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      An inner glimpse of the author mind at work: this was a story I had no intention of writing. I’ve been hard at work on Pirate Throne, as well as a couple of other works in progress unrelated to space pirates, when an opportunity came up to write a short story for a project. Ultimately, I didn’t end up joining the project, but this is what evolved from me dreaming up a space pirates short story for it.

      Andromeda Jones and the other characters in this piece — which was supposed to be a short story and turned into a novella — are no one you’ve met before. But the universe for my space pirates is vast, and filled with basically endless characters I could tell stories about. That’s one of the reasons for Swag Stories to exist. It gives me the flexibility to explore ideas like this. And who knows? Maybe someday one of them will result in a whole new series.

      I have no idea where Annie came from or how I ended up writing a story about a scavenger who makes her living by sorting scrap, but there you go. Sometimes the writer brain is a strange and mysterious place.

      So, while I had no intention of ever writing this story, it turns out I really enjoyed Annie as an MC. She couldn’t be more different from Mercy — well, they both have trust issues, but other than that I find them very opposite personalities. And then my cover artist, Rebecca Frank, hit it out of the park with this amazing cover. It makes me wish I was writing more for Annie and her crew. At the moment, this is a standalone tale. You can enjoy it without reading a single other space pirates book. Or, you can enjoy it as extra flavoring to the overall universe. The choice is yours. I hope you all love reading it as much as I did writing it.
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      Annie’s foot slipped as she stepped over a large piece of jagged scrap metal, the stable looking crate she’d been aiming for shifting as her weight came down on it. She fell hard, catching hold of the metal she’d been trying to climb over, the rough edge biting the palms of her hands and making her breath hiss between her teeth. Her knees hit metal, plasteel, or nanograph.

      It didn’t matter which. All three littered the pile she was on and all that mattered was  it bruised badly enough to bring tears to her eyes.

      “Scrap!” she muttered. Annie didn’t generally use profanity, but that was one word that covered every situation, as far as she was concerned.

      She held on grimly. A few scrapes and cuts were better than taking a tumble down the towering mountain of junk beneath her. She’d climbed a fair distance already, and by now she was at least fifty meters up.

      If she fell from this height, it wouldn’t just mean death, she’d shatter bones and lose skin on the way down. It would be ugly, and painful.

      What were you thinking, she asked herself, climbing one of the scrap summits? That’s what all of the junkers called them. Omaris was home to the Laripim Shipyards. The waste they produced piled up in mountains of scrap that junkers routinely — and illegally — scoured for items of value they could salvage or trade.

      Annie made her living, such as it was, finding valuable bits in all of this waste before the Recyclers came through and melted it down.

      Of course, most junkers confined themselves to searching around the base of the summits. They ventured up the heaps a few meters, but after that the climb became too hazardous. Junk moved, setting off lethal avalanches that weighed several tons.

      And then there were the folyark snakes. Native to Omaris, they used to feed on the rich ore deposits the planet had once held. But Laripim had mined all of those years ago, leaving only a few small, difficult to reach deposits left. The folyark population had dwindled, but there were still plenty of the creatures making their homes in the junkyards that dotted the planet surface.

      The snakes’ preferred meal was metal ore, but they were known to have a vicious bite and had injured and killed many humans since Omaris was colonized. On solid land, a person could look for the telltale glint of their bronze, sinuous bodies in the sun and avoid them. Climbing the junk made everything more difficult.

      Only the desperate dared ascend the scrap summits.

      Annie was desperate.

      Sweat dripped down her face as she pulled herself up, ignoring the pain in her hands and the echoing sting in her knees where she’d fallen. The nights were almost as warm as the days this time of year, and despite being early morning, it was uncomfortably hot.

      Don’t look down, she told herself. She planted her feet and checked that it was stable, shifting her weight back and forth and making sure none of the junk she was standing on would move. It didn’t, and she let go of the metal sheet she’d been gripping.

      Pain stung her hands, bringing fresh tears to her eyes as the cuts were exposed to the air. She turned her hands over so she could inspect the damage. Blood smeared her palms and fingers, but it wasn’t deep. More concerning was the dirt smeared into the cuts. She winced. Who knew how long this stuff had been sitting out here in the elements, or what treatments it had been exposed to before being scrapped?

      Well, no help for it. She wasn’t turning back now.

      She’d seen something farther up the slope, and if she was right, it would bring a bigger payday than anything she’d salvaged before. Maybe enough to finally open up her own shop and get out from under Marlon’s thumb. She could stick to what she did best, mechanics and ship repairs, and never surf the junk heaps again.

      Not that she wasn’t good at junking. She seemed to have a sixth sense for where to find the best scrap, and she had an uncanny knack for unearthing choice pieces that fetched good coin. She’d only seen a glint at the top of this heap this morning, but that tiny glimpse had filled her with such a strong feeling that here she was, risking life and limb to reach the summit.

      With renewed determination, she started her climb once more. She was tantalizingly close now. What had once been just a hint of blue-green shining in her pocket scope had become a recognizable shape lying amidst a tangle of tubing just a few meters higher. Straight, hexagonal sides. A tapered, faceted top. Translucent, deep teal coloring that shimmered in the sunlight with a beauty that took her breath away.

      There was no doubt. It was a drive crystal, patented by Laripim in hopes of upending the ship building industry and replacing ship fuel as a power source. Hard to believe the stunning jewel-like material was manmade, but everything she’d heard said it was the product of Laripim R&D, the making of it a closely guarded secret. But it conducted and stored energy unlike any substance known in the galaxy. Rumor said it cost a fortune to develop, and only a handful of ships had even been fitted with it. The crystal was just out of the market testing phase. A few fancy commercials had started going out across the holo-vid networks, and preorders were starting to roll in. There was a waiting list.

      Even a damaged piece would sell for a high price, since every rival shipyard in the galaxy would pay to get their hands on it.

      She couldn’t imagine how a chunk of the stuff had come to be thrown out like trash, but if she could retrieve it, that crystal could buy her, well, anything she wanted. She just had to keep Laripim from finding out she had it, keep Marlon from getting his hands on it, and get it to the markets without getting robbed.

      No problem.

      She blinked sweat from her eyes as she continued to climb. Anxiety and fatigue weighed her down. Her hand trembled as she found another handhold and took another careful step.

      If only she’d gotten some sleep last night, but the dreams had plagued her again. They weren’t bad dreams, really. In fact, sometimes she never wanted to wake up. But she always woke tired after a night dreaming of them.

      Her princes. That’s what she called them. Because there were three of them, each of them handsome and impressive, just like a prince out of a story.

      Arcus, tall and lean, with long hair so white it gleamed like silver. He was a pilot. He had a weakness for sweets, and he was always making jokes. His blue eyes danced with laughter, and she yearned to see him smile at her.

      Payne, a complete contrast to Arcus. He kept his black hair short. He was moody and quiet. His frame was bigger, with more dense muscle, and he was always in armored clothing and carrying half a dozen weapons. He looked like the mercs she’d seen fly into the spaceport, except he was gorgeous. He had the kind of face that was so beautiful it didn’t seem real. His dark eyes were framed by thick lashes, and there was something about them that set her stomach fluttering.

      The last was Dante. She wasn’t exactly sure what he did aboard their crew — because they all served on the same ship in her dreams — but in his own way he felt just as dangerous as Payne. He was always dressed in something beautiful that looked tailored to fit him. Like the others, he kept himself physically fit, and his dark hair was cut in a way that looked stylish and flattered his lean face. Of the three, he looked the part of a prince the most.

      She’d had dreams about them for at least three years. It was embarrassing, really. Who had the same dreams over and over? No one else she knew. She’d mentioned it once, to Salla and Jens when the three of them were taking apart a landslip engine.

      Not specifically, but casual, like “Do you ever dream the same things?”

      Jens had laughed, his huge belly shaking. “‘Course,” he’d said. “Don’t we all? Dream of fallin’ into a pile of hard coin and gettin’ off this rock.”

      “No, not like that. I mean real dreams, when you sleep. About places you’ve never been and people you’ve never met. But they seem real, and you dream them the same every time.”

      Salla had given her a worried look, her eyes enormous behind the scanner goggles she was wearing. “You havin’ nightmares, Annie?”

      Both of them knew Annie had escaped something bad in her past. Around here, no one asked too many questions. No one wanted to delve into dangerous secrets, or pry into painful memories. Everyone had their own demons.

      “No.”

      Salla stood up, hands on her hips. She lifted the goggles from her eyes until they pushed back the wild gray curls on her head. “Only time dreams are the same is when they’re not dreams at all, but memories. Usually of somethin’ bad.”

      Annie had shrugged it off. “It’s just something I read,” she said.

      Jens made a derisive noise. “That’s why them stories ain’t worth your time. Nothin’ but nonsense in ‘em.” Jens was suspicious of anything you couldn’t learn with your hands, and he always laughed when Annie spent time reading.

      Well, she dreamed the same things over and over. And in her dreams, she was with her three princes, protected and loved, and the four of them flew all over the galaxy together.

      It was nice, dreaming about them. But frustrating, too. Because none of them really existed, she’d probably never leave Omaris, and just having one man in her life who cared for her was unlikely to happen, much less three.

      It was also hard how tired she was the next day. Not just a little tired, either, but exhausted. As though she’d

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/crystal.jpg






OEBPS/images/scavengerprincess-final.jpg
SCAVENGER

&\

T[l PATHlE SPACE PlRAT’ES ’
©SWAG STORIES

(2
g

T Sy
o

» '

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

CARYSA LDEKE






