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Craze wouldn’t waste a moment mourning the Backworlds’ oldest enemy. The Fo’wo’s deserved a death of the worst agony. He raised his glass to the news scrolling across the salvaged chunk of screen bolted above the carefully arranged bottles of booze: The Fo’wo vessel responsible for destroying the planet Pote has been obliterated.

His celebration didn’t last long. If the Fo’wo’s had been killed by Backworlders, Craze would cheer until hoarse then cheer some more. However, the Fo’wo’s had been killed by a worse enemy, a murderous genocidal alien, evident by the Q stamped on the section of hull broadcast by InfoCy. The attack meant the alien had broken free of the lure Craze and his friends had set ten months ago as a way to trap the aliens. The alien would want vengeance. The Fo’wo’s would want vengeance. The Backworlds hung by a Quantum string, a thread about to break.

The malt went down wrong. Craze hit his chest to get the drink unstuck and trickling into his gut where it belonged.

InfoCy’s news continued on the monitor. Craze ignored its boasts, refilling his cup from a bottle of malt among his orderly arrangement of liquor—red to clear, mead to ale, cheap to expensive. His gal and two patrons sat in his tavern with him.

“We can’t survive two enemies ‘n two different war fronts.” Craze leaned his burly arms on the bar, squaring his shoulders. His brown skin matched the hue of resin on the bar top, and most features of his face had a wide quality, especially his cheeks and nose. His gal often chided him to mind his posture so as to not come off as imposing. Well, to those who didn’t know him.

The worn blue shirt under his dust-stained coveralls helped keep the permanent chill of Pardeep Station at bay. The tan coveralls enriched his blood with a higher quality of oxygen than the moon’s thin atmosphere provided and prevented involuntary hibernation. A pair of red suspenders held up his coveralls.

The Fo’wo’s won’t be coming around no more, the reports continued. Hurrahs from the two customers joined the drone of wind whipping dust steadily against the outer walls, scraping in an unceasing chant that lulled Craze into a nap most afternoons.

He didn’t join in their hurrahs. Oh, he hated the Foreworld dastards as much as anybody else, but their doom hadn’t come at the hands of Backworlders. The broadcast stated every bit of debris of the Fo’wo annihilated spacecraft had been stamped with a Q shaped like a skull with its tongue hanging out. The mark of Quasser. The alien had the personality of ten twisted psychopaths.

If the Backworlders had committed the vengeance, Craze would celebrate for at least a week, probably longer. He owed the Fo’wo’s for the atrocities they had committed on Pardeep nearly two years ago. “The Fo’wo’s will retaliate. Then we die. Squashed by aliens. Squashed by folks with bwatshit for brains.”

As in days of old, the days before knowing Quasser, the days before a band of mercenaries fought Craze and his friends for control of Pardeep Station, Craze served drinks in his tavern, the first tavern he had established at the base of the docking facility. Most of the facility no longer existed. Craz ver blazed in orange and yellow above the screen playing the news. Before his sign had been smashed then repaired, it had said, Craze’s Tavern. Like the moon he called home, the sign would never be whole again.

The recent battles had sent dust reeling, fracturing into finer dust, spiraling Pardeep Station into hard luck, harder luck than it ever had. The docking facility lay in pieces on the ground. The only blip of civilization, its scraps now formed an ad hoc village held together with chord and resin.

Craze’s gal, Tabbish, sat on the other side of the bar, waving her tab—a communications and data device the size and thinness of a card—under his wide nose. Her supple lips spread into a temptress’s smile. He watched her mouth twitch before staring into the worry crinkling the corners of her dark eyes, the same warm shade of brown as his.

“The Q’s was confirmed ‘n so was a cloudlike ship.” She visibly gulped. He watched her gulp trail down her lovely throat, disappearing beneath the canvas jumpsuit she wore. The garment fit badly, a find in the rubble from the recent battles. Two silver patches repaired holes on a knee and the butt, giving the outfit a bit of pizzazz. Most of her pizzazz came from her restless personality. “No one is saying where the Quasser went.” She had been enslaved by Quasser, the alien cloud ship, to within a smidgeon of life. Her fingers trembled and her light green complexion paled. Her teeth grabbed at her lower lip, lengthening her long cheeks.

Craze brushed the heavy purple bangs away from her eyes, which sparkled as pain-filled abysses stained by a fear he hoped to never know. No one wanted to know it. “It happened a long way from here, honey sticks.”

“Not knowing what the dastard is up to makes me itchy.” Her fingers drummed over the holsters containing her revolver and grenades. She also had a rifle strapped to her back.

“You don’t have to worry.” Biting his tongue, Craze did his best not to sound too patronizing. She was ten times the soldier he would ever be, yet he wanted Tabbish to think she needed him—a gal who thought the galaxy of him, so he would continue to say stupid things until the dust disappeared.

Her curves had filled out in a pleasing manner since the battle with the mercenaries ended. Never had Craze anticipated participating in an armed fight for an arid, dusty moon. When he first arrived, he hadn’t seen any value in dust. Now he didn’t want to live anywhere else. Tabbish had been a key reason why he had his home back. She had taken to soldiering like he took to schmoozing and brewing the finest malt in the galaxy.

His ample lips naturally fell on hers, coaxing away her sorrows, not stopping until she sighed. Those sighs never failed to make his gut tingle. He glanced at the two customers, former tourists who were caught in the crossfire with the mercenaries, then never left. “Tavern is closed, brothers.”

“You is closed more than open,” the one complained.

“Just pick up your drinks ‘n go. ‘N bring those crocks back tomorrow. Barware doesn’t grow in dust.” He grinned at Tabbish. “Quasser doesn’t like us. He won’t come here.” He drew her close.

A deeper green hue returned to her cheeks, and she slid her arms around his waist, kissing him with a desperation he understood.

“I would give up the tavern to protect you,” Craze whispered in her ear. She had small dainty ears incongruous with her long face and body. Since he only had ear holes, he usually didn’t notice. Only when he nibbled on her lobes. “You is safe.”

“You is an idiot.” She yanked off one suspender holding up his coveralls.

His dark living hair unwound itself from the three braids falling straight down his back. The waves moved restlessly, caressing her skin. “We defeated him before. He’ll think twice about tanglin’ with us.”

She gasped so softly, baring his chest, stroking his flesh. He had irresistible skin most found impossible to quit touching. With Tabbish he certainly didn’t mind, pulling her over the bar top and tight against him.

Her body melded with his, succumbing to his kiss, begging for his love. The earth shook. Then it shook with more force. Bits of repurposed tower jolted, rattling the crocks and bottles, sending plumes of dust through the cracks in the walls. Tabbish sprang up, drawing her revolver and readying a grenade.

Craze laid his meaty hand over hers, preventing her from pulling the pin. “Bet you twelve chips it’s a friend. I’ll go out ‘n check. Okay?”

He hoped to the galaxy and the twelve next door she wouldn’t shoot him upon his return. Since the battle for Pardeep, her aim never missed.
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Outside his tavern, a ship Craze didn’t recognize skated low on the horizon, hovering over a landing area marked by stones. Pardeep Station couldn’t provide better until its residents could afford a new docking facility, which wasn’t likely in Craze’s lifetime. Not unless he could figure out how to grow a forest of cacao trees. A never-ending supply of chocolate, the most valued commodity in the Backworlds, would make him richer than any of the central Backworlds. Riches and status didn’t hold the importance they once had for him, yet the dream he had come out to the edge of Backworlds’ territory with hadn’t completely died.

“Fortune could happen.” He nodded, slipping the hose of his air sac into his mouth. Although his coveralls helped keep him out of hibernation, they didn’t give his blood enough enriched oxygen. He couldn’t go longer than twenty minutes in Pardeep’s thin air without several deep breaths from an oxygen tank.

Pardeep Station orbited a blue gas giant, Azta, the same shade of blue as the sky. The cheery tint of the horizon disguised the moon’s meager offerings—arid, cold, nothing native growing except some crusty microbes.

The vessel descended smoothly to the surface. Its dark hull was a disc with a fat tube behind it. Shuttles and bunker pods formed barrels on either side of the tube. Weapons bays stuck out from the barrels like thorns. A war ship. Along the three shark fins circling the fat central tube was the emblem of the Backworlds Assembled Authorities, the BAA—a star on top of a planet and a galactic ring binding the two together.

“Bothers boiling on a sting beast’s ass. What brings the BAA?” A chill crawled over Craze’s spine. His hair rose, and he had to pet it for a full minute to get it to settle down. “Yeah, I really don’t want to know.”

War had been coming for ten months. Yet the proof of it, a warship, unsettled Craze as if he hadn’t had any warning at all. More of his friends would die. More bits of him would die.

“Jeez.” He swiped his burly palm over his wide face, then took out his tab. He punched Pauder’s icon—a veteran of the Fo’wo war and planetlord of Pardeep Station.

“I’m seeing the ship.” Pauder’s dark face took over half of Craze’s tab. He wore an expression like he would eat whoever crossed his path. “Had no notice they was coming.”

“Why do you suppose they is here?”

“Bothers. Big bwat-munching bothers. That’s the only reason there is. Ya get out there ‘n greet them proper. We don’t need ta add onta whatever troubles they is bringing.”

“Want me to come get you? We can say hello together.”

“I’m still in pieces, son. Ya go on now.” In the battle for Pardeep Station, Pauder’s legs had been blown off. The first set of biomechanical legs hadn’t functioned correctly. He waited on the return of Captain Talos and new parts.

Craze waited on the full return of Pauder. He barely recognized his friend. The old man didn’t caterwaul on and on anymore about hunting for Fo’wo’s. He used to drone endlessly about enemies in the shadows until Craze’s ear holes hurt. Never did Craze think he would, but he missed the loony talk. Pauder had changed too much, and home proved to be as slippery of a dream as the finding of riches.

Another of Craze’s pals would be interested in the incoming spacecraft. Craze ran his thumb over the Dactyl’s icon. Dactyl had once been a lawman for the BAA. From a race of Backworlders named Quattens, he was wide and heavy.

“There’s a BAA ship arrivin’. Want to welcome them with me?” Craze said.

“I think yous can handle it by youself.” Dactyl’s brown eyes squinted.

Craze nipped the inside of his cheek to keep from sighing. “Just thought you’d want to learn why they is here.”

“Nah. Besides, I’m out at Meelo’s farm trying to get more crops thriving. Supplies is running thin.”

Meelo had been badly injured in the battles with the mercenaries, losing an arm and a tail. Her bravado had earned her the assistant planetlord title from Pauder. Before then, she had lived as a hermit out at her farm.

“I’ve noticed. Did she give you permission?”

“Yup. She understands I need the distraction.” Dactyl nursed a broken heart. The woman he loved had stolen a spaceship and ran off to Fo’wo’ territory a year ago.

“See you when you return to town, then.” Craze clicked off his tab.

In a practiced motion, Craze no longer had to think about, he strapped a stunner to his hip. An all-terrainer sat at the threshold of the ragtag scraps of a town. The vehicle’s treads towered over Craze’s six-foot-six frame. He climbed up the ladder and into the cab. The door shut with a slam, rocking the cab set on top of blown shocks, rattling dust from every crevice. A small cloud of dirt rose at Craze’s feet. He swiped his tab over the ignition slot. The blaring motor disturbed more dust, which rose to his knees.

Those first days on Pardeep Station, the immense quantities of dust had chafed Craze raw. He had hated this moon and every one of its annoying traits. Since visiting the horrors of alien worlds and almost losing Pardeep, the dust had become dear. In fact, the relentless could of dust around his legs tugged the corners of Craze’s mouth into a smile.

He drove out to where the ship descended. The all-terrainer bounced to a halt, churning billows of dust above the windshield. Craze threw open the door and slid down the ladder.

The ramp of the warship extended to the ground, creating another cloud of dirt. Five representatives of the BAA marched out of the ship. Craze’s living hair shook itself free of dust, then rebraided into five plaits, falling straight down his back. He strode across the dust to meet the BAA officials. Whatever the reason they had come, he wanted to start the conversation on his terms.

“If you is in need of resupplyin’, I’m afraid we don’t have much,” Craze said.

All women, the BAA representatives appeared more Fo’wo than a Backworlder liked. Craze didn’t say it in case they had come to arrest him for the debacle of a theft on Elstwhere. His crime had ocurred over three years ago, and the heist had involved the outlawed Fo’wo weapon, the frizzer. The BAA took frizzer smuggling as seriously as snitching to the Fo’wo’s.

A stout woman with Quatten genes in her lineage—Quattens had been bioengineered for planets with greater gravity—tugged on the visor of her gray cap. The four other gals with her, similar in appearance to Tabbish, did the same. The BAA uniforms were an uninspiring gray, matching the hull of the ship. Most likely the uniforms were designed so the soldiers would be easily overlooked. Backworlders liked to be sneaky.

“Citizen.” The stout one saluted, bringing her right fist to her left ear and nodding curtly. “We require no supplies.” She studied a tab in her hand. “You is not Pauder. We is seeking a meeting with him.”

“Pauder was injured durin’ the recent skirmish with an army of mercenaries. The Eptus. Did you hear about them comin’ out here ‘n takin’ what wasn’t theirs?” Maybe the BAA had come to deal with the legal matters surrounding the thwarted takeover. Craze stood straighter, trying not to think about his sister’s part in it. She had led the mercenaries. If Temerity continued to wreak havoc in the Backworlds, the BAA might have him guilty by association. “I’ve been disowned by the Verkinns.”

“You should thank the stars. I don’t much care, though. How about Captain Dialhi? She’s a citizen here, yes?” The woman wore an expressionless mask as if nothing would ever make her happy or annoyed. The hair tucked under her cap had a gun metal sheen, matching her uniform.

Craze didn’t want to answer. He wouldn’t send trouble to any of his friends. This stunk of nothing good. The Lepper—the starway on which ships traveled between the Backworlds—brought bothers more often than not. “You can tell me what you came here for.” He crossed his burly arms.

She tapped an icon on her tab and jabbed it in his face. “You really want to say no to this?”

The screen was too close. He grabbed the tab from her manly fingers and brought the image into focus. A brand new, state-of-the-art, mini city docking facility. This world had never seen finer and probably never would. Better protection from the dust storms was a necessity, and folks had to get out of the cold. “How much is it goin’ to cost? Everyone on this moon barely has three chips to jangle in their holey pockets.”

“No chips.” She smiled. Her wide mouth contained very white teeth.

Three good sucks on his air hose and Craze knew he wasn’t dreaming. He narrowed his eyes. “There’s still a price.”

“I need the reports on the little jaunt you took out beyond the Edge, ‘n one of you will have to join the BAA.”

The galactic police? Craze bit his tongue to keep from laughing. “Your terms make no sense.”

“You’ve seen the alien.” It wasn’t a question. “The diplomacy ‘n intelligence arm of the BAA needs the firsthand experience from one of you. It’ll make all the difference.”

“Difference in what?”

“The survival of all the Backworlds, citizen. Help us ‘n we help your hopeless moon.”
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Crammed inside a tube reserved for launching cargo into orbit, Lepsi checked the gages on his spacesuit. The sleeves didn’t stretch quite long enough, but Captain Kaesare had fixed the sleeves with air-tight tape. Air-tight tape solved every problem in the universe. Lepsi was convinced, and his gal had a knack with the stuff.

He waited for her signal, four short taps in a row followed by a longer one. He inhaled deeply, coiling as far back in the tube as he could go.

“You have to be effer-luvin quick,” Kaesare whispered over communications. “We can’t chance being detected.”

“Then stay silent. I know what to do.”

Lepsi had persuaded Kaesare to come inspect the debris of the destroyed Fo’wo ship. There would be no rest in his mind until he knew for certain what Quasser’s plans were. Kaesare’s vessel wore camouflage undetectable by eye or instrument, except for the flash of air and light when the cargo tube opened.

The tube hatch slid to the left, revealing the stark expanses of space. Bits of decimated ship glinted in the faint starlight. The aliens had destroyed the Fo’wo’s in a planetary sector located on the edge of the Edge. Technically, it wasn’t the Backworlds. Technically, it wasn’t the beyond. It was a sort of limbo territory. How had the Fo’wo spacecraft ended up here? Had it been annihilated by the Quasser unburied from the ice on Ronu, or by the Quasser who had enslaved Lepsi for two years? Two years of the deepest despair he would never get over.

Until he knew for certain whether he dealt with one Quasser or two, Lepsi couldn’t think right. His thoughts refused to stand still, stuttering and churning.

The hatch slid fully open. He sprang off the cargo ejector, sailing a kilometer into the ether. He tumbled in the black for precisely twenty-three seconds, then engaged the thrusters in his jetpack to journey the remaining twenty kilometers over to a spacecraft-sized mass of debris. The bits clumped together, forming a weird metallic planetoid.

He traced along the char marks and the mangled pieces of the hull. The answers he needed wouldn’t be found in this trash, yet he was closer to what he needed to know here than anywhere else unless he joined up with Quasser again. His limbs shuddered and his lungs struggled for breath. He never wanted to see the cloud-like ship again. He couldn’t. He would crack into a billion unrecoverable pieces. Just like the rubble of the Fo’wo ship around him.

“Your brother would tell you what a stupid shit you is, ‘n he’s right. Get on with it.” His voice traveled no farther than his helmet. Testers and sample kits were attached by Velcro to his arms and legs. Analyzers, larger sheets similar to tabs, sat in rolls along his left arm. He plucked one off, stretched it out, wiped it with sticky goo attached at his wrist, and spread the analyzer sheet over the edge of the hull, the edge with the charring and evidence of weapons fire. By touching a corner of the analyzer sheet, he activated the scanners and sensors. He watched the timer projected onto the faceplate of his helmet.

Two long taps followed by two short stopped him cold. He twisted around, searching the skies. The lights of a Backworlds Assembled Authorities ship approached. He held onto the edge of the hull and pulled himself around to the other side, becoming part of the debris, spinning with it, hoping he’d be counted as space trash and nothing more.

Would the BAA notice the void of light created by the technology of Kaesare’s Shutter class freighter, a special cargo ship with capabilities Lepsi had only heard about on extinct war ships? A friend of hers had invented many of those special capabilities during the Fo’wo war. Kaesare and her engineering genius friend refused to understand they wouldn’t be able to stay on the sidelines of the coming hostilities involving the Quassers and the Fo’wo’s.

Lepsi understood the hesitation. He wished he could hide among destroyed ships until it the pending wars blew over. If he did, however, he knew he would lose more of himself than Quasser had taken.

Tumbling about in the subtle eddy of a brown dwarf star, Lepsi stared past the BAA ship and Kaesare. To slip away would secure him the peace sliding through his grasp every moment he kept breathing. Quasser had stolen his peace, and Lepsi couldn’t figure out how to get it back.

Kaesare had told him handling his enslavement would get easier if he found purpose. His best friend Talos had said the same. What purpose was there? Life was so arbitrary and futile, meaningless and irrational, so temporary. Nonexistence stretched into infinity before life and after. How was it no one knew anything about before and after?

“Maybe that’s my purpose. To find out what happens during nonexistence. It can’t be nothing.”

From the BAA vessel, a blast of light lit up the debris field concealing Lepsi, illuminating his corner of space like twenty new suns. The sudden brilliance blinded him. He balked and lost his grip on the piece of hull, slamming into a bunk and the Fo’wo still strapped to it. The frozen agony of the man’s last moments kissed Lepsi’s helmet. Lepsi flailed his arms, trying to paddle away, screaming at such a pitch he had to be heard in the infinity of nonexistence.
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The contours of the new docking facility would make any Backworlder swoon. Craze had no immunity, whistling between his teeth then halting mid-whistle. The BAA should be busy with the business of peace and war, not on the Edge handing out pretty buildings. Unless they were here on war business. Shit. Craze didn’t want to hear it. “Yeah, so. I’ve seen better facilities in the forests of Uyeb.”

“Right.” The stout woman’s mouth crooked slightly as if she thought about laughing. “Uyeb has mud huts in bogs. Not trees.”

Craze shoved the tab at her, straightening his shoulders. “It’s’ not my fault you missed the forest district.”

“You is full of shit. Let’s try this again. Your moon has been through a devastating time, a story not uncommon on the Edge. I can easily find another home for the docking station in my cargo bay.” She brought up a neighboring star system on her tab.

Pardeep needed the structure. Otherwise, the residents would do no better than subsist until they rotted away. Despite the obvious fact, Craze wouldn’t show his desperation. “You understand, I wasn’t hatched yesterday.” He crossed his arms. “Nothin’ is ever given without great cost in the Backworlds ‘n triply so out here on the Edge.”

He knew all too well. A few of his hairs broke loose and twitched in growing unease. To offer the tremendous incentive of a docking facility, the BAA needed something big, and it would have to do with the biggest issue in the Backworlds—war and survival. The morsel of combat Craze had experienced in the battles against the mercenaries had left a bitter aftertaste in his heart and bent his soul. He wanted no part of what she offered.

“Okay, I’ll toss a solar flare at you. I want something,” she said.

“Spill it.” The dance of negotiation sat like a rock in Craze’s gut. He wished for three malts to drown it.

The high-pitched drone of an approaching ship saved Craze for a moment, giving him time to think, sending him and the BAA gals for cover. Only there was nowhere to go. His hair unbraided itself and formed a ball around his head, shielding his face from the worst of kicked-up dust, emphasizing how badly the shelter she offered was needed.

When the grit quit biting against his hands, his hair unwound, shaking itself out, rebraiding itself into five plaits. He blinked against the brightness.

The horseshoe shape identified the vessel as an Olvis Deluxe. The agro bay in its center marked it as Captain Dialhi’s, a friend Craze had been expecting. She had come to Pardeep Station right before Craze’s fated boom, begging him to buy her ship. She claimed it was haunted. Turned out, the ghost was a message from Lepsi, who had disappeared without a trace, and it had led to his being found.

The galaxy brightened having Talos and Lepsi back together. Best friends, Talos had withered to a shadow of himself while Lepsi was missing.

Dialhi and Captain Talos had been on Pote, assisting with rescue and rebuilding efforts, also gathering news and supplies. Without the docking facility, trade and communications were wonky for Pardeep Station, another hink in the dust the BAA could fix today.

Jeez. Craze couldn’t let the BAA get to him. As sheeny as a new tower was, the bad would outweigh the good. It always did on the Edge.

He flicked his fingers, hoping Dialhi would get the hint to take off. She didn’t. The engines went silent, and the hatch slid open. Captain Talos came bounding out, waving, laughing, shouting. His gangly form moved with more grace since the battle of Pardeep Station ended. He stood taller, really showing off his seven-foot height. He wore his usual tan long coat and gray trousers. Despite all the shit the galaxy had slung, he hadn’t changed much.

Craze chuckled, striding out to meet his friend, a friend who had been around since the start of Craze’s life on the Edge and had become more dear with each shared adventure. “Welcome home.” His arms squeezed the lanky aviarman, a race of Backworlder great at navigating, and patted Talos’s back. “How is things on Pote? Did you get the new biomechanics for Meelo ‘n Pauder?”

“Hey, mate.” Talos returned the embrace. “We have the biomechanics. We’ve also got a ship full of supplies. Captain Kaesare left the cargo with us, then she ‘n Lepsi went off to see what they could learn about Quasser. That alien is worse than a psychopath, ‘n the news of what it did to the Fo’wo’s sent Lepsi on a bender.”

Letting go, Craze grimaces. “You let him leave?”

“He was a man obsessed. You know how he is. It’s like you used to be about making Pardeep Staton a destination.”

Before the battles, Craze had been obsessed with profit and boom. “I get it.”

“Plus, we have a ship full of refugees. Sixty. Doc included.” Doc had been a frequent visitor to Pardeep Station, especially during its lean times. Talos’s gaze fell on the BAA gals. He studied them for several minutes. “Didn’t know we had company.”

By the set of Talos’s jaw, he shared Craze’s trepidations as to why the BAA had suddenly shown up. Pardeep Station had always been beneath their notice.

“Captain Talos this is…,” Craze harrumphed, “none of our guests told me their names. So, meet the BAA.”

“Commander Hunninger,” the broad gal said.

With a flourish he didn’t feel, Craze bowed. Maybe showing her respect would get her ass and the bothers she brought gone sooner. “Commander, welcome to Pardeep Station.”

“That’s not a salute.” She put some distance between them as if he had a plague. She brought her right fist up to her left ear. A curt nod followed. “There’s a proper salute.”

Craze mimicked her, his hopes for a quick BAA stopover waning. “Meant no offense, Commander.”

Her muddy gaze thoroughly examined Talos. “I’ve no record of the transfer of ownership of that Olvis Deluxe. Is Captain Dialhi still its captain? I would like a word with her.”

Talos saluted properly. For a moment his eyes gleamed with the light of the alien race he had befriended and merged with on Ronu, a planet at the very edge of Backworlds territory. The friendly aliens had gifted him with their knowledge and a little more. The little more made Craze itch.

“In regards to what matter?” On his lapel, Talos wore a round badge. Dented and scraped up from the recent battles, the lettering remained legible. Carry on. His fingers closed over the badge, and he raised his chin.

“Travels past the Edge. It’s known some of you on Pardeep Station was out there recently ‘n saw what we is up against with the alien threat. The BAA needs firsthand intelligence to prevent a war ‘n to keep everybody’s asses safe. If you saw the InfoCy reports, you know the Fo’wo spacecraft was destroyed by Quasser. The only way to stop retaliation by the Fo’wo’s is to talk to them. It’ll take someone who has met Quasser. Someone with some smarts, a good wit, ‘n business savvy must accompany us on our mission. Captains usually possess those traits.”

“You can speak to me. I was there, ‘n I’m a captain.” Talos raked his lanky hand through his cropped blue hair, causing it to stick out at crazier angles than it already did.

With a flourish of eye-rolling, Commander Hunninger and her entourage marched to Dialhi’s ship. The wanted captain ambled out of it, wearing the same outfit as Talos. The raggedy refugees from Pote accompanied Dialhi out onto the dust, including Doc, Craze’s old friend. Commander Hunninger took Dialhi to the side. Their heads bent in intense conversation, and Craze’s gut felt as if it had five rocks in it.

Doc hurried to Craze, tripping in the deep rills of dust. The annihilation of her home had erased her usual smile, but the long face shaped like a crescent moon and the wild crop of screaming red curls hadn’t changed.

Craze jogged out to meet her. “Doc.” He swept her up in a bear hug. “I’m so happy to see you. I’ve been worried.” She felt so thin, almost like somebody else. The Backworlds’ enemies had to be stopped. Doc had never done anything worth the suffering she endured.

She slumped into the comfort he offered, wrapping her arms around his waist, holding on as if the galaxy tipped sideways. “It’s good to know not all my friends is dead.” She trembled, shrugging at the war ship. “You must end this insanity. The last thing the Backworlds needs is another war. We haven’t recovered from the last one with the Fo’wo’s. Vengeance isn’t worth the lives it’s going to cost.”

“No arguments from me, but it isn’t my decision. Is it?” After eyeing Hunninger and Dialhi still in deep conversation, he felt as if his fate spun out of his control. He desperately needed a malt and guided Doc to the all-terrainer.

“There’s been whispers of war on Pote. Coming hostilities would be the only reason the BAA would come out here. They is deciding on war or no. You tell them no.” She shook her finger at his wide nose.

Craze knew as well as anyone how loss could twist one’s soul. If he could straighten hers, well, he had to try. “They came offerin’ us a new dockin’ facility. Not war. You can relax.”

She cackled in an octave that grated on Craze’s sensitive hearing. He shut his ear holes part way.

“I wasn’t hatched yesterday, ‘n I’m not a delicate nebula flower,” she said.

“Hmm, I’m still lookin’ out for you, whether you like it or not. You can stay with me in the tavern until we build you a place. You got luggage?”

“None of us has much.” She frowned, crossing her arms, kicking at the dust. “I managed to scrounge up new biomechanics for Meelo ‘n Pauder.”

“You’ve got more than I had when my father kicked me out. You is goin’ to be just fine. Promise.” He had met her for the first time not long after being booted from his home on Siegna. Doc had brought Meelo to Pardeep Station, begging him to take in the poor thing. Craze remembered it like yesterday. It didn’t matter all the yesterdays in between then and now.

Captain Dialhi, hair as blue as Talos’s, remained in consultation with the BAA, Talos had made his way to her side. From a Backworlder race called Sprinklers, Dialhi shed three gallons of water a day. She mopped her face with a towel, frowning at Commander Hunninger. The refugees milled behind Dialhi, appearing as lost as if they had been thrown among Fo’wo’s.

The sight of the frazzled survivors tugged at Craze’s peace, a reminder enemies lurked in the skies with the intent to do in the Backworlds. Everyone he knew, every star he could see was threatened. If the BAA had an idea on how to save worlds and lives, then Craze would do his part.


[image: chapter 5. A logo with black text]

 

 

Doc sat half on Craze’s lap on the way to Pardeep’s ad hoc village. Fortunately, he only needed to go straight. Folks from the Olvis were so tightly packed into the all-terrainer, he couldn’t turn the wheel much. Ten had squished into the cab. Another eight hung on the sides. Eight more clung to the roof. The rest walked.

Having a lot of empathy for the refugees, Craze drove at a glacier’s pace. Pote had crumbled into nonexistence. The dastardly weaponry the Fo’wo’s had bombarded the planet with had fractured it, sent it reeling on an orbit to collide with its moon. Seventy percent of Pote’s population hadn’t survived. A world dedicated to dispensing medical care, Pote should have been off-limits.

Fo’wo’s acting like dastards didn’t surprise Craze. The Fo’wo’s had no scruples, no ethics, no heart—natural allies of the Quassers. No plea of compassion or reason would stop either race. The only modicum of comfort was the aliens had blown the Fo’wo’s to smithereens, meaning Quasser and the Fo’wo’s hadn’t joined forces. To insure the Backworlds avoided annihilation, the Fo’wo’s and Quassers had to remain adversaries.

Did the BAA know? Craze would make sure they did, then he would serve them a drink and send them off. He didn’t want his friends involved in BAA schemes. He wanted those he held dear safe beside him rebuilding civilization on the moon they called home.

In the rearview mirror, he glanced at his passengers—Backworlders in desperate need of a home. They slumped in their seats. Their sorrow sank into the cushions and through the floor, tamping down the dust. Craze understood the constant ache. He once missed Siegna as fiercely and had transferred his intense pain into hating Pardeep Station. Now he apologized to the moon daily for having misjudged it so badly.

“We can make this world anythin’ we want.” He did his best to sound jovial.

“I don’t see much promise.” Doc’s voice broke, and she cleared her throat. “You live in as much rubble as we left on Pote.”

“The moon is still intact.” He shifted in his seat. The battles over Pardeep hadn’t ended. Here he was still defending it. “The rest is stuff. Stuff can be rebuilt ‘n made better. We can do it. All of us together. This moon once rose to almost grand. It will again.”

“With two wars on our doorstep? I don’t have your energy. Not anymore.” She sagged against him.

Giving up hope wasn’t an option. Craze gave her shoulder a slight squeeze. “It’s a hard life. We can choose to embrace the misery or the precious moments. Jeez, who once told me so?” Three hours after first meeting her, Doc had counseled Craze with those exact words.

“You’ve become quite annoying,” she said. “Do you know that?”

“You have friends here ‘n can build a new life. It’ll get easier.” He parked outside the village so as not to douse his neighbors in dust and shut off the all-terrainer. The door wrenched open with a shove, and he climbed out. Reaching for Doc’s hand, he helped her onto the large treads.

“I hope so.” She smoothed her stained pink sweater and pink plaid skirt. “I hope I don’t mope as long as you did.”

“What?” His hair jostled. “I only moped a little about the mercenaries blowing up the tower. None at all about the destruction of my shiny bar.” He sighed. “Most of the mopin’ is for the injured ‘n dead.”

“I meant when you first came here. You moped for years.” She climbed down the ladder.

He hung down off the tread and let go, joining her on the ground. Lumbering to the rear of the vehicle, he opened the cargo hold and took out the scant baggage the Pote folks had brought, passing it into eager hands. They clutched onto their meager belongings, an odd sort of lifeline. Craze nodded. He had been there.

“You can stay in the tavern until we build better shelters.” He gripped Doc’s bags, breathing heavily from the hose attached to the air sac strapped to his back.

The hand-painted tavern sign on the door to a portion of the old docking facility halted Doc in her tracks. For the first time since landing, she smiled. “Seeing you in your old place gladdens my heart. Maybe there is hope for us.”

Where she saw hope, he saw his failures. Every single one of them. He had failed in improving Pardeep Station, he had failed at building a galaxy-class business, he had failed at managing the Verkinns—his race of Backworlder—and repairing relationships with his family. Yet he lived, and he had a nice gal to spend his days with. “Wait out here,” he said.

Inside the door, he dropped Doc’s bags and plastered himself against the wall of the vestibule. Its bulge offered a slight bit of protection. “Honey sticks, I brought friends. Doc is here with some folks from Pote. Talos ‘n Dialhi is home. You can put down the stunner ‘n the grenade. You hear me?”

A yellow flash went off with a sizzle. The arc of yellow tickled under his nose. He sucked in a breath, making himself as small as possible.

“Sorry,” Tabbish said.

Lately, Craze regretted Pauder training her to be such a good shot, yet he wanted no one else at his side. “Shootin’ first isn’t always the best way of doin’ things around here.”

“I keep your sweet ass safe.”

He peeked around the corner. Without having to look, she slid her guns into their holsters. Her hands reached for crocks, setting them up along the bar. “How many?”

From the remnants of his shiny tavern and resin, she had lovingly crafted the crocks herself. Most of the touches of the refurbished saloon had been her doing. She cut a mighty fine figure behind his bar, happy to give Craze the time he needed to brew his renowned malt, mead, and ale.

“About sixty,” he said.

She swept her heavy purple bangs out of her expressive eyes. “We don’t have sixty crocks.”

The salvaged tavern wasn’t as large as the original or the fancy successor at the top of the docking facility. It only took twelve strides to reach the counter. Craze leaned on it, enjoying the way Tabbish swiped dust off his lips. “Bowls of stew might be a better choice than drinks. They is rather gaunt.”

“Their home was blown up by Fo’wo’s ‘n Quassers, babe. They definitely need a drink. Why do you think me ‘n the other Quasser survivors wanted your malt so badly when we was up ‘n around after you rescued us? I would have gladly drained the whole keg myself.”

His fingers brushed over hers. The thought of her being treated so roughly rubbed his heart raw. The door scraped open behind him. Craze glanced over his shoulder. Dialhi and Talos marched in with crates of supplies and Doc. The refugees of Pote followed on their heels, shuffling under the weight of the damned.

“Make yourselves at home.” He waved at the tables and chairs covered in a beige epoxy to give them a uniform appearance. Built from scraps, nothing in the tavern matched.

“Tabbish, I’m wanting hugs,” Talos yelled, setting down three crates with a clunk.

“Captains. You home.” Tabbish vaulted over the bar to greet Talos and Dialhi, jumping into their arms, slathering their cheeks with kisses, not letting on how close they had come to getting shot. Tabbish did everything with gusto. “You have both been missed.”

Craze loved her enthusiasm. She had kept him out of the doldrums since the battle of Pardeep had ended. “What did you bring?” He nodded at the containers.

“Seeds, Wonder Ricklit embryos, water, bedding, ‘n some fabric. The refugees didn’t have much. Captain Kaesare was kind enough to buy the provisions.” Talos cleaned off his dusty hands on his coat, adding new smears on top of the old.

One Backworlder Craze didn’t care for was Captain Kaesare. Part Verkinn, she was the descendent of a no-good leecher. However, compared to the things his family had done, she came off as a saintly do-gooder. Plus, she had been useful in winning Pardeep from the mercenaries. Still, old habits liked hanging around. Kaesare continued to be thoughtless. He continued to point it out. “Meelo isn’t ready to take up farmin’ again. Showin’ her those seeds will just make her feel bad.” Slipping behind the bar, Craze took the place where he always felt most at home.

On one of the rickety stools made from castoff ship parts, Doc sat at the counter. “I’ll have her ‘n Pauder up by evening. I could use some
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