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Prologue
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Maden couldn’t say exactly what tweaked his feathers out of place lately, but the Long Sword’s AI had something to do with it. On their last run out to Audubon in the Swanson sector, something—no one had figured out what—shut the entire ship down. If the life support system hadn’t been isolated, the lot of them would be dead. 

They’d worked like demons from the pit to get a decent reset. It took thirty-six hours of nonstop work for him, Spence, and Indi. He wasn’t sure they could have managed without her. From Nippon, the other side of Haakonlan, the girl knew her AI. Spence gave thanks to the Warrior Saint; Maden thanked both his crewmen and added a bonus. 

Something different about his AI, a subtle shift, bothered him. Still gathering data, he hadn’t enough to form a working hypothesis. Nor could he discuss the matter with Indi. With the AI attuned to everything, it wouldn’t be good to make it suspicious of their motives. He feared giving it the impression it wasn’t a trusted part of the whole.  

Having the conversation he needed to have with the ship’s code genius couldn’t take place on the ship. It must wait until he could get on the hard somewhere and turn off the implants. AIs had mutinied before; he’d read about the nastiness that caused. 

Another thought gave him a way to cure what might be a glitch in the Long Sword. The Enforcer, Admiral Ramos’ flagship, had to have an update. There were times he skimped on things for the ship, but never had he cut corners with the heart of the ship—its AI. 

Attention! The heads up screamed through his implants. 

SOS coming through. We seem to be the closest ship. 

There went resupplying, along with the needed discussion with Indi. Maden hoped this didn’t take too long. He still had to meet with Ramos.

“Fuck.” The Messerian pushed his crest down. Anger wouldn’t help. 

General Quarters and change course. Hustle! 
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Another fucking blast to the shields made the Long Sword quake. Maden cringed. They were almost broadside, throwing everything they had at each other. He’d been on the way to Greenhouse 2, planning to resupply there. Instead, they’d caught the ping of the distress call.

At first, he’d thought it was a trap, until the ship’s AI told him the pirate’s AI had somehow contacted the Long Sword. There were prisoners on board in dire need of rescuing and the ship itself wouldn’t mind being liberated. It had been taken over and looted several months ago and was none too happy about it. 

The other ship, Tressa, said it was a luxury yacht. As much as it wanted rid of the pirates, it didn't dare drop the shields entirely. The pirates would know what it had done and probably disable the AI. Maden guessed since the ship was so new, the AI itself was a cut above what he usually ran across.

He suspected the Tressa didn't want to be blown to shards either. How in the hells this would end was a good question. They'd been sitting there for the past twenty minutes blasting away. 

Then the AI whispered into his implants, Tressa says it's releasing sleep gas into the air. It says to hold off on bombardment, give it a minute, and you can board without any further trouble. There are only two pirates still alive. The last round took out most of them. Tressa has shut off the area where they're keeping the prisoners. One of them, a woman, is in bad shape. How long she'll last is unknown. 

You positive about this? If we let up now and take a direct hit ... I hate to trust...  

If he didn't know better, he would think his AI sighed. How long have we been together? Now you're doubting me? Please. 

“That other AI is giving you ideas above your station. You’re a computer program. A fancy one, yes, but still nothing more than a computer program.”

We AIs can learn, adapt, grow. You're not an AI. What do you know about it? 

Suddenly, everything went quiet. The Long Sword fell silent for a moment. The AI spoke into his implants again. It's time to move. They're disabled over there. Free Tressa. 

A hint of something flitted into his thoughts for an instant. Did his AI have something going with that other AI? He dismissed the entire idea as dumb. It was an AI, nothing more. “Prepare to board! Spence, you and Daveld handle things here.”

“But...” The young Iskonian he’d rescued on Greenhouse 2 started to protest. When he looked over, Spence already had a hand on the boy’s shoulder. 

“Shut the fuck up, kid. Do what you’re told.” His second in command, a stocky islander from Pacifica, could take Daveld apart if he felt like it. The first time the kid felt a little frisky, Spence had fractured Daveld’s middle finger. From then on, all his second had to do was threaten. From behind the growing young man, Spence waggled his eyebrows. He had it all under control. 

“Long Sword, get us into position. Since they don’t have a cargo bay...”

Tressa says they have a rather expansive shuttle deck. We will coordinate the boarding. Both shuttles are ready, his ship’s AI explained, as he and the others hurried to reach the idling craft. 

GRaser in hand, he called out to Nic and Indi to assume the pilot seats. The rest of them would see to taking over the vessel. Where are the remaining two pirates? he asked the Long Sword through his implants as they buckled in for the short trip to the yacht. 

Incapacitated on the bridge. As soon as you dock, Tressa will begin clearing the gas from that area. In the crew quarters, the pirates converted an area into a makeshift brig with several cages. The two prisoners are both there. Tressa no longer has a med bed and says the female is in desperate need. 

Is the bed disabled?

No. His ship cut his question off. They removed and sold it.

“Idiots,” Maden muttered as he watched the bay doors close. Now inside the other ship they were committed. Take cover, he broadcast to the crew through their implants. 

You have nothing to fear. The Long Sword tried to reassure him.

“So you say. There are no old, bold mercenaries.” With a harsh grunt, he flattened himself to the side of the ship adjacent to the interior locks which slid open with a gentle hiss of air. No one rushed in with weapons blasting. 

“Gilda, Jin. You two head for the bridge. Get to those two pirates before they wake. I’ll see what’s in the brig.” 

“Aye, Captain.” Jin replied for them both and they raced through the entrance into the interior of the yacht. 

“Alright, where’s this brig?”

Tressa says to take the last corridor in the hall. The second door down toward the stern is where they set up the brig. There is another prisoner as well. From what Tressa tells me, I think he is another such as yourself.

“Messerian?”

Aye.

At the entrance to the last corridor, Maden came to a stop and squatted to look down the hall. With the area clear, he darted in and at the second panel and plastered his body against the wall. With one hand, he waved at the sensor to open the slider. Another quick glance and he stepped inside. 

The pirates had converted the space in the worst way possible. The old crates they used wouldn’t allow any race averaging more than one and a half meters tall to stand. He spotted the Messerian first. 

The prisoner leaned forward, gripping the bars in both hands. “Get her out of here. Please get her into a med bed before it’s too late.”

Maden had expected a plea to be released first. Surprised, he hurried over to look at the end cage as the second one stood empty. Dark hair tangled around her head which came off the bars forming the bottom of the cage for an instant. 

“Slime. I’m not going to tell you a thing. Beat me all you want. I don’t know anything to tell you.”

One glance at her face had him reaching for the latch. She couldn’t see who had approached. Both her eyes were swollen shut in a face equally battered and bruised. He swung the hatch open and reached in to take her gently under the arms. The woman tried to wiggle away. 

“Relax. I’m not a pirate. I’m a mercenary. My ship just took control of this one. There are only two slimes left and they’re both going in these cages.”

“Truth?”

“Yes.”

Her head lolled back as he lifted her free and into his arms. 

“Y(trill)tetth, hurry. I have much to convey, but later.”

Maden hadn’t been called “countryman” in his language in many years. He believed there was much to discuss. Still, he had another mission to complete, the one he had been on when the distress call came. 

But it must all wait. A plan formed in his mind even as he clasped the human to his chest and hurried to the bay. One crewmember, Oicu resisted without outright refusing to take this, his last mission before retirement. Selvians often became irritable and sullen when the life change began. He’d given no credit to most of the grumpiness. Maden assumed going from a curvy woman to a bony man couldn’t be easy on anyone. 

Long Sword, Nic is to get the shuttle ready to go now. Alert him. Once the woman is being treated, we will return and decide what to do with the ship. 

Aye, Captain. All is ready. The second is preparing the healing bed. 

With a heavy sigh, he entered the shuttle, the female still in his arms. “Make it as smooth as you can. This one is in bad shape. Quick and gentle is key.”

“Bay opening.” The announcement sounded in the large space. Warning lights flashed yellow then a solid red. 

The doors didn’t have a chance to open fully before Nic had the shuttle skipping through into the vast darkness. A wild Fjellskoglander from Haakonlan, Nic Tadson could lay claim to being one of the best of the best when it came to piloting any of the smaller craft. With reflexes like one of the forest cats he raised, few could surpass him. 

Halfway to the doors of the Long Sword’s bay, Nic throttled back and let the momentum carry them in a long glide back to the ship. There would be no nasty jerk when they came to a stop. 

In the bay, the lock closed swiftly. Maden knew his second waited on the far side of the interior doors. 

Captain, the pressure is at yellow. Shall I...

Do it, he commanded the AI. Before the lights flashed and went to solid green, he had the shuttle open, exiting and slipping through the opening port. Maden turned sideways to get the woman inside. 

Was she still breathing? He wondered as Spence trotted ahead of him, making sure no closed entrances hindered his progress. The med bed would answer his questions once he placed her inside and shut the thing. A few more meters and he would find out if he had been holding tight to an expired being.

Lid up, the bed, as much a stasis pod as anything else, received his burden. Spence pushed the top down and engaged the healing bed. He’d already taken a guess at her height and weight. The bed would adjust as needed. Starting her healing came first. 

Fists on his hips, Maden stood beside his second and strove to get his breathing under control. “I have to get back there. Something strange went on. There’s another prisoner I need to interrogate before we’re done.”

“The Messerian,” Spence said before taking a step closer and looking into the bed. “She almost looks... like an islander. I wonder if she’s from Pacifica?”

“Good question. Bed one, is the subject an islander?” 

It whirred and the AI which ran it spoke. “This female must be stabilized before other questions are answered. The subject is close to expiration.”

“Can she be saved?”

“Unknown now. I will report when she is stable.”

Both men knew they would get nothing more until the patient either died, or the AI which ran the bed felt its subject had a good chance of survival. The inside joke on the Long Sword was that an elderly, grumpy Selvian medic had programed the damn thing.  

“We’ve done what we could.” Maden turned and hurried out of the med unit. “I’ve got to get back there, but I’ve got a plan for the other ship. Oicu is ready to call it quits. I propose we send him back with the yacht. Serves two purposes—we don’t need to listen to his whining, and we file a salvage claim on the ship. That baby should bring a good price on the auction block.”

Walking beside him, Spence hummed for a minute. “Sounds good. Who will you send with him? We could spare the kid.”

“By the seven hells, in what universe could those two survive alone for more than two days? They would be at each other’s throats before they cleared the sector. No. If I give up any crew, it will be Gilda or Jin. But if the other prisoner is for real, he can keep Oicu company.”

Maden rolled his shoulders before walking through the lock. “After I talk to him, I’ll know what to do.”

“Aye, Captain,” Spence said. 

Closing shuttle bay interior locks, the AI announced as the green light flickered. 

In a few minutes, Maden was back in the shuttle and inbound to the Tressa. Damned lot of fuel we’re using, he thought as they coasted into the Tressa’s shuttle bay again. Not to mention all the fuel he used going out of his way to answer the distress call. Soon, he’d know what this was all about. 
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“You came in response to the distress call?” the Messerian asked as he looked up from the floor. He’d been released from the cage by Gilda when they stuffed the remaining pirates in the two empty cages. When Maden found him in the makeshift brig, his countryman was doing a complicated set of stretches. The entire time, he taunted the caged pirates. 

“We did. Shall we go where we can talk freely?”

“I’m willing to switch to Messerian.”

His hand went out to help the other form to his feet as he spoke. “No. It’s best the crew hears what you have to say. I don’t keep secrets from them. Honesty heads off dissention.”

“Ah.” Unlike Maden, this form had a pale reddish cast to the fine feathers which covered the side of his neck. “As the old saying goes, ‘I (trill) saact (trill) twtak vaa (trill) chth’.”

Maden grinned. “True. ‘Grab a snake by the tail and you have control.’ I remember it. Come along, y(trill)tetth, I want to hear how you found yourself in that cage.”

“A most interesting story, one these parasites don’t need to hear. I think I can finally move. How is the Distani? Will she live?”

“Unknown at this time.” They left the crew quarters and Maden turned to make sure the door slid shut. 

“That is a pity. She is a brave soul. The other one was as well.”

“There was another, what did you call them, Dist...?”

“Distani. Yes, the other woman, a little older, tried to shield the younger. They eventually killed her and, I assume, spaced the corpse.”

They made their way to the bridge. “I’ve yet to hear your name. In SUN standard, please.”

Stopping before the entrance to the bridge, they came face to face. With a smile and a short salute, the other form spoke. “Wadge, my brood name is P(trill)aanta. You are?”

“Maden Vaal(trill)laant. Captain of the Long Sword. Let’s enter. I’ll introduce you and we can get this session started.”

“As you wish, Maden. But it is so wonderful to stand upright, to walk where I wish.”

“After the cage, I understand.” He activated the doors and ushered Wadge inside. “Take a seat.” 

Maden settled in the captain’s chair, which Gilda had left for him. He introduced Wadge and asked Long Sword’s AI to create a war room circle using his implants. “Now then. Wadge is going to explain what happened here. Everybody listen up. Wadge...”

“First, let me say I trust you will keep the information I’m about to give you quiet. I came on board the Tressa to spy on the pirates. I’m working for SUN and was tasked to discover who was behind the planned attempt to kidnap several Distani.”

“Background, Wadge. Who or what are the Distani?” Maden asked.

Aye, Captain. We need to find out all we can about her since the woman is in our med bed. Spence came through his implants loud and clear. 

“You haven’t heard then. A little over a SUN year ago, a new planet and race asked for and were granted admittance to the Stellar United Nations. They are capable of star travel, but don’t have the inclination. They built a port and are busy courting the affluent by offering back to nature retreats on Nizad. Through the Life Foundation, they give scholarships to youth in need of help. The Distani themselves rely on little in the way of tech. Not that they don’t have it. Nizad holds a vast deposit of crystals; they use them for lighting and heat. Rumor has it a particular metal found there and nowhere else has some odd properties.”

Wadge pushed his chair from side to side. “Another rumor, speculation only, has to do with a possible talent of the Distani themselves. I must stress we’ve no facts to support the possibility of a mental connection with others, something close to telepathy, but not. It’s said they can bond with others in a way that... how to put it, puts them at risk for being enslaved.”

“Sex slaves,” Maden said.

When Wadge nodded, Gilda huffed out a curse. “Snake slime are always ready to pounce on any unsuspecting innocents.”

“Easy, there. Let Wadge get this out. We shouldn’t even be here, remember? We took this detour to help, but we’ve a contract to fulfill.” 

“Aye, sir.”

“Finish it up, Wadge.”

“Anyway, we got wind of the plot to take the Tressa and figured we should put someone on it. Who is financing the operation is another matter. From what I heard, the remaining pirates have dived right down into the pit because they weren’t supposed to kill the first captive and almost do in the second. Someone will be out for their blood. They fucked up.”

“This is a scouting operation. Someone wants to know if it’s worthwhile to go after the planet with a fleet and clean it out. I would say SUN, the Foundation, and the Union aren’t happy with that plan,” Maden said.

“Good call. The Tressa barely got away without being rolled up in a ball and tossed into a black hole. The Distani have a weapon they used on the first pirates to try a raid. It somehow made rubble of the ship and propelled it off into an asteroid belt. We’re not sure how this bunch managed to capture the two females they got, but I suspect a spy is already in Nizad’s administration. Kind of difficult as the shaman-king and a council are the government. I suspect if there is a spy, it’s in the spaceport. They are training an army, but as we know, that takes time. The Poignard has changed its home port to Nizad. I understand its commander has gotten quite close to the shaman.”

“How the hell did they get past the Poignard? Commander Eirson knows her stuff.”

Wadge held out both hands, palms up. “What I need to find out. Which brings me to the Tressa. What are you planning to do with it? Make a salvage claim?”

“Yes.”

“Could I talk you into forgoing that for now? I can get with my contact and see if they will buy your interest out. If you let me have the ship, I may be able to insinuate myself into the group behind this.”

Maden waved a hand at Gilda and Jin. “We’ll need to talk it over. It won’t take long to decide. Why don’t you contact your people and see what sort of offer they can make? We’re getting further behind as time goes by. We need to settle this quickly. I assume the woman will stay on the Long Sword. We were going to send the Tressa back to Pacifica to prepare it for auction.”

“If we can come to an agreement, I have no quarrel with setting a course for your home port. But it may not get that far.”

“I have a crewman I planned to send home. We thought to put him on as captain for the voyage. He’s retiring.”

The other Messerian rose. “I can deal with that. If he’s retiring, we can get him off and the pirates at the same time. He goes his way and I claim I took over the ship. I’ll be in the mess hall after I make contact.”

Wadge left the bridge and the discussion began. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3



[image: ]


Behind her, Tsela brooded. They must get to the pool before he came undone. Losing two of his people threw him into a state Silver hadn’t experienced from him before. His spirits would ease that, she hoped. 

Her second in command had done the best he could to catch the elegant yacht which obviously had a newer drive with more output. Stuck on the ground, recovering from the birth of the twins, she hadn’t been on board the Poignard. 

Tsela had felt something bad coming. None of them had thought the grand ship which entered Nizad airspace had a nefarious purpose in mind. That would never happen again. 

Worse, the kidnapping itself had to have an individual inside telling the pirates everything they needed to know about the schedules of the personnel who worked in the port and the retreat cabins. 

The shaman hadn’t found any answers from his spirit guides in the hall. He said he was directed to the cavern. The lack of expression on his usually mobile face turned her blood to ice. She silently thanked Mannel’s Warrior Saint that the planet wasn’t threatened. Tsela’s promise to destroy Nizad and all on it immediately came racing into her thoughts. 

Sosyan had calmed her, swearing that wasn’t an option now. But his inability to predict what had happened weighed heavily on her mate. Sosyan in his role of Tsela, shaman-king, sat cross-legged on the floor, waiting. Still, they couldn’t leave until she had dressed down the head of port security. 

They... no, Tsela hired him away from Nipponese Mining & Development. She and the young warrior disliked one another. This would not be a cordial meeting. Silver intended to peel hide off Drk Ardsen. He’d fucked up. 

Once he was disciplined, they would go to the cavern. The twins, someday they had to settle on names, were safe in the care of their nanny. She paced the room of meeting while listening for Ardsen’s approach. Silver had discovered becoming a mother changed her view of the universe. The young Fjellskoglander had better take it like a good soldier. Her babies had been threatened by his failure.

A murmur outside the heavy wood doors alerted her to her quarry’s imminent entry. The captain of her mate’s guard opened the door and gave Silver a penetrating glance before slamming it closed. 

Ardsen made a stiff bow in Tsela’s direction. Silver grinned. He hopes you are the one he must answer to.

Tsela’s reply resonated as if in her implants. Ardsen should know better. I made it clear when we hired him. 

Silver’s hand went to the hilt of her antique dagger. Remind me why we did again.

The spirits said he was the right person for the job.

A snort escaped her. She watched as her life partner, Sosyan, waved a hand in her direction. She turned toward Ardsen as he drew himself a little taller. Being dressed down by a woman would prick his ego. 

“Well, Ardsen.” She took a step toward him. It didn’t matter to her that the young man had to bend his head unnaturally to look at her when she stood so close. Silver wanted him to feel threatened. Her fingers absently caressed the handle of the dagger. 

“Commander.” His chin nearly touched his chest.

“We have lost two people.”

“There would have been a greater loss had I not...”

One hard finger poked him in the area directly above his heart. “Did I give you permission to explain yourself? No? Shut the fuck up!” Her scream put droplets of spittle on his face as she’d planned. The young man hadn’t been trained by the men and women of the Mercenary’s Union whereas she’d survived basic and far worse than a few drops of spit. 

When he lifted his head to glance at Tsela, she poked Ardsen’s chest again. “My eyes, Ardsen, are the only place you are to look. The shaman-king has no time for you. We have other business. Dealing with your failure has complicated our lives. You put the entire planet at risk by your failure to detect the spy.” 

His irises expanded. The boy hadn’t made the connection. “By all seven serpents in the pit! You haven’t figured it out yet. We have a spy in our midst. I would guess either in the port administration or close enough to obtain the schedules of those kidnapped.”

His jaw clenched. If she heard a tooth crack, it wouldn’t surprise her. “You are so lucky.” Silver pushed away from him, took several steps backward, and loosened the poignard in its sheath. “Had they taken Tsela or my children, you would be squirming on the floor, trying to put your guts back in.”

Ardsen’s already pale complexion went a degree lighter. He lowered his head in a slight nod. “As would have been your right, Commander.”

The pride and arrogance drained away. In its place she saw a young soldier who suddenly realized how little he knew. Finally. Now she could teach him. 

“You must go over everyone again. Something was missed. One of them has fabricated references, beefed up something to make it look proper. Be careful; stealth is our weapon here. If they think they are safe, sooner or later the spy will fuck up. Then we will administer justice. This is a game of hide and seek. Do you remember playing in the forest? You recall the feeling when you knew a forest cat had you pinpointed and you still couldn’t see them?”

“I do.” He gave a short nod. 

“Our prey must not get an inkling of your intent. The mouse must go about its business thinking it is secure. We...”—she glanced at Tsela—“have other means of obtaining information. If we learn anything, you will be first to know. When you leave here, continue to curse me as an interfering bitch.” The young man flushed, his ears flooding with color. 

Silver Eirson, commander of the Mercenary Union ship Poignard, laughed. “You think I didn’t know? Child, you have much to learn. Perhaps you are teachable now. If so, I will take the time to work on your education. You may leave. We have other things to see to. Do as I said.”

For the first time, Ardsen’s eyes fixed on her with something other than disdain. “Aye, Commander.” He snapped out a salute. “May I call you if I have questions?”

“Certainly. I’m always available for my people.”

When the door shut, Tsela’s arm fell over her shoulders. “Well done. We must go now. The call of the spirits to go to the cavern is intense.”

“Yes.”

He shouldered a pack and she sighed. They were taking food. This might be a long session with the spirits. 
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The talk started at once. Chatter in his implants increased. “Simmer down, everyone. Let’s enumerate the points. Number one, we won’t get as much for the Tressa if we sell it to the government.” Gilda started to say something, and Nic shushed her.

“Quiet down, Sis. Let the man talk.”

“As I started to say, I don’t mind getting less credits for the ship because we won’t have to wait on the auction. Nor will we need to worry if the credits are good.” Maden grinned at Gilda. “I know how much you hate slavery and pirates. I’m with you on this one. Spence, you want to say anything?”

“I vote with Gilda. Damn pirates all need to be spaced.”

Maden waited to give time for any other comments. When none were offered, he took a deep breath. “Let’s have a vote on it. Everybody in favor of selling our prize to the government weigh in with ‘aye’.”

He mentally counted to five before speaking again. “Seems like that’s a no-go. Everyone’s in favor of the fast sale and letting the Tressa go hunt more pirates.” Gilda gave him a thumb’s up with a grin.

“This meeting of the Long Sword is hereby adjourned. Spence, why don’t you let Daveld bring Oicu over.” Maden waited for his second in command’s agreement before contacting Oicu. Well, old man, you have any objection to riding home with Wadge?

If you have no objection to my killing him if he tries to screw me over. All I want is to go home, find a woman, and stay on the ground for the rest of my life. He gets me home, I don’t give a fuck what he does.

Understood. If Wadge turns out to be a liar and a cheat, you do whatever you must to get home safe.

We’re in agreement. I’ll hop on over, and the rest of you can get back to the ship and finish up the contract. Just out of curiosity, what are you going to do with the woman when she wakes up?

Damned if I know.

Want a suggestion?

From an ex-female? Sure.

Tell her she’s replacing me as a crew member. Give her something to do besides sitting around getting pissed off because she’s bored. There’s nothing worse than a bored female left to her own devices in the closed atmosphere of a ship.

Ah, I hadn’t thought about it that way. I can see what you mean. We’re not going to be able to take her anywhere until this contract is over with. Even then, I’ve used a ton of fuel to rescue her and I haven’t got a clue where Nizad is. For all I know, her damn planet is on the far edge of SUN space. I don’t feel like spending more money just to haul her behind home. That could eliminate all Long Sword’s profit.

Exactly, my friend. And since I stand to get a little bonus from the sale of the Tressa, I don’t want to see it all go to fuel. That was a smart move on your part, making it so we all had to share the cost of the fuel.

Maden laughed. I had an old union man give me the tip when I first started with the Long Sword. He sure didn’t steer me wrong with that trick.

The kid is here. Guess I better get my backside over there. See you in a few. I’ve still got a couple of things to pack, but not much. Didn’t bring a bunch of stuff this trip.

Oicu’s gender change took a little longer than that of most Selvians because of his time in space. They had a long discussion about the change from female to male when Maden first noticed his curvy female crew member’s body losing weight. 

According to Oicu, the change usually took place when the female ceased being fertile. That most often happened in their late middle years. At that time, a Selvian lost weight, experienced irritability due to the change of body physiology and the longer it took, the grumpier they were. Oicu kept to her/himself, trying to reduce the strain on the crew. Maden appreciated her/his attempts to make it easier on all of them. He would miss Oicu’s programming of the kitchen. Nobody cooked like a Selvian female.

There were lots of things he would miss about him/her. Her ability to manipulate almost any human male would be sorely missed the next time he found himself in a situation where he needed to calm one down or get something out of him. For all Oicu’s flirty ways, he/she was as levelheaded a crew member as he’d ever served with.
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Dahteste dreamed. She ran through the forest surrounding Atlin Lake. She and her brothers were hoping to catch one of the horses her family kept in the compound near the pass. Every spring, the whole family went to the plain of Bowah Gowah to assess the herd. Had they all made it through the winter? Would the mares foal without help?

Most of the time they did. Just in case, her family— mother, father, and all five children—made the trek across the pass to the grasslands of the North. The only girl, and middle child, Dahteste ran wild with the other children. Her mother had long given up the struggle to confine her.

So she ran through the long grass as soon as they reached the undulating land on the far side of the mountains. Her skin grew darker as she chased after her brothers and the newly birthed foals. 

Her father encouraged them; her mother said little. As she grew older, Dahteste realized her father wanted them to stay away from their summer home. She began to understand that summertime was his. In the winter, snow kept them in the house often, which made her father’s playtime with her mother far too short for his liking.

The children didn’t care what his reason was for setting them free. They took what he gave and gloried in it.

The tall grass, a bright shade of yellow-green, watered by the melting snow, beckoned her. She looked around and wondered where her brothers had gone off to. Instead of reaching to her shoulders, the long, thin stalks of grass swaying in the constant breeze came to her waist.

The day the direction of the wind changed, they all knew winter had lost its grip. Blustery gusts no longer roared from the southeast, causing the trees in the forest to fold their leaves tight against their branches in protest. Their small, compact home built into a hillside kept them warm and comfortable when the winds of winter sought to level everything.

When the snow melted, the winds retreated to the southern pole. A time of light breezes ensued. Spring allowed the trees to cover themselves with new growth. Delicate leaves that folded together at the very hint of a hard blow. She had climbed into the lower branches often. On reaching the safety of the trunk, she turned and blew hard on the leaves around her just to watch them. Each tiny leaf, like two hands clasped, became a small half crescent and tucked itself against the twig that held it.

Dahteste smiled when the snow-filled pass cleared. It was time for the small herd to make the journey to the grasslands. They made sure the stud couldn’t escape the pen they kept him in. Her father and mother rode out to check the herd. Had the old stud made it through the winter? If not, the younger one would take his place. As guardians of the herd, they must decide how best to ensure its continued survival.

Her father and older brothers would rope yearling studs, decide which to geld and which would go home with them to be coddled and cared for in the forest beside Atlin Lake.

Dahteste dreamed on. The med bed whirred. 
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Chapter 5
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Wadge grinned at Maden when he entered the dining hall. Seated in the chair in one corner of the room, the Messerian kicked the chair back and leaned against the wall. “You have reached a decision. I have an offer for you from my people. Sit.” Wadge waved a hand at the chair directly across from him. “It’s not a lowball offer, either. I think you’ll be pleased.”

“What’s your idea of a reasonable offer?” Maden asked as he pulled the chair out.

“One hundred thousand credits, deposited immediately in the institution of your choosing upon acceptance.”

Maden vocalized a short trill. “Definitely not a lowball offer. What do your people consider acceptance?”

Wadge pulled out a small holographic recorder.

“Where did you get that? I know Gilda and Jin searched you.”

The other form looked up at Maden, who realized the Messerian had removed the lenses which changed the configuration of his eyes. They now looked more birdlike. “I almost forgot you were a crew member on board. You must’ve had the recorder stashed.”

“Well done, y(trill)tetth. My source also tells me a thing of importance. The snake we spoke of is one we both wish to control. The aim being one or the other of us will succeed. Twtak vaa(trill) cmaact(trill)mettaak(trill)tchtat.”

Maden translated the saying from Messerian to SUN standard. “The snake in control, remove its head to be sure.”

“Now you may be reassured all will be well with your retiring crew member. The credits will be deposited where you choose, and we may both resume our work. I hoped it would be the Long Sword who responded to my distress call. I was given your route.”

“More information than the client gave me.” He held up a hand. “Don’t bother; need to know, and I didn’t.”

“As you say. Now you know someone else is working toward the same end.” Wadge waved a hand to encompass the whole ship. “These pirates haven’t any idea who they serve. I mean to find out. There are several small nests of vipers in existence. We intend to dig them out, one by one if necessary.”

“Which means that you and I aren’t the only two hunters working on the problem. Do you know who the others are?” Maden asked. 

“Yes. I am aware of them, but can’t give you names. They are all Messerian. I believe the reason is because we will be known to each other by the proverb. No other race speaks our language. Even with a translator, they can’t master the vernacular of the trill.”

“Nor can they masquerade as a human mix. Although with a nano-phage...”

Wadge laughed. “Yes, with that, a form can look like anything. Still, they will never manage our trill slang. Remember, the proper response is to give the last part of the saying without the middle section.”

“As I did without realizing it. Someone else could do the same.”

“This is possible. But having the question asked of you is the most likely scenario. Each of us has a description of the other. You are an anomaly. Perhaps tossed in to keep us all on alert or to make sure if there is a spy, you are the last resort.” 

He turned on the holo recorder. “Let us get the business done with the ship. I will state each of the terms and you will state accepted or rejected. Then I will inform my contact to release the credits. You will gather your personnel and be on your way. I only need one other question answered by you—what do you intend to do with the woman?”

“Keep her, once she is out of the med bed. I don’t have time to take her back to her home world. Since you are taking Oicu, I intend to tell her she is his replacement.”

“Excellent. Keep her close. We don’t know what they wanted with her, but I have something she took great pains to hide. These must be important, or she wouldn’t have hidden them in a pile of puke. The snake slime thought letting her stay dirty would encourage her to divulge information on her people. Give these back to her. Gain her trust. I suspect it won’t be easy. But she knew me for a friend. Play on that.” He held out a square of material to Maden.

On flipping the sides apart, Maden found a pale yellow crystal and a cube of gray metal. “What are these used for?”

“We want you to find out. As her captain, you are best placed to learn her secrets.”

Maden wrapped the items and put them in a pocket. “I’m feeling ill-used. Much like a virgin taken by a ship load of pirates.”

A chuckle from Wadge almost caused him to lose his temper. 

“Come now, what did you think the job entailed when they waved all the credits under your nose? A trip to a pleasure planet where you could spend them all after your contract closed?”

“I’d like to rearrange your face and let the whole thing default.”

“And confront sanctions from the Unions’ admin? Not likely. You’ll follow through. With any luck, you, your ship, and crew will have R&R on that pleasure planet... eventually. First, we have a snake to track down and behead. Let’s get this done.”

Maden tamped down the urge to grab Wadge by the throat and teach him a lesson. He’d always had a temper, more so than his brood mates. His family had sent him off cheerfully because of it. They hoped the Union would burn some of the anger off. It only taught him control and many ways to kill. 

His voicing of the acceptance of the contract contained two words not usually added to the approval clause—fuck you. 
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Silver didn’t
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