, we’ve been exploring things a little.”

“Define ‘exploring’.”

“I might if you tell me what you and the Vicillian have been up to. Any explorations?”

“Nothing like that. We’ve been studying and trying to get through basic alive. He got sent to a medbed three times to my seven. The male is good.” Bet grimaced. “It took me a little longer to get the message. Those instructors don’t care one bit.”

“I know. Damn slime don’t give a damn if you die a few times or not as long as there’s a medbed to bring you back. Seven hells! I shouldn’t be that irritated with them. They did teach me to dodge when I should. As to Mannel, we’ve been careful. Mostly we hang out, talk, kiss some. Nothing life altering yet. Still, I can’t deny there’s a real spark between us.”

“I’m not ready for any of that yet. I want to see and do stuff before I succumb to a relationship.”

“Silly.” Erra laughed. “You don’t need to give up anything if the male of your choice wants the same thing. Silver and the shaman have it all worked out. He takes care of the kids while she takes the ship out. You can always make a plan if the male really has your best interests at heart.”

“I’m not taking any chances. Hand me that bottle of wine. Let’s polish it off. We need to be up early and ready to go. At least I do,” Bet said. “You’re just a passenger. You can look like you got pulled through every bar in Bardo. Not me.”

“Yep. You need to make a good impression. That being the case, I’ll take a good hit. I can be a little hungover come morning.” Erra held Bet off with one hand as she finished most of the wine. 
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Maden had the shuttle running when the group of youngsters strode over. Bet, in the lead, wore a big smile. Something that might be a smile tipped the corners of the male’s mouth upward. 

I’ll get in the back. Let Bet sit in front and her Vicillian can take the seat behind her. Dahteste’s thought came into his mind. 

Yes. That way I can see their reactions better. I want to know what they think of the ship. Maden smiled at his passengers. “If you’re wondering why I chose to keep the ship out of this tangle, I knew there would be too much traffic. There’s always too many ships coming and going during graduation times.”

“I’ll get in back.” Erra got in and settled in the last row where Dahteste was already fastening her safety harness. 

“Bet, take the front seat and, Arthan, you can sit behind her. Get settled. I’m hungry and ready to eat.” Maden ignored them as he arranged to get them into the queue for takeoff. 

As they worked their way through the traffic and eventually upward and out of the planet’s atmosphere, he sent a message via implants to his second. Spence. We’re on the way. Gather everyone in the shuttle bay. The female is the top of her class, but it seems she and the male are a team. Their instructors say they helped each other get through. I understand she can do rudimentary coding, but he is better. It’s unusual for a Vicillian to be in any kind of military organization. He let it slip that a relative, female, is captain of a SUN fleet scout ship. She’s on a mission and unreachable, otherwise I’d have asked her about him. 

You want to know if he’s simply a rebel or if this is a vocation? Spence asked.

I suspect it’s more than simple rebellion. He’s a few years older than the regular recruit. I would guess he thought long and hard about joining the Union. Breaking out. See you shortly.

They approached the ship from the port side. “By the Warrior, she’s beautiful. That’s a sword painted on, isn’t it?” Bet’s tone held admiration.

Maden laughed. “It is. If you’re trying to cozy up to me, that’s a great way to do it. She could use a new paint job, but the Long Sword’s earned every scratch and scrape the hard way. They’re all badges of honor.”

“Are those teeth painted on?” Bet asked. 

“They are. A little shock and awe never hurt anyone. Truth is, the Long Sword does have teeth, some impressive ones.”

The bay opened and he noted how Bet’s head moved as she tried to take everything in. “Bet, you’ve never been on a fighting ship?”

“No, sir. When that incident happened on Caleta, I saw how the Life Foundation and the Union came together to help us. If it hadn’t been for both entities, we’d be in the stone age.”

Maden noted the quick touch on her shoulder from Arthan. Just a slight pressure with the tips of his fingers seemed to steady the female. 

Did you note his...Dahteste’s voice in his head asked.

Yes. It seems if I take Bet, I must take Arthan. 

Would that be such a bad thing?

No, my love. He was second overall in their class. They are both formidable candidates. All I worry about is how they will integrate into the crew.

The bay doors closed, and his crew stood at attention. Good show, all. He broadcast through the implants to the males and one female standing there. “At ease, crew. I could eat an entire Caletan cow all on my own. Before we head to the mess, let me introduce you all. Before you ask, since we’re shorthanded, everyone pitches in where they can. Spence Navid is my second-in-command. The other two are Nic Tadson and his sister, Gilda. The other member of the crew is down there going through basic. There is a reason, which will be explained later if necessary. Crew, this is Bethia Mackey and Arthan leFealn. Now, let’s eat.”
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She thought the meal went well. They were a tight crew, but everyone seemed friendly. Gilda and Nic, brother and sister, on the same ship surprised her a little and gave her hope at the same time. If Maden had relatives on the ship, he might not be averse to having two friends in his crew. She hoped that was the case. 

Her dream was to be on the same ship with Arthan. She hadn’t said it to anyone as to not jinx her fondest wish. Meeting up with the Vicillian was the best thing that ever happened to her. 

After what took place on her planet, nearly destroyed by a series of incidents that culminated in a gigantic tidal wave washing over the narrow continent and leaving the populace cut by two-thirds and the land in tatters, Caletans tended to be superstitious. She couldn’t help it. 

Bet had taken to believing in the Warrior Saint, Michael. He was her patron now. Bet first heard the words “by the Warrior” spoken by the big Fjellskoglander mercenary who rescued her from the pile of rocks her father had tied her to. 

While taking her to the triage center the Life Foundation had set up, he told her tales of serving on his ship. She would never forget him or the trip down the mountain. That experience put the first thought of joining the Union in her head. 

Then she met the cat lady who spoke into her mind, easing her pain and grief at the loss of her parents. A young girl on the edge of adulthood, their loss hurt more than anyone—except the cat—knew. 

Sitting in the big mess hall and kitchen wasn’t the time or place to think about her history, but she suspected if the Messerian intended to invite her to join the crew, he might ask why she joined up. It had been a tossup between the Life Foundation and the Mercenary Union. The Union won because she wanted—no, needed money. 

Her aunt did a fine job making every penny count from the sale of wine and cheese, but she was getting older. Bet’s cousin, Tinto, wanted to merge the family lands into one. Bet wasn’t sure that was for the best. Tinto, Erra’s brother, had a real managing streak. He wanted to manage everything and everyone. His disapproval of them joining the Union had been earnest and voluble. If she could send enough money back home to her Aunt Andice, she could give her aunt something to hire more help. That would ease the burden.

Tinto meant well, but she couldn’t trust him to allow any of them to make decisions he didn’t agree with. Her aunt and Tinto were related, very distantly. It was enough for him to think it gave him the right to tell her father’s sister what to do. Tinto and Erra were her mother’s brother’s children. 

So many older Caletans had been lost, the younger generation had to step up and become adults well before their time. Of the adults in her immediate family, only Andice and Benn’s wife, Zenta, survived. 

The meal came to an end when Maden stood and sent the two Fjellskoglanders back to their duties. Lady Dahteste gave him a smile and excused herself, as did Erra. Maden’s face lost all humor. Bet braced herself to be told they would be sent back to the planet. 

Instead, he took a deep breath. “I’m going to my office. Spence, take them to get cleaned up and meet me there.”

Maden turned his head and stared at her. “I’ll see Bet here first, Arthan after that.” Without another word, he strode to the door and disappeared. 

Spence, a browned man with dark eyes and hair, grinned at them. “Come on, you two. Let’s get this show over with.”

A short time later, she found herself in the office, seated in a chair across the old-fashioned desk from the Messerian. 

“Why did you join the Union?” 

As she expected, it was the first question he asked. She explained. 

He nodded. “There is money to be made; I’ll grant that. But not the first year. A rookie’s share for the first probationary period isn’t anywhere near what a full crewmember gets. You understand that?”

“I do. The instructors were clear on what to expect. Since I was top of the class, they did say I could expect a bit more.”

“True.” He turned a tablet in her direction “One-sixth instead of one-fifth of the proceeds after the ship’s expenses are deducted for one full SUN year. Is that acceptable?”

“It is, sir.”

“Then sign it.” He waited until she did so. “Good. Now go outside and tell your partner to come in. After you give him my order, take a seat and wait. Do not say a word other than that. Understood?”

“Aye, sir.” She closed the door gently behind her. Bet couldn’t quell a grin. “He wants to see you.” Before Arthan could move, she gave his hand a quick squeeze, but said nothing as ordered. Waiting was hell. She twisted and turned in the seat. Would he take Arthan too? 
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The grin she tried to hide gave it all away. Maden had asked her to join the crew. Arthan took a deep breath.

“He wants to see you.” Before he could move, she reached for his hand and gave it a light squeeze. Bet took a seat beside him. 

Arthan pushed to his feet and opened the door. “Sir?”

“Sit.” The Messerian waved a hand at a chair. 

The door slid shut. He lowered his body into the chair and made eye contact with the captain, the male who had just signed Bet to a contract. Arthan guessed it would be a SUN calendar year with an option to re-up. 

“Let’s get right to the point. My new crewmember helped you get through basic and I’m guessing you got her through as well. I suspect there wasn’t much competition between you two, nor did you allow anyone to get close to her either. The instructors all say you were the two most evenly matched. You have her on strength, and she has you when it comes to bookwork. How much of that you let her have is another question, one I doubt you’ll answer if asked. How close you two are in the physical is one matter I’m not going to dive into. You are both old enough to know your minds. I’m not the relationship police, but we’ll get to that in a moment. Even with taking Bet on, I’m still short. With you two on board, it will ease the strain on those I have. All that said, I’m willing to offer you a year’s provisional contract with one-fifth share after the ship is compensated. Yes or no?”

“Yes, sir.”

Maden turned the tablet and pushed it toward Arthan. “Sign.”

He did and pushed it back to his captain.

“Go get Bet. I need to give you both some information and don’t want to be bothered with it twice.”

“Aye, sir.”

He cracked the door and grinned at Bet. She clapped her hands together. 

“Captain Maden wants to see us both.”

She bit her lip and jumped up. “Coming.”

In his office, they both took an “at attention” stand in front of the desk.

“At ease and take a seat. There are a few details we need to go over. The first is general housekeeping. Since you’re adults and I don’t give a snake’s behind what you two do together off duty, you may choose to bunk together or not. Your call. But there will be no flirting with another member of the crew. I don’t want a bunch of sex crap messing with my ship. By all the stones of Aakra, any of that nonsense will get you tossed out on your ear. Understood?”

“Aye, sir.” They responded at the exact same time. Arthan wondered what might have given Maden the idea that he and Bet were partners in the physical sense. He hadn’t so much as touched Bet with sex in mind. Not that he hadn’t thought about it late at night in his bunk. She didn’t seem ready for that, and he wouldn’t push. 

Why would she choose a colorless being? As bright and beautiful as she was, Bet could have any male she wanted. 

“Now to other matters. You will both need implants and I strongly suggest an exo-suit of some kind, tattooed or otherwise. I supply basic bedding, a tablet, and all food. Personal care products are your problem. We’re rendezvousing with the Poignard on Greenhouse 2. Erra will be going back to her ship there. Things like implants and exo-suits are a little cheaper on that planet. Here you have the big hype about ‘certified Union ready’. I’ll see you a low interest loan to get what you need there, if necessary, to be paid back out of your share.”

“Sir, If I may?” He wasn’t sure what Bet would think about what he meant to offer. He hoped she would wait until they got out of the office to question him. 

“Arthan?”

“A loan won’t be necessary, sir.”

“Excellent. Less for me to worry about. Any questions?”

He could tell by the way she stiffened that Bet had questions. He had answers. The problem was he couldn’t be sure how to placate the female’s pride. 

“No, sir.”

“Good. Let’s get back to the planet. I’ve got forms to see about a couple of contracts. You two get your things and we’ll get your accommodations sorted after we’re under way. Dismissed.”

She didn’t leave it until the door to the captain’s sitting room closed. “What the seven hells do you mean, ‘you’ll take care of it’? I don’t expect...”

He took her arm. “Not now. You don’t want him to think he’s made a bad call, do you? We can talk about it on the way to get our stuff. You remember how to get to the shuttle bay?”

“Well... I do. But...”

“Later. Lead off. It’s only a loan. Nothing more. But I won’t charge you interest or take it out of your pay.”

That kept her quiet, too quiet until they found themselves walking toward the barracks. Bet started up again as soon as they were alone. “How can you do that?”

“Easily. First, you know I’m slightly older than most recruits. I had a job before I gave it up to come here. So I have some savings, more than enough to cover both of us.”

“If I let you, what do you expect...?”

Arthan had a suspicion he knew what was about to come next. He jumped in to forestall something he didn’t want to hear. “Nothing. No matter what Captain Maden said, I don’t think we need to bunk together. Wouldn’t you be more comfortable with Gilda? I would guess she’d like to have another female around.”

“I suppose. I don’t know how well we’ll get along, but it might be nice.”

“Gilda seemed like a reasonable person when we were all in the mess hall together. Give it a try. The ship is large enough that I wouldn’t be surprised if a single room couldn’t be found. I hope to be put in with Nic. I’m sure he can fill me in on things. The first one being how to stay out of Maden’s sights.”

“Do you think we have enough time to do a little recon on him before we go back?”

Arthan laughed and put an arm over her shoulder. “You are so behind it. I got up early and did a little digging before I met you and Erra. Our good captain is about in midlife for a Messerian, which means he’s got another two or two and a half hundred years yet to go. With him married to a human, I wonder how that will work out. Not that it’s something we need to worry over. Maden has the skills to make someone hurt when his temper goes off. He can sniff out a good contract like snakes can home in on prey. He’s as tough as an old Tuff-Built freighter. But every load of food and medicine he hauled out to Caleta for the Life Foundation, he paid for. Something I had to dig hard to find.”

She snuggled a little closer and her arm went around his back. “Then we’re on a good ship with a fair but grumpy old captain at the helm.”

“That about covers it.”

“On the other matter, the loan. Alright. I’ll take you up on it. But I’m not sure about the exo-suit. Those are expensive.”

“But not as bad as if we bought ours here. You can expect to need one on a Union ship. Besides, look at it from my end. We’re protecting my investment in you. Dead people don’t pay their bills.”

Bet laughed and he relaxed. She’d let him pay. 
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Chapter Four
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For all his brisk manner, Maden ran a relaxed ship. Not lax, but calm and efficiently run. Bet knew she would enjoy sharing a room with Gilda. The Fjellskoglander apologized for talking her ear off as she helped her settle in. Her last bunkmate, Indi, had taken up with a Gossican and Gilda hadn’t had a female to talk with since. 

She explained she liked Dahteste well enough, but as the captain’s lady, Gilda never felt comfortable trying to have a female to female chat with her. Her new roommate alluded to something between the captain and his mate that Bet had never heard of before. 

“I’m positive she doesn’t need implants to talk to him. And I’m pretty sure she can listen in to our chatter when we are using implants.”

They lay in bed with the lights out. Gilda had just explained to Bet that during sleep was the best time to shut the implants down. Bet didn’t bother to say she’d learned that in basic, but no one ever said anything about another race being telepathic to that extent. “I’ve heard stories about certain life forms having intuition and the like, but never anything that strong. Are you sure?”

“About as sure as empirical verification can be. I’ve witnessed things. Like her doing something, reacting to an order he’d just given over implants. What else in the seven hells could it be?”

She turned in the narrow bed toward the sound of Gilda’s voice in the dark. “You know about the mess Caleta found itself in after that earthquake?”

“I remember. We hauled everything and anything Maden could get in the ship out to the planet. Oh, that’s right. You’re from Caleta.”

“I am. We’re still recovering from the tidal wave that hit after the earthquake.” Bet shivered. “It was horrible, but that’s not what I was thinking about. There was a couple who came to help. He’s an engineer with the Union. She’s with the Life Foundation. The thing is, she’s unlike any other life form I’ve ever seen or heard of. She’s a cat-like creature and only communicated by telepathy. She’s the only form I’ve ever heard of who is a complete and total telepath.”

“For sure?”

“No question of it. She kept my aunt from losing her mind when she realized what had happened. From what I learned, she and her mate have some way of communicating via telepathy. It’s a strange relationship or so I understand.”

“How did you come by your information?” Gilda asked.

“Well...” Bet shifted uncomfortably on the gelbed. “Two of the tech were taking a break. I was with my cousin, Tinto. We’d come to pick Auntie up. He left me there while he went to see to some paperwork. I overheard them talking about the cat and her mate.”

“That is interesting because I think I know who you’re referring to. Cat and CoDee Nellis, right?”

“Yes. Have you met them?”

“Not to speak with. But they were on Greenhouse 2 at the same time we were. Maden and Dahteste had dinner with some important people, and I think they were there.”

“And we’re on the way to Greenhouse 2 again. I wonder if they will be there.”

“I couldn’t say. They might. That planet has a good reputation for doing quality work at reasonable prices. Their shipyard is as good as Strellna, or so says the scuttlebutt. Anyone might turn up. Since we were in this sector and Greenhouse 2 is closer to Nizad, we’re meeting the Poignard there. You’ll get to meet Silver Eirson.”

“Captain Maden picked up a contract, or so he said. Maybe it’s out in this sector.”

“Could be. You’ll find Maden is scrupulous about saving fuel.”

“Who can blame him? With the price of fuel in this recession, everyone is scrimping and saving where they can.”

“So they are. And I understand we’re stocking up because the contract is with NMD. What with all the pirate activity lately, I think NMD is looking for escorts for their freighters. We had some real trouble with them over a stolen datasheet, but that’s a tale for later. We need to get some sleep. It’s never a good idea to let Maden see you yawning or looking like you partied. Then he starts with all the medical stuff. I don’t feel like having a session in the damn medbed. Night.” 

The covers rustled as Gilda got comfortable. Pirate activity. The phrase sent a tingle of energy feathering up her spine. She’d been so focused on getting through basic, the real world problems hadn’t quite made it into her thoughts. 

She understood what Gilda said about getting some sleep, but the possibility of actual action, and the conflicting emotions that evoked, had her awake. Being on the Long Sword had just become real. Up until Gilda’s comments, serving on a Mercenary Union ship had been a distant goal, something still to be attained. No longer. A crewmember on the Long Sword, she needed to start thinking like a warrior. Very soon, she would be tested. 
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Spence showed Arthan to his quarters, all the while explaining that Nic had been sharing with Daveld which, according to the second-in-command, was a tale for another day. But with the way both males kept their quarters, Arthan wouldn’t want to bunk with either of them. 

When asked about Daveld, the big Pacifican did say they expected the youth back once he finished basic. With Spence reluctant to say more, Arthan didn’t ask. He decided to look on the absence of a roommate as a good thing. 

His bag went on the second narrow gelbed that sat against the far wall. Identical to the one he had decided to use, it had the same drawers beneath it, a shelf for items at the end which sat against the interior wall, and a hanging wardrobe at the end facing the door to the hall. Two desks, two chairs and a cleaning station completed the furnishings. 

Spence directed him to stores where he would find bedding. Tomorrow, they would get him set up with a tablet. From the ship came the announcement that all crew was to assemble for a morning meeting in the mess, eight SUN time. 

The Pacifican had started when the AI’s artificial voice flooded the room. “By the seven hells, it startled me. But with you two not having implants, I suppose I should expect it until we get that taken care of on Greenhouse 2.”

“Sorry, sir. I did ask about it, but was told to wait and see what our post needed when we got one.”

Spence waved a hand with a grin. “Don’t bother with the ‘sir’ thing when it comes to me. Spence works. Maden is another story. The male is royalty on Messeria. Formality is his middle name until shots are fired. Then his mouth gets dirty, and the predator emerges.” 

The second-in-command of the Long Sword leaned against the doorframe. “Pacificans are just the opposite. We get all formal and it’s time to pay heed to what’s happening around you. We’re relaxed until we’re not.”

“Thank you, s.. Spence. I’ll remember what you’ve said.”

“From what I recall of your forms, I know you will. Since you’re a little older than the typical recruit, I’ll take a chance and say you did something else for a time before deciding to join up. This wasn’t some youthful whim on your part. You thought about this a long time before signing on.”

The Pacifican’s guess was so close to the mark, Arthan wasn’t sure what to say. He settled for a nod. 

“I’m going to take another stab at your situation here. I’ll bet you a full gold money card you didn’t expect to find that little Caletan female in basic either. I think you took one look at that and all thoughts of being tops in your class flew off like morning fog dissipates when the sun rises.”

Arthan thanked his father for the training that allowed him to keep all emotion from his face. 

Spence’s grin grew wider. “Gotcha. That’s okay. A few years back, there was a Vicillian officer I served under in the fleet. Female by the name of laDalle. Ah, you know that name.”

“You’re very astute.”

With a shrug, Spence’s expression became serious. “Pacificans live and die by the weather. We learn to observe the minutest of changes. Even those adept at not giving away much, like Vicillians, can’t hide a lot from us. As second-in-command of the Long Sword, I make it my business to know those serving under me. We have each other’s backs, or we don’t. It helps to know the form serving with you as well as their mother does. I don’t need to know what brought you here, nor do I care. How you’ll serve this ship is what’s important to me. Take this one and imbed it in your brain. We leave no crew behind. But if the life of the others and that of the ship means one is sacrificed, I’ll always make the choice in favor of the greater good. The ship survives—we all survive.”

He turned away. “Get some sleep, Arthan. If you even remotely look ill, expect to spend time in the medbed. Maden hates sickness more than pirates.”

The door closed behind the other male and he left Arthan with much to consider. Above all else, he wasn’t sure he liked Spence. But he had the measure of the Pacifican. He knew what to expect from the ship’s second. 
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Chapter Five
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“Crew, here’s what’s on deck.” Captain Maden stood in front of the seated group. 

Slightly behind him, Dahteste leaned against the long counter. Her dark head down, it seemed to Bet she listened while trying to look unconcerned. 

Maden stopped pacing and Bet’s eyes widened when the feathered crest peeked through his hair. She’d heard of Messerian crests but never seen one. 

At her little gasp, Gilda leaned over. “It’s nothing. He’s mildly irritated.”

She gave a slight nod to indicate she understood. Still, her mouth felt dry. With that tiny lift of his crest, Maden looked every bit the predator she knew Messerians to be. 

“For our two new hands, I’ll go over the highlights. Nic here was to go to the NMD office on Shellikopf and take Daveld with him to get a bit of seasoning. Something upset Nic’s system, and he got ill. Instead of anyone contacting the captain of this ship, they resolved the matter themselves. Indi, my beta reader and coder, decided to run the errand I’d expressly ordered Nic to take care of. To make matters worse, when Daveld expressed an urge to stop in at a bar and have a drink, Indi let him do so. It shouldn’t have been a shock when three forms approached Indi and the datasheet was stolen. That they had something more in mind for a human female, who barely weighed as much as one of Nic’s legs, couldn’t have been a surprise. 

“A Gossican saved her from Aakra only knows what, but his rogue AI took off before he could get her back here. After it was all over, I no longer had a coder, and the Long Sword was in NMD’s debt. A matter which concluded far better than it might have. Let me make this as clear as I can.” His crest pushed higher and Bet gulped again. “My word is law. If you cannot fulfill an order for any fucking reason, come to me. I’ll not tolerate another incident like the last one. Having both my honor and the ship’s questioned makes me angry. Having to work off a debt to NMD...”

He broke off and turned to glance at his mate. She looked up at him and something passed between them. Bet took a quick glance at Gilda and the Fjellskoglander shook her head. They weren’t communicating via implants. 

Weird, Bet thought to herself. She understood what Gilda tried to tell her the night before. Something very odd went on between the Messerian and his human mate. 

“Now then, I’ve brought this up for an important reason. First, the retraining I’d thought to go to Messeria for isn’t going to take place. The reason? We have two more contracts from NMD. And I’m glad they chose to employ us again. This time there will be no missteps. The raw ore they are pulling out of Mineer is being stockpiled. No more are single freighters picking up a load and leaving. I spoke to NMD’s president, Hakke Nayetsu. The Long Sword and another ship of our choosing, in this case the Poignard, will escort both ships to their destination. We can expect to be set on by pirates. It’ll surprise the fuck out of me if they don’t try something.” He stopped talking and eyed each crewmember individually. “Questions?”

“Sir?” 

Bet froze. Arthan. She hoped he didn’t say something to make the captain angrier. 

“When we get to Greenhouse 2, can you point Bet and I in the proper direction to get the implants and exo-suits? Also, would you think it best to get the tattooed one since it will be quicker to activate?”

“On the first part of your question, I can and we’ll get that going as soon as we get there. There won’t be much time to waste. On the exo, by all means, get the tattoo if you can. Those extra seconds could cost you your life.”

“Thank you, Captain.”

“If there are no more questions...” Maden waited for a few seconds. “Good. Nic, Arthan, drills with Spence in half an hour. Gilda, Bet, and Dahteste, drills in an hour. Expect to hear the alarm going off at odd hours until we get to Greenhouse 2. You won’t know if they are real or not. I’d advise it best to assume they are. I
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