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CHAPTER 1: BAX
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No one left adrift. 

It was a code Bax and her fellow ship’rs lived by, one that could spell the difference between warmth and life, or gasping your last, alone in the cold vacuum of space. The distances and speeds they traveled didn’t leave much margin for error, and when things went sideways, as they inevitably did, often the only help at hand was another ship’r. You helped when you could, knowing it would be repaid in kind.

It was also the reason she was eyeing the young man at the far end of the bar. Cargo wasn’t the only thing a ship’r hauled across mapped space. If she was seeing things right, the kid looked as adrift as a body could get, which made him fair game for a ship’r that was willing to help sort things out. 

“I dunno, Bax,” the bartender said doubtfully. She pulled several odd-shaped bottles from under the bar and contemplated their contents with a tilt of her head. “He looks awfully fragile, at least for the likes of you.”

Bax propped her elbow on the bar, studying the figure in question over the rim of her drink. Too skinny for his frame, he slouched on the barstool as if it was almost more than he could do to hold himself upright. His tousled brown curls made a soft halo around a gaunt face that bore lines too deep for his apparent youth, and his unblinking stare, aimed towards the drink in front of him, was focused to the far beyond, seeing a reality that held neither pleasure nor joy. He wasn’t a ship’r, but wearing the cast-offs of one, leading her to believe he’d either been floating around, catching rides long enough to run through his own clothes, or he’d jumped on board a rig without a suitable stitch on. He didn’t look like his hide was quite thick enough for the former, so she was betting on the latter, which might have a tale behind it worth the listening. 

She’d always been a sucker for a good story. 

She finished off her drink and set the glass on the bar with a thoughtful frown. She’d known Orphie long enough to know the bartender’s observation wasn’t too far short of the truth; she did have a tendency to play rough. But her intentions ran short of playing, at least with this one. 

“Red flags?” she asked quietly, gaze still pinned on the figure at the far end of the bar. He didn’t look like a typical Lotus-eater, but with some it was hard to tell. 

The bartender shook her head. “Quiet type; only spoke up when I offered him a glass of hooch on the house, but he spoke clear enough. Harmless, but helpless, by my reckoning.”

That was good enough for her. The months-long cargo run she’d just finished had given her the distance from humanity she’d needed, but had also left her feeling too comfortable with the isolation, an indicator of a spiral into reclusiveness that seemed to get harder to pull out of each time she wandered into it. She needed another breathing body around her for this next run to remind her of her own humanity, or at the very least how to hold a civil conversation. If the company came in the form of a short-term companion, all the better. She needed a reminder of human conduct, not a long, drawn out session on how to play nice with her fellow man. That would only end in tears, and not her own. She’d spooked off more than one hitchhiker in her time —floaters as the ship’rs called them—and this one looked as if he’d blow away if she breathed too hard on him. She’d do her best to not give him the impression she’d like him for dinner. She would, but as a guest, not as the main course.

Rising, she made her way down the bar, pausing to give a fellow ship’r a friendly thump on the shoulder in passing. He teetered, almost falling off the barstool at the assault, tossing an angry glare over his shoulder that broadened into a wide, sloppy grin when he saw her.

“Heya, Bax. Pickin’ up the floater?” he slurred, lifting his chin towards the kid.

She shrugged, giving him a twisted smirk. “Gonna make the offer, see if he bolts at the idea of ridin’ with me. Hope he’s steady, I could use the company.” 

The other ship’r reared back on the barstool, eyes wild. “Hellfire, Bax, don’t be sayin’ things like that,” he said in a horrified whisper. “You’ll have a body thinkin’ it’s the end times and whatnot. You, needing company? Why, that there’s one of the sure signs we’re all about to collectively meet our maker!”

She walloped him on the shoulder again with an evil chuckle as she continued past him. “A body’s got needs. You of all people should know that, ya randy bastard.”

“Them fancy girls gotta to make a livin’ too!” he called at her back.

She stopped and turned, eyeing the gut straining the front his stained coveralls and the unfortunate state of his unshaven, rumpled self. “Don’t know if I’d call that livin’, myself, but bless those girls for picking up the slack you’ve been puttin’ down.”

The few ship’rs remaining at the bar at this late hour roared in laughter, the target of her insult joining in just as loudly. She shook her head, grinning, making her way over to her intended guest. Most ship’rs could give as good as they got without too much malice, even if the insults inched closer to truth than most were comfortable with. It went with the job, and you learned to roll with the punches instead of being flattened by them, or you parked your rig and walked away. This job wasn’t for the thin-skinned, or faint of heart, as some learned the hard way. There was never a shortage of things to go wrong on a run. Every time they pulled off a station, they ran the risk of losing much more than a contract. A little rough humor filed the edges of that reality smooth enough to concentrate on the job at hand, and not on the lethal risks they took every breathing moment they were wrapped in the merciless, uncaring vacuum of deep space.

And besides; it was fun as hell.

A ship’r weaved past her on their way towards the exit, muttering to themselves, head bowed, oblivious to anything outside their own thoughts. She growled a warning as they stumbled against her, but they either didn’t hear it, or ignored the threat. They grabbed her arm in an iron grip and pressed a flushed face close to hers, breathing heavily, bloodshot eyes skittering across her face, clouds of hooch breathed her way burning her eyes. She pushed the inebriated man away with an angry oath. 

“Stay out th’ deep, ship’r,” the drunk slurred in a loud whisper. “Ain’t no sanity ther’. N’sir. S’all monsters. No friends, only...only...fiends.” At that, they released their grip and stumbled out the door, giggling drunkenly to themselves, repeating, “Friends. Fiends. Friends. Nope. Fiends,” in a boozy ramble that echoed down the corridor. 

She watched them go, then shrugged. The deep—the outermost edges of mapped space—was where she spent most of her time, making runs to some of the farthest outposts humanity had thrown together, and where she felt most comfortable. But it wasn’t a fit for everyone. Some ship’rs couldn’t handle their hooch. Some couldn’t handle long-haul runs. And some couldn’t hold it together when the two mixed. It took a special kind of crazy to handle both, an insanity she shared with a handful of other like-minded ship’rs who didn’t mind the solitude, and who knew when to put a hand over their cups. She dismissed the drunken rambling for what it was and honed in on her target, a better use of her time and energy than tall tales told by an idiot ship’r who couldn’t hold his drink.

Besides, the only monsters she knew that prowled the darkness of space were all too human. You didn’t need to go making up stories about imaginary beasts to put a fright in you, all you had to do was cross the wrong Coalition lawman. Then you’d know beyond a shadow of a doubt the definition of a fiend. They were certainly no friend, not to many. A ship'rs best bet was to steer clear of those particular monsters, whether out deep, or standing on home soil. Tangling with the law often got complicated for no apparent reason except for the pure cussedness of it. It paid to be cautious, and clever, but not too much of either, for what was the joy in that? 

Approaching the end of the bar, she gave the young man a final look over for anything that might wave her off at the last minute, and saw nothing that would deter her, at least for now. Time would tell if this floater would be the friend she was looking for, or a fiend in disguise. His story would determine whether either would be worth her time. 
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CHAPTER 2: DANIEL
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Hunched over the one drink he’d allowed himself, lost inside the past he was trying desperately to flee, Daniel didn’t notice the large figure looming over him until impatient fingers snapped under his nose.

“Hey,” a voice scolded roughly. “Rouse up, kid. You lookin’ for a ride? I’ll be pulling off the station tonight if you’re wantin’ to jump.”

Lurching back to reality, he whipped his head up and around to find the overhead lights blocked by a broad-shouldered shadow doing a passable impression of an annoyed wall. Crossing thick arms, the shadowy figure cocked their head to the side and waited none too patiently for an answer.

At the edge of his vision, Daniel saw the barkeeper throw her hands up in exasperation. “Oh, for the love of—Bax, quit looming over the kid!” she called down the bar. “You’re gonna scare this one off, like you did last time!”

The bulky shadow laughed, a short, harsh bark of humor. “If they can’t handle me just standin’ here, then I don’t want them on my rig.”

The figure leaned against the bar, allowing the lighting to creep its way around enough for him to get a decent look at his inquisitor, and he blinked away the past to focus on the presently impatient. 

Over six feet tall if an inch, heavily muscled and wearing worn blue coveralls that showed age but not abuse, the woman leaning on the bar radiated impatience, but her steady, dark brown gaze latched onto him in a way that said she was willing to rein that in and wait as long as it took for an answer. The shaved sides of her head ended with a thick braid that started at her forehead and trailed up and over the crown of her head to the middle of her back, a tightly bound twist of honeyed brown that slithered across her shoulders as she dipped her head to peer down at the glass of murky green substance in front of him. She grimaced as she eyed the glass with suspicion, the expression twisting the scar that started as a smooth round patch at her temple and ran raggedly along the side of her jaw and down her neck, disappearing under the collar of her coveralls.

Fear made his decision for him. He jumped to his feet and grabbed a battered pack off the floor, hastily hoisting it over his shoulder with a breathless, “Yeah, sorry, I’m ready, which way?”

She pushed him back down onto the stool he’d hastily vacated with a heavy hand. “Whoa up there, space cadet. Rig’s not quite ready yet, and neither am I. Finish your...” They both eyed the glass of murky green on the bar. “Drink?

“Orphie, what the hell did ya talk this guy into!?” she bellowed back down the scarred length of the metal bar, causing him to flinch at the sheer volume of her roar.

The bald, flamboyantly pierced woman behind the bar thumped a large mug of frothy chartreuse horror down in front of another customer, flipped a towel over her shoulder and sauntered over with a grin. “New import,” she said, tapping the glass with a sharp blue nail. “Took me three months to get it out here to this gods-forsaken station. Supposed to be some kind of delicacy in the Stregas system. Thought I’d try it out on a floater, ‘cause I didn’t want to poison some of my favorite clientele with new hooch. You ship’rs would never let me live it down if one of y’all turned toes-up ‘cause of my experimental nature.”

The recipient of her experiment pulled a face. “Thanks,” he muttered, nudging the glass away with a cautious knuckle.

The barkeeper grinned even wider and nodded graciously. “You’re very welcome. Now, as for what’s going on here.” She pointed to the large figure standing next to him. “Be careful. She’s a real piece of work, that one. The ride may be free, but sure as stars you’ll pay, one way or another.”

The woman standing over him waggled her eyebrows at him and grinned as she stuck out a hand covered in a network of silvery scars. “Ship’r Bax. Don’t mind Orphie. She’s jealous, stuck here on this orbiting tin can of misery while we gleefully roar off into the great beyond, adventuring and living life to its fullest.”

Orphie snorted. “If you think I would leave this rich fount of easy coin to go rattling about in that bizarre folding bucket of bolts of yours again, you’ve stared into the blackness of space for far too long.”

Ship’r Bax shrugged one massive shoulder. “To each their own, I guess. Can’t say we didn’t have fun, though, short lived as it was.”

Any further retort was drowned out by an ear deafening klaxon that blared out once overhead, then wound down to silence as the ambient light faded down to an ominous red hue. Daniel’s heart started hammering a fearful tattoo, and he half-slid off the barstool in case he needed to sprint to safety. Where that safety would be, he hadn’t a clue, having only been here a few hours and not knowing the layout of the station. He settled back as he saw the two women look more annoyed than alarmed.

“Crap! I wish they’d turn that damn thing down, I’m gonna be deaf as a post at this rate,” Orphie said angrily. “Bax, you’re shielded, right?”

Ship’r Bax gave her an exasperated look. “Who in their right mind doesn’t spring for shielding, especially ‘round here? That blasted unstable star of yours is a bitch, but it’s a known bitch. It’s not taking anyone with half a brain by surprise.”

Orphie shook her head. “Plenty of those short-hop ship’rs runnin’ cargo between in-system stations would, those double-clean, brainless idiots. They’d forget their cargo if it wasn’t loaded for ‘em. Had a greenhorn in here a while ago—full load, shiny new rig—who didn’t think he needed to lay out the coin for it. Fried every last circuit on his rig. That hunk of scrap took up a berth for a whole month while all the cards were swapped out. I make it a practice now to ask, trying to save us all a bit of trouble in the long run.”

Ship’r Bax nodded, visibly placated. The surreal maroon gloom cast by the flare warning system was fading, the overhead lights returning to their usual sickly yellow jittering. She leaned over the bar and snagged a bottle of pale blue hooch and three small glasses, pouring each half full and handed one each to the barkeeper and him, taking the last for herself. “One for the route,” she said. “May the stars shine benevolently upon me and thee.” They clinked glasses together and downed the liquor in one swig. 

He took a small swig and suppressed a choking cough as fire slid down to his belly. He wasn’t sure he’d ever get used to drinking, much less the stuff that the ship’r stations stocked. 

Setting her glass on the counter with a thud, Ship’r Bax stuck her hand out towards him once again. “Let’s try this again, without blaring sirens or bartenders this time. Ship’r Bax. Lose the title when we step on board my rig, or I’ll be thinkin’ you’re sassin’ me.” 

He took her hand in his, and winced as her strong grip crushed the bones in his hand together. The pressure eased off immediately as an apologetic look flashed across her face. 

“Daniel. Dan is fine too. I appreciate the lift,” he said, still slightly hoarse from the hooch. He retrieved his hand, flexing it cautiously out of her line of sight. No damage, but close to it. The woman had a hell of a handshake.

“No worries. I’m looking for a bit of company on this run, and if I manage to throw in a good deed or two to balance the scales of karma, then that’s a bonus all ‘round,” she replied. 

Orphie laughed. “Them scales need more tipping than you have time or breath left for, ship’r.”

Ship’r Bax smirked and didn’t bother to argue. She turned back to Daniel. “How far out are you wanting to head? I have a maintenance crew on board right now, but not for long. That’ll be a short hop, but I’ve another, longer run afterwards if you’re willing to stay; got a delivery run out to orbital station Merrak set up next. Now, I don’t recommend getting off there, it’s a bit nasty ‘round those parts right at the moment. They’re having a little spat between the haves and the haves-not’s on the surface that’s gotten pretty ugly. Beyond that, not sure. Depends on what I can pick up for a backhaul.”

A customer down the bar waved an empty glass in the air, apparently desperate for another round of experimentation from the barkeeper. Orphie moved off to tend to them with a wink for Daniel and a not so subtle thumbs up to Ship’r Bax, mouthing something at her he couldn’t quite make it out. Bax rolled her eyes and shrugged, mouthing something back and pointing at a finger on her left hand. Orphie made wide eyes at her, and Bax shook her head, a fierce scowl drawing her face down to harshness. Turning back to Daniel, she gave him a questioning look.

He shrugged. “As far as you’ll be willing to take me. Farther is better, but I’ll gladly step off whenever you want rid of me.”

She leaned in, studying him closely, her dark eyes narrowed. She smelled faintly of dusty metal and warm cinnamon. “That all depends on you, floater,” she said in a low voice. 

She held his gaze silently for a moment, close enough he was sure she took note of how drawn, tired, and just flat out exhausted he looked, and for him to notice how looked at he felt at that moment. Her dark brown eyes held his in an unwavering stare, and seemed to study him from the inside out. He blinked, pulling back slightly and took the breath he seemed to have forgotten. She gave the tiniest of smirks and leaned back, rapping scarred knuckles on the bar to get Orphie’s attention. 

“Headin’ out; tab his and mine together, see ya in a few months,” she called.

Orphie waved distractedly, frowning at a yellow liquid that was solidifying as it hit the bottom of a tall glass as she poured. 

Ship’r Bax grimaced and straightened, catching Daniel’s elbow. “Time to go,” she said. “She’s got the bit between her teeth, so there’s no stoppin’ her now. We need to be well clear before this gets too experimental.”

He snatched up his bag again and trotted to catch up with her long strides. The station was deserted this phase of rotation, most of the shops around the curved outer wall closed and shuttered for night, their solid steel doors creating an unbroken wall of gray that blended with the floor and ceiling. Claustrophobic to anyone not used to station life, he found it almost soothing. Nothing could hide. Nooks and crannies were non-existent. Predictable, in an industrial way. The few people they met along the way ignored them, intent on whatever business kept them up. 

She cast a look over her shoulder at him and gestured for him to walk next to her. “Now, like I said, I’ve some company comin’ along for the first little bit of our run, a maintenance crew that’s riding out with us. Routine maintenance,” she added, as if he needed the reassurance. “Just tightening bolts and changing filters, nothing major. We’ll drop them before heading out to that hellhole of a war zone at Merrak, but they’ll be with us for a while before that.” She watched him for a reaction, and when he nodded with a casualness that belied the anxiety that pushed him faster along the corridor and off the station, she continued. “Maintenance crews, well, I don’t know how much you’ve been around them, but I suspect not much.”

He thought back through the last few rides he’d picked up. “A bit. I picked up a ride over in the Ormagi system last month, and a crew rode with us, but I didn’t really see them much. They mostly kept to themselves.”

“This crew I’m picking up will likely be underfoot most of the time, they’re long acquaintances of mine and are comfortable taking liberties on board. Don’t let them run roughshod over you if you can help it.” Humor touched her eyes, briefly crinkling the skin around them, then was swept away, replaced by a grim seriousness that had him wondering about these ‘acquaintances’ of hers. 

He squelched down a rising sense of worry. It wasn’t his business, and as long as he could find a quiet corner, he’d keep his head down and ride as far as could. Their troubles weren’t his. 

They strode on in silence down the station corridor for a few minutes, with her casting a glance out of the corner of her eye at him every once in a while. It didn’t make him uneasy, just curious as to why she was paying so much attention to him. None of the other ship’rs he’d bummed a ride from seemed to give a damn about who they were picking up. Most barely even acknowledged he was there beyond the occasional inquiry of whether he happened to have any booze or other, more potent things on him. After finding him neither a supplier or nor consumer, they usually ignored him, or mostly forgot he was there at all. 

After passing several large arches set in the outer wall, she stopped at one with a lit keypad and rested her fingers on the input, but stopped short of entering the code. Turning her head just enough to see him out of her peripheral vision, she spoke softly. “Before we go any farther, answer me one question, truthfully or not at all; are you runnin’ from something you did, or had done to you?” 

He forcibly controlled the urge to step back, surprised at the dead-on accuracy of the question. He ran back over the small amount of dialogue between the two of them, looking for what had given him away. There was nothing he could put his finger on that would’ve given her any clue as to his past, and what he’d left behind.

She cleared her throat, drawing his attention back. “Mind you, how you answer determines where we go from here, if at all,” she said quietly.

A light sweat broke over him, knowing what the truthful answer was, but miserable at the idea of speaking the words. Nobody had ever asked him. They’d all just let him ride along, no questions, not a single curious inquiry in all these months. The last thing he wanted was to dredge it all up again, to bring it to the forefront of his mind to gibber and dance. The desperate itch that worked at the base of his spine, the need to go, shoved at him, crowding him. He’d already spent too much time here. He needed this ride, needed off and away from the station, away from this sector, away from this system. If truth was what was needed, then he could spill it all out on the floor, right here, right now, if it was his ticket out of here. 

“Done to,” he said quietly.

Shoving clenched fists into the pockets of his coveralls, he defensively hunched his shoulders, steeling himself for her dark gaze, for a recounting his story, for his reasons for being where and who he was. He knew she could see, even out of the corner of her eye, the tension written in every line of his body, and he tried to force himself to relax, to unclench. It didn’t work, of course. It never worked. 

She nodded, a short bob of her head, lips compressed. “Not gonna ask, you tell your own story in your own time. The only thing that matters to me at this point is whether I’m gonna have the law or some pissed off paramour breathin’ down my neck. That’s a bad day by anybody’s definition. Runners of that kind never seem to go far enough or fast enough to break the orbit of their own troubles.”

He shook his head emphatically. “No. No troubles for the crew or yourself, I promise.”

“Good. I was hoping you’d say that,” she said with a hint of a grin. “I like the way you have about you, and was lookin’ forward to spending some time getting to know you.” She punched in a long string of code, and the archway opened up into a metal box large enough to spin an elephant around by its tail in. Intended for use of crew and machinery transport out to ships, it was overkill for the two of them. “C’mon then, let’s get this show on the road. Money doesn’t make itself, y’know.”

They rode the transport in silence, Ship’r Bax leaning against the wall with her hands tucked in the small of her back, with him hovering in a corner. The close call of revelation still reverberated through him, jumping his pulse. He cast around for something, anything to distract himself, and to keep the ship’r from changing her mind and starting in on the questions he could feel in the air between them. He cleared his throat quietly.

“So. The barkeeper said something about a weird folding up bucket of bolts?” he started. 

She cut him off with a snort of derision. “Orphie never did understand rig design,” she said with a rueful shake of her head. “For one, my rig isn’t old enough to even be in the ballpark of ‘bucket of bolts’ category, so don’t you worry ‘bout that. Second, it doesn’t fold. Keep that reserved for two dimensions and space-time. My girl is a Scorpion, one of the few converted for long-haul transport. She curls up nice and neat, tucks herself up right pretty when at dock.”

He frowned, trying to picture a cargo rig curled around itself like a cat taking a nap. Did it purr too? He suppressed a giggle that welled up in the place anxiety had so recently occupied, a fizzing bubble of laughter that threatened to make him look like more of an unstable idiot than he already felt. Uh oh. Better not get started on that or I might not stop, he thought frantically. Composing himself, he clamped down on the thought and stuffed his hands deeper into his coverall pockets. 

“I can see by the look on your face you’ve got the wrong idea,” she said. “She’s a Scorpion; you know, that bug from Old Earth with a flat wide head and body, and tail that can come around top and tap her on the top of her own noggin? Like that, except she’s way more basic in design than that planet-side critter; got just a whiptail and a head, no body. Leaves more room for cargo containers and reduces mass. Hold up, I can show you a pic...” She held up her left arm and began tapping on the flexible computer wrapped around her wrist. A holographic display appeared, floating in the air between them. “Baby pics,” she said proudly. “Had a friend get me a 3-D when I first got her. She’s had a bunch of upgrades since then, but mostly only where it counts—AI, engine, creature comforts, the like—so you don’t necessarily see them on the outside. Now she’s just as impressive on the inside as the out.” 

He studied the holo, impressed and more than a little bewildered. He had never seen this kind of design before, or even heard about one like it. All the other ship’rs he’d caught a ride with had standard blocky ships, rectangular and sharp-edged, with cargo on the inside stacked like blocks. This was far and away the most elegant design he had ever seen. There was the head, at least that’s what it looked like to him; a rounded, vaguely triangular portion in the front, smooth and unbroken by windows or viewports. The tail was thin, more of a tube than anything else, studded down its length with large cargo containers, paired off two by two, opposite each other, with the end of the tube coming to a curved point, slightly thicker there, as if it was reinforced. In the image the Scorpion’s tail was curled up, attached just short of the pointy end to a spot on the top of the ‘head’, the very tip of the whiptail curled up, aimed backwards. It—she?—was a rich, deep mahogany, the cargo containers black and bulky.

“She’s amazing! I’ve never seen anything like her,” he said, already half in love with the rig. “It’s so, uh, organic?”

She grinned, obviously pleased with his enthusiastic appreciation. “Not a popular design, so they didn’t make many of them. I dunno why. Personally I like it better than cramming who-knows-what kind of cargo on the inside of my rig like those flying bricks most ship’rs run with. Best that other people’s mystery boxes be left on the outside, y’know?” she said with a lift of an eyebrow.

He nodded agreement, as the steel box they were riding in lurched gently and air began to hiss around the edges of the arched hatch.

“Looks like we’re here,” she said. “Crew should already be on board waiting for my go-ahead. We blow dock as soon as I count heads. Last chance to bail, traveler.”

“I’m thinking that I would be a fool to turn down a chance to ride with you,” he said, feeling his luck starting to turn around to look at him with a kinder face. “I’m pretty sure I’m not going to pick up as good of an offer no matter how long I lingered in that bar.”

“As long as you promise not to be too underfoot or make a nuisance of yourself, I’ll drag ya as far as you’re willing to hang on, or till we're aggravated with each other. Been a long couple of runs these last few months, and was starting to get a bit jagged ‘round the edges, so a bit of company is just what the doc ordered,” she said. The hatch started a slow hissing ascent behind her, and she jerked her head towards it. “Come and meet the rest of the madding crowd. Good crew, yes, but like I said, don’t let them ride roughshod over ya. Oh, and keep your eyes and hands to yourself, especially around Vic. You’ll likely catch a bad case of the ‘trip and falls’ if you don’t.”

He didn’t have a chance to reply. The hatch slid open with a last breathing hiss of pressurized air, and a wall of sound hit him, as loud or louder than the klaxon warning had been back at the station. He turned to her, startled and concerned, but her face had broken out in the widest grin he had yet to see on her face, and she walked through the wall of sound like it was the faintest of whispers, striding rapidly into the aural assault. It resolved itself into music, of the slay-and-pray kind, fast and heavy. 

He followed behind her at a careful distance, stepping cautiously into what turned out to be the cleanest and most well-equipped control room he’d ever laid eyes on. The entire front wall was an unbroken visual display, bigger than any he had ever seen, and with a clarity that would put the clearest glass to shame. There were several chairs scattered around the room, some bolted down, some on a rail system that would allow the security of being attached to the deck but allowing a limited freedom of movement. One, larger than the others, had an array of buttons and confounding dials set into each arm. It was most likely the control center, he guessed, glancing around and noticing that there wasn’t any kind of console or control panel on the walls, just one chair that looked more complicated than the others. They were all upholstered in a soft dun leather, with contours that looked to hug every nook and cranny if you settled into them just right. But to his eye, those weren’t the most impressive things, not by a long shot. What really drew the eye was that fact that there were books and hydroponic plants everywhere. Lining the walls, they vied for space, waging small vicious wars over every inch of vertical territory. The air smelled of ozone and the green breath of plant life.

Ship’r Bax touched her wrist comp again, and the music fell to tolerable, if still chest thumping, levels. “Made themselves at home, as usual,” she said. She turned and saw him gazing with poorly concealed wonder at the literal literary jungle encompassing the room, and gestured to the thick foliage. “All producers, the lot of them. I firmly believe in everything having a use, and a reason to be. Feed mind and body, soul and spirit, and you can make it through the insanity of existence; that’s my take on things.”

He touched a plump, deeply maroon berry dangling from a plant half obscuring a shelf full of old hardback books, some so old the titles had been rubbed off ages ago. “I didn’t expect hydroponics on a rig of this size. None of the smaller rigs had any, and most of the big freighters had entire bays dedicated to such things,” he said. His mouth watered slightly, the berry already imagined between his teeth.

“Go on then, I’ll not miss one or two. Besides, it just kinda jumped into your hand, if I saw correctly,” she said, gesturing to the berries. 

He grinned sheepishly, briefly guilty, then popped the berry into his mouth. It was better than he had expected, rich and sharp, juicy fit to bursting. 

“Good stuff, right?” she said, snatching one for herself. “I figured why carve out a whole boring space, cram them in, and give them no company but each other? I need everything they need too, plus we breathe opposite. Seemed like a perfect match to me, so we share space. Plus,” she added, “it means I don’t have to give up an entire room, and get to spread out more myself.”

“Doesn’t the moisture from the hydroponics system get into the books, though?” he asked, running a finger over a shelf of small paperbacks. His finger felt what seemed like moisture, and he held it up to the light to see, but it was dry.

“Feels wet, right?” she said. “It’s a coating I spray the books down with as they come in, gets right down into every nook and cranny and keeps them sealed tight against everything, even fire briefly. Something about enhancing moisture evaporation. Makes them feel wet, but they’re actually just slightly cooler than your skin temp. Miracle stuff.” 

She reached beyond him to take down a large book, steadying herself with a warm, heavy hand on his shoulder. The casualness of the touch took him by surprise, but for the first time in too long he didn’t instinctually flinch away. It was a friendly, unthinking gesture that he took for what it was. 

“Aha! There you are,” she said, cheerfully patting the book like an unruly but loved pet. “Been missing this one for a few months now. Must’ve overlooked it when the berries started coming in.” She plucked off a handful of nearby berries, handing them to him. “Looks like priority one is some housekeeping once we’re pointed in the right direction. Don’t want all this to go to waste, and seeing as this is the most company I’ve had in ages, I think it’s time for a nice slap-up meal, what do ya think?”

His stomach answered for him, audible enough to be heard over the music still enthusiastically thumping in the background. They both laughed. 

“No arguin’ with that,” she said, sounding pleased. “Let’s see about rounding up and taking a head count of the crew so we can blow dock and stretch our legs.”

“Well it’s about damn time,” said a deep voice. 

She spun on her heels and strode rapidly across the room to a doorway on the far side, planting herself, hands on hips, in front of the largest man he’d ever laid eyes on. “Arrogant ass,” she said curtly. “I’ll be on my own rig in my own damn time. I see you entertained yourself in my absence. You and your horde of locusts you call a crew probably cleaned out my galley of anything decently edible too, huh?”

The towering figure leaned casually against the doorframe and crossed the thick trunks it probably used as arms, glowering at her from under dark, unruly brows. “I wouldn’t have called anything in there decently edible,” he rumbled. 

They stared at each other for a few heavy seconds that stretched long enough for Daniel to start rethinking his choice of transport, until her face softened to not quite a smile as she reached up to touch the still glowering face. 

“Missed you,” she said quietly.

As soon as her fingertips brushed the edge of his cheek, he caught her hand in his and pressed it there, turning to place a gentle kiss on her palm. “I see you’re still catching strays,” he said softly into her palm, eyeing Daniel over her shoulder. “This one’s a bit mangy even for your taste.”

“He’s worn through in places, that’s for sure,” she said with a sympathetic nod. She turned, sliding her arm around the man’s waist and leaning companionably against his solid bulk. “Daniel, this hulking mass of ill manners is Charlie, chief cat-herder of the equally ill-mannered crew we’ll have on board for a spell.”

Daniel hesitated, intimidated by the sheer size of the man, then crossed the room, hand held out, remembering to breathe at the last minute. “Nice to meet you, sir,” he stammered, just as his hand was enveloped in the larger man’s paw. He didn’t quite wince as the bones in his hand ground together for the second time in just a few minutes, but managed what he hoped was a friendly smile instead. Up close, the man was huge, taller than Bax’s six foot and change, with a solid bulk that felt like it had its own gravity field. Black curls shot through with silver were trimmed close to his scalp, heavy eyebrows and black stubble framing dark, almost liquid black eyes. Daniel felt wisp thin, light enough to blow away next to him.

“Nice to meet you, Daniel. Don’t listen to this wretched beast here; I have more manners than she's ever pretended to have, and my crew follows suit. Most of the time,” he added as a cacophony of raised voices floated towards them from the open doorway behind him. His words were friendly, but his eyes told another story, one of suspicion and keen measuring as they met Daniel’s.

“Double damn you, that was a stressed extrapolating spring coil and you know it!” a voice shouted. An equally heated voice answered. “Then why did spectro give the green on it?! There’s no way it would’ve cleared...” There was the sound of a brief scuffle behind Charlie’s looming bulk. 

Ship’r Bax threw her hands up and walked away while Charlie turned with surprising nimbleness and stepped between two combatants just on the other side of the doorway. “My my,” he said blandly, “getting started early today, aren’t you two?” 

A diminutive woman with short, tousled blond hair slipped around his bulk and slid up next to Bax, eyeing Daniel as she spoke. “Heya Bax. Good to see ya. Who’s the new toy?”

Ship’r Bax shook her head. “Guest, Norrie, not plaything.”

Norrie cocked her head to the side, regarding him thoughtfully with pale, unblinking blue eyes. Her delicate build and uncanny stillness made him feel as if he was being studied by a bird. “Hm. Ya. You’d break this one. You play too rough. Ya ok, guest it is.”

They moved away from the increasingly heated debate going on just beyond the doorway, Charlie’s booming voice making no difference as the debate raged on. 

Ship’r Bax gestured to him. “Daniel, this is Norrie, the crew’s mechanic and general wrench-wielder. Norrie, Daniel.”

Norrie solemnly took his hand, bowing slightly as she gently gripped his fingers in hers. Her hand was cool and dry, her face giving nothing away but pleasant curiosity. “Pleased to meet ya, Daniel. Don’t mind the noise from my fellow crewmates, they’re generally not so loud. Argumentative, ya. But not usually at this volume.”

A tall red-haired man broke free of the argument and stormed over to them. He flung out an arm, pointing back at a woman standing with Charlie. “Bax, tell that half-wit over there that an excess of caution is not a character flaw, and that you’d rather spend money to prevent problems than be stuck with a broken rig in the uncaring void of space,” he raged.

She patted the enraged man on the cheek none too gently. “Depends on how much coin I’m throwing after safety. Everyone knows you can’t buy luck or love, and buying safety turns into gambling after you throw enough money at it. Let me talk to her.” She draped an arm around his shoulders, steering him towards Daniel and Norrie. “Norrie, intro our guest for me while I talk to Vic.” She strode off through the doorway, her raised voice cutting through the argument beyond. The suddenly reasonable voices moved away down the corridor, the argument stalled in the face of her presence. 

Norrie looked up at the tall red-haired man, who was visibly trying to calm down and failing, his face still flushed crimson. “You’re an idiot,” she said bluntly.

The man took a sharp breath to speak, then huffed out a laugh, visibly deflating. “Yeah. That’s me all around. I should have known better than to get on her today,” he said. 

Turning to Daniel, he placed a hand on his chest and gave a mocking bow. “Allow me to introduce myself; I am Lou, husband and idiot of the majestic goddess Victoria, who is currently occupied with correcting a bone-headed assumption of mine with your good ship'r Bax. You may know me from such idiocy as provoking a wife on the day she is to find out if her paper on Cauchy momentum equations she’s been slogging away on for years has been accepted, and by suggesting that she, and not I, am the idiot.”

Daniel had no idea what a Cauchy equation was, but it sounded impressive. He gave him a bemused grin and nodded towards the doorway. “Husband and wife team on the same crew? I commend your boldness, and fear for your sanity, sir.”

Lou nodded. “I was never one to do things half-measure.”

Ship’r Bax reappeared in the doorway. “Alright, everybody scoot. Time to get this ‘bucket of bolts’ heading outbound, and I don’t need trip hazards making it any more exciting.”

As a group, the crew and Daniel wandered out, Norrie winding her arm through his and leading him to the kitchen—no, that would be the galley, he corrected himself quickly. Even with travelling on ship’r’s rigs for months, it still took a conscious effort to call things by their non-terrestrial names.

“So, Daniel,” said Norrie, cocking her head up at him and fixing him with a pale blue stare. “Who’s chasing ya?”

He stopped and looked down at her, startled. “Uh, what?” he said carefully. “Nobody’s chasing me. Why do you think that?”

She ran that pale gaze up and down, peering closely at him. “You have the look of tired prey. Anyone I know?”

He cast around in his mind for an answer, coming up short. The only thing he was willing to admit running from was a nasty bunch of inner demons who didn’t have the manners to stay put when he tried to leave them behind, but he wasn’t about to share them with this rowdy bunch. 

He shook his head. “It may look like that because I just spent the night sitting on a barstool, maybe? I’m about tired enough to fall down, if that’s what you mean.”

She shrugged and tugged him forward. “Huh. Nah. I got an eye for people and their problems. You’re running. May not know it, or want to share it, but there it is. Anyways, not to worry; if anyone shows up we’ll just get Charlie to sit on them.”

He followed her gentle tugging to the galley, partially amused by her swift dismissal of his denial, but mostly confused and overwhelmed. This was a far cry from the dirty, worn out rigs and ship’rs he’d been catching rides with, and he was suddenly self-conscious of the state of his own coveralls and the general state of tousled he had acquired riding with them. He’d felt more like cargo during those rides, or at least a discarded duffel bag tossed in a convenient corner. This sudden thrust back into real, if odd, human contact was disorienting, but looking around the galley at the laughing, bickering crew, he felt thankful that the large, somewhat intimidating ship’r had taken an interest in him for whatever reason of her own. It was an introduction back into honest, welcoming humankind he so desperately needed.
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CHAPTER 3: BAX
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Bax, alone in the control room, plopped down in the oversized chair, scrubbing her face with her hands. The run had gotten off to a good start so far, if a little rambunctious for her liking. She wasn’t used to so many hands on board, and briefly regretted taking on a floater during a maintenance run. The kid—she stopped herself. No, that wasn’t fair. After getting a closer look, he was definitely a full grown man, and had the scars to prove it, whether they were visible or not. The man had issues, and she hoped he was truthful in telling her nobody was chasing him, or things might get ugly, and that would force her to match ugly with ugly. Her patience for high drama had worn thin decades ago, and she wouldn’t hesitate to end any mess as forcefully as she had to if needs be. And that kind of dealing would bring its own troubles in and of itself. She shook her head, pushing it to the side for later. No use borrowing trouble. She’d deal with it if it rears its ugly head, but she wasn’t askin’ the devil what he was doing tonight. 

Laying her hands on the control panels mounted on the seat’s arms, she fingerprint-locked the controls to her identity. “Calypso,” she said, summoning the rig’s AI.

“Ship’r Bax,” the AI replied. The voice was a low, soothing female voice, perfectly modulated to convey a respectful yet solid presence, while at the same time managing to be superbly judgmental. “I see we have company. A lot of company.”

“Don’t be getting all formal on me, brat. You know the crew, and you’re the one who called for maintenance, so quit fussing,” she said curtly.

“Hitchhikers are illegal,” the AI replied primly. 

“I don’t see you running to the law over your marginally—hell, make that spectacularly—illegal engine mods, sunshine. And this isn’t the first guest I’ve invited onboard, and it’s probably not gonna be the last, so why the attitude now?” she said, leaning back in the chair and tenting her fingers together under her chin. This might take a while. 

“I ran his face through the database, and he has gaps,” the AI replied.

She shrugged. “Most floaters drop off the grid a time or two during their travels, you know that.”

“Unsavory associates, gaps, shady character traits; it all adds up to trouble,” the AI grumbled. 

She waved a hand in the air as if batting away an annoying insect. “You’re overthinking again, darlin’. Most of the people I know have all three, and then some. Hell, so do I. Was that a personal dig?” she asked, squinting. The AI was silent, so she rolled her eyes and sighed. “If it makes you feel better, I’ll look over what you have on him later, after we get clear and are at speed. Better?”

“Yes. I have everything in a file on your personal data node when you get around to seeing who exactly it is you have invited on board,” the AI said stiffly.

“Fine. Time to go.” She tapped out a release code into the computer on her wrist, signaling for the station to unclamp the rig in preparation for departure.

“Very good. Engine firing at warm. Thrusters operational. Will this be a manual departure?” the AI asked, reverting back to formality. 

That wasn’t a good sign. Calypso was already in a mood, and they hadn’t even cleared the station yet. Add that to the crew already being a touch edgy, and this might prove to be a mighty long short hop. She might have to massage so many egos this trip she might as well get a side job as a fancy girl at dock with all the practice it looked like she’d be getting. 

“Yes, dear, mamma’s gonna drive for a bit.” She usually left the tricky station departures up to the AI, ordinarily taking this time to sort out cargo manifests or do the thousand and one things a rig is always needing, but tonight she felt like hands-on was the way to go.

“Very good, if you think you’re up to it. The con is yours.”

Rolling her eyes again, she flicked a finger, bringing to life the display that covered most of the bulkhead opposite her chair. They were parked nose-in to the station, so the entire view was filled with the gray shield plating that covered the station from stem to stern, protecting it from their erratic sun and its eccentricities. Two blinking red lights appeared in the top left corner, not on the station but part of her display, signaling messages. One was the automated go-ahead for the departure signaling that the clamps had been released. She double checked with her own sensors and confirmed that she was no longer tethered. The other one was a voice recording from Orphie, wishing her ‘happy happy’, as well as an admonition to be nice to her new friend. 

She smiled at that one. Orphie always made it a point to wish her ‘happy happy’ whenever she left, the ship’r code for ‘safe journey’, and of course to always have the last word. It was a habit that had turned into a quasi-superstition; the one time she’d skipped it Bax had almost lost her new-to-her rig along with her life in a misunderstanding with some overly enthusiastic and trigger-happy lawman. She hadn’t missed a time since. 

Signaling both the station and message from Orphie as received, she nudged the thrusters a hair, sending the rig gliding backwards away from the station. The view was soon less ‘industrial plating’ and more ‘glories of the galaxy’ as the station dwindled and the surrounding star field began pinging into view, one tiny pinpoint at a time. Still only feathering the thrusters, she swept the rig around and pointed her nose to the endless starry void, giving the engines just the slightest taste of juice to move them a bit faster, but not bumping them up to travelling-fast yet. They needed more distance between the rig and the station for that, and even more distance when it was time to fire up the second engine, the one that would take them farther in moments than a person could ordinarily go in a lifetime. Right now it was cruising time, just heading on out to where the real journey began.

“Calypso.”

“What,” the AI replied, veering just shy of rude.

“Don’t pout because I won’t let you drive. Give me something to steer by until we push out far enough.” 

The heavy metal music that had been muttering and shrieking to itself cut off, replaced by the mellow twang of an acoustic guitar. An ancient folk sonnet, a lamentation of summer skies and lullabies, filled the room.

“Feeling a bit sorry for yourself, eh?” she said, watching the display. 

A small tumbling piece of junk whizzed by, missing them by a fair margin, but she edged the rig slightly to the side to just in case. Damn junkers gonna kill someone someday, leaving their trash around like that, she thought absently, an old protest to an even older problem. Pieces regularly fell off the derelict, broken-down rigs used by the scavengers, leaving debris in their wake that could catch a ship’r unawares if they weren’t tracking them. Thankfully, they mostly hung out around stations, so they were less of a problem out where she and her fellow ship’rs ran at high speed during their long haul routes. A collision at those kind of speeds wouldn’t create debris. It made dust. Of all parties involved. 

The music rolled into a more upbeat selection, this one about trading love for coinage, and she nodded along to it, giving a slight bump here, a partial roll there on the throttle as she maneuvered through the sparse asteroid field that marked the edge of the station’s territory. The music propelled her through the slow zone surrounding the gravity wells and small satellites orbiting through the system, the music extolling the virtues of slowing time, roller derby queens, and hard luck stories. By the time the playlist had reached her favorite ballad, the one about the old-school racer named Tucker, they'd reached the edge of inhabited or otherwise occupied space, and it was time to let the AI steer for a higher speed run. 

Feeding the coordinates to the next station into her wrist comp and sending it to the AI, she sighed as the wall display turned an angry red, a warning shot of the argument to come. She’d delayed programming in their next stop because of this very scenario, and wasn’t looking forward to the coming confrontation. “Calypso, stop freaking out,” she said, putting in the coordinates again, a bit more forcefully this time.

“Warning. Hostile zone. Civilians strongly cautioned,” the AI intoned in a voice that snuck close to militant.

“Yes, I know. It’s a war zone. They need supplies, we have supplies. That’s how this works,” she said, trying to rein in her impatience. Arguing with an AI took a certain amount of clarity and insanity, and she wanted to land on the clarity side of the argument this time. To do otherwise you drove yourself crazy, and looked the part while you did. She tried the one bit of consolation she had up her sleeve, crossing her fingers that it worked. “We’re not going to the planet, or even any of the close-in moons themselves, just the station in orbit around their farthest moon. It’s well set back from all the shooting. No dawdling, just a dump and run. Promise.” 

The AI paused, taking a few seconds to reply. She hoped that was a good sign; she could never tell if the pauses were intentional or required. Knowing this AI, it was intentional, just to rile her.

“Computations place us at an elevated risk of damage or injury. Justify,” the AI spat back at her eventually. 

She pursed her lips, shifting in her seat, trying to think of anything that would justify putting them in target range of a long running conflict that had no end in sight. A thought struck her. “Credits—” she began.

“No,” the AI interrupted.

“Stop that. Rude
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