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Chapter 1 – Jonah
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THE MIDDLE THIRD of the tree exploded into burning splinters. The shrapnel flew with certainty and speed, but the needles embedding in my face didn’t even register at first. I focused on dodging the upper third of the tree, suddenly airborne and quickly remembering gravity.

“What do these guys have against trees?” I said as I landed, figuring I wouldn’t be heard over the echoing crash of the tree trunk. The impact shook the ground just enough to upset my footing as I sprang back to my feet. 

“Stop changing the subject,” Shae said. She glared at me, pushing herself off the ground. Her face bled, but she paid her wounds as much attention as I did my own. No time to be precious and feel pain.

I checked the charge on my Acadian blaster and grinned. “I’m not changing the subject. Just trying to not get killed, either. Look, fine, let’s focus. What are they firing?”

“Tankos high-yield slugs. The ones you said I shouldn’t bother buying last resupply. You thought they were wonky.”

“I thought they were useless. Slug throwers. How often are we on planets?”

“We’re on one now, if you hadn’t noticed.”

Orsid. We were on Orsid. Not my favorite planet, but far from the worst I’ve had to set foot on. Though the ground felt too springy for me. Just moist, really. “I noticed. All right, sit rep. Both our GravPacks are damaged and the emergency jump ship won’t get here in time. We still have to blow the silo.”

“And then find a way off this rock,” Shae said. “This really moist, humid rock. If we can find a small jump ship, anything that can clear atmo, I can get it started.” She fired two shots from her sidearm, energy blasting off into the forest in the rough direction of where the last shot had come from. “So that’s settled. Now. Jonah, can we talk about this?”

“I don’t see your problem, is all.”

“We can’t raise a child living like we do.”

“I don’t see the problem.” I tapped my ear twice, and switched to coms. That way we could still whisper while we snuck forward. Not the best protocol, but this wasn’t the first time. I liked talking to Shae. Hell, I liked talking to Shae enough I’d married her.

“We can’t bring a child into combat, for a start.” Two more high-yield shots came in and missed us, exploding and sending the ground up into the air where it blinded us. The good news - they still weren’t sure where we were. Or they were terrible shots. Either way, it helped.

“So we leave the kid with whatever base we depart from on a mission. I think we’d be good parents, Shae.”

“Damn it, Jonah, of course we would be. But not if we abandon the kid at every turn.”

I used my blaster to cut a tree down, not that I had anything against them, and shoved it in a direction we weren’t. Both of us sprinted as it fell, making sure we found cover quick. Chances were they’d investigate that.

“All right, so we leave the kid with your father.” 

Shae’s hand sliced through the air, two fingers extended. I nodded and crept in the direction she pointed. Dead on, there were the Orsidsians, trying to figure out why a tree had just fallen out of nowhere. 

“The one who doesn’t talk to either of us?” 

I elbowed the first idiot in the back of his neck and smiled at the other as he turned, startled, at me.

“I bet he would if he was a grandfather,” I said as the second, still confused, idiot, reached for his communication device. Before he could get to it, Shae’s foot cracked against his skull and he sank down into the forest, unconscious. No need to kill them, no point. Wouldn’t unless they forced the issue.

“I wouldn’t want to leave my child with him any more than I’d want to live with him now myself.”

“Base care is good, Shae.” 

Her initial reply was drowned out by the sound of blaster fire from above. Great, those two called the cavalry before they investigated. Stupid efficient guards.

We huddled near a decomposing mass of leaves and detritus. Its heat would help hide us. “What was that?” I asked while we waited for the air support to get tired of blind fire.

“I said, next thing you’ll suggest we just take a child with us on missions.” 

My blaster could do damage to their ship but I’d need to be closer. No way, yet. We crouched, thinking over options. “Well, a blast-proof armored papoose, maybe a small gravity shield, why not?” I smiled at the thought. Gave me an idea. My GravPack was busted, Shae’s too, but if I could get a field working at all, it might buy us the time we would need for a better plan. All too often, my life was just a way to stretch two minutes to five, and then using those extra three to stretch circumstances into survival. 

I unslung my pack and started cracking open the casing. Shae nodded and did the same. We’d had to do this once before, back on King Seven. Between us we’d have the parts to make this work. I hoped. “Now you’re just messing with me,” she said.

I stopped working and looked her in the eye. “We’d be great parents, baby.”

“I know we would, Soldier. I just don’t know if this is the right time.” A small shrug as she handed me components. I slotted them in place and jammed the housing closed. This wouldn’t be pretty, assuming the pack didn’t just explode in my face.

“We’ll use that as an excuse forever. Don’t you want a kid?”

Before she could answer I pulled up a selection screen, aiming the GravPack in the general direction of the ships above. Still firing. They didn’t give up. Then again, neither did we.

I hit the makeshift switch and tried to force myself to not flinch as I did. A wave pulse rippled the air, almost too fast to see. Trees wobbled. My inner ear spun. Both ships got tossed like they were at the end of a whip and hit each other. 

“I’d love a child. You know that,” Shae said as we watched the ships try to stay airborne. They managed it, but one of them sparked badly from the gun mount. 

Fine, we’d reduced the rate of fire from the sky by half. I’d take it. “Then we’ll find a way,” I said, giving Shae the signal to start running. We needed them to follow us now, to see us and try to fire. If they didn’t know their gun was out, things could get ugly for them quick. Sure enough, the ship throwing sparks started to belch smoke as well and we heard the low, rumbling cough of an interior explosion. 

“Fine, we’ll find a way. Now can we blow these idiots up and go home?” The smoking ship hung in the air, and I could see, mentally, the crew trying to put out fires and get things working. They hadn’t dropped out of the air yet, so they were doing something right. Good on them, I suppose. Damn it.

“Got the grenades?” I asked. We ran from strafing fire. I’d lost patience.

“I’m insulted you’d ask,” she said, patting a few pockets. 

“Then let’s blow them up, already. We take one ship semi-functional and we have line of sight to target and then we’re off-world. From there, home.” I turned and fired back, knowing my blaster wouldn’t take them out. Still, might make them flinch. And did. I stood there, waiting. Either Shae’s grenades would hit the ship right or I’d be a pair of flaming boots in about a minute. I didn’t even consider it an option. I trusted her. We worked.

“Deal,” she said, and let three fly in graceful arcs across the sky.

Damn, all told that had been a good day. A good day a lifetime ago. I smiled and pushed up against gravity harder.

***
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SWEAT ROLLED OFF MY forehead and slid down my temples. I closed my eyes. My arms resisted, but I forced them to lift the weights again. My left shoulder shook, the muscle straining hard, but my arms straightened anyway. I held myself there, arms extended upward, flat on my back, and took two deep, slow breaths. I exhaled through my mouth and lowered my arms. 

Eyes still closed, I lifted again. This time I held the weight for a ten count. I focused on everything but the urgent burning in my shoulder: the sweat-slick feel of the leather padding under my back, the soft breeze that played over my body, cooling my chest and legs, the new beads of sweat that formed before they slid off, following gravity down. 

I lowered the weight and held it against my chest. I opened my eyes. Above me a few clouds drifted, but most of my field of vision was taken up by a dazzling blue sky. I smiled up to greet it and hefted the bar again; it felt somehow lighter this time. 

I always exercised outside if possible. The sky, that clear land above my head, had captured my imagination as a child, and I still loved it dearly. I loved it almost as much as I loved the blackness that perched above it, the parent to all of the skies in the universe. 

The potential up there - the freedom and, damn, the joy I felt when I went to greet it each time - those things still got a rise out of me. I studied the sky, watching the higher winds etch patterns in clouds, and lifted that weight again and again. I felt my shoulder reach the point of no return, so I set the long metal bar in its cradle above me and just laid there a while.

My left shoulder hurt like a bitch, a knife’s hurt. I lay prone under the sun and let my heart rate ease off, stretching my arms. They ached, not as much as my shoulder, but it was a healthy ache. The shoulder, that wasn’t healthy: that was damage born of countless abusive moments. 

I treated my body like a temple, but it was a temple that I raided for goods as often as prayed at. I got what I got, and considered every inch of it worthwhile. Still, it hurt. It would always hurt, unless I let them replace the thing with an alloy-and-synthetic model.

I lifted my legs and glanced down at my right knee. Same story as my shoulder. Neither joint was quite right anymore, and both “should have been” replaced. That is, in the opinion of doctors who didn’t understand me. I wasn’t against replacements, in general. But at my age, I didn’t see the point in deep-tissue surgery followed by months and months of rehab all for new joints that would possibly need further replacement a few years down the road. 

Not when I was pushing 60, at least. I felt past the point of needing bits and pieces swapped out: I’d grown used to the problems and worked with them as much as possible. More than that, I let go.

I stood and rubbed at the sweat coating my body with the towel I’d brought out. I padded inside, rubbing the towel along my head, feeling my grey hair bristle against the fabric.

Shae sat in a long recliner, reading. She looked up as I entered and closed the book slowly on her thumb, marking her place. Her black hair stuck up along her head, much like mine did, except hers would probably come down to her ears if she let it hang naturally. She looked around at me, her eyes a rich hazel in the day’s light, and I felt myself smile in reaction to the smile that crept across her face.

“Hey, Soldier,” she said, resting the book on her lap, thumb still in place.

“Hey, baby,” I said. I hung the towel around my neck and glanced off toward the bathroom. “Just gonna grab a quick shower, and then lunch?”

“Sounds good,” she said. “How’s the shoulder?”

“For shit,” I admitted.

“So the usual, then?” she asked.

I nodded and shrugged. Cooling off inside the climate-controlled house was starting to produce a chill. “I should get a haircut,” I told her, stopping to run a hand through my hair again. It felt long, or at least longer.

“Yeah, it might get long enough to lay down,” she teased.

“Because you keep yours so long,” I said, smirking.

“Well who wants long hair—”

“In a combat helmet,” I finished for her. We both laughed, an easy laugh born of an old joke. Neither of us had seen the inside of a helmet, combat or otherwise, in years. We didn’t plan on it anytime soon, either. Maybe, if we got really bored, we would take a cruise up and out, but not this season. It had been a bunch of seasons since we had.

Cruise ships don’t like it when you go armed, and neither of us felt comfortable going bare hipped. Old habits die hard, and ours were born of more incidents than we could count.

“Didn’t we both retire?” she asked me, picking her book back up.

“We’re just old creatures of bad habits, baby,” I told her, the old, familiar reply. “I’m gonna go grab that shower, then we’ll have lunch.”

“Already planned,” she muttered, lost again in her reading.

I turned the shower up as close to scalding as it would go and stepped into the fray. Jets shot water from all sides and I turned, letting the heat and pressure massage my hard-worked muscles. Every time the water hit scar tissue the sensation of the hot, stinging spray dimmed slightly. 

The sensation dimmed a lot. My shoulder and knee, of course, were knots of scar tissue and damage. Ugly as sin to look at but still functional. Scars crisscrossed my back and sides as well. A few dotted my chest, including one thumb-sized welt of a scar on my left side where I had taken a slug back when I was still a kid. That was the shot that should have killed me, but I was too young to die, then. 

I rubbed at it, lost in memory for a minute, and stared along the thin line of wax-like flesh that ran up from my right wrist all the way to my elbow. Laser fire isn’t pretty to take, and it makes sure you remember it. My legs were just as bad as my torso, and sometimes I admit to wondering if the ratio of good skin to scar tissue had crossed the fifty-percent mark yet. 

I turned off the shower and grabbed a clean towel, rubbing myself dry in the steamy, ceramic-coated room. The air was thick and hot and I took long, slow breaths to fill my lungs. I started to stretch, extending every muscle while they were still warm, and then opened the door. Cool air slapped at me and I walked quickly to the closet, grabbing thin white slacks and a matching shirt. 

I wandered into the kitchen, the stone floor piercingly cold against my bare feet. Working quickly and without much conscious thought, I tossed together two salads and set them on a black stone serving tray. I added a pitcher of iced tea and glasses and headed back out to join Shae. 

The tray went on a table between us, and I eased myself into the chair across from hers. She took her salad and made a soft noise of pleasure at me, like a hungry cat. I nodded and poked at my own salad, the two of us eating in companionable silence.

“Heard from Mud recently?” she asked after a few minutes.

“Newt is fine,” I told her after swallowing.

“So that’s a no?”

“That’s a no. He’s a grown man, Shae. He’d call if he was in trouble.”

“Sometimes it’d be nice if he called when he wasn’t in trouble,” she said. She poured both of us some tea and gestured with her fork. “And you should start calling him by his name.”

“He claims I never say it right, anyway.”

“So learn,” she insisted.

“Newt is fine,” I told her with a grin. “Besides, what does it matter what I call him if he doesn’t get in touch?”

“Don’t start,” she said, shaking her head.

I poured myself a second glass of tea. Shae and I had met when we were both just kids. We would’ve each hit you rather than let ourselves be called kids, but the older I get, the more I realize how much of my life I spent being just a kid. “Just.” Ha. 

Still, I knew the moment I saw her that I was in love. And what held true almost forty years ago is still true for me. I love her. Better yet, she loves me. We had spent innumerable days just like that, sitting and enjoying each other’s company. We both find it easy to enjoy the quiet times, considering that as much as the quiet days couldn’t be counted correctly as they blurred into one another, the noisy ones always outnumbered them. 

We had saved each other’s lives, often. When I first met her, Shae was a slip of a girl. She lived with her father, Doctor Williams, at the time. I knew the Doctor through his work perfecting the adjustable gravity engine, the thing he’ll go down in history for. It was during a visit to test his engine that I met Shae, who brought us each a drink shyly before she slid back out of the room on whispers and silent glances. She wasn’t silent anymore, thankfully; I couldn’t have counted her as the most amazing woman I knew (though I admit to bias) if she were always quiet. 

But regardless, we courted, she got kidnapped and I saved her, and we started seeing each other when I was on-planet. The Doctor found our romance agreeable, giving us his blessing easily. We grew old together, weathered adopting Newt and the passing of the Doctor as well as countless other things: wars, spies, abductions, supposed death, and long trips to the short end of the universe. 

Which is why, even though I did it on a regular basis, I still smiled as I got lost in her eyes. I was sitting there, sipping my iced tea and doing just that, when the chirp of the house phone broke the moment. The glass clinked against the table as I put it down. I shifted out of my chair and took three quick steps to the nearest phone, grabbing the earpiece and pushing it around my ear.

“This is Jonah,” I said curtly.

“Captain Madison, this is Lieutenant Mills calling for General Hodges, sir,” replied a young voice. I knew his type instantly. A personal assistant, good at his job and efficient, but lacking the ability to go off-script.

“Just call me Jonah, son, I’m retired.”

“Captain Madison—”

“Jonah,” I repeated.

“Captain Madison,” he insisted, “I am calling to inform you that your commission is being reinstated.”

“Bull. I’m retired,” I turned to Shae and shook my head, the frustration in my eyes easy to read. “You can’t call me back up. What the hell is going on?”

“Sir, I am not at liberty to discuss that at length on an unsecured channel.”

“Then call me back on a secured line. My unit can handle it. I’ll wait.”

“Very well, sir,” he said, and he hung up. 

I turned to Shae, throwing my hands up in anger. “They want to call me back up!”

“Easy, Soldier,” she said, rising to cross to my side. She rested a hand on my shoulder as the phone rang again. 

I hit the side of the earpiece to activate the call and braced myself for the static tweet of a secure line. It came and I winced in spite of myself. Those things were loud. 

“Captain Madison,” Mills started, without waiting for me to greet him this time, “the situation is grave.”

“It always is. Son, just tell me straight what’s going on and why Hodges didn’t call me himself.”

“General Hodges,” he said, stressing the man’s rank, “is busy, Captain.” 

“Fine. What’s going on that you think it’s a good idea to bother an old man during lunch?”

“Captain Madison, sir, our entire system is about to be wiped out by an invading force.”

“Well now, that we probably should discuss,” I told him, raising an eyebrow at Shae.
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Chapter 2 – Shae
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JONAH KEPT HIS EYES on me while he started to pat down the desk near the phone. He grabbed the second earpiece and tossed it at me underhand–I snatched it out of the air, fitting it in place quickly. I flipped it to monitor-only so the mic would pick up no noise and stood, watching Jonah.

“Captain Madison,” I heard a young voice say, “we have credible reason to believe that a full-scale invasion force is moving in from out-system.”

“Define ‘credible,’” Jonah said. I could hear the sigh in his voice and reached out to touch his arm. The kid on the other end was obviously nervous. Besides having to deal with a Big Event, he’d gotten suckered into calling on the reluctant cavalry. Not a great place to be in that early in his career. Still, if it didn’t drum him out, it would help forge him into someone worthwhile. 

“We’ve lost contact with King Seven, sir, all contact. As well as Bulk, Athena Fourteen, and Mast’s Prayer. All within the last three months,” the kid said. He was holding it together pretty well.

“They’re all far spun from things. That far out, can you discount natural occurrences?” Jonah looked to me and I shrugged. Both were possible. Planets that far from the center of things had gone dark before. Natural occurrences of all types can arrange for that, it didn’t have to be anything sinister.

“We think so, sir. We’ve had reports of brightly colored ships across a growing number of planets, and not long after each reported incursion there have been multiple missing-persons reports.” 

“And they line up?”

“Excuse me, sir?” the kid asked with a growing agitation.

“The missing people line up exactly with these incursions?” Jonah asked.

“We think so,” I could almost feel his nod.

I wandered away from Jonah and grabbed up the remains of lunch. No matter which way this fell out, I knew from experience that lunch was over. We were either about to go back to war or we would solve it from here, but either way we wouldn’t be sitting down to relax again for a few hours, minimum. I kept the earpiece in to hear exactly how things fell out.

“You think so?” Jonah asked. I put the pitcher of tea away and glanced out to where Jonah stood, looking at the sky as he talked. He liked to stare toward whoever he was talking to. 

“Captain Madison, sir, the data are listed as credible,” the voice on the other end repeated.

“In other words, you aren’t allowed to see the actual hard data.” I laughed at that. I remembered when we were younger and Jonah had been issued top-secret documents that I wasn’t cleared to see. Treason, they threatened, if it was known I stole a look at them. Except we were married and working on the case together. Sometimes they trip over their own feet making up rules.

“No, sir, I’m not cleared for that.” Exactly.

“Great,” Jonah groused. “And the ships?”

“We have not yet captured one, Captain. It’s only a matter of time, of course, but from their design, they are unknown to any records we have.”

“So let’s see,” Jonah said, “you have some planets out on the fringes who have stopped talking to you, and some new ships flying around on rare occasion. When those ships show up, you have an increase in missing-persons reports from the planets those ships scout near, and from all of that you draw credible reason for a full-scale system invasion?”

“Ye-yes sir,” the kid’s voice broke, but I knew something he didn’t. Jonah couldn’t resist a good invasion, theoretical or not. There were enough blocks in this one that stood up at a decent angle to make me interested. If I was interested, then I knew Jonah would be as well. I headed back to the bedroom and started to access the lock-closet that led to the weapons and supply stores. Time to start taking a current count of what we had on hand and what we would need to requisition. I knew, at the least, I would need new grenades. The ones downstairs were underpowered by today’s standards.

“Not interested,” Jonah said harshly in my ear, and I dropped my hand to my side, starting to turn back toward the outside of the house.

“Excuse me, Captain Madison?” the kid asked. Good question, kid: what the hell what Jonah playing at? I didn’t know, but I intended to.

“You heard me. This is thin. I’m retired. I don’t do thin.” 

“But, sir—”

I stood in the doorway and glared at the back of Jonah’s head until he felt it and turned to face me. He shook his head at me once, curtly. It just made me angrier.

“No. Have Hodges call me back himself if it’s so blasted important. But this is flimsy and far from anything you need me for. I’m sorry to send you back empty-handed, son.”

“Captain Madison—”

“Don’t argue with me, son,” Jonah said, staring at me. That man did not know what he was playing with. Correction, he knew full well what he was playing with, which made it all the stranger.

“But sir, it wasn’t a request. I have orders from the General here and—”

“And he can come serve them himself,” Jonah cut him off, “with all of the data in hand, or he can damn well leave me alone. This call is terminated.”

He took the earpiece out and set it down. I grabbed my own and yanked it out, throwing it onto the table. We stood there and stared at each other for a moment, as if daring the other to make a move. 

Jonah and I didn’t fight that much; we worked together better than anything. But still, in life, there are times when eyes don’t meet, and sometimes when that happens you need to hit at them until the swelling helps them line up again.

The thing was, under my anger was concern. This wasn’t like Jonah, not at all. I tried to think of another time he’d refused a commission. It had happened, sure, but over much bigger stuff than this seemed to be. 

We were both retired. We had done far more than our share of time, and it was over. But that wasn’t exactly a new situation. Six or so years ago we got called back in. Goodness, was that really six years ago? It felt a lot more recent until I gave it some turning over. 

Even so, I didn’t like this. We stared at each other and his cold blue eyes tightened as he considered what to do next. He ran a hand through his hair, stopping to rub his scalp for a second, thinking. I crossed my arms and just stood there, staring.

“Shae,” he said after a while, “I don’t know why you’re so upset.”

“Yes you do, Jonah. Yes, you really do.”

“Look, you heard Mills, too. They think they might have a problem.” He shrugged, as if that explained everything.

“Oh so now he’s ‘Mills’ and not just ‘son’?” I asked, giving him a light laugh.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Jonah scowled down at me. His six-foot-four frame towered over my own five-foot-ten, but I could match him in attitude any day of the week.

“When he’s an annoyance to you he’s just ‘son,’ but when you need to suddenly puff him up a little bit, make him someone to listen to, he gains his name back. Jonah, it’s an old habit, and it doesn’t work with me.”

“I’m not playing any sort of game here, Shae,” he insisted.

“Whatever. Look, there’s no reason we can’t go check it out, anyway.”

I started to turn away, my arms still crossed, but he caught me by the shoulder and held me there. I didn’t resist, letting him turn me back to face him. His face grew solemn and he glanced up before looking back down at me.

“Yeah, there is. If we let them call us back at every dropped hat they find in the road, we might as well not have retired in the first place,” he said. I caught a note of sadness in his voice, but dismissed it in annoyance.

“And maybe we shouldn’t have!” I yelled at him. I was just a girl when we first left planet, together, and never looked back to wonder if it’d been the right move. Now suddenly he was looking back and sounding like he saw nothing but dust back there.

“We’re old, Shae! Look around you!” he yelled back. Then he took a deep breath and calmed down. “Damn, I’m not as fast as I was and I have to work twice as hard to keep in shape. It’s time to let them grow up and take care of themselves. We can’t have the entire military as our children.”

I heard the words, I realized the truth in them, but I didn’t like it. Not at all. Besides, my own anger wasn’t quite spent yet and he was pissing me off. “Not that we treated our actual child like one, either,” I shot back.

“You raised him, too, baby,” he said, as a slow grin spread across his face.

“Maybe we both did a shit job at it.”

“Maybe!” he said loudly, as the grin fell away fast. “Except you know damn well we did a great job, and Newt’s a great kid.”

“He really is, huh?” I shook my head. Mud was terrific and he might not have been ours by birth, but he was ours. And Jonah was right, the old soldier. Our little newt had grown into a strong man.

“Yeah, he is. And we’re old. And maybe we should act it for a change, not run off guns blazing for once, and let the people who do our jobs now do them. For a change. Just to see what happens.”

“I don’t like this, Soldier.”

“I know, baby. I know. No one wants feel old.”

“I didn’t until now.”

“I have for years.”

“Then why let it stop you now?” I asked. My anger was gone and that note of sadness in his voice was back. But the question was an honest one.

“I...because it’s time, Shae, all right?” he answered.

“All right,” I answered.

Except it wasn’t all right, it wasn’t even half right. He refused to go, felt old and unneeded. I knew better, and I wasn’t going to let him wallow in his own self-imposed uselessness, wasting away. It wasn’t right, not for either of us.

I patted his hand and left him outside to stare at the sky and think a while. I knew he would stay there, giving me space as much as needing it himself. I kicked off my gray slippers and padded around barefoot on the cool stone floor. 

The thing of it was, I couldn’t just force him to go. Not directly. But if I left without him, well, that would get him going. I would need some time; pulling together an excursion package without being noticed by your own husband is a bit of work. But not the roughest work ever, it’d just slow me down.

That kid, Mills, would report back to his boss and it would take a few days before they thought to call again. And I knew Hodges would call again, this time in person, to try and talk Jonah into the trip. I also knew Jonah would say no, again. So I had to be ready. 

When Hodges called, I would be ready to run a trace on the signal. That was crucial. If I offered to go myself, without Jonah, they would say no. It was an oversight, and a stupid one, but I held no rank. They couldn’t really call me in solo. With Jonah I was a freelancer, part of his team and accepted. But solo? Solo I hadn’t bothered accepting a rank. I hadn’t felt the need. 

Now I did, but I couldn’t fix that right away. I’d get around to it. Probably once I was up on Hodges’ ship. Given the nature of his offer, I figured his command-class ship was nearby. No further out than Mars. I could rent a skimmer to get that far without worry. But the command ship would be cloaked, on principle, and guarded. 

One did not simply walk in the front door of a command ship. Not without explosives and a secure force of at least ten people who knew what they were doing. The explosives I could drum up; the people would be a different problem. But, I reminded myself with a laugh, I wasn’t invading them, I was going up to offer my own help. Which meant I could go up to the front door and ring the bell. If I could get myself that far. But no.

Getting in the front door without asking always proves a point about your usefulness. They couldn’t say no once I did that. We’d both worked that game before. It was almost expected, I assumed. And I didn’t want to disappoint.

So that was it, that was the plan. Wait about a week and then sneak off, heavily armed and prepared, break into a hidden command-class cruiser and offer my services. Once I was signed up, Jonah would follow. And he’d see it had been the right move all along. Sometimes I had to drag him in into realizing his own needs. It worked out.

I grabbed a bag and dropped a few hand blasters into it. Little things, not much battery or punch to them, but they were worth lugging. I would have to find those new grenades and sneak them home, somehow.

I stood there, staring at a mirror and grinning at my own reflection, and started to plan in earnest.
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Chapter 3 – Mud
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THE SONIC BLAST SHIMMERED the air near my head. It missed me, but the problem with sonic weapons boils down to the wave spread. They didn’t have to hit you directly. The left side of my head felt squishy as I fell against a nearby wall. Sonics wreck your sense of balance, they feel like someone scraped your skin with a palm full of tiny needles, and they have a tendency, for me at least, to leave you feeling ... soft.  

Luckily, none of the effects last long without a direct hit. Unluckily, even a short duration was longer than I had to recover. All four of the Reclaimers moved toward me at once, fencing me in, my back quite literally to the wall. 

“Guys,” I said, my voice deep and lumpy, “can’t we discuss this? I know a good bar a few levels down.”

Their leader shook his wide, flat head and croaked a laugh. “Exile-traitor, there is nothing to discuss.”

I wondered if he practiced that kind of line in the mirror at night when his men weren’t looking. Probably. Hurkz who worked for their Off-world Reclamation Project tended to be deficient in humor and oration skill. They lacked wit, but made up for it in perseverance. 

This group, or ones like it, had been after me for a while now. Ever since I hit the Hurkz age of adulthood. Twenty-seven Earth years, roughly, but Hurkz had its own rotational speed and solar orbits to worry about. Me, I counted Earth years. I was raised there, mostly. And that was the crux of the issue. 

I stopped thinking of the past and considered how I could end up with a future instead. I leapt, arms outstretched, and grabbed the sonic shooter’s shoulders. We went down together, but I made sure he was on the bottom, taking all the force we managed to sum up between us on the way down. I rolled, catching a glimpse of the other three, and took the shooter with me as I did. He made good cover - they didn’t want to harm their own man, after all. 

I tucked up, my feet planting solidly against the shooter’s chest, and shoved. He described a pretty arc as he flew right into one of his teammates. I took the second or two worth of confusion to get my own feet under me and run.

I had to get off the station, that much I knew. As long as I remained aboard I was too easy a target. One place - even a large one, if contained - is too easy to deal with. Open space – that’s another matter. 

I ran down a hallway, knowing it led ... somewhere. Well, somewhere I wasn’t, and certainly somewhere my pursuers weren’t, so that made it a better bet than anything else I had. 

The corridor was well lit and brightly marked; the station’s designers didn’t want anyone getting lost. That was fantastic unless you were trying to get lost. I kept running, keeping an eye out for any decent-sized pool of shadow. Nothing caught my eye. I kept moving, my legs pistoning. 

The hallway cut a sharp right turn. I took it, of course, and noticed the glowing sign cut into the wall as I moved past it. I was six levels up from the space dock, and on the wrong spiral arm of the station for my own ship to boot. Right then, running the whole way and avoiding the Hurkz stopped being viable. 

I dropped and rolled to a halt, shedding momentum and changing direction as I did. Popping up, I slapped at a door panel, trying for access. The door opened and I slipped inside, knowing that the Hurkz team would be close enough to hear the door seal shut after me. 

The room stood dark. I adjusted my goggles, resettling them over my large eyes, and took the few seconds I had to think. What I needed was a plan of some sort. Something beyond getting to my ship and getting off the station. If they caught me, it would be a long, painful trip to Hurkz followed by a short, painful execution. 

Hurkz can camo themselves, to a degree. Their - well, our - skin may be a solid, unreflective midnight black, but there are markings along our skin that secrete light-activated chemicals. Those markings stand out in neon colors, but they’re also what gives us the ability to camouflage ourselves. Each family has their own set of markings, given to them by evolution to help avoid predators in the distant past. 

They run along our chests, backs, limbs, and faces. They stand out and declare to all other Hurkz who we are, what family, tribe, and country we come from. Unless, like me, you had been stolen as a child, slaved, and ended up with the markings tattooed over in the same black as your skin. 

Then all you ended up with was a series of incredibly painful memories, bad ink, and the subtle glow of what you had lost. That tattooing ruined the glands, ruined the ability to hide. Which is why it was done in the first place. Which is part of why I needed to be put down, according to Hurkz law. I was tribeless. I was nothing.

And sure, a case could be made for that. I was a cripple. I couldn’t camouflage myself, I couldn’t belong to any family on Hurkz, I couldn’t be a part of what I came from anymore, and that embarrassed them. It scared them. 

Of course, I thought with a grim smile creasing my wide face, what nature gives technology can replicate. I hit the wrist controls on my thinsuit. The suit was as black as my skin, and specially coated. Where my markings were ruined, the suit would serve. The shadows in the room were dark, but not black enough to hide me. The suit helped. It quickly changed to match the bulkhead behind me as best it could. It only took a few needles to do. I felt them prick my skin and snarled briefly. The jolts of pain remind me of tattoo needles, every time.

I pressed back against the wall and stayed as still as possible. The suit was one of a kind, and it worked by taking the minimal secretions of my marking glands (what was left of them), enhancing the effects, and acting much like my skin would have.

The bulkhead door was cracked open, leaving where I was obvious to anyone who’d seen me running down the hall. I stood there, as hidden as possible, and waited. I saw their shadows before I saw them, and I tried to press myself closer to the wall. My back itched. I fought down the urge to rub it against the molding. 

One of them entered the room and glanced around quickly. He didn’t see me. My luck was holding. He waved the others in and they started to search the room, closer. Much closer and I would be spotted. Instead of waiting around, I ducked back out the door and started to run, turning off the suit’s camo effect. Drained the batteries, anyway.

I padded down the corridor, trying to be as quiet as possible. I hit the emergency ladder hatch and yanked it open, but the damn panel stuck, and it clanged as it tore free. I shoved myself into the ladder area and started down, knowing the chase was back on.

This was getting me nowhere. I exited two levels down and started to move off along a corridor, but knew I was wasting time. Look, if I ran and kept running maybe I could reach my ship first. But the space dock I’d parked in was probably the same one they had used, so that wouldn’t buy me much time. No matter how much more trapped I felt in a station, I wouldn’t really be freer in my ship. 

No, running only prolonged dealing, as my father liked to remind me. Not that he knew about this - Mom either. I didn’t want to bother them with it, and I didn’t want them to step in and deal with it for me. I was an adult. So the running had to stop.

I stood near the ladder and waited. Sure enough, they were coming down after me. I grabbed the ankles of the Hurkz Reclaimer furthest down and dragged him out of the ladder well. His face hit the floor, my boot hit his head. When he didn’t raise it I kicked him aside, hoping the other three would be just as easy.

Nope. The next guy had thought to look down before he came into grabbing range. Must’ve looked down before that, even, smart one. He dropped, free-falling, into sight and grabbed at the ladder to stop himself, already firing. Sonics flashed out into the hall. I dove for some sort of cover, finding the unconscious Hurkz on the floor adequate. His body quivered as the sonics hit. I grabbed his blaster and fired back. 

Somehow, possibly since I hadn’t done anything but run until this point, they weren’t expecting that. He went down hard, catching the waveform full in the chest. Too bad he hadn’t gotten out of the ladder well first. I heard him bump into things on his way down. It was only another four or so levels until the bottom. I’m sure he landed fine.

I fired again, this time into the metal tube that held the ladder. I wasn’t trying to hit anyone, I just thought it might rattle them. Sadly, station rules worked against me. They could carry limited weapons as agents of their government. I was a no one and so I was unarmed, also held to station standards. Hardly fair.

I thought it through. Right about now, Dad would be going in after them, bringing the fight right to their faces. Mom would sneak around them and blow them back to where they came from. Neither option suited me. 

The only way to truly stop them was to kill them. I didn’t want to kill them, truth be told. Killing them would only make it harder to get off the station, and would also manage
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