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The first time I heard the captain’s voice was over the ship’s comm: “Hold on, it’s going to be a rough run.”

She wasn’t wrong. The young man across from me, Arjan, grinned as I took a wide stance and braced myself against the g-forces of the good ship Kaitan Heritage hurtling out of orbit.

“I see you’ve flown before,” he said.

He knew I was a stranger to this business, so his acknowledgment was of the condescending sort. I hoped Arjan wouldn’t get in my way. Well, he was already in my way, literally blocking the stairs. He was around my age, nineteen, or maybe twenty-one at most, tall with black hair that fell to shoulders that were broader than even my own. In spite of his size, I would have happily tried to brush by him if I could have succeeded with minimal fuss.

We were alone in the cargo hold, a large space dominated by pallets of canisters and an industrial panel with a maglock that I guessed connected to the containment hold on the other side. High on one wall was a display showing a feed from outside the ship. Clouds streaked by, while the walls themselves were caked with old space scum built up over time from condensation and dirt.

I nodded in response. I was definitely no stranger to space travel, which was how I could tell that we were leaving Alaxak in a hurry. Even if a ship was too utilitarian to be equipped with the best gravitational dampeners, most pilots attempted to escape the pull of a planetary body with a little less violence than what we were currently undergoing. The captain had either a great deal of faith in the Kaitan or a completely different way of assessing risk. The entire ship was shaking with the strain, and the thrusters roared loudly enough that I felt compelled to raise my voice to speak.

“I’ve been around, thanks. Where are we headed?”

“You really haven’t done this before?” Arjan gave me a sympathetic shake of his head.

I did my best to hide my annoyance at the gesture, biting back a retort. Being uppity as the new hire wasn’t likely to endear myself to anybody, and my agenda was worth sacrificing my ego. More than that, Arjan was the captain’s brother. I hadn’t met her yet, but she was the reason I was here.

I had traveled what felt like the length and breadth of the frozen planet of Alaxak to find someone specific: a captain with phenomenal abilities. Rumors, speculation, and a great many purchased drinks had led me to the village of Gamut, and then to here, a ship called the Kaitan Heritage, and to Captain Qole Uvgamut. “Of Gamut,” in their dialect. She and Arjan belonged to one of the old native families that had originally settled the planet. One of the families, perhaps, whose long exposure to the unstable energy source known as Shadow yielded more than just sickness and death.

And yet, even though she’d technically hired me onto her crew, I hadn’t been able to get close enough to even say hello, let alone place a biometric sensor on her.

I wasn’t sure how I would even manage an introduction like that. Hi, my name is Nev, and no, I can’t tell you my last name or quite what I want with you, but would you please come with me?

But rumor also had it that Arjan was nearly the caliber of pilot she was. So when I’d shaken his hand, I’d placed a biometric sensor on his forearm. And based on the miniature readout displayed on my wrist feed at the touch of a button, the data was now uploading to Uncle Rubion through their Quantum Intersystem Network, thanks to the hack I had infiltrating it. Normal comm links didn’t work at such distance, but the QUIN did.

I didn’t know how long it would take my uncle to interpret the data, but whatever his conclusion, my time on the Kaitan was limited. My pickup was coming in two days’ time, and I had to be on it with at least one of the Uvgamuts.

I already hoped it would be Qole, and not just because of the incredible rumors regarding her Shadow affinity.

“I’m afraid I’m new to this particular venture,” I said, “but I’m a quick study. Can you give me a brief overview of my duties?”

Arjan gave me a teasing smirk. “Your duties? Well, my good sir,” he said, mimicking my accent, “here’s the abbreviated explanation: once we start the run, Qole and I net the Shadow and get it into the containment hold”—he pointed at the maglock—“you load it into these canisters as quickly as possible”—he pointed at the stacks and stacks filling the cargo hold around us—“and then you try not to die.”

Shadow. The thought of getting so close to it made me nervous. Speculation that it had caused the Great Collapse aside, I’d only seen it used as fuel in cutting-edge industrial facilities before now. In spite of that, it was the reason most of us were here. Well, everyone else was here to “fish,” as the locals called it, for the volatile substance, while I was here to see what someone with the right biological makeup could do with it. Not that Arjan knew that, and in the meantime, I apparently had a job to do in order to keep up the pretense.

I had to resist grimacing at him. “What happens if I’m less than quick?”

“Shadow will eat through the lining of the containment hold, and then we’ll all die.”

Nice. “Shouldn’t the lining be resistant to such degradation? Unless it’s old, that is.”

Arjan’s face hardened. “Why bother paying an astronomical amount for new lining when you have a fast loader to get the Shadow into these safer, cheaper containers?” He patted a canister, and the noise rang out metallically. “It’s how everyone does it out here.”

I wanted to quote a proverb my mother used to repeat about not standing under a landing ship just because my friends did, but I refrained. I liked to think I wasn’t new to danger, but the longer I spent in these cold fringes, the more I learned that the term acceptable risk meant something quite different from what I was used to.

“And about how long will I be at it?”

Arjan simply laughed in my face this time. “Oh boy, you really haven’t done this. You stop when she stops.” He pointed at the ceiling, presumably toward the bridge and Captain Qole. “If you’re not a dead man walking by then.”

Blasted hell, I thought. But I smiled. “I’m sure I’ll manage.”

He only grinned back at me.

“What about the rest of the crew?” I asked, to give him something better to do. “What are their jobs?”

“Come on.” To my relief, he turned to leave the hold, waving me on with him. “I’ll give you the free-fall tour while you can still move.”

A flight of stairs just about as wide as I was, a hallway flanked by doors, and then more stairs brought us to the crew stations. A walkway bisected four recessed consoles that were ringed with monitors.

The Kaitan wasn’t what I was accustomed to. Unlike the ships of the inner subsystems, it wasn’t all glowing walls and hovering displays. Instead, mechanical parts and pieces were used wherever possible, in what I assumed was an effort to simplify repairs, while some of the displays were decades old. And the crew was just as atypical. Laughter surrounded us as we entered the space, and I caught the last part of a conversation.

“You should have seen his face, Basra, when you told him you’d never planned to sell to him. I thought you’d make someone cry in record time.” The speaker, a young woman, was one of two occupants in the stations. A striking slash of black hair covered part of her face, the strands parting just enough to show an intricate tattoo around the hidden eye. Like Arjan, she had the darker hair and skin tone that still characterized native Alaxans, their population having remained mostly undiluted on their isolated planet. She cut her words short, and we surveyed each other.

After a second of silence, the other crew member stood up easily and reached out a hand. “Basra,” came the introduction, and I shook a beat longer than I should have. He definitely wasn’t from around here, though I couldn’t place where. Nor could I discern whether the pleasantly modulated voice or slender frame belonged to a man or a woman, and the hairstyle—an unabashed crest of brown curls rising from a shaved scalp—combined with simultaneously soft and angular coppery features, was no help at all. I settled on thinking of him as male for the sake of convenience.

“Nev. Nice to meet you,” I replied, stupidly late.

Basra retreated just as smoothly back to his station, shoulders slightly curved, never giving me the once-over I had been expecting. I wasn’t sure if the assessment had happened faster than I could notice, or if he just didn’t care.

The young woman, in contrast, did not get up. She remained in her seat, legs casually propped up on the consoles in front of her. Both eyes, tattooed and not, were busy burning holes in my skull with the intensity of their stare. “Hey,” she said.

“Hey. I’m, uh, still Nev. The new loader. And you are?”

She raised both eyebrows and pursed her lips in a quick motion. “Telu. Hacker.” She jerked a finger at the consoles around her in emphasis, and I noticed that they were the only thing on the ship that was thoroughly up to date. “You look awfully clean for a loader.”

I nodded, shifting my travel bag from one shoulder to another, thinking of the appropriately humble thing to say.

“He’s new on the planet,” Arjan supplied. “Won’t last.”

Any humility of mine turned sour as I threw him a glance.

Telu laughed before the ship lurched, and then she swept her legs underneath her console to examine the feeds. Her fingers deftly swept through a few status screens. “Looks like we’re getting close, since the captain’s going straight through pretty much every flare and gravitational eddy to get us there.”

I perked up, noticing another set of stairs at the other end of the room. “Should I meet her before we get down to it, then?”

“Sure.” Arjan shrugged. “Dead ahead.”

I wasn’t sure if he was trying to discourage me with a double meaning there. Despite that, I was headed for the stairs before he was finished speaking.

“Not right now,” a voice rumbled as I approached, and a heavy set of boots appeared on the steps first, followed by the rest of the speaker. My gaze traveled up…and up. A pale face as beaten as the rest of the Kaitan greeted me. A number of scars crisscrossed the craggy features, and bushy eyebrows and graying, close-cropped hair further suggested that he was a human mountain. Unlike his other crewmates, this huge man had no problem eyeing me as though I were an assassin entering the royal chambers.

“Eton, this is Nev, our new loader,” Arjan piped up behind me, and I could hear the grin in his voice as he did. “Nev, Eton is our weapons tech. And muscle.”

I held out my hand to Eton. “Hello, a pleasure.”

I was surprised that he actually reached down and took it, but I understood why when he turned my hand to jelly in his own paw. “Introductions later. Maybe.” He crossed the two tree trunks he had for arms and nodded at me. “We’re about to start the run, so hustle to your station.”

I was pretty sure he wasn’t the one who should be giving me orders, but I plastered a friendly smile on my face instead of shaking out my pulped hand and screaming that I didn’t have time for this. “Of course. I look forward to it.”
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Eighteen hours later, I definitely wasn’t smiling.

The Kaitan Heritage was poised at the outskirts of a vast molecular cloud. Thanks to the projected image in the hold, intended to help me keep pace with what Arjan was doing in the skiff—the small secondary shuttle that he used to maneuver the net when it wasn’t docked in the Kaitan—I had a front-row seat. The edges of the cloud seemed frozen in time in spite of the cosmic forces that propelled them outward. These gas streamers spread for light years, streaked with oranges, purples, and greens like the product of a painter gone mad. The fingers reached to where we hovered in the Alaxak Asteroid Sea, a stretching field of celestial rubble.

And yet the enormity of that brilliant sky crammed with stars was nothing to my first glimpse of a Shadow run. Surrounded by undulating fields of blackness, waving pinpricks of light coursed toward us in a bizarre mimicry of planetary fish migrations—a mesmerizing, swirling, diving current that invited uninitiated “fishermen” to gape unabashedly.

Which I was certainly guilty of on our first run. Now, countless runs later, I couldn’t have cared less. I was frozen, depleted beyond measure. The Great Unifier himself could have reached a finger out to create a new cosmos and my response would have been to take a nap, grateful that we weren’t making a run for another catch.

Captain Qole, on the other hand, had no plans for sleep. From the chatter on the comms it seemed we were raking in a catch of epic proportions, and she had brought us about for yet another run.

I had apparently arrived on the job in the midst of some intense Shadow fishing, and I didn’t think asking her to stop, hear me out, and come with me, even though I couldn’t tell her my full name, even if I guaranteed her safety and a lot of money, would go over well. Not without her trust. Which I had no idea how to earn from the cargo hold. I was having a hard enough time surviving.

The Kaitan floated in stillness, contemplating the endless sea of Shadow off its bow. Then it tilted, a hum reverberating through the ship as subspace engines were fueled to life, and we rocketed straight for the ten or so trillion tons of hurtling rock in the asteroid field. Shadow flashed up toward us faster than any of the debris, then parted, a thousand frantic points of light dispersing out from the ship, vanishing back into the asteroid field.

The display showed the edges of mag-couplings flickering to life as the boom on top of the ship extended out to the side. A winch unspooled the two cables—the polarized top and bottom edge of the “net” attached to Arjan’s skiff—which trailed behind him as he took off.

That was when the light show started. The entire arm flared for a moment as power flowed through the cables to magnetize them, and then a web of shimmering, rippling light arced from top to bottom to create a net stretching between the skiff and the Kaitan.

Where the skiff went, so went the cables, Arjan’s movement manipulating the size and shape of their spread. As stray Shadow began to flit past us and hit the glowing barrier that billowed like an impermeable curtain in the wind, it would explode with a myriad of colors—purple, red, yellow—and then flow like a darting stream along the mag-field net and straight toward the portal that led into the containment hold.

The Kaitan careened after the nearest flickers of Shadow, banking impossibly around asteroids I wasn’t even capable of processing before they tore past the view of the display. The ship shuddered violently in their wake, the Shadow river strobing past in a succession so fast I knew we had completed multiple barrel rolls. The gravitational dampeners groaned and whined in the center of the ship, and several times I felt the brief disorientation of weightlessness. Somehow, Arjan was keeping pace with us in the skiff, racing parallel to the Kaitan.

The comms crackled to life with Qole’s voice. It resonated with the timbre of someone who was steady, alert, and completely in her element. “Do your thing, Arjan.”

The sharp triangle of the skiff gleamed in the gaslight of the clouds as it juked and twisted around space debris to keep up and, miraculously, keep the net out of the worst of the asteroid interference. He created a huge arc, predicting where the Shadow specks would flow next.

“Ready?” His voice came in, calm as could be, as though he hadn’t just threaded the needle of death.

“Count to two, then bring it in.” Qole’s tone carried with it all the same emotions.

While Arjan’s job was difficult, he had the more maneuverable vessel by far. What he was doing was amazing, but not unbelievable. Qole, however, was using the Kaitan in a way I wouldn’t have thought possible. She employed every thruster on the ship to send us corkscrewing around obstacles and darting for Shadow as nimbly as a starfighter a quarter our size. In other subsystems, she would have been a celebrity, the hero of racing circuits and reality daredevil shows. Here, she was just a Shadow fishing captain. The best and from one of the oldest families Alaxak had to offer, but still.

There weren’t many members of the old Shadow fishing families left alive, I’d discovered after arriving on the planet a few weeks ago. At least, not with their wits intact. I’d come to Alaxak chasing rumors of extra senses and preternatural reflexes in humans, and instead found mostly death and madness. But Qole was another matter. She was living proof that I hadn’t come in vain.

For a few moments, both skiff and ship raced in parallel, nose to nose, and then Arjan veered sharply, bringing in the far edge of the net to close the circuit. Straight for the Kaitan, and straight into the path of a lump of space rock that had appeared between him and the ship in the blink of an eye.

A split second later, the grating roar of a mass driver echoed through the ship and the asteroid was harmless debris.

“Clear,” rumbled Eton unnecessarily from his perch in the turret.

Excitement, wonder, elation, terror, wetting one’s pants in abject fear—all these things are what a human might normally go through after being exposed to that experience for the first time. But this was where my job came in, and after more than a few hours on the ship, I was thoroughly numb to it all, in mind and body. The hold, though insulated to allow for human survival in deep space, was not heated for comfort. The near-freezing temperatures would have turned me into a meat icicle, if I weren’t forced to hustle with all the remaining speed I had left.

“Get it processed, Nev. This flare is slowing down, so make it count!” Captain Qole yelled at me over the comm. I stumbled in semihaste, groaning inwardly at both my exhaustion and the continued delay this Shadow run was to my mission.

As Arjan funneled the Shadow into the net, artfully tucking it in, the circuit closed. It formed a containment field that kept most of the substance from escaping, but it couldn’t hold such a volatile and unstable energy source for any prolonged length of time. So that was when I activated the suction scoop on the side of the hull, whisking the Shadow right into the containment hold, which was sealed off from the cargo hold I was in. But of course that couldn’t hold it for long either, as Arjan had told me, because of the damned poor lining.

The containers, of which there were hundreds, happened to weigh approximately half of what I did, even empty. I would heft one, jam it into the slot where it seated with the maglock, and yank the lever that would let the Shadow come blasting inside. The second it was full, I had to close the maglock and replace the canister with another. The faster I moved, the more Shadow we captured, and the less time it had to eat its way through the containment hold and blow us all to smithereens. But even that had stopped providing me with impetus for speed. Only two things kept me going: an overriding desire to be done with the job, followed by the nagging thought that I had to get out of this cargo hold before I ran out of time to convince Qole of anything.

Unless working myself to death was the only way to gain Qole’s trust, in which case I was nearly there.

“Um, Telu?” Arjan’s voice, slightly concerned, crackled into my awareness through the comm.

I glanced up at the display feed, and my blood turned to ice.

“Telu, there’s a drone, bearing zero, zero, two. What’s your status?” Qole chimed in.

Sure enough, hanging out and minding its own aggravating business directly in front of us was a mining drone thrice the size of the Kaitan, busy latching itself on to smaller asteroids. Five or six metal tentacles whipped out and grasped the rocks, and a beam of energy projected from the front of the dome. The asteroid split, and piece by piece the fragments were sucked into the drone’s circular maw. We were headed directly for it.

That managed to wake me up a bit. I hit the comm button. “Uh, excuse me, but drones don’t take very kindly to anyone getting close to their fields.”

“Thank you, newbie.” The captain drop-kicked me back into place. “Please focus on your job. Everyone, we’re completing the run.”

I stared, somewhat slack-jawed, as we closed the distance to the drone much faster than I could fully appreciate. What I had said was an understatement—the drones were from a bygone era, but their programming was still running even though no one had tended to them in hundreds of years, and their security protocols remained as active as their mindless tasks. They would decimate anyone who drew close enough to interfere with their mining. Younger captains, and many complacent older ones, had lost their ships or their lives from drawing too near to them. Say, about as near as we were drawing now.

“Telu?” Qole’s voice wasn’t concerned, but it was inquiring.

“No worries, Cap,” Telu’s voice responded, sounding for all the world as though she were promising to sweep the floors later in the day.

I opened my mouth to yell at them all for their insanity, when the drone wobbled, rotated ninety degrees, and fired itself with savage speed at a giant asteroid in the distance.

“Suck it, Dracortes,” Telu said.

Normally I would have laughed, since suck it and Dracortes weren’t things one often heard in the same sentence. Instead, I gasped. Drones never left their allotted task before they were done, and that could only mean that Telu had managed to temporarily redirect the programming. Not unheard of, but usually accomplished only by carefully chosen people who had studied for years in restricted academies. To her, it was a common chore.

My thought was eclipsed by Shadow flaring inches from my face.
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I blinked and shook my head. The world had altered around me; I was looking at the ceiling instead of the wall. It took me a moment to realize I was now on my back on the floor, ringed by several people in various stages of emotion: Telu looked relieved, Basra unmoved, and the new arrival distinctly displeased.

Captain Qole Uvgamut, my brain informed me, even as I tried to reconcile that with who I was seeing. I knew her rank, her reputation, and her voice, and yet she still wasn’t what I had expected.

She was young. Much younger than I’d imagined. I’d heard she was only seventeen, but the command in her tone had made that hard to believe. A glance, from upside down and on my back, was proof enough. Her long black hair was held in a braid down her back, and she was dressed in an odd combination of warm clothing. Unlike workers in other subsystems who used synthetics, they wore local leather and furs on the Kaitan, because of the remoteness of Alaxak and the cost of shipping from offworld. Affordability aside, hers must have been tailored for her, because while they looked comfortable, they also hugged her figure in ways that made my eyes want to linger. Otherwise she looked about as warm and inviting as a knife. High cheekbones sharpened the curves of her oval, medium-toned face, and her dark eyes were quick to narrow.

“How in the systems did that happen? Did you let a canister overflow?” Qole didn’t raise her voice, but I shrank back anyway as I sat up.

I reached out for balance as I tried to stand, but Qole evidently thought I needed help and clasped my wrist. Her hand was warm, and her grip left no doubt that it would hold until I was on my feet. In fact, she hoisted me up with enough speed to stagger me forward. I could have caught myself, but instead I stumbled against her arm. Her slight frame was unmoving, braced with excellent balance, as my fingertips pressed into her and managed to stick the nearly invisible biometric sensor onto the inside of her wrist. In spite of making myself look like a drunk, I had finally accomplished one useful thing today.

“Um…maybe?” I responded, stepping back. “There was a drone, and tentacles of death, and…”

“Yep, that’s what went down,” Telu supplied helpfully. “The canister overpressurized and leaked Shadow into the hold. The safety system closed the maglock when the blowback happened, but it must have been strong enough to give him a knock.”

“Oh, Great Collapse.” Qole grabbed her hair and scrunched it up, pulling strands out of her braid. “That’s the same problem we had with the other blasted idiot. I should have known this wouldn’t work out.” She bent over and began to savagely stack some of the scattered containers. “Basra, comm Arjan and Eton, would you? We need to get into position for the next flare, see if there will be another run.”

An idiot. That was all I was after all this—eighteen hours of backbreaking, repetitive labor. She’d dismissed me, just like that. All that to earn her respect and trust, and instead I get her contempt.

I felt myself flush with anger. I couldn’t hold it in; I was too exhausted, and the pain in my skull only added more of an edge to my words. “Have you considered you wouldn’t have these problems with blasted idiots if you directed even a fraction of the energy you spend on risking everyone’s lives toward designing a better system to store Shadow more safely and efficiently?”

Qole went still. “Excuse me?”

Warning klaxons jangled in my head, all of which were firmly ignored. “You’re excused. But just so we’re clear, your incredibly fancy flying to gather up everyone’s next paycheck won’t do us any good when we’re are all dead, from either exhaustion or a Shadow explosion.” I gestured at the canister that had nearly knocked my brains out.

She fixed me with a steady gaze that shrank a portion of my anger. Well, a lot of my anger. Telu backed away a little, and Basra had magically relocated to the far side of the hold. But in for a reentry, in for a free fall, as the saying went. Besides, I wasn’t about to back down when I knew I was right. The rough-edged captain, intriguing and impressive though she might be, wasn’t about to intimidate me when I’d dealt with powers so far beyond her station it was laughable.

“I don’t see anyone dead.” Qole started to let heat into her words. “And since it’s your ignorance of your job that led to the accident, I’m dying to know how you think we could do better.”

“My profound and unending apologies for being momentarily concerned for the intact status of my hide, your hide, and everyone else’s on this ship,” I said with as much sarcasm as I could muster—which was significant, given the circumstances. “Next time, consider saving up for a proper containment hold instead of having people run ragged trying to manage a cargo that this ship was never designed to carry in the first place.”

“Proper?” Qole spat out the word like something disgusting, and looked as if she would stuff it back down my throat if she could. “What the hell would you know about any of that?”

While I didn’t have any working knowledge of how to Shadow fish, I had certainly studied the industry. “Only that containment holds exist that can, I don’t know, actually contain Shadow safely—no leaking, no degrading, no need for your crew to siphon it into different blasted containers”— I ticked off the qualities on my fingers—“and with one, your ship could carry your catch until you get to a processing station that could simply suck it out of the hold. I know that’s how Shadow is shipped off-planet.”

“If you actually knew what you were talking about, other than about what’s off-planet, then you’d know how few operations can afford that type of setup here. There are maybe two ships like that on all of Alaxak.”

Arjan had tried to tell me the same thing, but that didn’t change the fact that this was still a stupidly dangerous, inefficient way to do things. “Well, those two are the only ships whose captains value their lives over their catch, apparently. Working like a maniac doesn’t make anyone noble, it just makes them a maniac.”

Qole stepped closer to me, and for a second we were face to face as she stared up at me and yet stared me down. For the first time, I noticed something other than anger in her brown eyes—something dark that flickered at the corners.

Shadow. Literally, Shadow, flickering at the edges of her whites. Great Collapse, I’d heard the stories, but I hadn’t really believed it. This wasn’t Shadow poisoning—this was her affinity, active in her system.

I braced myself. For what, I didn’t know.

Then her eyes narrowed into normal anger, and she turned on her heel and disappeared from the hold.

I’m pretty sure we all blinked. Except for maybe Basra—I didn’t get a chance to catch him in the act.

Fantastic. I’d just thoroughly alienated the one person I’d needed to befriend. In fact, I might have just gotten myself fired by the one person I’d needed to befriend.

I resisted the urge to rub my forehead and give away how unnerved I was. Facing an infuriated Qole had been bad enough, but the new realization trickling into my stomach was worse: As we were running for Shadow, the best I could hope for was to hear her commands over the comm as I canistered my way to a stupid death.

I ignored Basra and Telu, who were both watching me, and began hefting the fallen canisters for something to do, knowing I’d be expected to restack them anyway. If I had a different position on the ship, if we had a moment to breathe, if we had more time planet-side…

Planet-side. At first, I hadn’t been able to wait to get aboard the Kaitan. But that was when I’d been thinking it would afford me the opportunity to get close to the captain. Other captains took time to repair, refuel, and recharge their crew in the villages. The situation would be different there, and surely, if nothing else, I’d be able to buy Qole a drink.

However, in spite of my brush with death, Qole showed no signs of quitting. She was probably even less inclined to stop now.

I eyed the canisters, feeling less bitter toward them. We might not need refueling at the moment, but we could easily need to address some other pressing issue.

I wouldn’t dare mess with something as dangerous as Shadow, but its volatility could serve me in another way. There were panels on each canister that displayed how full it was and how intact the lining was. Very simple electronics—but it would be a serious business indeed if they suddenly displayed imminent failure.

Serious enough to head back to Alaxak.
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Next time, consider saving up for a proper containment hold….

The sentence echoed in my mind, getting louder along with sparking surges of rage, as I made my way back up to the bridge. Nearly every word brought on a new flare that made my vision blacken at the edges.

Next time…“Next times” were a luxury not all of us got in the Shadow fishing business. And Telu, Arjan, and I were facing other dangers, every day, that arrogant, self-assured piece of scat didn’t have a clue about.

…consider saving up…As if living day-to-day, keeping my crew well paid and well fed, and covering overhead costs that sometimes felt so huge as to crush me left me much room to just save up. Not to mention I might not live long enough to save much of anything. Such a naïve offworlder.

…for a proper…What did that word even mean out here? It wasn’t as if I could go to the blasted Containment Hold Market. He knew absolutely nothing.

No, I thought as I stopped to brace myself in the doorway of the bridge, no, Nev—if that was even his name—knew much more than nothing. He had a familiarity with ships, even this type of ship, which was so customized beyond its standard, outdated model as to be nearly unique. I’d hired him in a hurry without the interview that Eton had wanted to subject him to, but then, most new arrivals on Alaxak weren’t eager to talk about their pasts. We’d needed a new loader after our old one left abruptly—the fifth to quit this year—and it was a position that didn’t require much know-how. No one with much brainpower wanted it, anyway. And yet he was far better educated than most, especially at his age—eighteen? Twenty?

And he didn’t look right. He wasn’t the usual rough and ragged type that usually tried to be a loader. He was too…nice-looking. His teeth were very straight and white, and his light brown hair was wind-tangled but clean. His gray clothes were the right color, but also clean and mostly synthetic. He had a lump on the bridge of his nose as if he had broken it in a fight, but his pale cheeks and jaw were too defined and smooth, and his brown eyes were too rich and sparkling to have been on Alaxak for a single winter.

The guy was proud. Wealthy too, judging by his clothes, and from one of the royal planets, judging by his accent. Eton had sounded a lot like him when he’d shown up a few years ago, and Eton had served as a bodyguard on one of the royal planets, though that was about all I could get out of him on the topic of his past.

So what the blasted hell was Nev actually doing out here? He was probably a tourist wanting a thrill, or worse, a runaway rich boy. In either case, something stank.

I took a deep breath and let my arms slide down the door frame with my exhale. I focused on the stars through the sweeping viewport half circling my captain’s chair, on the river of light made by the clouds.

I was doing everything I could. Wasn’t I?

The question felt bigger in my skull, bigger than the containment hold, reflecting the expanse of space outside. I was doing what Alaxans had done for hundreds and hundreds of years before me. This could only be the right path. It felt right.

…For the most part. And yet one arrogant offworlder was making me doubt myself.

I wished I could ask my father. It had been his ship first, after all, and his father’s before him. I missed the days of sitting up here in a spare chair, my knees pulled up to my chin against the chill, as I watched my father pilot. I’d ask him every question under the stars. It was usually just me, since Onai—the thought of my oldest brother still made me wince—would be piloting the skiff, and Arjan was usually along with him, learning how. As the youngest, I’d been riding on the bridge with my father on short Shadow runs practically before the buckles fit tight enough to hold me in my seat during takeoff. So I’d known the moment his flying began to grow more erratic, when his eyes went from only darkening in the corners during his more daring moves to turning fully black and back again.

If only he were still here. He would have been able to talk to me about everything from containment hold upgrades to suspicious strangers, and about this blackness that felt like it was eating me up from the inside out.

He would have been able to, if the very same blackness hadn’t killed him. And my mother. And Onai. And my grandparents and all their other children. And my great-grandparents.

Ours was a legacy of pride and tradition. It was also a legacy of death and madness. This blackness was deeper and darker and more dangerous than the hidden corners of space. And it lived inside me. In my blood and bone, in the fibers of my being.

Shadow poisoning affected anyone exposed to too much of the energy for very long, but this…this was different. This was generations of exposure built up in our bodies, lining our cells and nerves like soot.

And it didn’t only kill us. For some of us, it made us great before it did. And that scared me more than anything.

It was in moments like these that I felt very small, very young…and very alone. It was, I knew, the same feeling that crippled Arjan and kept him from being able to lead as captain.

And yet here I was. So I raked my hands back through my hair, threw myself down in my seat, and shook off the feeling of clinging darkness. It eventually stopped weighing on my shoulders, encroaching on the corners of my eyes.

Darkness seemed to still be pressing on the viewport, though. It was actually the middle of our day—we’d fished throughout the night and the next morning—though it was hard to tell from the blackness of space.

It was almost as peaceful as sleep. I paused for a second to watch the partial arc of the intergalactic portal float across my view. Once, it was a gateway from Alaxak to the rest of the galaxy, and even to distant galaxies beyond, but now it was still and empty as a doorway without a house around it. Unimaginably large, the twisted girders, damaged over the centuries from meteor strikes, hovered like broken ribs. Sometimes drones would collect in front of it in an attempt to travel through it using a technology that…well, that nobody understood anymore. The Great Collapse was named for its loss. Eventually, the drones would revert to other programing and disperse, leaving what remained of the ruins to float alone. I found it comforting in a way—civilization had imploded, but my people had endured. Our culture had existed for thousands of years before the Great Collapse and it would exist for thousands after.

Even if I didn’t make it that much longer.

My brother’s voice over the comm brought me back to myself. He was using the channel that piped only into the bridge. “Great flying, little sister.”

I felt my eyes tear, despite myself. Arjan had been in this with me from the beginning. We’d both watched our parents’ loving gaze go dark and never change back, heard the chaotic nonsense that replaced their steady words of reason, and found them—finally—unmoving one morning over five years ago. After Onai followed my parents’ dark path less than two years later at age twenty-five, it was Arjan who had eventually encouraged me to take over their operation, even with me just fourteen and him eighteen. It was looking out for him and the crew that helped me keep my self-control. Without him, I wouldn’t be here, and yet I so often treated him just like any other member of the crew.

“Thanks,” I said. “You too, really. Look, Arjan, when we’re done with this run, let’s you and me…go somewhere…different for a little while.” The words tripped awkwardly out of my mouth. “You know, like, away from Gamut for a couple of days. Maybe we could camp on the beaches on the northern sea, or in the equatorial forest.”

“I think it’s called a ‘vacation,’ and I’m not surprised you don’t know the word.” I could hear his grin. He hadn’t teased me like this for a long time. “Sounds amazing.”

I grinned back, even though he couldn’t see it.

“But you know,” he added with a yawn, “going to sleep sounds nearly as amazing.”

I was also tired. Dangerously tired, where control slipped away faster than Shadow from a net, and a laugh burst out of me. “There’ll be time enough to sleep when we’re dead.”

My laughter hitched. That eventuality might not be too far off for either of us, if Onai was any indication. I cleared my throat and pushed the button to comm the entire crew. “Let’s get back into position, everyone, in case there’s another flare worth running.”

Voices came back to me in sleepy assent. Unsurprisingly, I didn’t hear from Nev. He was probably asleep standing up.

“Eton and Telu, eyes out for any drones or asteroids headed our way. Nev, get me a count on our remaining empty canisters—”

“Um…Captain?” Nev’s voice was unsteady as he interrupted me—but not from tiredness. He sounded more anxious than he had at the sight of the drone.

“What?”

As if answering for him, a red light flared on the dash, followed by the piercing buzz of an alarm. Panic rose in me at the same time, until I forced it down and scanned the feeds as quickly as possible.

Someone had pressure locked the cargo hold.

“Nev!” I shouted into the comm. “What’s going on?”

“A few of the canisters—the panels might be fried, because I didn’t see any Shadow, but they’re saying they’re losing pressure.”

Another pulse of fear ran through me. If he was trapped in the cargo hold with leaking canisters…I would not lose a crewmember this way. Even if he was new, even if I found him strange and infuriating, I could not watch his skin bubble and blacken. Even if he was lucky and only came into contact with a concentration of Shadow too weak to burn him, he would still fall into madness faster than an airship into the gravitational pull of a planet. I would no more be able to stand watching his eyes turn black than the rest of him.

And I wouldn’t risk the rest of my ship. Leaking canisters could blow us all to hell. I would vent the cargo hold into space before I would let that happen, but that would of course kill Nev.

“Nev, get out of there now.” If he was stuck in there, maybe I could reach for the Shadow and try to direct it…and risk killing myself. “If you’re locked in, I can manually override—”

“I’m out. I was the one who put the pressure lock on.”

I let out a massive breath into the comm. “Thank the ancestors.”

“Well, I didn’t want to stay in there,” he said with some humor. “And I didn’t want anything leaking into the rest of the ship.”

Maybe I’d been too hard on him. He’d not only saved himself but tried to protect the Kaitan. “Good work. Get away from the door and strap yourself in in the mess. Arjan, get the skiff back on board. We need to get those canisters offloaded, now.” I couldn’t keep the rest of my words from coming out clipped, even though I knew it was the right thing to do. “We’re headed back to Alaxak.”
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The Kaitan’s bow parted the icy gray waves as I landed in the ocean and then taxied into Gamut’s small harbor. As far as I knew, our planet was the only one where ships docked almost exclusively in water. No one had the money to build industrial landing pads, and the permafrost was too unstable otherwise. The ground couldn’t take the force or heat of a ship’s thrusters for long before turning into a bog.

I wished we were taking off instead. I wanted to feel caught between gravity and the plasma jets, between ice and fire, my back mashed into the seat. That tug-of-war with me at the center would mean I was moving. Here on my frozen planet, movement never came without a fight. And if what I still felt in my gut was right, this was a catch worth moving for. We should still be out there.

But no, we were headed in the opposite direction of the call I felt. The knowledge tingled on my skin, crackling along my nerves, pulsing through my bones, pounding through my entire body, a comm speaker shouting now, now, now.

Shadow was calling to me.

“Let’s get this done quick, hey?” I was so distracted as I pulled up to the pier that I forgot to catch the local accent I often muffled for the benefit of my offworlder crew. The dockworkers outside reacted quickly to our arrival, tossing heavy lines to secure us to massive cleats while steam hissed from our hull, still hot from reentry.

From his station below me, Basra glanced up through the metal grating of the bridge floor. “I’ve already commed the cannery to let them know we have a situation. They’re sending a containment van to get the canisters, and they’ll be geared up, so we won’t even have to enter the cargo hold. That shouldn’t take more than an hour, and they estimated decontamination might take another two or so hours, if there is any.”

I blinked. I usually couldn’t get them to respond so fast or efficiently. Maybe Basra had sweet-talked them somehow. “Nice.”

“The only downside is they can’t offload the rest of our catch now, since they’re at processing capacity for the moment.”

In which case, it was doubly impressive they were coming so soon. “No problem. We can fill all the way up and deliver in a couple of days.” I shrugged. “I guess that means whoever wants to can grab a nap. And we can all sleep for a few more hours after we lift off again, since we’ll have to wait on the blasted drone traffic.”

The cosmologists had predicted particularly heavy drone activity between us and the Alaxak Asteroid Sea over the next six hours—exactly in our flight path. The automated mining drones always got in our way, trying to blow up the ship whenever they felt I got in their way. Usually I maneuvered around them, but not even I would risk heading into that many. Still, we’d be back fishing sooner than I’d expected.

“What is this, free time? Are you getting soft?” Telu laughed from her own station. “Excuse me while I get right on the sleep. I wouldn’t miss this date with my bunk for the galaxy in a glass.”

“Not sleeping in your chair, for once?” I asked, attempting to return her teasing tone, even though my fingers were drumming on the dash. “What’s the occasion?”

“More than thirty minutes to catch some shut-eye is an occasion. Plus”—she grinned up at me—“did you notice how fast I had that drone chasing its own tail? Any time I can stick it to the royals is cause for celebration.”

She had reason to hate the royals, one royal family in particular. The Dracortes owned the mining drones. Their programming was impossible to change—not even the Dracortes knew how anymore—but temporarily rerouting them wasn’t impossible for a hacker like Telu.

Not that hackers of her skill level were common. Her family was nearly as old as mine. She never seemed to be able to point the way to Shadow as well as Arjan or I could, but she definitely had the much faster reflexes gained after generations of Shadow exposure, even if she employed them in a different way. She was to drone hacking as I was to piloting, meaning she was one of the best damned hackers on all of Alaxak, and maybe beyond.

I gave her a tired smile. “Good job today,” I told her. “We’re fishing hard, but you’re as sharp as ever.”

Her eyes grew softer behind all their edges. “Thanks,” she murmured.

When she stood, I added, “Set the cams outside the cargo hold to record if they detect motion.” When anyone but my crew was on board, I liked to be cautious—and even among my crew, I didn’t trust Nev yet.

“Already did,” she replied, giving me a knowing look, one that would be more of a deterrent than cameras to thieves or saboteurs, if only they could see it. “I set an alarm too.” She gave me a smirk, following fast on the heels of her death-stare, as I’d always called it. “Don’t you sleep in your chair, either, hey?”

I wasn’t sure if I would be sleeping, but I didn’t want her to worry about me. “I won’t.”

Telu had only just left her station and I’d barely settled in to wait, when there was a commotion on the stairs leading up to the bridge. Eton’s voice rose—no surprise, in these sorts of situations.

“I said, you don’t get to bother the captain. That’s not part of your job, as I would have explained to you in unmistakable terms if I’d been the one to hire you. No, scratch that, I just wouldn’t have hired you in the first place.”

I stood from my chair in a rush, irritation practically dragging my body upright. I knew whom he was talking to, because Eton had disapproved of my snap decision to hire Nev practically straight off the dock. I almost couldn’t blame him: Nev was an unknown element with no fishing experience, but Arjan had found Nev and approved of him enough to recommend I give him a shot. Besides, there was no one else under such short notice—it wasn’t like Gamut was a bustling hub of commerce. I expected Eton to grumble—which he had—but to second-guess me in front of Nev and the rest of the crew was a step too far.

“Well, good thing the captain hired me instead of you, hm?” Nev retorted, his voice far more calm than Eton’s but no less loud. In spite of his being a source of plenty of irritation himself, the words made me smile. He already understood what Eton apparently still didn’t.

That alone made me call out, “Eton, let him up here. It’s fine.”

Nev stepped lightly onto the bridge from the top of the stairs, and Eton followed with much more force, his steps ringing over the metal grating.

“Yes?” I asked Nev politely enough, ignoring Eton. I wasn’t exactly thrilled to see him, but I had invited him up here.

Nev smiled—a nice smile with those too-white teeth. “We haven’t had much time to get formally acquainted yet, Captain. I hoped we could take advantage of this unfortunate mishap with the canisters, and that you might let me apologize for losing my temper earlier. Please allow me to buy you a drink.”

Eton practically choked, while I had to snap my own mouth closed. “You…want to buy me a drink?” I stuttered.

It was definitely the first time in my life anyone had ever offered me that. I had to fight down a hysterical laugh. Didn’t he have any idea who I was? It wasn’t even that I was the captain, but more what I was.

Nev’s smile didn’t lessen. “I’m pretty sure that’s what I said.”

Eton finally found his voice. “There’s no way in blazing hell the captain is going with you.”

I turned on Eton with the same incredulity, except this time my words were deadly quiet. “Are you trying to speak for me, now?”

“Qole, look at him!” He threw his hands at our new loader. “This character was apparently skulking around Gamut for days asking questions about you! He’s some offworlder here for his own reasons. He doesn’t know the first thing about catching Shadow.”

“Like you once didn’t, you mean?” The reminder made Eton snap his mouth closed and fold his arms. I crossed my own arms and stood right in front of him. The difference between our relative sizes was probably especially obvious since I came up to his shoulder, but between the two of us, I knew which one wasn’t backing down. My voice stayed low, my words measured. “I think I’ll have a drink with Nev. We’ll be back in less than an hour.”

Eton made a thunderous noise of exasperation. “Telu, do you hear this?” He looked down through the floor.

“Telu’s getting some rest,” I said.

“Like we all should be. Hey, Basra, Arjan! Can you talk some sense into Qole?”

Unfortunately, Arjan had joined Basra at his comm station down below, and the two of them were looking back up at us through the floor, watching the scene on the bridge play out. Oddly, Basra had his hand on my brother’s arm. Now that I thought about it, I’d been seeing them together more and more, when we had the rare bit of downtime.

“Qole, I’m not sure that’s best—” Arjan began.

Basra cleared his throat loudly, interrupting him. “This is a negotiation you can’t win, so don’t even bother. Let’s get some sleep ourselves.” He swept away from his console then, firmly guiding Arjan alongside and adding over his shoulder, “I’d advise against killing Eton, however, Captain. We need him.”

Typical Basra, ever aware of the value of everything—and everyone. I didn’t think he let things like feelings cloud his judgment. He even preferred identifying as a he, for the most part, not because he felt more like one, but because of the slight edge it gave him when haggling—something I could at least understand as a young female captain, with my every move challenged or underestimated.

Yet it raised the sudden question: What was between my brother and him? Basra had joined our crew a couple of years ago, following Arjan, Telu, and Eton, in that order, and I’d never quite figured out why. Of course we needed a trader to deal with the Shadow once we’d caught it, and he was a trader, but I’d had no idea what he was doing on Alaxak. He kept closed-mouthed about his past, much like Eton—much like anyone from off-planet, really—and so I hadn’t pressed him. But as it became clearer and clearer that Basra was no ordinary trader, gender fluidity aside, I’d wondered. And now, as I glanced down at him and my brother before the door closed behind them, their hands nearly brushing as they left the crews’ stations, I really wondered.

First things first. I was apparently having a drink, of all things, with our new loader, of all people. As absurd as that was, it would be worth it if it would teach Eton a valuable lesson. I was too wired to sleep, anyway…and maybe the tiniest bit impressed that Nev hadn’t dived for his bunk first thing himself. I started away from my control console, heading for the stairs, and Nev turned to follow me.

“Qole,” Eton said. He was in no mood.

I was in less of a mood as I blew past him. “Captain Qole. You know, Captain Uvgamut would be even better.”

“Qole,” he said again. “You belong on the ship.” He scowled as he slid in front of me, his long, powerful legs scissoring the distance in no time. For a second, it looked like Nev edged forward in that posturing, protective way some idiot men had…but no, he’d only shifted to lean against some lockers. “You’re the captain, as you just reminded me.”

“You mean, I’m safer on the ship.” My scowl matched Eton’s. “I think I can handle this guy.” I gestured dismissively at Nev, and one of his eyebrows lifted.

“And so can I! At the very least let me go with you. It’s my job to be your strong-arm. Let me do my job.” The rumble of Eton’s deep voice was louder than the scrape of his huge boots over the metal grating.

He had a point, but this wasn’t a fresh argument he was raising. It just about stank with old familiarity, like a carcass washed up and rotting on the beach, and I was sick of it. Also, Nev was now watching me with appraisal in his oddly bright eyes, and for some reason I didn’t want him to think I couldn’t handle myself. Also, I was now blazingly furious, which had nothing really to do with either of them.

The blackness pulsed inside me, threatening the corners of my vision. Neither Eton nor Nev stepped back. Brave, I thought, or stupid, depending on how much they could see in my eyes. Shadow poisoning wasn’t contagious, but most locals knew enough to not want to be near someone like me when they were angry. And you really didn’t want to be around when they finally snapped. Some went quietly into madness, like my parents. Others didn’t.

Control, I’m in control, I chanted to myself. The surges were getting worse, and I didn’t seem to be getting much better at containing them. But I had to. If I didn’t, I would soon be dead. Or worse: a screaming, babbling shell of my former self, too out of my mind to know I’d be better off dead.

I breathed deeply, trying to steady my anger. Even so, I took a sudden step toward Eton, making him do an agile dance to keep from knocking into me. In other circumstances, it would have been comical. As big as he was, he was quicker on his feet than anyone I’d ever seen.

He also jumped out of my way, which was the effect I’d wanted.

“Stay on the ship,” I said. He opened his mouth to protest, but I added, “That’s an order.”

That made him clamp his mouth shut, and he turned away rather than watch Nev follow me out.

In spite of Eton’s grudging compliance, my anger surged again like a solar flare. These offworlders. They were going to drive me crazy, if Shadow didn’t do it first.
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The wind as I leaned outside the ship was like a slap to the face, making tears spring to my eyes. It was supposed to be early summer, but this wasn’t like early summer at home. Wherever the last long rays of the sun hit, there was the vague sensation of warmth, but every shadow was a brisk reminder that if you spent the night outside without the proper gear you’d not see the morning.

A metallic clank rang out as Qole landed on the dock beneath us. Thanks to the equipment failure I had initiated on the canisters, the cargo hold was sealed off until the decon unit from the cannery gave the all clear. So instead of using the usual ramp that dropped down from there, we were exiting the ship from a small emergency airlock situated near the crew’s quarters.

The fall was farther than what could be prudent for day-to-day use, but Qole didn’t seem to notice. I refused to pause where she hadn’t and jumped down after her, tucking my body into a roll as I landed.

Once I’d righted myself, I got my first good look at the Kaitan in the weak afternoon light. The ship was long and lean, in stark contrast to the bulkier freighters around it. The bridge viewport at the bow gave way to a sweeping dip on the back where the boom for the net was housed. The engine intakes on either side of the hull curved back to join in in neatly riveted plating. Like every ship I had seen here, it was an offworld design that had been customized, but the others were strewn with cabling and power couplings, and covered in poor patchwork. Despite the hull’s various dents and scrapes, everything on the Kaitan was neatly attached and accounted for.

Qole wasn’t waiting for me. Hands in her pockets, slightly hunkered against the wind, she was resolutely striding away. She might have agreed to go get a drink, but she evidently didn’t see the need to walk there with me.

I sighed and started after her.

As soon as I moved, someone seized my arm with a rasping breath that sounded like air being sucked into space. A person, if he could be called that, was huddled on the icy dock in the shadow of the Kaitan. He was wasted, and thin, with eyes that were entirely black, sunken like coal pits above the protruding cheekbones—the eyes of the Shadow mad. Ragged scraps were all that stood between him and the brutal elements, and the only sound that came from the cracked lips was a hair-raising rattle.

I jerked my arm away instinctively, then was immediately ashamed of myself. But what could I do? I had encountered too many of these Shadow-ravaged people, and I knew they were well beyond any form of care that would do them any real good. The Shadow-poisoned didn’t come back from the brink, once madness took them. They were better off dead.

Or so I thought. Qole was suddenly there in front of me, kneeling down and pressing a heatpack into one of his hands. He turned his black eyes on her, trying to say something, but only a groan came out of his mouth.

“He’s drawn to the Shadow on the ship,” she murmured to me, and then spoke softly to him over his rattle. “Hold this; it’ll keep you warm. I’ll comm someone to take you home. I’m sorry, Gavril. You’ll be out just a little longer.”

I might have imagined it, but the man’s face relaxed a fraction, and he hunched over the heatpack. As promised, Qole produced a comm-unit in her hand and was spitting terse instructions to someone by the time she stood and once again set off at a brisk pace toward town.

I hurried after her, struck by what I had witnessed. I had always been taught that one’s time was better spent on things that would have a larger impact, but Qole had bothered to do something small when she’d had no time to spare. It wasn’t exactly efficient, just…incredibly kind.

She cared for her broader community, and that boded well for convincing her I could help. And I could. If we finally figured out how Shadow bound to organic material when it wasn’t trying to destroy it, not only could we make it available to the mass market—and have their profits skyrocket as a result—we could also make it safer for humans working in forced proximity to it.

Maybe if she knew I cared too, she’d appreciate that. When I caught up to her on the pockmarked gravel road, I chose my words carefully. “If Shadow profits were more exceptional, do you think that would help the situation here?”

Qole snorted derisively. “The profits are exceptional, just not for us. Those of us who risk our lives daily do okay; the rest scrape by. It’s the people who buy it from us who are making money hand over fist. Maybe on your planet, the royals let their money trickle down to you like scat in an outhouse. But out here, we don’t have any blasted royals, and so much the better.”

I winced, glancing at the rusted-out hulk of a more ambitious building, snow still pooled in the deep shadows, where construction had obviously halted after funds had done the same. Money, royal or otherwise, was definitely not in surplus here. “Shadow is in high demand in some larger industrial applications.” And would soon be in much higher demand, if I had any say in the matter. “Couldn’t you negotiate for better prices?”

“Sure. The same way that you could argue with me for a better cut of the run. Try and see what happens.”

I laughed at the truth of it, impressed
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