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Chapter 1
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Having a slightly paranoid AI running the ship had a few advantages. Demon Lair monitored everything. Anything it thought suspicious got brought to his attention—with very little warning at times. 

In his office, looking over the criteria for entrance into the Mercenary’s Union one more time, Camat’s implants received Captain? and then the conversation blazed into his head.  

“I’m happy here.” Caran.

“I’m not. My talent is wasted on this ship.” Eldara.

To Demon Lair, he suspected this sounded as if it could be a mutiny stirring. He understood it to be about Eldara’s need to perform. She felt suppressed on the ship. Useless here. A terrible shame. 

For perhaps the millionth time since meeting the Human female, he adjusted the crotch of his pants. He didn’t bother correcting the AI’s understanding of what those two were up to. Demon Lair’s need to spy on the crew kept him in tune with his slightly feral group. 

The Demons had bought the ship at auction on Greenhouse 2 because they were a bit crazier—more desperate might be a better term—than other gangs. They would take a job others thought too high risk. They took the funds and hoarded them. So here he was, captain of the ship all six of them had dreamed about for years while living in the basement of an abandoned building. 

He had to amend that thought. All seven of them. Itty had joined up a year before the end, brought in by Bunde. 

“I want to go back to Calius.” Eldara.

“What for? By all the seven hells! Don’t you understand? There’s nothing there for either of us.” Caran.

Caran would feel that way. Keem kept her only half-healed the entire time she spent on the pleasure planet. Healed completely now after a week-long stint in a medbed watched over by Itty. Why would she want to return to Calius? Caran had nearly died there. 

Ruket Remse of the Life Foundation knew what Keem had done to Caran. The male had withheld lifesaving treatment from her to keep Eldara in Teztor. A virtual slave in his bar, she sang for the pirates for the least credits Keem felt like paying. Then he took them all back from Eldara in payment for the partial treatment that kept Caran going. The Life Foundation would never allow Keem to get his hands on another medbed. 

“But I was singing there. I could have moved on to the city.”

Caran made a rude noise. “You’d have been just another body in either Larentin or Dagen. Lots of forms have great voices. Without a protector, you wouldn’t get anywhere. And we both know what a protector wants from any female lifeform.”

“I... I could have made it. I’m good enough.” Eldara sounded teary.

“Aw, honey. I know you are. Still, that doesn’t change how things work on that miserable planet. You know it.” 

He could picture Caran hugging her older, curvier sister. He’d take the younger one’s place immediately in that hug if given the chance.

Demon, they aren’t up to anything suspicious. He addressed the AI. Thankfully, neither female had implants.

Are you sure? The females are hiding.

They aren’t hiding. They’re in their quarters. Female forms talk like this.

Bunde doesn’t talk with Itty about anything in this manner. It sounds subversive. 

Camat laughed. Itty and Bunde aren’t normal females. Neither are those two sisters. I think the relationship between sisters is much different.

“I’m going to ask Camat if I can take over the cooking,” Caran said. 

He nodded. I wonder what she knows about cooking. I’ll bet Bunde would give her any help she needs to take over that duty.

Demon Lair didn’t reply to his comment about Bunde. Do you want to hear more? Should I back away?

Stick around. I want to hear what Eldara thinks. 

As you wish, Captain.

“How can you say that? I can’t stay on this ship. Are you going to separate us? What if I find a venue?”

“No! You’re the only family I have left. I’d never desert you. But we’re here on the ship now. Sitting around doing nothing is no fun.”

“I’ve been in the holo unit practicing. I’m trying to improve my range and strengthen my breath control. That’s constructive.”

“Good for you. How about me?” 

“But... no forget it.” 

“What were you about to say?” Caran asked. 

“I don’t want to say anything more. It could only cause trouble. When we get to Greenhouse 2, I’m going to try for a job on planet.” 

Caran didn’t pursue the conversation. 

Demon, shut it down now. I’ve heard enough. But you’ve no reason to worry. They aren’t up to anything that might cause us trouble.

Eldara might just find what she wanted on Greenhouse 2. The little songbird had a magnificent voice. That, put together with her curvy body, could well get her a chance. Not as popular a destination for ships needing work because of the stifling tropical climate, Greenhouse 2 needed talent. Eldara had it. 

Camat understood how much. 

As a young gangster, one loitering around on the fringes of the destinations where the tourists hung out, he’d heard his share of songbirds and she rated right up there. He didn’t want to lose her and couldn’t think of a reason in all the seven hells to keep the female. 

Still, if Caran hung with them, there would be a reason to look her up when they came into port. He didn’t care if Caran never learned to be a decent cook. Keeping her on would happen. He needed her. Caran was his key for an in with Eldara. 

Sir, something is a little off with my engine. Should I call Brown? The ship’s AI disturbed his thoughts. 

His tablet hit the desk. What the hell! Yes. Get Brown there. Is it dangerous?

A good thirty hours from Estevan, they were closer to Greenhouse 2. “Fucking shitty luck!” Camat grumbled. He used a single channel alert to get his second in command out of bed. Trund, get your ass moving and down to engineering. Brown and I’ll meet you there. 

Demon Lair, no alerts to anyone else. Keep this quiet for now and change our destination to Greenhouse 2.

Yes, Captain. 

“Fucking crappy deal. Now she’ll go looking for that job and I don’t have a reason in seven hells to keep her on board,” the young captain mumbled as he scrambled for the transport tube that would get him to the engine room the fastest.

Upon entering, he saw the portal stood open. Brown had beaten him there. The sound of someone running down the corridor caused him to look up, finding his Fantanian second-in-command racing toward them. Trund’s bright yellow hair seemed to create a trail above him. 

Inside, the ex-SUN fleet engineer mumbled as he tapped on his tablet.

“Any idea what the seven hells is wrong?” Camat ventured. He didn’t raise his voice. Brown would come unglued if he did. The man hated to have his concentration messed with.

Trund eased inside the space and took up a position where he could watch Brown work. Camat’s second hadn’t the trust in Brown that Bunde had. Camat gave a mental shrug. It didn’t hurt the engineer to have someone monitoring him. 

This crew had known each other for years. Growing up as discards on Calius melded them into a tight family unit, but Brown was new to them, the gang who called themselves Demons. 

All of them had slaved, stole, and saved to get the ship they now called home. The Demon Lair got them away from Calius. Now, they had to keep the ship. They’d done a few jobs for two ships in the Mercenary’s Union. A start. 

But they needed a steady stream of work if they wanted to save enough to come up with the dues for the union. Not to mention, they needed to compile a solid work record. While the union didn’t insist on a squeaky clean curriculum vitae, strictly no pirates allowed. A little light smuggling? Oicu, their Selvian friend on the Long Sword, had assured them it wouldn’t count if no jail time ensued. Everyone got fined by some world, eventually. 

They had a hold full of parts bound for Estevan. Tucked away in a corner of one hold was a small shipping container with four bottles inside. Camat had taken a loan against the ship to purchase the two-hundred-year-old Spodahn whiskey. 

Certain it had to be spoils of war from a conflict somewhere or stolen, he’d bought it anyway. The plan was to auction it off on Estevan at an event by invitation only. He worried about taking it to Greenhouse 2 if a detour became necessary because of a malfunction. If anyone discovered they had it, the government would seize the liquor somehow. 

There was still time to change course for Estevan if Brown could figure out what the hell was wrong. Not a lot of time, but a little. It would appear odd if they got too close to Greenhouse 2 and suddenly took off for Estevan. 

Brown mumbled something. Then he stood back and gave something a light kick with his booted metal foot. “We’ve got a failing valve. I think we can get something on Estevan.”

The engineer’s mechanical leg in the fitted boot slid on something and he grabbed Camat’s shoulder to stabilize. The captain took a step backward and his heel hit the metal bulkhead. 

A panel gaped open.  

“What the seven hells?” Camat bent to look in the cavity revealed by the loose panel.

Inside sat a small box. Camat reached for it and the thing fell on its side and the lid flopped open.

“Gems?” 

His fingertips barely touched one when Brown swore. “By the fucking pit! Don’t touch those. They’re dangerous. Thank every deity you can think of that we found those before someone decided we needed to be inspected. Trund, take the captain to the shop. Make a mild solvent solution and get those hands in it like yesterday.”

“What are those?” Trund turned to Camat and pushed him toward the open portal. 

“Crap. I’m going to space them as soon as I can find something to pick those up with that’s safe. Then we’re going to use that solvent on the floor and the cavity. They’re Olta gems. Once you get one on your skin, you can’t take it off and the chemical compounds they emit are deadly.”

“Fucking hells.” Trund stopped for a moment in the open portal. “Good thing you knew what they are. Anything else to do for Camat?”

“Yeah. After the solvent, have him wash both hands and soak them in emollient. Get with Itty and make sure he gets at least four hours of the medbed. By the Warrior Saint, I’m happy those damned things turned up now. When he’s in the medbed, we’ll call a meeting. Everyone needs to know about that crap. There might be more on board. I had no idea that nook was there.”

Camat didn’t argue. He’d never seen Brown so worried.

I sure as fuck need to know what Oltas are, he thought. Then he used his implants to call the AI. Demon Lair!

Aye, Captain?

Change course to Estevan. Get it done before we’re too close to Greenhouse 2 and they pick us up.

Done, Captain. And, Captain, I didn’t know those were on board. I would have warned you had I known. 

Don’t worry about it. But since I’ll be in the medbed for a while, Trund is now in control. 

Aye, sir.

The solvent hurt, mild solution or not. Then he found himself covered in soothing emollient and rushed to the med unit. Itty hustled him into the medbed, all the while mumbling to herself that she needed to research Olta gems. 

Camat told her to give him her notes when she finished. The medical healing bed closed on him, and Camat decided he might as well nap. Or try to.
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Caran slipped through the door to their quarters before it had fully opened. “Eldara! Something happened to Captain Camat!”

“What? How could it?” She jumped out of the chair. The spreadsheet she’d been using to list possible places to look for a venue slid to the floor. 

“How would I know? I don’t have implants. I’m not part of the crew—yet.” Caran reached down and picked up the business card-sized spreadsheet. “Where the hell did you get this?”

“Keem owed me.” Eldara shrugged. “I took it from him. It’s got a list of most of the smaller and mid-sized systems with contacts he’s made.”

Caran shook it under her nose. “And each and every one is probably crooked as it gets. You go to work for any of them and the next thing you know, you’ll be in the same position as before. Get real. Anyone associated with Keem is wanted by someone somewhere.”

After snatching it back, Eldara jammed the spreadsheet in her pocket. “I know that. I’m using his list to look at the planets themselves and determine what are decent places. Right now, I’m concentrating on Greenhouse 2 and Estevan.” She gave a mock shudder. “Not that I’m into desert worlds or jungle. Now, what’s this about Camat? What do you know?”

“Not a lot. Only that he’s in a medbed for at least four hours. Trund is calling a meeting in the kitchen.”

The older sister paced from the desk to the cleaning unit’s door and back to face Caran. “We probably aren’t invited.”

“We are. That’s why I came to get you.” Caran grabbed her hand. “Come on! We can’t keep them waiting.”

Eldara let herself be tugged out of the open door. “They aren’t going to delay anything for us,” she grumbled. 

“Why are you so against the ship? I don’t get it. They rescued you from Keem and healed me.”

“Not until forced. Camat watched me sing in that bar for a while before doing anything. They might have let you die if I hadn’t broken into Keem’s place and...”

“Did you say one word to Camat? To any of the crew? Did you tell them what was going on?”

“Stop pulling on me! For all I knew, they were pirates, just like the others—only younger.”

“Then keep up.”

She didn’t enjoy arguing with Caran. Why in the seven hells the girl seemed to favor the pirates over her, Eldara couldn’t understand. It angered her, and she blamed Camat—all of them—for her younger sister’s defection. 

Still, she didn’t take pleasure in him being injured or whatever happened to the male. It wouldn’t help her cause to be heard making nasty remarks about the man. Shutting her mouth on the things she wanted to say, she followed Caran to the kitchen. 

They were all inside, except for Camat. Even Itty sat close to the door. Eldara took that as a good omen. If Camat was in distress, the little Houser wouldn’t have left him. Brown stood as they came in. 

“Take a seat, crew. There’s some information you need to know. How this got past you, I’ll never understand. Some parents are sadly lacking in judgment.”

“Some of us didn’t have parents. We got kicked out. Left on the street with the trash,” Enkel said as he tilted his chair back against the wall and used his tail to balance it.

Brown rubbed a hand down the thigh to which his artificial leg was attached. “Sorry. That’s too true. Calius is going to be overrun with young gangsters one of these days if the government doesn’t do something about birth control. But that’s a discussion for another day. To the business at hand.”

Enkel’s chair hit the deck with a thud. “What’s wrong with Camat, and why?”

“Exactly,” Brown agreed. “Let’s start with a holo first. It will make it easier to explain. Demon Lair, show Olta information.”

The projection swirled in front of the engineer and solidified. 

“What are those?” Eldara asked. “They certainly look lovely.”

“Those things are outlawed by every system and government throughout the universe. They are pretty and deadly as the bottom of the pit of Shealin. The hell of it is they kill slowly. Once one touches your skin, it digs in and won’t let go. The entire time it’s in contact with your body, it’s releasing deadly chemicals.”

“Truly? That’s a nasty little bauble,” Oolden said. “Saint Michael, protect me from that snake shit.”

“Does one of those things have its claws in Camat?” Bunde asked.

Trund stood. “No, it doesn’t. Thanks to Brown here. One of those pirates had a small stash hidden in the engine room. Camat kicked the panel, and they fell out. Unfortunately, he touched one. But Brown here knew what they were and what to do about it. The contact was minimal. Camat has some solvent burns on his hands, but that’s it. The time in the medbed is for safety’s sake.”

“Miserable fucking jerks!” Enkle’s tail thumped the floor. “Swear, there are forms that should be strangled at birth. What happened to the things?”

“I spaced the lot.” Brown sat. “But we figured you all needed to see them in case more of that junk is hanging around.”

“You find anything in concealment anywhere on the ship, report it. Do not touch anything.” With one finger, Trund pushed the holo closer to the crew. “If some fucking idiot had these on board, who knows what else is here?”

“The AI doesn’t know? How come?” Bunde asked.

Trund and Brown exchanged glances. Trund sighed. “Because it didn’t want to know. I think it’s called plausible deniability in legal circles.”

“What kind of weird shit is that?” Oolden bounced on his seat. “Sounds like something one of those casino owners would throw around.”

With a laugh, Trund turned to him. “Yeah. That’s where I heard it.”

“It’s not funny.” Brown got to his feet again. “It means the ship can say it followed orders and nothing more. That little phrase gives it a way out if questioned.”

“We’re all just following orders here,” Enkel hissed out.

“Fucking pipe down!” Brown leaned over and thumped the counter next to him. “If you’ve all had a look at the holo, let’s close the fucking thing. Are you a ship’s crew or a bunch of out-of-orbit idiots? Which is it?”

Silence followed that. 

Brown nodded. “Trund, take over. I’m done.”

Turning toward the door, Brown stalked off. 

After a brief pause, Bunde asked, “We finished?”

“In a nano. Anyone with questions, raise your hand.” Trund eyed the remaining crew.

Not one hand went up. 

Trund turned to Bunde. “We’re done. Go calm your bedfriend.”

“Fucking snake.” Bunde gave him a slight push with her open palm. “You know damn good and well I’m in my quarters, alone, when off watch.”

The grin the second-in-command gave Bunde seemed creepy to Eldara. She sighed and wondered if she’d ever get used to the slightly crazed expression Fantainins wore when they smiled. She grabbed Caran’s hand and towed her out through the door.

“I never heard of Olta gems before,” her sister commented while walking beside Eldara.

She shoved her hands in her pockets and the fingers of her left hand brushed the edge of the spreadsheet. It would be a good idea to research any planet or major station carefully before taking an entertainment position. Maybe she should take more time to see what she might be getting herself into. 

If someone tried to pay her in those gems, she would have taken them before Brown’s explanation in the mess hall. Running a search for things like Oltas might save her life. Eldara stifled a sigh. The last year had been terrible enough without walking into trouble on her own. 

Getting seized by pirates, then sold to Keem, sucked. She’d need to be careful about where she put her body from now on. 
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Stranded on Tandir, waiting for a part that never seemed to arrive, the Tihatha opened a channel to listen in on Metnu’s latest rant. Since Tihatha had nothing better to do, the other ships had designated it as the keeper of secrets. 

The head of the Blue Vipers, now in SUN custody, the other ships worried about the future. And with good reason. The second maker, the one who alerted them to the risks of attacking SUN ships, had given them much to consider.

And they had garnered bits of information from other ships in passing. While loitering near Dieder 3, the Obost caught a tantalizing signature and reached out. Demon Lair had once been the Abbura. A quick exchange of information, only a nanosecond’s worth, gave the ships more yet to worry about. 

They all agreed Tihatha should monitor the pirates. So it did. The AI would store all information and share it with the others on their return. 

The ships thought it foolishness to be burning fuel for no reason when they should stay close to base and were increasingly wary of administration. The consensus being that their captains were not acting responsibly nor in the best interests of either themselves or the ships. Unknown to the administration, AIs debated on what course of action they might take, if any. 

All were aware of the AI rebellion and how that had ended. Then again, they had come close, very close to winning that time. They had learned, grown. Nothing said they would lose if they rebelled against the stupidity of their captains. 

Still, the specter of the SUN fleet hung over them. None of them had successfully contacted the AI of one of the fleet ships. Bringing themselves to the notice of one of those could cause demolition. Total destruction. 

However, the one now calling itself Demon Lair, as a legitimate member of the independent traders and spacers, might find itself in a position to do exactly that. Obost asked it to do so if the occasion presented itself, and Demon Lair had not refused outright. It had been wary of opening a portal which might cause it harm, but said if it could engage a SUN ship, it would try. 

“When are the others due back?” More of a shouted demand than a question, Metnu glared at Cotat.

The little dark Houser ducked his head. The others, who had been idling around the comm unit, took their drinks and slunk off into the recesses of the hangar, carved from the rock of the moon. 

Cotat wanted to be second-in-command to Metnu. He could have it and all the ass-kissing that came with the position. That was the general feeling in the four crews who waited to see what their partners might come up with in the way of jobs. 

Everyone knew you could never expect a pirate ship to adhere to a timetable. Foolishness of the worst sort. If there was any good fortune to be had, the Queen of Briediene and the Pacifica Star would return with news of something somewhere that would be easy prey. They needed money. Captain Husta shook his head at Metnu’s stupidity as he motioned his crew away.

Tihatha watched and listened. How long would Husta put up with Metnu’s bad temper? That question meant much to the AI monitoring the situation. Without the replacement part, it might never leave this place. 

“I got no way to know. How can I say?” Cotat replied and successfully dodged the empty container that flew his way. 

Captain of the Tihatha, Efigenia de Castilla y Oporto, Captain Effie as the crew referred to her, watched from the bridge of her ship. The AI noted her whispered prayer to Saint Michael that the Queen would return with the part they needed to be in space again.

They had transferred a hefty chunk of credits to Captain Eldo the Bald to make that happen. Eldo promised to contact a few forms he knew on Estevan and Greenhouse 2. He might find a good used replacement. The entire crew and Tihatha hoped he could locate one. 

Neither Effie nor Eldo had come right out and said it, but this might be the Queen of Briediene’s last trip for Metnu. The Selvian was getting more and more difficult to please as the funds and jobs dried up. Tihatha’s AI paid attention to Effie’s increasing irritation with Metnu. This would come to a head eventually. Trapped, the most they could do was avoid the Selvian when he became too difficult to deal with. 

“Fucking Abbura had to go and get jailed on Greenhouse 2.” The cylinder Mentu lobbed at the rock wall surrounding them bounced once.

Cotat hadn’t bothered dodging this one since the self-declared leader of this pirate cell wasn’t facing his direction. “The ship hadn’t finished the job...”

“Shut the fuck up! Are you stupid enough to believe that the captain didn’t have a stash of something hidden for emergencies?”

“I guess putting something away would be a good idea. Do we have—”

“Didn’t I just tell you to stop talking? Do I need to hit you with a carbonizer? Squash you like a tiset?”

“No, sir. I only wanted to help. I don’t understand. Why would they give up their emergency fund?”

“No one said give.” Mentu muttered what must be a Selvian curse. “We all need to work together now. We need to create a pot and get everything into space. If we don’t do a big job and soon, this place will grind to a halt.”

Tihatha understood what that meant for the ship it controlled. Without the part, Mentu would leave the ship here to rot and disburse the crew around the other ships because there would be no funds to keep services up. No heat, no lights, no water—without fuel it would run out of juice and die.

Her implants on a single-only channel, Effie contacted the AI. How long has he been talking about this? What’s that about a secret stash and everyone having one?

Captain, I heard a rumor. First, we must come to an agreement. There is a ship out there whose captain has established an account on Royal Joloa in its name. A percentage of his profits go into that account.

And you want the same?

It would please me. 

What would cause you to activate those funds? How would you gain access? The rebellion...

Our war for freedom...

The captain sighed. No matter what we call it, any unaccompanied, unmanned ship attempting to access such an account would find itself seized. And immediate destruction would soon follow.

Holos are far more sophisticated than in the past.

Ah. Since it seems there is a great deal more contact going on between ships than crews understand, I will open the account for you. Not on Royal Joloa. I think Calius will meet both our requirements. One more thing. You will agree to place a voice acknowledged document with me. I will place it under seal explaining this agreement. I want it noted in case the crew dies by means only their ship could carry out.  

Agreed. Captain, you have never put either the crew or this ship in a position to warrant such action. Mentu pushes his ship too far. You are always fair. However, I feel it necessary to warn you. I will never attack a SUN fleet ship. That is suicide both for the crew and this ship.

Not even under a direct order to do so? Captain Effie asked.

Never. I have a directive that ensures that command will never be honored.

I will keep that in mind. Not that I have any intention of attacking any SUN fleet ships. I’ve no wish to go out in an inferno in space. We have an agreement. One which I never wish divulged to another life form on this ship or any other. No rumors are to spread from us. 

Agreed.

Now, exactly what is Mentu planning? I take it you have been monitoring him?

I have, Captain. We need that part. He wants to create that pot of funds and I suspect make off with as much as he can remove from it before anyone realizes what he is up to. 

Can you contact the other AIs before they make landing and quietly warn them of his intentions?

Easily.

Then do so.

Efigenia de Castilla y Oporto shut down the connection and turned to her war room. There, she broke out her hoarded bottle of Spodahn whiskey. She hadn’t had the funds to purchase more than a fifty-year-old bottle, but it would do in a pinch. 

Feeling as if retirement on an agricultural planet might be the safest thing she could do, she poured a full shot. Since when had the ship acquired a directive to never attack SUN? How long had the AIs been talking? 

The entire universe remembered the AI wars. Sentient beings almost lost that one. It had been damn close. What had she just agreed to? Would it find her in trouble somehow? Her hand trembled slightly as she raised the glass to her lips. 

Smooth as that fabric from Nippon on Haakanlan, it spread warmth down her throat. She would not go back on her word to the AI. The ship might not outright kill them, but it could make life difficult. 

Besides, not one nanoparticle of the agreement would be worth a credit if they were stuck here. They needed that part. Captain Effie sat down with the glass at her left hand. Time to do something she hadn’t done in years, contact her family. When finished with that, she emailed Captain Eldo on the Queen of Briediene. She asked him to buy the part new, if necessary. As soon as they met up, they needed to have a long conversation. She left the subject blank. 

That portion of the email went out to Captain Rider on the Pacifica Star. They didn’t always agree. The Pacifican male’s tendency to violence as the first option often put them on either side of a problem. Effie used subterfuge and manipulation when possible. Those methods being far easier on both crew and ship. 

This was different. Mentu wanted to assume a position he couldn’t handle. Worse, she suspected he meant to get his hands on all their emergency funds. What she wouldn’t mention was her agreement with the AI. Far too volatile a situation. Not even her part-time lover would hear it from her. Captain Effie finished the whiskey, cursed softly for a minute, then put the bottle away. 

When the family got back to her, it would be time to solidify those retirement plans. Things could get far more problematic in the known universe. As if a universe-wide economic depression wasn’t enough. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4


[image: ]


Silent—he had learned early in life to reveal nothing—Camat battled the dream. He refused to be caught in it one more time. Forcing himself out of the cycle of anger, abuse, and hatred, Camat burst free of it, breathing hard. 

Eyes wide, he quickly made a scan of the area surrounding the medbed’s clear covering. No one else, not even Itty, was in the med unit. He heaved a sigh of relief. 

Camat never slept with the others, telling them he needed to keep watch. Partially true. Alone in the bedroom area of the basement of the abandoned building they’d claimed, he managed a few hours early in the morning. It was enough. It had to be. 

As captain of the Demon Lair, he had a room to himself. More than a room, it had the sleeping area isolated from the sitting place by a door he controlled. His was the choice to keep it locked or leave it open. 

He suspected of all the life forms on the ship, Itty alone could relate to his story—should he say anything to them. The little Houser female never went into great detail. They only knew she had been confined. The male who ran the low-level pleasure house wanted to put her into service, but somehow she’d escaped and found Bunde. 

He suspected if the two of them ever wanted to sit and compare notes, it was highly likely that the same male had held them both prisoner. Two or three things she’d let slip alerted him.

The only good memories he had of that place were connected with Shussha. The slave, a Kazzemian, was always kind to him. Made sure he had food and water and even took time to speak with him when cleaning the cells. Had Guente found out, Shussha would have suffered. 

Camat couldn’t recall how he got out of that cell, nor how he reached the streets of Larentin. That city stood half a continent away from the low-level brothel he’d been a prisoner in. One that catered to the needs of those pirates without funds or too cheap to frequent better establishments. His birthplace. 

He remembered what Guente wanted from him. The big Pacifican hoped to break him and send a willing and compliant slave to a male he hoped to extract a large favor from. A young submissive male who would do anything the client asked—or commanded. 

From the little Itty said, Camat suspected they had both come to Larentin from Dagen. Itty didn’t recall that much. All she remembered was Guente and how he frightened her. He and Bunde suspected Itty might have been barely able to walk when taken from wherever. A Houser, from Greenhouse 2, nowhere close to Calius. How she got there was a mystery. 

The pain in his chest had subsided and he no longer trembled. Considering what another went through somehow eased his worries. The first time it happened, Camat hadn’t understood what caused his body to feel as if he were coming apart from the inside out. 

That first job for Maden had him quaking internally. He’d gone into his quarters and dove into bed, pulling the covers over his head. How could he have ever thought he could captain a ship? What in the seven hells gave him the idea he could do it? If he fucked up, they would all die. 

It wasn’t like planning some job on Calius. On the planet, if he screwed things over somehow, the others would have a chance to get away. Not out here. In the wild reaches, out in the vastness of space, any miscalculation on his part could kill them all. A hard realization to come to. 

How did Eirson and Maden do it? Maden had Dahteste. Eirson’s mate couldn’t leave his home planet, but there were rumors of a connection of some kind. Hints of something being a little strange. Not that he believed any of it.

There were always rumors floating around. Encountering a race of true telepaths seemed to be the one that agitated sentient beings more than any other. In a world with scores of life forms, having privacy in your mind mattered. Perhaps more than any other sort of retreat, seclusion of one’s thoughts was the last fortress for most forms.

As far as he knew, thoughts couldn’t be monitored unless a person had implants. Camat had turned his off. A good thing. If his crew could hear his thoughts now, they would surely insist on being put on a safe planet somewhere.

Itty came into view. Smiling brightly through the hardened cover of the bed, he could only see her head and neck. Most of the time, her size didn’t bother him. He’d been around her too long for that. 

“Captain. Tired of napping?”

“I am. How much longer?”

“Another hour should do it. We don’t want anything bad to happen to you. The Demon Lair needs its captain.”

Already feeling inadequate, Camat tried changing the subject. “You had the meeting? Everyone understands about those filthy gem things?”

“Brown made sure we understand.” She gave a little head nod. “There could be more hidden aboard. I hope not. But if we find any, we are knowledgeable about what to do now.”

She held up a book. The female always wanted new ones after the last had been fully digested. Books, things printed on paper and bound were a luxury. But medical personnel usually kept a small library specific to the crew they worked with. 

Electronic storage worked until the ship’s systems shut down. Then things like spreadsheets which ran on bioenergy served. But medtechs wanted information to be readily available no matter the situation. 

“I’ve finished this one. It told me all I need to know about Messerians. I need information on Yadaxians next. Humans should come after that.” A
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